Writing a Research Report

There are a number of reasons why Geography students should write Project Reports in addition to essays:

1. Many of the careers Geographers enter require them to carry out various forms of research, which in turn leads to the writing of a Report. Many occupations require the communication of research findings; the answers to a set of questions for which answers are must be found. Employees are given directed tasks and are expected to communicate the answers through a Report and a presentation. It is therefore important that all Geography students gain some experience with this approach to research and the means by which results are communicated.

2. Research (and by definition the ways in which its findings are communicated) is the way in which the human race accumulates knowledge therefore the Report is the final product of a process of inquiry.

3. We should accept we all have the responsibility to present the results of our research honestly and accurately.

A research reports, in its essence, provides the answer to five key questions (Hay 1996)

· What did you do?

· Why did you do it?

· How did you do it?

· What did you find out?

· What do the findings mean?

To allow the reader to easily find the answers to these questions, the researcher must provide ‘signposts’ through the Report. This is achieved through using clear and precise language, sections, sub-headings, a table of contents, supplementary information (appendices), labelled and referred to tables, graphics and other illustrations etc. 

Some research frequently utilises secondary quantitative information and/or experimental material and the way the report is structured should make it possible for someone to repeat the work at a later date. When the work is more qualitative and difficult to repeat, the report must still answer the questions in an obvious manner, but usually this is achieved, in a more literary and less structured way. Furthermore, qualitative research often leads to the boundaries between results and discussion becoming blurred.

The Structure of a Report

There is no universal ‘Research Report’ style. The report’s structure must be controlled by the type of research being conducted, how the researcher wishes to convey his/her findings, and finally who is intended to read it or perhaps more importantly, who paid for it and will take action about its findings.

However, reviewing countless reports reveals a ‘typical’ format that allows the ‘five questions’ to be obviously addressed and also guides the reader logically through to the conclusions. It is strongly advisable that you follow this pattern as closely as you can(unless you have good reason not to!).

The key elements of all reports are as follows (after Hay 1996, Kneale 1999):

· A title page

· A letter of transmittal (necessary if the report has been commissioned or perhaps it could be notification of why the report has been carried out e.g. to fulfil the conditions of obtaining a degree – you had to do it to pass the module! Could also be the terms of reference for the project 

· Acknowledgments: if someone has given you important help it is ‘good form’ to thank them in a public way. If you used a proofreader, someone did your maps, sorted out a computer problem, took photos acknowledge them. Key interviewees, inspiration and encouragement should also be acknowledged.

· Table of contents, including separate lists of figures, tables, plates etc.

· Abstract/Executive summary (there is some debate on the exact location for this important part of a report, some sources would place it before the acknowledgments.

· Introduction (what you did and why)

· Methods (how you did it)

· Results (what you found out)

· Discussion and conclusion (what the results mean)

· Recommendations (if appropriate)

· References

· Bibliography (if different from references)

· Appendices

The title must identify the contents. It is permissible to use a sub-title if necessary. Keep it short and make it as ‘interesting’ as possible. The exact title might be best left until you’ve finished the report so that it accurately reflects its contents.

The abstract/executive summary is the most read part of many reports, in fact many readers will use it to judge if they need to bother to read any further. It goes without saying that the abstract cannot be written until you have completed the rest of the report. The greatest danger with the abstract is that it becomes a list of intentions rather than the full report in miniature. The abstract needs to follow the format: introduction-body-conclusion, you need to make it clear what the objectives of the research were, the methods employed, the results and the key conclusions. All this in less than 200 words! Abstracts are very important and need a great deal of thought and care.

The table of contents is particularly important in most reports to guide readers. Include all main headings and subheadings with their page numbers. It should have its own page and needs careful preparation and organisation. If you number your sections in the main body of the report ensure that the same system is used in the table of contents. Lists of both figures and tables should follow the table of contents, these too should be numbered, titled and listed with their respective page numbers. As pagination is involved this is one of last tasks you need to do.

The introduction is where you indicate the scope of the project, what it is hoped to be gained from the research, the research question(s) and the significance of the work. A question that often arises with Research Reports is the placing of any literature review. If a literature review does not warrant a section of its own, then the introduction is the place to indicate what has been written about your topic by earlier researchers and how their findings have influenced you. Your methodology section might also contain a second literature review. Most importantly you should endeavour to refer your results back to the literature in the analysis and conclusions part of the report.

In writing the literature review you must be comprehensive, but at the same time must focus on your research questions. It should never degenerate into a list of sources or a string of quotes, or an annotated bibliography. The literature review should be a continuous piece of prose, a dialogue, centred on your research topic and how other writers have identified and interpreted issues. It is a ‘critique’ of previous work; geared put you topic into context. It will discuss the impact of: key books on the broad field in question; some books and articles written in the last five or so years on the same broader theme; everything written on the specific topic including some non-academic sources and material found on the web.

