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Importance of Understanding the Audience

Gaining a good understanding of audience characteristics and needs is the most important step in writing a research report or preparing an oral presentation. 

Ask yourself questions such as: 

From which organizational levels do audience members come? How busy are these individuals likely to be? 

How familiar are they with the project? 

In what aspects of the project are they most likely to be interested? 

Do they have the background and training to easily understand technical complexities and terminology related to the project?

Moreover, when the audience consists of multiple groups with widely disparate backgrounds and interests, a researcher should prepare several separate reports or presentations, if feasible, and present the results to each group separately to maximize the overall impact of the research project. 

Thus, it is important to be user-oriented at this final and most critical stage of a research project.
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Transmittal Letter

The transmittal letter introduces the report to its audience. 

It typically follows the style of business letters and includes a brief description of the report’s highlights. 

The contents of the executive summary section, which we will discuss shortly, can be incorporated into the transmittal letter if the entire report is brief. 

The transmittal letter is optional when the researcher personally delivers the report to its readers.
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Title Page

The title page contains the title of the study, the name and affiliation of the report’s author, the date of the study, and the name and affiliation of the person requesting the study. 

An attractively laid out title page is important for making a good first impression on the reader.
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Table of Contents

When a report contains many sections, a table of contents helps the reader quickly locate any desired section. 

The contents page customarily does not include the title of the study; it is labeled “Table of Contents” or simply “Contents.” 

When the body of the report contains numerous tables, figures, or other illustrations, a desirable feature is a separate page titled “List of Tables,” “List of Figures,” or the like, following the contents page.
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Executive Summary

A useful starting point for drafting an executive summary would be to outline the main study objectives (issues about which information was sought through the study) and list all the findings that relate to each. 

This kind of outline will facilitate pulling together in one place findings from different sections of the study pertaining to the same objective. 

Main findings and implications pertaining to the various research issues or objectives addressed by a study can be transformed into brief sections. 

These sections, along with several introductory paragraphs briefly describing the study’s purpose and methodology, form the building blocks of an effective executive summary. 

A concisely written executive summary that organizes the key findings by research objectives can also aid the researcher in drafting the full report: it can serve as a skeleton for structuring and fleshing out the body of the report. 

In fact, the sequencing of topics covered and results presented in the executive summary should be the same as in the body of the report. 

Readers who want more information about a particular section can then quickly turn to the corresponding section in the main body of the report.
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Purpose

This section provides a clear definition of the research problem and lists the study’s objectives. 

A brief discussion of the rationale for the objectives and their relevance to the problem at hand is also appropriate for this section.
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Method

This section describes and justifies the procedures used in generating and analyzing the data for the study. The types of issues to be addressed in this section include the following:

What overall research approach or design (exploratory, conclusive, or exploratory followed by conclusive) was used in the study? 

Why was this design the most appropriate one? 

Did the study rely solely on secondary data or was primary data also involved? 

What sources of secondary data were used?

How were primary data, if any, gathered (through observation, questioning, or both)? 

What constituted the study population, and how was the sample selected from it? 

If the questioning approach was used, what method was used to administer the questionnaire (mail, telephone, online, or face-to-face interviews)? 

During which period were the data collected? 

What techniques were used to analyze the collected data? 

For instance, were the analyses limited to construction of one-way and two-way tables and computation of summary statistics, or did they employ more advanced statistical procedures?
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Findings

This section presents and discusses the results from all the analyses conducted. 

As recommended for the executive summary, an effective approach for this section is to group the findings by research objective. 

However, this section should offer much greater detail than the executive summary. 

For instance, whereas the executive summary might present only the key insights from a series of tables, the body of the report should present the tables in their entirety and discuss all the insights they reveal. 

Graphical illustrations are an effective way to present the findings in an economical yet interesting fashion.
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Conclusions

This section briefly reviews the study, summarizes the inferences stemming from it, and highlights the evidence supporting each inference. 

It typically should be quite brief, since its purpose is to recapitulate the main points discussed in earlier sections. 

This section could also include a set of recommendations if requested by whoever commissioned the study. 

Some managers may want the researcher to make specific recommendations; others may prefer that the researcher simply report and interpret the findings, without recommending how the managers should act on them.
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Limitations 

This section includes any cautionary notes that qualify the results of the study. 

Any unforeseen or unavoidable methodological weakness or external events that might have a bearing on the study’s conclusions should be covered here. 

For instance, if the demographic composition of the study sample is markedly different from that of the population of interest, this discrepancy must be explicitly acknowledged. 

Moreover, a brief discussion of why the discrepancy arose and how it might influence the generalizability of the study’s findings should be included.
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Addenda

Addenda are relevant attachments referred to, but not included in, the body of a report. 

A typical addendum is a list of references. 

This list is necessary when numerous citations—data sources, websites, past studies, articles, books, and so on—are made in the main report. 

When there are only a few citations, you can reference them in footnotes on the pages where they appear instead of having a separate list of references. 

Another addendum to research reports is an appendix (or set of appendixes). 

