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Quality Assurance

Internal Audit Process Maturity
By Mark Ruppert, with Renee Jaenicke, Dr. Sridhar Ramamoorti and Ron Ridel

At any given time, my internal audit 
function can use some tending: more 

urgency here; better turnaround there; a 
nip and tuck. I am certain my department 
is well-positioned for its journey to 
greater maturation. Like fine wine, 
maturity is not about getting older, it is 
about getting better—improving quality.

Merriam-Webster has defined maturity as 
the state of being fully developed, without 
defining “fully developed”—but people 
know fully developed when they see it.

What is Quality Assurance?

Quality assurance is a program for the 
systematic monitoring and evaluation of 
the various aspects of a project, service 
or facility to ensure that standards of 
quality are being met. Quality has many 
definitions. The most applicable to the 
concept of quality assurance refers to 
ensuring a degree of excellence. 

Maturity, quality and quality assurance 
are inseparable: you must understand 
each to recognize “fully developed” 
when you see it. In this regard, quality 
can be defined as the intersection of 
the requirements of a profession and 
the expectations of those served by the 
profession. 

When The Institute of Internal Auditors 
was founded over 70 years ago, internal 
auditors defined quality differently than 
today. Interactions with peers show you 
that quality internal auditing is often subject 
to the views of an organization’s leaders, 
and can vary by industry. Views also tend to 
differ between public, private and nonprofit 
companies. So how do you get everyone 
singing off the same sheet of music? The 
answer is to establish standards.

How standards help

Professional standards are a requirement 
in order to set the course for excellence 

in a profession. For maturity to occur, 
quality assurance is necessary to ensure 
that the standards are followed and to 
measure progress with respect to the 
standards. The extent to which an audit 
function achieves full compliance with 
standards distinguishes a professional 
from someone who just engages in a set of 
activities.

While change is inevitable, standards 
should not be easily modified. They must 
be thoughtfully evolved as circumstances 
and the environment warrant. 

Maturity model and stages

Maturity within a profession is the 
characterized by embodying professional 
standards, and by how well customer 
expectations and professionals’ 
expectations are met. 

How does one know when the immature 
has evolved, the mature has arrived and 
the professional has appeared? A maturity 
model can help. Maturity models show a 
progression from the least mature to the 
mature state. 

The "capability maturity model" can 
be traced to the Software Engineering 
Institute (SEI) at Carnegie Mellon 
University. 

According to the Carnegie Mellon website 
(sei.cmu.edu/cmmi/): “CMMI (Capability 
Maturity Model Integration) is a process 
improvement approach that provides orga-
nizations the essential elements of effective 
processes that will improve their perfor-
mance. CMMI-based process improvement 
includes identifying the organization’s pro-
cess strengths and weaknesses and making 
process changes to turn weaknesses into 
strengths. The CMMI concept applies to 
teams, work groups, projects, divisions 
and entire organizations.” 

Many minds have put thought into 
the CMMI concept and our own 
profession agrees. The IIA released 
a non-authoritative “Internal Audit 
Process Maturity” document (https://
global.theiia.org/standards-guidance/
Public%20Documents/maturity%20model.
pdf). The document depicts a process 
improvement approach—not just a matrix. 
The IIA presents its approach relative to six 
categories of internal audit responsibility:

1. Quality Assurance and Improvement 
Program

2. Recruiting, On-Boarding and Staff 
Development

3. Risk Assessment and Annual Audit 
Planning

4. Execution of Internal Audit 
Methodology

5. Use of Information Technology

6. Reporting and Monitoring

Five key characteristics are defined for 
each of these categories: 

• Policy 

• Methodology and process 

• People 

• Systems and information

• Communication and reporting 
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The IPPF Standards and expectations 
are summarized for each characteristic 
and the five levels of maturity are 
linked to each. The maturity levels are 
summarized here:

• Initial – The internal audit function 
operates with no real structure, no 
defined/documented policies or 
procedures and no real deference to 
the IPPF. Function effectiveness may 
not be easy to identify and evaluating 
quality may be difficult.

• Repeatable – The function has 
developed some obvious 
structure, perhaps without 
formal documentation, but in a 
manner that allows certain key 
tasks, processes and even results 
to reoccur, and there could be 
evidence of IPPF application. At 
this point, function effectiveness 
is more easily identifiable and can 
be communicated, and quality is 
easier to ensure because repetition of 
desired results can be seen.

