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Abstract
The role of internal audit has changed during the past few years. Today, internal auditors are
central players in organizations’ corporate governance structure. However, previous studies
show that there is a gap between internal auditors’ own perception of their role compared to
their stakeholders’. The wide scope of internal auditors’ role risks placing internal auditors in
a situation of conflict, where consulting services threaten their provision of assurance
services. In order to provide clarification to the role, this thesis studies how internal auditors
become comfortable in their role, as both assurance and consulting providers and what
concerns internal auditors face in their work. In order to fulfill the aim following research
question is asked: How do internal auditors become comfortable in their role within risk
management? Ten internal auditors were interviewed in order to make a contribution in the
field of internal audit. The findings suggest that both assurance and consulting services are
needed in order for internal auditors to feel they add value to the organization and hence,
become comfortable in their role. Internal auditors’ comfort is many times dependent on
fulfilling their stakeholders’ needs, however, staying in the scope of their role was shown to
be more important.

Keywords: Assurance, Comfort, Consulting, Discomfort, Internal audit, Risk management,
Role
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Acronyms
AC

Audit Committee

Board

Board of directors

EA/EAs

External Audit/ External Auditors

ERM

Enterprise Risk Management

IA/IAs

Internal Audit/ Internal Auditors

IAF

Internal Audit Function

The IIA

The Institute of Internal Auditors

IPPF

International Professional Practices Framework

3LoD

The Three Lines of Defense
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Definition List
Add value:

“The internal audit activity adds value to the organization (to
its stakeholders) when it provides objective and relevant
assurance, and contributes to the effectiveness and efficiency of
governance, risk management and control processes.” (IIA,
2016)

Assurance Services:

“An objective examination of evidence for the purpose of
providing an independent assessment on governance, risk
management, and control processes for the organization.
Examples may include financial, performance, compliance,
system security, and due diligence engagements.” (IIA, 2016)

Comfort:

“A state of physical ease and freedom from pain or
constraint.” (Oxford dictionaries, 2016)
“...a positive outcome that differs and is more than the absence
of discomforts.” (Kolcaba and Kolcaba, 1991 as cited in
Carrington and Catasús, 2007, p. 37)

Consulting Services:

“Advisory and related client service activities, the nature and
scope of which are agreed with the client, are intended to add
value and improve an organization’s governance, risk
management, and control processes without the internal
auditor

assuming

management

responsibility.

Examples

include counsel, advice, facilitation, and training.” (IIA, 2016)
Discomfort:

“Something that causes one to feel uncomfortable.”
(Oxford dictionaries, 2016a)
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Internal Audit Activity:

“A department, division, team of consultants, or other
practitioner(s) that provides independent, objective assurance
and consulting services designed to add value and improve an
organization’s operations. The internal audit activity helps an
organization

accomplish

its

objectives

by

bringing

a

systematic, disciplined approach to evaluate and improve the
effectiveness of governance, risk management and control
processes.” (IIA, 2016)
Risk:

“The possibility of an event occurring that will have an impact
on the achievement of objectives. Risk is measured in terms of
impact and likelihood.” (IIA, 2016)

Risk Management:

“A process to identify, assess, manage, and control potential
events or situations to provide reasonable assurance regarding
the achievement of the organization's objectives.” (IIA, 2016)

Safeguards:

“Internal auditing may extend its involvement in ERM, [...]
provided certain conditions apply.” (IIA, 2009, p. 6)
(For full definition see Appendix 1)

