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Understand and develop 
your soft skills
By Deborah A. Radke, CPA

Emotional Intelligence for Internal Auditors

Internal auditors need specific technical skills and 
expertise to be successful in their jobs. However, 

our soft skills play an even more significant role 
in our professional success. These soft skills are 
necessary in our dealings with our clients during 
an audit, in our interactions with the leaders of 
our organizations, and in daily interchanges with 
co-workers in our own department. A 2013 white 
paper by The Institute of Internal Auditors (IIA) and 
Robert Half International emphasized the concept 
of soft skills.1

Soft skills cover a broad landscape of competencies in areas 
such as communication, relationship strategies, building 
and keeping trust, navigating through situations, negotiating 
skills, constructive conflict management, and empathy.  
All these traits revolve around how you relate with other 
people and are linked with your emotional intelligence (EI).

Over the past two decades, studies have shown that a 
person’s degree of EI is more important than IQ, advanced 
degrees or technical work experiences, whether you work 
in an entry-level job or a leadership position. For example, 
the IIA Research Foundation issued a report in 2011 on 
understanding and applying soft skills. An auditor’s success 
or failure is dependent on relationships and communication, 
with high levels of emotional and social intelligence being  
the key factor.2

Feat u re

1  https://global.theiia.org/news/Documents/7%20Attributes%20of%20Highly%20Effective%20Internal%20Auditors.pdf
2 http://iia.org.au/professional-development/learnDevel/the-effective-auditor-understanding-and-applying-soft-skills

9

em
ot

io
na

l in
te

llig
en

ce

building and keeping trust

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

st
ra

te
gi

es

empathy

   
   

    
                                     communica

tio
n



   NP Digital Insights10

WHAT IS EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE?
EI is an assortment of mental abilities and skills that enable 
you to recognize, understand and manage your actions and 
feelings. EI includes how you affect those around you, as 
well as how well you recognize and understand the emotions 
of others. You can then use this information to guide your 
thinking and behavior, whether in your professional or 
personal life, to achieve your intended goal or result.

THE NEED FOR EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
Much of what you do as an internal auditor requires 
interaction with people, whether collaborating on an audit 
project with co-workers, interviewing a client, or presenting 
risks and results from your audits to executive leadership 
and the audit committee. Experiencing unpleasant reactions 
from a client during the audit process or feeling frustration 
or anxiety during collaborative assignments in a team 
environment are common emotions for internal auditors.

How effectively you can deal with these situations directly 
affects the successful completion of an audit and whether 
your department is trusted and respected by your organization. 
You work in complex environments where influence, 
negotiation and collaboration with others are critical skills.

Consequently, strong social skills are important for any auditor, 
as these skills will help develop solid, long-term relationships, 
give confidence in sharing information, and enable confronting 
and handling conflict better. Whether dealing with clients or 
co-workers, our jobs are affected by strong EI.

In 1990, researchers Peter Salovey and John D. Mayer 
presented a model for EI as a psychological theory.3 
However, the concept became more widely known and 
popularized in the workplace after Daniel Goleman’s 1995 
book, Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than 
IQ.4 Goleman’s framework of EI involves a wide range of 
ideas and competencies that are either related to managing 
ourselves (personal competencies) or handling relationships 
(social competencies).

PERSONAL COMPETENCIES
Personal competencies focus on understanding yourself and 
how you interact with others to then help you manage your 
behaviors and tendencies and cover the following attributes.

Motivation – Your emotional tendencies guide and help you 
to achieve goals, and include your personal commitment, 
initiative, optimism and standards of excellence.

Self-awareness – You show emotional awareness by 
assessing and understanding your strengths, weaknesses, 
thoughts and beliefs. You can recognize situations that 
trigger your emotions and adapt to the circumstances.  
You know the effect your emotions have on you and others.

Being self-aware will result in showing self-confidence. 
Consequently, self-awareness is the starting point for 
enhancing your EI, since self-awareness gives the foundation 
for managing yourself, spotting emotions in others and 
managing relationships.

Self-regulation – You can think before you act and you 
show the ability to control or redirect your behaviors, thus 
managing your feelings and impulses.

SOCIAL COMPETENCIES
Social competencies focus on your ability to understand 
another person’s behavior or intent to respond effectively. 
Social competencies improve the quality of your relationships 
and cover the following attributes.

Empathy – You can truly connect with a person through 
compassion and understanding because you appreciate 
their feelings and thoughts. When you show strong skill sets 
in this area you can give constructive feedback, whether to a 
co-worker around performance or to the client around a key 
business process or issue.

Social Skills – You can build rapport through your 
communication and interactions, both verbal and nonverbal, 
deal with challenging or awkward situations, resolve conflicts 
and develop mutually beneficial relationships.

