
Audit Report Writing:  
Fast, Fearless and Effective
Learn the secret of how to write your report during the audit
By Mary Jo Flynn, RN, CIA, CCSA, and Vicki Phipps, CIA, CCSA

M
any auditors find writing the report to be 
the most daunting part of the audit project. 
Aside from the fact that writing for the 
CEO and the board of directors can be 

intimidating, it can be difficult to pull back far enough from 
the details to know where to begin.

As the auditor, you know all the work you did is important, 
but you also know that it is the key results that matter to the 
CEO and the board. So, how do you whittle things down to 
just a few paragraphs? The IIA Standards provide guidance 
on what must be communicated and how to do it. By using 
some of the following strategies, the report writing process 
can become easier.

Why write reports?
Obviously, we write reports to communicate the results 
of our work to the key stakeholders. According to 
the IIA Standard 2420 - Quality of Communications, 
“Communications must be accurate, objective, clear, concise, 
constructive, complete and timely.”

Aspire to provide these elements in your communications. 
The challenge is that what one stakeholder considers 
complete and concise may be too much or too little 
information for another. Report writing is a skill that requires 
knowledge of the stakeholders’ expectations and the 
organizational culture.

It’s all about the reader
Knowing your audience and their expectations and 
understanding their needs is crucial to knowing how to 
structure your report and what to include. Readers pay 
attention to what is important to them. They want to be able 
to review and remember key messages after a single reading.

In general, readers will do better with deductive 
reasoning: information that is prioritized from the top 
down, with the high-level summary first, followed by 
detail. This can feel counterintuitive to the inductive-
oriented auditor who has spent painstaking hours 

Report-writing: the task you love to hate. 
If you plan ahead, it's not that bad at all. It 
starts with how you do your work papers and 
adoption of the readers' mindset. It is not 
what you did; rather it is what the readers 
will want to know that's important. Why is 
a problem a problem? Making ample use of 
templates and documenting as you go spells 
the difference.
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accumulating a great deal of detail that ultimately leads 
to a conclusion. (See Exhibit 1.)

Many auditors have this tendency. They prefer to build 
the case as they write, citing a list of observations or facts, 
hoping to lead the reader to the same conclusion they 
reached. They may succumb to the urge to demonstrate the 
thoroughness of the work by including details of the testing. 
Instead, you must find a way to approach and layer the 
information to meet the needs of stakeholders.

Audit report templates
Report-writing templates promote consistency in the quality 
of the results. Templates can include prompts for the auditor 
on what to include and what to avoid, making them useful 
training tools for new staff and good reminders for more 
experienced personnel.

Most audit report formats, whether using narrative, slide 
or spreadsheet format, contain some form of an executive 
summary followed by supporting detail. To meet the needs 
of different audiences, the audit report template we use is 
divided into two main sections; the Executive Summary and 
the Audit Report Detail.

The Executive Summary should catch the reader’s attention 
by giving them just enough information to understand why 
they should care. Help them understand the significance 
of the results without requiring them to completely 
understand the process.

The Audit Report Detail section follows and is of most use 
to the process owners. It includes the recommendations 
listed in order of significance. Each recommendation 
is followed by bulleted sections that communicate the 

Exhibit 1 

Courtesy of Mary Jo Flynn
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recommendation’s goal (criteria), observations (condition), 
cause, and the risk (effect).

Our Executive Summary is further divided by using 
headings that make it easier for the readers to focus on the 
information that is most important to them.

The background section contains:

 • Two to three sentences on the subject area of the review 
and one sentence identifying the inherent risk

 • Just enough background to provide some context for the 
significance of the project and the potential impact of 
findings (so an executive unfamiliar with the particular 
focus of the review can still follow the concepts)

 • A brief description of scope and objectives

The conclusion follows.

The use of headers for the three components of the 
background section sets them apart and allows the reader 
to easily jump right to the conclusion, if desired.

The conclusion paragraph begins with an opinion statement, 
similar to the thesis statement we all learned about in writing 
classes at school. Our opinion states a position on whether 
the results are adequate in meeting either regulatory 
requirements or management’s expectations. It also provides 
the findings summarized into high-level themes.

Readers pay attention to what is 
important to them.

Executives do not need all the details at this point. They just 
want to know whether they should be concerned about 
a particular process or issue, what part is a problem and 
whether or not a management team is actively working to 
solve the problem. Executives will often jump right to the 
Conclusion section of the Executive Summary, reading that 
first, and only reading further if they want additional details.

Where do we start?
Work papers should be documented in a way that another 
person, unfamiliar with the engagement, can reasonably follow 
and understand them. Start writing the report as you document 
the work papers. When creating work papers, use complete 
sentences. Then save time and effort by using them again.

