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Whether you’re a seasoned pro or a novice in the world of communications, an annual
report can seem a daunting task, especially if you’ve never put one together before.

In this guide, we’ve brought together our years of knowledge and experience to break
what can be a lengthy and complex project down into something even the least
experienced among us can follow.

Read on for helpful tips and advice on how to make your next annual report project run
as smoothly as possible.

If you can think of anything we’ve missed, please get in touch at
hello@sortedcommunications.co.uk and let us know.

Introduction

What is an annual report?
Introduced following the stock market crash in 1929, a basic annual report is intended to
provide shareholders, investors, and other stakeholders with a detailed insight into the
organisation’s activities, achievements and financial status over the previous year.
Publishing an annual report is a regulatory requirement for all publicly listed companies
and registered charities.

However, more and more organisations are keen to get the most out of the time and
money spent on producing an annual report by going over and above the regulatory
requirements. Whether it’s your intention to make an impression on existing
shareholders, investors, or donors, to appeal to new ones, or simply to engage
employees and service users in your work, a well-thought-out and carefully designed
annual report can become an impactful communication tool.

And just because your organisation isn’t legally required to publish an annual report, it
doesn’t mean you can’t. Many not-for-profit organisations produce a report to highlight
the importance of their cause and raise awareness of the impact they have – all designed
to attract new supporters and donations.

mailto:hello@sortedcommunications.co.uk
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Things to think about before you start

This should be fairly easy to answer – why are you considering an annual report in the
first place? What is it you want readers to know about your organisation? Perhaps it’s
just because it’s a regulatory requirement, but if you’ve got to go to the trouble of
producing a report, you may as well try to glean some additional benefits from it.
The purpose of your report has an obvious impact on what is actually said in the copy,
but it also plays a part in the way your report should look. If you don’t already have a
brand purpose or clearly articulated strategy, the easiest thing is to think about your key
messages in terms of what you want your audience to Know, Feel and Do.

An annual report can take lots of different forms, from a fairly straightforward overview
to meet regulatory requirements all the way through to a beautifully designed and
comprehensive celebration of the year’s achievements. With that in mind, it’s a good idea
to think through what would best suit the needs of your organisation before you begin
the project.

What do you want to achieve?

Know
What do you want to tell
people about your
organisation?

What do you stand for? What is your brand purpose?
What were your biggest achievements in the year?
Did you do anything new or do something differently?
What are your aims for the year ahead?

Feel
How do you want people to
feel about your organisation
and your work over the 
past year?

Do you want to impress them, inspire them, move them or
involve them?

Do you want them to feel they’ve been educated on a
particular subject?

Do
What do you want people to
do as a result of reading
your report?

Do you want readers to become supporters, donors, investors
or customers?

Do you want them to take a particular action?
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Who is your target audience?
Consider who will receive your report. Are they likely to read a lengthy document? This
will help determine whether it’s worth going all out on a comprehensive and beautifully
designed report or whether it’s better to stick to a short, simple overview of the year.
(You may want to consider doing both so that you have all bases covered.)

Do you want to involve service users or
customers/members in the project?
If you have service users, customers or members who are engaged with your
organisation and its work, can you involve them in the development or your annual
report? Would you be able to (or want to) include case studies or testimonials? Could key
representatives be given the opportunity to comment on the draft report? Do you have
the time to do this?

Depending on your industry it may be valuable to include the voice of your customers or
service users to really bring to life the impact your organisation has had during the year.
It can also help to make the content more engaging and less corporate.

Will you be printing the document, or
only sharing it digitally?
This is more important than it may sound. From a practical point of view, a printed report
will usually need to be a multiple of four pages in length, including front and back covers
(because each sheet of paper creates four pages when folded in half at the spine of the
report). This can be picked up by your designer, but it’s worth bearing in mind when you
are creating your content plan.

If you’re planning to go digital only the number of pages is much less important and you
may also have the option to create a fully interactive magazine style digital publication
rather than just a PDF. This is one to discuss with your designer.
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Do you already have all the photos you might need?
If not, do you want to commission a photographer to take some, or should the designer
use stock images? Do you have the budget to commission a photographer or buy 
stock images?

Make sure you clarify the quality/size of images required with the designer and think
about the kind of style you’re after (if you don’t already have photography guidelines 
in place).