• Defined – The function has made an 
effort to formalize and document 
repeatable tasks, processes and 
results. Effectiveness can be more 
easily evaluated, communicated and 
demonstrated through documented 
evidence. As a result, determining 
internal audit quality is easier 
to achieve because the evidence 

supports the linkage of process 
and results to IPPF compliance and 
customer expectations.

• Managed – The function has 
developed communication processes 
such as training to ensure policies are 
understood and followed by all team 
members consistently. Team member 
credentials, skills and expertise are 
consistent and targeted training is 
identified to ensure the desired level 
of skill and expertise is maintained. 
Client communication and reporting 
is defined, in place and monitored 
relative to quality and timeliness 
metrics. Effectiveness is routinely 
demonstrable and quality is evident 
without the need for focused review.

• Optimized – The function has 
developed continuous self-
monitoring efforts to ensure it 

maintains quality even as The 
Standards and the definition of 
quality evolve, where:

 c Policy: Continuous monitoring 
allows for policy updates 
responsive to necessary changes 
and emerging leading practices, 
and reflective of the changes noted 
below to methodology and process.

 c Methodology and process: 
Continuous monitoring allows for 
methodology and process change 
responsive to necessary standards 
changes, key client input and 
emerging leading practices.

 c People: Subject matter experts are 
identified and used (both internal 
and external to the internal audit 
team); training and development 
is monitored to ensure it is 
responsive to expertise needs; 
robust succession planning is in 
place for key areas of expertise 
need.

 c Systems and information: Extensive 
use of data mining and analytics 
are used to improve audit value; 
continuous audit and monitoring 
processes are in place to drive 
value in key governance, risk and 
control areas.

 c Communication and reporting: 
Communication and reporting 
is highly effective in garnering 
audit committee and executive 
committee response and 
change; a high level of quality is 
demonstrated in timely reporting 
of audit results. 

The best way to achieve, demonstrate 
and attain the promoted value of The 
Standards is to recognize that maturity 
cannot be and should not be expected 
overnight. 

Maturity takes time and cannot be 
expected through singularly remarkable 
actions. With this understanding and 
expectation of maturity, apply the five R’s 
for your approach to maturation:

• Read and know The Standards and the 
Maturity Model.

• Respect The Standards and the 
Maturity Model.

• Require compliance with The Standards 
by each internal audit team member. 
Set forth the desired maturation 
goals.

• Review The Standards to ensure 
compliance is occurring. Review the 
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Internal Audit Process Maturity:

www.na.theiia.org/standards-guidance/Public Documents/maturity model.pdf

Internal Audit Charters:

www.theiia.org/guidance/Standards-and-guidance/audit-committees-board-of-
directors/internal-audit-department-charter/?search=internal%20audit%20charter

Note: Many organizations’ internal audit and audit committee charters are in the 
public domain. To find them, Google “internal audit charter.”
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Maturity Model to understand the 
desired states and if progress toward 
the desired state is evident.

• Report among your team and to your 
administrative and functional reports.

Find your direction

Applying these same QARs to the 
IIA’s Internal Audit Process Maturity 
Model gives a valuable reflection of 
what you need to prioritize during your 
maturation. Regardless of your audit 
function size, this maturity model is an 
invaluable reference for continued quality 
improvement and assurance. 

If you pursue a QAR, the Maturity 
Model can be used to define the current 
maturity state, the level of performance 
at that achieved state, the audit function’s 
commitment and needed resources 
to further develop. The results of the 
completed QAR can be placed in context 

with the known and desired states of 
maturation.

Given the many factors affecting 
assessment of maturity and quality, it 
is likely the optimized level is never 
achieved, but is and should remain your 
continuing quest. Knowing your position 
on the maturity scale is important for 
planning and measurement, as well as for 
maintaining and redirecting focus. Your 
goal should be aimed at reaching the next 
level and not necessarily at achieving full 
optimization. 

The resource limitations of small internal 
audit functions means they may have to 
struggle to reach the managed level. That 
is expected and acceptable. All internal 
audit functions should set a goal for 
moving toward the next level. 

Want more details or 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:

• The IIA Website: www.theiia.org/ All 
IPPF and Standards information is 
under “Guidance & Resources”

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

• 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. NP
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“If you’re any good at all, you know you can be better.” 
 Lindsay Buckingham of Fleetwood Mac

Compliance 
with standards 
distinguishes a 

professional from 
someone who just 
engages in a set of 

activities.

If you listen to your fears, you will die never knowing what a great person you might have been.
~Robert H. Schuller


