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Guidelines for writing a Scientific Report

What is a scientific report?

A scientific report is a written document that presents an experimental or

research study's findings, conclusions, and recommendations.

Writing a scientific report can be a challenging task, but it is a crucial aspect of

scientific research. A well-written scientific report enables researchers to

communicate their findings effectively to other scientists and stakeholders, ultimately

advancing their field of study. In this article, we will outline the main steps and
important parts of writing a scientific report.

What does a scientific report include?

Research findings are typically presented in journals and other professional

reports in the IMRaD format (Introduction, Methods, Results and Discussion). The

purpose of each of these sections is to answer the following questions:

- Introduction - Why did you do your experiments?

- Methods - Which experiments did you do and how did you do them?

- Results - What happened when you did them?

- Discussion - What do the results mean?



IMRAD method



There are also the following additional sections:

- A specific title

- An abstract or summary

- Acknowledgments (to thank those who assisted with your work)

- A reference list

- Appendices (optional)



The structure of a scientific report 

The normal scientific report has a standard structure (parts in parentheses are optional): 

1. Title 

2. Abstract / Summary 

3. Introduction 

4. Methods 

5. Results 

6. Discussion 

7. (Acknowledgements) 

8. Literature cited 

9. (Appendix)



Title

Purpose: To sum up your work in a single phrase or sentence. It needs

to be clear, specific and brief; its meaning should be obvious to most

readers.

- Clear: Technical terms and abbreviations should only be used if they will be

familiar to the readers of your report.

- Specific: Give enough information to enable the reader to know if the

research is likely to be of interest to their own fields.

- Brief: Avoid obvious phrases, like ‘The role of’, ‘Studies of’, ‘An examination

of”, ‘An investigation into’, ‘Research into’, and ‘An experiment on’. Titles with
these words are often too long or not descriptive enough. This is also your first shot
at grabbing the reader’s attention.

EXAMPLE

- Less descriptive title: Migrating Whales and Electromagnetic Fields

- Preferred title: The Effect of Electromagnetic Fields on Migrating Whales



The title is phrased in a similar way to the research question, also known as the
operational question. Clearly identify the independent variable (IV) and dependent variable
(DV).

Recall that the independent variable (IV) is the part of the experiment that you are
changing and the dependent variable (DV) is what is being measured as a result of that
change.

HINT: Use this formula to create a scientific title. 
The Effect of ______ [IV] on _____ [DV]

For example: The Effect of Exercise on Heart Rate 

Example 1 - “Photosynthesis” This doesn’t tell the reader much about the paper.
Instead “The effect of differing light wavelengths on the rate of photosynthesis on the
common garden pea plant (Pisum sativum)” This tells the reader what is in the paper.

Example 2 - “Studies on a snake”, again too brief. What snake, where, what kinds of
studies? Instead “The Thermal Ecology of a Population of the Common Death Adder
(Acanthophis antarcticus), in Sippy Downs, Queensland”



Introduction 
The principal job of an introduction is to guide the reader from the broad area

of your discipline to the particular topic you will be discussing. From a larger
perspective on the problem, the introduction typically proceeds through several
transitional sentences, leading the reader logically to the specific question you
hope to answer with your experiment or topic you intend to discuss in your
research paper.

The following is a list of 3 elements that are needed in the introduction.
1. Orient the person reading your report to the subject using a concise review

of relevant background information. Research the available scientific
information regarding the selected experimental topic.
⸱ The literature cited may be from a variety of sources, i.e. your class text

book, other text books, research articles, articles from the internet, etc.
⸱ Information must be unmistakably relevant to the specific content of the

laboratory.



⸱ Be selective. When extracting information from other sources, identify 3 or 4
main points. Summarize each point in 1 sentence.

2. Include the purpose of your report. Allow the person reading your paper to
understand why you are performing your experiment.

3. Indicate your expectations of the outcomes of the experiment and what
alternatives you might expect. This proposed explanation of the outcomes/
phenomenon is known as the hypothesis.

HINT: Use this formula to write your hypothesis:
If ___________________[IV] is _____________________ [describe how it was
changed], then _____________ [DV] will __________________ [describe the
expected effect].

