Notes on Executive Reports

Continue to proof read the reports among the group members to do

even better. I still found many typos. Four sets of eyes should get

it right, in theory! The organization is getting better but is not

yet consistent. Note the desired style: 10pt Times font, 1.5 line

spacing. Not all reports followed this specification!

Organization:

The abstract section is a short summary of your approach. The

background and introduction cover the theory and results (summary)

from prior relevant groups. The experimental section should focus on

any differences from prior procedures that you employed. The results

should describe these in an organized fashion and should focus on

what you measured. Finally, the discussion section focuses on your

interpretation of your results as they may (or may not) be

consistent with the theory described in the introduction/background

and the prior results. It is often advantageous to employ

subheadings in these sections (when appropriate). So, for example,

you might have sections on Comparison to Theory ,  Comparison to

Prior Studies  and Interpretation subsections in the Discussion

Section; or you might have Theory, Prior Studies and Approach

subsections in the Introduction and Background Section, as

appropriate.

Try to avoid excessive repetition of the same statement in

subsequent sections, three times or more is excessive. I realize

that some repetition is necessary as you summarize results and

conclusions; however, the summary sections should not use the same

phrases verbatim.

Audience:

Your executive reports need to be written for several audiences. In

industry this would mean upper management for the Summary and

Recommendations. Your section head will read most of the body of the

report but may not be familiar with the techniques you employed. He

or she may even be a business-type or scientist/engineer from

another discipline.  Your group leader should be familiar with all

of the terms but not specific theories and techniques that you may

have employed in your analyses. As a consequence, you need to be

sure that your reports are self-contained and understandable at

these levels. The summary and recommendations should not employ

undefined variables.

Be careful to define variables when first introduced in the body of

the report. A glossary at the end might be employed for further

clarification.

The units must be clear. A number without units has essentially no

meaning. This is particularly true for control constants! Be careful

not to specify too many significant digits for the numbers you cite,

round off appropriately.

Graphs in Executive Reports:

A picture or graph can be worth over a thousand words. You should

include a few selected graphs that illustrate the main points in the

main report. Even if there are many graphs in your appendices, a few

examples (2-4) should be included the few main points, referring to

the appendices for other examples of the same points.

The legends in the graphs need to be clear including specifying the

units. The figure captions need to be complete in describing the

conditions that are represented.

References: 

Place reference numbers or name and year citations into

the body of the report where they are used to support the discussion.

New:

Those doing new types of experiments should find appropriate

references, viz.: How do the properties of polymeric mixtures differ

from pure components, or how will ternary mixtures permeate

differently than for binary mixtures, etc. ?

An on-going list:

The reference lists should be building in terms of the primary

references (exclusive of the prior group reports). Apparently, this

list is not shared as the reference to the work of Laurence and Ross

(PMMA polymerization), Henson on permeation, Ng on two-phase flow,

etc.  get lost or appear difficult to find. I recommend that we

include an ongoing list of primary references in our manuals posted

on the web.

Your references need to include the specific pages you used if they

are references to books, including textbooks or monographs.

A Concise Focus:

All reports have a focus (or a limited number of foci). Keep

this in mind when you assemble your reports. This is why we repeat

these focal points three times in oral presentations: in the

outline, when the data/analyses are presented and in the

summary/conclusions. Similarly, a written report needs first to

identify the purpose of the study in the context of known theory and

prior studies, the background/introduction section. The experimental

and results sections then describe how and what was found. The

discussion section analyzes the results based on what is described

in the background/introduction section. Finally, conclusions and

recommendations are made based on these analyses. These are

presented at the beginning of an Executive Report as upper

management is most concerned with the next step, not the details of

how you got there!

Get to the point! It is quite easy to fill six pages with

words related to the studies that you performed. The purpose of an

Executive Report is to make it as easy as possible for the reader to

understand what you have done and what you recommend. Be concise in

your presentation!

