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Report Writing Column

By Sally F. Cutler

A Few Good Words–Solving the 
‘Goldilocks’ Dilemma

You’ve done a lot of work on your most 
recent audit, and you have a good amount 
of complex information to convey. Your 
audit customer wants to know what you 
found, and you need to support your 
conclusions. Still, you know that many of 
your report’s readers—and especially those 
at executive levels—don’t want or need to 
see a lot of details. So, you’re struggling to 
decide how to handle these details.

This column will suggest ways to deal 
with what we might call the Goldilocks 
dilemma: not too much, not too little, but 
just right.

The Challenge

You may recall that, in the Goldilocks 
story, the title character has entered the 
three bears’ house and is trying out their 
chairs, bowls of porridge, and beds to see 
which ones are right for her. Some of the 
chairs and beds are too big, some are too 
small, but some are ‘just right.’

As writers, we too are seeking the ‘just 
right’ amount of information and level 
of detail to include in our reports. If we 
include too much, we lose the readers and 
bury our messages; if we include too little, 
we raise more questions than we answer.

As with all other writing decisions, 
the decision about the level of detail 
should be based on the readers’ needs. 
Specifi cally, if you are aiming to have 
the reader agree with your conclusions, 
the level of detail should provide sound, 
logical support for those conclusions.

Levels of Detail

One starting point for addressing this 
challenge is to see information at three 
levels of detail: granular, mid-level, and 
high-level.

Granular detail is raw data. Consider •	
the example of a spreadsheet 
that captures accounts payable 
information for every invoice you 
paid to every vendor in the past 
six months. The spreadsheet might 
contain each vendor’s name, vendor 
number, and address; each invoice 
number, its corresponding purchase-
order number, the amount paid, and 
the payment date; and the people 
authorizing payments.

Mid-level information shows •	
groupings within the raw data. 
For our spreadsheet example, the 
mid-level information might include 
the grand total paid to all vendors 
during the period, the total paid to 
each vendor, the number of invoices 
(if any) for which the purchase-

order fi eld is empty, and other such 
aggregated information.

High-level information calls out •	
a meaningful pattern from the 
raw data. In our accounts payable 
spreadsheet, we might fi nd that all 
the invoices with empty purchase-
order fi elds are for one vendor and 
that the amounts for these invoices 
are all exactly $50,000—even though 
all other invoices paid to this vendor 
are under $20,000 and none are for 
round-number amounts.

Too Much Detail

Confronted with the Goldilocks 
dilemma, many writers default to the 
granular level. They may do this for 
several reasons.

Many writers have the misconception 
that granular detail is essential for less-
technical readers. That is, the writer 
mistakenly assumes that such readers 
need more explanation in order to 
understand a complex issue. In fact, the 
more complex the issue, the less detail 
these less-technical readers want and 
need. They fi nd granular detail confusing, 
not illuminating.

Some writers think that granular 
detail will impress the reader with the 
thoroughness of the audit. Unfortunately, 
granular detail often has the opposite 
effect, as readers justifi ably feel that 
the writer has abdicated his or her 
responsibility and has made the reader 
do all the work of sorting through and 
making sense out of the details.

Too Little Detail

Providing too little detail results in gaps 
in the logic and questions from your 
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readers. Thus, the readers cannot reach 
the conclusions you reached.

First, here are some definitions and 
examples.

Inductive conclusions are reached •	
through the assembly of supporting 
details or evidence. Say you have 
evidence that a creature has white 
feathers and a yellow bill, waddles 
when it walks, lays eggs, and makes 
a quacking sound. Most people will 
conclude that this is a duck (and 
a female one, at that). We say that 
the conclusion is induced from the 
details.

Deductive conclusions are reached •	
by applying general principles. Say 
you have a general principle that 
all ducks can swim, and you know 
that the creature you have is a duck. 
Most people will reach the deductive 
conclusion that the creature you have 
can swim. We say that the conclusion 
is deduced by applying the general 
principle to the evidence.

