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A practical, no-fluff guide to writing an executive summary that genuinely

stands alone — covering purpose, method, key findings, and

recommendations.

OReading time: 20—-24 minutes

Executive Summary Guide (UK

University Guide)

A practical, no-fluff guide to writing an executive summary that
genuinely stands alone — covering purpose, method, key findings,

and recommendations.

OFeatured Snippet Answer: An executive summary is a short, standalone
section at the start of a report or dissertation that summarises the whole
document's purpose, method, key findings, and recommendations. Unlike an
introduction, it must make sense to a reader who reads nothing else, typically
taking up 5-10% of the total word count and written last, once the full

document is finalised.

Al Overview Summary: A strong executive summary compresses four

elements into a short space: why the document exists, how it was produced,
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what it found, and what should happen next. The most common weakness is
writing it as an introduction or teaser rather than a genuine standalone
summary — a reader should be able to understand your key conclusions from

the executive summary alone, without reading further.

Quick Answer

Write your executive summary last, once your full report or dissertation is finished.
Cover four elements in order: purpose (why the document exists), method (how it
was produced), key findings (what was discovered), and recommendations (what
should happen next). Keep it to roughly 5-10% of your total word count, written in
concise, direct prose with no new information beyond what's covered in the main

document.
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What an Executive Summary Actually Is

An executive summary is a short, self-contained section placed at the start of a
report, dissertation, or business document that summarises the entire piece of work
— its purpose, method, key findings, and recommendations — in a way that makes
sense on its own. The name reflects its original purpose in professional contexts: a
busy executive might read only the summary, trusting that the full analysis is
available in the body if they need to check it.

This standalone quality is what makes executive summaries genuinely difficult to
write well. Unlike almost any other section of academic writing, it must be readable in
complete isolation from the rest of the document, while still being drawn entirely from
that document's actual content. It is not a preview or a teaser — it is a complete,

compressed version of the whole piece of work.

OExpert Tip: A simple test of whether your executive summary is working:
could someone who reads only this section accurately describe your key
finding and recommendation to someone else? If not, it isn't yet doing its job.



Executive Summary vs Introduction vs Abstract

Feature Introduction Executive
Summary
Purpose Orients the Brief overview Complete
reader into the for indexing/ standalone
document searching summary for a

busy reader

Includes findings? No Briefly Yes, in full

Includes No Rarely Yes, explicitly

recommendations?

Typical length Varies, often 150-300 words  5-10% of total
longer document

Can it replace reading No No Yes, for a reader's

the full document? practical purposes

A Common Mistake: Treating the executive summary as a longer introduction
— describing what the report "will discuss"” rather than actually summarising
what it found and recommends. This is the single most common error in

student-written executive summaries.

Why Executive Summaries Matter

What Markers Look For Why It Matters

A genuinely standalone Demonstrates you can distil complex work into its

summary essential message



What Markers Look For Why It Matters

All four core elements Shows structural understanding of the genre's
present specific requirements

Accuracy against the full Confirms the summary reflects what was actually
document done and found

Concise, confident prose Signals professional-standard communication skills
Correct proportion of total Shows awareness of the genre's conventions, not just
word count content quality

[(OLecturer Advice: Many report and dissertation marking schemes assess the
executive summary as a distinct criterion, separate from the quality of the
underlying analysis. A strong report with a weak executive summary can lose

marks specifically allocated to this section.



The Four Essential Elements

Executive Summary

Purpose Method Key Findings Recommendations
(Why this exists) (How it was done) (What was found) (What happens next

Why was this What problem does What approach or How was it What is the single What did the \What specific action| What should the
commissioned? it address? data was used? analysed? ost important resulg? evidence show? is proposed? reader do next?

Figure 1: The four essential elements of a strong executive summary,
each answering a specific question a reader needs answered.

Purpose Why does this The problem, question, or brief that
document exist? prompted the work
Method How was it produced? A brief statement of the approach,

data, or analysis used

Key Findings What was The single most important result, plus
discovered? supporting key findings

Recommendations  What should happen Specific, actionable next steps arising
next? from the findings

[JWorked Example: "This report examines declining sales performance at
[Company]'s regional retail division (Purpose). Analysis of three years of sales
data and customer survey responses was used to identify underlying causes
(Method). Reduced digital marketing investment was found to be the primary
driver of the decline (Key Finding). The report recommends a 20% increase in



digital marketing spend over two quarters, prioritising the highest-engagement
channels identified in the analysis (Recommendation)."

