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It would be helpful to know 
who is here – interested in 

general, writing a PAE, etc…?



Executive Summary
• Key components: 
• Problem statement (1-2 paragraphs, not all factors)
• Purpose of project: Basic client info, and maybe research 

questions too if simple.
• Key findings (tip of the iceberg)
• Recommendation (tip of the iceberg) 
• Conclusion

• 1000 words – a stand-alone document. Usually, 1-2 pages in 
PAEs.

• Writing: concise sentences, active voice, jargon-free (define 
terms). 



Executive Summary
• Key components: 
• Problem statement (1-2 paragraphs, not all factors)

• Problem statements answers “what’s wrong” 
and will possibly quantify the scope of the 
problem with 1-2 data points.

• If you don’t have data, you will need to explain 
with narrative. 

• Problems should be separated from factors 
(which could be the causes and/or the 
consequences).



Executive Summary
• Key components:
• Purpose of project: Basic client info, and maybe 
research questions too if simple. 

• Sometimes research questions are long (1-3 
questions) and are asking evaluative questions – 
i.e. what has happened so far? That will not 
necessarily help your audience know what’s 
wrong quickly.

• Instead, consider connecting back to the client or 
audience – who is this report for? Why will it be 
helpful to them? What do they need to know?



Executive Summary
• Key components: 
• Key findings (tip of the iceberg)
• Recommendation (tip of the iceberg) 

• Tip of the iceberg may mean – 
• “What” NOT “how.”
• The flavor – “three types of curriculum 

changes that aim to enhance reading skills”



Executive Summary
• Writing: Concise sentences, active voice, jargon-free 

(define terms). 

• A note on jargon – some executive summaries 
need to define terms or acronyms upfront for 
clarity. 

• You can do this in a text box or right inside of 
the writing. 



Executive Summary
• Short Conclusion:

• Can be a call to action -- 
• Why is this good for the client? 
• How will your solution make people’s 

lives better?



GAO 
example:

Problem

 (plus findings)

Purpose

Solution



Let’s skim some executive summaries… 





This can fit in 1-2 pages! 
Concision tips for executive summaries. 
Write concisely: Write short sentences often, not always
• Cut fillers: Actually, generally, practically, very, moreover. 

•“Three-line rule”

Write in active voice, use strong verbs:
“Several school aids are not working anymore”   “Several school aids retired.”
*
“We need solutions to this problem.”  “We must solve this problem.”
*
“This issue has continuously been on the agenda”  “This issue remains on the agenda.”

Word search for “is,” “being,” “has been” and “not.”



Tips for writing clear paragraphs inside of 
executive summaries --

• Start with the main point in paragraphs
• One idea per paragraph, unless a clear expansion
• Use repetition of terms for clarity {government vs. policymakers}
• Transitional words, especially for ordering {first, second, third}
• Avoid hedging language {it may be possible to consider a 

recommendation whereby…}



Writing well with data –
Examples from UN report: “Making Data Meaningful”

Don’t simply 
insert data. 
Instead, start 
with a sentence 
on what it 
means. 



Examples from UN report: “Making Data Meaningful”



Bring points up before 
source :

• Rather than: One study probed the relationship between
parental education and found that young people from
moderate- and low- income families were no less likely to
attend college in 2001 than they were in 1993.

• Try this: Young people from moderate-and low-income
families were no less likely to attend college in 2001 than
they were in 1993, according to one study.



Contextualize 
numbers briefly

In a story about water waste in Arizona, for example, we might
want to point out that the State’s annual groundwater
overdraft (the amount taken out of the aquifers in excess of
natural recharge) is about 2.5 million acre-feet.

How big is an acre-foot?
It is enough to fill 1. 2 million Olympic sized swimming pools!



Resources: 
hkscommprog.org

How to write an executive summary: 
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/file
s/Academic%20Dean's%20Office/communicati
ons_program/workshop-
materials/How%20to%20Write%20an%20Exex
%20Summ%20TO%20USE%204_18_18.pdf

UN Report: 
https://unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/docum
ents/writing/MDM_Part1_English.pdf

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Academic%20Dean's%20Office/communications_program/workshop-materials/How%20to%20Write%20an%20Exex%20Summ%20TO%20USE%204_18_18.pdf
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Academic%20Dean's%20Office/communications_program/workshop-materials/How%20to%20Write%20an%20Exex%20Summ%20TO%20USE%204_18_18.pdf
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Academic%20Dean's%20Office/communications_program/workshop-materials/How%20to%20Write%20an%20Exex%20Summ%20TO%20USE%204_18_18.pdf
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Academic%20Dean's%20Office/communications_program/workshop-materials/How%20to%20Write%20an%20Exex%20Summ%20TO%20USE%204_18_18.pdf
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Academic%20Dean's%20Office/communications_program/workshop-materials/How%20to%20Write%20an%20Exex%20Summ%20TO%20USE%204_18_18.pdf
https://unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/writing/MDM_Part1_English.pdf
https://unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/writing/MDM_Part1_English.pdf
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