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What Are Executive Summaries?

An executive summary is normally used with 1arg§
technical reports, such as formal propqsals, an
other fully developed business or technical docn(;—
ments. Executive summaries are t_axtended., stané
alone abstracts that have both mforx.natlve ax;l
descriptive characteristics. They contain both the
substance and the structure of th(? report. In fact, aﬁ
executive summary often substltuteg for the fu
report. It is analogous to the clgss review notes ox:ie
picks up in the bookstore to avoid buying and read-
ing the course text. Of course, teachers always sz;zr
that these notes are no substitute for the real book,
and they are not—but, as we all know, they can
work to some extent depending on the class and the
tealcx?e: similar vein, executive summaries are
designed to provide key managen_leqt and staff v&;xltlz
enough information about what is in a .rgport t' ia.l
these executives can make informed decisions with-
out reading the entire document. They can always

go back and read the document, if warranted—or,
more likely, have experts on staff read and analyze
the complete report.

Executive summaries can be large documents.
Major, formal, multivolume proposals often have
executive summaries of 30 pages or more. In fact, a
common rule of thumb is that the length of an exec-
utive summary should be about 10 percent of the
length of the report it summarizes. Also, because
these summaries often take the place of the report
for key decision-makers, executive summaries can
take on critical importance and must be well written.

Writing Executive Summaries

Writing executive summaries is a challenging
undertaking. Your task is to capture as much of the
full report’s substance as is reasonable, or feasible,
in a fraction of the full report’s space. To do so, you
need a good strategy, especially if the report you are
summarizing is complex and extensive. You cannot
possibly include everything, so you have to think
through exactly what to include and what to leave
out of the summary.

A good approach for doing that is to go back to the
original purpose of the report. Evaluate everything
in the report in terms of (1) how much it contributes
to achieving that purpose and (2) how extensive the
treatment would have to be if you were to include it.
Then include only those portions that contribute the
most to the goal of the report and that can be han-
dled effectively in a summary.
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