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Report Writing 

A Few Good Words – How to Handle 
Background Information
By Sally F. Cutler

It seems your audits are dealing with 
increasingly complex issues—issues 

that need to be put into context so readers 
get the full picture. Yet you know that 
many readers skip over your report’s 
background section to get to the results. Just 
today, someone contacted you asking for 
information that was, in fact, in the report—
right there in the background section.

What kind of information do readers 
need in the background section of an 
audit report? Do they need different 
information in the background section 
of a consulting report? And how can you 
provide that information in a way that 
invites them to actually read it?

In this column, we examine the functions 
and key components of a background 
section in audit and consulting reports. 
We also offer cautions for the background 
section—approaches that diminish its 
value. Additionally, we explore what type 
of background information may best be 
incorporated in Observations. Finally, 
we suggest ways to deliver background 
information in a reader-friendly format.

Functions of a background section

A background section provides the 
context in which readers are expected 
to understand the engagement and its 
results. In particular, context places the 
results in the larger framework of your 
organization and industry. Context also 
may place the results in the framework of 
events outside the organization.

A background section has the highest 
utility for those less familiar with the 
audited entity or consulting project. These 
readers need an orientation to:

• The audit entity or consulting project 
itself

• The entity’s or project’s importance 
to and place in the organization

• The internal and external 
environment in which the entity 
operates or the project is taking place

Lastly, the background section needs to 
present the audited entity in a fair and 
neutral way. Although you select what 
to include, you should present neither 
biases nor characterizations—positive or 
negative. After reading the background 
section, the reader should have a sense of 
where the report will focus and should 
be ready for the results. But the reader 
should not be able to predict those results. 

Key components of audit report 
background sections

A description of the audited entity’s 
function

The description should be crisp, not a 
detailed list of processes or process steps. 
You might think about this description as 
fitting snugly against what your readers 
already know. Your aim is to start at the 
point of their current understanding and 
go just far enough to explain why the 
entity exists. As you do so, you focus on 
developing the understanding the reader 
will need to make use of the audit results.

Some worthwhile considerations in such a 
description are:

• Where the entity is placed in the 
organizational structure

• What its key responsibilities are

• What its products or services are, and 
whether they are provided to external 
or internal customers

Key measurements that help “size” the 
audited entity

The measurements you select will vary 
depending on the engagement. For 
example, financial information would 

be important for a treasury engagement, 
while numbers of employees would likely 
be more relevant for a human resources 
audit. An entity’s key performance 
indicators—if available—are helpful.

Comparative measurements also help set 
context. For example, period-to-period 
comparisons for key measurements 
often are useful. Or a size comparison of 
the audited facility to others within the 
hospital system may be useful.

Internal and/or external changes 

Describing pertinent internal changes 
can help set context. Doing so is 
particularly helpful when the results of 
the engagement point to some difficulty 
related to those changes. For example, 
describing a recent reorganization, a 
system implementation or a merger of 
facilities could set the stage for the audit 
results.

Likewise, describing pertinent external 
changes can help set context. These 
may be such things as regulatory 
changes, shifting demographics or 
technologies, or trends in the labor force. 
Again, describing pertinent changes is 
particularly helpful when the changes 
relate to the audit result.

Key components of consulting-
report background sections

The nature of a report on a consulting 
engagement argues for a different 
approach to the background section 
for such reports. Specifically, you 
should consider these components, as 
appropriate:

• An overall description of the project 
and its objectives

• A description of the project 
team with an overview of their 
responsibilities
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• An explanation of how the project fits 
into larger organizational initiatives

• When the report is a milestone report, 
an explanation of how this report fits 
into the overall project

Cautions for background sections

A background section can go wrong in 
several ways.

The little biography 

In a sincere effort, some writers try to 
tell the readers the history of the entity, 
adopting a story-telling approach: 
“Once upon a time there was an 
accounts payable department…” The 
audit customer may have given the 
writer a lot of information, and the 
writer may feel obliged to include it 
all. However, writing a little biography 
obscures what is pertinent. Furthermore, 
this excessive information increases 
the likelihood that readers will skip the 
background section.

Overload

Some writers believe the only way to 
ensure the reader will understand is to 
relate everything the writer knows about 
the audited entity. This belief comes from 
the mistaken notion that the reader needs 
to understand to the same depth the 
writer understands.

However, we know overloading a 
reader confuses rather than clarifies. The 
background section has the highest utility 
for readers who are less familiar with 
the audited entity. These are precisely 
the readers you do not want to overload. 
A good physician knows that every 
diagnostic detail is not pertinent to the 
patient; likewise, an effective writer filters 
what he or she knows by looking through 
the eyes of the reader.

This means you should avoid the 
following types of details:

• Detailed process descriptions

• Detailed explanations of how 
regulatory requirements and 
organizational alignments have 
evolved

• Outlier aspects of processes, 
regulations, system parameters and 
so forth when they are marginally 
relevant to the audit results 

Information that belongs elsewhere

As mentioned above, the background 
section should be neutral. Thus, no audit 
results or consulting conclusions should 
be in the background section. Likewise, 
scope exclusions should not be in the 
background section. 

Keeping these elements out—especially 
scope exclusions—can be challenging, 
as they are often an outgrowth of the 
information included in the background 
section.

Unedited information

Using unedited audit-customer 
information—for example, pulling 
information from the organization’s 
website—can result in a background 
section that is more about marketing than 
about setting context.

Incorporation of background 
information in observations

Some audits and projects are complex 
enough to warrant a dedicated 
background section in each Observation. 
This approach recognizes two things:

• In order to understand a complex 
issue, readers need more than a 
normal background section will 
provide. For example, process details 
or regulatory nuances may indeed be 
pertinent to a particular Observation.

• Placing Observation-specific 
background information in a general 
background section puts that 
information too far away from the 
issue in the Observation. Readers 
should not have to hold that kind of 

detailed information in memory, nor 
should you expect them to go between 
report sections in order to understand. 

When Observations have this kind of 
complexity, an Observation-specific 
background section is appropriate. 
Furthermore, it is best to point out this 
information for the reader by using a 
subheading or placing the information in 
a sidebar.

Reader-friendly formats

The background section benefits 
significantly from reader-friendly 
formatting, especially because the target 
readers are those less familiar with the 
audited entity or the consulting project.

These format approaches help:

• Avoid long paragraphs.

• Use meaningful headings.

• Use short bullet lists.

• Use tables and charts to present 
comparisons.

• Use call-outs. These are small text 
boxes—with the main text wrapping 
around them—that quote from the 
main text.

• Use sidebars. These are larger text 
boxes—usually alongside the main 
text but sometimes with the main 
text wrapping around them—that 
provide definitions or more in-depth 
explanations.

A fresh look at your background 
sections

You have taken a hard look at your 
background sections, and you can see why 
readers are skipping them. You decide 
to think more strategically about what 
readers really need and about how to 
present the information. You believe that 
you can not only reduce the length of these 
sections, but also present the information 
in a more meaningful and readable way. NP
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