For example: “If the antibiotic cleaning agent is placed on a bacterial colony,
then growth of the colony will be inhibited.”



Materials and Method 
Students often start with this section as it is straight-forward. In writing a

materials and methods section, you need to describe what you did in such a way
that a fellow scientist can follow and duplicate your experiment.

The following is a list of 5 elements that are needed in the introduction.
1. Use the third person and past tense.

HINT: Use this formula to write your methods.
Change this sentence from the book.
- Add 5 drops of 0.1 M copper (II) sulphate solution into one of the test tubes

and shake it so that the solution covers the zinc surface.
To past tense with you doing the action.
- I added 5 drops of 0.1 M copper (II) sulphate solution into one of the test

tubes and shook so that the solution covered the zinc surface.
Remove all I, We, Me and replace with the equipment used.
- Five drops of 0.1 M copper (II) sulphate solution was added into one of the test
tubes and shook so that the solution covered the zinc surface.



2. When following a procedure from a lab manual or published paper,
simply describe how you conducted your experiments (there should be
enough detail such that the reader could easily duplicate your experiments –
no lists!, write as a paragraph). Common practices like gel electrophoresis do
not need to be explained in detail.

3. Keep in mind what information is important to the results obtained and
for reproducing the experiment. This includes details such as concentrations,
temperatures, measurements, units, timing, calculations, etc. Irrelevant
details like “A wax pencil was used to label the test tube,” can be left out!!

4. In field studies it is important include the locations and times that data
were collected.

5. Explain who you summarized the data (means, standard deviation) and
the calculations and statistical analysis you did.



Incorrect Example:

"We measured the samples' hardness. Then we put the pieces of metal in the
furnace and then waited for one hour. Then we removed them and put them in
the hardness tester again. Joe was listening to his IPod while we did this lab..”

Correct Example

"Samples of different hardness were prepared by annealing them in a furnace
for various lengths of time and at different temperatures. The hardness was
measured before and after annealing, using a Rockwell hardness tester set up
for the B scale.”



Results 
The Results section describes, in words, your observations (qualitative data)

and the measured experimental data (quantitative data). It also includes the data
displayed in tables and/or in graphs. Results describe only what was found or
observed, just the facts. Interpretation and explanation of results is discussed
in the discussion section.

Figures
Figures include graphs, maps, photos and technical diagrams. Presentation of

data in graphs is generally more desirable than tables because they aid the
reader in visualizing trends in the data. There are many different types of graphs,
but the most common graphs used in scientific writing are line graphs, used for
continuous data such as time and temperature (Fig. 1), and vertical bar graphs
used for discrete data such as apples vs oranges OR boys vs girls (Fig. 2).
Regardless of the type of graph you use, all contain similar elements.



(1) Axes. A graph consists of a horizontal axis and a vertical axis. The
independent variable (what’s changed)are plotted on the horizontal axis
(bottom line) and values of the dependent variable (the effect or the
outcome you measured) are plotted on the vertical axis (up and down line)

(2) Labels. Both axes should be clearly labelled and include units of measure.

(3) Figure Caption. There should be a figure caption below the graph that
briefly describes the information in the figure. It should be clear, concise, and
informative. The figure caption should be understandable without reference to
the text and answer, if appropriate, the questions “what”, “where”, “when” and
“why”. Figures are numbered in order they appear in the text.



Discussion
The main purposes of the discussion are to:
- discuss the relationships between your results,
- discuss how the results relate to your initial objectives and hypotheses,
- describe the shortcomings of your work,
- describe the implications of your work,
- provide major conclusions supported with evidence,
- and suggest future applications of your research findings.

⸱ Start with a summary paragraph, reiterating your question and main
findings. This may be all someone reads!

⸱ It is important to discuss your initial hypotheses in terms of whether your
results provide adequate support for them.

⸱ Include anomalies or negative results – try to explain them based on the
theories you have learnt.



⸱Discuss how your results are similar or different from published findings,
and attempt to explain any differences, with support from references.

