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A Few Good Words – Just a Few More Words
If you remember anything about writing, remember this
By Sally F. Cutler

O
ver the years, you may have turned to this 
column for advice or just out of curiosity. Since 
2006, the column has aimed to address a wide 
range of strategies and skills that can lead to 

better, more insightful audit reporting. It is now time for me, 
its author, to step away from the keyboard, and this is my 
last column.

This final column is my effort to leave you with the most 
important lessons I have learned in helping internal audit 
shops shape and deliver meaningful reports and in teaching 
auditors to execute reports efficiently and well. The lessons 
fall into five categories: the messages readers want and 
need, the importance of report structure, the lynchpins 
of organization, the need for precision and the keys to 
conciseness and clarity.

The messages readers want and need
“Know your readers” is advice we have all heard. I suggest 
this advice is the yin to the yang of “Know your message.”

If you don’t know what your readers want and need, go ask 
them.

Stand and deliver. Tell your readers the clear truth of what 
you found, and tell them in the plainest way possible.

Focus less on explaining how you audited and more on what 
your audit results mean. Your readers are counting on you to 
help them make sense of your audit results. If they trust your 
professionalism, they have a lesser need to know how you 
got those results. If they do not trust your professionalism, 
you have issues that go beyond reporting.

The importance of report structure
Structure is fundamental to good reporting. Form follows 
function. This is as true for writing reports as it is for 
designing buildings.

Establish a functional, clearly defined and repeatable report 
structure. It should not be solely a series of report headings, 
but definitions of exactly the type and level of detail each 
section contains. Teach people to execute it, and enforce 
adherence to the structure.

Don’t give less important information top billing. What 
comes first is seen by readers as most important. Sequence 
the report sections based on significance. Likewise, 
sequence information within each section based on 
significance.

Focus less on explaining how 
you audited and more on what 
your audit results mean.

Be sure your readers can find what they need. Make the 
navigation easy to see. Embed clickable links in PDFs; 
more and more of your readers want to read electronic 
documents, not paper ones.

Move into the 21st century: migrate to reporting via an 
interactive, web-based interface. That’s how most of us get 
information today.
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The lynchpins of organization
Auditors are lucky because the attributes of audit 
observations give us a ready basis for organization: criteria, 
conditions, causes, effects, recommendations and action 
plans.

Cover these for each audit observation, but focus on what 
is significant—the causes and the effects—by putting these 
attributes first. If you don’t, at least label them with a sub-
heading. Then know that the readers are going to read them 
first anyway.

When you transplant generic 
wording from report to report, 
you just frustrate readers.

Whatever you do, do not lead with your audit methods. That is 
what I call the “Once upon a time we did an audit…” style of 
organization. It focuses not on what the results mean but on 
how hard and diligently you worked to get those results. (I 
am sure you did, but that’s not what the readers most need 
to know.)

The need for precision
A great trap is defaulting to generic wording, particularly for 
risks, causes and effects. Generic wording is most damaging 
in audit opinions and conclusions.

Write about this particular audit: its unique risks, root causes 
and effects. Anyone can slap together an opinion along 
the lines of “Weaknesses in controls in the account set-up 
process led to insufficient mitigation of risks.” When you 
transplant generic wording from report to report, you just 
frustrate readers and force them to dig deeper to find out 
what you truly mean.

Do not confuse being precise with loading up on 
details. Precision is about specificity; details are about 
granularity, and high-level statements can be precise 
without being detailed. Here’s some precision without 
details: “Management was unaware of how much manual 
intervention was required in the account set-up process. The 
likelihood of more errors owing to this manual intervention 
increased the risk of regulatory violations related to client 
identity and client information.”

The keys to conciseness and clarity
No one disagrees: reports should be concise and clear. As 
Albert Einstein said, “Everything should be as simple as 
possible but not simpler.” How do you achieve conciseness 

r The message

Know your readers’ wants and needs

 • Ask them!

 • Stand and deliver – tell the truth, plainly

 • Focus on the meaning of the findings, not the 
audit process

r The structure

It’s fundamental! Form follows function.

 • Establish a functional, clearly defined and 
repeatable report structure.

 • Put the most important information first.

 • Make navigation easy with an interactive interface 
and links to more information.

r The organization

 • Cover criteria, conditions, causes, effects, 
recommendations and action plans for each audit 
observation.

 • Do not lead with your audit methods!

r The need for precision

 • Avoid generic wording, particularly for risks, 
causes and effects.

 • Be specific to this particular audit with its unique 
risks, root causes and effects.

 • Offer specificity over granular details.

r Keys to brevity and clarity

 • Shorten sentences.

