PAGE  
11

GUIDELINES FOR 
FINAL WRITTEN PROJECT REPORTS

Based on materials originally developed by 

Anne Harrington and Jane Thomas

2010 version edited by Anne Harrington and Bob Halstead
Ross School of Business at the University of Michigan 

February 2010
This document provides information on developing a formal report of the kind used in action learning project courses at the Ross School of Business at the University of Michigan. These guidelines address the following topics:

· Report preparation

· Report Layout
· Format and design

· Graphics

· Style

· Common errors in final reports
The key point behind all the recommendations here is for you to make the content of your reports as accessible to the members of your audience as possible, so that they can see the value of your observations and recommendations.

Report Preparation

Steps for collaborative writing of a complex report are given in the Collaborative Writing Guide.  Here the preparation steps are covered briefly in terms of the content and structure of the report rather than the writing process.

Objectives and Audience Analysis

Most action learning projects offer the realistic challenge of addressing multiple objectives and multiple audiences.  Although you may have many secondary objectives, the main objective of your written report is to provide data-driven recommendations for the particular business issue you are addressing.  The sponsor is the primary audience.  The report is intended for people who were closest to the project and who will be involved either in accepting or implementing the recommendations.  A good report thus makes clear the evidence used to arrive at the recommendations and the actions needed to implement the recommendations when the project team is no longer engaged.  
As you complete your report, consider the following: 

· How many people in the company will read the full report?  Only the executive summary?  Who are they — CEO, president, managers, staff, line workers, process owners, indifferent others?

· What do the company readers know about the subject of your report?  What will they need to know several years from now if they revisit your report?

· What critical information does the sponsor need to have to assess the viability of your recommendations?

· What is the sponsor’s probable reaction to your recommendations?

· What organizational impact will your recommendations have if followed?
· If the sponsor chooses to implement your recommendations, what information is needed to do so effectively?

The written report is an archival record of your accomplishments.  Unlike reports used solely to make business decisions, your written report has a number of additional functions and audiences, including personnel in your sponsoring company who may consult your report at a later time, the faculty advisors who are evaluating your work, future students who may use your report for reference, or even potential future sponsors who want an indication of the quality of a MAP report.  That said, all reports are subject to confidentiality restrictions and will only be shown to authorized individuals.
Organization

Your written report reflects an intense period of data gathering, synthesis, and analysis leading to thoughtful recommendations.  Typically, teams have large amounts of information that need to be organized into a compelling argument for the actions they believe an organization should take.  This is a challenge that is best met by starting with simple organizing structures and building toward richness and complexity in supporting detail.

The overall organization of your report will be deductive, unless there is good reason for using an inductive structure.  With a deductive format, you state your claim or position and provide evidence to prove it.  This is true in all sections of the report, including your findings and recommendations.  In your findings section (current situation, process analysis, competitive environment -- whatever your project calls for), it is clearest if you highlight the conclusions you came to through your primary and secondary research and then provide the supporting evidence.  In your recommendations, it is clearest if you state your recommendation first, and then provide the analysis and evidence that lead to your belief in this action.  

Your overall organizational pattern should grow logically from your project, data, and client needs.  Process improvement reports typically analyze the current situation, identify problems in the process, and then show how the recommendations solve the identified problems.  With market-entry or strategic projects, the emphasis may be slightly more informative than persuasive, although a subsidiary goal is always to convince the audience that your analysis is correct.  These projects may have a greater focus on analysis of the company, competition, customer, and market.  A business plan will follow conventional categories, such as the template provided by Ernst & Young:  background, product (service), market analysis, marketing and selling, the management team and organization, funding requirements, financial projections, risk assessment and sensitivity analysis, action plan, and milestones. In any case, only directly relevant information should be provided.  Supplementary information can be placed in appendices and companion documents.  In the body of your report; the emphasis should be on the recommendations and the substantive data supporting them.  
Internally, your organization should also reflect a deductive pattern in which you state your point (recommendation or claim) and follow it with supporting evidence.  This reasoning bundle often includes a stated warrant — that is, a connection between your point and your evidence that makes clear for your reader why your point makes sense.  

