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Abstract 

With the recent reorganization of the American Red Cross, the Central and Western 

Massachusetts region now produces one annual report instead of four, smaller reports. The goal 

of this MQP was to design an annual report with the help of American Red Cross 

representatives. Identifying stakeholders, the rhetorical situation of the annual report, and 

common techniques used within annual reports created a basis for the development of the 

document. Due to time constraints, some portions of the final product were left for future 

volunteer work. The report provides detailed suggestions to reconcile these portions of the report 

with the finalized sections. The process of developing the document also led to observations on 

the future of annual reports and their use of technology. 
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1 Introduction  

Recently, four chapters of the American Red Cross merged to become the American Red 

Cross of Central and Western Massachusetts. The merger has had several repercussions. The 

most obvious of these is that the single chapter now covers a much larger area than any one of 

the previous chapters (see Figure 1 - Massachusetts Regional Boundaries). As a result, each 

chapter is no longer publishing separate annual reports. Instead, they must collaborate and 

publish one cohesive annual report. Since the Red Cross relies heavily on donations, an effective 

annual report may help to encourage continuing support. 

 

Figure 1 - Massachusetts Regional Boundaries (American Red Cross, 2010) 
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The American Red Cross is a non-profit humanitarian organization, founded in 1881 by 

Clara Barton. Their mission is simple, although it can be complex in its undertaking: “[to] 

provide relief to victims of disaster and help people prevent, prepare for, and respond to 

emergencies” (American Red Cross, 2010). While the majority of their work focuses upon 

disaster response, the American Red Cross also provides blood services, assistance to military 

families, community service, and international relief. On a local level, American Red Cross 

chapters most frequently respond to house fires and host blood drives. They also provide health 

and safety training for local schools and companies. 

Due to a harsh disaster season in 2011, the American Red Cross started to reorganize 

from individual chapters into regions. This new structure aims to cut costs, balance budgets, and 

run more efficiently in general (Cumbow, 2011; Parker, 2011; Schramm, 2011). The merger has 

changed the structure of the Red Cross, shifting staff positions that had been responsible for 

developing reports. The former directors of each individual chapter may have separate ideas 

which could conflict and reduce the effectiveness of the report. However, Massachusetts’ recent 

natural disasters have helped bring the Red Cross to the forefront of public thought. With the 

2012 Springfield tornadoes, Hurricane Irene, and the 2012 October snowstorm, the newly 

formed chapter has the perfect opportunity to improve their reputation.  

Beyond these more obvious issues, the Red Cross now has a few more subtle issues. For 

one, the larger regional model also demands more from the actual staff of the Red Cross. 

Therefore, it makes sense to delegate certain tasks to volunteers. The issue present here, 

however, is that most volunteers lack the professional training to develop a report that will serve 

as an effective donation and public relations tool. Hand-in-hand with this is that there is no 

guarantee that a single volunteer (with previous experience or not) will be available each year. 
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On a more macro scale, the National American Red Cross organization is also facing a 

time of uncertain reputation. Their former image of wartime medics and unbiased assistance has 

faded and much of their work goes unnoticed or unrecognized. Many consider the organization 

simply as disaster response (as evidenced by their classification in several non-profit rankings 

(Philanthropedia, 2011; Charity Navigator, 2010)). Such a reputation may encourage donation 

only during disasters, although the Red Cross works year-round. Ensuring their audience is 

aware of their other services may help to increase donations throughout the year. 

The American Red Cross of Central and Western Massachusetts has decided to sponsor 

this project to create a regional report to be used for the next three to five years. This regional 

report would be modeled on an annual report, but must remain relevant throughout its document 

life. As such, any dates within the report would need to remain vague about the actual 

publication date. This means that most data would be correlated over several years previous to 

the actual publication date and any direct references to a large event would need to avoid 

specifying that it had happened too recently. 

In order to meet this goal, the American Red Cross and Worcester Polytechnic Institute 

worked together to understand annual reports as a genre, negotiate designs and author material to 

be published within the annual report. Regional Development Officer Janet Warren and Director 

of Communications and Special Events Darice Aubuchon of the American Red Cross and 

Professors Jennifer deWinter and Brenton Faber of Worcester Polytechnic Institute contributed 

ideas, edited and oversaw the project. Timothy Shaffer was responsible for developing iterative 

designs. Written material was contributed from existing Red Cross material, Janet Warren and 

Timothy Shaffer. This report documents the project’s process and considerations. 
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In the next chapter, I will begin to analyze annual reports in order to develop a clear 

understanding of the genre and the techniques used within. I begin by discussing the origins of 

annual reports, how they are affected by their audience and what communicative purposes they 

intend to convey in order to understand the basic need for an annual report and how this extends 

to non-profit organizations. From here, I apply Berkenkotter and Huckin’s genre analysis 

framework to situate the genre of annual reports and discuss why they are effective. With that 

information in hand, I perform a formal analysis upon three non-profit annual reports to identify 

key features common to annual reports. Within Chapter 3, I present the American Red Cross 

report in full to showcase product of this project along with a description of its rhetorical 

situation. While the report is not completed, many features identified within Chapter 2 are 

implemented within the design. Each page is presented, in order, to allow the reader to regard the 

work as it would be printed. Chapter 4 discusses the process for developing the annual report, 

including the choices and negotiations made at each step. I will call to attention specific features 

identified through formal analysis as they are applied within the final product. In addition, I will 

present previous drafts and discuss the shortcomings of their design. Finally, this chapter also 

details the considerations of the authors and editors when choosing to move forward with a 

design. Finally, I conclude in Chapter 5 with observations on the intricacies of this project and 

the future of annual reports. 

  



5 
 

2 Annual Reports as a Genre 

Annual reports are a complex genre with specific purposes, origins and limitations. 

Within this chapter, I discuss annual reports from their beginnings as a required company 

document to the relatively recent trend in non-profit annual reports. From here, I will briefly 

discuss the existing model of non-profit annual reports and recent trends in their design. With 

these definitions in hand, I can begin to analyze annual reports in a productive manner with a 

specific goal of a successful annual report in mind. At the same time, this information may help 

to serve as a guide for more detailed research on what each section is intended to accomplish. 

 Annual reports are documents that detail a company or organization’s financial status and 

general operations. As required by the United State Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 

(2011), companies must publish annual reports such that investors may assess if they will invest 

in the company. The document brings a level of clarity into the way the company acquires and 

spends its funds as well as how it has fared at the conclusion of the fiscal year. According to The 

Free Dictionary, an annual report is required by law to “include a balance sheet reflecting 

changes in the corporation's financial worth, an income and cash flow statement, and other 

relevant documentation, all of which must be reviewed first by outside auditors” (Farlex). Other 

than these legal requirements, companies are free to design their annual report however they 

would like.  

 An annual report for a publicly traded company, of course, focuses upon financial data, 

which is often interpreted as un-biased data. Furthermore, it typically contains all of the 

important data in one place and accounts only for a specific time as required by the SEC (2011). 

This allows annual reports to be used as a metric for an organization’s success. Within recent 

years, non-profit annual reports have become customary public relations documents. As Kivi 
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Leroux Miller (How to Write a Nonprofit Annual Report), president of two non-profit 

communications consulting companies, notes, most non-profit organizations are not required by 

law to publish an annual report, but many continue to do so. Failing to publish a report can 

actually cause concern within supporters of the organization. At the same time, however, non-

profit organizations enjoy a greater degree of freedom in their annual reports. 

 Without legal requirements, some organizations struggle with the idea of what should be 

included in an annual report or how they can present themselves. As an expert on non-profit 

communication, Miller suggests that non-profit organizations emphasize accomplishments, 

narrative (both to describe financials and the organization’s story for the year), photos, and 

personal stories (How to Write a Nonprofit Annual Report). Davison (2009), a chartered 

accountant and Professor of Accounting, also notes an increase in attention to the paratext of 

annual reports (both corporate and non-profit), a term she borrows from Genette. The paratext of 

an annual report includes all elements not included in the copy, such as any visual features, the 

title, or the material the document was printed on (p. 121). 

