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WRITING CASE REPORTS

Reports are one of the main methods of business communication. The objectives of this guide are to help you write good case study reports and to provide you with a model, which will also help you in writing good business, reports in the future. A case report is intended to provide you with an opportunity to apply the analytical skills and frameworks that you have learnt to a real business situation. A case report will normally be addressed to the company in question and should be written in such a way that the receiver of the report in the company will both understand its analysis and argument, and act on its recommendations or conclusions. A report should not be addressed to the course instructor. Therefore a report must be in jargon-free business English, well argued, supported by sound analysis and have recommendations for action.

1. Audience

Knowing who is going to read a report will enable you to give the reader what he or she wants and needs. Before you put pen to paper be sure you can answer these questions:

· Who is my reader(s) ?

· How much time will they have to read my report? (This indicates the maximum length of the report)

· What is their relationship to me? (This will determine the tone of your writing , formal, commanding, friendly or whatever)

· How much do they know about the subject? (This will indicate what information can safely be omitted)

· What do they want from this report? (This is the most important question of all, and you should bear it in mind constantly while you write, to be sure you are staying on track).

2. Structuring the report

A report should logically argue a set of recommendations based on analysis, argument and justification. A report can be short, long, loose or highly structured depending on the writer and the context in which the report is written. No two reports will be alike. For case studies, whoever assigns the report will give you some guidelines as to what is needed, and with experience you will be able to rely more on your own judgement. The following is a model structure that can be used without major alteration for most reports, case studies and business reports.

2.1 Model

Title Page

A cover page giving information on the title, origin etc.

Summary

A brief summary of the subject of the report and the recommendations

(on the title page in a case report.)

Introduction

A statement of the problems and purposes of the report. It may give background information and list the topics to be covered in the report, and/or a statement of the objectives of the company, departments, etc.

Analysis

An analysis of the existing situation; identification of problems, causes

and patterns; statement of assumptions.

Statement and evaluation of alternatives

In many instances some or all of the action that will be proposed will flow directly from the analysis. However often there are a number of distinct alternatives (including doing nothing), which each have pros and cons. This section identifies and evaluates each of them.

Recommendation and implementation

A statement and justification of each recommendation, with the steps that may be necessary to implement them.       It will normally be completed with a concluding sentence or paragraph.

Exhibits

Much of the detailed figure analysis can be shown best in tabular or graph form as exhibits (usually placed at the end of the text in a case report).

A more detailed description of this model structure, together with examples is given in Appendix 1. This model is not intended as an outline for every report that you will write, you may choose to vary it, omit or emphasise particular elements. The audience and the content will partly determine the chosen shape of the report. Whatever structure you use it is important to remember that the final recommendations must be argued, justified and supported by sound analysis. If much of your analysis is contained in exhibits then you must pay special care in referring to and drawing conclusions from them in the text. Exhibits are rarely self explanatory.

PRESENT IT BACK TO FRONT

Conclusions first, details last: That's the way to make your report more effective.

By arranging it so that the nuggets are on top, then the shale, and finally the sand, you allow the reader to decide for himself how much digging he needs to do to satisfy himself about the evidence which supports your conclusions. The less he needs to read, the more you should be pleased.

A business report is the raw material for a decision. The decision-maker does not want fine prose. He just hopes the writer has got his facts right; that he will spit them out without preamble; and that he can back them up in detail, if necessary.

Report writing is not an art form. Don't build up to a dramatic climax, as in music or poetry. Start with the conclusion, and work down. Support it with the broad details. Then tuck in all the fine particles, so that they are there and seen to be there if they are needed.

As a rule, if your first page takes more than about a minute to read, it is not a conclusion. In ordinary business life, it is unusual to find a situation so complex that its essence cannot he distilled into five or six statements.

The reader may be ready to accept some of your conclusions instinctively. Others he may want to question. Almost certainly, he will consider some points more interesting, surprising or incredible than the rest. So your report should be set out and indexed, so that he can skip what he wants to skip, and go straight to the points that interest him most.

So you actually help him ignore most of what you have written.