⸱ If it is impossible to find a good explanation for your results – simply
admit it. It is better to admit uncertainty, rather than create poor,
unsubstantiated excuses.

⸱ State all of your conclusions, and build on them by providing evidence
from your data and from the literature.

⸱ End with a concluding paragraph to summarise the key findings and their
implications.

⸱ Most of the discussion should be written in the present tense. When you
discuss your data, write in the past tense, and when you discuss future
implications of your work, write in the future tense.



Discussion Layout Example

The results are not consistent with the research hypothesis. In addition, the
results differ from those of my classmates [describe what difference was,
were your values higher or lower, different color, failure to grow, etc.].

One explanation for this difference is that __________________ [explain what
was done differently, or what may have happened, or where your procedures
varied].

This would have caused _______________ [explain how the difference in your
procedures may have altered the results].



CONCLUSIONS

•Provide a very brief summary of the Results and Discussion.

•Emphasize the implications of the findings, explaining how the work is significant and

providing the key message(s) the author wishes to convey.

•Provide the most general claims that can be supported by the evidence.

•Provide a future perspective on the work.

•Avoid: repeating the abstract; repeating background information from the

Introduction; introducing new evidence or new arguments not found in the Results and

Discussion; repeating the arguments made in the Results and Discussion; failing to

address all of the research questions set out in the Introduction.



Literature cited / References
In this section you should provide a complete listing of all, and only, references
cited in the text of the report. There are three things to consider here
• What to cite
• How to cite it in the text
• How to construct a reference list

- What to cite
You should cite appropriate references wherever you make a point of
substance (fact, or opinion) that is not your own or may not be regarded as
common knowledge. e.g.
Several species in the genus Calopteryx perform a complex 'wing floating'
display as part of the courtship behaviour (Malmquist 1956) [Fact]
This behaviour is generally considered to be a display of male quality
(Fredenholm 1978, Agassiz and Moore 1980, Summers 1991). [Opinion of
others]
The function of this behaviour may be to signal the flow rate, and hence



- Styles of citation
If writing a manuscript for publication in a scientific journal, obviously use

the style of the journal in question (exactly - including punctuation). If you
are writing any other type of report, you can choose your own style, but if in
doubt the easiest approach is probably to follow the style of a major journal
in the appropriate subject area. There are two main styles you will
encounter:

The most common (and most straightforward) cites references in the text
using names and dates, and lists all references alphabetically in the
reference list.

In the text,
e.g. Wide fluctuations in temperature reduce egg viability (Smith 1987).
or... Smith (1987) found that wide variations in temperature reduced egg
viability.



In list
Smith, A. J. (1987). The effect of temperature on egg development and survival
in the damselfly Calopteryx virgo. J. Zool. (Lond.) 47: 231-243.

Note that the necessary information about the journal is the journal title, the
volume number (47) and the pages of the article (231-243). Journals often also
have a part number, e.g. volume 47(2). In general you do not need this in the
citation, the page numbers should be sufficient.

The list should be in alphabetical order by first author. If there is more than one
reference by the same author then order them by date. If there are papers with
the same first author but different second/third authors then these come after
the single author papers by the first author, and in alphabetical order by
second.. third etc.. authors, e.g



Smith A J (1987) ....
Smith A J (1989) ....
Smith A J, Girton S and Mackay R H (1984) ....
Smith A J and Wallis K C (1983) ....
Smith A J and Wallis K C (1985) ....

If you have several citations by the same author in the same year in your list,
then denote them with letters e.g.
In the text: Smith (1987a), Smith (1987b)

In the list:
Smith, A. J. (1987a). The effect of temperature on egg development and
survival in the damselfly Calopteryx virgo. J. Zool. (Lond.) 47: 231-243.
Smith, A. J. (1987b). The oviposition behaviour of Calopteryx virgo (Odonata:
Zygoptera). Anim. Behav. 27: 197-209



The other main style is to use numerical superscripts (or equivalent) in the
text, numbering the references in the order in which they are mentioned in
the text, and ordering the final reference list in the same way, e.g.
In the text:
Wide fluctuations in temperature reduce egg viability23.
Smith23 found that wide variations in temperature reduced egg viability.

