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Letters to the Auditor

When Sorry Seems the Best Word 

By John Landreth, CPA, CHC, CFE

Welcome to this issue of Letters to the 
Auditor. In this issue we hear from an 
audit director who needs a plan to correct 
a mistake…

Dear Letters to the Auditor,

Recently, I gave a presentation to a 
group of our middle managers and some 
senior management of our hospital. 
These are the managers that work with 
me and implement our department’s 
recommendations. There were about 25 
people in the group.

This was important as my boss had pulled 
some strings to get me this ‘face time’ on 
this group’s agenda and I wanted this 
to go well. It was a great presentation. 
Everyone seemed interested and engaged. 
I helped moderate the discussions and 
adeptly advanced the agenda forward. We 
were able to inject some humor at some 
points to lighten things up and put people 
at ease. (I can be pretty funny when I try). 

Near the end of the presentation, a 
manager raised a question that led to 
some contentious discussion and I could 
foresee the presentation ending on a 
negative note. In my closing summary, 
I thought of a clever pun that seemed to 
sum up the discussion in a funny way. For 
a millisecond, I paused and reconsidered 
saying it. Maybe I was drunk with the 
success of the group’s participation, but I 
threw caution to the wind and let the pun 
‘fl y’. The room exploded with laughter 
and I closed the session to thunderous 
applause.   

Over the weekend, I told my wife about 
my perceived success and shared the 
pun with her. She’s got a background in 
Human Resources, and she gasped and 
gasped and gasped. This made me start 
to worry.

On Monday morning, my worries reached 
their maximum point when my boss 
called me into her offi ce. She said she 
heard the presentation was well received 

by “just about everyone”. She then 
said, “What were you thinking?” She 
has talked with Human Resources and 
has asked me to come up with a plan to 
“make it right”. 

In retrospect, it was “borderline” humor 
and it looks like I crossed the border. If I 
had to do it over, I would not have done 
it. What should I do?

Signed, 

No Fun Pun in the Land of the Sun

Dear No Fun Pun,

The world has changed in many ways. 
Especially in regards to comments that 
may be off-color or be offensive to people. 
We all need to be sensitive to the impact 
of what we say even with the best of 
intentions. As audit directors and leaders 
in our organizations, we need to be hyper-
sensitive. In doing our job as auditors, 
we sometimes can bruise an ego and hurt 
some feelings—our adversaries may be 
waiting for us to trip up.

Politically correctness (or PC) can 
sometimes be smirked at in some circles, 
but at its core may be a genuine concern 
and respect for our differences. Each of 
our individual perceptions of the world is 
created by our own personal reality. Just 
because it does not bother you, does not 
mean it won’t offend someone else. 

Here are some thoughts on how to 
make this right and make the best of the 
situation:

1. Do What Feels Right 
I recall a variant of the childhood 
saying, “Stick and stones will break 
my bones, but a name can hurt 
forever”. If you were offended or hurt 
by someone’s callous comment, what 
would you prefer be done? You can’t 
take back the words but maybe you 
can add some that make a difference. 
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2. Say You’re Sorry 
It’s important that you acknowledge 
that you may have offended 
someone. Explaining and defending 
what you meant or intended may 
make a difference but be very careful. 
This might just make it worse. It 
might sound like you are justifying 
your comment and potentially 
invalidating their feelings. You are 
always safe with a sincere emphatic 
apology. 

If you know the person or person(s) 
offended/uncomfortable with your 
comment, you should consider a 
face-to-face apology. More than likely 
they will be very appreciative. 

If you don’t know who was offended 
or there was more than one, you 
might want to consider a short letter 
of apology. This could put the record 
straight, defuse any rumors, and 
reinforce your commitment to your 
Hospital’s values. People will respect 
your integrity, transparency, and 
leadership by example.

If you think about it, our audit 
reports often find a problem or a 
defect and we regularly ask our 
clients to explain how they are going 
to remedy and correct it. 

Why should an auditor be any 
different?

3. Learn your Lesson and Move on  
You noted that for a “millisecond”, 
you thought twice about doing it. (Just 
think about all the fun and excitement 
you would have missed if you’d not 
done it.) Maybe you were lucky and 
learned a big lesson at a relatively low 
cost. It could have been worse.
If your boss and Human Resources 
think more is necessary, like 
sensitivity training, go with their 
recommendation. They know your 
culture and should know what’s best. 
This is not a time to fight city hall. 
Do what is necessary to get the issue 
behind you as quickly as possible. 
Remember you have audit work to 
do.

Well that’s it for this issue of Letters to the 
Auditor. Please keep those calls, faxes, cards, 
letters, and emails coming. You can send 
your questions to Letters to Auditor, 1810 
W. Birch Lane, Park Ridge, Illinois 60068, 
via email to: jlandreth999@aol.com; or via 
phone 847-525-6529. NP

should be followed. The government does 
not look favorably upon providers that 
have policies and procedures, but fail to 
follow them. 

Conclusion

In these days of increased scrutiny the 
importance of internal and external 
audits is critical to every healthcare 
provider. Conducting these audits allows 
the organization the ability to provide 
education to the appropriate staff based 
on the findings of audits, and to address 
other documentation and billing issues 
that may be surfaced. Internal audits 
should be performed regularly and, 
at least once a year, an external audit 
should be carried out by an unbiased 
contractor. There is not a better way for an 
organization to know what is going on in 
their facility and to mitigate instances of 
underbilling and overbilling. NP

Barbara Rodenbaugh, RHIT, CCS, is Vice 
President, Coding Compliance for Health 
Information Partners in Newport Beach, CA. 
She may be reached at 866-622-8300.
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