Several other authors have also sought to investigate the different aspects of annual 

reports that have risen from this freedom of design. In general, the primary focus of research has 

revolved around the ways in which companies try to present themselves in a positive light 

through different techniques. Carol David (2001), a professor of rhetoric and professional 

communication, has become a vital source in the discussion of the use of graphics to create 

“cultural myths” within annual reports. Her work investigates the ethos
1
 surrounding annual 

reports as financial document and the resulting credibility it lends to the freely designed sections 

                                                           
1
 Ethos is one of Artistotle’s three appeals, referring to the credibility of the author. In this case, the organization is 

seen as the author and the ethos is established by the perpetuation of the genre. See Section 2.4.1 for more 
information on how ethos is perpetuated within the genre. 
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(p. 217). Feng Li, a professor of accounting at University of Michigan, has applied a different 

approach in attempting to demystify the readability of annual reports. Instead of applying a 

traditional form of literary analysis, he uses a mathematical model to suggest trends between the 

readability of an annual report and the earnings of the company it represents. Li’s work provides 

insight into how designers can alter a reader’s perception of the organization.   

2.1 Accountability 

 Since corporate annual reports are actually legal documents, the focus on accountability 

has dictated their design since their inception. While the modern glossy-style annual report is not 

explicitly required by law, companies are required by the SEC to provide shareholders with an 

annual report on the current state of the company each time it elects directors. This report must 

give shareholders an accurate impression of the company’s profitability; failure to do so can 

result in harsh punishments for the company (United States Securities and Exchange 

Commission, 2011). In light of this, companies often model their annual reports on another 

required document, known as Form 10-K. This form “provides a comprehensive overview of the 

company's business and financial condition and includes audited financial statements” as 

required by the SEC (Form 10-K, 2009). By reusing and designing around this information, the 

company can guarantee its report is accurate and avoid any penalties. 

While some companies do simply use their Form 10-K as their annual report (United 

States Securities and Exchange Commission, 2011), it is quite possible that shareholders will get 

a negative impression. Instead, many companies have been moving to a glossy annual report that 

still covers the necessary financial information. This format requires more effort, but gives the 

company an opportunity to present themselves beyond the sheer numbers. Of course, the need 

for accuracy still dictates the design: Since shareholders must be able to use an annual report to 
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make decisions with the company, the report must still contain financial information (Penrose, 

2008). The company is accountable for presenting themselves in such a manner that a 

shareholder can make an educated decision. 

Although non-profit organizations are not directly accountable for information in their 

annual reports, it continues to be a driving force in their designs. Returning to David’s (2001) 

claim of an annual report’s ethos as a financial document lending credibility to the non-financial 

sections of the annual report (p. 217), it is possible that non-profit organizations simply wish to 

take advantage of this existing ethos for the entire document. It is likely that their audience will 

see an annual report as an authoritative document designed with accountability in mind, therefore 

granting the organization a powerful public relations tool. At the same time, however, 

organizations are still indirectly accountable for all information included within their annual 

report. If a donor discovers that an annual report contains misinformation, they are likely to stop 

donating to the organization. 

2.2 Audience 

 Next to an annual report’s legal requirements, the audience is perhaps the largest driving 

force of its design. Michael Kent (2011), a professor in public relations, discusses the idea of 

organizational rhetoric which suggests that reactionary media (such as news reports, classroom 

lectures and even Twitter posts) may spawn from public relations documents. As a result, it is 

difficult to determine who may end up reading the document and how they may perceive the 

information presented to them (p. 553). This is of vital importance to the organization as it is 

unknown what kind of background the audience may have. Fortunately, annual reports are 

known as primarily financial documents and can expect an audience to have some grasp of 

accounting (Li, 2008; David, 2001). For companies, this simplifies matters greatly; federal law 
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has already identified the primary audience as investors and regulates the report to protect them 

(David, 2001). Due to this, any other audiences are essentially negligible. Most investors will 

already know the company and may have followed it with interest throughout the year. In 

addition, their contributions to the company are not permanently lost; they can sell their stock at 

any time. 

 For non-profit organizations, the situation is significantly different. Funding comes 

primarily from donors and money is not the only resource required for the organization to run. In 

addition, donors are much more varied than investors: Anyone can donate any amount and will 

be rewarded with tax credit. David (2001) explains that the audience for an annual report is 

already very wide (p. 204), yet due to the nature of open donations, non-profit annual reports 

tend to appeal to a much wider audience. It is nearly impossible to address every issue that such 

an audience may care about, so it makes sense to design the document with specific subset 

audience in mind. For example, potential volunteers are more likely interested in what they will 

be doing within the organization, how many other volunteers it has and how volunteers succeed 

as a result of the organization’s efforts. Donors, on the other hand, tend to care more about how 

their funds are being used and if the organization can still be trusted with their money. As Figure 

2 – The various audiences of non-profit annual reports describes, it becomes necessary to break 

these groups into primary and secondary audiences.  
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Figure 2 - The various audiences of non-profit annual reports 

As an organization may have many donors with largely varied backgrounds, it is difficult 

to approximate how to design for the group. A common solution for this is to divide donors into 

three groups: Donors of a certain minimum threshold, donors below that threshold and potential 

donors. Depending on where this threshold is set, it may indicate certain features of the audience. 

For instance, donors of $1000 or more are likely reasonably wealthy and thus have the capability 

to make a yearly donation of $1000. It follows that these donors are established within their lives 

and therefore likely older. This was confirmed by the American Red Cross, who noted that the 

average age of donors was near 60. Donors of smaller amounts may also read the report, but may 

contribute comparatively inconsequential amounts. As such, they have a less vested interest in 

the outcome of their donation and may be disinterested in the annual report at all. For those that 

do read the annual report, they will likely look for the same information that larger donors do. 

Finally, potential donors are unlikely to see the document unless they are somehow directed to it 

by an acquaintance. An annual report should still be able to convince potential donors to make a 

contribution, but it makes little sense intentionally designing a document to suit the needs of such 

a small percentage of readers. 

Similarly, there are two possible groups of volunteers: Potential volunteers and existing 

volunteers. This division is interesting in that the relationships are reversed from the donor 

audiences. Since existing volunteers already operate with the Red Cross, they are likely aware of 

Non-Profit 
Annual 
Reports 

Primary 
Audiences 

$1000+ 
Donors 

Potential 
Volunteers 

Secondary 
Audiences 

Less than 
$1000 
Donors 

Potential 
Donors 

Volunteers 
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the organization’s accomplishments and have already formed their views on how it is run. In 

fact, volunteers almost certainly know intimate details of the organization’s operation. As such, it 

makes little sense to target them with a somewhat general document. Instead, the Red Cross has 

explained that it would like to show their annual report to potential volunteers to give them a 

quick overview of the organization. As the primary resources of the Red Cross are time and 

money, this provides a way to use the ethos of an annual report to move beyond financial 

purposes and into recruiting more effort for the movement. While this audience is still quite 

varied, they already share at least one trait: an interest in working for the Red Cross. 

While the resulting document focuses on specific groups’ expectations and needs, it does 

not mean that it is utterly useless to other audiences. Much of the targeted information can still 

be examined by other audiences and may influence them anyway. It is important to continue to 

present a positive image to secondary audiences who may have interests that overlap with the 

primary audience. 

2.3 Purposes 

 These varied groups of people beget many different purposes that an annual report may 

serve simultaneously. For companies, their primary purpose is to meet their legal requirements. 

Beyond those, as John Penrose (2008), a professor of business communication, discusses, its 

evolution as a document has made it into a marketing tool (p. 158). By addressing their audience 

qualitatively in addition to the required financial reports, organizations may be able to emphasize 

or downplay the financial data. Companies are well-known for speaking to investors through 

qualitative accomplishments, statements of future goals and assertions of their relative stability 

(Li, 2008; Penrose, 2008). These can encourage an investor to trust in the company despite a 

difficult situation or potentially invest even more in a company that is doing well. In either case, 
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the primary extralegal purpose of the document is to promote the financial welfare of the 

company through investors. To accomplish this, each page has its own purpose, such as inspiring 

confidence, setting expectations for the future or establishing authority within the document. 