Outlines

As noted in the Collaborative Writing Guidelines, the organization of your report develops through a series of increasingly sophisticated outlines.  Your initial approach is reflected in a category outline that is little more than the general topics or categories of content you will include in your report.  This outline develops into your skeleton outline, a more developed version that reflects the actual content you are likely to have in the report.  Whereas the category outline might have only main headings, the skeleton outline will have at least three levels.  The skeleton outline develops into the working outline, the fully developed outline that guides the writing of your report.    
	Sample A
	Sample B
	Sample C
	Sample D

	Introduction

Primary Recommendation

     Current Situation

     Recommended Action

     Cost/Benefit Analysis

     Implementation

Secondary Recommendations

Conclusion
	Introduction

Recommendation #1

     Process Problem

     Recommended Solution

     Analysis

     Implementation

Recommendation #2

Recommendation #3

Conclusion
	Introduction

Market Opportunity

Competitive Analysis

Recommendation

   Explanation

   Analysis

Implementation

Implications
	Project Overview

Benchmarking Best Practices

Company Analysis

 Strengths

 Challenges

Competitive Environment

Strategic Options

Financial Analysis of Options

Recommended Action


Headings

It is most efficient if you generate your first outline using the headings in MSWord.  As you progress in developing the outline, you can change your category headings (Introduction, Findings) to idea headings.  For example, a heading that you might have labeled "Introduction" or “Background” will be more effective if it is renamed to reflect the content of the section:

Integrated Business Planning at Searle

Industry Trends Influencing Detroit Newspaper’s Portal Project

Introduction to Whirlpool Corporation 

A reader should be able to skim the headings of your report and get a solid understanding of the content.
Although teams sometimes use numbers and letters in the working outline, these are eliminated in the final report.  With the occasional exception of numbers for main sections, reports typically have main headings without numbers.  The hierarchical organization of the report is shown by the typography, the use of such signals as indentation, font size, boldface or italics, and bullets.  Conventional understandings about superordinate and subordinate relationships in headings include the following:

· Centered is more important than left justified.
· Left justified is more important than indented.  Each indentation moving away from the left margin indicates a lower level of importance.

· Larger is more important than smaller.
· Bold is more important than regular print.
· Underlined is more important than plain.
FIRST LEVEL HEADING
SECOND LEVEL HEADING
Third Level Heading

Fourth Level Heading
Fifth Level Heading

In addition to conventions about the relationship among headings, rules exist for the use of headings and outlines.  Following these rules will ensure logical consistency in your report.   

· Make sure each item in the outline or each heading contains only one unit of information.  If one item makes two points, revise so that you have two divisions. 

· Make sure each subdivided level has at least two parts.  Logically you cannot have an A without a B, a 1 without a 2, and so on.   You cannot divide a section into just one part.

· Make sure items at a given level are in parallel grammatical structure.  If A or your second level heading is a noun phrase, then B and C (all second level headings) should also be noun phrases.  If 1 is an –ing phrase, then 2 and 3 should also be.  You do not need parallel construction across levels.  Thus, A, B could be noun phrases, 1, 2 could be –ing phrases, and a, b could be adjectives.  Level three headings could be infinitives, while level four headings could be nouns.

· Let the outline reflect appropriate coverage of the topics.  You do not need the same number of divisions or amount of development for all items in the outline.  However, if you go to the second level in one section of your outline and the sixth level in another, heed this as a warning that you have a problem in balance and coverage.

· In the initial stages of report development, phrases allow for flexibility and revision.  Some teams prefer to use to sentences as they move toward full text.  

Evidence

Strong quantitative and qualitative support for your analysis of the situation and your recommendations is critical for effective persuasion.  Quantitative evidence includes facts and statistics; these should be objective and verifiable.  Qualitative evidence can include interviews, expert testimony, examples, anecdotes, and illustrations.  You will need to provide a variety of evidence to gain commitment from different audience members.  Some individuals are persuaded by statistical data and hard facts; others are convinced by concrete examples; still others are swayed by stories that move them emotionally. 

