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Course Objectives
2

Identify 
characteristics 

of a well-written 
report

Discuss the 
necessary 

elements of a 
finding

Review 
writing and 

editing 
techniques

Discuss 
common 

report-writing 
challenges and 

how to 
overcome 

them





STANDARDS

The purposes of audit reports (GAS 
9.08) are to:
 clearly communicate the results 

of audits to those charged with 
governance, the appropriate 
officials of the audited entity, and 
the appropriate oversight 
officials; and

 facilitate follow-up to determine 
whether appropriate corrective 
actions
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STANDARDS

 Internal auditors must 
communicate the results of 
engagements.

 Communications must include 
the engagement’s objectives, 
scope, and results.

 Final communication of 
engagement results must 
include applicable 
conclusions, as well as 
applicable recommendations 
and/or action plans.
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 Communications must be 
accurate, objective, clear, 
concise, constructive, 
complete and timely.



Characteristics of Well-Written Reports
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Accurate Objective Clear Concise Constructive Complete Timely



Characteristics of Well-Written Reports
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Accurate
• Error-free
• Non-

distorting

Objective
• Fair
• Balanced
• Considers all 

relevant 
facts

Clear
• Easily 

understood
• Logical
• Not jargon

Concise
•To the point
•Avoid wordiness, 

superfluous detail, 
unnecessary 
elaboration, 
redundancy, etc.



Characteristics of Well-Written Reports
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Constructive
• Helpful
• Lead to 

improvements

Complete
• Include all info 

needed to support 
recommendations 
and conclusions

• Lack nothing 
essential for your 
audience

Timely
• Expedient
• Opportune time for 

corrective action



Consider the Consequences
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Not 
followed

Mean

Not 
convincing

Incomplete

Not read

Unclear Wordy

No 
credibility

Bias Mistakes



Organizing Information

Writing that is easy to 
read is hard to write.

Writing that is hard to 
read is easy to write.
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Bottom Line
MUST BE PERSUASIVE TO BE EFFECTIVE

11



The most 
important 
part of your 
report?

Process Owners 
and 

Management

Third 
Party?

City Council, 
Audit 

Committee, and 
Board

Public?

Audience
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Audience

Who are 
the 

potential 
readers?

How 
much do 

they know 
about the 
audited 
activity?

How will 
they use 

the 
report?

How will 
the report 

affect 
them?
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Audience Needs

Persuasive 
evidence Clarity

Brevity Explanation

Detail Actionable 
recommendations
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Process Owners 
and 

Management

Third 
Party?

City Council, 
Audit 

Committee, and 
Board

Public?



Map Report Parts to Audience Needs
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Title

Executive Summary

Background

Objectives, Scope, (Methodology?)

Recognition

Conclusions and Rating

Findings or Observations

Distribution

Process Owners 
and 

Management

Third 
Party?

City Council, 
Audit 

Committee, and 
Board

Public?



 “What Should Be” – Standards to measure 
performance.

 Criteria are the laws, standards, rules, or test that the 
auditor uses to evaluate the reviewed entity.  (See 
8.18 for types of criteria.) 

 In the absence of prescribed criteria, auditors must 
rely on their professional knowledge and experience 
to select suitable criteria, such as business processes, 
acceptable accounting or internal control 
procedures or business practices, or other 
governmental or business-related practices. 

16

CRITERIA



“What Is” – The existing state of affairs as 
determined and documented during the 
course of the audit. 

Clearly identify the problem that the audit 
revealed.  Describe what is deficient, 
defective, or in error, and state whether 
the problem is isolated or widespread.
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CONDITION



“Why did it happen?” – OR – “Why did it not 
happen?”– Explanation for the occurrence of 
the condition.

What organizational level was responsible for it? 
When, where, and how did it occur?

 Include enough detail to support the 
recommendation(s) and to assist management 
in implementing corrective action.  
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CAUSE



 “What is the impact?” – OR – “So what?” – Impact or 
consequences of the condition not meeting the criteria.

 When possible, express the effect in quantitative terms 
(Dollars, number of personnel, units of production, 
quantities of material, number of transactions, elapsed 
time, etc.). 