The novelist hates the thought of a reader who skips pages or turns to the last one first 'to see how it ends'. But that is exactly what the serious report writer helps the reader to do: to read the last page first.

That is why he puts the last page first.

3. Writing the report

No matter how good the quality of the analysis, no report is of any use unless the reader both reads and understands it. The following steps will help you meet these objectives.

Think

Analyse the problem thoroughly before you begin to write. Know what you are going to say and what your conclusions will be.

Outline

Jot down the main ideas to be covered. A page or so of key words and phrases, arranged in logical order, will guide you in writing the body of the report.

Write

Following your outline, write the body of the report. Write the introduction and conclusion last.

Rest

Take a break for as long as you can. Give your mind a rest. Then take a fresh look at what you have written.

Revise

Rewrite awkward or obscure parts. Besides checking grammar and spelling, be on the lookout for unnecessary wordiness or repetition. Try to cut down your original draft to the most concise prose possible. Business reports are different from other academic writing, so stifle that impulse to embellish and "pad" what you have written: concentrate on paring it down (including exhibits).

Proof-read

Remember that you are responsible for errors in the final copy.

4. Other considerations:

Avoid jargon

A good report should be easy to read. A lot of this comes down to good style and nothing ruins style as much jargon and long words.

Assumptions

The use of assumptions is a tricky decision in writing case study reports. On the one hand carefully selected simplifying assumptions can lead to a much clearer analysis. On the other hand cavalier use of assumptions to over-simplify the problems or alternatives will make a report meaningless. Assumptions should be reasonable and have a sound base.

Argument and justification

In any report, especially a case study report, the reader will expect the conclusions or recommendations to follow directly and logically from the analysis. This requires that at a very minimum the conclusion and recommendations are connected to the analysis and not just stated in isolation. Normally there should be a proper, if brief, argument or justification. This may be contained in the recommendation section or it may be built into the analysis. It is particularly important to build in a proper argument or justification if conclusions are reached on recommendations made with the consideration of discreet alternatives.

Collaboration

You will probably discuss case reports with your colleagues, but the report is expected to be your own work. You may use group exhibits, but be sure to include a footnote indicating that it is a group exhibit and naming the group members.

Length

Reports are invariably much longer than they need be to fulfil their objectives. Frequently case reports can be cut to half or even a third of their length with a gain in clarity of argument. Ideas get lost in excessive verbiage. When writing, try to write concisely. Your instructor will usually give guidelines on length, please follow them.

Repetition

Avoid repeating facts which are already well known to the reader and are not being used directly as an input to building your argument. Don't rewrite the case.

Company contacts

Do not contact companies or businessmen regarding cases without the specific consent of a faculty member.

Use of the Library and references

In most case reports, you will not need to use outside information. Frequently, however, additional relevant material, which will aid you in your work, can be found in the Business School Library. Of course, if you do use information from texts, journals, etc., the source must be credited. Use of such material and application of ideas and knowledge from other courses can provide perspective.

Conclusion

The ability to write reports that will be read and acted upon is a vital skill in business. Considering the following can help you write good reports.

(a) Write for your audience

(b) Structure your report

(c) Know what you are going to say

(d) Say it clearly and concisely

(e) Argue and justify your conclusions and recommendations

Appendix 1

STRUCTURE AND FORMAT OF A REPORT

1.
Title page:

The title page is a cover sheet giving the following information:

To:
The person in the case receiving the report (not the course instructor)

From:
The writer of the report (you) (Even if the assignment says to write "as Fred Smith", put your name on the title page so the instructor will know who wrote the report.)

Date:
The date the report is submitted

Subject:
These two items comprise the Recommendations: Summary

2. Summary

In the model format, the summary appears on the title page.  Here it is merely a brief statement of 

· the subject of the report 

 its main recommendations. Exhibit 1 shows a sample title page, including summary.

On longer reports, the summary (often called the 'Executive Summary') will be a separate section, often highlighted by the use of a different coloured paper or a different typeface.

3. Introduction

Remember that your reader has just read your Summary, so he knows a bit about what you are going to cover.

