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Report Writing Column

By Sally F. Cutler

A Few Good Words–Pulling it 
All Together

In fi ve previous columns we have 
discussed in great detail some basic 
concepts and tools to make your audit 
reports stand out, represent your 
professional audit work, and present 
actionable activity based on audited 
results. This column is intended to review 
and summarize the salient parts of what 
we have learned about excellent audit 
report writing to date.

Getting Action
How do we in fact know what readers 
want to get from our written reports? 
How do we ensure that these messages 
get across? The answers to these questions 
help us write the kinds of audit reports 
we all desire: reports that are read and 
understood and that prompt action.

What do readers want to get out of 
audit reports? The simplest answer to 
this question is, “Messages that matter.” 
The audit-report messages that matter 
comprise conclusions about the causes of 
the conditions the auditor found, insights 
about risks, and insights about the 
direction management will take.

When the message is a conclusion 
about the causes, the details of the fi ndings 
support the conclusions, but the details 
alone rarely are the message. Rather, 
the details provide evidence that the 
message is valid, and the details must 
be suffi cient for a rational person to see 
the logic the auditor used to reach the 
conclusion.

When the message is an insight about 
the risks, the details are placed in a larger 
context; in audit reports, this larger 
context is generally a risk-based frame 
of reference. When the auditor describes 
risks related to the fi ndings, he or she 
uses the risk context to provide an insight 
into the fi nding that the facts in and of 
themselves would not communicate. An 
example of putting the details into context 
is the following: 

A university-affi liated hospital requires 
that all IT systems containing hospital-
based research data be protected in a 
specifi ed way. If the data are not protected 
in the specifi ed way, grants supporting 
the research are put in jeopardy and 
researchers’ intellectual property is 
exposed to theft or misuse.

When the message is an insight into 
the direction management will take, 
the auditor must answer the reader’s 
questions about what will happen and 
when. Specifi cally, the reader wants to 
know what will be done, at what level, 
by whom, and within what timeframe. 
Clear, succinct information is called for to 
deliver the message about the scope and 
urgency of the actions.

How Do We Ensure That The 
Messages Get Across?
To get messages across, the auditor 
needs to know how readers “process” 
information; once the auditor understands 
this, he or she can organize reports 
appropriately. When we talk about 
how readers “process” information, we 
are talking about how the readers gain 
information and absorb it for recall or use.

Readers process information best when 
the information is organized in a top-
down fashion. Studies show readers 
can absorb more of the details—and 
remember them better—when the high-
level summary precedes the details. The 
high-level summary messages provide 
the guiding principles or a framework 
that enables the reader to understand the 
details. We call such a top-down approach 
an “immediate” style because the high-
level summary messages are available to 
the reader immediately. 

Three approaches to the overall 
organization of audit reports support 
the immediate style. First is the use of 
an executive summary. Such a summary 
moves the high-level summary messages 

• to the beginning of the report. Second is 
the use of a fi ndings summary between 
the executive summary and the fi ndings 
themselves. Such a summary may be a 
brief table that captures and categorizes 
causes, risks, and action plans. Third is 
the organization of the fi ndings (within 
the body of the report) so that in each 
fi nding the messages come fi rst. 

The resulting structure of the report 
commonly looks like this:

Executive Summary: Purpose and 
Scope, followed by the Opinion 
Summary or table of fi ndings

Body of the report: For each fi nding, 
the causes and effects, followed by 
supporting details of the criteria and 
conditions and then by the action 
plans

Appendix materials, which may 
include the following as appropriate:

Additional background 
information

Additional details of the fi ndings 
and fi eldwork, if needed by some 
readers

Defi nitions of ratings, and 
explanations of how they are 
determined

Defi nitions of terms

What Skills Do We Need to Craft a 
Report That Succeeds?
The auditor needs three core skills. 
These are the ability to organize complex 
information in logical ways, to make 
such logical organization “visible” to the 
readers, and to make the writing readable. 
All other writing-quality skills rest on 
these core skills.

Organizing Complex Information in 
Logical Ways
Logical organization is central to a good 
report. Although the overall structure 
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places the messages effectively, the 
auditor still needs to write up some or 
all of the details to support the messages, 
and the details may be complex. Many 
logical patterns serve writers well, and 
four are particularly useful in audit 
reports:

topical priority order

chronological order 

comparison 

spatial order

The writer then needs to make the report 
organization visible to the readers. 
Generally the best strategy is through 
either the use of sub-headings; explicit or 
subtle references to a pattern of activity 
or events; or the use of pattern-related 
transitions.

Making the Writing Readable

Once the auditor has identifi ed the 
pattern and made the pattern visible, 
success rests on the readability of the 
writing. Readability refers to the ease—or 
lack thereof—experienced by the reader. 
Readability has been found to depend on 
sentence length and on word diffi culty, as 
perceived by the reader. 