Your recommendations are not the only points that need supporting data.  If you have a problem-solution type of project, you will need to support the problems you have identified with reasoning and evidence even before you address your recommendations/solutions.  If you have a project that involves identifying and developing an opportunity, you will need to provide a clear description of the opportunity supported by evidence that shows your analysis of the situation is realistic.

Appeals

Selling is a critical part of communicating your results.  Persuasive communication relies on appeals or the logical, psychological, and personal premises that sell your conclusions to the audience. 
Logical appeals reflect the reasoning you use to come to your conclusions, including the evidence that supports your reasoning.  In most cases, reasoning that is explicit to the audience is more persuasive than that which is implicit.  Of the four types of reasoning available to you — deductive, inductive, causal, and analogical (comparisons) — you will rely most heavily on deductive reasoning.  

Psychological or emotional appeals include the use of highly regarded goals (efficiency, financial gain), values (interdependence, satisfaction in work), shared myths and stories (the possibility of success, David and Goliath), and other emotional connections (compassion, self-actualization) that move the audience to accept your conclusion.  Establishing common ground is an especially effective psychological appeal because it puts everyone on the same page. “We all want XYZ to be the most successful e-commerce site.”  Frame your presentations and reports with an understanding of the company needs, and present your recommendations in terms of advantages to the company.  

Personal appeals rely on your credibility.  Although you will have established some credibility with selected company personnel and faculty members during the course of your project, you will still need to bolster your credibility with substantive evidence, clear organization, references to valued others, and overtly exceptional thought.  Clearly establish why you are credible to make these recommendations.  Your credentials include not only your intelligence, objectivity, and expertise, but also your understanding of the company’s needs and the depth of knowledge you have acquired in researching the project. 
Prototype Report

A prototype is a mock-up of the entire report.  It is a completely developed draft report that includes everything from the cover through the title page, title fly, executive summary, table of contents, table of figures, list of appendices, text (with all headings), references, and appendices.  Putting together a prototype not only gives you a psychological boost, but also helps you determine if you have the appropriate amount of coverage on various topics, if you still need information in some areas, if there are any outstanding issues that need to be addressed, and if you have all the materials for the final version in the proper form.  Circulating the report among stakeholders allows you to get input and buy-in on your final recommendations prior to completing the report.
Written Report Format
PRELIMINARY MATERIALS

In a formal report, several pieces of information are placed before the actual text.  These are called preliminary materials.  Your report will have a Title Page, Executive Summary, Table of Contents, and a List of Tables and Exhibits. In addition, you will have a Letter of Transmittal that functions like a cover letter in transmitting the report to the recipients.  

With the exception of the Title Page and Letter of Transmittal, which are not numbered, the preliminary materials should be numbered with small case Roman numerals “i, ii, iii” and so on.  The first page of text is Arabic number 1.  
Cover:  Project reports are typically bound with a stiff cover of paper or plastic.  Some teams design graphics for their covers.  Decisions regarding design and information on Covers are at the discretion of the team, but check with your sponsor for preferences. 

Title Page:  The Title Page is the first page of the report after the cover.  The following information should be on the title page: name of company; title of project; names of team members; university affiliation; date.  Some teams also include the name of the company liaison and the names of the faculty members guiding the project.  

Sometimes project teams design a cover that is predominantly for visual impact.  If that is the case, you need a Title Page immediately after the cover so you can give readers the necessary information.  If you have all the information on the cover, you can omit the title page — but that makes for a very crowded cover.  Teams sometimes put only critical information on the cover and include a title page with more detailed information.
Letter of Transmittal:  The main purpose of the Letter of Transmittal is to transfer a document from the writer to someone else.  When a transmittal accompanies a document such as the project report, it indicates the authorization and purpose of the report, highlights the report’s findings or significance, and expresses appreciation. The Letter of Transmittal is not bound into the report; it may be inserted after the title page or placed on top of the report.  Although the transmittal accompanying your project report can be addressed to your project sponsor, it is a gracious touch to tailor the transmittal letters to each recipient.

