
46  New Perspectives Association of Healthcare Internal Auditors Fall 2012

Report Writing

A Few Good Words – Considerations for the 
Development of Consulting Reports
By Sally F. Cutler

This column examines key questions 
to help you align the consulting 

report with the engagement, while 
maintaining your professional ethics and 
standards. The column then explores 
in particular how consulting reports 
are similar to and different from audit 
reports. Finally, the column reviews 
some of the approaches that internal 
audit departments use for structuring 
consulting reports.

Your internal audit department is more 
frequently being asked to perform 
consulting engagements. Consulting 
services are in line with your charter, and 
you are glad you are being asked to lend 
your internal-controls expertise to an 
expanding variety of projects.

But you are not sure how you will report on 
these consulting engagements. What should 
you produce as a consulting report? How 
similar or different might such reporting be 
from your reporting on audits?

Key questions for consulting reports

Consulting engagements differ from 
audit engagements in several key ways. 
Chief among these is that the relationship 
between consultant-auditors and consulting 
clients differs from the relationship between 
auditors and audit clients. Specifically, 
the difference is in who “owns” the 
engagement. To simplify: The client owns 
the consulting engagement, while the 
auditor owns the audit engagement.

• In a consulting engagement, the 
client—albeit in collaboration with 
the consultant-auditor—determines 
the scope, timing and deliverables.

• In an audit engagement, the 
auditor—again, albeit to some degree 
in collaboration with the audit 
client—determines the scope, timing 
and deliverables.

The ownership distinction includes who 
makes decisions about the reporting. 
That is, on a consulting engagement, 
the client decides what type and extent 
of reporting are needed. Of course, we 
expect the client to collaborate with us 
as consultant-auditors in making this 
decision. Still, a consulting client has 
much more authority to do so than does 
an audit client.

Consequently, the wise consultant-
auditor asks key questions early on in a 
consulting engagement. These questions 
are addressed to the client and can be 
addressed to others engaged in the 
project:

1. How do you expect my reporting to 
contribute to this project?

2. Who will use the information in the 
report?

3. How will the information be used?

4. What type of information do you 
need? What type of information do 
you not need?

5. What extent of supporting 
information do you need?

6. What types of conclusions do you 
need?

Align the consulting report with the 
engagement

The answers to these questions should 
drive decisions about the reporting. In 
fact, for some consulting engagements, 
reporting can be as short and simple 
as a memo or even an email. For other 
consulting engagements, reporting 
can best be handled in a presentation, 
supported by slides. On the other hand, 
some consulting engagements call for a 
report that is as complex and detailed as 
any audit report.

Before the engagement gets underway, the 
consultant-auditor and the client should 
agree on the reporting approach. For lengthy 
or complex engagements, this agreement 
also should be periodically revisited. 

Professional ethics and standards

In aligning with the client’s needs, the 
consultant-auditor must maintain the 
appropriate professional reporting 
parameters or limits. Specifically, the 
consultant-auditor must ensure that 
professional ethics and standards are not 
compromised and that the appropriate 
separation exists between the consultant-
auditor and the client. (See The Institute 
of Internal Auditors’ Standards, which 
address such separation.) 

For example, the consultant-auditor may 
need to narrowly define the types of 
conclusions that are possible. Alternatively, 
the consultant-auditor may—for certain 
issues—need to document more than the 
client thinks is necessary. Overall, the 
consultant-auditor must know where his 
or her roles and responsibilities end, and 
where those of the client begin. 

Similarities and differences of 
consulting reports and audit reports

We can see the particular similarities and 
differences of these two types of reporting 
by looking section by section at a typical 
audit-report structure.

The wise consul-
tant-auditor asks 

key questions early 
on in a consulting 
engagement.
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Objectives and scope

Consulting reports usually benefit from 
more comprehensive descriptions of 
objectives and scope, because consulting 
engagements can vary widely in both 
regards. That is, some consulting 
engagements have more narrowly 
focused objectives and more constrained 
scopes than does a typical audit; others 
are much broader in objectives and scope 
than a typical audit. 

For example, a consulting engagement 
can focus narrowly on a particular control 
or risk; conversely, it can be as broad as 
involvement in the pre-implementation 
of an enterprise-wide information-
technology system or a strategic change in 
interlinked processes.

By comprehensively describing objectives 
and scope, the consultant-auditor aims 
to unambiguously place boundaries 
around the consulting engagement. These 
boundaries can include process or system 
boundaries, timeframes, desired outcomes 
and responsibilities for those involved in 
the project.

Methods

A consulting report often benefits from 
an expanded description of methods. 
These descriptions should cover not only 
the methods but also any constraints on 
those methods. Descriptions of special 
tools or techniques employed may also 
be included. By clarifying the methods, 
the consultant-auditor not only helps 
those carrying the project forward, but 
also helps those looking at the project as a 
model for future projects.