The Three Lines of Defense: “The Three Lines of Defense model provides a simple and
effective way to enhance communications on risk management
and control by clarifying essential roles and duties [...]
Management control is the first line of defense in risk
management, the various risk control and compliance oversight
functions established by management are the second line of
defense, and independent assurance is the third. Each of these
three “lines” plays a distinct role within the organization’s
wider governance framework.” (IIA, 2013, p. 2)
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1. Introduction
This study examines how internal auditors (IAs) perceive their role as both assurance and
consulting providers. In this chapter the IAs’ role within risk management will be presented
and explained. Furthermore, the issues arising from previous literature will be presented.
The discussion will culminate into a research question, which provides a ground for the rest
of the thesis.
1.1 Background
The role of internal audit (IA) has changed during the past few years (Ahlawat and Lowe,
2004; Coetzee and Lubbe, 2014; Pickett, 2011). It is no longer seen as merely an extension to
the external audit (EA) process, but also as a value-adding function to companies’
management (Ahlawat and Lowe, 2004; Pickett, 2011) In contrast to EA that is required and
regulated by law, IA is only legally required for some organizations and it is voluntary for
most private sector companies (Pickett, 2011; The Swedish Corporate Governance Board,
2015). The fact that EA is statutory allows external auditors (EAs) to have clearly defined
and understood responsibilities and roles, which is not the case for IAs (Pickett, 2011). IAs’
work is determined mainly through professional standards that work more as a framework
rather than clear-cut rules (Pickett, 2011; Roussy, 2015). This in turn leaves room for
different interpretations and translations of the IA profession.
Risk management and internal controls are important elements within corporate governance
(Sarens, De Beelde and Everaert, 2009). According to the current definition of the Institute of
Internal Auditors (IIA) the purpose of the internal audit function (IAF) is to evaluate and
improve the effectiveness of organizations’ risk management, control, and governance
processes, which is completed through assurance and consulting services (IIA, 2016). As IA
is an essential part in evaluating organizations’ risk management and internal controls, IAs
are regarded as central players in organizations’ corporate governance structure (Carcello,
Hermanson and Raghunandan, 2005), which has also increased the demand for the IA
services (Sarens et al., 2009).
The concepts of risk and risk management have always been a part of the business world
(Coetzee and Lubbe, 2014). However, recent global financial scandals helped push risk
taking and risk management into a new dimension (Coetzee and Lubbe, 2014; KPMG, 2009;
Sarens, Abdolmohammadi and Lenz, 2012). The reason was that risk taking and poor risk
9

