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Report Writing

A Few Good Words –  
Improving Readability
By Sally F. Cutler

Y ou know that the people reading 
your reports are busy. Some are 

keenly interested in the results of your 
audits and reviews, while others are less 
so. For both types of readers, you know 
that making your reports as readable as 
possible is important.

But how do you do so? What makes 
writing ‘readable’?

This column defines readability and 
describes the factors—both in the readers 
and in the text—that affect readability. 
The column then explores how to manage 
the text factors to deliver reports that are 
more readable.

Definition of readability

The term ‘readability’ refers to reading 
ease, not to whether a reader can or 
cannot understand the writing. That is, 
it refers to how much effort the reader 
has to put into getting the meaning of 
the writing. In practical terms, writing 
that is readable can be read once by the 
intended audience and be understood. 
Readable writing presents no stumbling 
blocks and allows the reader to focus 
on the meaning, not on figuring out the 
writing.

Readability results from an interaction 
between the reader and the text. That is, 
to understand if writing is readable, we 
need to look at factors on the reader’s side 
and factors on the text side.

Factors on the reader’s side

The following factors affect readability on 
the reader’s side.

Reading skill

Obviously, the reader’s overall reading 
skill affects readability. Fortunately, most 
readers of your reports have a high level 
of reading skill. In fact, even if your 

reports are available to the public or to 
donors, you can generally assume that 
those interested in the reports will bring a 
high level of reading skill. However, those 
reading in a language other than their 
first language may have lower reading 
skill levels, although this is not always the 
case.

Content knowledge

The reader’s knowledge of the writing’s 
content and context affects readability. 
That is, the more knowledge of the subject 
the reader brings to the writing, the easier 
it is to read. Knowledgeable readers 
understand concepts and specialized 
terms. Furthermore, they bring a level of 
comfort to the reading.

However, even smart, highly-educated 
readers have areas where their content 
knowledge is limited. For example, 
information-technology concepts or 
complex regulatory issues may be 
unfamiliar to some of your readers. Faced 
with unfamiliar content, readability goes 
down for such readers.

Attitude

The reader’s attitude about the messages 
affects readability. Namely, having a 
negative attitude about what the writing 
conveys reduces comprehension: 
negativity makes it harder to understand 
the writing.

Readers of audit reports often have a 
negative attitude about what they are 
reading. Audit issues and descriptions of 
risks at best may engender skepticism and 
at worst may engender hostility.

Environment

The physical and psychological 
environment in which the reading 
takes place affects readability. A noisy, 
uncomfortable, or stressful reading 
environment makes writing harder to 
understand. For this reason, no reader 
should be put on the spot, for example, 
at a meeting, to read and then respond 
to a significant piece of writing. It is far 
better to provide the writing sufficiently 
in advance of the meeting.

Factors on the text side

The following factors affect readability on 
the text side.

Message placement

Readability is improved when high-level 
and summary messages precede the 
details. This approach allows the reader 
to grasp the framework for the details. In 
fact, readers can not only process details 
better but also remember them better 
when the message precedes the details.

This message-first strategy applies to 
whole documents, document sections, 
and individual paragraphs. That is, 
executive summaries present high-
level messages early in the document, 
summaries present overviews within 
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each report section, and a lead sentence 
(called a “topic sentence”) delivers each 
paragraph’s message at the beginning of 
the paragraph.

Coherence

Readability is improved when the reader 
can readily see the relationship from one 
sentence to the next. Such coherence is 
built through three strategies. 

1. Use transitional words and phrases; 
these include ’also,’ ’however,’ ’as 
a result,’ ’subsequently,’ and ‘such’ 
plus many others that signal how 
sentences are related to each other. 

2. Keep terminology consistent; use the 
precise term repeatedly—rather than 
using synonyms—which increases 
coherence and readability. 

3. Pronouns connect and highlight 
ideas, with the caution that the 
connections must be clear; examples 
are personal pronouns, such as 
‘they,’ ’it,’ and ‘we,’ and indicative 
pronouns, such as ’this’ and ‘these.’

Sentence length

As we might expect, long sentences 
negatively affect readability. Such 
sentences tax the reader’s concentration, 
requiring the reader to retain multiple 
concepts. In addition, long sentences 
often rely on complex sentence 
structures, further taxing the reader’s 
concentration.

A reasonable average sentence length for 
audit reports is 15 to 20 words. The lower 
average is appropriate for content that is 
less familiar to readers. Often this means 
that the more technical the content, the 
shorter the sentences should be.

