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Report Writing

Delivering Reports Online
By Sally F. Cutler

Note: This is the third in a series of three 
columns focusing on how audit leadership can 
enhance reports using up-to-date design and 
delivery.

Your internal audit department uses 
sophisticated tools in conducting 

audits. For example, you use electronic 
workpapers and data-analysis tools as a 
regular part of your audit work. And of 
course you communicate constantly via 
email—with each other, with audit clients 
and even with your audit committee 
chair.

Moreover, you realize that almost 
everyone is finding, reading, and 
assessing information online or at 
least “on screen.” So, you find yourself 
wondering, “Why are we still delivering 
audit reports that are meant to be read on 
paper?”

This column examines the delivery of 
audit reports via online delivery—a shift 
that internal audit departments are likely 
to make in the future if they have not 
done so already. Included are distinctions 
among electronically-delivered 
documents, interactive documents and 
online delivery. Also included is the 
rationale for a shift to online delivery 
and its pros and cons. Finally, the column 
considers how online delivery impacts 
the communication of internal audit 
messages.

Electronically-delivered documents, 
interactive documents and  
online delivery

A few distinctions are in order at the outset.

• Electronically-delivered documents 
are documents placed in the readers’ 
hands electronically. Most often, 
this means a file attachment to an 
email message. That file typically 
is a PDF file (although it may be a 

word-processing file). The recipient 
may save the file, and the file may 
be viewed on the screen or it may be 
printed.

• Interactive documents are electronic 
files that enable the reader to click 
and jump from one section of the 
file to another. The reader views the 
document on a screen, and clicking 
replaces page turning. The file 
usually contains a clickable table of 
contents and hyperlinks between 
sections. Savvy on-screen readers 
also may use the “search” function to 
navigate around in an electronic file.

• Online delivery—as the term will 
be used in this column—means that 
information is delivered through 
a Web-based interface. Such an 
interface is created expressly to 
deliver information. It is designed 
based on the assumption that the 
reader will decide what to read and 
how to navigate around, into and out 
of the information.

A rationale for online delivery

Meeting Readers’ Needs

Audit reports are read by various 
audiences, each with a somewhat 
different focus and thus a different use 
for the information in the report. For 
example, audit committees and higher 
level executives typically seek high-level, 
strategic messages. The audited entity’s 
management typically seeks information 
about each observation. And readers 
with a technical focus may seek yet more 
detailed information.

Reports that succeed best are those that 
enable each of these audiences to find 
what it needs within the report. Such 
reports do so by providing navigation. 
A table of contents, for instance, is a 

device that enables basic navigation. 
Also, the separation between an executive 
summary and the body of the report (and 
perhaps appendices) provides navigation. 
Furthermore, headings and graphic 
elements help audiences to navigate. 
In fact, it would be surprising to find a 
report today that does not contain some 
such navigation for readers.

An interactive document—a searchable 
file with clickable hyperlinks—speeds 
navigation. The degree of clickable 
navigation depends on the writer 
anticipating what the reader may need 
and inserting the appropriate links.

Web-based, online delivery raises the 
navigation capability significantly.

Enabling Navigation with Online Delivery

These features of online delivery enhance 
navigation and thus serve diverse readers:

• The home page of the report offers 
navigation to every report section. 
For example, the home page allows 
the reader to reach the Executive 
Summary, each Observation, the 
Background section and so forth.

• The home page may deliver the 
overall engagement rating (if the 
engagement is rated) and other 
ratings (for example, the inherent 
risk); such ratings may be presented 
using visual devices such as 
dashboards.

• Built-in “forward” and “back” 
navigation speeds the process, as 
Web navigation is familiar to most 
users.

• Expandable sections and sub-sections 
enable details to be hidden at first 
glance but to be available on demand. 
For example, an Observation 
may offer the reader the option of 
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revealing additional testing detail. Or 
a Background section may be divided 
to offer access to different types of 
information.

• Mouse rollovers enable instant 
definitions. (A mouse rollover pops 
up a bit of text when the mouse 
hovers over a word or phrase, which 
is distinguished visually as having 
a rollover available.) For example, 
a mouse-rollover definition may be 
available every time an abbreviation 
or acronym is used.

• External links enable access to 
information outside the report itself. 
For example, a link may take the 
reader to an external regulation on 
the regulator’s Web site.

Remaining Relevant

Perhaps the most potent rationale for 
online delivery is for internal audit to 
remain relevant. Internal audit needs to be 
in step with how information is delivered 
and accessed within today’s sophisticated 
organizations. In healthcare—where the 
transition to electronic medical records is 
well underway—internal audit should not 
be seen as lagging behind. Indeed, paper 
is now or will very shortly be seen as the 
“dinosaur” medium.

Pros and cons of online delivery

The positive aspects of online delivery 
extend beyond navigation:

• Readers can access richer and, 
if appropriate, more detailed 
information than can reasonably be 
included in paper documents.

• Readers can access more than one 
report through the same interface.

• Readers can access the report on 
various devices.

Still, some negative aspects call for 
consideration:

• Security is paramount. Internal audit 
must ensure appropriate, secure 
access to the report information.

• The interface must be designed well to 
enable the benefits described above.

• Internal auditors contributing to the 
report must be able to adapt their skills 
or develop new skills for organizing 
and writing in the new medium.

• Some readers may be uncomfortable 
with the medium (although the 
numbers of such readers is declining 
and will continue to decline).

How online delivery may impact 
internal audit messages

Top-Down Clarity

Online delivery demands clear 
messages. We access the information 
“top down” in an online format. Those 
“top” messages need to be crisp: they 
need to communicate the main message 
of each section, and they need to help 
the reader decide whether or not to dive 
deeper.

Of course, a traditional document likewise 
benefits from this type of top-down 
delivery. Well-organized sections should 
lead with main messages; well-organized 
paragraphs should have direction-setting 
topic sentences.

However, a traditional document does 
not demand the kind of hard separation 
between messages and supporting details 
that online delivery demands. Thus, 
writers of traditional documents are more 
prone to burying the main messages, 
either by not expressing them directly or 
by relegating them to the bottom—rather 
than the top—of the writing.

Ability to Include Detail

In an online mode, writers know that there 
will be a “home” for as much detail as they 
feel they need to provide. However, unlike 
a traditional document, that detail does 
not appear in a linear sequence; rather 
it appears, we might say, “behind” the 

less detailed information. Thus, detail is 
available to support messages; it does not 
obstruct message delivery.

Visible Logic

Top-level messages cascade downward, 
enabling readers to see the foundations 
of the argument. Again, such logic can be 
built into traditional documents through 
effective message delivery and presentation. 
However, the rigor of developing 
information for online delivery helps make 
the logical connections more vivid.

A step into the future of reporting

You’ve decided that now is the time to 
begin exploring online delivery. You 
will present this initiative to your audit 
committee at the next quarterly meeting, 
and you and your staff are working 
with your organization’s information-
technology experts to design the best 
solution. Your staff members—especially 
the younger ones—are excited about the 
prospects, and so are you. NP
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