Executive Summary:  The Executive Summary is a condensed statement of what is in the report, including introduction, findings, conclusions, and recommendations.  It summarizes succinctly but precisely the content of the entire report.   It should contain the same emphasis as the report in terms of the extent of coverage.  The Executive Summary is a stand-alone document; it does not refer the reader to other parts of the report.   It is a complete in itself so that it can be duplicated and circulated to individuals who will not read the entire report

In terms of length Executive Summaries are typically 5–10% of the whole report, although some sponsors prefer the summary be no longer than one page.    The Executive Summary is placed after the Title Page and before the Table of Contents. A page break always precedes and follows the Executive Summary.

Table of Contents:  All MAP reports should have a Table of Contents with consistent headings and sub-headings.  The wording used in the headings in the Table of Contents must be identical to the wording used in the headings in the body of the report.  The easiest way to do this is to assign headings and then use the table of contents function on MSWord (Insert>Field>Index and Tables>Table of Contents).  Usually only two or three levels of headings are used in the Table of Contents even if there are additional levels in the report itself.  You can set the number of levels on the table of contents function.  Page numbers will be included automatically if you have used headings.  You can easily “refresh” the table of contents to reflect revisions.

List of Figures:  Charts, graphs, and other visual aids should be numbered in the body of the report and listed in the preliminary materials.  Include page numbers for each figure.   The List of Figures follows the Table of Contents. MS Word has a similar function for generating the List of Figures if you have used the “caption” function.  Charts, graphs, and other visual aids should be numbered in the body of the report and listed in the preliminary materials.  The List of Figures follows the Table of Contents.  The List of Appendices comes last.  If you have problems, get help.  You do not want to do this manually!
List of Appendices:  Most project reports have multiple appendices and/or exhibits.  These should be labeled with letters (Appendix A, Appendix B), and the pages should be numbered consecutively from the end of the body of the report; if your report text ends on page 19, Appendix A will begin on page 20.  The List of Appendices follows the List of Figures in the preliminary materials section.  Appendices are labeled in the order they appear in the text.  Thus the first appendix referenced is A, the second appendix referenced is B, and so on.

BODY

The following sections indicate the main components that comprise the body of your report.  Although category headings are used for illustration, you will have headings that reflect the specific nature of your project; for example, instead of “Project Description” you will have a header like “Comerica Image Capture Project.”

Project Overview:  This is a concise description of the project.  It reflects relevant background information on the project and key aspects of your letter of engagement.  The following list offers items you may want to include:  company overview (including reference to product, process, or situation), project motivation (why the company initiated the project), project objectives, specific problem or opportunity, scope, limitations. primary decision makers or stakeholders, methodology, performance measures, and deliverables.  It is critical to have a project overview so that individuals who access your report at a later time have the information necessary to evaluate your results.  A typical introduction might have the following headings:


Project Background



Company



Motivation For Project


Project Overview



Objective



Scope



Performance Measure



Limitations


Deliverables


Methodology



Primary Research



Secondary Research


Headings can sometimes break up the flow and create an awkward, choppy impression in short introductions.  In this case you might omit formal headings and indicate organization through paragraphs or typography.

Some companies use the header "Introduction" to start a report.  Other companies prefer starting the body with a paragraph that introduces the entire report.  Such an introductory paragraph, which typically does not have a header, sets up the topic, purpose, main point or conclusion, and structure of the report.  The following example is adapted from a Comerica report.  It is acceptable to have the same sentences in the Executive Summary and the introductory paragraph of the report.

This report summarizes the findings and recommendations of our MAP team, which was charged with identifying opportunities for improvement in Comerica's image technology check processing system.  Comerica operates one of the world's most technologically advanced check process systems, and it seeks to make the system as cost-effective as possible.  Our project objective was to improve the operational efficiency of the check processing system by increasing the throughput rate and the quality level of the work and lowering the work-in-progress inventories.  Our report provides detailed flow charts of the current process, as well as five recommendations for process improvement. It is anticipated that if all recommendations are implemented, Comerica will save [amount of time], which translates to [amount of money].