Questionnaires, raw data tables, formulas, complex calculations, and similar items usually appear at the end of a report as a set of appendixes. 

A questionnaire containing a summary of responses to each question is a particularly useful appendix because it simultaneously presents the actual questions asked and a bird’s-eye view of the answers. 

In general, any study-related material whose placement in the body of a report may be distracting rather than enlightening should be relegated to the appendix section.
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Make It Short

Decision makers usually have no more than a few hours to read a report summarizing a study that may have taken weeks or months to complete. 

Hence the report must be as succinct as possible. 

It should cover in detail only those aspects of interest to research users and have a direct bearing on their decision making. 

Having labored long on a project, researchers may be tempted to explain everything they did, perhaps to obtain the audience’s appreciation for their efforts. 

This temptation is likely to be strong among those unaccustomed to writing research reports. 

There is no standard length for a report. 

The ideal length depends on the needs of the audience and hence will vary from one situation to another. 

A good rule to remember is that a report must not contain material irrelevant to its intended audience.
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Make It Interesting

A report does not have to be humorous or entertaining, but it must be interesting enough to grab its readers’ attention. 

There is just too much competition for the time managers can devote to research reports. 

Therefore, an uninteresting report may not even be fully read, let alone have an impact on decision making.

You can prepare an interesting report if you understand the audience and write in a style appealing to them; focus the report’s content on issues that are relevant to the audience and important for them to know; and use suitable illustrations and other visual aids.
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Make It Methodical

A written report must be methodical so readers will be able to follow it readily. 

The various sections within the report must be logically sequenced to ensure smooth transitions. 

The number of sections and the best way to arrange them depend to some degree on the nature of the project and the audience.
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Make It Precise

A precise report is a clear report, one composed of unambiguous statements. 

It is also comprehensive and contains all the information necessary for readers to get a complete and true picture of the study. 

Clarity is a function of writing style and report format, which we will discuss further in the following sections.

Comprehensiveness means providing enough details about the study—for example, nature of the sample, data collection procedures, analysis techniques—to help readers decide how valid and generalizable the study’s findings are. 

To ensure objectivity and ethics, researchers have an obligation to inform research users about potential limitations of a study.

Contrary to what some researchers may believe, a report that acknowledges a study’s limitations is likely to create a better impression of the study than a report that fails to do so.

Report writers must be careful, though, not to overdo reporting of limitations by listing every little problem the study encountered.
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Make It Lucid

The lucidity of a report is critical to its effectiveness for several reasons.

First, the clearer a report, the less time readers need to understand what it says and the more time they can spend digesting its contents. 

Second, a report that lacks clarity risks confusing its readers and leading them to conclusions unwarranted by the study and unintended by the report writer. 

Third, an unclear report can annoy its readers and create a poor image of the quality of the entire research project.

One prerequisite for developing a clear report is to thoroughly understand the audience and to write in a style compatible with their background. 

A frequent complaint of managers is that research reports are too technical. 

The source of this complaint is invariably the report writer’s failure to pay adequate attention to the audience. 

Technically complex material may be clear to the report writer and may even be viewed as a means of impressing the reader. 

However, more often than not, such material will neither enlighten nor impress the reader. 

On the contrary, it is more likely to result in dismissal of the report as being too theoretical to be of practical value.

Devoting a little extra time and effort to translating technical statements into plain language can greatly improve report clarity.

Technical terminology (especially when it will help reduce a report’s length) is appropriate if the audience is familiar with such terminology.

Appropriate tables, charts, or figures can add to the clarity of a report by conveying the contents of written material much more effectively and concisely.
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Make It Error-Free

To make a good impression on readers, a report must be error-free—free of arithmetical, grammatical, and typographical mistakes, however minor they may be. 

Checking a completed report thoroughly should take no more than a fraction of the time required to put the report together. 

Yet, perhaps because of a premature feeling of relief that the task is done, writers often look over their final drafts hastily or not at all.

The price of carelessness can be quite high. 

Incorrectly typed numbers, percentages that do not add up, misspelled words, and other minor errors are usually major distractions to readers. 

Moreover, a report with several such errors will make readers skeptical about the quality of the project itself. 

Checking a report more than once, preferably with the help of someone good at editing and proofreading, is a wise investment of the report writer’s time.

IV

 seq NLA \r 0 \h .
Graphical Illustrations SEQ NLA \r 0 \h 
A

 seq NL1 \r 0 \h .
Pie Charts

A pie chart is a circle divided into several slices whose areas are proportionate to the quantities to be represented on the chart. 

The relative sizes of the slices are shown as percentages. 

A pie chart is excellent for showing the decomposition of a total quantity into its components—for example, the contributions made by a firm’s product lines to its sales or profits, the income distribution of households using a certain product, the allocation of a total budget to various expense categories, or the market shares of firms within an industry or brands within a product category.

Using different shadings or colors for the various slices of a pie chart can improve its effectiveness. 

Also, limiting the number of slices to about six or seven is preferable. 

Too many slices will clutter the chart and diminish its visual impact. 