The auditor can make writing easier to 
read by limiting sentence length–we 
recommend 15 to 20 words per sentence 
for audit reports. This does not mean that 
each sentence must fall within that range; 
rather it means that the average sentence 
length falls within the range.

Also, the auditor can make writing 
easier by attending to the diffi culty or 
unfamiliarity of the words they use. We 
recommend that auditors replace long, 
complex words whenever possible. We 
also recommend that they be especially 
careful about technical or specialized 
vocabulary, avoiding it if possible. 

Focus On What the Readers Want 
and Need

Now it becomes a matter of considering 
your audience of readers and how versed 
they maybe with the audit report subject 
matter. Is the reader a front-line person 
or someone that is three levels away 
from the action? To properly report on 
the audit will it be necessary to address 
the ‘technical’ aspects of systems and 
processes or will you be discussing 
less ‘nitty-gritty’ matters? Considering 
what information readers need or don’t 
need should be determined near the 
very beginning of the writing process. 
Eliminating information they don’t need 
results in the reader feeling they got what 
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they wanted from your report.

To distinguish wanted from unwanted 
and needed from unneeded information, 
we must fi rst understand our readers. 
Specifi cally, we should identify how they 
will use the document, determine their 
levels of understanding, and assess their 
possible reactions.

The readers’ levels of understanding 
help us to know how much or how little 
detail they need. Readers with a high 
level of technical understanding usually 
want and need more detail; those with 
a lower level of understanding usually 
want and need less. This equation—high 
level equals more detail, and low level 
equals less detail—is poorly understood 
by many writers. In fact, some writers 
think they need to explain more to readers 
with lower levels of understanding, 
and they load documents with technical 
information beyond the reader’s reach 
and outside the reader’s attention span. 
The key is to provide those details that 
illuminate the messages, not to attempt 
to bring the non-technical reader to the 
same level of technical understanding 
possessed by the writer.

Use Words Economically
English is wonderfully fl exible, with 
various ways of expressing a single idea. 
Unfortunately, such fl exibility can lead 
to sentences loaded up with unnecessary 
words and phrases. Here are four 
common problems that impede word 
economy:

Habitual expressions that add no 
value

Redundancies

“There is…” constructions

Noun constructions where verbs will 
do

Habitual expressions take up space 
without adding content. Consider the 
following revision:

Original: In order to prevent errors in 
order processing, four specifi c changes 
will be made in the procedures. 

Revision: To prevent errors in order 
processing, four changes will be made 
in the procedures.

Using noun constructions where verbs 
will do results in longer, less vivid 
expressions. Consider the following 
revision:

Original: In 2005, the Board gave 
consideration to merging the two 
divisions.

•
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Revision: In 2005, the Board considered 
merging the two divisions.

Control Sentence Length
Long sentences give the impression that 
the writing lacks conciseness. Writing 
dominated by long sentences fatigues 
the readers and taxes their attention. 
Sentences that average 15 to 20 words will 
be read easily by most readers. Routinely 
exceeding this length makes reading 
diffi cult.

When we fi nd a long sentence—and we 
have edited for unnecessary information 
and word economy—we should break the 
sentence into two or more. To do so, we 
look for the major pieces of information 
and try to segregate each (or perhaps two) 
into its own sentence. 

Conciseness is built from the top down: 
understanding what readers want 
and need, including only necessary 
information, using words economically, 
and breaking up long sentences. With 
practice, any writer can adopt these 
strategies. The result will be a crisp, vivid 
document that is easy to read—even when 
it deals with complex, technical issues.

Assessing Signifi cance
One thing less experienced auditors do 
not do well is to consider the relative 
signifi cance of the conditions found. Big, 
small, important, or trivial fi ndings tend 
to be treated with similar consideration. 
But, those reading audit reports need 
our assessment of signifi cance. They ask, 
“Which fi ndings are most important?” 
and “What is their relevance to our 
organization?”

If we develop some key logic skills 
and a key writing strategy, we can 
succeed in communicating signifi cance. 
The logic skills include managing the 
details of the fi nding, summarizing the 
details, and formulating conclusions; 
the writing strategy is a best practice 
for how we should organize these types 
of information, namely, a “top-down” 
approach.

Details, Summaries, Conclusions
Details are the specifi cs of the conditions 
we found. Typically, the details consist 
of data points: they are specifi c, factual, 
and—more often than not—numeric. 

Summaries result when we group data 
by common characteristics. Summaries 
are necessary in audit reporting and help 
us to see patterns of concern in the data. 
Summaries help readers to understand 
the relevance of the data and, in 
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particular, to begin to see and appreciate 
the risks and their magnitude.