management were two main factors behind the financial crisis. As a result businesses started
to focus more on a sound risk management strategy throughout all aspects of the business
(Coetzee and Lubbe, 2014; Lenz and Sarens, 2012; Pickett, 2011). Hence, it is argued that the
new risk management dimension made the role of IA more important since it is the task of
IAs to ensure that the risk management strategy is functioning efficiently and effectively
(Coetzee and Lubbe, 2014). Furthermore, Pickett (2011) argues that the new focus of
businesses also resulted in a change in the focus of IA. The change entailed a shift from
giving assurance of the past and present, to also entail consulting services including the
present and future. Thus, IAs’ role changed from a detailed focus over transactions to a focus
at a higher level by securing organizational success through mitigating business risks
(Pickett, 2011). The change along with the wide purpose of IA is argued to have led to
different interpretations of the profession, and such inconsistency can in turn damage the
legitimacy of IAs (Lenz and Sarens, 2012; Pickett, 2011). This enhances the interest to study
IAs’ role within risk management.
1.2 Problem discussion
Flesher and Zanzig (2000) suggest that IAs should strive for mutual understanding with their
stakeholders regarding what makes IA a value adding activity. It could be argued that the
point of having IA is diminished if the buyer and the provider of the IA service do not have a
common understanding of IAs’ role and the service they provide. Within the IA profession
IAs face different demands from their two main stakeholders: audit committee (AC) and
management, which in turn influences the extent to which IAs’ role within risk management
entails assurance and consulting (Lenz and Sarens, 2012). The AC mainly expects IAs to
reduce the downside of risks by providing independent assurance services (Lenz and Sarens,
2012). Management in turn has a demand for IAs’ consulting services as management has a
focus on achieving the objectives (Lenz and Sarens, 2012). Furthermore, it is argued that IA
is dependent on management since management can influence the budget of IA (Christopher,
Sarens and Leung, 2009; Pickett, 2011), suggesting that IAs should focus more on the
consulting part of their role. In order to meet the expectations of both management and AC,
IAs need to find a balance in rendering both assurance and consulting services (Lenz and
Sarens, 2012), making IAs’ role within risk management a complicated one.
Previous studies show that there is a gap between IAs’ own perception of their role compared
to their stakeholders’, which indicates that interpretation issues between supply and demand
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side of IA services exist (KPMG, 2009; Lens and Sarens, 2012). Furthermore, literature is
inconsistent about the future development of IAs’ role. On one hand, it is argued that IA
should move closer to consulting and top-level issues such as strategy development, and that
less emphasis should be laid on assurance services (IIARF, 2011). On the other hand, it is
discussed that the IIA has made subtle moves towards emphasizing assurance services
instead of consulting services (Lenz and Sarens, 2012). Furthermore, it is argued that the IA
profession is at a crossroads of either becoming a strong and recognized profession within
companies or risking to become marginalized function between other risk, compliance and
assurance functions (Lenz and Hahn, 2015; PwC, 2013).
As the discussion above demonstrates, many of the previous studies have investigated the
difficulties related to IAs’ inconsistent role. The issues have been described by macro-level
explanations, such as absence of clear standards and definitions, different stakeholders’
influence on IAs’ role, and the issue of providing both assurance and consulting services
(Lee, Clarke and Dean, 2008; Lenz and Hahn, 2015; Lenz and Sarens, 2012; Pickett, 2011;
Sarens et al., 2012; Stewart and Subramaniam, 2010; Van Peursem; 2005). Furthermore,
many of the previous studies focus on the issues related to IAs’ independence (Fraser and
Henry, 2007; Lenz and Hahn, 2015; Stewart and Subramaniam, 2010). The studies found that
IAs’ involvement in consulting causes threats to IAs’ independence and gives them a too
operational role and too close relationship to management (Christopher et al., 2009; Fraser
and Henry, 2007; Lenz and Hahn, 2015), thus, possibly creating a situation of conflict for the
IAs (Stewart and Subramaniam, 2010). However, the academic literature is lacking microlevel explanations to this problem.
Previous studies do not provide deeper understanding of how IAs perceive the provision of
assurance and consulting services within risk management. Sarens and De Beelde’s (2006a)
study of IAs’ role within risk management shows that IAs were somewhat concerned about
their capacities to play an important role in risk management, and thus to satisfy their clients.
However, the study does not provide further information about these concerns, something
that could widen the understanding of IAs’ role and the services IAs provide. Roussy (2015)
argues that the interpretation differences as well as the standards provided by the IIA have led
to a leeway for IAs in performing their duties. Furthermore, it is argued that IA in fact still
searches for a clear identity (Lenz and Sarens, 2012). Thus, to study how IAs regard their role
as both assurance and consulting providers, as well as what concerns they face, would
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enhance the knowledge of IA’s role. This would further provide more information about the
gap between how IAs and their stakeholders perceive IAs’ role. This is necessary, because
the understanding of the IAs’ role is at the core of the IA practice (Roussy, 2015; Van
Peursem, 2005), and is important in order to understand how IAs bring the desired value to
the company.
In order to study how IAs regard the issues related to their role within risk management, the
starting point is taken in the elements that create concerns for IAs. The notion of comfort can
provide tools for the analysis of the concerns IAs face. The application of the notion of
comfort is not new in the field of audit. Both the IA and EA profession have been described
as comfort-producing activities, as they remove information asymmetries and bring trust to
the users of audit (Pentland, 1993; Sarens et al., 2009). Comfort within the IA profession has
been studied from the view of the AC seeking comfort from IA (Sarens et al., 2009).
However, Carrington and Catasús (2007) suggest that in order for auditors to produce
comfort to society they must first become comfortable with their own discomforts. The
authors study the concerns EAs face in their role and by doing so receive a deeper
understanding of how EAs become comfortable in their role (Carrington and Catasús, 2007).
Therefore, the notion of comfort can provide tools to micro-level analysis of IA, as it widens
the understanding of the discomforts that IAs face and how IAs become comfortable in their
role (the notion of comfort will be discussed further in chapter 3 of this thesis).
1.3 Aim and research question
This study aims to contribute to the knowledge of IA by studying how IAs become
comfortable in their role, as both assurance and consulting providers, within risk
management. Furthermore, this study examines what concerns IAs face in their work. In
order to fulfill this aim the following research question will be studied:
How do IAs become comfortable in their role within risk management?
1.4 Contribution
Earlier studies have investigated the IA profession and found different factors that could
affect the work of IAs (Coetzee and Lubbe, 2014; Lenz and Hahn, 2015; Roussy, 2015;
Sarens et al., 2012). Continuous changes in the business world create new challenges for IAs,
and it is argued that IAs will be required to extend their skills as the IA services will enter
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new areas (IIA, 2008; Soh and Martinov-Bennie, 2015). However, studies are lacking
information about how IAs perceive their role as well as the discomforts they face. This study
will contribute to research in the field of IA by providing clarification of IAs’ role within risk
management. This is important as it minimizes confusion and misunderstanding between
different stakeholders of the role and services IAs provide. Thus, the results in this study
could be useful for companies that consider implementing an IAF. Furthermore, as IAs’ role
is not fully established yet (Lenz and Sarens, 2012), this study intends to provide a better
understanding of the future development of the IAs’ role from the perspective of IAs. Hence,
a contribution could be made to the development of future standards created by the IIA and
regulators.
The theoretical framework applied in this study consists of literature on IA as well as
literature on audit as a comfort-producing activity. The notion of comfort has been studied in
different contexts in both the EA profession (Carrington and Catasús, 2007; Pentland, 1993;
Power, 1999) and in the IA profession (Sarens et al., 2009). However, comfort within the IA
profession has only been studied from the view of the AC seeking comfort from IA. Hence,
by studying the elements that bring comfort to IAs themselves this study will contribute and
widen the usage of the notion of comfort into the IA profession.
1.5 Disposition of the thesis
In the following, the literature review applied in this study will be presented in chapter two.
The literature review takes its starting point in existing literature of the IA profession and
IAs’ role within risk management. In chapter three a description of the theoretical framework
applied in this study will be presented. The notion of comfort is used to build up the
analytical model and theoretical expectations in order to analyze the empirical data. Chapter
four describes the design of the study, which concerns the approach used for the collection
and interpretation of data. Chapter five includes empirical data from the interviews with IAs
and how they become comfortable in their role within risk management. In the following,
chapter six presents the analysis, which connects the theory with empirical findings. Finally,
chapter seven entails the concluding remarks of the study and chapter eight presents the
suggestions of future research and limitations of the study.