A good introduction begins with a statement of the problem, perhaps with some background information, and states the purpose of the report. If you wish, you may then list the points to be covered in the report - for example, 'This report deals with the following topics: the consumer analysis, a statement of the alternatives, the chosen alternative and the plan of implementation.' You can use point form if the report is long. Make sure that the titles you mention in your preview of the plan match those in the report.

Do not tell the reader how you went about writing the report. In some disciplines, such as Quantitative Methods, the tools used in analysis must be specified, but this specification should be presented in a separate section, not in the body of the report. Some report writers like to tell the reader what conclusion they reached in the introduction, but since the recommendation has been stated on the title page, mentioning it here is not necessary.

Please note that in the model format, the introduction is the only section without a heading. Exhibit 2 is an example of an introduction.

Exhibit 1

To
Mr Jonas, Managing Director, Excelsior Luggage Co Ltd

From:
Philip Fisher

Date:
February 29 1998

Subject:
Evaluation of accounting procedures and alternative investment proposals.

Recommendations:

That Excelsior change from full costing to direct costing accounting.

That Excelsior purchase plastic shells from an extruder, for assembly into the new suitcase line.

1 That Excelsior define clearly the problems with its customer service, and take steps to remedy them.

Exhibit 2

In view of management's January decision to introduce slim-line bottles into the off-trade lines, the company must make a decision regarding the particular crating methodology to be used as well as the best means to implement it.

The company is presently involved in a dual packing process: large plastic crates are now being used in the pub trade whereas off-trade lines are for the most part being packed in the traditional cardboard boxes. The savings involved in using plastic crates are substantial, and it is only recently that the competitive situation has changed sufficiently to allow plastic crates in off-trade orders as well. The crating activity itself takes place in the bottling department and consequently any and all changes will be confined to this department.

Another approach is to follow the statement of the problem with a description of the action necessary to remedy the situation. This approach is suitable if the action outlined is dealt with in the same order in the report itself. In Exhibit 3, the author states the problem and the cause. He then outlines the process that must be followed to remedy the situation.

Exhibit 3

At present, shortages in component parts, causing assembly delays and unacceptable increases in material and labour costs are plaguing Andrews Electronics Ltd. With 18,000 parts required for its product lines, and a generally low demand for each, the company's manufacturing operations can be characterised as a job shop. Because of inefficient operations, the company is not as certain as it could he about the capabilities, economics, and requirements of its equipment and process technology. Before a decision to make or buy parts can be considered, the two alternatives should be compared. To do this, three general problem areas must first be improved. These areas are:

i) control over the quality of production;

ii) control over inventory

iii) scheduling.

3.1
Statement of the company's objectives

At the outset of a report, many writers like to state the company's objectives explicitly. Often a reader disagrees with the objectives you have set out, so it is better to let him know early. In stating the objectives of the company, gather the material ONLY from the case. Confine your discussion to only those objectives that will affect your decision. You should be well aware of the fact that once you enter a business, it may not be necessary to state the company's objectives if you believe that the objectives are commonly known.

Exhibits 4 and 5 show forms of stating objectives. Note that the writer in Exhibit 5 decided to combine the company's background with its objectives.

Exhibit 4

Objectives
The objectives of J K Beverages are as follows:

a) to remain competitive in the soft drink industry and maintain a high level of sales;

b) to maintain its present steady rate of production despite seasonal sales fluctuations;

c) to reduce labour and material costs of production in the Bottling Department; and

d) to switch over to the slim-line bottles of all customers by June of this year.

Exhibit 5

Background and objectives
Provincial Furniture Company Limited is a well-established, profitable, and stable operation.

The firm has responded to changing times by producing over half of its 12 suites with contemporary styling. Management has maintained that it wants to be known for making well, designed merchandise of top quality, and definitely does not want to be known as a manufacturer of cheaper furniture. The firm has shown an aggressive sales policy. Eventually, management wishes to establish company distribution agents in place of the present agents.

Analysis

In the introduction, you have stated the main problem(s) and provided a plan of the report. In this section you should show the detailed analysis needed to identify the problems, their causes and possible solutions. In many cases it will contain general analysis of the company's situation such as a financial ratio analysis, production process analysis, consumer and market analysis. This will provide a background for identifying and evaluating problems and solutions, together with any background information that the reader needs to understand your report.

