Topic: Informal Business Reports

Over the course of your career you will be called on to prepare a wide range of documentation and
reports, both formal and informal. As opposed to formal business reports, informal business reports are
defined by the following:

Tend to be shorter in length and usually routine reports that are generated regularly.

They tend to address a readership or viewership that regularly read these reports — their readers
are familiar with both format and content.

These reports are usually written to be internal documents.

They cover less controversial topics.

The tone of these reports is friendly and casual.

They tend to be written in the first person and may include contractions.

Informal business reports are usually written in conversational language and can include
sentence fragments.

Subtopics

Informal Reports: Digital Preparation
Informal Reports: Topic Identification
Informal Reports: Data Collection
Informal Reports: Data Analysis
Short informational Reports

Short Analytical Reports

Subtopic: Informal Reports: Digital Preparation

The amount of digital data available can be overwhelming. Regular updates of essential
information and analyses is a way of keeping everyone up to date on status and changes. In
order to assure the most current information and the fastest delivery, most of these are
prepared and distributed electronically.

Clarity and readability of such reports are paramount. Clear headings should indicate the
content underneath them, much like the headline of a newspaper story. Subtitles throughout
the report allows readers to scan for the information they need and can give the feeling of an
outline that has been filled in with the important details.

Many businesses use templates to keep these reports regularized and to facilitate readers
finding the information that is important to them. These digital reports are mostly prepared
using the following:
e PDFs. Reports are written using many different applications including word processors,
spreadsheets, power point presentations, and more. Most applications allow you to save
your documents in PDF form. The PDF format is universally readable by different platforms.
Most importantly PDFs are graphic documents, meaning that their content cannot be
altered either accidentally or on purpose. PDFs are reliable and trustworthy.
¢ Infographics. Visual representations of information or data are also known as
infographics. Infographics are useful in displaying complicated information in a clear
manner and are particularly useful in using that information to compellingly support the
points you are trying to make.



e Digital Slide Decks. Digital slide shows, also known as slide decks can be used to make
text-heavy reports more visually oriented and less difficult to read. In addition to text, these
often include tables, photographs, charts, graphs, and other infographics. Digital slide decks
can be embedded on the Web, posted on an internal company intranet, or distributed by
email.

e E-Mail and Memo Formats. Many short reports are either imbedded in the body of an
email or sent as attachments to emails. Primarily, these reports are short, informational
reports meant for internal distribution only. The format of an electronic memo reports is
the same as that of traditional hard copy memos. Standard headings include Date, To,
From, and Subject, followed by the body of the memo.

e Forms and Templates. To maintain consistency on digital reports that are regularly
generated many organizations provide forms or templates. Creating these reports is then
just a matter of collecting the information and analysis and plugging it in. These reports can
also be easier for the reader since the information they need is located in the same place
every time.

e Letter Format. Shortinformal reports (eight pages or fewer) that are intended for an
outside organization are still common in government agencies, accounting firms and in real
estate. These reports should be prepared on stationary with the office letterhead. They
should begin with a date inside address and salutation, and conclude with a complimentary
close. These reports are usually longer than other correspondence written in letter form
and are more carefully organized. Letter format reports usually have headings to help
readers find the information pertinent to them, and are usually delivered in PDF form.

Subtopic: Informal Reports: Topic Identification
Two of our most useful tools are structure and context. The sequence in which we organize the
material and the headings we use inform and direct how it is read. Knowing the topic and
subtopics inform structure and content. Below are the steps for identifying and refining the
topic and subtopics for your informal report.
e Study Your Assignment. The assignment with which you are tasked will always point
you towards identifying your topic, and sometimes will lead you directly to it. If your
responsibility is to create and distribute an analysis of online sales compared to brick and
mortar sales for a camping equipment, you know that your topic will likely be in the realm
of: quantitative sales analysis, branding and marketing analysis, or cost analysis of different
delivery mechanisms.
e Identifying Themes in Information. With some idea of the area or sector of your topic,
the raw data will help you to specify your topic and themes. If the raw data suggests that
men overwhelmingly prefer to order online while women prefer to buy your product from
brick and mortar, your topic has narrowed to exploring the gender differences between
online and brick and mortar purchases.
e Selecting Topic and Subtopics. With your primary topic in place, it becomes relatively
simple to create an outline for your informal report. Subtopics might include: camping
equipment sales to men, camping equipment sales to women, analysis of data, historical
trends (broken down into 5 years, 2 years, 1 year, and 6 months), effectiveness of current
marketing campaign broken out by gender, conclusions, recommendations.
e Identifying Readership’s Needs and Purpose. If your topic and subtopic are not germane
to the needs of those reading it, it can fail to be of any substantial use. Make sure that the



