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[bookmark: _Toc216274451]About this guide
This guidance discusses how to structure and write a Healthwatch report. Communicating evidence clearly and engagingly makes it more likely for it to be acted on. While reports can vary significantly in their content, length, and purpose, you should follow some essential guidelines writing a report to keep them well structured.
It doesn’t cover how to present participant quotes, statistics, graphs and other data visualisations.  These topics are covered in other guidance – see the section at the end for more information.
[bookmark: _Toc216274452]Before you start writing: think about your audience
You need to understand from the start who your audience is, as it makes it easier to plan and write your report.
Think about:
· What’s important to them
· How much they already know and care about your topic
· What you most want them to take from your report
The answers might be very different depending on the audience, and that changes what and how you write. 
Tailoring content to your audience
There are a lot of factors when it comes to thinking about your particular audience and the particular research you’ve done, but here’s how you might broadly think about what your report covers based on who you’re writing for.
Cold audience, less knowledge: 
For example, if you’re researching experiences of specialist care for a specific condition, and your target audience is the leaders of your ICB – they’re responsible for commissioning the care, but probably don’t have specialist knowledge.
They may need more background information about current care for that condition, its impact on people, what you were trying to learn, and why it should matter to them. That doesn’t mean you have to go into loads of detail, but sometimes it’s easy to assume a level of knowledge your readers don’t have.
They’ll also need context on who Healthwatch are – we need to be really clear to readers that we’re uniquely placed to hear concerns directly from real people using services.
You’ll probably want to keep to the really top-level, important findings in your report – lots of detail is more likely to lose them.
Cold audience, more knowledge: 
An example might be the specialist service for the condition you’ve researched – they didn’t know the research was happening, but they know the topic, and it might be obvious why you’re sharing it with them. 
So you probably only need enough context for those things to make the report accessible for other readers. 
For your primary audience, you’d focus more on the question the research is trying to answer, and why we at Healthwatch are so well placed to answer it.
You still want to focus on key findings, but if your audience has more knowledge already, there’s less chance that more in-depth detail is going to go over their heads, which might mean you explain your findings in a bit more detail than you would for a less knowledgeable audience.
Warm audience, less knowledge: 
This audience doesn’t need lots of detail about why you’re doing this work or who you are – a quick explanation to give context to other audiences might be all you need. 
You can also assume some level of knowledge about the specific topic. Depending on the conversations you’ve had with them, you’ll have a better idea of how much you need to explain this.
They’re probably also more open to reading in a bit more detail about what you’ve found. But if they’re looking for the answer to a particular question, that’s the most important thing you’ll want to get across.
Obviously, they might not be familiar enough with the subject to identify what to ask specifically, so it’s then for you to review your findings and assess them for them.
Even if they’re a warm audience, too much detail about a subject they don’t know that well can still feel daunting, and might make it hard for them to draw out what they really need to know.
Warm audience, more knowledge: 
For example, a specialist service that commissioned the research. They may already be familiar with the background, so all you need to provide is a very high-level overview to set the scene. 
They might have had multiple things they wanted to know, or had been looking for something more in-depth about people's experiences with the service. 
You still want to present your findings in a way that highlights what they most wanted or needed to know, and you want to make it clear and concise. 
However, they expect a more thorough report, and they might be open to and able to follow quite a bit more detail. Moreover, more than any other audience, they may keep coming back to the report over time.
Writing for more than one audience
Sometimes you need to write for more than one audience. You can make this work, especially with very similar audiences.
However, you might have too many audiences to reach, or they may require quite different things. That makes it challenging to write a report that effectively serves all of them.
If you have too many audiences to be able to focus your writing, it is always worth thinking about whether you are trying to appeal to all of those audiences. Think about the specific reason you’d like them to know about this research – the less clear you are on what the benefit is, the less it’s worth prioritising them when you’re writing.
However, if you do that and still have too many audiences, you can also consider whether the report itself needs to be tailored to work for all of them. But if you do that and you do still have too many audiences, you can also think about whether you need to make the report itself work for all of them.