For a non-profit organization with fewer requirements and a much wider audience, it is 

quite simple for the demands on an annual report to spiral out of control. In the case of this 

project, the American Red Cross had declared it would like to primarily target donors of $1000 

or more. With this audience came a set of expectations for the annual report: First, it would need 

to suggest to these donors that the Red Cross was worthy of their money. Second, donors had to 

be convinced that their funding had been used appropriately. Finally, the report should encourage 

these donors to donate even more money. At the same time, however, the American Red Cross 

wanted to distribute their report for recruiting, recognition and to address recent events within 

the chapter. 

In order to effectively convey its purpose to such a vital audience, an annual report 

typically contains several identifiable parts, each intended to accomplish specific goals (David, 

2001; Graves, Flesher, & Jordan, 1996). Together, they draw in the audience, provide them with 

a picture of the organization and impress upon the reader the intent of the product. No section is 

designed haphazardly; the audience is likely to read at random (David, 2001, p. 204). It could be 

any individual section that fulfills the purpose of the document or encourages the reader to 

investigate further. 

2.4 Investigation of Annual Reports through Two Analytic Frameworks 

 As a document structured around accountability, directed by its audience and bound to 

many varied purposes, it is challenging to isolate replicable features that can be used for several 

different audiences and still persist through time. To overcome this difficulty, I will use genre 
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analysis and a formalist analysis in an attempt to examine individual parts of annual reports at a 

rudimentary level and then use these to develop the annual report for the American Red Cross. 

This chapter will outline this approach and delve into the detailed investigation of each part. 

 In designing a document, it is important to understand the essence of the document and 

what each component attempts to accomplish. Two forms of literary analysis already exist for 

precisely this purpose: Genre analysis and formal analysis. On one hand, genre analysis 

examines the document at a high level, inspecting the situation that dictates what goes into a 

genre. These considerations will help to develop an understanding of what is expected of a 

document in the genre of annual reports and ground the final product firmly in the realm of 

annual reports. On the other hand, formal analysis is used to investigate the choices made within 

annual reports to fulfill the purposes of the document. This brings forth common design choices 

such as alignment, repetition and the general structure of the document and the reasons for 

employing them. Together, these analyses should suggest both a specific form and content. 

2.4.1 Genre Analysis 

 Genre analysis is particularly useful for understanding how writers within a given field 

write about their field and choose to present information. As such, genres can exist in many 

different forms, from a simple letter to a complex journal article. Devitt (1993)  writes that 

genres provide not only a guide for writers, but insight into the practices they employ. She argues 

that the various choices made within a genre articulate practices and goals within the field. As 

experts in the field of communication, Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) reinforce Devitt by 

defining genre as “the media through which scholars and scientists communicate with their peers 

… they package ideas in ways that conform to a discipline’s norms, values, and ideology” (p. 1). 

In the case of a non-profit annual report, this definition is muddled somewhat: Technically, the 
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genre of an annual report is designed for a financial discipline, of which a non-profit 

organization’s audience may not have a grasp. This, however, begins to call to of Berkenkotter 

and Huckin’s theoretical framework laid out in their book. Their framework consists of five 

primary elements that make up genre knowledge, or the understanding of genres: Dynamism, 

Situatedness, Form and Content, Duality of Structure, and Community Ownership (Genre 

knowledge in disciplinary communication, 1995). By examining each of these elements in 

relation to a specific work, it is possible to define what constitutes the genre of that specific 

work. This, in turn, creates ethos that reciprocally affects the audience of works properly situated 

within the audience. 

Returning to the non-profit audience’s lack of financial training, we can use this as an 

opportunity to define the first of the five elements: Dynamism is the idea that genres are created 

as a result of “recurrent situations,” but continue to adapt to writers’ needs (Berkenkotter & 

Huckin, 1995). In this case, the genre of an annual report (traditionally a corporate document) is 

adapting to suit the needs of non-profit organizations and may need to alter their approach 

somewhat. At the same time, even non-profit annual reports are responding to a recurrent 

situation: A yearly report of the organization’s activities as leadership changes or a new fiscal 

year arrives. This also leaves opportunity to revisit the genre of the report each year and make 

changes to adapt to changes in how the form is being used.  

 Annual reports are, by their nature, dynamic. Every year, organizations create a new 

annual report, but base their design in lessons learned from previous reports. Perhaps the greatest 

variation on the genre is found within the themes and covers presented each year (some 

examples can be found on DzineBlog, as cited in the Bibliography). In order to carry out these 

themes throughout the document, finer formal changes may be needed. Eventually, some of these 
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changes could catch on and become standard within the genre. Such a change has already caught 

on once with the production of non-profit annual reports. Since non-profit organizations are not 

required by law to produce an annual report, it is somewhat surprising to see such widespread 

use of the genre. At the same time, the freedom given to non-profit organizations has suggested a 

change in the genre as used by corporations. It will be important to leave adequate room for the 

genre to grow and change in the design of an annual report for the American Red Cross. 

Of course, a genre must develop from somewhere as well; this is the heart of 

Situatedness. From Berkenkotter and Huckin’s definition of genre, they claim that a genre is 

essentially a vessel for conveying information from a specific field. As such, it would logically 

spawn from within that field as well. The various methods of communication common to a field 

that are carried over between the “systems of genre” (as Bhatia briefly discusses) situate a 

specific genre within its field. Bhatia (2002) continues to note how annual reports can be called a 

mixed genre due to the multiple communicative purposes and thus the multiple fields in which it 

may be situated. Annual reports must describe the financial situation of a company as well as 

serve as a promotional document. Non-profit organizations have an added concern in that not all 

of their resources are monetary as well. 

 It is somewhat difficult to situate annual reports as they intend to serve many purposes 

simultaneously. One option is to situate the report in the financial field and foreground resources 

and assets. The primary concern with this approach is that this information may be left to 

interpretation and may not have the desired impact with an audience that is less financially 

savvy. Another option is to ground the report in a promotional style by emphasizing specific 

accomplishments and progress. Of course, the issue here is accountability; accomplishments may 

be seen as hiding the raw finances. Many annual reports seem to search for a middle ground, 
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situating specific sections of the annual report in one field versus another. (Li (2008) actually 

provides an interesting contrast between successful and unsuccessful companies and the 

emphasis they place on their financial data.) This is slightly more complex for non-profit 

organizations as they have a wider audience that is less likely to have much financial training and 

they also have a more varied range of resources they may wish to show. Instead of focusing upon 

one field or the other, non-profit annual reports tend to situate themselves within their mission 

statement. It is through this lens that they discuss everything else within their report. 

Form and Content are any considerations of appropriate content at a given time for a 

given purpose. It is here that formal analysis begins to blend with genre analysis, but remain 

distinct as macro and micro versions of analysis. Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) help draw this 

line by discussing locality of genres: The more specific or local a genre is, the more the content 

and form are defined. In our case, the genre of “American Red Cross of Central and Western 

Massachusetts annual reports” has much clearer expectations of content than the genre of 

“annual reports”. For example, as we have already discussed, the American Red Cross is a non-

profit organization with a completely different audience for its annual reports than an actual 

company. 

In order to apply this piece of the framework, it seems necessary to choose how local the 

genre needs to be in order to appropriately design a product within the genre. If we were to start 

at a very local level, specifically that of American Red Cross of Central and Western annual 

reports, it would make sense to look at previous annual reports published within the chapter. 

While this is not technically possible as the chapter only recently formed from the four smaller 

chapters, there are some annual reports from within those four chapters. Unfortunately, they used 

a variety of forms, from brochures to quick lists. The content was similar, however, providing 
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basic information about the status of the Red Cross for that year, including items such as the 

number of disasters responded to and the number of families assisted. This gives a basic idea of 

the kind of information available, but the inconsistency between reports means that the genre is 

not properly established at this level and it may be too localized. 