When a total quantity has numerous components, lump minor components (those making relatively small individual contributions to the total) into an “Other” category to avoid overcrowding the chart.

Constructing a pie chart may not be helpful when the total consists of numerous components, each contributing about equally to the total. 

In short, pie charts are most effective when the number of components is relatively small and the relative sizes of those components are dissimilar. 

Constructing pie charts under other circumstances may merely add to the length of a report without improving its effectiveness.
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Line Charts

A line chart is a two-dimensional graph and is typically used to show movements in one or more items over time. 

The horizontal axis is customarily the time axis, and the vertical axis represents values of the items.

For a line chart to be most effective, the trends corresponding to different items must be shown by lines of different colors or of different form. 

Also, just as in the case of pie charts, one should not include more than a few items on a line chart. 

Too many lines on one chart will give it a crowded appearance and cause confusion.

C

 seq NL1 \r 0 \h .
Stratum Charts

A stratum chart is also a two-dimensional graph with time along the horizontal axis and values of the items plotted along the vertical axis. 

The area of the graph is divided into several horizontal layers, or strata, one corresponding to each item. 

At any given time, the width of each stratum represents the relative magnitude of the corresponding item at that time.

Thus, a stratum chart is a cumulative line chart. 

Also, its information content is similar to that of a series of pie charts constructed over a period of time; that is, it tracks the changes in relative magnitudes of the items over time. 

Just as with pie and line charts, having a fairly small number of items (strata) and making the strata distinct by using different colors or shadings are critical for a stratum chart’s effectiveness.
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Bar Charts

A bar chart consists of a series of bars (of equal thickness) whose heights (or lengths, if the bars are drawn horizontally) represent values of the items.

Bar charts are appropriate for depicting actual or absolute magnitudes (sales of different product lines, expenditures on different marketing activities). 

The heights or lengths of the bars can be made to correspond to the absolute magnitudes of items, yet the areas occupied by the bars will provide a visual picture of relative magnitudes of the items.

Bar charts can also be used to show changes over time by, for example, plotting time along the horizontal axis, constructing one vertical bar at each point in time, and dividing each bar into segments so that their heights correspond to the values of the items at that point in time. 

The visual impact of such a time series bar chart is similar to that of a stratum chart.
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Graphical Representation of One-Way and Two-Way Tabulations

Several of those charts can be used to pictorially summarize information contained in one-way and two-way tabulations, which are perhaps the most widely used procedures to analyze survey data in practical research projects.

Bar charts can also clearly and quickly communicate information contained in two-way tabulations.
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Computer Graphics

The proliferation of personal computers and the availability of a variety of computer graphics software packages have greatly enhanced the options available for presenting research findings as graphical illustrations.

Many computer graphics programs have the capability to import pictures, movies, and animation, and to incorporate sound in presentations. 

The user can peruse visual displays of the resulting pictures and obtain hard copies of the most effective ones. 

These capabilities should simplify the task of determining the best way to graphically portray a study’s findings.

Many graphics software programs are becoming an integral part of today’s desktops. 

For example, Microsoft PowerPoint is common software on most desktops. 

Presentations can also be linked to the World Wide Web, allowing distant clients to view them. 

Researchers can easily coordinate their written reports with their oral presentations by creating colorful slides of key charts included in the report. 

The upshot is that written reports and oral presentations without graphical illustrations are more an exception than the rule today and are bound to become even more so in the future. 

The ease of generating graphical illustrations of a study’s results does not mean that a diagram or chart should be produced for every result. 

While graphical illustrations can make a report interesting and add to its clarity, too many of them may clutter up the report and annoy the audience. 

The number of illustrations to use and the appropriate formats for them should therefore be carefully determined to avoid confusing, meaningless, or misleading illustrations.
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Oral Presentations

Making an effective oral presentation is in some ways more difficult than writing a good report because of the direct interaction with the audience. 

Any sign of faltering during an oral presentation will make an unfavorable impression on the audience and may lower the self-confidence of the presenter. 

An effective oral presentation requires meticulous preparation of what will be said and how it will be presented. 

It also requires planning for contingencies such as a breakdown of visual equipment or a series of unexpectedly tough questions from the audience. 

Therefore, even a 30-minute presentation may need many hours (or days) of preparation. Carefully planning and rehearsing an oral presentation is critical to its effectiveness.

The following three general tasks are especially important for the success of oral presentations:

Research the audience. 

Know who your audience will be, learn about their backgrounds and information needs, and anticipate the questions they may ask. 

Choose the main points of the study to be covered during the presentation. 

Be careful not to select too many main points. 

Make good use of visual aids—flip charts, transparencies, slides, and so on—to improve presentation clarity and maintain audience interest.

Given the proliferation of technology and equipment for creating visual aids, such aids are expected by audiences and used by presenters in virtually all oral presentations. 

Indiscriminate use of visual aids, however, is likely to be of little help. 

Visual aids must be chosen and sequenced with care, with each one containing a simple, relevant message. 

Many of the suggestions can also enhance the effectiveness of other forms of visual aids.
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