As you document background, scope, objectives, 
observations and recommendations, use the appropriate 

sections in your engagement letter or other related working 
paper documents, and then use the same sections again in 
the report. You will find this goes a long way toward getting 
past the stare-at-a-blank-page stage that can leave you 
wondering where to begin.

A little about conclusions
Conclusions really say, “I believe this to be true and here are 
the reasons why you should, too.” Crafting the conclusion is 
an area where auditors tend to struggle. It can be difficult 
to pull yourself out of the detail and synthesize all of the 
information into conclusions and an opinion. If the audit 
includes operational or process issues not easily subject to a 
pass/fail kind of test, this is especially true.

The IIA Standards provide 
guidance on what must be 

communicated and how to do it.

We ask auditors to begin documenting conclusions in their 
work papers. When we review work paper documentation, 
we want to know why the auditor did this particular step, 
what they did, and their conclusion about this activity.

Think critically about the evidence and risk exposure. 
What’s the problem? What could go wrong if the situation 
continues? Consider the significance, impact, likelihood 
and cost compared to the benefit of fixing it. Potential gaps 
and recommendations should be highlighted within the 
work paper for further investigation or to be developed, as 
needed.

When it is time to write the report, you can copy the 
background, scope, objectives and recommendations 
from work papers and paste them into the report with a 
minimum of editing. The conclusions from the work papers 
may be more detailed than you may want in the report, but 
by looking at them together, you should see the themes 
emerge that you want to communicate.

Don’t delay documentation
We ask auditors to note potential gaps or recommendations 
in the work papers as they do the fieldwork. That includes 
being able to document the criteria, condition, cause and 
effect. Doing this helps the auditor ensure they have all the 
necessary information to determine if the recommendation 
is needed and reasonable.

Applying this practice as you go through the fieldwork is 
usually more effective than trying to do it at the end. Even 
if the auditor determines later that it is not needed, the 
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practice of documenting the attributes helps to identify 
where more fieldwork is needed.

Think critically about the evidence 
and risk exposure. What’s the 
problem?

When scheduling fieldwork, be sure to plan time for 
documentation. If you do, you won’t be spending lots of 
time trying to remember details or deciphering your notes. 
Even with the best field notes, you will lose information if 
you wait too long to document. Delay degrades memory.

Now pull it together
Begin writing the report with the recommendations 
developed in the work papers, listing them in order of 
significance in the report.

When you look at the list of recommendations, you 
should be able to summarize them into the message that 
management should hear. Creating an outline can be a 
helpful exercise to organize the key messages. Another 
trick is to imagine meeting your CEO in the elevator and 
he/she asks about your project. What would you say during 
the short elevator ride? Imagining this helps to distill 
details into key messages.

Begin writing the report with the 
recommendations developed in the 
work papers.

Begin your conclusion paragraph in the Executive Summary 
of the report with a high-level summary statement covering 
what your executive leadership and board need to know. 
State the opinion: Did the review indicate adequate and 
effective controls, or were there significant issues identified? 
Two or three sentences summarizing the results and the 
significant areas requiring further action finish the first 
paragraph. Summarize information in a way that tells the 
executives whether they need to continue reading beyond 
the conclusion.

Follow this with a couple of brief paragraphs that provide 
support for why the issues identified in the summary 
paragraph should be addressed. Whether these explanatory 
paragraphs are necessary depends greatly on the 
familiarity your executives and board have with the review 
subject and how much detail they expect or need to help 

them understand it. A key challenge you must address 
is balancing the message so readers understand the 
significance and impact while still meeting their need for 
concise communication.

Tips and tricks
Do not expect your first draft to be perfect. Having realistic 
expectations can reduce the pressure of writing the report. 
Schedule time to write as part of your audit process and 
identify where it is easiest for you to write. Are you a library 
writer, or a coffee shop writer? Do you need complete 
silence when your write or does it matter? Find that place 
and just start writing.

Once you begin, it is much easier to keep the creative juices 
flowing. Make sure you schedule sufficient time to complete 
a decent first draft. Make notes of incomplete items to come 
back to and keep writing.

When you finish, take a break and then make time to 
critically review your work:

1. Does the conclusion begin with a summary 
paragraph?

2. Does the report respond to the audit objectives?

3. Does the recommendation order logically support the 
executive summary?

4. Is the key message clear?

5. Is the tone appropriate?

6. Do your paragraphs contain a topic sentence?

7. Do paragraphs support the idea expressed in the topic 
sentence and have a logical flow?

8. Is every sentence needed?

9. Have you eliminated extra and unnecessary words and 
avoided excessive detail?

Conclusion
If you start with complete well-written documentation 
in your work papers, you will be much more organized 
when it is time to start writing the report. You will spend 
less time sorting and sifting through detail trying to 
synthesize data into recommendations. You will be able 
to re-use documentation from your work papers to get 
a good start on report writing and the well-developed 
work papers will make collecting the themes for your 
conclusion much simpler. NP
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