
Seve n t y - t wo depth-interv i ew s , 45 minutes each, in three cities, w i t h
four different respondent cells, and at least four pri m a ry objective s .
H ow do you re p o rt these findings in a meaningful way that is

detailed enough to include all of the key inform a t i o n , yet is succinct
enough that it will actually be read? 

Finding the correct balance between concise re p o rting and inform a t i o n
overload is as much an art as it is a science. Include too much inform a t i o n
and the key findings are lost; include too little and the wo rds are mean-
ingless and the findings unsubstantiated.

This is a particularly difficult balance to stri ke in qualitative re p o rt wri t-
i n g . U n l i ke quantitative re p o rt s , w h e re the data tables are generally the
star of the page, a qualitative re p o rt starts with a blank canva s .The amount
of detail and the stru c t u re of the re p o rt are completely up to the re p o rt
w ri t e r. M a s t e ring this delicate balance often means the difference betwe e n
w riting a good re p o rt and a great one.

In the past, it seemed that the longer and more detailed a re p o rt wa s ,
the more it was appre c i a t e d . M a r ket re s e a rch managers and analysts wa n t-
ed all the details.The re p o rt from the market re s e a rch professional serve d
the critical purpose of providing the analyst with all of the inform a t i o n
n e c e s s a ry to write his or her own re p o rt or presentation for senior man-
a g e m e n t . H oweve r, times have changed.As a result of mergers and layo f f s ,
our direct clients have experienced an increase in their workload and
re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , l e aving them little time to do their own re p o rt i n g .T h ey

look to the market re s e a rch supplier
to provide a re p o rt delive r a ble that is
e xe c u t ive - re a d y.

In a world of Blackberries and
instant messagi n g , our direct clients
expect to have answe rs provided to
them quickly, p owerfully and in an
e a s y - t o - c o m p rehend form a t .
E xe c u t ive - ready re p o rting is a style
that simplifies the end product for the
re a d e r. It takes re p o rting beyond shelf

re s e a rch and into an integral part of the decision-making pro c e s s .T h e
re p o rt becomes an interactive tool as well as a thorough documentation
of all findings re l evant to a specific market re s e a rch study. It can be used
and understood by eve ryone in the company, based on its simplicity,
accessibility and multiple levels of inform a t i o n .

H oweve r, in the move from the traditional narr a t ive format to a more
c o n d e n s e d , bullet-point style, some re p o rt wri t e rs have fallen prey to
ove rs i m p l i f i c a t i o n . In some cases, the need to provide quick and easy-to-
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read findings has led to thin and hard -
t o - s u p p o rt re p o rt i n g . M a ny of these
m a r ket re s e a rch re p o rts are scarc e l y
m o re than a few slides of unsubstanti-
ated bullet points with a quote or two
t h rown in for good measure. In dilut-
ing the context to make the re l eva n t
points fit on a slide, the re p o rt wri t e r
has essentially diminished the quality
of the re p o rt , detracting from its ability
to inform exe c u t ive - l evel decisions.
The re p o rt writer has created a re p o rt
that is not exe c u t ive - re a d y.

H ow do you make a re p o rt
e xe c u t ive - re a d y ?
An exe c u t ive - ready re p o rt differs fro m
a traditional narr a t ive in both its for-
mat and its analytical appro a c h .A nar-
r a t ive re p o rt is what can be considere d
a “bottom up” a p p roach in that the
foundation leading up to the conclu-
sion is laid first to give context and
meaning to the conclusions.This is
h ow we we re typically taught to wri t e
compositions in schools and how most
books and movies are wri t t e n .W h o
wants to know how the movie will
end before seeing the beginning? We l l ,
m a r keting exe c u t ives do. In order to
be a good exe c u t ive - ready re p o rt
w ri t e r, you have to conceive yo u r
e n t i re analytical story and then write it
b a c k wa rds in a cohesive, succinct man-
n e r.This makes the re p o rt - w ri t i n g
p rocess particularly challengi n g , bu t
ve ry rewa rding to the re a d e r.

The concept behind an exe c u t ive -
ready re p o rt relies on four basic pri n-
c i p l e s : c o n c i s e n e s s , a d a p t a b i l i t y, re a d-
ability and balance.

1 .What is a concise re p o rt? To under-
stand what a concise re p o rt is, it is firs t
n e c e s s a ry to understand what a concise
re p o rt is not.A concise re p o rt is not one
that simply relies on short phrases and
liberal use of abbrev i a t i o n s .A concise
re p o rt is not one that hits on the major
findings and leaves out the minor ones.
A concise re p o rt does not try to re d u c e
the number of slides in a Powe r Po i n t
p resentation by cramming too mu c h
i n f o rmation onto a few slides.

