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Report Writing Guide 

 

 

1 

 

TELL A MEMORABLE STORY 

How to use the ABT structure. 

 

2 

 

WRITE FOR YOUR AUDIENCE 

How to focus on the needs and interests of your readers. 

 

3 

 

FIRST DRAFT  

Write an imperfect draft, all in one go, with a focus on getting the words 

quickly onto the page. 

 

4 

 

STRUCTURAL EDITING 

Move the text into the right order, delete what’s unnecessary and add 

what’s essential, simplify the language and improve the flow.  

 

5 

 

PROOFREADING 

Polish each remaining sentence. 
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1. TELL A MEMORABLE STORY 

 

Apply story structure  

• Try summing up the story of your report using the ABT structure (this AND this, BUT 

this, THEREFORE this). 
• Expand this ABT summary by applying classic story structure to your report topic: 

- status quo (where we are now, and any relevant background) 

- discussion – the issue, three different ways we could address it, and the pros 

and cons of those options, as well as any risks (and how these can be 

managed) 

- conclusion – what you recommend and why (what difference this will make) 

and the next steps to implement this approach. 

 

2. WRITE FOR YOUR AUDIENCE 

 

Put yourself in your reader’s shoes 

• What are they thinking, feeling, seeing and doing? 

• What matters to them in relation to your report topic? 

• How can you reflect their point of view in your report, both in terms of the content 

and the language you use? 

 

Use the whole brain thinking framework to brainstorm your 

content 

• Blue/What/Evidence – What factual and financial information needs to be included? 

• Yellow/Why/Ideas – Why do we need to do things differently? Can we consider a 

wider range of alternatives? 

• Red/Who/Feelings – Who does this issue affect? What feedback have they provided? 

• Green/How and When/Doing – How will the recommended option be implemented? 
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2. First Drafts 

Option 1: Freewriting 

The following process is useful when writing a first draft based on your own knowledge and 

ideas. 

1 Spend time mulling on both the problem and possible solutions to it. 

2 
Brainstorm headings under which to group the content, and put them in a draft 

order. 

3 Write the report in one go, from beginning to end, without stopping to check 

anything or to perfect your sentences. 

 

Option 2: Collating information from other documents 

This process works well when you are writing a report based on technical information. 

 

1 Access all relevant documents and underline information that stands out as 

relevant to your report. 

 

2 
Read over the underlined text and come up with a list of topic categories, giving 

each category a reference code (e.g. A, B, C or 1, 2, 3). 

 

 

3 

Read the underlined text again, and highlight the specific text you want to use, 

and write the reference code in the margin. 

 

 

4 

Copy and paste information into a new document, grouped under the topic 

category to which it relates. 
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3. Structural Editing 

Questions to ask when editing your report 

It is easier to tackle only one group of questions at a time if you are writing a complex 

report, or are new to report writing. 

1 ASSESSING YOUR HEADINGS 

Are the headings in the right order? 

Review the text under each heading – is it under the right heading? 

Review all of the text under a single heading – are these paragraphs in the right 

order? 

2 DELETING TEXT 

Can anything else be cut out and the report still make sense? 

Does the flow of the report get bogged down by details? (If so, these details 

should be simplified, or deleted, or included in an appendix.) 

Has anything been repeated? 

3 ADDING TEXT 

Is anything missing that is an essential to this report? 

4 SIMPLIFYING TEXT 

Should some of the paragraphs be split in two, or combined? 

Can anything be explained more simply by rewriting it? 

5. ASSESSING FLOW 

When you read the report all in one go, does it flow well from one sentence to 

the next, and from one paragraph to the next? 
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4. Proofreading 

Matters to consider when proofreading your report 

 

Consider the following matters when proofreading your report: 

• Active voice (short, direct sentences which are easy to understand) 

• Correct use of capitals 

• Correct use of apostrophes 

• Acronyms 

• Correct spelling  

• Use of hyphens and en-dashes 

• Use of macrons 

• Numbers (consistent use of text and digits) 

• Consistent lists 

• Consistent formatting. 

 

Useful resources 

Proofreading Checklist – https://www.writingforcouncils.co.nz/proofreading-checklist/  

All of the matters listed above are discussed in this checklist. 

Oxford Dictionary — https://www.lexico.com 

This online dictionary provides an easy way to check the spelling (or hyphenation) of a word. 

Māori Dictionary — https://maoridictionary.co.nz/ 

This is a great resource for checking the spelling of Māori words, including where macrons 

are required. 

 

  

https://www.writingforcouncils.co.nz/proofreading-checklist/
https://www.lexico.com/
https://maoridictionary.co.nz/
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About the Author 

 

 

 

Debra Bradley – 

Writing for Councils 

If you need to share technical information in a user-

friendly way, I can help. My services include: 

• editing technical documents 

• writing executive summaries, consultation 
documents and reports 

• summarising and reporting on submissions. 
 

I aim to fill the gap between the technical 

information developed by planners, engineers and 

other subject experts and the content prepared by 

communications staff. With more than 20 years of 

experience in the local government sector, I have a 

good understanding of the issues you deal with, the 

types of documents you need to prepare, and who 

will be reading them.  

 

Please feel welcome to contact me if you need a 

hand with a council document: 

• Phone (03) 548 5306 or 021 215 4698 

• Email 
debra.bradley@writingforcouncils.co.nz.  

 

For more details please visit my website at 

www.writingforcouncils.co.nz/my-services 

 

http://www.writingforcouncils.co.nz/my-services

