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Report Writing

By Sally F. Cutler

A Few Good Words—
Opting for Tables, Charts, and Graphs

Your Chief Audit Executive is new and 
wants to enhance your audit reports by 
including more tables, charts, and graphs. 
She thinks including these will help you 
deliver key messages. You agree. Some of 
the reports you’ve issued have contained 
a lot of numeric information, making the 
paragraphs long and complex. Having 
alternative approaches should make it 
easier to communicate the information 
and to do so more clearly.

But how do you make sure that you’re 
selecting the best approaches? And what 
can you do to make your tables, charts, 
and graphs as clear and meaningful as 
possible?

This column explores when and how 
tables, charts, and graphs are worthwhile 
substitutions for text. Included are best 
uses of various types—including bar 
charts, line graphs, pie charts, bubble 
charts, and dashboards—as well as 
poorly-constructed and well-constructed 
examples. Also included are cautions 
about common fl aws.

Tables

When tables are worthwhile substitutions

Tables enable you to compress 
information, that is, to take up less space 
than the same information would in 
paragraph form.

Furthermore, tables give the reader 
fl exibility. The reader can examine a 
table from any perspective, reviewing 
it horizontally or vertically, scanning 
for particular information, and easily 
skipping around. This fl exibility provides 
a different reader experience than reading 
paragraphs and can be a welcome break 
from text.

The table format itself—intersecting 
columns and rows—shows us when tables 
are worthwhile substitutions for text. 
The horizontal axis, the vertical axis, and 
the “cell” at the intersection defi ne three 
parameters. Thus, a table is inherently 
a tool for highlighting comparisons. For 
example, the table in Figure 1 shows 
the number of times three high-demand 
services were performed at four locations. 
The services are on the horizontal axis, the 
locations are on the vertical axis, and the 
number of times the service was provided 
is in each cell. The reader can compare 
one location to another and can compare 
one service to another.

Related text

Tables provide supporting detail for 
conclusions. To make tables and text 
work well together, you should place the 
conclusions in the text. Also, you should 
avoid repeating in the text the details 
provided in the table.

Compare these weaker and stronger 
examples of text related to Figure 1:

Weaker text: “As shown in Figure 1, 
mammography was provided 547 times 
at Location A, 679 times at Location B, 
278 times at Location C, and 721 times at 

location D. The next closest service was 
colonoscopy at Location A (487 times) and 
MRI at Locations B (532 times), Location C 
(175 times), and Location D (649 times).”

Stronger text: “As shown in Figure 1, 
mammography is the most frequent 
service provided at all locations.”

Weaker text: “As shown in Figure 1, 
colonoscopy was provided 487 times at 
Location A but only 123, 45, and 84 times 
at Locations B, C, and D, respectively.”

Stronger text: “Colonoscopy is provided 
more frequently at Location A than at any 
other location. Specifi cally, it is provided 
at Location A between approximately 4 
times and 10 times more frequently than 
at any other location.”

Best practices for tables

A table is not a spreadsheet, even though 
their formats are the same. When the 
writer constructs the table as if it were a 
spreadsheet, the following problems often 
arise:

The organizing principle of the •	
columns and/or rows is fl awed.

The table contains columns and/•	
or rows containing unimportant 
information.

Figure 1: Effective Table



March 2010 Association of Healthcare Internal Auditors New Perspectives  33

The information in the cells is too •	
granular.

Meaningless “footing” of columns is •	
included.

All rows lines, columns lines, and •	
borders are included.

The table is visually crowded.•	

Figure 2 shows a table with these flaws, 
and Figure 3 shows the same table with 
these flaws corrected.

Here is a synopsis of the differences 
between the two tables. In Figure 2, the 
organizing principle of the rows is the 
chronological sequence of the audits; 
in Figure 3, the organizing principle of 
the rows is the severity of the findings. 
Also, Figure 3 deletes some columns 
and deletes the column “footing” as 
not pertinent to the table’s message. 
In addition, Figure 3 simplifies the 
granularity of the dates. Finally, Figure 
3 deletes all of the column lines and 
some of the row lines, highlights the 
“unsatisfactory” ratings, and provides 
more space in each cell.

Charts and Graphs

When charts and graphs are worthwhile 
substitutions

There’s that old saying, “A picture is 
worth a thousand words.” In some 
ways, charts and graphs are “pictures.” 
A chart or graph is worthwhile when 
the picture delivered conveys a single 
message drawn from the underlying 
data. The picture may be that of a trend, 
of a comparison, or of progress toward a 
goal. Your aim should be a vivid visual 
representation of an idea, a representation 
that provides the “Ah ha!” that text alone 
would not provide.

Related text

Charts and graphs should enable the 
reader to grasp the message at a glance. 
The reader should not have to rely on the 
related text for explanation. Instead, the 
related text should expand on the message 
of the chart or graph. For instance, the text 
can explain the significance of the message 
or draw conclusions.

Types of charts and graphs

Each type has best uses, as follows:

Line graphs: trends•	

Figure 3: Improved Table

Figure 2: Flawed Table
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Bar charts: comparisons•	

Pie charts: distribution•	

Bubble charts: comparison across •	
more than one dimension

Dashboards: progress towards a •	
goal

Best practices for charts and graphs

The crucial best practice is to select the 
best approach. In addition to the best 
uses described above, you need to ensure 
that the type of chart selected enables the 
delivery of the message.

Next, you must select and manage the 
data appropriately. Data sets must be 
identical in their scope, whether you are 
showing a trend or a comparison. To 
achieve this, you may need to eliminate 
outliers that cause the data sets not to 
match.

Finally, simplicity is key. Namely, you 
should eliminate all “ink” that does 
not communicate. Such ink includes 
borders, grid lines, background fill, and 
unnecessary patterns. It also includes 
unnecessary text labels. Granular content 
superimposed on the chart or graph 
distracts from the visual impact and so 
distracts from the message.

Figure 4 and Figure 5 show a flawed 
and an improved bar chart. In 
particular, Figure 5 shows a better 
selection of the approach, namely, a 
stacked-bar chart rather than a multiple-
bar chart. Figure 5 also makes the data 
sets identical by showing percentages 
rather than raw numbers; doing so also 
eliminates the need for explanation 
required for Figure 4. In addition, 
Figure 5 eliminates the outlier data 
within year 2007. Finally, Figure 5 
deletes unnecessary “ink.”

Color

Color can be powerful in charts and 
graphs, but you must use it carefully. 
Consider these questions before you use 
color:

Will the chart or graph be printed •	
on a black-ink printer? If so, will the 
colors be distinguishable?

Will the chart or graph deliver the •	
message to someone who cannot 

distinguish among colors (for 
example, between red and green)?

Is the color meaningful, or is it an •	
ornament? Overuse of color can 
distract rather than support the 
message.

A Visually Appealing Report

Through careful consideration of your 
message, you’ve been able to select the 
best approaches and create visually 
appealing tables, charts, and graphs. 
They help you get the messages across to 
your readers, and you think these new 

approaches will help your CAE gain 
better management buy-in for action. NP
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Figure 4: Flawed Bar Chart

5-Year Audit Results Comparison

Bars show raw number of audits rated in each category. Note 
that the total number of audits completed in each year varied 
(2004 = 23 audits, 2005 = 30 audits, 2006 = 41 audits, 2007 = 62 
audits, 2008 = 37 audits). Year 2007 data include 20 quick-audit 
reviews related to the Sarbanes-Oxley adoption process.

Figure 5: Improved Bar Chart

5-Year Audit Results Comparison

Year 2007 data excludes 20 quick-audit reviews related to the 
Sarbanes-Oxley adoption process.


