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FEATURE

What Is The Internal Auditor’s Role?

Barbara O’Neil, CPA, CPC

ESSENTIAL RE-
SPONSIBILITIES 
OF THE 
INTERNAL     
AUDITOR:  
INDEPEN-
DENCE AND            
OBJECTIVITY.

THE AUDITOR 
MUST 
EVALUATE, 
ADVISE,     
COMMUNICATE, 
AND MONITOR!

     As an Internal Auditor/Compliance Analyst for 
the past 18 months, I find myself constantly trying 
to define my role and provide maximum value to the 
organization.
     I recently used the Association of Healthcare 
Internal Auditors (AHIA) Listserv to ask AHIA 
members for their opinions regarding the 
responsibilities of the internal auditor, to assist in 
defining the internal auditor’s role to management.  
This article is based on the responses received from 
AHIA members and a review of the International 
Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal 
Auditing, Copyright 2001 by The Institute of Internal 
Auditors, Inc., 247 Maitland Avenue, Altamonte 
Springs, Florida 32710-4201 U.S.A.  Reprinted with 
permission.

Role

 The role of the internal auditor is to provide 
an independent and objective evaluation of an 
organization’s reporting, operations, and controls.  
The internal auditor provides assurance and advice 
to assist the Board and senior management in 
evaluating risk and developing controls, policies, 
and procedures to effectively manage the 
organization and meet its goals.

Independence and Objectivity

 Independence and objectivity, in fact and 
appearance, are essential responsibilities of the 
internal auditor.  In order to maintain independence 
and objectivity, it must be clear within an 
organization that management is responsible for 

developing and implementing policies, operating 
controls, and managing programs and functions.  
To maintain independence, it is important for the 
internal auditor to refrain from taking the role of 
management or accounting in operations.

Evaluation
 
 Internal audit can evaluate the reliability and 
integrity of financial and operational information, 
risk, adequacy of controls, efficiency of operations, 
compliance, and safeguarding of the organization’s 
assets. Unrestricted access to records, personnel, 
and property relevant to the audit are important 
tools the auditor should be given to perform 
effectively.
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Advisor

 The internal auditor can advise and suggest 
alternatives, controls, and policies but should 
have no responsibility for policy and process 
development, or the final decision. The internal 
auditor can also assess risk and recommend areas 
for audit or review. 

Audit Results
 
 The results of the audit should be promptly 
communicated and should include the auditor’s 
opinion, as appropriate.

Monitoring
 
 The internal auditor should follow-up on audit 
findings to insure management has addressed 
root causes, specific audit findings, and has 
implemented action plans.  The internal auditor 
should perform follow-up audits to test the 
effectiveness of controls.

Conclusion

 Internal audit serves at the direction of the 
Board and senior management.  While each 
organization has its own priorities and tasks for 
internal audit, independence and objectivity, in fact 
and appearance, are fundamental responsibilities 
of the internal auditor.  Internal audit is unlike other 
departments because of these responsibilities and 
must constantly be objective in performing their 
work.

 Thank you again to all AHIA members who 
responded to my question regarding internal audit’s 
responsibilities.  Your opinions and support were 
invaluable and greatly appreciated. §
 

 Barbara O’Neil, CPA, CPC, is the Internal 
Auditor/Compliance Analyst at St. Joseph Health 
Services of Rhode Island, in North Providence, 
RI.  Barbara has over 23 years’ experience in 
healthcare finance and accounting and has been 
the Internal Auditor/Compliance Analyst at St. 
Joseph Health Services for the past 18 months. 
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14. Never Give Up

 Never give up on what you believe.  If your facts 
are  right and  your principles are tight, then all else 
should be undisputable.  Develop bad hearing for 
those who count you out.  Someone once said, “A 
person with courage can make a majority.”  Be 
Brave!  You’re paid to be honest, objective, and an 
independent reporter of the facts.  Sometimes the 
facts are not pretty but they still need to be told.  
Sometimes you’ll be the messenger who might be 
shot, but if you have the confidence of your senior 
management and your board—it’s always worth the 
risk.

15. Good Luck!

 You need all the luck you can get.  Hours of 
preparation and planning are good investments but 
can never replace the wonderful benefits of fate.  
Sometimes life is unfair and will hand you things 
that you do not deserve; other times you’ll receive 
undeservedly wonderful things.  Take them all in 
stride.  This is all a part of business and a part of 
life.  Good Luck.

 Special thanks to our contributors. A special 
request to our readers . . . please help Ivanna with 
some tips and techniques on how to start the audit 
function.  See you next time.

 Well that’s all Folks! for this issue of Letters to 
the Auditor.  Please keep your letters, faxes, and 
e-mails coming in.  We’ll see you next time.  Send 
questions via mail to: Letters to the Auditor, c/o 
John Landreth, Northwestern Memorial Hospital, 
240 E. Ontario, Suite 340, Chicago, IL 60610; fax 
(312) 926-3175; phone (312) 926-2944 or e-mail 
jlandret@nmh.org.  §

 The views expressed in this column do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the Association 
of Healthcare Internal Auditors, Inc., its Board of 
Directors, or management, nor does AHIA endorse 
any products or services mentioned.