You reach inductive and deductive 
conclusions throughout your audits. 
For example, you reach an inductive 
conclusion when you examine data about 
invoices being paid without purchase 
orders and conclude that the payment 
process does not have sufficient controls 
to prevent such activity. You reach a 
deductive conclusion when you apply 
the principle of separation of duties to the 
evidence that one person has the ability to 
both issue purchase orders and approve 
payments.

How does understanding the logic 
of conclusions help you resolve the 
Goldilocks dilemma? It helps by 
enabling you to anticipate when people 
can disagree with your conclusions. 
Specifically, for an inductive conclusion, 
people can disagree about the sufficiency 
of the evidence. Some people will accept 
nothing less than DNA evidence before 
agreeing with your conclusion that 
your white-feathered, yellow-billed, 
waddling, egg-laying, quacking creature 
is a duck. For a deductive conclusion, 
people can disagree about the validity or 
applicability of the principle. Some people 
may not believe that all ducks can swim, 
so they will not find your conclusion valid 
that your duck must be able to swim.

Consider how such disagreements might 
appear during an audit. Your conclusion 
that controls are lacking in an accounts 
payable process might be challenged if 
you had evidence of only one invoice paid 
without a purchase order. That is, you 
would be challenged on the sufficiency 
of your evidence. Your conclusion about 
the need to separate duties might be 
challenged if your audit customer or 
others had little understanding of the 
principle of separation of duties, or if they 
believed the principle did not apply to 
their process.

By understanding how disagreements 
arise, you can adjust the level of detail in 
your reports. Consider asking yourself 
these questions:

For a deductive conclusion: Have I •	
provided the readers with sufficient 
evidence? Are granular details 
necessary to support the conclusion? 
Is mid-level information helpful? If 
so, which granular details or what 
mid-level information?

For an inductive conclusion: Will •	
my readers accept the validity and 
applicability of the general principle 
or principles I used to reach my 
conclusion? To be persuasive, do I 
need to provide granular detail about 
the validity of the principle and 
its applicability to the audit issue? 
Would mid-level information about 
the principle be helpful? If so, which 
granular details or what mid-level 
information?

Just Right Levels of Detail

For most reports, different readers need 
different levels of information. Thus, 
you should combine levels to meet their 
disparate needs. Here is how the detail 
may be managed in various report 
sections:

Executive summary: high-level •	
information

Audit observations: high-level and •	
mid-level information, which may 
introduce selected granular details

Appendices (if used): granular details•	

In the executive summary, focusing on 
high-level information allows you to 
convey the essential messages. Of course, 
sometimes a single granular detail may 

be truly significant or may perfectly 
illustrate a message. If so, consider 
including that granular detail in the 
executive summary.

In the audit observations, “layering” of 
information is effective. In particular, 
you can use high-level or mid-level 
information to introduce selected 
granular information. This approach has 
two advantages. First, it enables better 
understanding of the granular details: 
the high-level or mid-level introduction 
provides a framework for the details. 
Second, this approach enables readers 
to skim the report and still take away an 
understanding of the issues.

Here is an example of high-level 
information layered with mid-level 
information and then granular detail:

Purchase orders existed for all invoices except 
those of one vendor, a provider of consulting 
services. Specifically, between January 1, 
20xx and March 31, 20xx, Vendor X was 
paid a total of $1.25 million on 35 invoices, 
20 of which had no corresponding purchase 
orders. Furthermore, these 20 invoices all 
were for an even $50,000, while none of the 15 
invoices supported by purchase orders was for 
more than $18,000. One of the unsupported 
invoices (February 1, 20xx) included no 
description of the services provided.

In appendices (if they are used), providing 
the granular detail offers the full picture 
for technical readers and those with a 
keen interest in the issues. Granular detail 
in appendices is particularly effective 
when presented using well-constructed 
graphs, charts, and tables.

Conclusion

Goldilocks may have struggled to find 
what was ‘just right,’ but you can make 
good decisions about the level of detail 
your readers need by asking that essential 
question, “What do the readers need to 
know?” and then using appropriate levels 
of granular, mid-level, and high-level 
information. NP
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