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Report Writing Column

By Sally F. Cutler

A Few Good Words—
Communicating Your Mission

You’ve worked diligently to shape your 
internal audit group’s mission, including 
helping your staff shift focus from a 
“gotcha!” mentality to a more collaborative 
approach. It’s taken a few years, but you’re 
comfortable that your internal auditors 
have a clear understanding of how they 
contribute to the overall governance of 
the organization and help management 
achieve objectives while maintaining 
their objectivity. You are supported by 
your organization’s audit committee and 
especially by the audit committee chair.

But your auditors still encounter 
skepticism—and sometimes downright 
hostility—during audit engagements. 
Also, you feel you are not always “at 
the table” with senior management 
when initiatives are under development, 
so your ability to contribute controls 
expertise is not being fully tapped.

How do you communicate your mission 
to your organization? How do you help 
your organization understand what 
you do and can do? How do you get 
across distinctions between auditing and 
consulting engagements? And how do 
you build and sustain credibility for your 
staff and yourself?
This column describes how internal 
auditors may use various types 
of communications to help others 
understand internal audit’s mission. The 
column fi rst raises the question of why 
such communications are important. 
Then, the column describes an overall 
“communications plan” and suggests some 
creative approaches to communications: 
issue updates, presentations-in-a-box, and 
descriptions of internal audit’s services 
and personnel. Finally, the column briefl y 
addresses considerations for maintaining 
an internal audit web page.

Why Bother?
Some internal auditors may decide 
it’s not necessary to be proactive in 

communicating internal audit’s mission. 
They may feel that their role is clearly 
defi ned and understood, or they may 
feel that “marketing” themselves is 
inappropriate. And some internal auditors 
wish to maintain a distance from the 
organization because they believe that 
this distance contributes to objectivity.

However, many internal audit departments 
fi nd that they accomplish their objectives 
more effectively and effi ciently when 
the organization fully understands their 
mission. Encouraging better understanding 
is particularly desirable when internal 
audit has shifted or fi ne-tuned its mission 
in response to change. Mergers and 
acquisitions, expanded responsibilities 
related to overall risk management, 
changes in staffi ng, alterations in the audit 
process itself—all of these may call for 
you to reach out to the organization by 
describing or reinforcing your mission.

In addition, misunderstandings about 
internal audit abound. Those who 
sporadically interact with internal 
auditors may have little understanding 
of your true role and your processes. 
Such a lack of understanding 
may contribute to audit-customer 
defensiveness or resistance. Furthermore, 
misunderstandings may prevent others—

including executives—from seeking you 
out for your controls expertise.

A Communications Plan
A documented communications plan 
should precede any communications 
effort. Such a plan starts with an 
assessment of your communication 
objectives, your intended audiences, and 
your key messages. The plan proceeds 
to decisions about the best media for 
each communication objective. The plan 
is rounded out by the development 
of a schedule and the assignment of 
responsibilities.

By starting with the objectives, audiences, 
and messages, you focus on what you hope 
to achieve and those with whom you need 
to communicate. You also narrow that focus 
by pinpointing the key message for each 
communication objective. “Figure 1: Partial 
Communication Plan” shows a portion of 
a plan, with the communication objectives, 
audiences, and key messages included.

For this part of the planning, cast a wide 
net. Explore all the possible objectives 
you may have for communicating your 
mission. Other than those shown in 
Figure 1, some of the areas you might 
consider include the following:

Your audit charter: what you are 
tasked to do by the organization

How you interface with the 
organization: channels of 
communication as well as your 
reporting relationship

Your audit services: what you provide 
for the organization, including—if 
you do so—offering non-audit, 
consultative advice and in what areas

Your audit process: how you fulfi ll 
your charter, including changes 
you’ve made in your process and why

Once you’ve established your 
communication objectives, you can 
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consider media. These are the various 
channels through which we receive 
information: written, oral, and visual. 
Each of these comprises specific types, 
and media often are used in combination.

Traditional documents and oral 
presentations may come to mind first when 
you consider media. Traditional documents 
would include reports, memos, and emails; 
traditional oral presentations would 
include talks at meetings (often supported 
by slides) and one-on-one conversations.

While considering media, you should 
stretch to consider creative ways to use 
these traditional types as well as ways to 
incorporate marketing-type and newer 
media.

To implement your plan, you’ll need 
to schedule the frequency of the 
communications. Some communications 
may be issued on a regular basis, while 
others may be issued in response to 
requests or to specific needs. Developing 
a schedule helps you commit to an 

ongoing focus on the communications 
plan.

Finally, you’ll need to consider who will 
“own” each communication. Consider 
spreading the ownership among the 
members of the internal audit staff. Such 
an approach allows you to tap a range 
of existing skills or to develop new skills 
among staff members.

Communication: Issue Updates
Your internal audit department is a 
valuable source of controls expertise for 
your organization. You are likely to keep a 
closer eye on risk-and-control trends and 
emerging issues than does management 
within your organization. Thus, you can 
be a valued resource for management 
by highlighting important issues for the 
organization.

One way to do so is to provide issue 
updates. These may be sent periodically 
or sporadically, and they may be 
delivered via email, included in other 

organization publications, and/or 
posted on your organization’s internal 
web page. If you use email messages, 
issue updates may be sent either to 
management in general or to particular 
segments of management, depending on 
the issue.

