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How to Audit the Quality of Construction
Ensure quality is built into your construction project

By Ron Risner, MBA, CIA, CCA, CCP 

M
ost auditors are not qualified to audit the 

quality of construction, so they must rely 

on the system of controls. You can rely on 

the quality assurance and quality control 

functions to audit construction quality. These functions 

are not high profile, but when something goes wrong with 

the design or construction, they become of paramount 

interest. 

Auditors often overlook these two functions. When I began 

construction auditing, I ignored these on the first few 

projects I reviewed, too. However, these functions provide 

assurance that ongoing independent tests and inspections 

are taking place during construction. They also ensure 

that design and engineering standards are met, plans and 

specifications are followed, the construction materials meet 

quality requirements, and the construction means and 

methods are sound.  

The importance of quality assurance and quality control

If a portion of a building or bridge collapses (which has 

occurred in the U.S. in the past few years), there will a huge 

liability issue directed at various parties involved in the 

project. 

The plaintiff attorneys and construction experts will 

look at the design, engineering and construction 

contributions to the collapse. They will also look at the 

quality assurance and quality control functions to see 

why these programs did not find design, engineering 

or construction flaws. They will want to know whether 

tests and inspections identified design, engineering and 

construction issues.

What are quality assurance and quality control?

Quality assurance examines whether construction quality 

is what it should be, meaning that the facility will perform 

satisfactorily when placed into service. Quality control 

ensures that the contractor is meeting minimum standards 

of material and workmanship in compliance with the plans, 

specifications and design intent.  

Who is responsibility for quality?

Many believe the contractor is responsible for the quality 

of construction. However, responsibility for quality does 

not rest solely with the contractor. Responsibility includes 

anyone affiliated with the four stages of a project: 

 • Planning 

 • Design

 • Engineering 

 • Construction 

The planning, design and engineering stages of a 

construction project encompass the four phases of design: 

concept, schematic, design development, and construction 

documents, including plans and specifications. 

The preconstruction and construction phases include things 

such as:

1. Surveys

2. Bid/award of contracts by the owner 

3. Bid/award of subcontracts by the contractor 

4. Financial and construction management 
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5. Project controls 

6. General oversight 

7. Equipment installation

8. Construction means and methods 

Part of every involved party’s responsibility is to ensure the 

project is constructed in the most efficient and cost-effective 

manner. 

Tests and inspections of quality

It is a rare construction auditor who has the expertise to 

determine that the quality of construction is as it should be. 

Therefore, auditors need to depend on various inspections 

and testing to confirm the quality of construction is being 

completed in accordance with the construction documents. 

A parallel can be drawn between the quality functions and 

Sarbanes-Oxley. Publicly held companies are required by 

Sarbanes-Oxley to analyze their financial and operating 

controls, document those controls, adjust them where 

appropriate and provide ongoing assessment of the controls 

to make sure they remain effective. These steps ensure that 

the financial structure and systems of an organization are 

sound and are producing quality financial information. 

In the construction industry, independent quality assurance 

and control consultants must perform tests and inspections 

of various aspects of the project, document their work in 

reports, and have the architect and/or contractor adjust 

construction work as needed. These steps ensure that the 

design and construction systems of the project are sound 

and will produce a quality end product.    

Throughout the preconstruction and construction phases, 

projects undergo a series of tests and inspections to ensure 

the project is being built as required. Tests and inspections 

may be carried out by the contractor, architect, engineers, 

vendors, independent consultants or government 

inspection agencies and will vary from project to project. 

Testing can be performed in the field or the laboratory. 

Field inspections may include threshold tests for concrete, 

steel, masonry, soil or pavement, plus others. Laboratory 

tests may include soil, aggregates, concrete or asphalt, plus 

others. Inspections are performed by local building officials to 

determine that local building codes and ordinances are being 

followed. A report (field, laboratory, or narrative) is usually 

prepared, and, when required, a permit will be issued.

Architects will frequently walk the site to determine that 

their plans, specifications and drawings are being followed 

(that the work is conforming to the design documents 

and the design intent). From the walk-throughs, they will 

generate a field report indicating any noncompliance 

observed. The field reports are given to the contractor and 

owner for their review. 

Nonconforming work must be remedied by the contractor. 

Nonconforming work or other defects may: 

 • Create safety risk during construction

 • Result in added costs

 • Create project delays 

Nonconforming work may also create safety risks or 

unworkable situations after the project is put into use and 

add to maintenance costs.

Your role in quality assurance and control

An auditor can perform many tests in a construction 

audit. Most auditors, however, will need to rely on others 

with respect to the quality of construction. That reliance 

will rest upon the self-monitoring controls found in the 

quality assurance and control tests and inspections. 

Responsibility for quality does not rest solely with the contractor.

Nonconforming work must be 
remedied by the contractor.

Auditors need to depend on various 
inspections and testing to confirm 
the quality of construction.
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These outcomes will determine whether the quality of 

construction meets the highest standards.  

When planning a control review, you should consider 

the inspection and testing controls built into the quality 

assurance and control function. To set the scope, you should 

usually begin with an introductory question and answer 

session. During the meeting, it is important to ask how 

the quality control and quality assurance functions will be 

handled. You will want to discuss what tests, inspections 

and reports will be produced, including those issued by the 

architect.

Sometimes these reports will be included in the contractor’s 

monthly progress reports. If not, it will be necessary to ask 

for sample copies from the appropriate party as the project 

progresses.

You will also want to consider whether the reports are 

produced in accordance with the frequency set forth in 

the agreement. In addition, you will need to pay attention 

to nonconforming matters found by the architect. 

Nonconforming work should be noted in your workpapers 

and you should receive confirmation and documentation 

from the architect, the contractor and quality assurance and 

controls experts that the nonconformance was remedied. 

Performing a field visit to see that nonconforming work has 

been corrected is also a possibility. 

Summary

Quality assurance and control functions are important to 

ensure a project is designed properly and built according 

to the plans, specifications and drawings. The tests and 

inspections performed by the construction team are 

paramount to ensure that the quality of construction—

including the materials, means and methods—meet the 

highest standards. As the auditor, you can then rely on 

the quality assurance and control function to ensure the 

necessary standards of quality were met. NP

You should consider the inspection and testing controls built into the quality 
assurance and control function.

Ron Risner, MBA, CIA, CCA, CCP, 

is President of Risner Consulting 

Group, Inc. of Orlando, Fla. He 

provides construction audit training 

through the MIS Training Institute. 

Ron can be reached at 407-340-

5204 or RonRisner@aol.com. 

You can find the firm’s website at 

risnerconsulting.com.

The Institute of Internal Auditors Research Foundation has pub-

lished Ron’s book on construction auditing, The Practitioner’s 

Blueprint to Construction Auditing. It can be ordered online at 

the IIA Book Store at www.theiia.org/bookstore/.

Don't wait. The time will never be just right. ~ Napoleon Hill
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