When we create such summaries, we use 
some or all of the following strategies:

Aggregation: Adding like amounts. 
For example, we could describe 
the aggregated amount in terms 
of a percentage: “Payables aged 
over 30 days represented 60% of 
the approximately 25,000 payables 
outstanding.”

Ranges: Providing the low and high 
ends of a range. For example, we 
could provide the span of the aging: 
“Aged payables ranged from 30 to 
150 days past due.”

Common elements: Combining details 
that have a characteristic in common. 
For example, we could specify that 
a certain type of payable was past 
due: “Of the payables aged over 60 
days, 45% were related to third-party 
payers.” (Note that this example uses 
aggregation as well.)

Conclusions are the outgrowth of 
examining the details and summaries in 
an organizational context. Conclusions 
provide audit-report readers with insights 
based on our professional expertise 
as auditors and our understanding of 
internal controls.

To reach conclusions, we must ask 
questions about the causes and effects of 
the patterns in the data. Key questions for 
reaching such conclusions are, “Why?” 
and “So what?”

The “why” question. We ask, 
“Why did these conditions occur?” 
Sometimes, the answer to the 
question is evident from our 
interviews. 

The “so what” question. We ask, 
“What are the consequences of 
the current conditions and of the 
ongoing operation of the causes?” To 
answer these questions, we use our 
understanding of the risks within 
the audited entity or process and the 
risks to the larger organization

The Writing Strategy
We now are working with three well-
defi ned types of information: details, 
summaries, and conclusions. However, 
our logical progression through these 
types is the inverse of the best strategy 
for presenting them in the report. That 
is, our logic started with the details; 
we then created summaries and later 
formulated conclusions. However, in the 
audit report, we will use a “top-down” 
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approach: the conclusions will come fi rst, 
followed by the appropriate summaries. 
Details will be included to emphasize or 
clarify particularly egregious situations, 
with the amount of detail based on our 
organization’s culture and our readers’ 
expectations.

We can train ourselves to write in this 
top-down style even if it does not at fi rst 
come naturally. One way to do so is to 
recognize the logical distinctions among 
details, summaries, and conclusions 
and then to conscientiously write them 
as separate statements. Once we have 
these statements drafted, we can move 
them into the correct positions, adding 
transitions to tie the ideas together.

Getting the Tone Right
Trying to fi nd the right balance, not too 
harsh and not too mild is an important 
part of audit report writing. You need 
to match the tone of the writing to the 
severity of the issues, to support the facts 
by the way you use words. Controlling 
the tone of writing is based on three 
understandings: what tone is, how to 
adjust tone, and how to avoid tonal 
problems.

What Tone Is
When you speak, you use more than 
words to fully communicate the message. 
Specifi cally, you incorporate facial 
expressions and body language; in 
addition, you alter the way your voice 
sounds—what is called your “tone of 
voice.” 

However, writing lacks the 
communication components of facial 
expression, body language, and tone of 
voice. Words alone convey the message. 
Thus, when we refer to the “tone” of 
writing, we are referring to the often 
subtle messages that readers take from 
how we select and use words.

How to Adjust Tone
Four factors affect tone in writing, and by 
managing these, you can control the tone:

The content of internal audit messages is 
usually negative, so these four factors are 
crucial in communicating how relatively 
negative, severe, and signifi cant the audit 
issues are.

Connotation

Words have “denotation” and 
“connotation.” Denotation is the meaning 
or defi nition of the word; it is the agreed-
upon “dictionary defi nition.” Connotation 
is the subtle emotional reference or 

shading of the word, and connotation 
evokes a reaction in the reader that goes 
beyond comprehension.

Understanding connotation is the starting 
point for understanding how to control 
the tone of your writing. Consider these 
four ways of expressing almost the same 
idea:

The absence of training limited the 
employees’ understanding of the process.

Lack of training led to employees 
misunderstanding the process.

Because employees were not trained, they 
were uninformed about the process.

Failure to train employees resulted in 
their ignorance concerning the process.

Sometimes the connotations differ 
subtly: Is absence of training harsher or 
milder than lack of training? Is it worse to 
misunderstand or to be uninformed? And 
sometimes the connotation differences are 
not subtle: Would most of us agree that 
failure and ignorance are likely to raise the 
readers’ blood pressure?

Placement of negation

In English, ideas can be negated by 
directly negating nouns and verbs (using 
no and not), by negating adjectives using 
prefi xes (such as non, in, and un), and by 
using words that contain the negation. 
Consider the way the negation is created 
in the following sentences:

Direct negation of the noun: No 
documentation existed for the patient 
transfers.