report you are providing supports those reading it. If your report is being distributed only to
the product development team, focusing on the effectiveness of marketing might find a less
interested readership and ultimately prove less useful.

e Refining Topic. Given all of the above information refine and improve your original
outline so that it promises to prove to be of maximum use to those reading it.

e Gathering Materials and Composing Report. Once you have taken these steps, you can
continue gathering materials, analyzing data, and writing the rest of the repost.

Subtopic: Informal Reports: Data Collection

One of the biggest problems with data collection is that there is so much data available that it

can overwhelm. Data falls into one of five following forms:
e Historical Data or Background Information. The amount of this information that you
include should consider how much the reader already knows about the issue, knowledge of
what reports have revealed about this topic before, and an analysis of how relevant those
older reports still are.
e Statistical Information. Your raw data can be examined from a range of perspective
each offering perspective may shift the meaning or importance of the raw data. This data
will yield the statistical results that you can use to support your conclusions.
e Expert opinion. Important considerations include which experts will you chose to
consult and what their biases are. Are your experts available to you, or are you citing them
from other sources? Are you using in-house experts, or are you seeking outside from
outside the organization?
e Individual or group opinion. Citing the opinions of others can be very useful, but you
will need to consider your sources and consider how much of little your readers value those
sources. Can you either procure or prepare surveys to collect information in order to e able
to cite group opinion? Consider whether focus groups already exist or if you will need to
establish them.
e Organizational information. There will be more than a wealth of data and information
available in-house. Make sure that you understand the mechanisms for accessing that data
and that you have obtained the appropriate permissions.
e Primary versus secondary sources. Primary data comes from first-hand observation and
experience and secondary information comes from citing what others have written about
what they have personally observed or experienced. Seeing a traffic accident and the
events surrounding it and reporting on it is using a primary source, reading a newspaper
account of the accident and citing that is using a secondary source.
e Primary sources. Raw data and analysis of that data represent primary sources. Other
primary source material might include surveys and interviews.
e Secondary sources. These might include: Print resources from books or articles,
research databases (such as ABI/INFORM Complete, Business Source Premier, JSTOR
Business, Factiva, and LexisNexis Academic), and everything that is available on the Internet.

Subtopic: Informal Reports: Data Analysis
Data is not information. Once it is collected data needs to be tabulated and analyzed so that it
can then be presented in a manner that makes it clearly understandable to those reading your
report. The following are tools for data analysis and presentation.



e Measures of Central Tendency. These measures — mean, median, and mode — help to
describe numerical data. The ‘mean’ is what is commonly referred to as the average —
arrived at by adding the numbers in an array and then dividing by the number of items you
have added. The ‘median’ is the number in the middle point of the continuum, the one with
as many other numbers above it as below it. The ‘mode’ is the number that occurs most
frequently in your array. The final important tool in this group is ‘range,” which is arrived at
by subtracting the lowest number of the array from the highest number — it reveals how
wide the array is.

e Tables. Tables are spreadsheet tools for organizing the data by presenting it in columns
and rows; the number of rows and columns depends on the quantity of the data and how
deeply you are looking to parse it. Creating a table is usually a good way to get an initial
look at what the data might mean.

