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Moving to the Next Level:
Consulting Skills for Internal Auditors
By John J. Hall, CPA

Introduction

Let’s start by describing where internal 
auditing intersects consultative auditing. 
In his book Flawless Consulting, author 
Peter Block provides the roadmap for 
anyone providing consultative service to 
organizations. Block does an excellent job 
of providing defi nition and focus to any 
internal auditor seeking to incorporate a 
consultative approach as part of their work. 
On the fi rst page of his book Block states,

“A consultant is a person in a 
position to have some infl uence 
over an individual, a group, or 
an organization, but who has no 
direct power to make changes or 
implement programs. A manager 
is someone who has direct control 
over the action. The moment you 
take direct control, you are acting as 
a manager.” 

With no direct line control over 
management actions, internal auditors 
fall under the umbrella of internal 
consultants. We want to improve our 
employer’s condition but our ideas 
and suggestions must fi rst be sold to 
management for them to implement. 

Ideas sell best to management when 
consulting skills are employed. Since 
eliciting management action to undertake 
needed change is a core aspect of an audit, 
we need focus on developing consulting 
skills as a competency. 

Consultants can naturally be broken 
down into two categories: internal and 
external. Keep one critical point in 
mind when functioning in an internal 
consultant mode: our assignment is not 
to fi x the problem but rather to move 
management toward taking effective 
action. The skills discussed below 
are all designed for internal auditors 
to help well-intentioned managers 
identify and implement actions that 
will effectively and effi ciently address 
problems and opportunities in their 
work environment.

Level One: Technical Skills
Before anyone can act in a consultative 
manner, a solid foundation built on 
technical skills must be in place. Among 
the technical skills foundation are the 
following: 

Internal auditing standards and •	
practices adherence.

Audit test design, execution, and •	
documentation knowledge.

Audit report and other document •	
writing skills.

Industry and employer organization •	
expertise.

Accounting, information technology, •	
logistics, engineering, manufacturing, 
or other relevant expertise.

Internal audit administration, •	
planning, supervision, and project 
leadership competency.

Mastery of these internal auditing 
technical skill areas is required in 
order to perform internal consulting 
tasks. But before you are invited into 
internal consulting opportunities, your 
technical skills must clearly exceed the 
foundational skills mentioned above. 
Again from Peter Block, “Either in college 
or in our fi rst job, we were trained in a 
specifi c fi eld or function. This might be 
engineering; sales; accounting; counseling; 
or any of the thousands of ways people 
make a living. This is our basic training. It 
is only after acquiring technical expertise 
that we start consulting. If we didn’t have 
some expertise, then people wouldn’t ask 
for our advice.” 

Executive Summary

Management’s audit team expectations are higher than ever. The traditional auditor 
roles of compliance assurance, information verifi cation, and control testing must be 
supplemented by value enhancing ideas for operational and technical improvement. 

This article suggests several skills that are required for auditors seeking to provide 
measurable value on every audit project by including an ‘internal consultant’ 
approach to their work. Readers are encouraged to examine their current levels of 
mastery in each skill discussed and to seek proactive solutions to enhancing their 
existing abilities to meet fully the growing expectations of organization leaders.
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Ask yourself: What areas of legitimate 
expertise do I have? On what subject 
areas relevant to my company do I have 
expertise to take to my management 
team? Does management perceive me as 
having this expertise? In short, what do I 
know that they would be willing to pay 
for?

Level Two: Behavior and 
Communications Skills

Once we have a solid foundation of 
technical and auditing skills, we are 
ready to master the behavior and 
communications skills needed for 
full implementation of a consultative 
approach to our work. While there are 
many specific skill areas to be mastered 
by the consultative auditor approach, here 
are four to consider.

Establishing and Building Rapport Many 
audit projects for auditees are not 
optional exercises. Rather, the audit is 
our process burdened upon them. It 
is an imposition on their daily work 
responsibilities. If given some say in the 
matter, many managers and staff of the 
organizations we audit would probably 
just as soon have us ignore them and go 
audit elsewhere. Some managers may 
have a lingering feeling from past audit 
experiences that their needs were not 
fully met and their opinions were not 
adequately respected or communicated 
in audit reports. Some may be 
legitimately afraid of being audited 
based solely on anecdotal evidence about 

auditors and how auditors go about their 
work. 

To counteract any barriers that may exist, 
we must master the skill of establishing 
and maintaining legitimate rapport with 
those we audit. Rapport is the level of 
trust that exists between two people. It 
is normally built over a period of time as 
individuals work together. Our challenge 
is that we often simply do not have the 
time for this process to develop on its 
own. Audit projects may run only a few 
weeks and we often start day one with 
no prior experience with or working 
knowledge of the people and departments 
we audit. 

We must, however, take specific proactive 
steps to create and maintain a relationship 
of trust with the managers and staff 
we are auditing. We must show our 
audit clients that we understand their 
priorities and performance measurement 
variables. We must look for opportunities 
to demonstrate our interest in improving 
their work performance, quality of results, 
and how well their goals are being met.