Concise is simply the elimination of
all unnecessary or re p e t i t ive wo rd s .
Similar to headlines on a new s p a p e r, a l l
headlines and sub-headlines use spars e
wo rding to communicate the key find-

ings as simply and pointedly as possibl e.
This allows the reader to immediately
grasp the key points of the slide.

The advantage of a concise re p o rt is
that it spotlights the essential inform a-
tion and ties it together in a spatially
re l evant way so that it is easy to identi-
fy and retain key findings.

2 .What is an adaptable re p o rt? A
great re p o rt provides value to differe n t
types of re a d e rs at different leve l s
within an organization. By skimming
the headlines only, the busy exe c u t ive
can understand all the key findings
f rom a study. By reading the exe c u t ive
s u m m a ry only, the CEO has all the
s t r a t e gic recommendations needed to
e xecute the next step. By reading eve ry
wo rd on eve ry page, the diligent mar-
ket re s e a rcher can obtain all the
i m p o rtant inform a t i o n , including the
s e c o n d a ry findings.The breadth of the
re p o rt is also such that, months fro m
n ow, a new product manager can
quickly understand the context of the
re s e a rch and its re s u l t s .

Adaptability not only means that the
re p o rt can be read in different way s ,
but it can also be used in differe n t
way s . It used to be that re p o rts and
p resentations we re two separate enti-
t i e s , but now these lines have bl u rre d
with the shift from Wo rd to
Powe r Point as the application of
c h o i c e.An exe c u t ive - ready re p o rt
should be a visually stimulating pre s-
entation that is also easy to read as a
re p o rt .This offers the end user a mu l-
titude of choices on how to use the
re p o rt to best suit his or her needs.
The entire re p o rt can be pre s e n t e d , t h e
e xe c u t ive summary alone can be used
as a quick debrief of the key findings,
or the re p o rt can be circulated as a
stand-alone documentation of the
e n t i re pro j e c t .

The advantage of an adaptabl e
re p o rt is that it can be used for differ-
ent purposes by people at va rious lev-
els within the organization.

3 .What is a re a d a ble re p o rt? T h e
findings from eve ry market re s e a rc h
study have a story to tell.The key is to
m a ke that story as interesting as possi-
ble by making one point flow effort-
lessly into the next.To do this, all the
re l evant information must be wove n
t ogether in a tight package - not only

verbally but spatially as we l l .The re a d-
er does not have to think about how
one fact is related to another or flip
f rom one section of a re p o rt to anoth-
er - the re p o rt writer has already con-
nected the dots.A re a d a ble re p o rt is
also visually appealing.Visually inter-
esting elements are more effective in
c a p t u ring a re a d e r ’s interest than a
l a u n d ry list of bullet points.

The key advantage of a re a d a bl e
re p o rt is that the re p o rt is re a d .T h e
value of any re p o rt is in its utility and
a re p o rt that lacks interest is rare l y
t h o roughly re a d , fully compre h e n d e d
or properly utilized.

4 .What is a balanced re p o rt ?
C reating a balanced re p o rt is one of
the most important corn e rstones of
e xe c u t ive - ready re p o rting and is
among the most difficult things to
a c c o m p l i s h . Balance encompasses a
couple different aspects. F i rs t , a good
re p o rt stri kes the appro p riate balance
b e t ween visual interest and pro f e s s i o n a l
p re s e n t a t i o n .While visual images aid in
the comprehension of a re p o rt , i n c l u d-
ing too many, or inappro p riate ones,
detracts from the re p o rt ’s integri t y. Fo r
e x a m p l e, while cartoon images may
h ave a place in highlighting cert a i n
p o i n t s , too many of them takes empha-
sis off the key findings and underm i n e s
the credibility of the re p o rt . N e x t , b a l-
ance must be achieved in the findings
t h e m s e l ve s .With sparse wo rd i n g , eve ry
wo rd in an exe c u t ive - ready re p o rt is
i m p o rt a n t . It must be evident what the
key findings are and minority opinions
should not appear more import a n t
than they we re in the re s e a rc h .

The advantage of a balanced re p o rt
is that all the information is placed in
the proper context, a l l owing eve ryo n e
who reads it to have a similar compre-
hension of the key findings.

Pieces fit toge t h e r
H ow do you know if you have suc-
ceeded in making your re p o rt exe c u-
t ive - ready? It takes hours of labor to
c reate a top-notch, e xe c u t ive - re a d y
re p o rt . But in the end, if all the pieces
of the puzzle fit tog e t h e r, if all of the
dots have been connected, if the re p o rt
is simple and easy to read yet is deeply
i n s i g h t f u l , you know you have
a c h i eved your goal. |Q