In this section, you may wish to expand the statement of the problem so that every important item is mentioned. You may also wish to mention facts in the case which affect any of your alternative solutions to the problem. Certain assumptions may have been included in your analysis, and these can be explicitly stated in the analysis section.

In the introduction you may have mentioned a series of problems. In this section you could show how subordinate problems are interrelated. You could also discuss the causes of the problems at hand. Often a problem may be a symptom of a difficulty elsewhere in the organisation. This is the place to expose this type of information. Be sure to identify opinions, as opposed to facts, in this section (as in all others). In your analysis you may want to include information from readings or from previous cases. Include only information, which affects this case directly.

As you write reports on cases at the Business School, you will notice that you must include some information, which will not be needed, as you write reports in industry. An instructor often wants to be sure that you have grasped the problem and can analyse the situation and apply specific methods of analysis or frameworks. As a result, case reports often include large analysis sections. A well-written analysis will have an internal structure and logic that leads the reader from point to point and from analysis to conclusion.

Use of exhibits

Much qualitative and quantitative analysis can best be presented as tables, graphs or lists in exhibits at the end of the report. This tends to make the report much easier to read and write, and arguments easier to structure. A vital skill in writing an analysis section is using the exhibits properly. Be sure to refer to each exhibit properly; the reader will not normally read exhibits except when instructed to do so in the text. Explain carefully what the exhibits mean and what conclusion you are drawing from them. For example: Exhibit 7 shows that, on an average day, the Vickers packing machine will be a bottleneck - 

"The market for up-market cars, can be divided into a number of segments (these are shown in Exhibit 2)."

Methods used in analysis

In many reports the method of analysis must be explicitly presented. This is necessary only when the plan of action is not obvious. For instance, do not say "first I looked at Marketing, then I examined Finance, etc." However, in a report dealing with quantitative data, you may want to mention the computer program or statistical methods being used to analyse the problem.

Assumptions

You must decide whether it is important to state your assumptions in any given situation, so that your reader can better understand why you recommend a certain course of action. For instance, you might assume that no staff changes can be made; this assumption definitely limits your range of alternatives, and should probably he stated. Such assumptions should be reasonable given their context.

Be absolutely sure that the assumptions you are using are valid and are empirically supportable. If you are not sure of your assumptions, reread the case to clarify your thinking. Be careful to avoid unreasonable or cavalier assumptions that assume away major parts of the problem or barriers to solutions.

Statement and evaluation of the alternatives

So far you have discussed the problem. You may have elected to present an analysis of the company's situation, the company's objectives, your objectives or your assumptions. Keep in mind what you have done, before beginning to write this section. If in your analysis you have progressed logically to a single solution or have already analysed the major alternatives, you may choose to omit or not go into great detail in this section.

Often some action will be taken regardless of which alternative is chosen; some factors may influence the company regardless of the choice. State these points before you scrutinise each alternative for the reader. Start by numbering alternatives (if there are more than two) and briefly stating each alternative.

Give the reader all the information you have on each of the alternatives. Tell him the advantages and disadvantages of each of the alternatives. Tell him which facts in the case support which alternatives and why. Discuss the quantitative and qualitative aspects of each alternative. If you have a decision tree, discuss each branch briefly.

Now you can evaluate the alternatives. Discuss the monetary and non-monetary consequences of each of the alternatives. State clearly the criteria you are using to evaluate the alternatives. In this section, the discussion should be as neutral and objective as possible, leaving the final decision for the next sections, although some authors prefer to state which alternative they have chosen in their list of alternatives. In the latter case, the chosen alternative is presented last, after the unusable alternatives have been rejected.

An "Analysis of alternatives" section is presented in Exhibit 6. In this case, the author had two alternatives. He decided to treat the first in detail since he was to reject it. Note that the second and better alternative has very little information attached to it.