Direct negation of the verb: 
Documentation did not exist for the 
patient transfers.

Negation of the adjective using the prefi x 
non: Documentation was nonexistent 
for the patient transfers.

Negation using a negative word (absent): 
Documentation was absent for the 
patient transfers.

As demonstrated for connotation, the 
tonal shifts can be subtle. Starting a 
sentence with the word no is potent, 
but so is attaching the prefi x non to the 
word existent. Consider also that a series 
of sentences all beginning with no will 
compound the negativity.

Proportion and Sequence of Negative and 
Positive Information

Connotation and negation focus on 
individual words. However, readers also 
infer tone from whether there is a mix of 
negative and positive information—what 
we call proportion—and the sequencing 
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of this information. Consider the 
proportion and sequence in the following 
examples:

The organization has improved executive 
expense reporting by providing online 
guidance and user-friendly tools for 
reporting. Still, expense reports lacked 
some documentation and were not being 
consistently reviewed.

Executive expense reports did not include 
all required documentation, and expense 
reviews were not being consistently 
conducted as required. The organization 
has, however, made efforts to improve 
reporting with online guidance and tools. 

In the fi rst example, 17 words describe 
the positive aspects of the activity—and 
these words come fi rst—while 12 words 
describe the negative aspects. In contrast, 
in the second example, 14 words describe 
the positive aspects—and these words 
come last—while 20 words describe the 
negative aspects. As a result, the fi rst 
example is noticeably more positive 
than the second, and the message it 
communicates is different.

Negative and Positive Projection

The fi nal tone factor is projection. 
Specifi cally, tone is impacted by how 
effects are “projected.” That is, they 
may be projected as the negative effects 
of failing to resolve causes—negative 
projection—or as the positive effects of 
successfully resolving causes—positive 
projection. Consider the projection in the 
following examples:

Failure to conduct employee performance 
reviews on a timely basis increases 
employee dissatisfaction and decreases 
overall morale.

Conducting employee performance 
reviews on a timely basis increases 
employee satisfaction and overall morale.

Many times, your audit report will 
communicate fi ndings that range in 
severity. While positive projection is 
inappropriate for signifi cant or severe 
fi ndings, it is effective for “toning down” 
less severe ones. If you incorporate 
positive projection in the less severe 
fi ndings, you help your readers see the 
relative signifi cance of the fi ndings. 
Furthermore, your audit customer will 
perceive a measure of “balance” in your 
report, which in itself can be persuasive.

How to Avoid Tonal Problems
How, then, can you avoid tonal problems? 
One strategy is to strive to match tone 
to severity. Do your audit fi ndings—
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regardless of their relative severity—use 
the same degree of negative wording, 
present the same proportion of negative 
and positive information (or present 
negative information only), and project 
the effects always as negative ones? If so, 
the reader may get the impression that all 
fi ndings are equally severe or signifi cant, 
when that is rarely the case. Try using the 
four factors to adjust the tone to match the 
severity.

A second strategy is to realize some 
words as “fi ghting words” and to avoid 
them. They raise emotional defenses in 
a reader. Words with strong negative 
connotations—failure, incompetence, 
negligence, ignorance, and many more—can 
create so much hostility in the reader that 
the reader cannot attend to the message. 

Managing Technical Content
One of the most diffi cult of audit report 
problems is the challenge of writing for 
technically-diverse readerships. Use of 
layering and navigation is the path to 
success. Different approaches will need to 
be applied to adjust various sections of a 
document for the less-technical and more-
technical readers. 

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.

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.
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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.” 

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.
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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 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. 

Provide the defi nition elsewhere, for 
example, in a glossary or a footnote. 

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. 

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.)

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.
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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. 

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. 

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

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. 
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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.

Everyone Understands
You now have the skills to craft an audit 
report which delivers a 
message that matters. Your reports 
comprise conclusions based on what 
your audit uncovered and it lays out 
actionable insights for its readers. Your 
reports do this because you consider 
how readers most effectively process 
information.

Complex audit information is 
thoughtfully organized in logical ways 
and focuses on what readers want and 
need. You do not use more words than 
necessary and keep sentences within 
an easy to comprehend range of 15-20 
words on average. Your style assesses the 
signifi cant audit fi ndings with judicious 
summaries and conclusions supported by 
detail.

You employ a top-down report 
organization approach, and you 
work on getting the tone right for the 
circumstances, as well as considering 
your reader’s sensitivity. For technical 
material you manage content for the 
less-technical and more-technical reader’s 
ability. Finally, you help readers through 
your report using navigation tools to 
assist them.

Consistent practice and being ever 
vigilant of these available skills and tools 
arm you with a superior ability to deliver 
the ‘audit goods’–a message that always 
matters. NP
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