For the big projects we undertake, we publish a story on our website – this can be a more effective way to appeal to the public, for example, those who we might want to keep informed but who are unlikely to read a full report.
Sometimes, we’ve created a second article or PDF from the landing page that extracts specific, relevant sections of the report, such as the executive summary or recommendations, so you can share those with audiences who might be interested in them but may not have time to read the entire report.
You may have a mailing list or reach out to specific people via email, and it's possible that you can provide some context that doesn’t need to be included in the actual report.
From a policy perspective, you may want your report to be read by NHS decision-makers or local Council officers and politicians. Whilst we hope that they will read the whole report, you may need to ensure that the key points and recommendations of your report are conveyed clearly. Otherwise, you may lose the attention of crucial readers.
[bookmark: _Toc216274453]Before you start writing: Workshop your findings
It’s absolutely vital to spend time in workshopping your findings, sharing initial findings, or discussing direction with your colleagues, because it helps you understand:
What the story of the research is
What the key messages are
What the different themes are
What you absolutely want a reader to understand and take away with them
And crucially, be open to cutting bits.  
Workshopping findings means thinking about your data as a whole, rather than by type of data collected, or going through survey results question by question.  As a result you come up with a story to tell.
By doing this we’re trying to make it as easy as possible for the reader. The more work you expect your reader to do to make sense of your findings, the less they’ll want to listen to you. This means that it’ll be harder to convince people to implement your recommendations. 
Workshopping will help you transition from the chaos of raw data to a clear and concise understanding of your findings. 
This helps you understand what you hope your report will achieve before you start writing, making it easier to write. 
It also helps you to work out whether there’s material that you can throw out – there usually is. You don’t have to write up every little thing that you found, especially if your finding doesn’t serve a recommendation, or there isn’t sufficient evidence to warrant its own section/theme. This is very much at your discretion, though.
Cutting what you don’t need
When you share your research, you’re up against busy schedules and short attention spans. You want to be as concise and impactful as possible.
To do that, you need to look both at what you’re writing and how you’re writing it. Cutting what you don’t need happens at every level – from whether you need to include that particular finding, to whether you’re using ten words where one will do. 
It can be hard to work out what should go into the report, especially when you’ve spent a lot of time working on the research. Your instinct might therefore be to try to include everything. This is where coming back to your audience really helps, because you can look at your findings through the lens of “What’s important to them right now?” 
Deciding to leave something out doesn’t mean you’re saying it doesn’t matter, and it doesn’t necessarily mean your audience will never find out about it. If you draw your audience in with a really engaging, impactful report, they’re more likely to want to engage with you more on the issue. 
By knowing what to cut, you make it more likely you’ll be able to share those details with them further down the line, when they’re much more primed to listen to what you’re saying.

[bookmark: _Toc216274454]Planning the structure of your report
Your report title
Your report title should engage the reader and inform them of what they can expect to find inside. You can achieve this by using an impactful main title, followed by a subtitle that provides further explanation. For example, “Hearing what matters: experiences of audiology services in Northumberland.”
Introduce yourself
Follow the title with a short paragraph explaining who you are and the role of Healthwatch. This should be on the inside left cover or back cover. 
Contents
Set out the main sections of the report on a contents page to make it easy to navigate. For digital reports, you can link the contents page to the relevant page so that the reader can go straight to the relevant section.
Executive Summary
After setting out the main sections of the report in a contents table, you should include an overview of your key findings. 
Not everyone reading your report will read the entire thing, so it is vital to include a summary that enables readers to easily and quickly grasp the key findings. A good executive summary should allow a reader to quickly identify the sections of the report that are of interest to them and locate them through clear signposting.
A summary should aim to be no more than 500 words long and should aim to cover: 
The context for the research, or in other words, why you wrote the report? 
How many people took part?
In brief, how many people took part, what methodology you used and when you collected the data 
The key findings from your research
A summary of key recommendations 
Write your summary/executive summary only after you have written the full report to draw out the key findings.
