
Beyond The Standards: 
Internal Audit and Client Relationships
How to build a good client relationship
By Mark Ruppert, with Renée Jaenicke, Dr. Sridhar Ramamoorti and Ron Ridel
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T he IIA Standards touch on most quality areas, 
but they may not provide enough guidance 
concerning internal audit and client challenges 
such as: 

 Relationships 
 Client satisfaction 
 Movement on the maturity scale 
 Contribution to organizational success and strategy
 Role definition 

You should expect to find all of the above elements in a 
quality internal audit organization. 

But just what constitutes a good client relationship, anyway? 
And, why is quality in the context of relationships of concern 
to internal auditors?

When prospective students ask me what a typical internal 
auditor’s day is like, my answer includes the following: 
“Meeting with people to understand how things work.” If 
you were to ask an internal auditor, what tends to be the 
greatest di!culty in completing an audit (especially on 
time and within budget) they are likely to respond: “Dealing 

with people at client meetings and working through client 
relationship issues.” 

My department’s biggest audit turnaround challenge 
is the client relationship. We know that when a client 
provides an open door and prioritizes the effort, we 
finish the audit more quickly. You may find the client 
relationship issue is typical across all industries. However, 
the issue may be more acute in healthcare engagements, 
in part because healthcare providers are regularly 
subjected to audits and inspections from federal, state 
and local governments as well as various accreditation 
agencies. 

In the context of this discussion, a client relationship is 
defined as the interactions and bond between two or more 
people. Unlike external audit and consulting engagements, 
client relationships for internal auditors are more crucial 
because they must be used repeatedly in various 
circumstances over time. 

For example, we need information and assistance from 
the individuals responsible for the issues we’re evaluating: 
the state of governance, risk oversight, and the internal 
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“You cannot continuously improve interdependent systems and processes until 
you progressively perfect interdependent, interpersonal relationships.”

~ Stephen Covey

“Internal auditing is very much a relationship and communications business.” 

~ Dittenhofer et al. (2010)

controls within their operations. Further, it is often necessary 
to call on the client in order to understand hand-o"s and 
impacts with respect to various interfaces from and to other 
operational functions. 

Contrary to some auditee’s sentiments, internal auditors are 
real people, with all the desires, feelings, good days, bad 
days, external influences, etc. that real people have. Given 
that the individuals who are doing the auditing and being 
audited are real people, our profession should stop using the 
term “auditee.” I refer to individuals undergoing an audit as 
a client, whether or not they personally request the service. 
They are part of the corporation that provides the service, 
and thus become my client. 

Because we have defined quality in the context of The 
Standards, it is important to understand our professional 
expectations. The Standards address relationships. But the 
guidance appears limited to Attribute Standard 1000, which 
refers to establishing a functional reporting relationship to 
the Board. 

IIA’s Code of Ethics, Section 2.1, relates to the avoidance of 
relationships that may, or may be presumed to, impair the 
auditor’s impartial judgment. As such, it is important to 
delve into related guidance including issues external to our 
profession.

The internal audit profession’s take on  
client relationships
Within our profession, we are in luck. Sawyer’s Internal 
Auditing (5th Edition referenced for this discussion) is a 
relatively authoritative source for internal auditors. It 
offers a wealth of guidance and instruction on many 
internal audit matters. Like The Standards, Sawyer’s 
Internal Auditing references the IIA Code of Ethics 
and Attribute Standards to address individual auditor 
objectivity and Board-level relationships (chapters 1 and 
30, respectively). However, Sawyer provides additional 

valuable insight into client relationship expectations 
including the following notable gems.

“Dealing with People” (chapter 28) is especially useful in 
understanding the importance of relationships in internal 
audit and how managing relationships improves internal 
audit quality—both real and 
perceived. You should put 
this chapter on your 
“must-read” list. 

The opening 
statement 
profoundly sums 
up the importance 
of relationships: 
“Financial auditors 
usually deal with 
figures, sometimes with 
management processes. 
Management oriented internal auditors deal extensively with 
people. To obtain the information they need and to ensure 
corrective action on their audit findings, internal auditors 
must develop and maintain good relations with clients.” 

It goes on to identify many challenges, including things 
like due diligence, professional skepticism, and the 
potential for reporting negative information about the 
same clients with whom the internal auditors must 
maintain relationships.

A key challenge for an auditor trying to create e"ective 
relationships is well-summed by the statement, “People 
almost universally dislike both control and those who exert 
control over them. Control therefore breeds antagonism as 
a result of client perception of, or personal experience with, 
audits.” And: “Many auditors contribute to these perceptions 
through their failure to understand why people act as they 
do in the presence of an auditor.” 
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None of our audit reports include findings, 
recommendations or responses—we include only 

improvement opportunities and solutions.

