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Producing a Professional Report
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Success as a business person can be difficult to achieve

and very easy to lose. Many elements contribute to success.
The primary elements include experience, appearance, and
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reputation. Experience and appearance are easy to define and
develop. A competent professional reputation is much harder to
define and achieve. One aspect of your reputation thatis frequently
overlooked is the quality of the reports and other documents you
use to report your activities. A few words of praise are quickly
forgotten—a poorly written report will be around to haunt the writer
for a long time. Producing a professional quality written report is
critical to success.

QaliSiuii geg <hic )ladl dpupid Joau lals
What does your report tell the reader about you and
your company?
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What and how you write is a primary indicator of your
professionalism. It tells many tales that are not explicit in
writing.
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-If your report is sloppy in appearance, you're lazy and careless.
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-If it's incomplete, you're incompetent.
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-If it contains poor English or grammar, you're not too smart.
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-If it contains misspelled words, you don't know how to use spell-
check.
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If you are content to allow the above "tales” to be part of your
reputation, you will fail as a business person. By following a few
suggestions, your written reports can do much to enhance your
professionalism and business success.

Qi i ol gSau Laus

What can your reports be used for?
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The primary purpose of any report is to provide the reader with
factual information concerning a project or problem area. There
are many other uses for your report;, some of which may not be
evident at the outset. Once the report is finalized, it cannot be
retrieved for correction or alteration—the final report is “final.”
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-Your report can be used as evidence in a criminal or civil court
proceeding.
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-The information in your report can be used to impeach your

reputation and the validity of the information, both within the
corporate structure and the court system.
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-Your report becomes a permanent part of “your record.” Good
reports are easily forgotten but bad reports will remain a part
of “your record” for many years.
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-A professional quality report will demonstrate your abilities,
not only to the original recipient but to everyone who has
an opportunity to see your report. This is a prime marketing
strategy and may lead to future referrals.
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-It is critical to remember that anything you write will be subject to
critical review and may end up in front of a jury or arbitrator.
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There is indeed a difference between creative writing, as taught
in traditional English classes, and workplace writing, as practiced
in business and government. This article highlights a number of

prewriting, writing, and design techniques many people have
found useful in creating workplace documents.
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Research consistently shows that writing generated from an
outline is superior to writing without an outline. Unfortunately,
many people avoid outlining because they think it takes too long
or doesn't really serve them well. An outlining approach | often
use overcomes both of these concerns: it is quick and it works
very well. It starts with details and works upward to the category

level, rather than starting from the categories and working down
to the details.
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To complete this type of bottom-up outline, draw two vertical
lines down a page, dividing the page into three equal columns.
In the first column, do a quick brain dump. Think of all the wha,

what. why, when, where, and how information you need to
communicate to the audience, and write these as a vertical list
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on the page. Don't worry about sequence or wording issues at
this point; just list the information as it enters your mind.
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Next, examine the items in the first column, and create a few
categories into which the first-column items could be placed. To
keep the structure simple, try not to exceed about five categories.

List the categories in the second column, and draw a line from
each first-column item to its related second-column category.
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in the third column, arrange the categories into some sort
of meaningful sequence, such as chronological, most-to-least
important, high to low, aiphabetic, problem/solution, symptom/