Audit observations (findings or issues)

A consulting report often differs from an 
audit report most significantly in this core 
section. In particular, incorporating the 
standard attributes of an audit observation 
is often not useful in a consulting report. 
Three of the attributes—criteria, conditions 
and causes—are backward looking. Such 
a view is appropriate for an audit report; 
however, many consulting reports focus 
predominantly on looking forward.

In a consulting report, the consultant-au-
ditor usually places more emphasis on the 
attributes of effects and recommendations. 
The effects can be described as benefits in-
stead of, or in addition to, being described 
as risks. Describing benefits is again a 
forward-looking view. And recommenda-
tions in consulting reports likewise often 
point ahead to benefits, not backwards to 
correcting conditions.

The exception to the forward-looking 
focus described above is a consulting 
engagement where internal audit is asked 
to help assess a process failure. In that 
case, the attributes of criteria, conditions 
and causes will indeed be useful, and 
effects and recommen dations will 
combine backward- and forward-looking 
views of risks and needed actions. 

Opinion or conclusion

Whether a consulting report includes an 
opinion or conclusion should be decided 
early on in the consulting engagement. 
Moreover, the decision should grow directly 
out of the key questions discussed earlier. 

The consultant-auditor and the client 
should agree on the need for an opinion 
or conclusion and on its dimensions. 
Sometimes, the consultant-auditor’s 
expertise is needed to examine an issue 
and provide information, but an opinion or 
conclusion is not called for. Other times, an 
opinion or conclusion is precisely what the 
client needs from internal audit.

When an opinion or conclusion is 
included, it is unlikely to include a rating, 
even when ratings are a usual component 
of internal audit reporting.

Appendices or attachments

Some consulting reports benefit from 
more extensive appendix materials or 
attachments. Such additions can be helpful 
to those carrying the project forward who 
need supporting information. Deciding to 
include appendices or attachments should 
be based on the consultant-auditor’s and 
the client’s agreement on the need for and 
uses of such information.

Approaches to consulting report 
structure

As discussed above, decisions about 
consulting reports should grow out of the 
key questions and aim to align with the 
client’s needs. That said, many internal 

audit departments find it helpful to decide 
on a typical approach to consulting reports. 

Consulting report structure based on the 
audit report structure

Some internal audit departments take the 
audit report structure they use and modify 
it slightly for consulting reports. These 
departments will, for example, retain the 
layout and graphic components of the audit 
report but eliminate the rating, subdivide 
and expand the scope and add appendices. 
They also will rename sections of the report, 
for example, changing “audit observations” 
to “considerations” or “issues.” 

Taking this approach has a couple of 
advantages. First, it generally streamlines 
the report writing, as the consultant-
auditor should be familiar with and 
proficient at using the structure. Secondly, 
it helps maintain and promote the internal 
audit department’s identity or brand.

However, this approach also has 
disadvantages. The structure may not be 
adaptable enough to align with unique 
consulting engagements. Also, some 
clients could feel that they are just getting 
“an audit without the rating” rather 
than a report that aligns with the client’s 
consulting needs.

Consistent consulting report structure 
unlike the audit report structure

Some internal audit departments develop 
a structure tailored to consulting—a 
structure that looks and feels distinct 
from an audit report. These departments 
usually change the layout and graphic 
components from those used in their 
audit reports. They also use section 
headings that carry a consulting tone.

For example, they may rename 
“objectives” and “scope” to something like 
“desired outcomes” and “parameters.” The 
aim is to create a distinct consulting-report 
structure and then to use that structure 
consistently for consulting engagements.

Taking this approach has the advantage 
of shaping a report structure to the task of 
consulting. Furthermore, the structure has 
the effect of delivering a report that does 
not feel to the client like “an audit without 
a rating.”

However, this approach requires a careful 
document-design process. The design 
process should yield a consistent structure 
that consultant-auditors can execute 
efficiently. Also, the structure—while not 
looking like an audit report structure—

The consultant-
auditor must ensure 

that professional 
ethics and standards 
are not compromised.
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should look like a “cousin” to the audit 
report structure so that the internal audit 
department maintains its identity or brand. 

Unique report structure for each 
consulting engagement

Some internal audit departments decide 
that each consulting engagement calls 
for a unique report structure. Taking this 
approach is appealing because it truly 
aims to align with each client’s needs. 
However, an audit department taking this 
approach should weigh the benefits of 
unique report structures against the time 
and effort to both develop and execute 
each report’s unique structure. 

Development of your consulting 
reports

You have decided that you are getting 
enough requests for consulting that it is 
worthwhile to develop these tools:

• A worksheet for capturing the 
answers to the key questions

• Guidance for consultant-auditors 
to ensure not only alignment with 
the client but also attention to 
professional ethics and standards

• A template for a consistent 
consulting-report structure that will 
be related to but distinct from your 
audit-report structure

You are eager to put these tools in place 
and to provide consulting clients with 
valuable reporting. NP
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