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Overview

The executive summary, a self-contained brief on the design your team developed over the course of the quarter, is one of the most important parts of the final report.  Some executive summaries get circulated as independent documents; for this reason, executive summaries should never refer the reader to any other part of the report (e.g. references or appendices).

Executive Summaries vs. Abstracts

Executive summaries are frequently confused with abstracts, since both are brief summaries of research that appear at the beginning of an article or report.  The two documents, however, serve different purposes and audiences.

The Abstract

An abstract is a very brief summary of a longer document, usually some kind of scholarly research.  If you skim the professional journals for your chosen field (never a bad idea), you’ll see many of them at the beginning of articles.  They are typically 1-2 paragraphs long with no special formatting.

Despite their brevity (or because of it), abstracts are difficult to write, since they have to convey the essence and significance of the research being reported in a highly compressed format.  They are not (strictly speaking) meant to sell an idea or convince the reader to keep reading, but rather to give the reader (usually a specialist in your field or a related discipline) a sense of whether he or she has good reason to read the article in question.  They are of enormous importance to people in fields where research is generated at rates that make it nearly impossible for practitioners to keep up with it.  Medical professionals struggle with this challenge quite a bit—and when flipping through journals, skim abstracts of current research to choose carefully those few to which they will give greater attention.

Characteristics of the abstract:

· Audience:  Fellow professionals

· Vocabulary:  Technical

· Tone:  Neutral (not persuasive)

· Length:  1-2 paragraphs

· Formatting:  No special formatting except as specified by the publication

The  Executive Summary

The executive summary, by contrast, is the kind of overview used most commonly in a business or general institutional context—not in formal publications.  If you review reports authored by or on behalf of institutions (such as Northwestern), you’ll see that most of them begin with executive summaries.  Executive summaries may run from a single page to several pages in length, but shorter executive summaries are generally acknowledged to be more effective than long, rambling ones.  For this report, you will be required to keep your executive summary to a single page.

Executive summaries should be persuasive.  Not all executive summaries are sales documents, per se.  Nevertheless, an effective executive summary should convey to the reader the importance of the information contained in your report and, ideally, convince him or her to take an interest in the subject.  Executive summaries are especially important in business proposals and requests for funding—situations where it is important that readers be quickly convinced of the significance of your work.

Executive summaries should be written with an educated generalist audience in mind.  For this reason, it is important that you either limit your use of technical terminology or be careful to define such technical terms as you do use.  For example, if you are requesting additional funding for your project, you may be writing to an audience with great financial expertise but little knowledge of engineering or design.  It is important to make your overview of the project accessible to them as well as to your peers.  Do not, however, make the mistake of “dumbing down” your discussion excessively, lest you alienate both your peers and your generalist readers.

Executive summaries should use special formatting.  You should use boldface headings and bullets (though the latter not to excess) to make the different sections of this single page clear to the reader.  People who read executive summaries frequently want to read things out of order.  If they are most interested in the benefits of your design, they won’t necessarily want to read about the research first.  

Characteristics of the executive summary:

· Audience:  Specialists and non-specialists (an educated generalist audience)

· Vocabulary:  Mixed, showing some care to define technical terms for non-specialist audiences

· Tone:  Persuasive (though not sliding into advertising rhetoric)

· Length:  1 page (for this report)

· Formatting:  Special formatting used to highlight key sections (e.g. “Problem,” “Design,” “Next Steps,” and so forth)

NOTE:  It is sometimes permissible (especially for design reports) to use a photo or diagram in an executive summary, but this uses a great deal of valuable space and is not common practice.  For your reports, it is recommended that you avoid this practice—especially since the design summary you will give the judges will have your executive summary on one side and a copy of your poster on the other.

� This guide is intended as a supplement to (not a replacement for) information found in Engineering Design and Communication: Principles and Practice (2007).  Issues raised in this guide are discussed in greater depth in Chapter 18 of the textbook.





