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Report Writing: An introductory guide 
 
 
Reports are documents used to convey information in a relevant format. This guide will provide some hints 
and tips about what reports are, how they differ from essays and how best to structure them to create 
professional looking documents. 
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The Paper Industry Technical Association (PITA) is an independent organisation which operates for 
the general benefit of its members – both individual and corporate – dedicated to promoting and 
improving the technical and scientific knowledge of those working in the UK pulp and paper 
industry. Formed in 1960, it serves the Industry, both manufacturers and suppliers, by providing a 
forum for members to meet and network; it organises visits, conferences and training seminars that 
cover all aspects of papermaking science. It also publishes the prestigious journal Paper 
Technology International and the PITA Annual Review, both sent free to members, and a range of 
other technical publications which include conference proceedings and the acclaimed Essential 

Guide to Aqueous Coating. 
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Summary 

Reports are documents used to convey 
information in a relevant format. This guide 

will provide some hints and tips about what 
reports are, how they differ from essays 
and how best to structure them to create 
professional looking documents. 

 

Disclaimer 

Please Note: This guide has been written in the 

style of a report. However, there are many ways 

to layout a report. Check your module guide for 

individual tutor requirements.  
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Introduction 

Reports are used in many professions including health, medical, science, 

government, business, and the police. As they are used to provide key 
information, they are considered to be a highly effective communication tool. But 

they need careful planning to create maximum impact. This guide will outline 
some of the formatting and style issues to consider. 

1. Differences and Purpose 

1.1 The main difference from essays is that reports can make use of the 
following to enhance their look and feel: 

 labelled sections 
 headings and subheadings 

 bullet points or short paragraphs 
 images, tables and diagrams 

1.2 Good report writing is a key employability skill. Reports are used to provide 

information, make recommendations, feedback on surveys or outline strategy. 
Therefore, a good report should be accessible, readable and attractive. 

 

2. Importance of the Brief 

2.1 Reports are usually the result of a specific brief or assignment. The format of 
the report therefore needs to reflect what your tutor is asking for.  

2.2 Read the brief carefully and if need be ask your tutor which layout they wish 

to see. They may leave that decision up to you as it can depend on your 
findings.  

Here are some basics to get you started: 

 

3. Format or Layout 

3.1 Below are some suggested sections for a scientific or laboratory report and a 
business or policing report. The key is to be flexible so only include those 

sections relevant to the brief. Therefore, use these suggestions as guidelines and 
add to, change or omit sections as needed. 
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Figure 1: Suggested sections for a scientific report 

   

Figure 2: Suggested sections for a business or policing report 

3.2 Readers of reports will often 'dip' into a report initially to get the overall 
messges. Which sections might they read first?  Most likely: Executive 

Summary, Conclusion, and Recommendations 

3.3 Microsoft applications provide formatting tools such as cover pages, page 
numbering, headers and footers etc. to enhance the look and feel of the report. 

 

4. Writing skills 

4.1 You still need to use formal well-written text. However, unlike essays, the 
text can be divided up effectively into short sub-sections or bullet or numbered 

points to ensure your key messages are accessible. 

4.2 You still need to make use of well-structured sentences and paragraphs and 
use signposting to aid the flow of your text. Check out our general writing tips. 

 

 

https://my.cumbria.ac.uk/Student-Life/Learning/Skills-Cumbria/Academic-Writing/
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5. Visual media to illustrate your reports 

5.1 Enhance the impact of your report by including images, figures or 

illustrations, diagrams, tables, infographics etc. A few golden rules though: 

1. They must all be relevant and have a purpose 
2. This purpose must be explained 

3. They must be referenced if not your own - Check Cite them Right for 
styles 

4. They must be labelled 
5. They can be listed in the contents page so they are easy to find 

5.2 If appropriate add an image or colour to the title page or front cover of your 
report. You can also use colour within the main body of your report. 

 

6. Example of Reports 

6.1 Scientific 

 Invertebrate Survey (Telfer, 2013)  

 The Clean Growth Strategy (HM Government, 2017) 

6.2 Business / Policing 

 Smart Cities (McKinsey & Co, 2018)  
 Report of the Stephen Lawrence Enquiry (Macpherson, 1999)    
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8. Further reading 

Check Onesearch for the full range of titles available. Some will be aimed at 

general audiences, others at specific subject areas. 

Bogg, D. (2016) Report writing for social workers. 2nd edn. London: Open 

University Press. 

Bowden, J. (2011) Writing a report: how to prepare, write and present really 

effective reports. 9th edn. Oxford: How to Books. 

Forsyth, P. (2016) How to write reports and proposals. 4th edn. London: Kogan 

Page. 

Price, M. (2013) Lab reports and projects in sport and exercise science: a guide 

for students. Harlow: Pearson. 

Reid, M. (2012) Report writing. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://my.cumbria.ac.uk/Student-Life/Learning/Resources/OneSearch/https:/my.cumbria.ac.uk/Student-Life/Learning/Resources/OneSearch/