13

2. Internal Audit
This chapter treats IA and how IA profession has evolved. Furthermore, issues connected to
the profession, such as different stakeholders’ influence on IAs’ role and the provision of
both assurance and consulting services are presented. Lastly, the role of IA within risk
management is discussed deeper and the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in enterprise risk
management (ERM) is presented and explained.
2.1 Background to the IA profession
Prior to the establishment of the IIA in 1941, IA was essentially a clerical function (Pickett,
2011; Ramamoorti, 2003). The IA profession only included the assuring role and IAs worked
on behalf of controllers or other economic functions within organizations (Arwinge, 2016;
Ramamoorti, 2003). Hence, the IAF worked to its fullest as a tool for management, where the
focus was on management assurance rather than independent assurance (Arwinge, 2016).
However, as the business world continuously changes, new scandals occur and new controls
are needed, the IA profession has also evolved (Lenz and Sarens, 2012; Pickett, 2011;
Ramamoorti, 2003). As defined by the IIA, the IAs’ role today involves an independent and
objective assurance and consulting activity designed to add value and improve an
organization’s operations (IIA, 2016). This definition remains unchanged since its
introduction in 1999, despite the changes in society and the business world (Lenz and Sarens,
2012). More recently, scandals such as the global financial crisis made businesses focus more
on risk management, which changed the focus of IA and made the role of IA more important
(Coetzee and Lubbe, 2014; Lenz and Sarens, 2012; Pickett, 2011).
Earlier studies discuss factors that make the IA profession complicated and find that
interpretation issues exist (Lenz and Hahn, 2015; Lenz and Sarens, 2012; Pickett, 2011).
Lenz and Sarens (2012) argue that IA in fact still searches for a clear identity. It is argued that
the issues connected to IAs’ role are the differing demands from IAs’ stakeholders as well as
the provision of both assurance and consulting services.
2.1.1 IAs’ stakeholders
The literature on IA states that IAs serve two or sometimes more stakeholders (board, AC,
management) and that these stakeholders’ support in IAs’ work is important in order for the
IAF to be successful (James, 2003; Lenz and Hahn, 2015; Sarens and De Beelde, 2006;
Turley and Zaman, 2007). It is argued that support from the AC is important for the IAF in
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order to have a certain level of influence in the organization (James, 2003; Turley and
Zaman, 2007) as well as securing its independence (Abbott, Daugherty, Parker and Peters,
2016; Soh and Martinov-Bennie, 2011). In addition to the support from board and AC,
previous studies also highlight the importance of management’s support in IAs’ work
(Christopher et al., 2009; Sarens and De Beelde, 2006). Sarens and De Beelde (2006) find
that senior management’s expectations have a significant impact on IAs’ work. Accordingly,
Christopher et al. (2009) argue that communication between IAs and management is
important, as management can provide input for the IAs.
On the contrary, it is argued that a too close relationship between IAs and management can
threaten the legitimacy and independence of IAs (Stewart and Subramaniam, 2010). As
management can influence the budget of IA (Christopher et al., 2009; Pickett, 2011), it can be
one reason behind management’s influence on IA. Furthermore, it is also argued that IAs are
facing difficulties as board and AC as well as management tend to have different demands
and views on what should be expected from the IAs (Lenz and Hahn, 2015; Lenz and Sarens,
2012; Roussy, 2015). The board and AC mainly expect IAs to reduce the downside of risks
by providing independent assurance services whereas management mainly has a demand for
IAs’ consulting services (Lenz and Sarens, 2012), thus pulling IAs’ role in two different
directions.
2.1.2 Assurance and consulting services
The IIA’s definition of IA includes both assurance and consulting services (IIA, 2016).
Assurance services are the core service of IAs and entail an objective examination of
evidence in order to provide an independent assessment on governance, risk management and
control processes for the organization (IIA, 2009). Thus, the core of the assurance provision
is that the provider of assurance services (IAs) has a clear and objective understanding of
what is acceptable or not and what needs attention (Arwinge, 2016). It is argued that the
information assured by IA enhances decision-making, both internally and externally. Hence,
that IA improves the deployment as well as the effective and efficient use of scarce
organizational and economic resources (Ramamoorti, 2003).
In comparison to assurance services, consulting services are specific tasks ordered from the
IAF and provided to a specific party in the organization (Arwinge, 2016). Thus, the services
are provided according to the demands of the client and usually questions such as scope of
15