In the reference list:
22. Wilcove H (1978) Mating strategies in a calopterygid damselfly. Anim.
Behav. 16: 21-30
23. Smith A J (1987) The effect of temperature on egg development and
survival in the damselfly Calopteryx virgo. J. Zool. (Lond.) 47: 231-243
24. Morris L L (1991) A model of territory switching behaviour. Am. Nat. 230:
390 -395



In many journals using this system, the titles of the references in the list are also
omitted e.g.
23. Smith A J (1987). J. Zool. (Lond.) 47: 231-243.
This is done to save space, but unless you are specifically asked to do this it is
best to include the complete reference. Although such numerical systems
usually require the reference list to be ordered by number, it is possible (and
much more convenient) to use an alphabetical listing even if numbers are used
in the text (alphabetically ordered references are numbered in order and then
the numbers used in the text instead of names). The advantage to a numbering
system is that is saves space in the text, the disadvantage is that the numbers
don't tell you which paper is being referred to as you read - you need to keep
looking them up in the list. Some final points to bear in mind about references
and their citation:
• Every reference cited in the text must appear in the reference list, and every
reference in the list must appear in the text.



• Don't cite things you have not read or seen the relevant part of. If you need
to cite something you have seen discussed or cited somewhere else, but
haven't seen, and cannot get hold of, you should make it clear that you are
citing someone else's interpretation of the original reference, e.g.
In the text: Jones (1928 - cited in Smith 1987)
In the list you should then give the citation for Smith (1987) not for Jones
(1928).
• There are standard abbreviations for journal names. These are often given
in the journal itself, and are available on a list in the Library, or can be found
by looking up the journal on Biological Abstracts. If you don't know what the
standard abbreviation is, and it is not obvious, them use the full name rather
than making up your own abbreviation.



Books
In the end reference, separate information about author(s), date, title, edition, and

publication by periods. The basic format is as follows:

Author(s). Date. Title. Edition. Place of publication: publisher. Extent. Notes.

For books with 2 authors, names are separated by a comma in the end reference but

by “and” in the in-text reference (Leboffe and Pierce 2010)

Leboffe MJ, Pierce BE. 2010. Microbiology: laboratory theory and application.

Englewood (CO): Morton Publishing Company.

For books with 3 to 10 authors, list all authors in the end reference; in the in-text

reference, list only the first, followed by “et al.” (Ferrozzi et al. 2000)

Ferrozzi F, Garlaschi G, Bova D. 2000. CT of metastases. New York (NY): Springer.

For books with more than 10 authors, list the first 10 in the end reference, followed by

“et al.” (Wenger et al. 1995)

Wenger NK, Sivarajan Froelicher E, Smith LK, Ades PA, Berra K, Blumenthal JA,

Certo CME, Dattilo AM, Davis D, DeBusk RF, et al. 1995. Cardiac rehabilitation.

Rockville (MD): Agency for Health Care Policy and Research (US).



Organization as author

[ALSG] Advanced Life Support Group. 2001. Acute medical emergencies: the practical 

approach. London (England): BMJ Books. (ALSG 2001)

Author(s) plus editor(s) or translator(s)

Klarsfeld A, Revah F. 2003. The biology of death: origins of mortality. Brady L, translator.

Ithaca (NY): Cornell University Press. In the text: (Klarsfeld and Revah 2003)

Luzikov VN. 1985. Mitochondrial biogenesis and breakdown. Galkin AV, translator; 

Roodyn DB, editor. New York (NY): Consultants Bureau.

In the text: (Luzikov 1985)

Chapter or other part of a book, same author(s)

Gawande A. 2010. The checklist manifesto: how to get things right. New York (NY): 

Metropolitan Books. Chapter 3, The end of the master builder; p. 48–71.

In the text: (Gawande 2010)

Chapter or other part of a book, different authors

Rapley R. 2010. Recombinant DNA and genetic analysis. In: Wilson K, Walker J,

editors. Principles and techniques of biochemistry and molecular biology. 7th ed. New

York (NY): Cambridge University Press. p. 195–262. In the text:(Rapley 2010)



Journals

For the end reference, list authors in the order in which they appear in the

original text. The year of publication follows the author list. Use periods to

separate each element, including author(s), date of publication, article and

journal title, and volume or issue information. Location (usually the page

range for the article) is preceded by a colon.

