
A Brief Guide to Executive Summaries 
 
How do you pronounce ‘Executive’? 
The stress is on the second syllable (not the third!) 
 
Why are they written?  
Executive summaries are necessary because time-pressed professionals often appreciate a quick 
way to obtain an overview of a report’s findings, conclusions and recommendations. They 
concentrate on what managers need to know, and thus omit too much technical jargon and 
specialised language.  
 
What decisions can be taken after reading an Executive Summary? 
The reader can decide: 
 she needs to read the whole report in detail 
 she needs to read only parts of the report in detail 
 that she now knows enough information from the summary without reading the whole 

report 
 she can ignore the whole report as it isn’t relevant to her at all 

 
What should they include? 
Only material that needs to be known by the executive reader, not supporting material, 
unnecessary details or statistics, should be included. The language should flow smoothly, and 
should be objective, brief, accurate, and clear.  
 
 Subject of the report (not of the summary) 
 Purpose of the report (not of the summary) 
 Description of sources on which the report is based 
 Key ideas in the report 
 Any conclusions made in the report (if none, then say so) 
 Any recommendations made in the report (if none, then say so) 

 
How long should they be? 
The length normally depends on a variety of factors, such as the length and complexity of the 
main report. In this assignment, use between 200-400 words. 
 
What language style and layout is appropriate? 
Formal, business English should be used, using the passive voice where possible. Personal 
pronouns `I, we, you’, and possessives `my’ and `our’ should be avoided.  
 
It is not usual to use sub-headings, but instead flowing prose in clear paragraphs (ideally one per 
main point). Separate lists are not acceptable; they should be included in a full sentence.  
 
New paragraphs should be indicated in a consistent way.  
 
What tense(s) should be used? 
When describing events which took place in the past, such as research carried out, a past tense 
should be used. This is usually the past simple passive (e.g. “questionnaires were distributed”, 
“relevant articles were studied”, “interviews were carried out”, “ profit targets for 2004 were not 
met”). 
 
When describing the contents of the report, the present simple (often passive) is used (e.g. “ The 
purpose of this document is to…”) as the report is on the table next to the summary as the 



reader studies it. The passive voice is often used (e.g. “the following conclusions are made”), to 
ensure the report comes over as objective. 
 
When describing the future consequences of recommendations which are likely to be 
implemented, the first conditional form is used (e.g. “If management smile at their staff more 
often as recommended, staff morale will improve.”). 
 
However, when describing the future consequences of recommendations which may but may 
well not be introduced, the second conditional form is used (e.g. If management paid higher 
wages as recommended, staff morale would improve.”).  
 
Suggested suitable phrases to use 
 
Subject 
This report/document deals with/examines/concerns/analyses/gives an overview of… 
The subject of this report/document is… 
 
Purpose 
….and/It is designed to/intended to….. 
The purpose /objective of this report/document is to……. 
 
Sources 
The following sources of information were used to compile this report/document:  
This document/report was based on the following sources of information….  
 
Conclusions 
The following conclusions are made/drawn: …… 
The report/document concludes that… 
 
Recommendations 
The following recommendations are made: ….. 
The report/document recommends that management…… 
Management/The company is advised to…. 
 
What process should you go through when writing one?  
1. Identify your target group (i.e. what sort of person/people are you writing for, and what do 

they need to know?). This will affect the style and content.  
 
2. Review the whole report using the skimming technique, highlighting or noting the main 

points. 
 
3. Write a rough draft and compare it to the whole report, making sure it accurately mirrors 

the original. Ask for feedback on content, language and style. 
 
4. Prepare the final version, ensuring that the structure is suitable, language used is 

grammatically correct, the style appropriate, and all guidelines have been followed. 
 