A QAR can be a valuable learning experience for an internal 
auditor in that the review process promotes certain empathy 
for the audited party and thereby improves our ability to 
commiserate with audit clients.

The late Stephen Keating, president of Honeywell, Inc. (1965-
1974), saw clearly the importance of cooperation between 
the auditor and client when he said: “[R]eal progress cannot 
be made in an environment of conflict and friction…Finding 
the trouble is only half the battle—the other half is putting 
recommendations to work. This requires understanding and 
confidence.” 

Likewise, W. G. Phillips, also a corporate president, said that 
the auditor “must approach his job in a constructive manner, 
realizing that mistakes are guides for improvement, not 
crimes…He must consider himself a partner with those 
involved in the audit, not an adversary.”

If your audit approach uses the report style of finding, 
recommendation, management response and sometimes 
internal audit rebuttal, you may be unnecessarily damaging 
client relationships. It will be best to discontinue the 
traditional ”he said, she said” recommendation-and-
response audit report style. 

Within my internal audit department, we develop solutions 
with the client. None of our audit reports include findings, 
recommendations or responses—we include only 
improvement opportunities and solutions. 

This approach serves two key purposes: it helps improve 
relations with our operations clients, and it gives the 
audit committee and board what they want (i.e., to know 

how the significant control improvements have been 
or will be addressed by management). Boards want 
to know results—that risks are being addressed. They 
do not want to know how well internal audit forms its 
recommendations or how specific recommendations were 
received by management.

Building client relationships and collaborating with them 
to develop solutions creates the potential for challenges to 
auditor independence. If internal auditors remember who 
owns the controls (i.e., management), and if auditors take 
the attitude of assisting the organization by identifying 
ways by which management can improve their controls, 
management will retain ownership and will likely make 
appropriate modifications. 

The auditor’s objective should be to see that control is 
improved regardless of whether management adopts our 
recommendations or uses their own ideas instead. Sawyer’s 
also observes: “Internal auditors should keep in mind that 
operating people usually have a pretty good idea of what 
is going on. No matter what ideas the auditors may have 
about improvement, chances are that the operating people 
have already considered them. Relations are improved 
when the internal auditors openly adopt these ideas, filter 
them through their own experience and then present them 
as the result of a team e"ort between the auditor and the 
client.” 

Sawyer goes on: “The ability to deal e"ectively with others 
goes beyond pleasant relations. It goes beyond people 
being nice to each other. It means the ability to get the job 
done with the least adverse e"ect on others…. What profits 
the auditor to develop a sound audit finding only to see it 
bitterly contested by operating management because the 
auditor, wittingly or unwittingly, created a feeling of conflict 
and distrust?” 

Internal auditors must give  
up some credit to get the  
right results.

Every internal auditor will 
encounter difficult clients.
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In this regard, Sawyer’s quotes a study regarding the use of 
two audit groups with di"erent styles (one a cool, superior, 
impersonal style and the other a participative, teamwork 
style) with follow-up ratings by the client. Regarding the 
outcome, it was noted that where the auditors were rated 
positively as participatory and team oriented, “action 
was normally taken on all items (recommendations)…” in 
contrast with the improvements identified by the more 
impersonal auditors. 

How does one achieve this? Sawyer o"ers two key 
recommendations:

 Understand the di"erence between imposed control and 
self-directed control. Imposed controls include corporate 
level policies, procedures and directives, whereas as 
self-directed controls are the practices, policies and 
procedures that work teams develop to help themselves 
ensure they produce the best work. Internal auditors 
are typically seen as an imposed control and therefore 
must become part of helping sta" level people direct 
themselves in a manner that implements proper control.

 Implement client surveys to understand how internal 
audit is perceived then focus your change e"orts 
accordingly.

“[T]he results of our audits depend a good deal on how 
we are perceived by others, rather than how we perceive 
ourselves. Further, we can positively influence the how 
we are perceived by others by getting ourselves involved 
with the clients, by having empathy with them, and by 
considering what’s best for them rather than us…If…
internal auditors are to succeed in achieving their objectives, 
they must demonstrate that their knowledge and their 
e"orts can work to the benefit of the operating people.”

As I see it, the pride of authorship and ownership often 
make development of this empathy di!cult for internal 
auditors. If we auditors find something, we want credit for 

identifying the needed improvement. Internal auditors 
must give up some credit to get the right results. Positive 
change in organizational governance, risk oversight and 
management, and in e"ective control implementation, is the 
desired internal result. Therefore, auditors should work to 
achieve control improvement through management instead 
of “at” management. 