When blending consulting skills into an 
internal audit assignment, we need to 
balance traditional audit project objectives 
with building a collaborative working 
relationship based on mutual trust. We 
need to take the initiative in building that 
relationship starting with our first contact 
and continuing throughout every phase 
of the audit work, and continuing on 
afterward.

Listening and Interviewing One of the 
places where traditional auditing and 
the consultative approach will intersect 
is the collection and analysis of relevant 
data. While much of the data used by 
an auditor comes from transaction 
records and other documents, much 

can also come from human sources 
during project interviews and ongoing 

discussions. This human source 
information gathering is the forte of a 
consultative approach while the former 
can be achieved via the old ‘gottcha’ 
style of auditing.

Gathering audit information through 
interviews is a core skill that all auditors 
must begin to develop early in their 
audit careers. But the interviewing skills 
necessary for consultative auditing 
go much further. The internal auditor 
consultant must become a master of 
interview to:

Collect and organize data in a •	
manner leading to the root causes of 
problems and missed opportunities

Test possible solution scenarios •	

Motivate managers toward action •	
where action is needed

Identify organization and personal •	
resistance that may not surface in 
other data collection. 

Consultative interviews offer a number 
of challenges for the auditor. All 
information comes to us through the 
interviewee’s filters. Relevant information 
may need to be confirmed for accuracy 
and applicability. Some information 
collected will be irrelevant. There may 
be a mismatch in business or technical 
experience levels between interviewer 
and those being interviewed. The 
consultative auditor should take proactive 
steps to recognize and react to these 
challenges. 

Consultative auditors must take their 
interviewing and listening skills to a 
high level. We must be sensitive to the 
spoken responses to our inquiries and 
to the subtleties of the interviewee’s 
style, words, and non-verbal messages. 
Consultative interviewing relies quite 
heavily on open-ended questions. And it 
seeks a higher level of open discussion of 
issues, causes and ‘what if’ scenarios than 
might normally be the case in compliance-
based audits. 

We must master the skill of establishing and maintaining 
legitimate rapport with those we audit.

Creating a Positive Relationship

Show people they are important•	

Frame issues as mutual •	
problems

Listen first, talk second•	

Find common ground•	

Share a vision•	

Don’t compete•	

Be cooperative•	

Be empathetic•	

Be receptive•	

Be sensitive•	

Be honest•	

Keep your word•	

Keep in touch•	

Ask yourself: How effective are you 
at establishing rapport with those 
you audit—especially when there is 
observable resistance to the audit? 
What specific steps can you take on 
an upcoming project to build rapport 
during each interaction? 
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Speaking and Presenting Throughout all 
phases of consultative audit projects, we 
must be able to stand and competently 
present our process, our findings and 
observations, our conclusions, and other 
relevant information. We must also be 
able to handle questions, resistance and 
outright disagreements. Murphy’s Law 
is in full effect during presentations: 
anything that can go wrong probably will. 

All audit professionals, regardless of level, 
can and should master speaking and 
presenting skills. It is a skill where we can 
all make great strides with instruction, 
mentoring, coaching, constructive 
feedback, and especially practice and 
repetition. Consultative auditors must 
be able to present in situations including 
one-on-one, small groups (kick-off 
meetings, project status meetings, closing 
conferences), and large group settings 
(training, board meetings, department 
conferences).

Selling Audit Ideas It was once said that, 
“if auditors were in the used car business 
they’d all be on welfare.” Whether we 
like it or not, auditors are all in the 
sales business. Not selling products. 
But selling ideas that can help those we 
audit be more effective, fully comply 
with standards, and improve individual 
and group performance. All of our 
planning, testing, interviewing, analyzing, 
concluding, summarizing and reporting 

are of minimal value if no action occurs. 
Getting management to act where action 
is appropriate is critical to the success of a 
consultative auditor. While independent 
external consultants theoretically have 
no vested interest in whether the client 
organization takes action in response 
to a consulting project, consultative 
internal auditors very much care if their 
organizations adopt improvement ideas 
generated through the audit process.

As with the other consultative skills 
mentioned in this article, selling audit 
ideas and getting people to act is a skill 
that must be mastered. For most of us it 
is not naturally ingrained in us. Training 
and mentoring are a great help. But for 
this skill, so is reading. Here are a few 
suggestions to get you started:

The One Minute Sales Person•	  by 
Spencer Johnson is a quick read 
that provides the basics for anyone 
involved in motivating others 
over whom we have no direct 
control. Written in a story form, it 
chronicles the search by a seasoned 
sales professional to improve their 
existing skill set. The book translates 
perfectly to the auditor consultant’s 
daily responsibilities, and it provides 
specific action steps to improve our 
audit/sales effectiveness. 

Selling the Invisible•	  by Harry Beckwith 
focuses on the role of concept 
marketing in getting others to act. It 
is helpful for the auditor consultant 
in setting the right tone with those 
we audit, and provides specific 
suggestions for getting managers 
to be receptive to the audit and our 
ideas.

