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Writing Report Abstracts and Executive
Summaries

Most technical reports contain at least one abstract—sometimes two—in which case the abstracts play
different roles. Abstracts summarize the contents of a report, but the different types do so in different
ways:

» Descriptive abstract. This type provides an overview of the purpose and contents of the report.
In some report designs, the descriptive abstract is placed at the bottom of the title page, as shown
in the following:

LIGHT WATER NUCLEAR REACTORS
Submitted to

Mr. David A McMurrey
Energy Research Consultants, Inc.
Austin, Texas

April 27, 19XX

By
Jeffrey D. Lacruz

This report examines light water reactors as a possible alternative source of energy for
Luckenbach, Texas. Both types of light water reactors are described, and an explanation of how
each reactor produces electricity is presented. Safety systems and economic aspects conclude the
main discussion of the report.

» Executive summary. Another common type is the executive summary, which also summarizes
the key facts and conclusions contained in the report. Think of this as if you used a yellow
highlighter to mark the key sentences in the report and then siphoned them all out onto a separate
page and edited them for readability. Typically, executive summaries are one-tenth to one-
twentieth the length of reports 10 to 50 pages long. For longer reports, ones over 50 pages, the
executive summary should not go over two pages. The point of the executive summary is to
provide a summary of the report—something that can be read quickly.

If the executive summary, introduction, and transmittal letter strike you as repetitive, remember that
readers don't necessarily start at the beginning of a report and read page by page to the end. They skip
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conclusions. They may read carefully only a section or two from the body of the report and then skip the
rest. For these reasons, reports are designed with some duplication so that readers will be sure to see
the important information no matter where they dip into the report.
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