the consulting service as well as planning and direction of the service are agreed upon
between IAs and their clients beforehand (Arwinge, 2016). Arwinge (2016) states that
consulting activities are more common in well-established and high-performing IAFs and that
the consulting services provided by IAs need to be within the competence area of the IAF. In
order to guarantee that the IAF has the required skills to conduct the consulting activities,
companies may outsource the IAF in whole, partly or co-work with other specialists within
the organization (Fraser and Henry, 2007). It is argued that whether the IAs are outsourced
i.e. external providers of IA services, or in-house i.e. employed by the company, should not
have an influence upon the work of the IAF (Abbott et al., 2016; James, 2003). Hence, the
importance lies instead in the IAF being fully resourced and independent in order to provide
the best IA service (Abbott et al., 2016).
It is argued that IAs have gained a more strategic and pro-active role in the organization due
to their involvement in consulting activities and that these consulting activities have brought
IAs closer to management (Christopher et al., 2009). However, previous studies show
differing results on consulting activities’ impact on IAs’ independence and objectivity
(Selim, Woodward and Allegrini, 2009). The study by Selim et al. (2009) shows that IAs in
Italy perceive the consulting activities to enhance their possibility to be independent, whereas
IAs in the UK instead perceived that it threatened their independence. The authors argue that
these differences are due to the different nature of consulting activities in the studied
countries, which would indicate that different consulting activities have different impact on
IAs’ role. In the UK IAs were argued to be involved in more non-traditional types of
consulting activities, such as strategic and project management, which led to higher threats to
their independence.
2.2 Risk management within IA
IAs’ role within risk management has grown in the past years (Coetzee and Lubbe, 2014;
Pickett, 2011; Stewart and Subramaniam, 2010). Today, IAs are seen as one of the key
contributors to companies’ risk management processes by their provision of assurance and
consulting services (Stewart and Subramaniam, 2010). In 2009 the IIA issued a position
paper with recommendations for the IAs’ role in ERM (see Figure 1). These
recommendations include IAs’ core roles, legitimate roles that should be applied with
safeguards and finally, the roles IAs should not undertake (IIA, 2009).
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Figure 1.The IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM (IIA, 2009)

