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A Few Good Words – Summarizing Detailed 

Information
Develop sound mid-level and high-level summaries for your reports

By Sally F. Cutler

D
uring your audits, you develop a lot of detailed 

information. This information is in your work 

papers in the form of spreadsheets, client-

supplied documents, process maps, interview 

notes and so on.

Yet you know that when you write your reports, you 

cannot—and should not—include all that detailed 

information. If you did, what would be the point of writing 

the report? You could just turn over your work papers. 

Rather, your task is to make sense of the details: to identify 

what is significant and report on what it means for your 

organization. To present and support these messages, you 

need to summarize the detailed information.

This column defines levels of detail and describes strategies 

for summarizing from granular data up through mid-level 

to high-level summaries. It also provides examples of the 

strategies and shows how to join high-level and mid-level 

summaries in reporting.

Granular data

Granular data consist of individual data points or pieces of 

information. Consider a set of transactions. Each comprises 

various data points. For example, a payment transaction 

may comprise a purchase-order number, a payee, a dollar 

amount, an approval level, an approval date, a payable date, 

a date paid and a payment method.

Granular data are commonly found in spreadsheets but are 

also present in other documents. These include the auditor’s 

interview notes and client-supplied documents such as 

purchase orders, contracts, detailed process descriptions 

and job descriptions.

We gather sufficient granular data to answer audit 

questions, that is, to allow us to meet our testing objectives 

in particular and our audit objectives overall. In the granular 

data, we look for the answers to testing questions: Are 

payments supported by purchase orders? Are purchases 

approved at the appropriate levels and times? Are payments 

accurate? Are they made on time? Based on those answers, 

we conclude on the overall audit objective: Are accounts 

payable processes designed and operating to meet the 

organization’s objectives?

When the answer to those questions is “no,” we have found 

negative conditions and we have audit issues. Of course we 

also must dig deeper to form conclusions about why the 

conditions exist, but in reporting we need to support those 

conclusions with summaries of the pertinent granular data.

Mid-level and high-level summaries

In summarizing granular data, it’s useful to consider two 

levels:

 • A mid-level summary identifies pertinent parameters 

within the data and combines individual data points 

based on those parameters.

 • A high-level summary highlights the significance of the 

identified parameters. A high-level summary almost 

always requires additional support, and the mid-level 

summary in fact serves that purpose.

Strategies for summarizing

Four strategies will enable you to develop mid-level 

summaries from granular data and high-level summaries 

from the mid-level summaries.
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Identify the significant parameters

Consider the trends or stories within the data, looking for 

the exceptions but also looking for the patterns within the 

exceptions. Regardless of the test objective, some of your 

results will be significant and others will not. To deliver the 

messages, you need to focus on the significant parameters, 

limiting or even eliminating discussion of those that are not 

significant.   

Handle outliers appropriately

Identify and assess the outliers within the data. For example, 

say you sampled 65 accounts payable transactions with 

payment timeliness as one of the test attributes. Now say 

that within that sample of 65 you find 12 that were paid late 

and 1 that was paid early. The early payment is an outlier.

Outliers should be examined carefully to see if they bear 

a relationship to the trend. If so, they deserve attention in 

the reporting. Otherwise, reporting on the outlier is likely 

unnecessary; in fact, doing so can be a distraction from 

reporting on the significance of the trend.

Use numeric aggregation

Aggregate numeric information enables the reader to see 

the significance of the data. Aggregating simply means 

totaling. Numeric information may be aggregated various 

ways: as raw numbers, as percentages, and as ranges.

In the example used above, the number of late payments 

can be expressed as 12 of 65 or as 18% of the sample. And 

no, you don’t need both, that is, you don’t need to write 

“Of the 65 payments sampled, 12 (18%) were made late.” 

Decide which approach communicates your message 

most clearly.

When aggregating numeric information, opt for rounding 

unless an exact amount is necessary. For example, adding 

up the dollar values of the 12 late payments may yield 

$135,672.59. How much easier it will be for the reader if that 

number is rounded to $135,700. Add “approximately,” if you 

feel you must, although that caveat becomes unnecessary 

as soon as you cross into millions: everyone understands 

that $3.2 million is an approximation, even without 

“approximately.”  

Use an example

Choose a representative example to paint a picture. Aggre-

gation alone may not give the reader a clear understanding. 