                            COMERICA IMAGE CAPTURE PROJECT
[Text continued]
Whether you start with a header or an introductory paragraph, the introductory section on the project and background should be short, no more than a few pages in a twenty-page report.  

Situation Analysis:  In a process improvement project, this section contains a complete description of the current process and attendant problems.  In a market entry project, this section contains information necessary to understand the environment.  In a strategy project, this section contains background and research needed to make an informed decision.  This is essentially your “findings” section.  Emphasize what you found rather than how you went about finding it.  The one exception to this guideline is when part of your project is to provide a methodology for the client, as in “selection” projects that involve a filtering methodology to determine which supplier, market, product, etc. is best.  In general, your current situation section should be concise, leaving all but the essential information to appendices and exhibits.  For example, if a process is analyzed, an overview flow chart might be used and readers directed to an appendix for the detailed flow charts.  If extensive benchmarking is undertaken, a summary chart might be included and the specifics included in an appendix.

Recommendations:  This section provides a statement of each recommendation, any needed explanation, supporting evidence, and implementation information.  Support for recommendations is critical; the quality of your support will impact the overall effectiveness of your report.  Included in your support can be much of your analysis, such as root cause diagrams of problems, benchmark summaries, and observational data, along with other evidence that your recommendation will be effective given the sponsor’s current situation. Most recommendations require thoughtful consideration of the implementation issues, although situations may arise in which implementation is not directly relevant to the project or is self-evident, e.g., “Buy a new information system from XYZ, Inc.”  Alternative or secondary recommendations may be presented but are covered in less depth than your main recommendations; nevertheless, they still need some analysis.  Because projects increasingly depart from traditional process analysis, it is critical to work with your faculty to determine the appropriate content and approach.

If you have a number of recommendations, it is helpful to categorize them or prioritize them.  In some cases, you may want to have an introduction or conclusion to this section indicating how the recommendations fit together and/or which recommendations will give the company the most value for the cost.

Conclusion:  Your conclusion section will be short because you have already addressed the necessary issues.  What may be included in this section are discussions of timing, which recommendations should be implemented first, overall conclusions drawn from the data presented, and suggestions for the future.  Some teams include a separate implementation or next steps section in lieu of a conclusion. 

END MATERIALS

End materials include Appendices (charts, tables, other kinds of exhibits), and your References. Be selective in choosing your end materials; only the information that adds to a reader’s understanding of the issues should be included.  End materials should be numbered in Arabic numerals continuing from the end of the text of the report.  

Appendices:  Appendices include materials you have not incorporated into the body of your report, either because they are lengthy or supplementary to the text.  These materials can consist of extra charts, graphs, visual aids, surveys, interviews, background information, financial analyses, benchmarking data, and other information contributing to your report. Appendices are labeled with letters: Appendix A. Appendix B, and so on.  Appendices appear in the order in which you refer to them in the text of the report.  Appendix A thus contains the material that is referenced first in the report text.  The pages of the appendices should be numbered consecutively from the end of the body of the report; if your report ends on page 30, you begin your appendices with page 31.  Every appendix you include should be referenced somewhere in your report.  Make it easy for the reader to find the appendix referenced:  "For the details of this analysis, see Appendix D, page 42."  An alternative is to use parenthetical references (see Appendix F).  Even if you use tabs on the appendices, giving the page number makes it easier for the reader to find material.  If you do provide page numbers, make sure your checklist of items to do prior to final printing includes confirming that all of those page numbers are still correct after final edits.

References:  References must be fully and properly cited to enable the reader to identify sources and to avoid plagiarism.  Documentation rules are strict in the U.S.  To avoid plagiarism, you should document your sources whenever you do any of the following:

· Use a direct quotation

· Paraphrase a passage in your own words
· Copy a table, chart or other diagram from another source

· Construct a table or chart from data provided by others

· Present specific examples, figures, or factual information taken from a specific source that might be considered the original writer's intellectual property.  

Even with generally available information, such as census data, it is considered good form to provide the source in case the reader wants to refer to the original.