The left side of Figure 1 represents IAs’ core role within ERM, which is to provide assurance
services to the board on the effectiveness of risk management. As an additional service to the
core role IAs can also provide consulting services, which is found in the center part of Figure
1. Finally, the right part of Figure 1 entails the roles that IAs should not undertake. It is
underscored by the IIA (2009) that the further towards the right part of Figure 1 the IAs’
services move, the greater level of safeguards should be applied in order to guarantee IAs’
independence and objectivity. The IIA (2009) describes safeguards as conditions that enable
IAs to extend their involvement in ERM, such as clear division of IAs and management’s
responsibilities, documentation of the nature of IAs’ responsibilities and the approval from
AC (see Appendix 1).
As shown in Figure 1 the core tasks of IA include giving assurance on risk management
processes and that risks are correctly evaluated, evaluating risk management processes and
reporting of key risks, as well as reviewing the management of key risks (IIA, 2009). The
center part of Figure 1, the services that are legitimate for IAs to provide given that
reasonable safeguards are implemented, consist of facilitating identification and evaluation of
risks, coaching management in responding to risks, co-ordinating ERM activities,
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consolidating the reporting on risks, maintaining and developing the ERM framework,
championing establishment of ERM and developing risk management strategy for board
approval. Fraser and Henry (2007, p. 397) argue that it can be difficult for IAs to “distinguish
providing impartial advice from taking executive decisions” and conclude that IAs in some
cases exceed the suggested responsibilities. Regarding the right side of Figure 1, the IIA
(2009) acknowledges that IAs should not engage in services such as setting the risk appetite,
imposing risk management processes, giving assurance on risks that is the role of
management, making decision on and implementing risk responses and being accountable for
risk management.
Furthermore, risk management does not only cover elimination of risks that could threaten
the organization, but should also include the upside of risks (Pickett, 2011). Thus, risk
management ought to entail knowing where and when to take risks and implementing
efficient controls where they are needed (Pickett, 2011). IAs’ role in risk management is
therefore connected to both aspects of risk management, eliminating threats and enabling
opportunities, which is done by challenging and supporting the board and management’s
decisions within risk management (Arwinge, 2016).
2.2.1 The three lines of defense
The IIA (2009) acknowledges that IAs share knowledge, skills and values with other risk
departments. Other risk departments do not provide assurance services to the AC but are
engaged in providing other assurance and consulting services to management (IIA, 2009).
The IIA describes the division of different risk and assurance functions as the three lines of
defense (3LoD) (IIA, 2013). The first line of defense represents the operational management,
the second line represents risk management and compliance functions and the third line
represents the IAF. Thus, some consulting services that other risk departments provide, such
as services related to risk transfer, risk quantification and modeling techniques, are outside
the scope of IAs’ tasks and do not belong to the third line (IIA, 2009). Furthermore, the
important difference between IAs and the other lines is the independent and objective status
that IAs possess (IIA, 2009). The IIA (2009) states that IAs’ consulting engagement within
risk management can be connected to the company’s risk maturity rate and to the other actors
involved in risk management processes. Thus, if the company has well-established risk
departments, IAs are likely to add value mostly by providing their assurance services instead
of consulting services (IIA, 2009). However, Arwinge (2016) states that as the company’s
18

