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Report Writing Column

By Sally F. Cutler

Your chief audit executive has 
asked you to write up a technical issue 
so “anyone can understand it.” But 
how do you do that? Your readers are 
smart and well educated, but their 
technical specialties vary. The issue is 
complex, and you’re struggling to make it 
understandable without misrepresenting 
it. 

This column describes an approach 
to the challenge of writing for technically-
diverse readerships. Specifi cally, it 
promotes layering and navigation as the 
path to success. Then, it provides advice 
about how to adjust various sections of a 
document for less-technical and more-
technical readers. Finally, it addresses the 
sometimes vexing mechanics of handling 
abbreviations.

Layering and Navigation
You might think that the best way 
to address a diverse readership is to 
compromise on the level of technicality, 
that is, to hit some middle level of 
complexity. However, such a compromise 
satisfi es neither type of reader: it stresses 
the less-technical readers and under-
serves the more-technical ones.

A combination of layering and 
navigation is the solution to the 
challenges of a technically-diverse 
readership. Layering and navigation 
empower the readers to make decisions 
about what to read and what not to read.

Layering: When you layer the 
document, you adjust different sections 
of the document to suit different readers: 
some sections are for the less-technical 
readers, and some are for the more-
technical ones. You layer the document 
by carefully dividing the content, with 
a realistic eye to what each readership 
segment wants and needs.

The structure of the document can be 
layered. For example, including an 

•

executive summary in a report is a 
kind of layering; so is the inclusion of 
appendices.

The information within each section 
of the document can be layered. 
When you do so, including navigation 
strategies supports the layering.

Navigation: Navigation enables 
readers to fi nd their way in a layered 
document. In addition, navigation gives 
readers “permission” to bypass the parts 
of the document that are not useful to 
them. Navigation is created by using 
layout, graphic cues, and wording to 
direct the readers’ attention.

Document Sections Aimed at Less-
Technical Readers
For document sections aimed at less-
technical readers, the following strategies 
are effective. 

Explanations or reminders of 
underlying concepts: Less-technical 
readers need to understand—or to be 
reminded about—the concepts that 
underlie the ideas. Furthermore, when 
you anchor these concepts to what these 
readers already know, you enable the 
readers to understand the new ideas 
and information you are presenting. 
This writing principle is called “known-
new.” For example, you might write, 
“Following the implementation of 
HIPAA, the hospital upgraded its 
information technology (IT) systems 
to better protect patient information 
[known concepts for the reader]. 
However, increasing sophistication in 
identity-theft has caused the hospital’s 
IT department to install automated 
intrusion-detection software [new 
information for the reader]. This audit 
assessed the effectiveness of that 
software installation [new information 
for the reader].”

•

Fewer Details
Some writers believe they can help less-
technical readers by providing more 
details. These writers try to raise the 
understanding of less-technical readers to 
the writer’s own level of understanding. 
However, such an approach is mistaken.

Less-technical readers know that 
the details are important to someone, 
and they may even feel obliged to try 
to understand. However, the effort is 
out of proportion to the rewards. The 
less-technical reader gets lost, gets 
discouraged, or—the worst case—
misunderstands. Less-technical readers 
have diffi culty seeing what is relevant and 
grasping which details are signifi cant.

Less-technical readers need fewer 
details, not more. They need the high-
level concepts based on the details, not the 
details themselves. Their understanding 
may be enhanced by pertinent details in 
specifi c areas, but they do not need to 
know everything that you know. Rather, 
they need you to use your technical level 
of understanding to interpret the details 
for them.

Avoidance or Defi nitions of 
Technical Terms
The technically correct term may be 
baffl ing for less-technical readers. It may 
stymie them, or they may misunderstand 
it.

One approach is to avoid using 
technical terms in the document sections 
aimed at the less-technical readers. 
For example, say you call your audit 
methodology COBRA, which stands 
for COSO-based Risk Auditing. Your 
reader needs a description of your audit 
methodology, namely, that you audit the 
highest risks using a well-established 
method for identifying risks; however, 
your reader may never need to know 
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your pet name for this methodology. In 
fact, including that name may introduce 
a distraction—what we call “noise”—into 
the communication.

Another approach—when less-
technical readers do need to understand a 
technical term—is to defi ne the term. Here 
are three ways to do so:

Embed the defi nition. You may embed 
a defi nition within parentheses (which 
serve as a graphic cue) or in a separate 
sentence (which calls attention to the 
defi nition through wording).

Example of defi nition embedded with 
parentheses: Cardiac rehabilitation 
may be provided as an “incident 
to” benefi t (a benefi t requiring 
the physician to see the patient 
periodically but not to perform a 
personal professional service each 
time the patient attends rehabilitation 
services provided by a non-
physician). 

Example of defi nition embedded 
as separate sentence: Cardiac 
rehabilitation may be provided 
as what is called an “incident to” 
benefi t. Such a benefi t requires 
the physician to see the patient 
periodically but not to perform a 
personal professional service each 
time the patient attends rehabilitation 
services provided by a non-physician.

Provide the defi nition elsewhere, for 
example, in a glossary or a footnote. 
The graphic cue for the footnote is, of 
course, the superscript number for the 
footnote; a graphic cue for a glossary 
term could be italics or underlining. 
Because footnote and glossary 
defi nitions slow down the reader, 
use this approach when the primary 
readership is more technical and the 
secondary readership is less technical.

If the document will be read 
electronically, provide the defi nition 
through a mouse rollover (the defi nition 
pops up when the cursor rests over 
the term) or a hyperlink. Either way, a 
graphic cue should signal the reader 
that a defi nition is available.

