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Report Writing

A Few Good Words— 
Maintaining Objectivity
By Sally F. Cutler

Y ou’ve just gotten off a conference 
call about an audit report you 

issued yesterday. On the call, your boss 
(the chief audit executive) spent a good 
deal of time addressing the concerns of 
the senior manager responsible for the 
business unit you audited. Paramount 
among the concerns was that manager’s 
perception that the report reflects an 
unfair bias against the business unit—a 
bias that paints the unit’s management as 
incompetent and reckless.

You were frankly surprised by this 
concern. You think that the report fairly 
describes the audit findings, including 
their causes and their effects. The parts of 
the report that the senior manager quoted 
certainly describe some serious issues, 
but you don’t find them biased. However, 
your boss has agreed to consider the 
manager’s concerns and has asked you 
to go through the report, making changes 
to ensure that it is objective in reporting 
your results.

You’re wondering what you can alter in 
the report to ensure objectivity while still 
delivering the messages you need to deliver.  

This column examines ‘objectivity’ as 
defined by professional standards and 
as applied to report writing. Included 
are considerations of how report content 
and writing style can contribute to 
reporting objectively.

‘Objectivity’ as defined by 
professional standards

Objectivity is a mandatory auditor trait 
in the standards promulgated by The 
Institute of Internal Auditors. In part, 
objectivity is defined as “an impartial, 
unbiased attitude.” In fact, objectivity 
is a quality that should pervade your 
work. Objectivity is required in planning, 
fieldwork, reporting and follow-up. It is 
a factor in deciding what you will audit, 

how you will audit (including how you 
will design and conduct testing), what 
results you will communicate and how 
you will do so, both orally and in writing.

A key challenge in reporting objectively 
is that audit results typically are negative. 
As you deliver these negative results, 
the stage is set for challenging your 
objectivity. Furthermore, as you reach 
conclusions about what you found—as 
you develop an opinion—audit customers 
may have a hard time accepting that your 
conclusions are objective.

However, you can be objective while 
reporting negative results and delivering 
an opinion. To do so, you can use 
techniques that ensure objective content 
and an objective writing style.  

Objective content

Only in exceptional circumstances 
are audit results uniformly negative. 
Consequently, you usually need to 
incorporate at least some positive results 
in your audit reports. By doing so, you 
present an honest and objective picture of 
the conditions found.

This does not mean, however, that you 
should always present something positive, 
whether in each observation or in the 
report opinion. Doing so is disingenuous, 

and audit customers recognize it as such. 
Furthermore, always presenting something 
positive can result in reports that send 
mixed messages. It is a problem especially 
when audit observations are of a severe 
nature but include positive comments, 
leaving the impression overall of a mis-
match between the severity and the audit 
team’s opinion. 

Two techniques are helpful for 
authentically incorporating positive 
results in observations or opinions. These 
techniques are sequence and proportion.

Sequence

Which comes first in an observation: the 
positive results or the negative results? 
Readers perceive that what comes first is 
more significant than what comes later. 
Thus, negative results should precede 
any positive results if the observation 
represents a high- or moderate-level 
risk. (In fact, for a high-risk observation, 
this may mean no positive results at 
all.) Conversely, positive results may 
precede negative results if the observation 
represents a low-level risk or even a 
moderate-level risk that borders on being 
a low-level risk.

Here are two distinctly different examples 
illustrating the effects of sequencing. 
Example One places the positive results 
at the end, while Example Two places the 
positive results at the beginning.

• Example One: System Access Security 
Access to the XYZ system and the 
proprietary data it contains was 
compromised because procedures 
were not enforced for revoking 
access. Specifically, of the 248 people 
with system access, 34 no longer 
worked for the hospital and 12 were 
in positions where such access was 
no longer appropriate. Security 
procedures require that system access 
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be revoked within 12 hours for those 
leaving hospital employment or 
transferring to positions where access 
is inappropriate. To their credit, system 
administrators were aware of the 
problems and had begun monitoring 
system access more frequently as of 
the first quarter of 20xx.