 Comments on potential or intangible effects may be 
stated, but the effects must clearly be identified as 
potential or intangible.
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EFFECT



 Driven from cause and should push the auditee to take 
specific actions to correct the deficiencies.

 Can result in monetary and non-monetary benefits.  
Potential monetary benefits should be reasonably and 
prudently determined.

 Avoid recommendations that propose vague actions, e.g. 
“We recommend CFSA take action to correct the internal 
control deficiencies.”  A better recommendation would cite 
the specific actions to correct specific internal control 
deficiencies.

 You can’t dictate or make decisions for management, but 
the more specific cause = the more specific 
recommendation.
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RECOMMENDATION



Audit Results - Findings
21

CRITERIA
CONDITION EFFECT

RECOMMENDATION RECOMMENDATION RECOMMENDATION

CAUSE CAUSE CAUSE



Group Exercise: Fix the Finding
At the entrance conference, Chicago Department of Stuff (CDOS)
management stated that they accurately billed all yard-sale applicants.
However, CDOS employees later told us they sometimes had to use old
forms. OIG was able to review all 10,000 applications and payments
because they were available electronically. OIG found that 1,000
applicants, or 10%, were charged a $15 fee instead of the correct $10 fee,
because the old application form had a typographical error. Because of this
issue, applicants were overcharged $5,000. CDOS should ensure that all
forms used are free of typographical errors.

We continued to review applications and payments, comparing what was
charged to what should have been charged. We found that 9,000
applicants, or 90%, were charged a $10 per sign fee rather than the $10
per event fee as required by the Municipal Code of Chicago (MCC). The
form used by CDOS staff stated that the fee should be charged per each
sign, and CDOS staff stated they were unaware that this practice conflicted
with the MCC. CDOS should also make sure they only charge a per event
fee, because this error doubled the amount charged each applicant and
accounted for $90,000 of overpayment.

In conclusion, we found that CDOS overcharged 10,000 yard-sale
applicants, resulting in a net overpayment of $95,000 by applicants.
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Group Exercise: Fix the Finding
The Chicago Department of Stuff (CDOS) overcharged 10,000 yard-sale
applicants, resulting in a net overpayment of $95,000 by business owners.
CDOS did not bill applicants the amount prescribed by the Municipal Code.
Specifically, CDOS made the following errors:

■ 9,000 applicants, or 90%, were charged a $10 fee per sign rather than
per event. This doubled the amount charged each applicant (because
two signs are issued for each event) and accounted for $90,000 of the
overpayments.

■ 1,000 applicants, or 10%, were charged a $15 fee instead of the $10
fee because the application form used had a typographical error. This
accounted for $5,000 of the overpayments.

CDOS Management stated that they were unaware that applicants were
charged a per sign fee rather than a per event fee and relied on staff to
ensure procedures matched the Municipal Code. They also stated that they
were aware of the typographical error on some forms, but only used those
forms when they had run out of the correct forms.

CDOS should develop, document, and implement procedures to ensure
applicants are charged $10 per event. Furthermore, CDOS should destroy
or correct all forms with the inaccurate fee amount.
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Writing TIPS AND 
TECHNIQUES

24
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Good Reports are Roadmaps
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How auditee got into 
this situation and how 

to get out
Elements of a finding

A route through 
the report

White space, headers, 
graphs, images… 

organization



Organization Options

Chronological
Topic

Significance
Cause

Effect/risk
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Outline

Outline it first!
Use template headers
Map the findings
Run it by teammates
Run it by supervisor
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Paragraphs: Inductive, Deductive
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Detail

Detail

Main Point

Main Point

Detail

Detail

Inductive Deductive



Deductive or inductive?

Different bureaus set different priorities depending on the volume
of inspections they are required to perform, the number of
complaints they receive, and available staff. At the direction of
management, the majority of bureaus now prioritize inspections
related to revenue-generating permits. Therefore, we concluded
that complaint-based inspections are not the highest priority
inspection type for all bureaus.
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Deductive or inductive?