Exhibit 6

Analysis of the alternatives

1. Introduce the new cap

The present value of the earnings generated under the best sales and production conditions do not provide an adequate return (15 per cent) on funds invested. If the new cap does not sell as expected, the earnings provide almost no return on total net investment. These conclusions are generally the same, regardless of the model of equipment chosen. Exhibit 13 shows that increasing the selling price by £0.005 lowers the level of return.

If the Roberts Company entered the market, SCC's earnings would be drastically reduced.

The effect of introducing the new cap on the company's 'book' income statement would be moderate under the best conditions. The profits illustrated in Exhibits 5 and 6 would be adjusted downward by the "book" depreciation value (Gordan - 27,100; Rogers - £37,300). The losses in the exhibits would be greater by the amount of "book" depreciation.

At present the company is sufficiently liquid to cover current liabilities. The proposed investment of funds in machinery and working capital would require additional financing of £439,000 to £813,000. This would increase the company's debt to equity ration, an effect which may not be desirable.

Introduction of the new cap would definitely enhance SCC's position as a leader in the beer bottling market. However, the cost to do this would not merit the potential return. The expected monetary values for the equipment purchase decisions are very large negative amounts. This indicates that the company should not purchase either machine.

2. Do nothing

This alternative allows the company or its holders to invest its funds in other projects which will earn a fifteen per cent return rate.

Recommendations and plan of implementation

The alternatives have been presented and evaluated. It is now your task to choose an alternative and recommend a course of action. Remember that your main recommendation was stated on the title page. In this section you must specify and justify each recommendation in detail and where necessary provide a detailed plan of implementation. Too many reports recommend and then end. Most reports should contain a section on how to implement the recommended changes. The 'Implementation of Recommendation' section in Exhibit 7 illustrates one method of handling this section. The author deals with personnel, the pay system and the phasing-out of employees.

Exhibit 7

Implementation of recommendations

Mr Jackson is being accepted by neither management nor the employees in his area (as indicated previously), and should be fired. Staff must be hired to replace those removed, possibly from within the cutting department. They must be capable of leading and training the operators. Training skills can be learned from the five existing people and from the engineer's training file.

Incorporate an incentive pay system with the base rate at standard production, phasing the system in as standard times are achieved. The 25% increase in work pace (see Exhibit VIII) in moving to the new system can be reflected in the pay scale.

Twenty-three employees must be phased out of this department. The company employs 1,000 people. Assuming a low turnover rate of 10%, 20 jobs become available every two or three months. This programme of implementation has a six-month deadline. jobs in other sections of the plant can be offered to the women when they are no longer required in this department.

Management employee relations should not be strained if this method of inter-company movement is encouraged and employees will strive for standard operations if they wish to stay in the department.

Conclusion

Most reports need a conclusion to sum up what has gone before or to make a forecast for the future (e.g. "The adoption of these recommendations should result in an immediate increase in sales for the Gadget Division of QRS Company"). Do, however, avoid the fatuous. A statement can only weaken a report such as "I hope this attempt at consumer analysis will be of some assistance to the company, although I'm not too sure that all the findings are valid".

Exhibits

Exhibits are normally placed at the end of the report as it is usually easier to assemble exhibits before writing and revising the text. In larger reports they are often placed in the text, when they are often referred to as tables or figures. Exhibits are used to show data and analysis supporting the various sections of the text. Care in design and presentation of exhibits can greatly increase the impact of a report. Graphs and charts should be clear, with both axes properly labelled. Other methods of visually showing relationships between figures include histograms and pie charts. Raw data is often presented in table form. Ehrenherg
 has suggested a number of guidelines for clear presentation of data in tables:

· round to two effective digits

· give row and column averages

· put figures you want the reader to compare into columns, not rows; order the row and columns by size (with the biggest numbers on top, where possible)

· use single spacing between rows, and keep the columns close together too

· don't draw lines within the body of the table: they discourage the eye from sweeping down or across. If you want to separate off part of the table, leave an extra gap

· give a meaningful label to each row and column; give each table a one-sentence summary showing the main story.

� Ehrenberg: "Some rules of data presentation", Executive office of the president: Statistical Reporter May 1977, pp 305-310.





1
14