In my department, we get frustrated at times because our 
planning is open and we make the process participatory to 
ensure management insight and feedback is built into the 
audit scope. 

The process includes giving them opportunities to identify 
governance, risk and control challenges so we know what 
issues they are aware of, are addressing, or are specifically 
seeking our help with. When this happens, it is easy to 
provide ample credit to management. But when the audit 
finds something management tells us they already knew but 
didn’t bring up, our ability to give credit diminishes. 

Using this approach can eliminate who gets credit because 
the solution represents the change that management will 
be implementing regardless of who identified the needed 
improvement.

A view of internal audit and client relationships  
from the outside
Outside of our profession, the standards set forth by the 
International Standards Organization (ISO) provide auditor 
guidance regarding client relationships. They emphasize the 
importance of audits as a management tool for monitoring 

Understand the difference 
between imposed control and 
self-directed control.

 The IIA Website: www.theiia.org/ All IPPF and Standards info is under “Guidance & resources”

 Software Engineering Institute (SEI) at Carnegie Mellon University: www.sei.cmu.edu/cmmi/

 Just Google “internal audit maturity.” There is a world of resources at your fingertips. Otherwise, check the “Works 
Cited” for this column for some of my favorites.

Ever want more details or want to share your ideas related to the internal audit quality concepts 
discussed here? Send a note to Mark.Ruppert@cshs.org and/or use these sources:
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and verifying e"ective implementation of an organization’s 
quality and/or environmental policy. 

ISO 19011, ”Guidelines for quality and/or environmental 
management systems auditing,” lays out interesting 
personal attributes in order for an auditor to “act in 
accordance with the principles of auditing.” The IIA’s Code 
of Ethics identifies the following qualities or traits that an 
auditor must possess:

1. Ethical – fair, truthful, sincere, honest and discreet

2. Open-minded – willing to consider alternative ideas or 
points of view

3. Diplomatic – tactful in dealing with people

4. Observant – actively aware of physical surroundings 
and activities

5. Perceptive – instinctively aware of and able to 
understand situations

6. Versatile – adjusts readily to di"erent situations

7. Tenacious – persistent, focused on achieving objectives

8. Decisive – reaches timely conclusions based on logical 
reasoning and analysis 

9. Self-reliant – acts and functions independently while 
interacting e"ectively with others

Notwithstanding the best relationship-building e"orts, at the 
end of the day audit is audit and people are people. Audits 
and people don’t always mix well. Every internal auditor will 
encounter di!cult clients. I am sure every organization has 
at least one client who is forever an internal audit antagonist. 
Situations may arise that will sour the best internal audit-
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client relationship. While there is no guaranteed approach for 
dealing with these individuals or situations, Sawyer’s o"ers 
these techniques for consideration:

1. Select the right time for client meetings and 
discussions

2. Never take a locked-in concrete position

3. Don’t rely on logic alone (logical minds are typically 
not closed)

4. Never paint yourself into a corner (never take a 
position from which you cannot gracefully retreat)

5. Avoid force; embrace persuasion

6. At the outset, find a point of agreement

7. Invite the clients to spell out their position (you might 
even rephrase the client’s position in your own words 
so they know they are understood)

8. Make an active e"ort to put yourself in their place

9. Help them to be right—try to make your client feel like 
the position you want them to take is the position they 
want to take

10. When no other course of action works—take the 
matter to a higher authority; ultimately, the auditor 
must address significant organizational risk with or 
without an agreed-upon solution.

Applying the QARs
Accomplish your internal audit relationship 
development and maintenance goals by applying  
the five QARs:

 Read and know The Standards, but understand that in 
some areas, only basic requirements are addressed and 
guidance may be limited. Where this is the case, use 
other key sources of information and reach out to peers 
for additional insight.

 Respect The Standards, but seek even higher 
performance.

 Require compliance with The Standards, and train each 
internal audit team member on the value of appropriate 
client relationships and your client relationship 
expectations. 

 Review The Standards, applicable guidance, the 
goals you have set for yourself and your department, 
and then pursue, value and address related client 
feedback. 

 Report the results of client surveys and any applicable 
follow-up with your team and to your direct reports. 
Accountability is an important conduit for quality and 
positive change. 

There are basically two types of people. People who accomplish 
things and people who claim to have accomplished things. The 
first group is less crowded.

– Mark Twain

Be part of the first group; make quality a priority for you and 
all your team members! NP
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Don’t worry about people stealing your ideas. If your ideas are any good, you’ll have to ram them down people’s throats.  
~ Howard Aiken
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