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Report Writing Column

A Few Good Words - Reviewing and 
Editing: A View from Both Sides 
By Sally F. Cutler 

It’s late and you’re tired, but in front 
of you is an audit report that has to be 
issued today. You’re dreading the task 
of reviewing this report because this 
particular auditor’s writing seems to be 
getting worse with each report she writes. 
You’ve extensively marked up all of her 
reports, and both you and she are getting 
frustrated. “Why isn’t she getting it?” you 
wonder.

Few documents—and practically no 
reports—are issued within internal 
auditing departments without review, and 
often editing, by someone other than the 
writer. Perhaps you are the audit manager 
or director described above, responsible 
for the quality of those reports and tasked 
with reviewing each one. Perhaps you’re 
the writer who is required to submit your 
drafts for review. Or perhaps you’re a 
good writer, so your audit colleagues turn 
to you for advice.

Whatever your situation, collaborative 
writing can be a productive, even a 
developmental, activity for both the 
writer and the reviewer, or it can be an 
activity fi lled with frustrations for both.

This column will distinguish reviewing 
from editing, examine the impacts of each 
activity on writers and reviewers, describe 
various writers’ and reviewers’ mindsets, 
and provide best practices for effective 
collaborative writing.

Reviewing versus Editing
Let’s begin by defi ning these terms:

Reviewing is the act of providing 
feedback on writing without making 
the changes themselves.

Editing is the act of revising writing. 
It may include changing the sequence 
of information, deleting or adding 
information, revising paragraphs and 
sentences, and correcting grammar, 
punctuation, and mechanics.
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•

A reviewer’s comments may be broad or 
narrow. For example, a reviewer might 
question the suffi ciency of information to 
support an audit issue, with a comment 
such as, “What additional data could you 
summarize to strengthen this point?” 
A reviewer might make an editorial 
suggestion, such as, “Try breaking up this 
long sentence to make it easier to read.” 

Or a reviewer might make a quite pointed 
comment, such as, “You need to add a 
comma here to separate the two parts of 
this compound sentence.”

Regardless of the breadth of the 
reviewer’s comment, the actual change is 
left in the hands of the writer.

Editing, on the other hand, changes the 
document. The edits may be captured 
electronically (through a feature such as 
Microsoft® Word’s “track changes”) or 
shown manually (through the traditional 
red pen). Either way, the editor has taken 
over the task, leaving the writer in the 
position of accepting or rejecting the 
changes. Most writers, of course, accept 
the changes when they come from their 
managers.    

Impacts of Various Approaches
Both reviewing and editing have 
advantages and disadvantages for writers 
and reviewers.
Reviewing: Reviewing has the advantage 
of placing the primary responsibility for 
the document in the writer’s hands. The 
writer is closest to the content; thus, the 
writer is most likely to get the facts right 
and to draw appropriate conclusions. 

Reviewing respects the writer’s 
perspective.

Furthermore, reviewing builds the 
writer’s skill because the writer makes the 
changes. The writer must puzzle out and 
execute the best solution. Even when the 
reviewer’s comments are quite pointed, 
the writer is still the one with his or her 
hands on the keyboard.

A further advantage of reviewing is 
time saved for the reviewer. This may 
seem counterintuitive for reviewers who 
feel that “fi xing” the document is the 
fastest way to deal with its defi ciencies. 
However, the act of reviewing takes less 
time than editing. To review, you need 
only identify the problem; to edit you not 
only need to identify the problem but also 
need to craft the solution.

A disadvantage is that the reviewing 
process overall takes more elapsed time. 
The document has to go back to the 
writer, and it may have to come back to 
the reviewer for a second review. Still, 
reviewing is, in the long term, more 
effi cient if your aim is to build the writer’s 
skills.

Editing: Editing is speedy for the 
document at hand. That is, editing 
eliminates returning the document to the 
writer, so the document can be issued 
rapidly.

Another perceived advantage of editing 
is the editor getting precisely what the 
editor wants, in his or her own style. 
Such a high degree of stylistic consistency 
may seem an advantage; however, most 
readers of internal audit reports are less 

Reviewing has the advantage of placing the primary 
responsibility for the document in the writer’s hands.
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concerned about stylistic consistency 
than they are about the accuracy and 
clarity of the information presented. 
Furthermore, consistent reports can be 
produced by having writers adhere to 
basic specifications for report format, 
organization, and length. Individual 
writing-style traits then become far less 
significant.