Can you do it all yourself or should you look for
outside help?
There are two critical elements to producing a good annual report: content and design.
Get these both right and you’ll have an engaging document that your audience will 
enjoy reading. 

That said, this all requires a significant time investment. If you’re a busy comms
professional you may baulk at the thought of finding time to pull together such a detailed
and lengthy report, or if you have little or no comms experience you may not have the
first idea where to start. This is precisely why many organisations turn to 
external support.

There are several different ways working with an agency or freelancer could be useful:

If you’re clear on the key messages you want to get across in the copy but don’t have
an in-house designer available, you could opt to work with a creative agency on the
design while you focus on the copy. They will work with you to agree a theme and
style and help present your carefully crafted copy in the most impactful way.

Conversely, you might feel you don’t have the time and/or skillset within your team
to write a report, but you do have design capability and capacity in the organisation
to create an eye-catching document. In this case, you could look to a freelance
copywriter or copywriting agency to pull together your content, leaving you free to
get on with your day job.

But, if the idea of dedicating weeks of your valuable time to an annual report is too
much to bear, you could consider outsourcing the entire project to a communications
agency who can manage everything from concise and compelling copywriting
through to professional design and even print.
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What does producing an annual
report involve?
The exact steps involved will depend on the type of report you’re looking to produce and
how you choose to work with any supplier/s, but the work is likely to include the
following steps:

Comms lead discusses and agrees (both internally and
with any chosen supplier) the timelines and who will

need to review the report content and design at
various points in the process

Up to a week

Comms lead works with internal stakeholders to agree
the report’s key messages and an outline structure

1-2 weeks

Comms lead collates and shares all relevant
information and resources for the report content 

with the writer

Dependent on availability of resources and
complexity of the report/organisation

Writer submits a full first draft of the report’s copy

2-3 weeks 

Final approved financial tables and notes to be
included in the draft (if applicable) are shared with 

the writer

1 day

First draft is shared with all agreed stakeholders for
them to review and send feedback

1-2 weeks

Feedback is collated and shared with the writer

1 day
Writer makes amendments as needed

Up to a week
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All agreed stakeholders review and sign off 
final copy

Up to a week

Designer creates the report with final signed-off copy

2-3 weeks 

All stakeholders review and feed back on design 

1-2 weeks
Feedback is collated and shared with the designer

1 day

Designer makes requested changes (usually a quote
from an external designer will allow for two rounds of

non-structural design amends)

1-2 weeks

Final proofread completed

1-2 days

All stakeholders sign off final design file (including
auditors if required)

Up to a week

Final design file goes to print (if required)

1 day

Printed copies are delivered

1-2 weeks

Total time:
3-5 months
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Once the report has moved into the design
stage, to speed up proofreading highlight all
the copy in the pdf (Ctrl-A) and copy and
paste it back out into Word to run spelling
and grammar checks quickly and easily.

Always use the track changes function when
reviewing/editing copy – and remind anyone else to do
the same so you can see the changes they have made.
If someone forgets, you can use the ‘compare’ function
in Word to highlight differences between two versions

of the same document.

Time-saving hacks

Setting up styles in Word can help you to
differentiate between different sections of the report
without having to manually modify the formatting
over and over (check out our handy guide: How to
get more out of Microsoft Word). This can be
helpful even if you plan to send the copy off to a
designer as it helps you to easily move sections
around and see an overview of all sections and
headers in the contents page.

https://secureservercdn.net/160.153.138.71/yjr.e42.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/How-to-get-more-out-of-Word.pdf
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What else do you need to consider?
Once you’ve decided on the kind of support you’d like, found your preferred supplier and
worked out who will do what internally, there are a few important things to consider.

Are all stakeholders agreed on the key messages?
As mentioned above, this is really important and, while it has an obvious impact on what
is actually said in the copy, it also plays a part in the way your report should look. 
Before you pass this information to your copywriter, it’s crucial that you make sure all the
relevant people in your organisation have had an opportunity to input and are in
agreement. This will help to avoid delays and potentially costly rewrites of the copy at a
later stage in the project.

How do you want the report to look?
If you already have brand guidelines in place, then this one is easy. A comprehensive
style guide can be followed to inform both design and the tone of the copy. 

However, if your house style is a little more ad hoc it’s a good idea to consider some of
the following points to help your designer meet your requirements:

What do you (and any key internal stakeholders) particularly like and dislike about
your organisation’s current branding?