 • Delete the obvious.

 • Keep sentences tight.

 • Shorten paragraphs.

 • Keep graphics clean with only one or two 
messages each.

 • Remove unnecessary elements in graphics  
and text
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and clarity? Among the many strategies, these are the ones I 
think are most powerful:

 • Shorten the sentences. Do this by ruthlessly eliminating 
information readers don’t need and happily eliminating 
unnecessary words.

 • Cut anything that is self-evident. Notice the self-evident 
information here: “During the course of the audit (when 
else?), we (who else?) examined 25 account set-ups and 
found (if you hadn’t found it, would you be reporting it?) 
that 15 required manual intervention.” The edited version 
is half as long: “Of 25 account set-ups examined, 15 
required manual intervention.”

 • Get the important parts of the sentence close to each 
other; in particular, get the verbs no more than eight 
words away from their subjects. Keeping the sentences 
tight improves readability.

 • Shorten the paragraphs. No paragraph should be as long 
as it is wide. A 70-word paragraph is comfortable for 
readers, but shorter is okay, too.

 • If you are using graphics, deliver only one or two 
messages with each. Maybe you can condense all your 
data onto one table, but the result will show everything 
and tell nothing.

 • For graphic clarity, eliminate all unnecessary “ink on the 
page” or “pixels on the screen.” Get rid of boxes around 
information and graphics, eliminate vertical lines in 
tables (yes, the table will still be clear) and get rid of that 
superfluous colon at the end of the headings.

Conciseness and clarity take work, but application of these 
strategies pays off.

Final words
So, there you have it. I am gratified if you have read “A Few 
Good Words” with interest, and delighted if you have picked 
up and put to use what you have found in these columns. 
Do good work, and do work that will do good. That way, you 
will make us all proud. NP

Sally Cutler, president of Word-Wrights 
Incorporated, provides report-writing 
training and consulting for internal 
audit departments worldwide. A 
collection of these columns titled A 
Few Good Words is available through 
online booksellers. Sally has written 
two books on audit reporting, and is a 
contributing author to the 6th edition 
of Sawyers Guide for Internal Audit-
ing (2012). You may reach her at Sally.
Cutler@Word-Wrights.com or (315) 
626-2545.

Quality is such an attractive banner that sometimes we think we can get away with just waving it, without doing the 
hard work necessary to achieve it. 
~Miles Maguire.
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2014 AHIA Awards Program  
Outstanding Accomplishments Recognized
Each year, AHIA recognizes the extraordinary contributions made by its member 
volunteers in advancing the profession of healthcare internal auditing and furthering 
the mission of our organization. Award recipients distinguish themselves in the areas of 
leadership, writing, presentation skills and commitment to the profession. 

During the 33rd AHIA Annual Conference in September, several individuals were 
recognized for making significant contributions to AHIA. Recipients were selected 
by members of the AHIA Membership and Awards Committee, and the awards were 
presented to the following individuals during the conference in Austin. We wish to thank 
our 2014 award recipients for making such an important difference to AHIA and their 
fellow members.

w w w

AHIA Outstanding Service Award
Marlane Berg

For significant contributions in furthering 
the mission and goals of the Association 
of Healthcare Internal Auditors and to the 
Healthcare Internal Auditing Profession

Session Leader of the Year Award
Erin Rydell

For Outstanding Contributions to the 2013 
AHIA Annual Conference, Chicago, Illinois

Session Leader of the Year: The Wacky 
World of Wounds

Author of the Year Award
Phyllis Patrick, MBA, FACHE, CHC

For Contributing an Outstanding Article as 
Published in New Perspectives, Volume 33, 
Issue 2 
 “PHI Mapping: Do You Know Where Your 
Data Is?”

AHIA Professional Practices Award
Catherine Wakefield, CPA, CIA, CHC, FHFMA, 
CRMA

For Demonstrating Excellence in 
Knowledge Sharing and Thought 
Leadership Toward the Advancement of 
the Association of Healthcare Internal 
Auditors and to the Benefit of the 
Healthcare Internal Auditing Profession

AHIA Founder’s Award
Mark Eddy, CPA

For Exceptional Service to the 
Association of Healthcare Internal 
Auditors and to the Healthcare Internal 
Auditing Profession

AHIA Institutional Award
Eminere Group

For Exceptional Service to the Association 
of Healthcare Internal Auditors and to the 
Healthcare Internal Auditing Profession

2013 Chair of the Board
Robert Michalski, CHC, CHPC, CHRC, CCE

In Sincere Appreciation for Dedicated and 
Distinguished Service
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