A Common Mistake: Omitting the recommendations element entirely, ending
the summary after the key findings. A reader should never have to guess what
action the document proposes.

Common pitfalls with each element

Each of the four elements tends to fail in a slightly different, predictable way, which
makes them worth checking individually rather than assuming the summary is fine

simply because all four are technically present.

m Typical Failure Mode

Purpose Stated so generally it could apply to almost any similar document

Method Overly technical detail better suited to the main methodology
section

Key Findings Listing several findings with none clearly marked as most
important

Recommendations = Vague verbs ("consider", "explore") instead of specific proposed
actions

[Expert Tip: For each element, ask "would this sentence surprise someone
who already knows the topic broadly, but not this specific piece of work?" If
not, it's likely too generic and needs more specific detail drawn from your

actual document.



Word Count and Proportions

Typical Word-Count Distribution (Executive Summary)

Key Recommend-
Findings ations
35% 25%

Purpose

20%

Figure 2: A typical proportion of an executive summary's word count across its four
core elements (proportions vary by module — always confirm against your brief).

Purpose 15-20%
Method 15-20%
Key Findings 30-35%
Recommendations 20-25%

[Lecturer Advice: Key findings should carry the heaviest weighting — this is
usually the part of the summary a reader values most, and it's where many

weak summaries are surprisingly thin.

[JExpert Tip: As a whole-document proportion, an executive summary is
typically 5—-10% of your total word count. For a 4,000-word report, that's
roughly 200—-400 words — considerably shorter than most students initially

expect.



The Writing Process

1. Finish the 2. Identify the 3. Draft one 4. Expand each 5. Cut anything 6. Test it

full report single most sentence per sentence not essential against a
first important finding core element concisely to stand alone fresh reader

Figure 3: The executive summary writing process — always written last,
once the full document's content is finalised.

1. Finish the full report first Ensures the summary accurately reflects the
completed document

2. Identify the single most Gives you a clear anchor for the whole summary
important finding

3. Draft one sentence per core Keeps the summary tightly focused before you

element expand it

4. Expand each sentence Adds necessary detail without drifting into

concisely unnecessary length

5. Cut anything not essential to Removes content that depends on having read

stand alone the full document

6. Test it against a fresh reader Confirms the summary genuinely works in
isolation

A Common Mistake: Writing the executive summary first, then never

returning to update it once the report's content changes during drafting. This



routinely produces summaries that no longer accurately reflect the finished

document.

Structuring Your Executive Summary

Most executive summaries work best as a short sequence of paragraphs following
the four-element order — purpose, method, key findings, recommendations — rather
than as a bulleted list, though bullet points can work well for recommendations
specifically if there are several distinct proposals.

Continuous short paragraphs Most academic reports and dissertations

A brief paragraph plus bulleted Business or consultancy-style reports with multiple
recommendations distinct proposals

A single dense paragraph Very short documents (under 2,000 words) where a

fuller structure would feel disproportionate

[JExpert Tip: Whatever structure you choose, keep the four-element order
consistent — a reader expects purpose and method before findings, and

findings before recommendations.

Executive summaries in dissertations vs professional reports

While the four-element structure applies broadly, dissertations and professional-style
reports often place slightly different emphasis on each element, and it's worth

adjusting accordingly rather than treating every executive summary identically.



Undergraduate Balanced across all four elements, with clear academic

dissertation framing of purpose

Postgraduate/research Slightly heavier weighting on method, given

report methodological rigour is closely assessed

Consultancy-style Heavier weighting on recommendations, often addressed

business report to a specific stakeholder

Lab or technical report Findings and method weighted more heavily than
recommendations

[OWorked Example: A consultancy-style summary might state: "This report
recommends three actions, in priority order: revising the pricing strategy within
one quarter, increasing digital marketing spend by 20%, and introducing
guarterly channel performance reviews" — placing recommendations first and

prominently, unlike a more balanced dissertation summary.