Say you are describing physical security exposures. You may 

write, “All four entrances to the building lack sufficient pro-

tection.” Adding an example gives a clearer understanding: 

“For example, the deadbolt on the door off the west parking 

lot is attached by only two screws, and the door could be 

easily forced open.”

Examples of summaries

Example one: Travel expenses

This example demonstrates the process from granular data 

to a mid-level summary and on to a high-level summary. 

In this example, the parameters are limited by the test 

objectives; thus, the basis for the mid-level summary is 

straightforward. Likewise, the numeric aggregation around 

those parameters is straightforward. Finally, in this instance, 

including an example is not a useful summarizing strategy. 

Granular data – Test objectives are to determine if expenses 

exceeding per diem limits by up to 30% had been approved 

by a manager at least two grades above the person submitting 

the report, and to determine if expenses exceeding per diem 

limits by 30% or more had been approved by at least a senior 

vice president.

We examined 24 travel expense reports submitted and 

reimbursed from January 1 through March 31, 20xx (see 

Exhibit 1).

Mid-level summary – Expenses that exceeded per diem limits 

by 20% to 95% were reimbursed without required approvals 

for 7 of 24 travel expense reports we reviewed. These reports 

were submitted and reimbursed from January 1 through 

March 31, 20xx.

 • Approval was lacking by a manager at least two grades 

above the person submitting the report for three reports 

where expenses exceeded the limit by up to 30%.

 • Approval by at least a senior vice president was lacking 

for four reports where expenses exceeded the limit by 

30% or more.

Regardless of the test objective, some of your results will be significant and 

others will not.
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High-level summary – From January 1 through March 31, 

20xx, expenses in excess of per diem limits were reimbursed 

without required approvals.

Example two: Background checks of job candidates

This example also demonstrates the process from granular 

data to a mid-level summary and on to a high-level 

summary. However, unlike example one, here the auditor 

needed to use more judgment in selecting the parameters 

and deciding what numeric information to aggregate. 

Furthermore, this example lends itself to the use of an 

example as a summarizing strategy.

Granular data – Test objectives were: 

 • To determine if candidates’ education, reference and 

criminal background checks were performed in a timely 

manner, that is, within 15 days after the level-one hiring 

review had been completed

 • To determine that only those candidates successfully 

passing all three background checks were moved on 

the level-two hiring reviews, as required by hiring 

policy

We selected 15 candidates across job grades A1, A2, B1, 

B2 and B3 who had cleared the level-one hiring review 

between June 1 and August 31, 20xx (see Exhibit 2).

Mid-level summary – Three of 15 candidates sampled were 

moved through to the level-two review even though they 

had failed one or more of the policy-required background 

checks: education, reference and criminal. All three 

of these candidates were being considered for the A1 

job grade, and one of these candidates failed all three 

background checks. 

Only one candidate who failed a background check was not 

moved through to the level-two review; this was a candidate 

for a B3 job grade who failed the criminal check. The sample 

was across candidates for job grades A1, A2, B1, B2 and B3 

who had cleared the level-one hiring review between June 1 

and August 31, 20xx.

High-level summary – Some candidates who failed 

required background checks following level-one reviews 

were still passed through to level-two review, contrary to 

hiring policy.

Audit issues that combine high-level and mid-level 

summaries

If you develop sound mid-level and high-level summaries, 

you can readily construct audit issues in the report. 

Specifically, you can state the high-level summary and 

Exhibit 1 – Travel expense reports
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01-0152-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

01-0347-20xx $75 $93 26% No

01-0589-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

01-0783-20xx $95 $100 5% Yes

01-1072-20xx $95 $95 0% NA

01-1088-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

01-1234-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

02-0034-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

02-0067-20xx $75 $90 20% No

02-1083-20xx $95 $95 0% NA

02-1129-20xx $75 $95 27% Yes

02-1254-20xx $95 $95 0% NA

02-1332-20xx $95 $195 95% No

02-1846-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

02-1977-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

03-0245-20xx $95 $130 37% No

03-0839-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

03-1039-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

03-1120-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

03-1200-20xx $75 $95 27% No

03-1262-20xx $95 $150 58% No

03-1549-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

03-1609-20xx $75 $75 0% NA

03-1785-20xx $95 $162 71% No
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transition into the mid-level summary. You then can draft 

the entire audit issue by incorporating your conclusion 

about causes, your description of effects and your 

recommendation.