The methodology section is about how you did it! Some readers will need to know whether your approach is a valid one and has been administered in a rigorous manner. Therefore, you must provide the appropriate level of detail about the major sources that you have accessed, the methods utilised and why they were employed. Think along the lined that you need to provide sufficient information so that someone could be able to repeat your research. It is essential to unravel the methods employed; explain and describe any questionnaires, explain how you collected this and that, how you conducted an interview and what prepared questions you used. Explanation needs to be provided on how you intend to use the data. Why did you decide to use one particular method of analysis instead of another?

An important part of this section is an explanation of why and how you selected a location or group for your research; you must justify the selection/location of a case study or particular population sub-group. For instance if carrying out a questionnaire survey: how were the respondents selected, what was the sampling frame? How was it administered and by whom? It is also necessary to indicate any difficulties encountered- for instance how were non-respondents dealt with

When the research concerns investigating a location this is an opportunity to provide a map(s) and if the site description were quite lengthy it would warrant a separate section.

The results section can be rather dry, it is the factual part of your report. Aim to describe what was found although with some qualitative studies do mix results with analysis or interpretation. 

It might well be helpful to your readers if you start this section with some sort of guide to what you intend to achieve. You will probably have lots of results, usually quantitative information from your surveys therefore they must be well organised and easy to interpret. Results need to be collated, tabled, graphically depicted and discussed. It is very important that the map, chart, table and its description are in close proximity to one another- the implication you will need to plan the layout of this section very carefully- cutting and pasting text to fit it around your illustrative material.

Use sub-headings to divide the data being used. Try and vary the type of graph. It is expected that spreadsheets are employed with appropriate data and therefore use the charting facility but do be aware that the nice colours on the screen may not translate well into grey-scale. Colour graphics are expensive! Excel does allow the conversion of solid colour blocks to greyscale choropleths. One pitfall to keep in mind is that your data might be scaled and then colour is probably inappropriate anyway and conversion to greyscale will require an appropriate range of varying density dots, dashes, and lines.

In this section simple descriptive statistics should be used to summarise data sets, where appropriate. More complicated statistics like correlation and statistical measures of difference might in some circumstances be used in this section or may seem more appropriate in the next.

Analysis, discussion and conclusions are sometimes treated in one section, sometimes they are separated. This is why you’ve done the research. This section is difficult to write and one likely to be read by interested parties. Return to the original objectives and provide the evidence that they have been achieved.

You must explain the results of your research, what have you found out, what have you not found out. Then you must attempt to explain the significance of your findings. How does it fit in with other workers findings, what progress does it signify, have you changed the world?

Finally if you could start again what would you do differently or in addition?

RECOMMENDATIONS

Your report mat well lead you to a position where you have to make recommendations on what needs to be done next or how the research process might be progressed further in the light of your discoveries.

APPENDICES

These are not important! Well sort of, as appendices are where you locate material that is not essential to your argument but which the reader might find of interest. You may have extracted the information you need on for instance on the East Midlands and used it in the main body of your report but in an appendix you include the same data for all the standard Level 1 regions of the UK. Other sorts of information relegated to an appendix includes such items as a full copy of a questionnaire, having discussed the thoughts behind its compilation in your methodology and presented the results and analysis in the relevant sections. Never put key information in the appendices, for instance illustrations. Finally on this point do not include every completed questionnaire in your report’s appendices.

The list of References is essential. All citations in your text must be referenced alphabetically. If other material has been consulted but not directly used than you need a second list of sources, a bibliography, which should include all items in the references list as well. Citations and references must follow the ‘house’ style, which needs to be determined in advance. However, in the Geography Division of Nottingham Trent this is the Harvard style.

Some final considerations:

The language style employed in many reports uses rather neutral terms as the writer strives to appear objective, often they are written in the third person and use very unemotive terms. This style of rhetoric is not the only one that is acceptable, all research, particularly in the social sciences, cannot be objective, subjectivity cannot be avoided and therefore reports can be written in the first person and at times emotive opinion expressed. However, it is essential that when writing a report, the writer is aware of what is expected from the ‘client’, ‘boss’ or ‘lecturer’. 

Many reports enumerate the headings and sub-headings. At undergraduate level this can be unhelpful but remains a valid option. As reports supply factual information and are intended to be clear, ‘objective’ and concise, enumeration will emphasise the structure and make referring from one part of the report to another far easier. Major sections are given whole single numbers, sub-sections have one decimal point and if further sub-divided the sub sections of a sub-section have two decimal points. Often they are indented in equal proportion.

It is essential that you spell check and use appropriate grammar and language. All reports should be presented on one side of A4 paper, double-spaced leaving wide margins. The use of footnotes should be at a minimum as you are using the Harvard style of referencing. However, if a note is needed to elaborate on a marginal point you may choose between ‘footnotes’ and ‘endnotes’ located after the conclusion but before the references.

Finally there is presentation. High quality research demands high quality presentation! If it’s impressive and attractive to the reader, it’s probably also easier to understand. A carefully well-presented report is indicative of careful well-organised research. Be wary of ‘clip art’ decoration as the standard cartoons are very over used! Ensure your name; the title and page numbers are on every sheet.
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