Information about citation requirements and plagiarism is available through the University of Michigan Library:  http://www.lib.umich.edu/handouts/plagiar.pdf.  Two common styles of documentation are APA  (American Psychological Association) and MLA (Modern Language Association).   Many online guides are available, such as, http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Citations.html.  If you have any questions about proper citation, reader courtesy is your final guide.  Think about what will help the readers most if they want to find the materials you have referenced.

Optional Items

Glossary:  If you have numerous definitions, more than can be comfortably managed in the text, you might need to include a Glossary or list of terms with definitions.  The glossary can be placed with front or end material. 

List of Acronyms:  Some companies make extensive use of acronyms.  If it helps reader understanding, you might want to include a List of Acronyms with the front or end material.  Although the company’s personnel with whom you work will probably know all the acronyms you have learned from the company, its executives and other readers may not be as familiar.

Index:  An index lists topics alphabetically so that the reader can easily find subjects of interest.  Although MS Word can generate an index, most project reports are not long enough to need one.  Indexing requires that you tag the relevant words.  So, even though Word generates the list automatically from your tags, it’s still a labor-intensive addition to your project.

Format and Design

Format and design here refer to the appearance of the report.  Many format decisions are up to you.  Concerns of design, aesthetics, and typography are often a matter of personal preference.  

General and Body Text

Here are some general guidelines:

· Reports are typically single-spaced, with an empty line between paragraphs to enhance readability. Alternatively, you can use Format>Paragraph>Spacing 6 pt Before or 6 pt After to insert the space automatically, If you format the first paragraph you write that way, the formatting will carry through the entire document as you write.
· Reports are often printed in Times New Roman, a serif text font that facilitates reading in printed reports (not online).  To ensure visibility, font is frequently 12 point, although 11 or even 10 is not uncommon.  Smaller font size is acceptable in figures.  You may use larger print or different font on the headings, but try for a sophisticated look; headings that are too large appear childish and take up space that could be better used for substantive content.
· Margins should be at least one inch; you might want to use 1.25 or more on the left margin for binding.

· Heading levels should be consistent; graphs and charts must be readable.  You can often get good ideas from looking at reports from previous years. 
· Some format decisions overlap with correct style use.  For example, bullets should be used for categories of items, whereas you should use numbers to show that the items should be done in a certain order, have different rankings, or so that you can refer back to one or more items by number. If none of those apply to the items in your list, use bullets for that list.
· Use a period at the end of a bullet (or numbered item) only if it is a sentence (in which case, all of the bullets in that set of bullets should be sentences, like the one you’re reading now). Use no other bullet-ending punctuation (commas or semicolons); a set of bullets is a list, not a way to write a very long sentence.
Headings

Select or design a template for your document.  The integration process will be smoother if you are using the style function on MS Word to modify headings, change some aspect of the whole report with one click, and insert a table of contents effortlessly.  A few suggestions:
· Use space above and below major headings (you can set the amount of space and indent under “format” then “style” then “modify” then “paragraph”)

· Most cases you will have between 4-7 main headings in the report.  More than that suggests you need to rethink how you are categorizing material

· Use a consistent format
Headers and Footers

The header is the space at the top of the page above where you normally enter text; the footer is the space at the bottom of the page below where you normally enter text.  To access either, double-click your mouse in that space, or use the menus: View>Header and Footer. Both the header and footer spaces are preformatted into three areas: left aligned, centered, and right aligned.

You can use the header to repeat the name of your report and as an option for where to put the page number. If you use section breaks between the sections of your report, you can use the header as the place to put the name of the section, which will make it easier for readers to search your report for material they remember seeing in their first reading. If you use the header for section names, don’t also use it for the report name.

Many people use the footer as a place to put the file name (so people who have both the printed report and the electronic file can use the former to locate the latter on their hard drives) and to put the report date or print date (you will need to key the former), and as an alternative location for the page number.