We found that complaint-based inspections are not the highest
priority inspection type for all bureaus. Different bureaus set
different priorities depending on the volume of inspections they
are required to perform, the number of complaints they receive,
and available staff. At the direction of management, the majority
of bureaus now prioritize inspections related to revenue-
generating permits.
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Deductive Paragraphs

• Unity – every sentence supports or develops 
the main point established at the beginning 
of the paragraph. 

• Coherence – sentences flow smoothly and 
logically so that the reader clearly sees the 
relationship between them. 

To be effective, 
a deductive 
paragraph 

needs unity and 
coherence. 

Where will the reader think the paragraph is going?
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Positions: Topic, Stress
33

The department corrected the error.

Topic Stress



Positions: Topic, Stress

1. “After multiple reminders, the department corrected the error.”
2. “The department corrected the error after multiple reminders.”
3. “We found 98 incomplete records in our sample.”  
4. “Within our sample of records, we found that 98 were incomplete.” 
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Known – New Contract with Reader

Known New

35

Promise!

Known New



Concept Load
36

Too

Many



Concept Load
37

1
2

3



The Sentence Core

Subject Verb Object 

The 
Department corrected the error. 
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Voice: Active, Passive
39

Actor Action Object



Voice: Active, Passive

1. “Annual registrations are submitted by January 15.”
2. “Lobbyists submit annual registrations by January 15.”
3. “Mistakes were made by over 30% of the candidates on 

their applications.”
4. “Over 30% of the candidates made mistakes on their 

applications.”
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Editing 
Techniques
GETS EASIER WITH PRACTICE
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Revising Your Own Work
42

Writer-
Focused

Reader-
Focused



43

Trees to Forest



Ask Yourself
44

Is everything serving the purpose of the report?
Is the message clear to someone who doesn’t know this topic?
Will they have questions that aren’t answered?
All sources cited?
Accurate attribution?

“Department staff have not made a mistake in the past year.”
“Department staff stated that they have not made a mistake in the past year.”

Does it look good? Typos, formatting, headers? 



Some Self-Editing Techniques
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Read Aloud •Every Word

Sleep on It •Cold Read

Highlight •Findings Elements

Spell/Grammar 
Check •Don’t Trust It



Some Other-Editing Techniques
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Discuss • Before: What am I editing for?
• After: Major themes

Explain Why • Promote learning

Provide 
Alternatives • If not a substitute for learning



Use Shop Tools
47

Templates Consistency Built-in 
formatting

Specific 
guidance 

on content

Style 
Guide Consistency

Citation 
Guide Consistency





Microsoft 
Word 
Readability 
Statistics

Microsoft Word
File  Options 
Proofing  Check 
grammar with 
spelling  Show 
readability statistics
Review Tab 
Proofing Section 
Spelling and 
Grammar
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Summary
50

Audience is most 
important

Provide a roadmap 
through finding and 

report

Keep your writing clear, 
cohesive, and readable 

by:

Using plain language

Limiting length and 
concept load

Writing deductive 
paragraphs

Using active voice

Process Owners 
and 

Management

Third 
Party?

Audit 
Committee and 

Board

Public?



Editing is a process that 
removes all those unnecessary 

words that take up large 
amounts of space but add 

nothing of any real significance 
to the meaning of a message.



KEEP IT SIMPLE

“The positive appeal of a visual object 
depends not so much upon the 

objective standards against which said 
object is measured, nor upon the image 
said object records upon the retina and 

optic nerve, as it does upon the 
cerebral interpretation of the image 

recorded by the organ of vision of that 
individual who observes said object.”
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KEEP IT SIMPLE

“Experience has 
demonstrated that the total 

aggregate or corporeal 
substances that may emanate 

transplendency, do not of 
necessity represent an 

embodiment of precious 
metallic element ochre.”
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KEEP IT SIMPLE

“A condition characterized 
by tardiness is more 

desirable than one that is 
systematically marked by 

eternal absenteeism.”
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Overcoming 
Common 
Challenges
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Challenges and Approaches
56

Sleep 
on it

Writer’s 
block

Get 
messaging 

buy-in 
early

Late changes Not meeting 
expectations



Challenges and Approaches
57

Recommendations

Specific enough that 
you can tell if they were 

followed

Not so specific that 
you’re doing 

management’s job



Challenges and Approaches
58

Yours?



Questions and Comments?
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