Introduction 
It is essential to introduce the reader to the issue your report addresses and provide any necessary background information they need to understand. Again, this should be brief and clearly highlight why you are examining this topic. 
This is where the literature review that you undertook at the beginning of the project comes into play. You should also explain why you undertook the research and took the angle that you did.
Methodology
It is helpful to include a brief summary of what you did at this stage of the report. This section will probably be the shortest of all the sections in the report. 
You should be proud of the work you are doing. It has inherent value and importance. By doing engagement work, you are creating opportunities for people to share their experiences. 
All work to understand and share experiences of a service is valuable, whether you’ve talked only to one or two people, or 2,000 people.  We encourage people to take a strengths-based approach to describing what they did, starting from the position of ‘every story matters’, rather than framing it negatively.
For example (negative framing):
Our survey got 879 responses. We did hear from people across the community, but were unable to obtain a representative sample. Our additional outreach to promote the survey means people from Black British backgrounds are over-represented, as are women. This means that we can’t generalise what we’ve found to the wider population. 
Stakeholders should have confidence in you, and by proxy, confidence in those who have shared their experiences. Undermining your work by focusing too heavily on perceived failures or limitations also undermines the voices of those who have shared – it suggests to stakeholders that perhaps they shouldn’t listen to these people, when we know that the experiences people have shared are important, real, and should be heard.
Remember – you don’t need to explain anything in this section. Clearly state what you did – not why. Discussion and explanation should be in the introduction and conclusions.
For example (positive factual framing):
879 people from across the local community shared their views with us via a survey. We carried out outreach work with the Black British community, successfully boosting responses from members of this community, who are often underrepresented in our data. 
Demographics
You should always report who you spoke to in your research for several reasons: 
It puts your results into context: are your findings representative of your local community, or do they only relate to one group? 
It can help you highlight important issues to specific groups of people, adding value to the health and care systems you are seeking to influence. 
Reporting demographics can help you meet your public sector equality duty by showing that you hear from as wide a range of communities as possible. It may also be something that your commissioner is expecting from you.
For more information, see our guidance on collecting and using demographic data.
Findings
This is the most critical section. The aim is to present the findings of your research and describe the outcomes. Your workshopping of your findings should enable you to build a framework to write them up.
It should enable you to sketch out a framework built around the key findings and recommendations, which are grouped together thematically.
This also means that it’s easy to navigate as a point of reference for when stakeholders begin implementing your recommendations.
For example, Healthwatch England’s report on ADHD is based on two surveys, looking at the experience of different groups of people with diagnosed or suspected ADHD.  The report is not structured around the survey questions, but around the key themes of the impact of ADHD on people’s lives, the impact of long waits for ADHD assessments with little or no support, the need for support at work and the positive impact of an ADHD assessment on people’s lives.  
Conclusions and recommendations
Finish off the report with a short conclusions section which restates the key findings relevant to the recommendations.  See our Developing effective recommendations guidance for further help.

[bookmark: _Toc216274455]Writing and editing your report
Using clear, concise language 
How you write is as important as what you write. Keeping things really clear and concise means you’ll hold your reader’s attention for longer, and they’ll understand what you’re saying better.
We discuss in our tone of voice guidelines the importance of using everyday language, which can sometimes trip people up. We don’t want to feel like we’re oversimplifying things, and we’re coming from a place of expertise and authority, especially when we’re communicating research.
When we’re trying to show we know what we’re talking about, it means we can unconsciously lean towards using formal language to try to emphasise that.
But that often doesn’t work. It can make reports longer and more confusing, and it can be alienating for readers, who might just give up if they’re having to put a lot of mental effort into reading.
This is the case no matter who your audience is – a lot of research, political and healthcare-based writing falls into this trap. 
Everyday language doesn’t mean informal. Key things to keep in mind are:
Avoiding jargon
Consider whether your audience is familiar with the terms you’re using. If there’s a chance they won’t, switch for something they’ll understand or clearly explain them – for example, writing acronyms out in full the first time you use them.