• Example Two: Contract Rebidding 
The Legal Department has increased 
efforts to ensure contracts are rebid 
on a timely basis. Specifically, 
the department has assigned key 
contracts to each of the department’s 
contract managers. As a result, only 
two key contracts, valued at $4.5 
million, were extended without 
rebidding in 20xx. This number 
compares favorably with seven such 
contracts, valued at $9.3 million, 
which were extended without 
rebidding in the previous year. 
Still, the department needs to make 
better use of its contracting system 
with the aim of eliminating contract 
extensions without rebidding.

Proportion

Readers see proportion as another indicator 
of significance. In short, readers expect that 
more words indicate greater significance. 
Thus, the proportionality of negative 
results to positive results helps convey 
relative severity and supports objectivity.

Proportionality may be applied not only 
within each observation but also across 
the observations in the report. That is, 
more significant observations should 
generally be longer than less significant 
ones. In this regard, you should avoid 
expanding less significant observations 
with excessive detail, making them 
seem more significant than they are. 
Audit customers often feel that such 
observations are biased; they feel that you 
are harping on a minor issue—making a 
mountain out of a mole hill.

Here are distinctly different examples 
illustrating the effects of proportion. 
Example One devotes more words to the 
negative results (81 words) than to the 
positive results (15 words). Example Two 
devotes more words to the positive results 
(55 words) than to the negative results (36 
words).

• Example One: Prospective New-Hire 
Credential Checks

Human Resources (HR) personnel are 
unsure about how to perform new-
hire credential checks. Consequently, 
the hospital cannot be assured that 
each employee’s credentials are as 
represented in his or her file.

For the 25 non-professional new-
hire files reviewed, we found 
credential checks either had not 
been performed (10 files) or had 
been performed inappropriately 
based on HR’s procedures (15). 
Inappropriate performance 
included checking credentials by 
phone with an unverified contact 
and accepting photocopied letters 
of recommendation from the 
prospective new hire.

The files reviewed did, however, 
contain signed permissions from 
prospective new hires to perform 
credential checks.

• Example Two: Prospective New-Hire 
Credential Checks

Human Resources (HR) personnel 
are not consistently obtaining signed 
permissions from prospective new 
hires before performing credential 
checks, which could expose the 
hospital to legal action. Of the 25 
files we reviewed, 3 lacked signed 
permissions. 

However, credential checks were 
performed appropriately for all 25 files 
reviewed. In particular, HR personnel 
confirmed credentials through formal, 
written contacts. These contacts—even 
when provided by the prospective 
new hire—were independently 
verified by HR personnel. In addition, 
all 25 files contained original letters 
of recommendation rather than 
photocopies, which can be altered easily. 

Objective Writing Style

Sequence and proportion help you 
“balance” the content to provide an 
objective picture. However, to convey 
objectivity, you also need to attend to 
your writing style. Specifically, three 

techniques are important for conveying 
audit results objectively.

Describe deficiencies in processes and 
their execution, not deficiencies in people.

A sure-fire way to cause your audit 
customer to doubt your objectivity is 
to focus on—or even just to imply—
deficiencies in people. Objectivity is 
enhanced when you maintain your focus 
on processes and their execution. Even 
when execution deficiencies would seem 
to result from outright character flaws, 
you can adopt a writing style that keeps 
the focus on what needs to be done within 
the process to mitigate the risks.

Here is an example of a single sentence 
from an audit observation, in its original 
version and as revised to change the focus.

• Original version: The manager 
was unable to produce supporting 
documentation for travel expenses.

• Revision: Supporting documentation 
was unavailable for travel expenses.

Be sure descriptions can be supported  
by evidence.

Descriptions that cannot be supported by 
evidence are inherently not objective. Be 
sure that your descriptions rely on what can 
be seen and measured and that the words 
you choose do not bias that evidence. 

Here is an example of a single sentence 
drawn from an audit observation, in its 
original version and as revised to use 
descriptions that can be supported by 
evidence.

• Original version: Travel expense 
reports were prepared carelessly.