Author(s). Date. Article title. Journal title. Volume(issue):location.

Journal titles are generally abbreviated according to the List of Title Word

Abbreviations maintained by the ISSN International Centre.

For the in-text reference, use parentheses and list author(s) by surname

followed by year of publication.

(Author(s) Year)

For articles with 2 authors, names are separated by a comma in the end

reference but by “and” in the in-text reference. (Mazan and Hoffman 2001)

Mazan MR, Hoffman AM. 2001. Effects of aerosolized albuterol on

physiologic responses to exercise in standardbreds. Am J Vet Res.

62(11):1812–1817.



For articles with 3 to 10 authors, list all authors in the end reference; in

the in-text reference, list only the first, followed by “et al.” (Smart et al.

2003)

Smart N, Fang ZY, Marwick TH. 2003. A practical guide to exercise

training for heart failure patients. J Card Fail. 9(1):49–58.

For articles with more than 10 authors, list the first 10 in the end

reference, followed by “et al.” (Pizzi et al. 2002)

Pizzi C, Caraglia M, Cianciulli M, Fabbrocini A, Libroia A, Matano E,

Contegiacomo A, Del Prete S, Abbruzzese A, Martignetti A, et al. 2002.

Low-dose recombinant IL-2 induces psychological changes: monitoring

by Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI). Anticancer Res.

22(2A):727–732.

Volume with no issue or other subdivision

Laskowski DA. 2002. Physical and chemical properties of pyrethroids.

Rev Environ Contam Toxicol. 174:49–170. In the text: (Laskowski 2002)



Volume with issue and supplement

Gardos G, Cole JO, Haskell D, Marby D, Paine SS, Moore P. 1988. The

natural history of tardive dyskinesia. J Clin Pharmacol. 8(4 Suppl):31S–

37S.

In the text: (Gardos et al. 1988)

Volume with supplement but no issue

Heemskerk J, Tobin AJ, Ravina B. 2002. From chemical to drug: neuro-

degeneration drug screening and the ethics of clinical trials. Nat

Neurosci. 5 Suppl:1027–1029. In the text: (Heemskerk et al. 2002)

Multiple issue numbers

Ramstrom O, Bunyapaiboonsri T, Lohmann S, Lehn JM. 2002. Chemical

biology of dynamic combinatorial libraries. Biochim Biophys Acta.

1572(2–3):178–186.

In the text: (Ramstrom et al. 2002)

Issue with no volume

Sabatier R. 1995. Reorienting health and social services. AIDS STD

Health Promot Exch. (4):1–3. In the text: (Sabatier 1995)



Dissertations and Theses

Lutz M. 1989. 1903: American nervousness and the economy of cultural change

[dissertation]. [Stanford (CA)]: Stanford University. In the text: (Lutz 1989)

Patents

Blanco EE, Meade JC, Richards WD, inventors; Ophthalmic Ventures, assignee.

1990 Nov 13. Surgical stapling system. United States patent US 4,969,591.

In the text: (Blanco et al. 1990).

Newspapers

Weiss R. 2003 Apr 11. Study shows problems in cloning people: researchers find

replicating primates will be harder than other mammals. Washington Post (Home

Ed.). Sect. A:12 (col. 1). In the text: (Weiss 2003)

DVDs

Indicate a copyright date with a lowercase “c”.

Johnson D, editor. c2002. Surgical techniques in orthopaedics: anterior cruciate

ligament reconstruction [DVD]. Rosemont (IL): American Academy of Orthopaedic

Surgeons. 1 DVD. In the text: (Johnson c2002)



Websites and Other Online Formats

References to websites and other online formats follow the same general principles

as for printed references, with the addition of a date of update/revision (if available)

along with an access date and a URL.

Website

Format for end reference:

Title of Homepage. Date of publication. Edition. Place of publication: publisher;

[date updated; date accessed]. Notes.