Here are fully developed audit issues for each of the 

examples developed previously. Note the sequence in 

each:

 • Cause and effects

 • High-level summary

 • Mid-level summary

 • Recommendation

Example one: Travel expenses

Lack of travel-expense monitoring combined with a lack of 

understanding by travelers could have led to reimbursement 

of inappropriately excessive expenses. Specifically, expenses 

in excess of per diem limits were reimbursed without 

required approvals.

On expense reports submitted and reimbursed from 

January 1 through March 31, 20xx, expenses that exceeded 

per diem limits by 20% to 95% were reimbursed without 

required approvals for 7 of the 24 travel expense reports 

we reviewed. 

 • Approval was lacking by a manager at least two 

grades above the person submitting the report for 

three reports where expenses exceeded the limit by 

up to 30%.

 • Approval by at least a senior vice president was lacking 

for four reports where expenses exceeded the limit by 

30% or more.

Recommendation: Increase monitoring of travel expenses 

and reinforce travel requirements with employees.

Example two: Background checks of job candidates

Human Resources management bypassed hiring policies—

particularly for high-level (Job Grade A1) candidates—

under pressure from hiring departments. Consequently, 

candidates may have been hired who had criminal 

histories, lacked necessary skills and had questionable 

previous experience.

Hiring records between June 1 and August 31, 20xx, 

revealed that some candidates who failed required 

background checks following level-one reviews were still 

passed through to level-two review, contrary to hiring 

policy.

In particular, 3 of 15 candidates sampled across job 

grades A1, A2, B1, B2 and B3 were moved through to 

the level-two review even though they had failed one 

or more of the policy-required background checks: 

education, reference and criminal. All three of these 

candidates were being considered for the A1 job grade, 

and one of these candidates failed all three background 

checks. Only one candidate who failed a background 

check was not moved through to the level-two review; 

this was a candidate for a B3 job grade who failed the 

criminal check.

Recommendation: Executive management needs to increase 

governance over the hiring process. Included should be 

education for department heads and Human Resources 

Exhibit 2 – Job candidate background checks
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1/B2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

2/A2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

3/B1 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

4/B1 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

5/A1 Y N Y N Y N Y

6/B3 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

7/B2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

8/A2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

9/B3 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

10/A1 Y N Y Y Y Y Y

11/B1 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

12/A1 Y N Y Y Y Y Y

13/B2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

14/A2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

15/B3 Y Y Y Y Y N N
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personnel on ethical hiring practices as well as the definition 

and enforcement of consequences for bypassing hiring 

policies.

Making a good supporting case

You have honed your ability to write a high-level summary 

and can back it up with a mid-level summary. You know 

how to summarize the granular data to present accurate 

and meaningful evidence to support your conclusions 

about the causes of the control issues and about the 

overall design and operation of controls. You are confident 

that your reports now will more crisply and clearly deliver 

your messages. NP

Sally Cutler, president of Word-Wrights 

Incorporated, provides report-writing 

training and consulting for internal 

audit departments worldwide. A col-

lection of these columns titled A Few 

Good Words is available through online 

booksellers. Sally has written two books 

on audit reporting, and is a contribut-

ing author to the 6th edition of Sawyers 

Guide for Internal Auditing (2012). You 

may reach her at Sally.Cutler@Word-

Wrights.com or 315-626-2545.

technology reviews. Internal auditors should:

1. Meet with key stakeholders to assess project risks and to 

review clinical process changes and attestation procedures.

2. Compare configurations to documented baselines.

3. Review calculations to ensure alignment with the Final 

Rule. Consider the use of EHR dashboards to aggregate 

data and provide real-time compliance information.  

4. Review a sample of patient data to ensure it can be 

reconciled to data with the EHR dashboard to validate 

calculation accuracy.

5. Review user access controls for Meaningful Use criteria 

for functionality.

6. Review attestation documentation for each 

Meaningful Use criterion to ensure compliance with 

the Final Rule.

7. Review percentages for the Meaningful Use calculation 

measure to ensure hospitals met all requirements for the 

reporting period.  

8. Review and test the patient portal to ensure it meets 

requirements and has adequate (and functional) IT 

controls. 

9. Help the organization recognize the importance 

of maintaining defensible documentation for 

Meaningful Use and to have a centralized storage 

of evidence and coordinated response plan for an 

incident or audit. NP

Meaningful Use Stage 2 Requirements – continued from page 19
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