Tone and Style

_

Voice Confident and direct, stating findings and recommendations
plainly

Tense Past tense for method and findings; present or conditional for
recommendations

Specificity Concrete figures and outcomes, not vague generalisations



Length of Short to medium — avoid dense, multi-clause sentences that slow

sentences the reader down

A Common Mistake: Hedging excessively (“it might be suggested that...",
"there could potentially be...") in a section whose entire purpose is to state

findings and recommendations clearly and confidently.

Writing for a non-specialist reader

Because an executive summary is often the only section a busy reader engages with
fully, it should be understandable to someone with less specialist background than

the reader of your full document — without becoming vague or oversimplified.

Briefly define necessary Keeps the summary accessible without removing
technical terms on first use essential precision

Prefer plain verbs over "This report recommends" reads more directly
nominalised phrases than "a recommendation is made"

Avoid unexplained acronyms or A reader unfamiliar with the field shouldn't need a
abbreviations glossary to follow the summary

Keep sentences focused on one Easier to follow than dense, multi-clause

idea each academic sentences

[JExpert Tip: A useful test is reading your executive summary aloud to
someone outside your discipline — if they can accurately restate your key

finding and recommendation afterward, your summary is doing its job.



Common Lecturer Feedback

Common Feedback What It Usually Means

Comment

How to Fix It

"Reads like an Describes what the
introduction” report "will cover" rather

than summarising it

"Doesn't stand alone" Assumes the reader
has already read other

sections
"Missing Ends after findings
recommendations” without proposing action
"Too long" Exceeds the expected

5-10% proportion

"Too vague" Lacks specific figures,

outcomes, or actions

Rewrite to state actual findings
and recommendations, not

intentions

Remove references that depend
on prior context; make every

sentence self-contained

Add a specific, actionable final

element

Cut supporting detail; keep only
what's essential to each of the

four elements

Add concrete numbers and name

specific proposed actions

A Common Mistake: By far the most common comment on student executive

summaries — "reads like an introduction." This almost always means the

summary describes intentions rather than actual results.



Weak vs Strong Examples

"This report will discuss the "This report identifies reduced digital marketing
company's sales performance investment as the primary driver of a 12% sales
and possible reasons for its decline, and recommends a 20% increase in
decline." digital spend over two quarters."”

"Some recommendations are "Three recommendations are made: increasing
made based on the findings." digital advertising spend, reviewing regional

pricing strategy, and introducing quarterly

performance reviews of marketing channels."

[JExpert Tip: Notice the strong versions state specific figures and named
actions, while the weak versions describe the existence of content without

actually providing it.

Subject-Specific Examples

[Business: "Analysis of three years of sales data identifies reduced
marketing investment as the primary driver of a 12% revenue decline,

supporting a recommended 20% increase in digital advertising spend.”

ONursing/Healthcare: "Audit of 50 patient records found a 25% incidence of
delayed escalation, supporting a recommendation for mandatory structured

communication training across the ward."



[JEngineering: "Load testing of the reinforced beam design found safety
margins exceeding requirements by 15%, supporting its recommendation for

use in the final structural specification."

[JComputer Science: "System benchmarking identified a 300% increase in
response times under peak load, supporting a recommendation to prioritise

database query optimisation."

[OMarketing: "Campaign analysis found strong awareness uplift but negligible
conversion improvement, supporting a recommendation to revise the

campaign's call-to-action strategy."

Finance: "Ratio analysis found a current ratio of 0.8, below the
recommended 1.0 threshold, supporting a recommendation to review short-

term liability management.”

[JEducation: "Survey data found 68% of pupils reporting improved
engagement following a formative feedback intervention, supporting its

recommended wider rollout."

[JLaw/Policy: "Analysis of case outcomes found significant regional
inconsistency in sentencing for comparable offences, supporting a

recommendation for revised sentencing guidance."