Are there any usage guidelines for your logo?

What is your preferred colour palette? Usually this is based around your main logo
colours with a handful of supplementary colours to be used more sparingly.

What is your preferred typeface?

Will you be able to provide all images needed for the report? If not, do you have any
preferences on the style of images to be used?
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Top tip

It can sometimes be tricky to imagine exactly how you want your report to look if you’ve
never produced one before; that’s why most designers will allow for up to two rounds of
changes when quoting for a project like this. Make sure you’re confident in the structural
outline of your report before sending it to design though, as changes to bigger aspects
such as page order or background images can be major work for a designer and could
quickly eat up your budgeted time.

Are you happy to use icons in the report?

Will you need any infographics to share key stats and/or achievements?

Do you have examples of other publications you’ve produced?

Will the report be printed, or will it be online only?

How do you want the report to feel? Sleek and modern? Colourful and engaging?
Serious and muted? Take a look at a few other reports from similar organisations
and pick out the design elements you like and think about what it is you like 
about them.
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Top tip

Once you’ve worked out and agreed who needs to be involved at each stage, we
recommend booking time in the relevant people’s diaries upfront to make sure there are
no delays caused by busy schedules or holidays.

What is your sign-off process and how long 
will it take?
When thinking about your deadline for the completed report, it’s helpful to work
backwards and consider who will need (or want) to approve what at each stage. It’s
worth putting in the time to do this at the start as it only takes one additional executive
asking to review the report at a later stage to completely wipe out your carefully planned
timeline. Often, you’ll have a long list of people who want to input to begin with, and
department leads/specialists may want to check their own sections. However, we
recommend limiting the final sign-off to as few people as possible to avoid contradictory
feedback and lots of new suggestions at this late stage.

As a guide, you may want to think about who will need time to review the report at each
of the following stages:

Timeline planning (including approval process!)

Key messages and outline discussion

First draft copy

Design brief

Design concept(s)

Final copy

Full designed report

Final approval
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How will you manage feedback to and questions
from your supplier?
Pulling together a document as complex as an annual report will usually involve multiple
people to make sure all parts of your organisation are represented accurately. This,
however, can mean conflicting opinions on how something should be represented,
whether that’s the way it’s written or how it looks.

It can be useful for your supplier to be in direct contact with a few people in your
organisation to collect further information, but it’s sensible to designate one person to
sense-check, collate and pass on feedback at the various review points in the project.
Doing this will ensure that all feedback given to your supplier is clear and prevents them
from having to navigate contradictory comments, which can lead to delays while they ask
for clarification. It also avoids the risk of someone suggesting amends which will involve
structural changes to the document, such as adding or deleting a whole section.
Depending on the agreement you have with your supplier, making substantial changes
like this at a later stage may lead to additional costs.

When inviting feedback, encourage people to be as specific as possible and to be clear in
what they do want, rather than just saying what they don't like. If possible, they should
give examples they’ve seen elsewhere.

How will you stay up to date with progress?
While outsourcing the production of your report will save you significant time and effort,
it’s important that you make time to keep in regular contact with your supplier(s) to avoid
any unnecessary delays or miscommunications.

If your diary is always packed, we’d recommend setting up a brief recurring fortnightly
check-in call with your supplier. This gives you a regular opportunity to discuss:

Any potential issues with meeting agreed dates and the potential knock-on effect to
the overall project timeline

Any outstanding content or questions

Any new information which needs to be considered/incorporated
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If you could use a little extra help with your
annual report (or anything else comms-related)
we're on hand to offer advice and support - just
drop us a line any time.

hello@sortedcomms.co.uk

0115 714 0478

Now what?
Once you have your fantastic new annual report, you’ll want to share it far and wide.
There are many ways to promote your document. Think about who you want to see it
and how you can make it available to them. As a starter, you may want to:

Put out a press release about it

Share it through your newsletter (both internal and external)

Upload it to your website and intranet and post links on social media

Distribute hard copies to groups who may not be comfortable finding things online

Make hard copies available in your offices or other premises, or share them at
physical meetings or conferences

Depending on your target audience you may also want to consider making it available in
alternative formats such as large print or other languages. If you used an agency to help
produce the report they may also be able to help provide alternative formats.

https://sortedcomms.co.uk/contact/
mailto:hello@sortedcomms.co.uk