Moving upward into the realm of all annual reports provides much more information 

about the form. Company and organization annual reports show a fairly consistent structure, 

moving from introductory material through accomplishments and into financial information. 

Unfortunately, the additional types of resources available to non-profit organizations and the less 

financially savvy audience mean that we are hard-pressed to learn much of content at this level. 

As such, it seems logical to draw from the form and content of non-profit annual reports. 

Duality of Structure relates the interplay between author and work. In essence, it takes 

into consideration the conventions used by the author to differentiate a genre and the resulting 

reproduction of those conventions through the genre (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995). Looking to 

annual reports once again, the duality of structure within them is what separates them from other 

public relations materials or other financial documents. Of course, this division is much more 

radical than other genres’ dualities of structure, but they are defined by markers nonetheless. The 

focus on accomplishment and representation of resources makes it clear that the annual report 

goes beyond simple finances or straightforward advertisement. 

It is this hybridized form and the yearly production of the document that seem to make 

annual reports their own genre. In the case of typical promotional material, it tends to capitalize 

upon a current event or running trend. This information can quickly lose its relevance and has 

limited use for serious investigation of an organization. Financial material, however, is often 
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defined by time ranges. Information accumulated for an entire year may be difficult to sort 

through and very dry. These two factors may dissuade a reader from understanding the standing 

the organization may be trying to present. The annual report attempts to find a compromise 

where financial information is represented and articulated to the best benefit of the organization. 

Finally, Community Ownership draws upon the standard mode of communication within 

a specific group. More specifically, a genre is owned by a community when it follows the social 

norms of that community (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995). If a work is forcibly classified into a 

genre, but does not make use of these norms, it will be rejected by a community. This extends to 

every aspect of the work, but is most readily visible within form and content. Using Berkenkotter 

and Huckin’s (1995) example, a biologist’s scientific paper that does not conform to the normal 

method of reporting will be rejected by the biology community. It does not qualify as a scientific 

paper until it uses the correct form. 

The concept of community ownership is somewhat difficult to apply to annual reports as 

they are technically given to the public and thus cannot be truly rejected. Instead, it may be the 

innate accountability attributed to annual reports that gives it community ownership. In some 

sense, an annual report is rejected when it provides inaccurate or misleading information. Take 

the Enron disaster: As Mellody Hobson (2002), Good Morning America’s financial contributor, 

explains, their annual reports were not read three years prior to their downfall (How Can 

Investors Spot an Enron?). Perhaps this is a sign of rejection? 

Of course, it would be far too easy if this framework encapsulated every consideration in 

genre analysis. Although many authors cite Berkenkotter and Huckin quite frequently, they also 

raise questions about genre from within this framework. Bhatia (2002), for example, notes 
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variation in both perception and execution within a single genre title. This is somewhat related to 

the discussion of form and content, but instead hints at the possibility that a genre may not share 

traits between fields. Not only could a genre be localized, it could also be placed within a field. 

To clarify, is it not possible that a business letter within a scientific field can be entirely different 

than a business letter within realty? Such a point may not seem directly  connected to the 

question of annual reports, as they are fairly similar between corporations and non-profit 

organizations, but the term “annual report” also has connotations within statistical reporting. In 

searching for information about annual reports, it became clear that there exist other genres of 

annual reports, including criminal activity reports, inventory reports and consumption reports. 

 These generic qualities provided by Berkenkotter and Huckin’s framework also help to 

create ethos around annual reports. As is the nature of genres, they are re-used to comminicate 

with a specific audience in a specific way. Annual reports appeal to the stakeholders of 

corporations and organizations through financially grounded data and more qualitative accounts 

of accomplishments through the year. Over time, the use of annual reports and their strict rules 

for financial reporting have developed credibility with their audiences. This credibility is 

reinforced when companies fail to meet the standards set for annual reports and collapse. 

Although non-profit organizations are not subject to the same standards, the genre of annual 

reports continues to evoke the same ethos by convincing stakeholders that they have the same 

power as shareholders within a corporation.  

2.4.2 Formal Analysis 

 As mentioned earlier, formal analysis focuses on the specific choices made within a 

document to define a form that is used throughout the genre. As described on the Purdue Online 

Writing Lab web site (2011), formalism insists that a work must be regarded separate from its 
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authors and content to isolate the root intent of each choice made within (Brizee & Tompkins). 

As Victor Erlich (1980), a major scholar of formalism, describes in his book, these intents can be 

thought of as definitive of the type of literary work. As such, by applying a formal analysis to 

several annual reports, it should be possible to identify specific features used within annual 

reports that can be re-used in the annual report for the Red Cross. When combined with genre 

analysis and what we know of the audiences, purposes and ethos of an annual report, these 

features can then be implemented to present a targeted image of the Red Cross while maintaining 

the expectations of an annual report. 

 By inspecting several existing non-profit annual reports, it becomes apparent that there is 

a favored structure for non-profit annual reports. This structure is often linked together with a 

theme (Davison, 2009; David, 2001). The theme is carried throughout each section and helps 

maintain the paratext of the document. Besides the cover, which all annual reports have, most 

included a mission statement, a CEO letter, a series of narratives, financial information and 

finally a donor list. Within each of these sections, the various non-profit groups also used similar 

techniques among their annual reports. As organizations invest a great deal into the design of 

these reports (David, 2001, pp. 203-204), common features indicated by formal analysis are 

likely intentional rhetorical choices. Together, they produce an effective annual report. 

 Since the cover is typically the first part of a report that a reader will see, its design is 

vitally important to the success of the overall document. As Davidson (2009) points out, it is the 

first opportunity to convince the reader that the organization is worth time (p. 122). Not only can 

it showcase an accomplishment, it helps to establish the document as an official product of the 

organization. If a cover does not capture a reader’s attention, the reader has no incentive to read 
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any other portion of the report (Davison, 2009). The careful design of the cover is highlighted by 

the consistency among many non-profit annual reports. 

 

Figure 3 - Habitat for Humanity's 2010 Annual Report Cover (Habitat for Humanity International, 2010) 

Organizations such as Rotary International, United Way and Habitat for Humanity make 

similar design choices to capture an audience. Perhaps the most obvious is their choice of 

picture: All three reports include smiling humans, in particular, smiling children. With the 

exception of Habitat for Humanity, these children are accompanied by a member of the 

organization. Without direct explanation, it is clear that these children have a positive 

relationship with the organization through their representative. By including living subjects, the 

picture humanizes the organization. The positive children can be seen as a sign that the 

organization is using its money to effectively help those who will become our future. The picture 

uses pathos
2
 as a quick, powerful appeal to initially grab the reader’s attention. Other than their 

                                                           
2
 Pathos is one of Aristotle’s three rhetorical appeals, specifically the appeal to emotion. 



22 
 

pictures, all three annual reports display minimal text on the front beyond three items: A simple 

title, logo and the year. This helps to keep attention on the image itself. 

 

Figure 4 - Rotary International's 2010 Annual Report Cover (Rotary International; The Rotary Foundation, 2010) 

 Beyond these similarities, each cover employs different methods to modify the picture’s 

appeal. The Rotary International report makes use of a simple back cover to include a short 

explanation of the cover photo. This seems to be necessary due to a lack of logos or other 

symbols that represent the organization within the picture. United Way instead chooses to 

include a small word graphic pointing toward their mission, lending the photo some context and 

indication as to its relevance. Finally, Habitat for Humanity allows their photo to stand 

essentially on its own, instead deciding to initialize the theme of the report: “What we build”. 