e Grids. Think of a grid like a table for non-numerical data. Grids allow readers to
visualize words, ideas, quotes, and other text-based materials next to each other, to
contextualize such material

e Decision Matrix. A decision matrix is a specific kind of grid that allows the reader to look
at several pieces of data at the same time. When you buy almost any product from
Amazon.com, there is a decision matrix towards the bottom of the page that compares
many of the qualities of the item you are buying to several similar items.

e Correlations. Correlations are two numerical trends that have the appearance of being
connected. If the sale of McDonalds hamburgers shows a steady rise and so does the
incidence of heart disease, we could say that there is a correlation between McDonalds’
hamburgers and heart disease. The correlation is not proof in and of itself, only the
suggestion that there might be a relationship.

e Conclusions and Recommendations. Often readers will begin with your conclusions.
Your conclusions are your summary of the data and what you draw from that data by its
analysis. Itis your conclusions that will lead to recommendations and to action to
remediate any problems you are able to identify.

Subtopic: Short Informational Reports
Short informational reports are often used to share the regular and periodic results of recurring
activities. Recurring reports might discuss weekly customer calls, or regularized sales reports.
Nonrecurring reports might include reporting on conferences, trips, and special projects. While
most desktop publishing packages make it possible to turn out highly professional looking
reports, you would be advised to keep short informational reports focused and readable. Less
can be more.
e Summaries. The goal of a short informational report is to get the pertinent information
out to the necessary readers quickly and efficiently. A summary takes all of the main points
from the report and compresses them down by 85 to 95 percent. A good summary should:
e Include the purpose of the report
e Offer a brief overview of the data, the source of the data, and the methods for
collecting and analyzing this data.
e Highlight the findings, conclusions, and recommendations of the report.
e Summarize clearly and concisely. This can include headings, bulleted lists, or
enumerated lists.



e Periodic Activity Reports. Most organizations require regular periodic reports (activity
reports) that publish specific information at regular intervals. These reports allow readers
to compare similar data from different periods. Considering the purpose of these activity
reports, it can be helpful to the reader to maintain a consistent structure. Using a template
can allow you to insert the information easily and for the reader to easily find the material
pertinent to them. Clear headings followed by bullet points make for straightforward
reading.
e Trip, Convention, and Conference Reports. Employees who have travelled or attended
conventions or conferences are usually required to report on their findings. These can
include informing management about new industry developments, shifting standards, and
any other information that might affect products, operations, or service. In an effort to
keep these reports concise, try focusing on three to five major points or new pieces of
information rather than a chronological recounting of the time spent at the event.
e Progress and Interim Reports. Ongoing projects require regular short informational
reports keeping everyone up to date on progress, setbacks, adjustments to plans, and so on.
Progress or interim reports can be structured as below:

e A reminder of the overall scope and goals of he project.

e Any background information particularly pertinent to recent developments.

e Adescription of work completed to date.

¢ Detailed information about the work completed since the previous report

including such specifics as personnel, activities, methodology, and location.

e Alist of achievements and problems encountered.

e Alist of anticipated problems.

e A description of activities planned for the immediate future.

e A brief description of the timeline through completion of the project.
e Investigative Reports. Short informational reports can be required to deliver data for
unique situations that arise. These reports do not usually offer interpretations of the data
or recommendations. Their usual form is introduction, body, and summary. The
introduction sums up the situation. The body in usually divided into three to five aspects of
the issue.

Subtopic: Short Analytical Reports
While short informational reports just present data, there is a type of short report that offers
analysis along with the data. The purpose of these reports is usually to persuade the reader to
accept the reports’ conclusions and to take action on the reports’ recommendations. Most
analytical reports focus on a specific problem and attempt to help in the decision-making
process. Should we eliminate a specific product line or open a new location are some of the
questions that might call for this kind of report. There are three specific kinds of short analytical
report, justification or recommendation reports, feasibility reports, and yardstick reports.
e Justification/Recommendations Reports. In the day-to-day operations of any
organization certain actions need to be taken whether they are purchasing, procedural
changes, new hires, consolidation, or others. These actions need to be justified or
recommended in short analytical supports that support the action. These reports fall into
two categories.
e ‘Direct strategy’ targets readers who are already predisposed in favor of the
action.