Common Mistakes

1

10

11

Writing it as an introduction rather than a

summary

Writing it first and never updating it

Omitting the recommendations element

Exceeding the expected 5-10% word
count proportion

Including detail that depends on having
read other sections

Excessive hedging language

Vague statements without specific figures

or actions

Including new information not found

elsewhere in the document

Using overly technical jargon without brief

explanation

Failing to order the four elements

consistently

Writing in a bulleted list throughout with

Nno prose context

Fails to work as a standalone

overview of the whole document

Risks it becoming inaccurate once
the document develops further

Leaves the reader without the

document's proposed action

Signals a lack of awareness of the

genre's core conventions

Breaks the requirement that it
stand alone

Undermines the confident, direct

tone the genre requires

Fails to demonstrate genuine

command of the findings

Executive summaries should
summarise, not introduce new

content

Undermines accessibility for a
reader unfamiliar with the detalil

Confuses the reader's
expectations about what comes

next

Can feel disjointed rather than a

genuine, readable summary



12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

Repeating the same sentence structure

for every element

Treating it as optional or an afterthought

Failing to name the single most important

finding clearly

Copying phrasing directly from the
conclusion without adaptation

Stating purpose so generally it could
apply to almost any similar document

Including overly technical method detail

better suited to the main body

Listing multiple findings with none clearly
marked as most important

Using vague recommendation verbs like

"consider" or "explore"

Not adjusting emphasis for the specific

report type (dissertation vs consultancy)

Reads mechanically rather than as
considered, polished writing

Many marking schemes assess it

as a distinct, weighted criterion

Leaves the reader unsure what

matters most in the document

Executive summaries and
conclusions serve different

structural roles

Fails to give the reader a genuine
sense of this specific piece of work

Distracts from the summary's role

as a concise, accessible overview

Leaves the reader unsure what
actually matters most

Fails to propose a specific,
actionable next step

Risks a mismatch between

structure and reader expectations

A Common Mistake: Treating the executive summary as a lower-effort

formality completed quickly at the end. Because it is often the only section

some readers engage with fully, it deserves proportionally more careful editing

than its short length might suggest.



Executive Summary Checklist

OPrintable Executive Summary Checklist

[l

[]

O O O o 0o O

My executive summary includes purpose, method, key findings, and

recommendations

It stands alone — a reader could understand it without reading anything

else

It is roughly 5-10% of my total document's word count

It contains specific figures and named actions, not vague generalisations
It was written or revised after the full document was finalised

It contains no information that isn't also found in the main document

My recommendations are specific and clearly actionable

I have tested it by reading it in isolation from the rest of the document

Executive Summary Template

[JStandard Executive Summary Template

[

Sentence 1-2: Purpose — why this document exists, what problem or
brief it addresses

Sentence 2-3: Method — how the work was carried out, briefly

Sentence 3-5: Key Findings — the most important results, in order of

significance

Sentence 2-3: Recommendations — specific, actionable next steps



Need feedback on your executive summary before submission? Our UK
academic tutors can review your structure, clarity, and completeness to help

you strengthen your work.

Practice Exercises

[JExercise 1 — The standalone test

[] Read only your executive summary, ignoring the rest of your document

[] Check whether it fully communicates purpose, method, findings, and

recommendations

[] Revise any part that only makes sense with prior context

[JExercise 2 — The four-element audit

[] Label each sentence in your draft with the element it covers
[] Check all four elements are clearly present

[] Add or expand any missing element

[JExercise 3 — The word-count check

[] Calculate 5-10% of your total document word count
] Compare this to your current executive summary length

[] Trim or expand to bring it within range



Frequently Asked Questions

1. What is an executive summary? A short, standalone section summarising a

document's purpose, method, key findings, and recommendations.

2. How long should an executive summary be? Typically 5-10% of the total

document's word count.

3. Should I write the executive summary first or last? Last, once the full
document is finished, so it accurately reflects the completed work.

4. What's the difference between an executive summary and an abstract? An
abstract is a brief overview mainly for indexing; an executive summary is a fuller,

standalone summary including recommendations.

5. What's the difference between an executive summary and an introduction?
The executive summary stands alone and includes findings and recommendations;

the introduction orients the reader without summarising conclusions.

6. What are the four essential elements of an executive summary? Purpose,

method, key findings, and recommendations.

7. Can | use bullet points in an executive summary? Yes, particularly for

recommendations, though most of the summary works best as concise prose.

8. Should an executive summary include numbers and figures? Yes — specific

figures make the summary more concrete and credible than vague generalisations.