The implication, however, is that the house the child is standing within was built by Habitat for 

Humanity. 
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Figure 5 - United Way's 2010 Annual Report Cover (United Way Worldwide, 2010) 

 The back covers also exhibit some similarity among the three reports. Each one is very 

simple and contains little beyond the contact information and logo of the organization. In 

general, the back cover uses a single color background. This is likely to guide the reader to the 

contact information as it may not be presented elsewhere within the document and makes it 

extraordinarily easy for an interested reader to get more information. A likely reason for this is 

that it is common that the original reader will leave the document face-down. As such, if the 

document is neglected, the next reader may not own the copy and is only exposed to the back 

cover. 

Often the first section within an annual report, the mission statement reminds the reader 

of the purpose of the organization, setting up the rest of the document to work within its bounds. 

It is through this lens that any other information in the annual report is then examined. Any 

accomplishments or financial data will be reviewed with the idea that they are in pursuit of the 

mission. For example, if an organization claimed a mission to rescue animals displaced by 
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disasters and presented a large set of expenditures for parachutes, many readers would be upset.  

By suggesting such a mindset to the reader, the mission statement also helps direct the rest of the 

document.  If the organization knows what the reader is looking for, they can create the rest of 

the document to suit that need. 

 

Figure 6 - Rotary International's 2010 Mission Statement Page (Rotary International; The Rotary Foundation, 2010) 

 Returning to the examples of Rotary International, United Way and Habitat for 

Humanity, the inclusion of a defined aim of the organization seems to be standard. Both Rotary 

International and United Way include their tried and true mission statements, easily available 

wherever the organization believes it will speak to the public. The most obvious reason for this is 

to remind the audience as to what the organization stands for and why it exists. Naturally, this 

leads to reasons as to why a donor should contribute as well. Again, both annual reports feature 

photos of humans benefitting from the organization. 
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Figure 7 - United Way's 2010 Mission Statement Page (United Way Worldwide, 2010) 

Habitat for Humanity’s annual report deviates from the apparent norm by disregarding 

the standard mission statement and instead substituting a more personally written description of 

their aims. From examining their website, it would seem that this written description was crafted 

specifically for the annual report. It is possible that this approach is an attempt to make a more 

personal appeal or to humanize the organization further. Interestingly, Habitat for Humanity 

seems to have the least focus on photos of humans, despite the full-on prose of their goals. 

 

Figure 8 - Habitat for Humanity's 2010 Mission Statement Page (Habitat for Humanity International, 2010) 
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 Since the annual report is often the first major organization publication each year (as it 

must be created at the end of a fiscal year), it is also the first opportunity for the leadership to 

announce a direction for the upcoming year. Typically the second entry in an annual report, the 

CEO letter helps to establish a sense of authority for the annual report. It serves as a sort of “seal 

of approval” from the leader of the organization. It suggests to the reader that the following 

pages have been reviewed at some level and deemed worthy of representing the organization. On 

top of this, the CEO letter allows the CEO to speak directly to the audience and set goals, discuss 

changes within the organization and respond to recent relevant issues (Conaway & Wardrope, 

2010). 

 

Figure 9 - Rotary International's 2010 CEO Letter (Rotary International; The Rotary Foundation, 2010) 
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Figure 10 - United Way's 2010 CEO Letter (United Way Worldwide, 2010) 

These assertions hold true within the three example reports. Each one includes an entire 

page dedicated to the CEO letter. Within each of these letters, similar language is used and a 

form seems to arise: Achievements of the past signal successes in the future. Though none of 

them go into very much detail, they all point to specific programs or numbers for 

accomplishments within the past year. With regard to the visuals, they are also consistent in 

showing a picture of the CEO on the same page. This helps to provide a sense that these words 

come directly from the CEO. In fact, the only way in which the three reports are inconsistent is 

in their length. While all three are a page long, they vary from three to seven paragraphs. 
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Figure 11 - Habitat for Humanity's 2010 CEO Letter (Habitat for Humanity International, 2010) 
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 The third and often largest section of the annual report, the accomplishments section 

allows the audience insight into how their money is being used. Here, pictures and narrative 

combine to illustrate the organization’s work from the previous year. This section generally 

includes interest stories that provide a more personal view of the organization as well as more 

general narratives that discuss how resources were used to fulfill the mission statement. These 

success stories assure donors that their money is being used effectively. 

 

Figure 12 - One of United Way's 2010 Accomplishment Pages (United Way Worldwide, 2010) 

 This, in turn, allows these pages to suggest additional ways to help. The American Red 

Cross, for example, requires volunteers, blood donors and money donors. Each page in the 

accomplishments section will call for one of these kinds of donations and encourage the reader to 

make an investment. Since these sections are lighter on financial data than the actual financial 

section, it allows the organization a little more freedom in their self-presentation. Even if the 

organization suffered financially, they can make a case that they have been doing their utmost to 

pursue their mission. 
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Figure 13 - One of Habitat for Humanity's 2010 Accomplishment Pages (Habitat for Humanity International, 2010) 

 Since the accomplishments section is the most commonly read, it needs to be easy to 

read, visually appealing and powerful. Annual reports, such as those from Rotary International, 

United Way and Habitat for Humanity, tend to use relatively small amounts of text and several 

large pictures to tout their successes. It is common to see the text arranged very neatly with 

several different sections or stories. By doing so, the formatting guides a reader’s eye to look at 

information from most to least important (left to right, top to bottom in English). In addition, the 

pictures, titles and headings all come together to maintain the paratext, carrying the same theme 

throughout the document. As Davison argues, this paratext can say just as much about the 

organization as the actual copy (Davison, 2009). Typically, it will correspond with the mission 

statement, but even if it does not, the theme can link several potentially unrelated topics and help 

maintain a consistent image of the organization. 



31 
 

 

Figure 14 - One of Rotary International's 2010 Accomplishment Pages (Rotary International; The Rotary Foundation, 

2010) 

 In examining these three reports, three primary page-specific techniques are readily 

apparent: Alignment, subtitles and pictures. All three reports make extensive use of alignment to 

both separate distinct stories and link them through proximity. This is especially evident within 

the Rotary International and United Way pages as they both feature a larger paragraph separated 

from the many smaller paragraphs. In both cases, the larger paragraph includes a more general 

view of the organization, whereas the smaller paragraphs call to specific cases. This format is 

carried between pages as well, helping guide the reader through the document. It is clear that 

each similarly formatted section resembles a piece of a whole. Likewise, the subtitles and 

subheadings for individual sections and paragraphs correspond with the section theme and make 

it clear that the information belongs to a specific section, despite the differing subjects of each 

piece. Finally, the pictures help to solidify the theme for a page. As Maitra and Goswami 

explain, (American) design includes pictures with directly tied to the literary content on a page 

(Responses of American readers to visual aspects of a mid-sized Japanese company's annual 
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report: A case study, 1995). In one case, the pictures may help to clarify the page; in another, 

they may capture a casual reader’s attention and allow the text to clarify the pictures. 

Despite these strong similarities, there are some major differences among the three 

annual reports, indicating that there is no single way to design the accomplishments section. For 

one, Rotary International included two-page spreads dedicated to individual interest stories, with 

only a title beyond the story itself. These often mark the arrival of a larger shift in focus from one 

series of sections to another, while subtitles on the individual sections signified the theme for a 

single two-page spread of both stories and pictures. While both Habitat for Humanity and United 

Way adopted a full-page picture and subtitle for their sections, these remained facing a page with 

significantly more text. In another deviation from the apparent standard, Rotary also included 

detailed charts and graphs within their accomplishment section. United Way and Habitat for 

Humanity were content to either use these separately or emphasize specific pieces of data within 

their text. 

 The financial section is arguably the most important section in the annual report as annual 

reports are primarily known as financial documents. The first annual report to be released 

contained only the information necessary to inform stockholders and investors of the financial 

situation of the company (Myers, 1994). Since then, they have grown to include extra material in 

an effort to capitalize upon a required document (David, 2001; Graves, Flesher, & Jordan, 1996). 

As a result, the financial section has also evolved into a way to convince investors with cold, 

hard numbers. It is now common to explain pieces of financial information, showing its 

significance and touting the successful use of the organization’s funds. Of course, non-profit 

organizations are not forced to adhere to these rules, but have kept the spirit alive. Instead of 
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publishing an exhaustive listing of profits and sales, they generally emphasize details about 

revenue and expenses and break these down by specific actions or sources. 