risk maturity becomes stabilized, IAs need to adapt to this by providing other types of valueadding services such as coaching and advising.
As discussed above, the study by Fraser and Henry (2007) argues that IAs sometimes
undertake tasks that are beyond the IIA’s recommendations, such as having operational
responsibilities within ERM, which is the responsibility of the first line of defense.
Furthermore, research by De Zwaan, Stewart and Subramaniam (2011) indicates that
increased participation in ERM threatens IAs’ independence and objectivity, factors that are
argued to differentiate IA from the other lines of defense. Sarens and De Beelde’s (2006a)
findings indicate that IAs in both young and well-established IAFs are somewhat concerned
about their capacities to play an important role in risk management. However, the study does
not provide further information about these concerns, or whether the capacities are related to
IAs’ competence or abilities to provide the services needed. The authors also state that “The
interviewees clearly admit that the valuable knowledge spillover effects to their assurance
role outweigh the potential loss of independence that can arise as a consequence of their
involvement in these consulting activities” (Sarens and De Beelde, 2006a, p.73), indicating
that independence threats are not the main concern for IAs. More research in this area is
needed to understand what concerns and discomforts IAs face.
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3. The concept of comfort within the audit profession
This chapter describes the theoretical framework applied in this study. The chapter has its
starting point within the concept of comfort and its application within the EA profession
studied by Pentland (1993) and Carrington and Catasús (2007), followed by existing
literature on the concept of comfort within the IA profession by Sarens et al. (2009). Finally,
the notion of comfort will be combined with the literature on IAs’ role, which will culminate
in the analytical model used in this study. This model will be used as a tool to analyze how
IAs become comfortable in their role within risk management.
3.1 Comfort within EA
Auditing in general has been described as rituals of verification, meaning ways to produce
comfort to companies’ stakeholders (Carrington and Catasús, 2007; Pentland, 1993; Power,
1999). Pentland (1993) describes auditing as a ritualistic process of transforming
untrustworthy financial information into a state that the EAs as well as society feel
comfortable with. Pentland (1993) describes that it is the micro-interactions within the
engagement team that create comfort, which in turn makes the macro-order possible. Hence,
in order for the EAs to produce comfort of the numbers to society, he argues that EAs
themselves first must feel comfortable.
This view is shared by Carrington and Catasús (2007), who argue that comfort is something
that can be applied to the user of audit information as well as the producers of audits, i.e.
auditors. Thus, in order to understand how senior EAs perceive the production of comfort,
Carrington and Catasús (2007) study the actors that influence how EAs attain comfort, the
discomforts that EAs choose to accept and how comfort changes over time. Carrington and
Catasús (2007, p. 37) apply a definition of comfort suggested by Kolcaba and Kolcaba in
1991, and state that it is “...a positive outcome that differs and is more than the absence of
discomforts”. Carrington and Catasús (2007, p. 37) argue that comfort should not be seen as a
fixed commodity, but rather as an outcome of “how auditors relate to comfort in relation to
discomforts”.
In their study, Carrington and Catasús (2007) apply comfort theory, which was first
introduced by Kolcaba and Kolcaba in 1991 within nursing practice (Carrington and Catasús,
2007). Even though there are some differences in applying comfort theory in nursing and in
EA, such as the interpretation of the notion of comfort, Carrington and Catasús (2007) argue
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that the idea of producing comfort is nevertheless the same. The authors investigate EAs’
audit process and analyze the state when EAs, as comfort providers, are comfortable enough,
i.e. have gathered enough evidence to be able to feel comfortable with ending the audit
(Carrington and Catasús, 2007).
3.1.1 EAs’ discomforts
Carrington and Catasús (2007) argue that within auditing, there is a universe of discomforts
for senior EAs to attain, such as actors involved in the process, the data being audited and
expectations from the stakeholders. Hence, auditing is a constant battle of comforts and
discomforts. In order for senior EAs to be comfortable with their discomforts, Carrington and
Catasús (2007) argue that EAs first must understand the discomforts they face. The
discomforts were shown to depend on the personality, competence and perception of EAs
themselves, as well as other actors’ involvement in the audit process (Carrington and Catasús,
2007).
3.1.2 Acts that relieve EAs’ discomforts
Carrington and Catasús (2007) suggest that there are factors and actors that can move EAs
from a feeling of discomfort to a feeling of comfort. The authors find that audit programs and
manuals to conduct the audit may relieve EAs’ discomforts, and some EAs perceived that cooperation with the clients’ employees relieved their discomforts as the gathering of
information went more smoothly. However, this perception was not shared by all EAs due to
threats to their independence (Carrington and Catasús, 2007). Thus, there are also differences
in how EAs perceive the relieving of discomforts. In order for the audit to be finished, i.e. the
senior EA becoming comfortable, Carrington and Catasús, (2007) argue that all relevant
actors must be comfortable. The authors conclude that EAs’ comfort is primarily dependent
on the signing EA. This was explained by the fact that the study investigated senior EAs’
comfort during the audit process, who are not responsible for client relations. Thus, the
hierarchical order within the audit teams affects the elements that lead to EAs’ comfort.
3.1.3 Changes
Finally, Carrington and Catasús (2007) argue that EAs’ perspective of comfort and
discomfort might change due to changes in their own expertise as well as outside factors,
such as a client’s financial situation as well as laws and regulations. Hence, what EAs regard
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as a comfort in one time or place, can be regarded as a discomfort in another. Therefore, EAs
can experience new discomforts and the loop restarts.
3.2 Comfort within IA
The concept of comfort has also been applied in the field of IA. Previous studies have shown
that IA also is a comfort-producing activity, as IAs have a central role in reducing
information asymmetries between the AC and management (Sarens et al., 2009; Turley and
Zaman, 2007). Thus, Sarens et al. (2009) suggest that similar arguments as used in EA
regarding the notion of comfort can be applied to the IA profession. They apply Carrington
and Catasús’ (2007) application of comfort theory in their study, using it as a tool to
understand the discomforts AC members face. Their study provides further information on
factors that drive the AC to turn to IA, how IAs can meet the expectations of the AC and
factors that make IA a relevant provider of comfort. The authors find that the AC mainly
seeks comfort in the areas of risk management and internal controls (Sarens et al., 2009).
Sarens et al. (2009) argue that the provision of both assurance and consulting services is
important in relieving the discomforts the AC has in the areas of risk management and
internal controls. The provision of assurance services to the AC was shown to be one of the
main elements for relieving discomforts within the AC. Furthermore, it is argued that the
provision of consulting services to management on improvements of internal controls is also
important for the AC (Sarens et al., 2009). Thus, it is the final outcome of IA services that
reduces discomforts within the AC. IAs are able to bring comfort to the AC due to their
internal position, familiarity with the company and their position close to the employees
(Sarens et al., 2009). Finally, the authors state that the AC’s comfort might change and
factors such as corporate governance evolutions and new responsibilities create new
discomforts.
Sarens et al. (2009) studied the AC’s need of comfort in order to relieve the information
asymmetries between the AC and management. The present study will instead investigate
how IAs’ comfort can be constructed and explained. According to Carrington and Catasús
(2007), who conducted a similar study within the EA profession, this increases the
understanding of the auditors’ work. Sarens et al.’s (2009) study considers that IAs are
working for the AC, and has a starting point in IAs relieving the information asymmetries
between the AC and management. However, according to the previous literature, IAs can
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have several stakeholders in the company (Arwinge, 2016; James, 2003; Lenz and Hahn,
2015; Sarens and De Beelde, 2006; Turley and Zaman, 2007) and thus, if IAs receive
requests from other stakeholders than the AC, it can have an effect on IAs’ comfort.
3.3 Summary of the literature
IAs’ role in risk management has increased in the past years (Stewart and Subramaniam,
2010). The development has given IAs an important role in corporate governance and
previous studies indicate that IAs’ role within risk management will continue to develop in
the future (IIARF, 2011; Lenz and Hahn, 2015). However, there are studies that show threats
to IAs’ independence due to their increased participation in ERM and consulting activities
(De Zwaan et al., 2011). The discussion in previous literature often entails different
stakeholders’ expectations and their differing demands on IAs’ work (Lenz and Sarens, 2012;
Sarens and De Beelde, 2006a). While management demands more of IAs’ consulting
services, board and AC mainly expect IAs to provide objective and independent assurance
services (Lenz and Sarens, 2012). Thus, by widening the understanding of the concerns IAs
face in their work this study will contribute to the knowledge of IAs’ role.
The notion of comfort can provide tools for the analysis of the discomforts IAs face and
elements that lead to IAs being comfortable with their work. Comfort has in previous studies
been used to describe the value auditors can bring to their stakeholders (Pentland, 1993;
Sarens et al., 2009). It is argued that EAs bring comfort to society through the provision of
audits (Pentland, 1993). Carrington and Catasús (2007) argue that comfort is something that
can be applied to the user of audit information as well as the producers of audits, i.e. auditors.
The authors investigate EAs’ audit process and analyze the state when EAs are comfortable
enough, i.e. have gathered enough evidence to be able to feel comfortable in ending the audit
(Carrington and Catasús, 2007), hence, how EAs can fulfill their mission as well as the
discomforts and comforts related to this process.
Comfort has been applied in the IA profession as well. Sarens et al. (2009) investigate how
IAs can bring comfort to the AC and conclude that IA is an important provider of comfort in
areas of internal controls and risk management. As the IA role is still searching for its clear
identity, it is interesting to study how IAs perceive the combination of consulting and
assurance services in their role, and their concerns in doing this. Thus, this study investigates
how IAs’ comfort is constructed and the discomforts they might face, i.e. how IAs are
23