If no date of publication can be determined, use a copyright date (if available),

preceded by “c”. Include the URL in the notes.

APSnet: plant pathology online. c1994–2005. St Paul (MN): American

Phytopathological Association; [accessed 2005 Jun 20]. http://www.apsnet.org/.

For the in-text reference, include only the first word or two of the title (enough to

distinguish it from other titles in the reference list), followed by an ellipsis. In the text:

(APSnet . . . c1994–2005).



Appendices
Use appendices (if you must) for large amounts of raw data, long species lists,
detailed mathematical or laboratory working, of a non-standard method, or
(short) program listings, but only where the inclusion of such information
markedly enhances the usefulness of the paper. Normally such appendices are
not required - avoid using them just because you want to show how much data
you collected!
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Abstract
The abstract appears after the title. The abstract gives a general overview

summarizing the purpose, methods, major findings and conclusions. Use
concise sentences reflecting the major points from the laboratory.

The following is a list of 5 elements that are needed in the abstract. Write
each element in one or two sentences.

1. State the purpose. What was the purpose of the laboratory? That is, why
was the experiment done?

2. State the predicted outcome. Was the prediction based on a scientific
theory or law? If yes, identify the relevant theory or law. Then, state the
researched hypothesis or hypotheses.

3. Summarize the methods, including only the major methods used. If a well
known technique is used (e.g., gel electrophoresis), just state the name of the
technique. The details about the technique will follow in the materials and
method section of the laboratory report.



4. In one or two sentences, highlight the major results. Start with a
sentence beginning, “The major findings from this laboratory were…”

- Only the key results are included in the abstract. Generally, this means
reporting the final results from the calculations.

- If an average of the data was calculated, report only the average not
individual data points.

- If class data are used for comparison, state the average or make a
general statement about how they compare to your individual data points.
The other data will be discussed in the results and conclusion sections of
the report.

5. Summarize your major conclusions. Start with a sentence such as,
“From the data, it can be concluded that…”



Example
Examination of the ability of vegetative propagules (small buds and

branched fragments) of the green alga Codium fragile ssp. tomentosoides
to attach and grow on natural substrata was conducted in laboratory and
field experiments. In the laboratory, the probability of attachment (on
coralline algae, mussel shell, smooth and rough rock) was greater for buds
than cut branches (both ~4 cm long) over 10 weeks. Probability of
attachment also differed among substrata with attachment to coralline
algae being the greatest. In the field experiment, buds were transplanted to
three tide pools at different tidal heights on the rocky shore. After eight
months the proportion that attached did not differ significantly among
pools. These findings indicate that vegetative propagation may contribute
to the invasive success of Codium fragile.



Scientific Report Checklist

TITLE
- Is it brief?
- Is it specific?
- Does it contain key words such as the independent and

dependent variable?

ABSTRACT
Summary

- Does it state the hypothesis?
- Are the procedures briefly explained?
- Does it include the main results and conclusions?

INTRODUCTION
Why was the study
undertaken?

What question was
studied?

- Does it state the problem/issue?

- Does it mention relevant literature and what is already
known about the problem?

- Have you cited this literature?

- Does it include the purpose of the experiment?

- Does it state what your expectations of the outcomes are
and what alternatives you might expect? (HYPOTHESIS)



MATERIALS & METHODS

How was the problem
studied?

- Is it in 3rd person, past tense?

- Have you stated equipment, facilities, chemicals used?

- Have you given enough information for someone to repeat your study?

- Have you included the statistics; calculations done to the data?

RESULTS

What were the findings?

- Are ALL of the relevant results included?

- Have you included data in the form of tables, graphs etc?

- Do the tables and graphs have an explanatory caption?

DISCUSSION

What do these findings
mean?

- Have you commented on how the results met with your expectations?

- Have you interpreted the results i.e. Trends, cause and effect?

- Have you explained your interpretation with researched scientific articles?

- Have you cited this literature to support your results?

- Do your own results or the results of others support your interpretation?

- Are there errors in your results?

- What effect do these errors have on your data?

- Have you stated real world applications of your experimental conclusion?


