 

Figure 15 - Habitat for Humanity's 2010 Financial Page (Habitat for Humanity International, 2010) 

 Since this section is also typically the densest part of the report, it is vitally important to 

emphasize clarity. It is common to include the required information in chart form on a single, 

simple page to make the information easily skimmable and draw attention to the accompanying 

explanation. As a result, the reader will often follow areas of concern to justifications. Charts are 

also easily comparable, allowing readers to find correlations between finances with ease. 

Although related charts may have different scales, readers will often compare them regardless. It 

is important for the organization to recognize this and ensure their explanations account for 

possible concerns. The focus on the charts is even more apparent in the way the explanations are 

worded. Without exception, the explanations are very concise and straightforward. Finally, 

extraneous pictures are absent from the chart page, preventing the reader from becoming 

distracted. 
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Figure 16 - United Way's 2010 Financial Page (United Way Worldwide, 2010) 

 In addition to the standard page of graphs and tables, Habitat for Humanity and Rotary 

International also include a few extra pages of text and graphics, further outlining the financial 

state of the organization. These pages tend to be more relaxed and allow for the theming and 

design present elsewhere within the document. The text here is also less focused on specific 

financial interpretation, instead discussing the general sources of funding or how the 

organization uses its funding each year. It is here that the organizations clarify exactly how they 

manage their funds and detail where funds are distributed. 
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Figure 17 - Rotary International's 2010 Financial Page (Rotary International; The Rotary Foundation, 2010) 

 Annual reports are also the perfect place to thank those responsible for the funding 

presented within the report, both serving as free advertising and acknowledgement for their 

efforts. Since it is a public document, the donor list ensures that the public knows that these 

donors are supporting a just cause. It also serves to highlight the help network, as organizations 

like the American Red Cross rely upon outside services to some degree. By recognizing their 

assistance, the organization helps to secure their services in the future. 
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Figure 18 - Rotary International's 2010 Donor Credits Page (Rotary International; The Rotary Foundation, 2010) 

 Surprisingly, donor lists are the most dissimilar sections. It seems that a list of donors at 

different thresholds is fairly standard, but Rotary International skips it entirely. Instead, Rotary 

International chooses to include global contributions and uses paragraphs to cite specific 

contributions. Habitat for Humanity includes these nods to specific donations as well, but United 

Way does not. There is also a discrepancy in length. Rotary International is content to display 

only one page of donor credit, but both United Way and Habitat for Humanity use multiple 

pages. Habitat for Humanity goes for a full three pages, while United Way makes use of two. A 

final deviance is the placement of the donor pages. Both United Way and Rotary International 

include them before their financial sections, but Habitat for Humanity leaves them for last. 

Unfortunately, since donor lists are specific to non-profit annual reports, there is very little 

research to reconcile these differences. 
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Figure 19 - United Way's 2010 Donor Credits Page (United Way Worldwide, 2010) 

 

Figure 20 - Habitat for Humanity's 2010 Donor Credits Page (Habitat for Humanity International, 2010) 

2.5 Conclusion 

 Overall, non-profit annual reports are complex entities. Although they originated from a 

mandated document, they have grown to serve many additional purposes for a wide array of 

audiences. As a genre, they are dynamic, with a specific form and content that is situated in a 

hybridized language of finance and public relations. The genre is also marked by annual updates 

and its hybrid structure. Though it is hard to say that annual reports are truly owned by any one 
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community of thought, they are subject to harsh judgment through the public eye. As a form, 

they feature a specific structure that moves from a Mission Statement and CEO Letter to help 

establish ethos, into accomplishments that instill confidence into the audience and finally to 

financial data that helps to solidify the ethos of the document. 

 This detailed understanding of annual reports serves as a starting point for the 

development of the American Red Cross’s report. Its origins in accountability grant insight into 

the need for an annual report in non-profit organizations while the definition of its purposes and 

audiences help to identify the primary goals of its design. The understanding of annual reports as 

a genre provides boundaries and expectations for the document such that it is not designed 

entirely from scratch. To take this a step further, formal analysis located features within large-

scale non-profit annual reports that have already passed through the design process. Since these 

reports are from national organizations, it is likely they have already expended a great deal of 

resources on these features to ensure they are effective components of the annual report. The 

next chapter shows the end product based off of this preliminary work.  
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3 Current State of the Regional Report 

 With an understanding of the formal and generic considerations of an annual report, the 

project team was able to design a document tailored to a meet the needs of the American Red 

Cross. This document is presented in full below to allow the reader to experience the product as a 

whole. It is important to note that the report shown here is the result of rigorous negotiation 

between multiple stakeholders and authors. Some portions of the report were still under 

negotiation at the conclusion of the project and are presented at the stage of design most recently 

approved by the team. 

 It is also important to note that, during the course of the project, the American Red Cross 

decided to extend the lifetime of the document to three years, invalidating some of the basic 

considerations inherent in an annual report.  For instance, all data within the document would 

now need to be averaged or accumulated over several years. In addition, any accomplishments 

must avoid revealing the age of the document or it may be treated as irrelevant. The primary 

advantage to extending the document’s life is that it somewhat eases the burden of document 

development and allows the Red Cross to spread the associated costs of printing over a much 

longer timespan. 

Luckily, this new “Regional Report” was still intended to use the model of annual reports 

and retains many aspects of an annual report’s rhetorical situation. The report will still target the 

same audiences of $1000+ donors and potential volunteers, but is more likely to be read by 

secondary audiences as well. The purposes for the document also remain much the same, 

hybridizing financial information and public relations to present a positive image of the 

American Red Cross. The primary difference is that the financial information is no longer 

directly associated with a single year and no longer needs to convince readers of a success within 
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a year, but success overall. The resulting product makes use of the genre of annual reports to 

present qualitative information next to quantitative financial information to capitalize upon the 

ethos of annual reports and deliver an effective public relations document. 

In order to complete this document, there are some major changes still left to be made. To 

begin with, the Mission Statement page will need to be slightly redesigned to reflect the color 

and alignment choices made throughout the rest of the report. The Financial and Donor List 

pages will need significant changes, such as populating them with information. Finally, every 

page will need to be reviewed for statistical accuracy as well as updated charts and figures. The 

next chapter provides suggestions on how to revise the individual pages. 
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Figure 21 - American Red Cross Regional Report Front Cover 
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Figure 22 - American Red Cross Regional Report Mission Statement and CEO Letter 

 

Figure 23 - American Red Cross Regional Report CNA and Training Page 
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Figure 24 - American Red Cross Regional Report Disaster Response Page 

 

Figure 25 - American Red Cross Regional Report Military Services Page (To be removed.) 
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Figure 26 - American Red Cross Regional Report Blood Services Page 

 

Figure 27 - American Red Cross Regional Report Volunteer Page 
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Figure 28 - American Red Cross Regional Report Financial Page 

 

Figure 29 - American Red Cross Regional Report Donor Page 
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Figure 30  - American Red Cross Regional Report Back Cover 
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4 Discussion on Creating the Annual Report and Negotiating Content with 

Multiple Stakeholders  

 While there is no one way to design an annual report, research pointed to common 

themes among annual reports from major organizations that can be applied to most annual 

reports. This project aimed to take advantage of these themes to develop a compelling report that 

could be used by the American Red Cross of Central and Western Massachusetts for a span of 

several years. The final product is a report that utilizes techniques identified through research 

and that have been customized through collaborative effort for the Red Cross to suit their needs.  

 The negotiations between contributors to the report helped tailor the content to deliver a 

specific message. In some cases, these negotiations involved deciding whether or not to include 

entire sections. These cases will be covered individually within their own subsection in this 

chapter, but there were also some issues that persisted throughout the report. Of these, statistical 

information was constantly a point of difficulty. The primary problem that arose was the 

capability of the Red Cross to provide information. For example, as a volunteer organization 

with members that are on-call, the Red Cross does not necessarily have the infrastructure in place 

to collect information about volunteer hours. In addition, the merger was recent enough to where 

much of the existing data was still chapter-dependent. 

