
Say it Right
Leveraging agile communications for internal audit excellence
By Phil Tarling, CIA, MIIA, CRMA
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ach person has his or her own preferred style of 
learning and of communicating. While some are 
visual learners and others learn by listening, many 
are experiential learners who grasp things best 

while actually doing the work. It is said that people tend to 
gravitate toward professions that engage and embrace their 
preferred style.

Most internal auditors, for example, are inquisitive and 
analytical. Traditionally, internal auditors have been 
admired for their ability to objectively look beneath the 
surface to see and understand things that others might not 
even notice. 

In the past, auditors’ ability to communicate—other than 
through clear audit reports—was not always included as 
a required skill set. This is no longer the case, and today’s 
internal auditors must be exemplary communicators if 
they want to be effective in their work and valued for 
what they do. 

Although the way we say things is just as important as what 
we say, not everyone is adept at determining the best way to 
deliver messages. 

Internal audit professionals must read between the lines, 
be able to separate what’s important from the minutiae 
and communicate the difference. They must sometimes 
deliver bad news, express unpopular views and make 
recommendations for the greater good, while knowing 
their message might not be well-received. Their work, their 
credibility, their effectiveness and their ultimate value to 
the organization are all inherently dependent upon their 
ability to objectively communicate in a nonthreatening and 
acceptable way. They must say it right.

Communication challenges
Internal auditors are faced with countless choices and 
challenges every day, and many of these issues involve 
communication. From making recommendations to 
management following a consulting engagement, to 
presenting reports to the audit committee, to providing 
assurance about risk, internal audit professionals must 
effectively communicate issues and messages in the right 
way to those they serve. 

With the proliferation of electronic capabilities and social 
media outlets, communication has been expedited and 
automated to entirely new levels. These technological 
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advances present exciting new opportunities for enhancing 
communication effectiveness, but also require concentrated 
effort and involvement. This can be a double-edged sword 
for busy internal auditors already stretched to do more with 
less, so an added dose of discernment is required here.

As is particularly evident in the practice of internal 
auditing, listening is likely the most important of all the 
communication skills. Internal auditors must be excellent 
listeners to garner the trust of others, as well as to 
understand the information they are being given. The skill to 
ask the right questions without aggression or intimidation, 
and then to listen intently without interruption or 
innuendo, is absolutely essential to the process of gathering 
information—a key responsibility of internal auditors. 

Another significant opportunity and important challenge is 
the internal auditor’s ability to inform and influence those 
at the top. This is not possible without communication 
agility and expertise. Strategic decisions in any organization 
should involve the internal auditors to help ensure the 
accompanying risks are being assessed and discussed. 
Therefore, the internal auditors must be uniquely in tune 
with the style and expectations of executive management 
and the audit committee, and—to bring the most value—
must understand how best to communicate information to 
those at this level. 

Say it right
The Institute of Internal Auditors has nearly 180,000 
members from 190 countries and we neither all speak 
the same language nor share identical social or economic 
environments. This makes communicating effectively 
an even more daunting task. Still, The IIA mirrors many 
organizations in the global business community, and 
we must be exemplary in the way we confront the 
communications challenges of the day.

My goal is for The IIA to say it right as we continue to 
advocate to our global stakeholders on behalf of the internal 
audit profession at large and our members specifically. As a 
global guidance-setter, we must ensure we are clear in the 
standards and guidance we develop and promote, explicit 
in the practices we encourage internal auditors to follow, 
and precise in the messages we deliver to our members and 
those they serve. 

In my role as IIA spokesperson, I am honored to advocate 
for the profession by articulating internal auditing’s value 
in each and every encounter, whether in front of an 
audience of thousands or in a board room among a few. I 
enthusiastically write and talk about the profession I love 
so that others will understand the important role internal 
auditors play in today’s global business arena. And I make 
sure I communicate my appreciation to the thousands of 
dedicated internal audit professionals all around the world 
who work so tirelessly to help ensure their organizations do 
the right thing while pursuing their goals and objectives. NP
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In the practice of internal auditing, listening is likely the most 
important of all the communication skills.

Wise are those who learn that the bottom line doesn’t always have to be their top priority.  
~ William Arthur Ward
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