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You’ve just completed a complex audit. 
It covers a number of scope areas, and 
you have a good deal of important 
information to present—so much, in fact, 
that you’re feeling overwhelmed about 
how to put it all together. Your standard 
report format helps you organize the 
document overall, but within each section, 
you’re struggling to get the information 
into a clear, logical sequence. So what 
tools might you use to help you sort out 
your information?

This column describes pre-writing 
tools you can use to organize ideas and 
information before you start drafting, 
thus saving writing time and revision 
effort. Included is that old standard 
the outline as well as a free-form tool 
called a mind map and the notion that 
information can be shaped into various 
logical “patterns.”

Outlines
Many of us were taught to use an outline 
as a pre-writing tool. For example, you 
may have been required to submit an 
outline along with or in advance of a 
school writing assignment.

An outline is an ideal way to display two 
organizational characteristics: hierarchy 
and sequence.

Hierarchy
The outline’s premise is that information 
and ideas can be broken into major 
topics, the major sub-topics can be 
broken into sub-topics, and so on. 
Doing so creates hierarchy within the 
information. An outline uses indentation 
and numbering to display this hierarchy. 
Thus, one outlining advantage is the 
requirement that you establish hierarchy 
within your information, fi nding the 
relationship of smaller issues to larger 
ones and fi nding a “place” for the 
details.

Sequence

An outline also relies on the organizing 
principle of sequence: listing information 
in the order in which you intend to 
present it in the full write-up. Sequence 
shows the fl ow of the information. 
Thus, the second outlining advantage is 
the requirement that you establish the 
sequence of your information—the logical 
way you will lead the reader through.

Types of outlines

The standard outline and the sentence 
outline are two variations, each with its 
advantages. (See Examples 1a & 1b.) The 
entries in a standard outline are phrases, 
used as shorthand representations of 
information. A standard outline works 
well for a solo writer, who is familiar with 
what each phrase represents and who is 
using the outline as a quick exercise in 
developing hierarchy and sequence. In 
contrast, the entries in a sentence outline 
are full sentences. A sentence outline 
works well for collaborating writers, 
who need the clarity that full sentences 
provide. A sentence outline also is useful 
for a writer seeking a reviewer’s or 
editor’s input before drafting. Finally, a 
sentence outline is useful as a stepping 
stone for a solo writer experiencing a 
writing “block”: the sentence outline 
closes in on the draft but feels less 
intimidating.

The challenge of outlines

In theory, if you’ve fully considered the 
material at hand, an outline is an ideal 
pre-writing tool for developing hierarchy 
and sequence. In practice, however, 
you may fi nd it diffi cult to envision 
hierarchy and sequence simultaneously. 
Your outline may look sound, but the 
writing proves the hierarchy to be faulty 
or the sequence to be illogical. For these 
reasons, you may fi nd an outline to be a 
cumbersome pre-writing tool.

Mind maps
A mind map has one organizing purpose: 
to develop hierarchy. (See Example 2.) 
When you make a mind map, you do not 
develop sequence.

To make a mind map, you begin with 
your main topic or main message in the 
center circle. Then, you add branches, 
sub-branches, sub-sub-branches, and so 
forth. You may skip around the mind 
map, and you need not worry about the 
ultimate sequence of the information. 
Your aim is to create clusters of 
information, with the branching and sub-
branching showing the hierarchy.

You may fi nd a mind map useful as a 
stand-alone pre-writing tool. You may 
also fi nd you can fi rst make a mind 
map and then make an outline based on 
the mind map, using the mind map to 
develop the hierarchy and the outline to 
develop the sequence.

Patterns

Outlines and mind maps enable you 
to envision the logic within your 
information, and you will fi nd that 
various types of logic will be present. 
Specifi cally, consider these, which are 
common within internal-audit reports: 
chronology, priority, comparison, cause-
and-effect, and location.
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Chronology pattern

Chronology (or chronological order) is the 
logic of time: What happened first, next, 
and finally? Using chronology, you place 
information in time order, generally from 
first to last.

In an internal audit report, chronology 
is useful for describing processes and 
specific events. An example is the 
description of the steps in a process.

 Example of chronology: The ER registrar 
gathers the information from the patient 
or other responsible party and enters the 
information into the system. The system 
automatically assigns an event number 
and checks for missing or conflicting data. 
The system flags the record as an open 
event and assigns a priority code based on 
the data entered.

 Another example is a description of 
how a fraud could be committed. 
Example of chronology: An employee 
could set up a fictitious vendor in the 
system, create a purchase order, create a 
“goods received” notice, and authorize 
payment to the fictitious vendor.

Priority pattern

Priority is the logic of importance: Among 
these non-time-dependent issues, which is 
most important, and how do the rest follow 
in decreasing order of importance? Using 
priority, you place information in order 
based on significance.

In an internal audit report, priority is 
useful for sequencing the audit findings 
within the report and for sequencing issues 
within each finding. An example is an 
audit finding containing several non-time-
dependent issues.