4.1 Cover 

Due to the consistency between other non-profit reports, it felt mandatory to make use of 

a very simple cover. As seen in Figure 31 Proposed Regional Report Front Cover, the cover 

makes use of three techniques common to the other annual reports. In particular, area (1) 

showcases Red Cross volunteers smiling as they go about their jobs. This helps to put a face on 

the organization and humanize it. It also sends a positive message that the Red Cross helps make 

people happy and is there in times of need. Area (2), on the other hand, is the simple, but 
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necessary logo and label for the Regional Report. The simplicity ensures it does not distract from 

the image, but also clearly credits the organization. The spacing is somewhat unusual due to 

strict brand guidelines for use of the logo. Finally, area (3) showcases an additional benefit to 

this specific photo: The extra branding presented on the truck is fairly clear and helps to establish 

the authenticity of the report. Without needing to look any further than the picture itself, a reader 

can quickly understand who published the document. 

 

 

Figure 31 - Proposed Regional Report Front Cover 

 To arrive at this finalized front cover, the project team went through several drafts and 

negotiations. One of the early concepts, seen in Figure 31 – Preliminary Front Cover, followed 

all of the design considerations of the final front cover, but had some major setbacks: First, the 

logo and title needed to be kept within a small box to cover as little of the photo as possible. 

Unfortunately, it was impossible to place the box anywhere without covering a significant 
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portion of the child. Another concern raised in negotiation was the fact that the picture featured a 

child. The Red Cross did not want to be seen as using children simple for promotional purposes. 

 

Figure 32 – Preliminary Front Cover 

 The back cover is also follows the simple model of the sample annual reports, but with an 

added concern due to the new regional structure. Since a single office is now responsible for 

distributing the report to four different chapters, it is possible that fewer copies will be 

distributed. This makes it very important that the cover be interesting enough to entice a reader 

when they have an opportunity to read it. Area (1) within Figure 33 – Proposed Regional Report 

Back Cover is intended to do just that with a small inset picture and personal interest story. In 

addition, if the report is to be seen as a representation of all four chapters, it should also include 

contact information for each of them. This presents a challenge as more space on the back cover 

is consumed and limits the simple look. Through careful alignment, however, area (2) presents 



50 
 

both the contact information and links with the front cover’s white bar to create a visual 

connection around the document.  

 

Figure 33 - Proposed Regional Report Back Cover 

One difficulty with this design was the choice of picture. There were two primary 

concerns: First, the child was not from the region. Second, United States law does not allow the 

dissemination of a child’s information without a parent’s consent. Combined, these factors made 

it difficult to write a description for the picture. In the end, it was determined that the focus of the 

paragraph would be redirected to her family and the care kit she was opening. 

4.2 Mission Statement 

 The Red Cross, of course, has had a standard mission statement since its inception, as 

dictated by their congressional charter. As a result, it would be surprising and perhaps 

concerning to the audience if it were absent. The question becomes how to design the page 

around the mission statement. By looking to the sample reports, it would seem that the design 

should include an attempt to humanize the organization and emphasize its impact on the world. 
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Figure 34 – Proposed Red Cross Mission Statement Page shows the American Red Cross’s 

national organization’s suggestion for a mission statement page. The design of this page features 

a simple design that draws the reader’s attention to the large picture of children’s hands. Not 

only do the hands help to humanize the organization, the use of both the Red Cross and Red 

Crescent logos among a multicultural set of hands speaks to the global nature of the organization. 

As this page was designed at the national level, it requires some minor modifications to bring it 

into line with the other proposed sections. The most obvious changes would occur in terms of 

alignment and color scheme. Apart from those, it would be necessary to ensure consistency 

between heading styles within the existing sections and this page. 

 

Figure 34 - Proposed Red Cross Mission Statement Page 

 Before this mission statement page was chosen as the final design, the alternative in 

Figure 35 – Alternative Mission Statement Page was developed. The concept was similar in that 

it aimed at humanizing the organization through the children’s drawings, but also represented the 
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Red Cross through their clients’ eyes. Despite this, the design was not chosen due to the 

somewhat unnatural position of the mission statement as a result of the disorganized state of the 

drawings. The Red Cross representatives believed a more polished, serious look was more 

befitting of their mission statement. 

 

Figure 35 - Alternative Mission Statement Page 

4.3 CEO Letter 

 The widespread use of CEO letters in the sample annual reports suggest that a CEO letter 

would be vitally important for the Red Cross annual report. In order to properly establish an 

authoritative ethos within the report, it must include a picture of the CEO as well as discuss 

accomplishments and lead into plans for the future. The dissimilarities found in the sample 

reports between lengths of the letter also seem to indicate that CEOs should feel free to write as 

much or as little as they need. If nothing else, this encourages the audience that the letter is 

genuine. Finally, since the Red Cross has moved to a regional structure, it is vitally important 

that the CEO letter represent the thoughts of every chapter in the region. The four names at the 
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bottom of the letter not only serve as a credit, but as an assurance that the directors (formerly 

chapter CEOs) are able to work together. 

 Initially, there were a few major concerns regarding the CEO letter. The root problem 

was that the CEO letter needed to incorporate ideas from all four directors. This presented many 

smaller problems. Among these, a primary issue was that each director (excluding the CEO) is 

actually a volunteer. As such, it was difficult to get the four to draft a letter together. Originally, 

this problem was intended to be solved with individual statements from each director, but this 

went against the idea of a unified regional structure. Another issue was that it was difficult to get 

a picture of all four directors together as they were infrequently in the same place. In the end, it 

became much easier to have Janet Warren write the CEO letter and seek approval from each of 

the four directors. The photo was taken somewhat serendipitously at an event in December. 

 

Figure 36 - Proposed Red Cross CEO Letter 
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 Figure 36 – Proposed Red Cross CEO Letter shows a simple design that is in line with 

the businesslike model of the sample annual reports. This straightforward style keeps the letter 

serious and authoritative. At the same time, however, the sample reports included a picture of the 

CEOs in an attempt to put a face to the message. Logically, the Red Cross should be no different; 

thus a photo has been included in area (1). The other strong correlation between the sample 

annual reports indicated a need for the CEO to address both current accomplishments and future 

plans. Area (2) highlights these important features of the CEO letter, placed directly in the main 

body of the letter. 

4.3 Accomplishments 

 While the actual content of the accomplishments section is highly varied, the sample 

reports provided key design elements to be carried throughout the entire section in order to 

maintain a cohesive image of the organization. Since the American Red Cross is made up of 

several different branches of service, it made sense to devote an entire section to each one. Like 

the sample reports, each section would then develop its own theme to work into the greater idea 

of the document. Area (1) of Figure 37 – First Proposed Red Cross Accomplishment Page 

displays a Clara Barton theme to capitalize upon the organization’s rich history and its long-

standing tradition for caregiving as well as the region’s proximity to Clara Barton’s birthplace. 

The picture used is the famous picture of Clara Barton from 1866, but it was necessary to edit 

out a clock on the table to her left. Due to the black and white of the photo, it made it difficult to 

read the interest story. Areas (2) and (3) cite current statistics to keep the tradition of Clara 

Barton relevant to the modern age. As the audience is likely looking at this report for an update 

as to how well the Red Cross is doing in their programs, this current information is foregrounded 

and emphasized. 
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Figure 37 - First Proposed Red Cross Accomplishment Page 

In addition to these section-specific design choices, the sample reports also indicated a 

need for a consistent paratext throughout the document. Techniques such as alignment and 

repetition can pull a document together and make otherwise unrelated topics link to one another. 