9. Can an executive summary include information not in the main document?

No — it should summarise existing content only, never introduce new information.

10. What's the most common mistake in student executive summaries? Writing
it as an introduction describing what the report "will cover" rather than what it actually

found and recommends.

11. Should I update my executive summary if my report changes during
drafting? Yes — always revisit and revise it after any substantive change to the main

document.



12. How many recommendations should an executive summary include? As

many as are essential, briefly stated — quality and clarity matter more than quantity.

13. Should the executive summary be included in the word count? This varies
by module — always check your specific assignment brief for inclusion/exclusion

rules.

14. Can | copy sentences from my conclusion into my executive summary? Not

directly — they serve different purposes, though both may reference similar findings.

15. How do | know if my executive summary is too long? Compare it against 5—
10% of your total document word count — if it exceeds this significantly, trim
supporting detail.

16. What tense should an executive summary use? Mostly past tense for method

and findings, with present or conditional tense for recommendations.

17. Is it acceptable to hedge in an executive summary? Generally no — this
section should state findings and recommendations confidently and directly.

18. Do all report types require the same executive summary structure? The four
core elements apply broadly, though emphasis may shift — for example, consultancy

reports often weight recommendations more heavily.

19. How formal should an executive summary be? Professional and direct —

avoid both overly casual language and excessive academic hedging.

20. What's the single most important thing to get right in an executive
summary? Making it genuinely stand alone — a reader should understand your key
finding and recommendation without reading anything else.

21. Should an executive summary differ between a dissertation and a business
report? Yes — dissertations typically balance all four elements evenly, while
consultancy-style reports often weight recommendations more heavily.

22. How technical can the method description be? Brief and accessible — save
detailed methodological explanation for the main body's methodology section.



23. Should | name every finding in my executive summary? No — focus on the
most significant findings, particularly the single most important one, rather than listing
everything.

24. What if my report has many recommendations? Prioritise the most important
two or three, or briefly list them if several are genuinely essential.

25. How do | make my executive summary accessible to a hon-specialist
reader? Define technical terms briefly on first use, avoid unexplained acronyms, and

keep sentences focused on one idea each.

26. Can an executive summary be written as a single paragraph? Yes, for very
short documents, though most benefit from a short sequence of paragraphs following

the four-element order.

27. Should recommendations be numbered in an executive summary? This can
help clarity where there are several, particularly in business or consultancy-style
reports.

28. What happens if my findings change after I've drafted the executive
summary? Revisit and revise the summary before submission — it must accurately

reflect the finished document.

29. Is it acceptable to reuse the exact wording from my findings section? Some
overlap in key phrasing is natural, but the summary should be condensed and self-
contained, not simply copied text.

30. How do | check my executive summary is appropriately concise? Compare
it against 5-10% of your total word count, and check every sentence adds essential

information rather than restating a previous point.

Key Takeaways

* An executive summary is a standalone section, not a longer introduction — it

must make sense in complete isolation from the rest of the document.



» Cover four elements in order: purpose, method, key findings, and
recommendations.

» Keep it to roughly 5-10% of your total document's word count.

* Write it last, once the full document is finalised, and revise it after any
substantive changes.

* Use specific figures and named actions rather than vague generalisations.

* Avoid excessive hedging — this section should state findings and
recommendations confidently.

 The fastest fix for a weak executive summary is almost always the same: stop
describing intentions, and start stating actual findings and recommendations.

Conclusion

A strong executive summary demonstrates the ability to distil an entire piece of work
into its essential message — what it set out to do, how it was done, what it found,
and what should happen next. Write it last, keep it concise, use specific figures rather
than vague statements, and always test it by reading it in isolation from the rest of
your document. The fastest way to strengthen a weak executive summary is always
the same: stop writing it like an introduction, and start writing it like the standalone

summary it's meant to be.

Need feedback on your executive summary before submission? Our UK
academic tutors can review your structure, clarity, and completeness to help

you strengthen your work before you submit.

This guide is provided for educational purposes to help UK university students
structure and write their own executive summaries independently. AssignPro
Solution offers tutoring, feedback, proofreading and referencing guidance only,

and does not write or complete assignments on behalf of students.
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