• Revision: Travel expense reports were 
incomplete.
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with the PCI-DSS, there is no silver bullet 
product or service that will remove all 
compliance responsibility. 

Ultimately, those driving the PCI-DSS 
compliance process must take a step back, 

to plan and implement a holistic PCI-DSS 
compliance and data security strategy. 
This strategy will involve functions 
from across the healthcare organization 
as well as IT, and should keep in 
mind the big picture of the security 

and privacy underpinning PCI-DSS 
requirements. Given the potential risks of 
noncompliance, hospitals should not wait 
to begin. NP

Anthony J. Hernandez, CISSP, CISA, QSA is 
a Principal in the Business Advisory Services 
practice of Grant Thornton. He has over 20 
years of experience and specializes in informa-
tion technology risk management, strategy, 
solutions design, implementation and project 
management. Tony received his Bachelors of 
Science from the United States Merchant Ma-
rine Academy. You may reach Tony by email at 
Anthony.Hernandez@us.gt.com or by phone at 
(215) 701-8870.

Questions hospitals and other healthcare entities should be asking 
about their PCI-DSS data risks 
Where are we taking credit card and transaction data information?

How are we taking the credit card information?

Where are we storing the credit card information?

Can we eliminate or centralize processing of credit card data?

A Few Good Words—Maintaining Objectivity — continued from page 21

Be precise.

Generalizations are necessary in writing 
audit observations: they enable us 
to summarize detailed information. 
However, generalizations need to be 
precise. When they are not, the audit 
customer may feel that you have jumped 
to a conclusion based on a bias.

Here is an example of the single sentence 
from an audit observation, in its original 
version and as revised to make it precise.

• Original version: We found that 
a large number of travel expense 
reports in our sample were submitted 
late.

• Revision: We found that 50% of the 25 
expense reports in our sample were 
submitted at least 30 days late.

Here are an original observation and a 
revision illustrating the three writing 
techniques: an objective focus on 
deficiencies, evidence-based descriptions 
and precision. 

• Original observation: Travel Expense 
Reporting

Employees do not understand travel 
expense reporting requirements. We 
found that a large number of travel 
expense reports in our sample were 
submitted late and were prepared 
carelessly. Furthermore, the manager 
was unable to produce supporting 
documentation for travel expenses. 
These problems make it possible for 

employees to submit inappropriate 
expenses for reimbursement 
and make it highly unlikely that 
management would detect such 
submissions.

• Revised observation: Travel Expense 
Reporting

Travel expense reporting 
requirements have not been 
effectively communicated to 
employees. We found that 50% 
of the 25 expense reports in our 
sample were submitted at least 30 
days late. In addition, reports were 
incomplete. For example, they lacked 
expense descriptions, and supporting 
documentation was unavailable. 
Consequently, inappropriate 
expenses could be submitted for 
reimbursement and likely would not 
be detected by management. 

Objectivity ensured

You’ve taken a close look at the report 
discussed during that conference call. 
And you can see where you missed 

opportunities to present more objective 
content. Furthermore, you can see how 
some of the sentences seem to focus on 
people rather than on processes and 
how they are executed. You also see 
opportunities to write more objective 
descriptions and to be more precise. 

You’ve made revisions that you believe 
make the reporting more objective 
without diminishing the messages you 
need to deliver. Your boss’s feedback has 
been encouraging, and you’re expecting 
the audit customer—while not happy 
about the negative results—will find the 
report appropriately objective. NP

Sally F. Cutler, president of Word-Wrights 
Incorporated, provides report-writing training 
and consulting for internal audit departments 
worldwide. A collection of these columns—
also titled “A Few Good Words”—is available 
through online booksellers. Sally also has 
written two books on audit reporting, both 
published by The Institute of Internal Audi-
tors Research Foundation. You may reach her 
at Sally.Cutler@Word-Wrights.com or (315) 
626-2545.

A sure-fire way to cause your audit customer to 
doubt your objectivity is to focus on—or even just 

to imply—deficiencies in people.