Figure 38 – Proposed Red Cross Blood Services Page shows various areas that are common to 

each subsection of the accomplishments pages. In area (1), large titles are used to identify the 

start of a new section as well as what branch of service the section relates to. Area (2) relates to 

this by including a personal interest story from the specific branch of service. These stories allow 

for an example to be applied to the more general goals of the branch. Next, area (3) keeps a 

consistent series of human images related to the theme of each subsection. In the same way as 

the human pictures elsewhere in the report, these serve as a way to make the organization’s 

activity relatable. Much like the information in the first three areas, the type of information area 

(4) remains constant. Since a reader’s eye moves downward on a page, it makes sense to include 

any information that the organization wants to highlight as far up the page as possible. By 
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placing such information in exactly the same place on each page, the report becomes easily 

skimmable. 

 

Figure 38 - Proposed Red Cross Blood Services Page 

By comparing Figures 37 and 38, a clear formatting pattern also appears within the text. 

Alignment, font and color are all kept constant within area (5) throughout each page to create a 

clear connection between branches of service. Within this area, are the subtitles indicated by area 

(6). These subtitles also connect ideas both within and without a specific section. Within, they 

preface each paragraph with its topic. Without, they coordinate various themes and values within 

the organization. 
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Figure 39 - Unsuccessful Accomplishments Page 

 Not every page created for the annual report made the cut. Figure 39 – Unsuccessful 

Accomplishments Page is one such page. This page was designed to bridge two smaller services 

of the Red Cross: Services to military families and refugee services. While this seemed 

reasonable when the concept was first proposed, it proved too difficult to put into practice. Not 

only did the military services message conflict somewhat with the refugee services message, the 

regional chapter actually has relatively little to do with the services. The national organization 

manages the individual cases and runs correspondence through a few major centers. Springfield 

hosts one of these centers, but much of the actual international work is performed at the national 

level. On a completely different level, the picture chosen for the page had to be edited in area (1) 

to hide the dog’s open mouth, a potentially frightening image. While the edit looked passable on 
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a computer screen, the project team did not want to run the risk of the edit becoming obvious 

after printing. 

4.4 Financials 

 As was evidenced by the sample reports, the Red Cross report should adopt a simple, no-

nonsense design for its financial section. Visuals like charts and graphs can help to show trends 

in a quick and easy way, while more detailed explanations (that would be presented in area (2) of 

Figure 40 – Red Cross Financial Mock-Up) shoulder the load of reconciling the data. Despite the 

trend of multiple page financial sections, the Regional Report should only need a single page. 

Since it is not intended to represent the national or international organization’s funding, it is 

unnecessary to distinguish specific contributions with explanations, but it would be wise to 

provide explanations for the charts due to the varied audience of the Regional Report. 

 In addition to the basic design considerations, the Regional Report faces a few extra 

challenges to accountability due to its three-year lifespan. While the report will not be subject to 

any laws, its audience may hold the organization accountable for any information it publishes.  

Any financial data should be averaged to avoid the issue of presenting a date that indicates the 

information could no longer be valid and the average may actually model future years accurately. 

In addition to this, the averaged data may be included on one chart, instead of several. This 

serves to keep the section clean and clear-cut. Figure 40 – Red Cross Financial Mock-Up shows 

one method for accomplishing this in area (1), but a final product was not developed due to a 

lack of actual information available during the time of this project. 

Figure 40 – Red Cross Financial Mock-Up also features a chart for volunteer 

contributions in area (3) that may prove powerful within a non-profit organization’s annual 

report. Only the Rotary International featured a similar chart that documented their number of 
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members, but the Red Cross relies heavily upon volunteers for disaster response. As such, 

volunteers are a resource that cannot be ignored. The question becomes how best to capture their 

value. Various options were discussed, such as the monetary value of an hour of a volunteer’s 

work or the cumulative amount of volunteer time spent for the Red Cross, but this choice would 

be limited by the available information. 

 

 

Figure 40 - Red Cross Financial Mock-Up 

4.5 Donor List  

 The design of the donor list is perhaps least challenging of all the sections, but is the 

subject of much high-level debate. If included at all, it was clear that the standard design was a 

simple list in alphabetical order, categorized by specific donation thresholds. Where this became 

complicated was where each threshold would be set and who to include on the list. These 

seemingly simple choices were extremely controversial due to the potential implications of 
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leaving a donor off the list. A donor that does not make the list may not be inclined to donate 

again as their contributions were not recognized. At the same time, the more donors that are 

included, the longer the annual report becomes. In the past, chapter-level annual reports had 

included every donor, by name, above a certain threshold. This list was frequently two pages 

long, even at such a local level; at a regional level, the same threshold would take at least four 

times as many pages. 

 During the course of the project, the donor list remained a difficult topic. At the onset of 

the project, it was originally assumed that a donor list would be included as it had been seen as a 

staple of the annual report in the past. As the team began discussing what choices would need to 

be made in actually creating this list and the complexity of it sank in, the question of whether or 

not to include the list surfaced. There were two primary rationales: On one hand, if the report 

were not to have a donor list, it would save both time and the cost to print the extra pages. In 

addition, it would avoid the delicate issue of which donors to include on the list. On the other 

hand, including a donor list both recognizes their contributions and encourages them to keep 

donating. It is also possible that the donors represented in the list may be drawn into reading the 

annual report simply due to their name appearing within it. Eventually, we determined that it 

would be a mistake not to include a donor list as the added effort and cost was insignificant 

compared to the risk of losing donors. As a result of this long debate, the final list of donors was 

not prepared for the report until the end of the project and will need to be implemented by a 

volunteer. 
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5 Conclusion 

 The design of an annual report is subject to many considerations, both within and without 

the design itself. Internal considerations such as structure, form and genre features are fairly well 

documented and identifiable through conventional literary analysis. Despite this, the greatest 

difficulties encountered in this project were the external influences on the document. The impact 

of external events and available technologies affected the development of the report at every step 

of the process. Currently, there is no simple way of analyzing these important factors of 

document design. 

 While the experiences from this project are limited to a single non-profit organization, the 

impact that external influences have on a document may warrant further investigation. Natural 

disasters such as Hurricane Irene, the 2011 October snowstorm and the 2011 Springfield 

tornadoes all affected the design process. For each major disaster, staff from the American Red 

Cross was on-call and therefore unavailable to make progress on the document. When they 

would return, they brought new stories and material for the report that could alter the current 

direction of the report. This may also indicate too great of a demand on the staff under the new 

regional structure. As it is still early after the reorganization, this problem may resolve itself 

when the staff is no longer in flux. 

 Finally, the wealth of newly available technologies proved to be a complicated topic as it 

allows the most freedom for advancing the genre of annual reports. With the digital age coming 

into full bloom, designers are gaining access to many new tools. Questions such as whether or 

not the report will be published online have become integral to the design of the report itself. In 

the case of online reports, basic web links allow a reader to jump from the annual report directly 

into related content elsewhere on the Internet or within the document itself. In addition, it 



62 
 

becomes very easy for readers to share the report with friends or family through social media. 

Even in print, designers can now expect their readers to have access to smartphones that can read 

QR codes. These codes contain information that directs the user’s smartphone to a URL. By 

strategically placing these codes within a document, a designer may allow readers to interact 

with the report. Of course, these new tools also present certain dangers to the existing concept of 

annual reports. One primary concern is that it becomes difficult to control how the organization 

presents itself across the wide audiences that may end up viewing the document. Another issue 

lies within the concept of linking: If you lead a reader away from a work, they may not return. 

 These new technologies call into question the future of annual reports. In a world of 

rapidly updated, easily available information, will printed annual reports continue to be useful 

documents? If, instead, annual reports embrace these new possibilities, at what point do they 

leave the genre of annual reports behind? One indicator may be that many companies and 

organizations are already hosting their annual reports online. As of now, many use simple PDF 

documents, but others, such as Rotary International use a browser application that allows users to 

zoom and navigate much like a digital magazine. On the other end of the spectrum, the 

information contained within corporate annual reports is mandated by the United States 

government. If the current trend does create a new genre, will mandatory annual reports revert to 

purely financial documents?  
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