In preparing such updates, use a 
journalistic approach: make your issue 
updates read like news articles. Consider 
such journalistic approaches as an 
attention-grabbing headline, a solid lead 
paragraph, a “top down” writing style, 
and call-outs (see “Figure 2: Annotated 
Example of Journalistic Approaches”): 

An attention-grabbing headline is a 
compressed statement of the update’s 
main message.

A solid lead paragraph answers the 
five W’s plus H: who, what, when, 
where, why, and how.

A top-down writing style presents a 
reader-focused summary right after 
the lead; the remaining paragraphs 
add detail.

Call-outs highlight key sentences 
within the update.

Providing your organization with relevant 
issue updates can help you communicate 
your mission. Specifically, you reinforce 
your role within the governance structure 
of your organization. You also emphasize 
that your role can extend beyond 
conducting audits to being a trusted 
source for information and assistance.

Communication: Presentation-in-a-
Box
Auditors are continually sharing their 
expertise about internal controls. In 
fact, they indirectly educate their audit 
customers each time they conduct an 
audit. A presentation-in-a-box allows you 
to deliver such education directly and 
intentionally.

A presentation-in-a-box is a ready-made 
presentation that can be delivered at 
a moment’s notice. It usually consists 
of a slide file, a few handouts, and an 
outline or “script” for the presentation. 
A presentation-in-a-box may be offered 
during an audit engagement or scheduled 
for delivery at a separate time.
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Topics for which you may want a 
presentation-in-a-box include the 
following:

Overview of risk-and-controls 
concepts

Hallmarks of effective process 
documentation

Roles and responsibilities for various 
controls and compliance activities, 
such as Sarbanes-Oxley

Internal audit’s mission and role in 
governance

Overview of internal audit’s own 
processes

Communication: Marketing-Style 
Descriptions of Services and 
Personnel

When asked, you likely can offer an 
explanation of your services, be they 
restricted to assurance engagements or 
expanded to include consulting services. 
Moreover, your internal audit charter 
provides detailed descriptions of these 
activities.

However, you may find it worthwhile 
to create short, ready-made descriptions 
that you can print and provide in various 
settings. Written in easily-understood 
language, such descriptions can focus 
on how your services support the larger 
organization. Furthermore, they can be 
produced in an attractive, marketing-
style format. You might use such 
descriptions as handouts at meetings, 
as part of your opening-meeting 
information on audit and consulting 
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engagements, and as an adjunct to your 
presentations-in-a-box.

The same can be said for descriptions of 
personnel. These can be reader-friendly 
mini-resumes or biographical sketches. 
They can help everyone from audit 
customers to management to audit 
committee members get to know your 
staff and its capabilities. See “Figure 3: 
Example Personnel Description.”

Communication: Internal Audit  
Web Page
Many internal audit departments 
maintain an internal audit web page. 
However, some have not clearly defined 
its function. Furthermore, some may not 
have considered what it takes to use the 
web page as a tool for communicating 
with the organization at large.

Your web page may be for your 
department’s use only; if so, its function 
should be narrowly defined as such. The 
content, organization, and style of the web 
page should serve your audit staff alone.

If, on the other hand, you want your web 
page to serve as a communications tool 
with the larger organization, carefully 
consider the following questions:

What are the goals of the web page?

Who in the organization is likely to 
want or need to visit your web page?

How will you attract and retain the 
attention of visitors to your web 
page? What’s in it for them?

On what schedule will various 
components of the web page be 
updated?

Who will keep the web page up to 
date?
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review any fraud alerts and each year’s 
OIG work plan to ensure that compliance 
with those components is included in the 
review process.

Thus far, the guidance offered here 
has addressed reviewing services for 
rehabilitation patients delivered in an 
IRF, which would be a unit of an acute-
care hospital or a freestanding acute-care 
rehabilitation hospital. Patients with 
the same diagnoses receiving services 
in other post-acute care settings would 
be subject to differing review processes 
due to the difference in assessment 
instruments.

The Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 directed 
CMS to develop a Post Acute Care 
Payment Reform Demonstration (PAC-
PRD). In January, the PAC-PRD began 
collecting data from acute-care hospitals 
and four types of post-acute care settings, 
including long-term care hospitals, 
inpatient rehabilitation facilities, SNFs, 
and home healthcare agencies. CMS plans 
to examine the data following the end of 
the collection in June to “predict cost and 
resource use based on patient assessment 
information.” 

CMS’s ultimate goals are to develop a 
uniform patient assessment instrument, 
determine a new Medicare payment 

structure across post-acute care settings, 
and reevaluate how patient assessments 
occur just before and then during a 
patient’s post-acute care experience. 
Upon reaching those goals, reviewing 
rehabilitation would be consistent 
regardless of the setting, and the reviewer 
would not need to know all of the 
regulations surrounding multiple-care 
settings and their assessment tools. NP
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Once these questions are answered, 
you may consider placing on the web 
page many of the communication 
tools described in this column. That 
is, your web page can be a repository 
for issue updates, service descriptions, 
personnel descriptions, and even for 
the presentations-in-a-box. If you 
place the latter on your web page, you 
might consider automating them and 
adding audio commentary, making the 
presentations free-standing.
Your mission is clear to you and your 
staff, but others in the organization may 
have little understanding of internal 
audit’s role and how you fulfill that 
role. Reaching out to communicate your 
mission—and using creative approaches 
to do so—can help bridge the gap. NP
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