Use everyday words
Go for the everyday word choice wherever you can, not just with jargon. For example, if you’ve referred to people’s “requirements”, could you say “needs” instead?  Most people will know what “requirements” means, but “needs” sounds warmer, as it has fewer letters and fewer syllables.  You’re going to make your writing shorter on the page; it will probably flow better, and people won’t need as long to read it. All of these help keep people more engaged.
Use the active voice
Use the active voice whenever possible. This means whoever or whatever is taking the action leads the sentence. Active voice often flows more naturally and tends to be clearer, more concise, and more direct. 
Example: passive voice
“The issue of access for young people was identified after feedback about recent experiences of GP services was shared through our webform.”
Example: active voice
“Young people told us via our webform that they found it difficult to access their GP.”
Keep sentences and paragraphs short
Keep sentences and paragraphs on the short side. Aim for 20 words or fewer per sentence. Long sentences are much more likely to cause confusion, so if they’re getting a lot longer than that, try to break them up.
Read it out loud
This really helps you determine whether it flows properly and gives you a sense of what it will be like for a reader encountering it for the first time. 
Think about accessibility
Our reports must be accessible for people with visual impairments, particularly for people using screen readers.
Left-justify your text
Left justification enhances readability and accessibility. It provides a consistent left edge for each line, making it easier for the eye to track and follow, and minimising the chances of uneven spacing that can disrupt the reading flow.
You Whilst fully justified text creates a visually clean block with straight edges, it can negatively impact readability and accessibility. It often introduces uneven spacing between words, creating "rivers of white" that disrupt the reading flow and can be particularly problematic for individuals with dyslexia or those using screen readers.
Avoid using italics, underline and too much use of bold
It can be tempting to use italics, underline and bold to draw the reader’s attention to particular words or phrases. However, you should use these font styles sparingly as they can pose accessibility challenges for some users, particularly those with dyslexia or visual impairments. Excessive use of italics can decrease readability and make it harder for people to understand the content. 
Hyperlinks
Hyperlinks can be helpful for people to read other documents that you have used to write your research, for example, references to other people’s research that you’ve quoted in your introduction.  For people using screen readers, ensure that links are understandable out of context. Phrases such as "click here," "more," and "click for details" can be ambiguous when read out of context. At the same time, it would be overkill to ensure that every detail about a link destination is discernible by listening to the link context.  
In the example below, we have hyperlinked only the first two words of the sentence to the Equality and Human Rights Commission page on reasonable adjustments, not the entire sentence. 
“Equality law requires employers to make "reasonable adjustments" to ensure workers with disabilities or physical or mental health conditions are not substantially disadvantaged when doing their jobs. Depending on the employee's condition, these could include improving physical accessibility, providing additional equipment, or changing work arrangements.”
Graphs and data visualisations
You should add alt text to your graphs and data visualisations to explain what the graph or data visualisation is showing.  
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It’s essential to have a thorough process for reviewing your report before it is published. This is to make sure that you’ve clearly set out the research, the findings are clear and do not mislead, facts are checked for accuracy and there are no spelling or grammatical errors. 
This should include:
Asking other staff or volunteers to check grammar, punctuation and spelling.
While you are getting approval from your Board members and/or the Chief Executive, you could ask them to check that they are confident in the findings, conclusions and recommendations, and how they are framed.
Where the report is about a specific service (e.g. the local GP practice), send a draft to the organisation to check facts for accuracy before publication. While working with them to develop SMART recommendations, you could ask them to review and confirm that they are satisfied with the findings and conclusions. Give them a reasonable timeframe to respond with comments. Even if they did not provide feedback, you should state this in the report.
Addressing quality assurance feedback
You need to consider all the comments made at any point in the quality assurance process and make changes which are necessary and appropriate. This means that you do not have to incorporate all the comments, but you must be clear why you are rejecting any feedback that has been received. 
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You may find the following guidance and e-learning helpful:
Our guidance on quantitative data analysis and qualitative data analysis contains tips on how to report the data, which graphs to use when and how to use quotes.
Accessibility guidance
How to write like Healthwatch e-learning
Getting started with the Healthwatch brand
Developing effective recommendations guidance
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