CRITICAL EI SKILLS
Think about each of the skills in Exhibit 1 (on the following 
page) that are often necessary during an audit engagement 
and reflect on the questions to decide how well you 
are exhibiting EI. Your ability to effectively use skills and 
abilities such as these will help you to get cooperation from 
those you work with, establish effective relationships and 
accomplish positive change in your organization.

EI is important, whether you  
work in an entry-level job or  

a leadership position.

3  http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.2190/dugg-p24e-52wk-6cdg
4  www.goodreads.com/book/show/26329.Emotional_Intelligence
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Exhibit 1 – EI skill set

1.  Accountability – How much of the responsibility of a situation or circumstance are you able to take on yourself before 
blaming others? 

2.  Communication – Do you communicate well with others? Do you communicate if you have a problem with something  
or somebody? When you write an audit report does the tone show your information is credible and the value of the  
service performed?

3.  Decision-making – Do you procrastinate or sometimes take a long time to decide? Do you change your opinions and 
decisions often? 

4.  Flexibility – Are you able to change plans quickly or do you have your fixed principles, which you like to stick to at all times?

5.  Listening – Can you empathize with what someone is telling you, and reflect back to them that you understood what  
they told you?

6.  Speaking – Are you comfortable giving a presentation or speaking in front of a group of people? 

7. Tolerating stress – Are you often anxious or stressed, and let negative thinking creep in to your head? Do you judge  
yourself or feel guilty?

If your self-assessment identifies strengths in some or all of 
these areas, look for ways you can use your own strengths 
to encourage growth in EI competencies on your team. Seek 
out ways for yourself and your team to grow skills through 
self-study, classroom training, peer coaching and practice. 

RATE YOUR EI
Use the quick set of questions in Exhibit 2 (on the following 
page) to get a better sense of your overall level of EI.  
Self-assessment can then help you reflect on action that  
can bring improvement in the future.

EI enables you to recognize, 
understand and manage  
your actions and feelings.
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If you answered “yes” to six or more of the questions in Exhibit 
2 and if you believe people who know you well would agree 
with your answers, you probably have a high degree of EI. 

EI IMPROVEMENT
Everyone is born with some degree of EI. However, 
competency in the underlying skills and abilities varies. The 
good thing is you can always decide to increase or enhance 
your EI through learning and practice. Growing your EI skills 
can lead to better teamwork and excellent client service. 

The more you work on awareness and regulation of yourself 
and your soft skills, the more you will strengthen your ability 
to carry out audits and other assigned responsibilities  
more effectively.

To start, work on building the capability to do the following.

•  Identify the communication style of others and adapt your 
style to their preferences.

•  Use empathy and other EI skills to build working 
relationships with your co-workers and clients.

•  Improve teamwork and collaboration.

•  Respond appropriately to emotionally charged situations.

•  Use open-ended questions and improve listening skills to 
uncover information needed.

If you are ready to commit to growing your EI, plan to take 
a class or read more about EI. Take the time to learn more 
about yourself and your competencies around EI. Lots of 
books are available, including Emotional Intelligence 2.0, 
which is a quick read and has a step-by-step program for 
increasing your EI.5 The online assessment will give you a 
baseline of your current EI status. The personal development 
plan will show opportunities for growth.

CONCLUSION
Internal auditors need considerable agility, 
communications, relationships and teamwork. Gaining 
insight into and developing EI will have a positive  
influence on your job performance and be a key factor  
to your success as an internal auditor. DI

Deborah A. Radke, CPA, is the Senior Director of Internal Audits with the Johns Hopkins Institution where 
she leads a team of 14 operational internal auditors. She has over 30 years of healthcare experience in 

external auditing, corporate finance and internal auditing. Debbie can be reached at DRadke1@jhmi.edu 
and (443) 997-3105.

Exhibit 2 – Rate your EI Adapted from Working With Emotional Intelligence, Bantam Books, New York, 1998

5  www.goodreads.com/book/show/6486483-emotional-intelligence-2-0

                 Yes           No           Sometimes 

 1.  Do you understand both your strengths and your weaknesses?

 2.  Can you be depended on to take care of every detail?

 3.  Are you comfortable with change and open to novel ideas?

 4.  Are you motivated by the satisfaction of meeting your own standards of excellence?

 5.  Do you stay optimistic when things go wrong?

 6.  Can you see things from another person’s point of view and sense what matters most to him or her?

 7.  Do you let clients’ needs determine how you serve them?

 8.  Do you enjoy helping colleagues develop their skills?

 9.  Can you read office politics accurately?

10.  Are you able to find “win-win” solutions in negotiations and conflicts?

11.  Are you the kind of person other people want on a team?

12.  Are you usually persuasive?