Graphics

Graphics enhance the clarity and readability of a report.  The most reader-friendly way to present your data is to insert charts, graphs, and tables into the body of your text at the points you are discussing the data.  If this is not possible, you can put the graphics in appendices, but you should then make reference to them with the appendix and page number cited in the body of the report.  Make sure the visuals, including font size, are large enough to read easily.  Although you can use a much smaller font for reports than you can for presentation slides, readers may ignore graphics that are too small.  Use consistent size and format for your graphics.  Avoid putting too much information on individual graphics or other visual aids.  You can use more information in a written report than you can in an oral presentation; however, the objective of using the visual is to make information clearer and easier to read, so in general, work for simplicity in each graph, chart, or other visual.  If the graphic requires extended text explanation to be clear, the graphic needs improvement or deletion.

Labeling Graphics

Although there are differences among types of graphics, for the sake of efficiency you can call everything a “figure” in your written report.  If you do distinguish figures and tables, you will need to include a List of Figures and a separate List of Tables.  Check with your client company.  Some companies prefer the term “exhibit”, especially if the report has significant financial dimensions.

Placing Graphics

Incorporate key charts and graphs into the body of your report.  With complex material, it is sometimes appropriate to use a simplified, high-level graphic in the text and refer the reader to the detailed graphic in an appendix.  It is best to introduce graphics with text.  "The following chart shows the relationship between extent of training and success communicating responsibilities to employees."  The caption function in MS Word automatically numbers figures sequentially through the report. 

Sizing Graphics 

Use the “insert text box” tool for graphics.  After you have put in the text box, insert the file containing your graphic.  If you want to insert slides directly from a PPT presentation, convert the presentation to a jpg file with the “save as” option.  To avoid dark graphics, you can save the PPT slides in black and white, then convert to jpg; if you are printing in color, this is not a problem.

Using Graphics
· Make each visual serve a clear purpose and convey substantive content

· Title each graphic and number it sequentially in the order it occurs

· Identify all patterns in the graphic by label or legend

· Represent numerical relationships in graphs without distortion

· Cite data sources 

· Introduce, discuss, and integrate each graphic in the text

· Make each graphic easy to locate

· Make each graphic aesthetically pleasing (balanced, sized consistently with other graphics, surrounded by white space, clear, items vertically aligned, uncluttered)

· Locate each graphic appropriately in the report

STYLE

Style refers to the way the report is written, rather than the appearance of the document.  Following are some suggestions to make your report to be reader-friendly, clear, and professional.  

Consistency and Advance Organizers

One way to ensure consistency is to use of the same kinds of advance organizers from one section of your report to the next.  Advance organizers are clues you provide to the reader of what’s coming up, for example:

· An introductory sentence that says “This section addresses the following three topics:”

· Bullets that identify points you will address

· Numbered steps if you’re about to describe a process

The point of advance organizers is to minimize readers’ being distracted by thoughts like “Why are they telling me this?” and “When will they get to _____?” so they can focus on what you are saying. They assure the reader that you have a clear plan of presentation that you’re executing, not just a jumble of points you’re wading through. 

Generally, when you use advance organizers to tell readers what you’re going to cover, you need to cover the topics in exactly the same order, using exactly the same words in headings (the formatting will not be the same as in the headings, however).  

You should also be consistent in your citations and use of references.  

Dynamism
Dynamism includes techniques that enhance the clarity, vividness, and energy of your writing.  One suggestion for increasing dynamism in writing is to include some animate subjects in your sentences.   Animate subjects refer to people and can include personal pronouns, such as “we,” or words such as “company” and “team.”  Inanimate subjects refer to things, such as “market shares,” “key benefits,” “systems,” etc.  Even in formal business reports, using “we” or “I” has become acceptable.  

Active verbs are generally preferable to passive constructions.  With passive constructions:

· The subject does not do the acting.

· The verb consists of 2 or more words, one of which is a form of “to be”

· The word by is expressed or implied.

Active:
when the subject performs the action that the verb expresses;

            
The company developed a new inventory-management system.

Passive:
when the subject benefits from or receives the action the verb expresses;


A new inventory-management system was developed by the company.

Active verbs can make your sentences more specific, personal, concise, and emphatic.  Recommendations should always be active rather than passive.

Unclear:
It is recommended that . . . .

OK:
We recommend that . . . .

Better:
Recommendation #1: Develop models to predict call volumes.
Note that you can set the MS Word grammar checker to catch passive voice, but it does not catch all instances.  Still, you should set it to try.

