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Report Writing 

A Few Good Words— 
Avoiding Generic Opinions
By Sally F. Cutler

Your organization’s executives have 
expressed concerns about the 

effectiveness of your audit-report opinions. 
When you asked for more insight, the CFO 
said, “Well, I can tell from your opinion that 
things are good or bad or fall somewhere 
in between. But every good, bad, or in-
between opinion sounds like every other 
good, bad, or in-between opinion. It’s as if 
you have three pre-set opinions, and you 
just drop the appropriate one in. So I don’t 
understand what’s really wrong and what 
truly needs to change until I’ve pieced 
together those ideas from the information in 
the rest of the report.”

You’ve been working hard to make sure 
that report opinions present an executive-
level message, one that’s to the point 
and uncluttered by details. But in fact 
you have defaulted to three more or less 
standard, boilerplate opinions. The CFO’s 
comments challenge you to write an 
opinion that delivers something more.

This column aims to help you write 
opinions that are precise, not generic. The 
column explains how to spot a generic 
opinion, why they are problematic, and 
why they are sometimes appealing to 
internal audit writers and departments. 
Finally, the column introduces a method 
for revising generic text to make it precise.

How to spot a generic opinion

Generic opinions have two clear 
hallmarks: near-universal applicability 
and coded wording. Consider this 
“family” of generic opinions:

Generic Opinion One: Opportunities for 
improvement were found in the accounts 
payable process. These improvements 
can limit risks to the organization, and 
management should take action to 
implement the improvements.

Generic Opinion Two: Some weaknesses 
were found in the accounts payable 

process. These weaknesses present risks 
to the organization, and management 
should take action to resolve these 
weaknesses.

Generic Opinion Three: A number of 
weaknesses were found in the accounts 
payable process. These weaknesses 
present significant risks to the 
organization, and management must 
take immediate action to resolve these 
weaknesses.

These opinions exhibit near-universal 
applicability—the first hallmark of 
generic opinions. Notice that you could 
replace “accounts payable” with the name 
of another process, and nothing else in the 
opinion would need to be edited.

These opinions also rely on coded 
wording—the second hallmark of generic 
opinions. That is, slight wording changes 
indicate differing messages, but they do 
so only if you know the code.

• Generic opinion one relies on the 
code words “opportunities for 
improvement,” “limit risks” and 
“implement improvements.”

• Generic opinion two relies on the 
code words “weaknesses,” “risks” 
and “should take action.”

• Generic opinion three relies on 
the code words “a number of 

weaknesses,” “significant risks” and 
“must take immediate action.”

The problems with generic opinions

The greatest problem with generic 
opinions is that they communicate 
nothing but “good,” “in between” 
and “bad.” In fact, an internal audit 
department that writes generic opinions 
might as well get rid of the paragraphs 
and rely entirely on ratings (most 
commonly, “satisfactory,” “needs 
improvement” and “unsatisfactory”). 
Using ratings rather than generic opinions 
will communicate the same message 
more succinctly and make the message 
more accessible for readers. However, a 
rating without an explanation does not 
satisfy the executives’ need to understand 
the dimensions of the issues. With or 
without ratings, executives want opinion 
paragraphs that explain the rationale for 
the rating.

In addition, generic opinions force readers 
to go farther into the report to understand 
what the true issues are. Executive readers 
don’t want to be forced to read farther in. 
They want meaningful messages up front. 
Then, they can decide if they want to read 
more or not.

The appeal of generic opinions

Generic opinions can be appealing for 
audit shops. For one thing, such opinions 
have been through the vetting process 
with internal audit management, and 
the wording has been found acceptable. 
For another thing, the wording becomes 
familiar and comfortable for both the 
writers and the reviewers. It becomes 
“our” way of saying things, comfortable 
“audit speak.” Finally, generic opinions 
cut down on contention and rewrites.

Furthermore, writing a precise opinion 
can be intimidating. By definition, an 
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opinion is a conclusion, and concluding 
precisely is not easy. In addition, 
concluding precisely often puts audit 
customers on the spot, and auditors 
sometimes don’t want to confront audit 
customers directly. Maybe it’s better, some 
decide, to hide behind the comfortable, 
generic audit speak.

What is a precise opinion?

Unlike a generic opinion, a precise 
opinion cannot be plugged into a report 
by just changing the process name. 
Furthermore, a precise opinion is more 
than the long-winded equivalent of a 
rating.

A precise opinion is written expressly and 
uniquely to suit a single audit. It cannot 
be swapped out into another report. 
Likewise, it does not rely on code words 
to communicate messages but rather 
communicates messages directly and 
pointedly. 

A precise opinion is not, however, a 
detailed opinion. That is, precision is 
not a matter of loading the details of the 
conditions into the opinion. If you do so, 
you are not rendering an opinion at all 
but are just summarizing the facts.

Here is an example of a precise but not 
detailed opinion:

Precise Opinion One: Accounts payable 
management has not adapted work 
flows to align with a major system 
upgrade. Consequently, the process is 
inefficient, including having duplicative 
steps and excessive levels of approval. 
The inefficiencies could cause vendors 
to decide not to do business with the 
Company because of payment delays. 
Management should adapt workflows 

with the aim of streamlining the process 
and improving vendor relationships.

This opinion is in no way interchangeable 
with any other. At the same time, it avoids 
details: it doesn’t describe the system 
upgrade, doesn’t detail the duplicative 
steps, and doesn’t quantify the payment 
delays. By avoiding such details, it 
maintains an executive focus on causes, 
effects, and necessary actions.

How to go from generic to precise

It’s possible to turn a generic opinion 
into a precise opinion by systematically 
deconstructing and probing the generic 
opinion. Here’s an example of this 
approach, working with one of the 
generic opinions we examined earlier.

Generic Opinion One: Opportunities for 
improvement were found in the accounts 
payable process. These improvements 
can limit risks to the organization, and 
management should take action to 
implement the improvements.

Deconstructed Generic Opinion 

Deconstruct the phrase “opportunities for 
improvement” by asking, “What types of 
improvements?” Let’s say the answer is 
“improvements in payment timeliness.”

Deconstruct the phrase “could limit 
risks” by asking, “What types of risks?” 
and “How would they be limited?” Let’s 
say the answers are “risks of damage to 
vendor relationships” and “limited by 
consistently meeting vendor payment 
terms.”

Deconstruct the phrase “management 
should take action” by asking, “What 
type of action?” Let’s say the answers are 
“train employees on how to use system 

capabilities to ensure payment timeliness” 
and “set goals for and monitor anticipated 
improvements.”

Now, we construct a precise opinion:

Precise Opinion Two: Opportunities exist 
in accounts payable to improve payment 
timeliness. Such an improvement 
can limit the risk of damaged vendor 
relationships by consistently meeting 
vendor payment terms. Management 
should train employees on how to use 
system capabilities to ensure payment 
timeliness and should set goals for and 
monitor anticipated improvements.

A precise, executive-level focus

Using your generic opinions as a starting 
point, you’ve developed a strategy 
for writing precise, executive-focused 
opinions. You’ve given up that generic 
wording—and the comfortable feeling 
you got from it—in favor of writing 
opinions that say something uniquely 
meaningful about the audit. And you’re 
able to stay away from the details by 
keeping the focus at an executive and 
audit-committee level. So far, the response 
has been gratifying. The CFO in particular 
is impressed with how much more value 
you’re delivering. And you’re confident 
that you can continue to do so. NP
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The voices in my head may not be real, but they have some really good ideas.
~Anonymous