Nudge•	  by Richard Thaler and Cass 
Sunstein was my favorite book of 
2008. The authors are experts in 
the field of choice architecture. The 

book highlights how susceptible 
we all are to various often irrational 
biases in our decisions and resulting 
behavior. The book describes the 
“groundbreaking discussion of how 
we can apply the new science of 
decision architecture to nudge people 
toward decisions that will improve 
their lives…” Very useful information 
for nudging management teams 
toward action. Extremely useful for 
nudging our own behavior toward 
greater effectiveness.

Level Three: Auditor Internal 
Consulting Skills

Let’s assume that we are well on the 
way to mastering our core Level One: 
Technical Skills and our Level Two: 
Behavior and Communications skills. We 
are now ready to utilize fully these skills 
in internal audit consultative situations.

In Flawless Consulting, Peter Block 
methodically leads the reader though 
five phases of a formal consulting project. 
These phases match nicely the normal 
work approach internal auditors use on 
traditional audit projects. In the brief 
description of the five phases below, look 
for the opportunities to utilize the Level 
One and Level Two skills. 

In Phase 1—Entry and Contracting, the 
auditor consultant and the auditee client 
come to agreement on a need that exists, 
match the auditor consultant’s expertise 
to that need, and define the auditor 
consultant’s role in addressing the need. 
It is during this phase that the who, what, 
where, and how questions of the work 
approach are defined. 

In Phase 2—Data Collection and Diagnosis, 
the auditor consultant should feel right 
at home with this one. After all, this is 
what we do in our audit work. But using 
the consultative approach, the auditor 
should consider going beyond the 
normal audit data sources. Depending 

Don’t kill your ideas 
through ineffective 
presentations. Get 

better.

Ask yourself: How effective are 
you at planning, conducting 
and summarizing consultative 
interviews? What specific actions 
could you take to improve your 
performance in this critical  area?

Ask yourself: How effective are you 
at standing and speaking in front of 
others? How could you improve? 
Who is the best speaker in your 
group? What do they physically 
do in planning, delivering and 
analyzing their presentations 
that you could copy in your 
presentations? How could you get 
effective supportive feedback on 
your own presentations? 

Don’t kill your ideas through 
ineffective presentations. Get better. 
Much better.

Ask yourself: How effective are you 
at motivating those you audit to take 
effective action? Do they recognize 
the inherent value for them in 
your ideas? Do your ideas have 
the potential to truly improve their 
results? And when managers do not 
act on ideas generated during audits, 
do you analyze why no action 
occurred and adjust your approach?
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on the scope of the assignment and 
the complexity of the issue, we might 
consider interviews of a broader range of 
sources, original research, questionnaires 
and surveys, competitor research, and 
other information not generally utilized 
on compliance-based internal audits.

Phase 3—Feedback and Decision to Act, is 
where our conclusions are presented and 
an action commitment by management is 
sought. During this phase, the Level Two 
skills of speaking, presenting and selling 
audit ideas are critical. The techniques 
highlighted in the suggested books The 
One Minute Sales Person and Nudge are 
especially useful during Phase 3. 

During Phase 4—Implementation, managers 
either do or do not take the steps agreed 
to in Phase 3. The internal auditor 
consultant may have minimal if any 
responsibilities during this phase with 
the exception of monitoring management 
activities.

During Phase 5—Extension, Recycle, or 
Termination, in this phase we evaluate the 
results of the entire process and make 
decisions with management about whether 
to extend, renew or end the consultative 
efforts. At a minimum, internal auditor 
consultants should review their own 
results with the goal of adjusting their 
approach when the next consultative audit 
opportunity comes along. 

Obviously, the short description just 
presented cannot do proper justice to the 
process of internal consulting or to Peter 
Block’s specific recommendations. But if 
your curiosity is aroused, perhaps you 
will invest in Flawless Consulting with 
the goal of selecting from its many ideas 
those specific action steps you can take to 
provide a consultative approach on every 
audit project you undertake. 

Summary
We find ourselves and our organizations 
in a time of tremendous economic 

pressure and uncertainty. Our managers 
need and want our help. By making 
the changes needed for a consultative 
approach to our internal audit work, we 
may just find that the time has never 
been better to help management deal 
effectively with business challenges, gain 
acceptance of our work approach and 
results, and enhance the perception of 
internal auditing as a legitimate expertise-
based resource for future opportunity. 

Examine your current skills. Take 
steps to shore up weaknesses. Look for 
opportunities to utilize a consultative 
approach in regular audit assignments. 
And make sure your management team 
knows about your interest and expertise. NP

John Hall is the president of Hall Consulting, 
Inc. located in Vail Colorado. He specializes 
in auditor effectiveness and fraud risk 
management training programs and 
presentations. He is a frequent speaker at 
conferences and company seminars. John’s 
e-mail address is jhall@hallconsulting.biz.

Men are anxious to improve their circumstances, but are unwilling to improve themselves;  
they therefore remain bound. 

~James Allen