Mechanics

Mechanics is a general term for grammar and punctuation. Mechanical errors can be important if they are intrusive and/or get in the way of your meaning.  The primary purpose of the rules of grammar and usage is for writers (or speakers) to follow standard structures and commonly shared meanings so that readers (or listeners) can understand what’s being said with the least effort. Some languages put the primary verb in a sentence last; English does not. If you started following the rule “put the primary verb in the sentence last,” you would confuse your audience. It’s your job to communicate clearly to your audience; it is not your audience’s job to figure out what you’re saying.

Moreover, errors in grammar and punctuation reduce the credibility of your content.  For precise information on mechanics, refer to an accepted grammar resource.  The MS Word grammar check does not pick up all errors. MS Word also comes with a dictionary to confirm usage, but we recommend using Merriam-Webster. A free (but limited) version is available at www.m-w.com.
Parallelism

Parallelism refers to the use of the same word, phrase, or grammatical form when listing a series of items, whether within a set of bullets, a table, or a sentence. Everything after “within” in the previous sentence illustrates parallelism within a sentence. 

Recommendations should be active and in parallel structure.  For example: 

	Parallel:
	Not Parallel:

	We recommend the following:
	We recommend the following:

	Develop a new inventory system.

Change the budget practices.

Charge departments for equipment ordered.
	Provide technicians with separate terminals.

Leasing one laser printer per facility.

Use of the Ethernet connection for feedback.


Tone

Tone refers to the attitude you convey as you present your material.  A positive, professional tone presents your material in the best light.  Unwise use of tone can hurt the effectiveness of your report by communicating negative attitudes or by being too formal and cold.  Negativity and the level of formality are illustrated below.

Negativity: 
Sentences that are accusatory, e.g., You have not kept the appropriate data.


Condescending phrases and words, e.g., It is obvious that. You surely know. Words that stress the bad or impossible, e.g., no, won’t, cannot, never, impossible, regret, failed.

Formality:
Latinate, literary, or multisyllabic words, e.g., utilize (instead of use), contemplate, perambulate.  Needless passive constructions; too many long sentences (over 25 words) 
Transitions

Transitions indicate the relationship between ideas so that the reader can move smoothly from sentence to sentence and paragraph to paragraph.  They fall into the following general categories:

· Demonstrative pronouns:  this, that, these, those

· Personal pronouns:  he, she, it, they, them, w, us, his, hers, their
· Numerals: first, second, in the first place, finally, etc.
· Addition: and, also, furthermore, moreover, likewise, besides, etc.
· Contrast: but, however, nevertheless, still, yet, on the other hand, etc.
· Summation: in conclusion, in sum, in short, briefly, to summarize, etc.
· Generalization: in general, overall, on the whole, etc.
· Reason: because, for this reason, in view of, etc.

· Result: therefore, thus, consequently, as a result, etc.
· Illustration: as an example, for example, for instance,  etc.

Note that with pronouns, it is essential that you make it obvious what the antecedent of the pronoun (the noun to which the pronoun refers) is, or you will confuse your reader.
Common Errors in Final Reports
Most of the common errors in final written reports stem from one root cause:  not leaving enough time at the end of the project to give the attention to detail demanded by an outstanding report.  A related problem is spending too much time on the first sections of the report and leaving too little time to develop the recommendations. 

The most common style errors include:
· Failure to cite appendices in the proper order

· Using numbers instead of letters to label appendices
· Incorrect use of numbers and bullets.  Numbers are for steps or priorities.  Bullets are for categories of items

· Lack of parallelism among the items within a sentence or a list (bulleted or numbered)

· Use of too large a font in first level headings 
· Inexplicable gaps in the text
· Lack of white space around headings

· Failure to edit out writing directions (“George, where is the data for this?”)
The most common substantive error is putting too much background information in the beginning of the report (because teams have done a lot of work getting the information and want to include it) and providing too little justification for the recommendations or insufficient explanation of the implementation required.  Following the guidelines offered in this document will help you avoid these common problems.