Most importantly, a steady practice of 
editing minimizes the opportunity to 
develop writers’ skills. Some editors take 
time to explain their changes to writers, 
and this is a good practice; however, 
these editors still are the ones building 
skills—editing skills—while the writers are 
bystanders. Few writers improve by simply 
watching someone else edit their work.

Finally, poor editing puts the editor in a 
truly bad light: a skilled writer edited by 
an unskilled editor will resent the errors. 
That writer may push back or may, out of 
frustration, just abdicate responsibility.

Writers’ and Reviewers’ Mindsets: Nothing 
impacts the value of collaborative writing 
more than the mindsets of the writers 
and the reviewers. When expectations are 
clear, a collaborative writing process adds 
to the quality of the finished document 
and develops skills in the writer and the 
reviewer; when expectations are not clear, 
non-value-added time and frustration 
result.

Productive Mindsets: The most 
productive mindsets assign primary 
ownership of the document to the writer. 
Namely, the writer aims to produce the 
best document possible before it is passed 
to the reviewer. The writer does so by 
ensuring the following:

The content is accurate and at the 
appropriate level of detail.

The document is organized according 
to expected principles.

The writing is clear and concise.

The tone is appropriate.

The grammar, punctuation, and 
mechanics are correct.

The formatting meets expectations or 
standards.

The writing is free of typographic 
errors.

The writer then expects the reviewer 
to add insights owing to a different 
perspective—often, that of someone 
with more experience—and to provide 
an objective review of the document’s 
organization and writing quality.
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Similarly, the reviewer expects to receive 
a document that represents the writer’s 
best effort and that is free of errors. The 
reviewer understands that the task is to 
add value from a respectful, objective 
perspective. This does not mean that the 
reviewer reads casually or carelessly; 
rather, the reviewer reads closely and adds 
comments carefully, aiming to leave the 
original document as intact as possible.

Unproductive Mindsets: Unfortunately, 
these productive mindsets can be 
undermined by misunderstandings about 
the writer’s and the reviewer’s roles.

Too often, writers fail to provide 
reviewers with high-quality documents; 
rather, such writers produce a “draft,” 
which they see as a rough first effort. 
They fail to take ownership for the quality 
of the document, expecting and relying 
on the reviewer to correct the draft. 
Reviewers fall into the trap, making large 
and small changes, assuming ownership 
of the document, and thus reinforcing the 
writer’s “draft” approach.

Also, reviewers may see themselves as 
editors. Some reviewers feel that they 
have never met a document that they 
could not improve by rewriting. They take 
over ownership even when the document 
produced by the writer is objectively 
satisfactory. This type of compulsive 
reviewer intimidates inexperienced 
writers, frustrates good writers, and in the 
end may cause any writer to stop trying. 
The writer may think, “Why bother when 
everything I write gets changed anyway?”

Best Practices
The following represent best practices for 
effective collaboration.
The process is based on reviewing, not 
on editing. To enable this approach, the 
writers agree that the document they 
deliver will be the best effort they can 
produce. Furthermore, the writing process 
includes sufficient time for the reviewers 
to review and the writers to revise.
The writers and reviewers together 
develop a writing-quality checklist that 
both can use. For a report, such a checklist 
typically covers the following:

expectations about the content, 
organization, and length of each 
report section
a conciseness check, which may 
include a recommended sentence-
length measurement
a clarity check, which may specify 
particular issues
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a format check, which may include 
the handling of headings, fonts, 
pagination, and so forth

a proofreading reminder

The writers and the reviewers agree that 
each will use this checklist: the writers 
to self-check their documents before 
submitting them for review, and the 
reviewers as the basis for their reviews.

Reviewers then agree to edit only in the 
following circumstances:

The deadline is so tight that 
reviewing is impractical. Such 
editorial changes are reviewed with 
the writer after the fact to ensure 
understanding.

The change is minor and the error is 
one the writer does not usually make. 
Writers will appreciate the reviewer’s 
catching the error.

The change is a grammatical 
correction in writing produced by 
someone writing in a language 
other than their first language. 
Such editorial changes also require 
explanation, but some grammatical 
and syntactical issues are complex 
enough that review comments may 
only frustrate the writer and may fail 
to result in the necessary change.

Conclusion
You know now that you needed to build 
in more time on this report that is in front 
of you, but you resolve to do that the next 
time around. You also resolve to give up 
your editing habits and to practice being a 
reviewer instead. You’re sure that adopting 
better practices will yield a better result 
and a more satisfactory process for you 
and the writers whose work you review. NP
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A steady practice of 
editing minimizes 
the opportunity to 
develop writers’ 

skills.