cause, or recommendation/justification. You now have an outline
for the body of your document.
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Next comes the actual writing, the most time-consuming part
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of the process. Many people find an OABC framework helpful
in this process. OABC stands for opening, agenda, body, and
closing.
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Opening. Write an appropriate opening that helps the audience
connect with the content of the document. As a general rule, give
the gist of the message in the first sentence or two. This “top-
down” approach gives the main idea first, with supporting detail
coming after. This is the reverse of the bottom-up process used
in creating the outline. Bottom-up processing is fine for problem
solving, but top-down processing is preferred for communicating
results to an audience.
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Agenda. Following the opening comments, insert an agenda,
or preview, that indicates what is to follow. Most people include
an opening, a body, and a closing in their documents, but too few
include an agenda. or preview, between the opening and the body.
Three different types of agendas are used most often. A quantifying
agenda tells how many sections are in the body. Example: "The
following three expense categories need immediate attention.” An
identifying agenda labels the sections of the body. Example: “The
City of Xxxx’s basic financial statements include government-wide
financial statements, fund financial statements, and notes to the
financial statements.” An organizing agenda tells how the body
sections are structured. Example: “The next segment discusses the
city's net assets, from largest to smallest.”
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Bady. In the body, fulfill the promise made in the agenda,
writing one or more paragraphs about each of the items referred
to in the agenda. Good body paragraphs include five major
attributes that can be remembered with the acronym CLOUD
(coherence, length, organization, unity, and development). The
CLOUD attributes are discussed as follows.
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A coherent paragraph reads smoothly and flows logically from
one sentence to the next.
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A paragraph with appropriate length is short enough that the
length does not discourage the reader.
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A paragraph with appropriate organization often reflects a top-

down order, with the main idea in the first sentence (the topic

sentence), followed by sentences that support and develop
the main idea.
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Paragraph unity ensures that each sentence discusses only
information falling within the scope of the topic sentence.
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An adequately developed paragraph includes all the appropriate

what, who, when, where, why, and how details related to the

topic sentence.
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Closing. After writing the body, compose an appropriate closing.
This segment might include a summary, list of conclusions,
forward-looking statement, request for action, ar other cantent
that naturally grows out of the foregoing document.

S OABE s 5 OABG plusssiad s cllassa b dnid
el s Ll Cyuama B B o a5 S S35 s e
Ul Il g 5y cagen (@8 (pag oM ad slael e el Lt (LSE
iy 2501 2 Jslol daliin gl (o 1 6330 Laa el JS20 2!
Jgeos 12 Sleglall Sgay s 2l GHUEI Jae ara s O Jlee ¥ Jsn
ol e 2 lld w30 A &l U ALLGL bl
Two key benefits are derived from using OABC. First, OABC
forces writers to organize their thinking, which increases writing
speed and improves coherence and organization. Second, it
helps to prepare the reader’'s mind so the body of the message
“will enter the brain in an organized fashion, resulting in faster
comprehension and longer retention. In fact, the agenda can
program the reader's mind so information placeholders are

established prior to the arrival of the corresponding message
elements that follow in the body of the text.
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Most workplace documents can benefit from a touch of visual
design after the writing is completed. Think of HATS as an
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acronym to help with this process--headings, access, typography,
and spacing.
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Headings serve as signposts, or navigation aids, to let
the reader know what is in each paragraph or segment of the
message. in a document with a generous number of headings,

readers can skim along the surface of the document, stopping to
read detailed information only where they have greater interest.
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Access has reference to the ease of finding and processing
the information. Visuals, such as tables, charts, diagrams,
and photoes, are often easier to comprehend than standard
paragraphs.. The principle of "more is less and less is more”
applies. The more access devices you use, the less each one
stands out, and vice versa. Therefore, use access devices
sparingly.
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Typography considerations involve type font, type size,
and type alignment. Readability is primarily the concern of the
typographer or information designer. It is the intended result of
the complete process of presentation of textual material in order
to communicate meaning as unambiguously as possible. A
reader should be assisted in navigating around the information
with ease, by optimal inter-letter, inter-word and particularly inter-
line spacing, coupled with appropriate line length and position on
the page.
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Spacing is the final HATS design factor, with external and
internal space being the two areas of concern. External spacing
refers to the top, bottom, left, and right margins, generally being
one inch on all sides for most documents. Internal spacing
addresses the amount of space between and within paragraphs.
Most documents today apply single spacing within paragraphs
and double spacing between paragraphs.
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Writing can indeed be a difficult and daunting task, but applying
the foregoing techniques can help simplify the process and
produce a more reader-friendly product. Professionals who use
these techniques testify to their efficiency and their effectiveness
in a wide range of writing contexts. While the content and strategy
of the report will vary from one situation to another, these writing
principles can be universally applied.
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