 Example of priority: The contracting 
process was deficient in three ways. Most 
importantly, the legal department was not 
required to review contracts containing 
non-standard clauses; we found that none 
of these contracts had been reviewed by 
legal. Also, contractors were able to begin 
work before contracts were executed; we 
found five contractors performed work 
billed at a total of $4.3 million without 
signed contracts. Finally, contracts did not 
contain right-to-audit clauses; we found 
that no contracts contained such clauses.

Notice that a priority pattern is flexible: you 
could re-order the issues if your decision 
about priority changed.

Comparison

Comparison is the logic of differences: 
How do two or more things differ? 
Using comparison, you highlight such 
differences.

Exhibit 1a: Example Outlines

Standard outline

Audit Finding: Sales Commissions

1. Lack of education and of monitoring = inconsistent commission 
standards

1.1. Regional variations

1.2. Individual variations

2. Inconsistently paid commissions

2.1. Western region underpayment error: $975,000

2.2. Risks to the organization

 2.2.1. Inequitable treatment of sales personnel

 2.2.2. Possibility of fraud (not found)

2.3. Specifics

 2.3.1. Sales person A: underpayment of $550,000

 2.3.2. Sales person B: underpayment of $257,000

 2.3.3. Sales person C: underpayment of $168,000

3. Recommendations

3.1. Train management on commission standards

3.2. Monitor closely

3.3. Pay sales personnel amounts owed

Exhibit 1b: Example Outlines

Sentence outline

Audit Finding: Sales Commissions

1. Lack of management education and of management monitoring has led 
to inconsistent commission standards being used.

1.1. The western region has not followed sales commission standards.

1.2. Sales by individuals within the western region have been treated 
differently.

2. Commissions have not been paid consistently.

2.1. We calculated an underpayment error within the Western Region is 
$975,000.

2.2. The organization is exposed to two risks:

 2.2.1. Inequitable treatment of sales personnel could result in 
employee dissatisfaction and loss of experienced sales people.

 2.2.2. Although we found no fraud, fraud could have been 
committed and would have been difficult to detect.

2.3. Underpayments totaled as follows:

 2.3.1. Sales person A was underpaid $550,000.

 2.3.2. Sales person B was underpaid $257,000.

 2.3.3. Sales person C was underpaid $168,000.

3. We are making three recommendations:

3.1. Train all management on commission standards.

3.2. Monitor western region commissions closely.

3.3. Pay sales personnel the amounts owed them.
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 In an internal audit report, comparison 
is useful for describing how conditions 
differ from criteria.

 Example of comparison: Hospital 
personnel policy requires that all 
employees receive initial diversity 
training within three months of 
hiring, with annual updates thereafter. 
However, we found that, in 2006, 23% 
of new hires (54 people) did not receive 
such training within three months of 
their hiring date and that, of these, 5 
people never received initial training. 
Furthermore, 75% of current employees 
have missed at least one annual update 
session.

Cause-and-effect pattern

Cause-and-effect is the logic of causality: 
Why did something occur, and what were 
the consequences? Using cause-and-effect 
you make a causal connection between 
one event or series of events and another, 
be it actual or potential.

In an internal audit report, cause-and-
effect is useful for raising higher-level 
issues, helping readers to understand 
root causes and risks. Thus, cause-and-
effect is particularly useful in executive 
summaries. 

 Example of cause-and-effect: The lack 
of a systematic, disciplined approach to 
disaster-recovery planning has put the 
organization’s network of facilities at 
risk of being able to respond to a regional 
disaster and the consequent demands on 
the facilities.

Location pattern

Location is the logic of place: Where 
are things situated, or where did events 
occur? Using location, you present 
similar information for each location 
described, sometimes ordering the 
locations geographically and sometimes 
by some form of priority (for example, 
largest to smallest or oldest to newest).

In an internal audit report, location 
is useful when the audit covers more 
than one location and when the readers 
need to see results for each location 
distinguished from the results for other 
locations.

 Example of location: Each of the three 
urgent-care facilities exceeded the target 
patient-waiting time of 20 minutes. The 
average waiting time at the East facility 
was 45 minutes; at the West facility, 37 
minutes; and at the Downtown facility, 
32 minutes.

The power of patterns

Before drafting, you can consider which 
patterns—that is, which types of logic—
best suit your information and your 
message. Your report may have one 
overall pattern and then several patterns 
throughout, depending on the report 
section or single paragraph. Considering 
the patterns in advance, you can ensure 
that the writing emphasizes the logic, 
enabling your reader readily to grasp 
the information. Furthermore, you can 
streamline your own writing process by 
using patterns as an organizing tool.

Different tools for different writers

Outlines, mind maps, and patterns—
you may find that your own thinking 
style makes one of these tools most 
appealing. For some, the structure of 
an outline is reassuring; for others, 
the free-form qualities of the mind 
map resonate; and for others still, the 
ability to formulate a logical pattern 
enables smooth drafting. You may 
find it worthwhile to experiment—to 
try out these tools in different writing 
situations—to see which of them 
appeals most to you and gives you 
the greatest pre-writing advantage, 
enabling you to work through all that 
good information you found during the 
audit engagement. NP

Example 2: Example Mind Map
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