Shorter sentences: Less-technical 
readers need shorter sentences, with the 
information parceled out in manageable 
segments. For document sections aimed 
at less-technical readers, strive for an 
average sentence length around 15 
words. (Remember, you are aiming for an 
average: not every sentence needs to be 
limited to 15 words.)

•
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Document Sections Aimed at More-
Technical Readers
More details: More-technical readers want 
and need details, and they want to see 
how you reached conclusions based on 
those details. They will scrutinize the 
quality of the information and assess 
your credibility as an honest reporter of 
the details. Explanations or reminders of 
underlying principles, however, generally 
get in the way of fl uid reading for more-
technical readers.

Technical terms: Technical terms 
are useful—even essential—for more-
technical readers. Such terms ease the 
reading; they communicate in a short-
hand, precise way. Furthermore, with this 
readership, the absence of the technically-
correct term may reduce your credibility 
as the writer.

Longer sentences: More-technical 
readers can stand longer sentences 
because these readers are familiar with 
the concepts. An average sentence length 
up to 25 words will generally not impede 
their reading. They can follow the line of 
thought and see how complex ideas are 
related.

Additional Navigation Strategies
Headings, sidebars, and appendices can 
provide useful navigation for both less-
technical and more-technical readers.

Headings: All readers appreciate 
headings that identify what will follow. 
In general, the more informative the 
heading, the more useful it will be for the 
reader. Consider, for example, the limited 
utility of the heading “Background” 
versus the more useful “Previous 
initiatives to reduce medication errors.” 
Or, compare the heading “Process 
description” to the heading “Description 
of intake process.” 

Sidebars: A sidebar is text that is 
visually separated from the main text; 
it may be shaded or boxed, and it may 
be placed so that the main text wraps 
around it. The visual separation gives the 
reader permission to skip the information. 
Coupled with a sidebar heading that 
tells “what’s in the box,” a sidebar 
provides effective navigation for diverse 
readerships.

For less-technical readers, sidebars may 
contain explanations of basic concepts, 
background information, or “call-outs” 
that highlight key points in the main 
text.
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For more-technical readers, sidebars 
may provide details, expanded 
discussions, methodology, or reference 
information. 

Appendices: Consider placing more-
technical information in an appendix 
when the material is too extensive for 
a footnote or sidebar. Turning to (or 
hyperlinking to) an appendix slows the 
reading, so appendices are most useful 
when the less-technical readers are the 
primary readers of the document; the 
more-technical readers will do the work 
of turning to the appendix.

Beware of two pitfalls in creating an 
appendix: burying essential information 
there, and failing to be selective. 
An appendix should be as carefully 
constructed as the rest of the document. 
If essential information is buried in an 
appendix, abstract that information 
into the main text. And if the appendix 
contains extraneous information, excise 
that information.

How to Handle Abbreviations
We love the abbreviations we know, 
but we hate the ones we do not know. 
(In the following discussion, the 
word “abbreviation” refers to both 
abbreviations and acronyms. An 
abbreviation is a shortened form, usually 
using the fi rst letters of the words being 
shortened. For example, the United States 
is referred to as the US. An acronym is an 
abbreviation pronounced as a word. For 
example, “SARS” is an acronym.)

Abbreviations are common in 
technical documents because technical 
content contains strings of specialized 
terms. Consider how cumbersome it 
would be to repeatedly write “magnetic 
resonance imaging” instead of “MRI.” 
Furthermore, an abbreviation rapidly 
becomes the name for the entire concept, 
system, or project it represents.

The convention for handling an 
abbreviation is to defi ne it the fi rst time 
you use it, stating the full term followed 
by the abbreviation in parentheses, 
like this: magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI). Once you have done so, you are 
theoretically free to use the abbreviation 
in the rest of the document. This is 
called defi ning the abbreviation on “fi rst 
mention.” But the fi rst-mention approach 
is fraught with real-world problems:

The references are too far apart. 
No reader will remember what the 
abbreviation means if you introduce 

•
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it on page 2 but do not use it again 
until page 20. Repeat the full defi nition 
with the abbreviation, or drop the 
abbreviation entirely.

There are too many abbreviations. 
Confusion builds when you use too 
many abbreviations in proximity. Avoid 
abbreviations for terms you repeat least 
often, reserving the abbreviations for 
the most common two or three.

Nobody knows what the abbreviation 
stands for anymore. Sometimes, 
the terms behind the abbreviation 
have been forgotten, even though 
the readers still know what the 
abbreviation means. For example, 
most people probably have to 
think twice to “translate” HIPAA. 

•

•

When the abbreviation is better 
known than the underlying terms, 
present the abbreviation fi rst and 
the terms second, like this: HIPAA 
(Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act).

Finally, select the article “a” or 
the article “an” before an abbreviation 
based on the sound, not the spelling. For 
example, write “a SARS epidemic” but 
“an MRI study.” (We pronounce “MRI” 
starting with the vowel sound “eh”, as in 
“em,” so the article “an” is correct.) 

Everyone Understands
You’ve considered your readership and 
decided how to layer the document for 
your more-technical and less-technical 

readers. Your document has informative 
headings, some embedded defi nitions, 
three helpful sidebars, a short glossary, 
and two appendices. (And you’ve kept 
those abbreviations under control!) Your 
readers are delighted, and your chief 
audit executive’s aim of helping everyone 
understand has been achieved. NP
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Always do right. This will gratify some people and astonish the rest. 
— Mark Twain  

When confronted with the new 
frontier of stem cell research there is little 
published guidance to assist internal 
auditors. The stem cell research area 
involves controversy, scrutiny, evolving 
laws, multi-disciplinary topics, money, 
professional reputations, and fame. 
This all equates to a high-risk audit. By 
sticking with a basic risk-based approach, 
an internal auditor can meet the objectives 
of the audit and add value to the new 
stem cell research program overall.
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