Word difficulty

Words that are ‘difficult’ for the readers 
negatively affect readability. In this 
regard, word difficulty is an outgrowth 
of reading skill and content knowledge. 
You might expect that longer words are 
inherently more difficult, but that is not 
always the case. A long word known 
to the reader is easier to read than is an 
unknown short word.

When possible, you should replace 
difficult words with easier ones by finding 
more commonplace words. However, 
when difficult words are necessary—for 
example, when the difficult words also are 
the technically correct words—you should 
provide definitions for those unfamiliar 
with the words, and you should also 
adjust sentence length downward.

Layout and graphic design

The way the writing looks affects 
readability. Small font size, narrow 
margins, long paragraphs, and text 
unbroken by headings—all of these make 
text harder to read. On the other hand, 
overuse of graphic elements can be just as 
negative. Such overuse includes excessive 
font modifications, for example, applying 
bold, italics, and underlining to a heading 
that is also in all capital letters.

Graphic elements can increase readability 
when they are handled well. However, 
graphics that try to communicate more 
than one or two messages become 
difficult to read. Furthermore, readability 
is negatively affected by excessive “ink” 
in graphics: excessive or meaningless 
color and excessive lines, especially 
vertical ones.

Development of readable text

In developing readable text, you need 
first to assess the reader characteristics 
and then to adjust the text accordingly. 
At a minimum, you should aim for 
effective message placement, coherence, 
and a clean layout. Then, you should 
adjust sentence length and word choice 
based on the reader’s content knowledge 
and attitude.

Here are an original paragraph and a 
revision that apply an understanding of 
readability. Following the revision is an 
explanation of the changes that make the 
text more readable.

Original Paragraph

“We reviewed the contracting process 
by examining 10 contracts whose 

values exceeded $5 million because 
agreements exceeding the stipulated 
amount represent a higher level of 
risk and require approval by the Legal 
Department. Counsel’s contract oversight 
is to occur before the buyer’s approval 
and before the buyer releases the 
agreement to the vendor and the vendor 
begins providing services. For 2 of the 10 
contracts reviewed, approval by the Legal 
Department had been obtained after the 
agreement had been signed by the buyer 
and after the buyer had released the 
agreement to the supplier, and in one case 
the vendor had commenced the provision 
of services.”

Revision that Improves Readability

“The Legal Department did not always 
approve high-value contracts as required 
before release to the vendor. We reviewed 
10 contracts with values exceeding $5 
million. These high-value contracts 
represent a higher level of risk and require 
Legal Department approval. Such Legal 
Department approval is required before 
the buyer’s approval. 

“Furthermore, such approval is required 
before the buyer releases the contract 
to the vendor and the vendor begins 
providing services. For 2 of the 10 contracts 
reviewed, Legal Department approval had 
been obtained after the buyer’s approval 
and release of the contract to the vendor. 
Moreover, in one case, Legal Department 
approval was after the vendor began 
providing services.”

This revision improves readability in five 
ways:

• The message of the paragraph is in 
the first sentence.

• The paragraph is more coherent 
through the addition of the 
transitional words ‘furthermore,’ 
‘such’ and ‘moreover.’
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also need to be especially mindful of 
the financial magnitude of potential 
False Claims Act exposure, caused by 
undetected and unaddressed systemic 
errors.

Summary

All healthcare providers must be cognizant 
of the increased scrutiny under which 
claims are reviewed. In the highly regulated 
healthcare environment, providers are well 
advised to keep compliance activities in the 

forefront and keep the tips outlined here in 
mind when submitting claims. 

Special compliance issues will arise with 
respect to the use of electronic medical 
records. Providers using electronic medical 
records must ensure that they understand 
the capabilities of the software, have 
knowledge regarding the fields that may 
self-populate, and tailor each record to each 
patient’s condition at the time of assessment, 
thereby painting a picture of medical 
necessity and appropriate coding. NP

Providers must 
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the information 
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accurate
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• The paragraph is more coherent 
through the consistent use of 
‘contracts’ in place of ‘agreements’ 
and through the inclusion of the 
pronoun ‘these.’

• The sentences are shorter. In the 
original paragraph, the average 
sentence length was 35.3 words; in 
the revision, it is 15.4 words.

• Simpler words replace more 
difficult ones. (For example, 
“commenced the provision of” is 
replaced by “began providing.”) 
Also, some difficult words have 
been deleted.

Attention to readability

Thinking about your readers’ content 
knowledge and attitude is giving you a 
better understanding of how your readers 
perceive your writing. And checking the 
readability factors in your writing has 
revealed some opportunities to improve 
readability. In particular, you are paying 
close attention to how you write report 
sections where the readers have less 
content knowledge.

You’re confident that you can provide 
reports that will be read and understood 
more easily. The results should be well 
worthwhile. NP
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