e ‘Indirect strategy’ targets readers who may not be predisposed to taking the
action you are recommending.

e Feasibility Reports. These reports look at how practical or advisable it would be to
follow the course of action in question. Since the focus of these reports is whether to
follow a particular course of action or reject it, they tend to begin with the decision and then
go back and support the decision with background information, a discussion of the potential
benefits, and a discussion of the potential problems of taking this particular action. Costs
should also be calculated and included, as should a proposed timeframe as suggested by the
implementation plan.
e Yardstick Reports. When two or more plans are being explored as solutions to a
problem, they can be examined side-by-side in a short analytical report known as a yardstick
report. The writer establishes the criteria that will define successfully resolving the
problem, and then all of the plans being proposed can be evaluated along the same
‘yardstick’ or measuring tool.

Topic Review

While there are many kinds of informal business reports, they all share in common the impetus to
deliver important information quickly, clearly, and in a brief and unadorned format. Asthe name
suggests, the writing style of these reports may be less formal, with bullet points and numbered lists
extremely useful. Your organization will have preferred methodologies and formats for each of these
reports, and you will find yourself adapting your writing style to those templates.

No matter which type of informal business report you are writing, the first thing to keep in mind is the
purpose of the document you are preparing. The second important issue to remember is the clarity;
using a predesigned template can offer your readers a familiar structure to follow and help you to keep
on task. Where no template exists, you might want to start with an outline and offer useful and clear
headlines so that your readers can find the information they are looking for quickly. The third important
piece of information when preparing an informal report is to know your reader — speak to them in the
same kind of clear and concise language you would use when talking to them. As with any piece of
written material, read your report over before you submit it - reading it out loud is an even better
means of checking for spelling, grammar, and the clarity of your writing.

Question(s) to Consider:
1. In what ways are informal business reports different in style from formal business reports?
2. What tools do | have at my disposal in writing an informal business report?
3. This study guide has identified most of the major kinds of informal business reports; why are
there so many of them?
4. What are the most important things to remember when writing any kind of informal business
report?

Answers to Question(s) to Consider:
1. Most formal business reports are prepared for a wider readership, usually including people from
outside your business organization. Because informal business reports are meant mostly for
internal eyes, they are more casual in language and structure, as their name would suggest. They
can include bullet points, sentence fragments, and contractions as ways of accomplishing their goal,



which is to get the latest information out quickly and in the most concise and readable form
possible.

2. Most often informal business reports are distributed in PDF form and delivered electronically or
uploaded to a shared storage location; it is the fastest delivery mechanism in an era when up to the
minute information is vital. Reports can contain infographics like charts or graphs, digital slide
decks, or other visual aids. Using forms or templates can help create consistency from report to
report and help your readers know where to look for the information that is pertinent to them.

3. Each of the kinds of informal business report discussed in this study guide exists because its
form answers a different and specific need. A yardstick report that compares several possible
solutions to a single problem is different from a direct strategy justification report or an interim
report, because the form is driven by the need of the reader. Twentieth-century modernist
designers and architects lived by the rule, ‘form follows function.” This is as true in the business
world particularly, for our purposes, in the formats and structures of informal business reports.
Clearly identify topics and subtopics to keep your writing on task. Data can be collected from a
range of sources including historical data, statistical information, or shared opinions. This material
can then be analyzed and properly organized for inclusion in your reports including using measures
of central tendency, tables, grids, decision matrixes, correlations, conclusions, and
recommendations.

4. The most important thing about preparing any report, formal or informal, is the purpose the
report is to serve. Your reader is not reading the report to experience the beauty of your writing or
to experience your thoughts and ideas on a range of topics, they are reading it to get very specific
information. Give them what they want in a clear and un-embellished form. The second most
important fact about your reports is clarity — make sure people can find the information that they
want quickly. This can either take the form of using a recognizable template or offering clear and
effective headings for each section of your report. The third thing to remember is readability.
Make sure that you are writing specifically to your anticipated readers.