fulfilling their mission. Sarens et al. (2009) study does not consider elements that cause
discomforts to the IAs, and it could be argued that if there is resistance from IAs’ side to
include different tasks in their role it might change the possibilities for IAs to reduce the
AC’s discomforts. The below table summarizes studies regarding comfort in the field of
audit, including the present study (see Table 1).
Authors

Comfort seeker

Comfort provider

Need of comfort

Pentland (1993)

Company’s
stakeholders

EA’s audit report

Information asymmetries

Carrington and
Catasús (2007)

EA

EAs themselves

Sarens et al.
(2009)

AC

IAs’ services

Enough evidence to sign the
report and other actors’
satisfaction
Information asymmetries

The present study

IA

IAs themselves

Combination of assurance
and consulting and other
actors’ satisfaction

Table 1. Summary of the usage of comfort within audit

3.4 Analytical model
The analytical model used in this study describes the different stages in how IAs become
comfortable in their role and is based on previous literature within the IA profession as well
as literature on audit as a comfort-producing activity. The notion of comfort has mostly been
applied within the EA profession. However, the present study will apply comfort into the IA
profession by studying how IAs become comfortable in their role as both assurance and
consulting providers. In order to clarify the different tasks included in IAs’ role the IIA’s
model of IAs’ role in ERM will be used (see Figure 1).
The feeling of comfort is related to IAs being comfortable in conducting the services they
provide as well as making statements to their stakeholders. It is connected to how IAs stay
independent to provide assurance services while also contributing through consulting
services, and thus that IAs can fulfill their mission and perceive the services as consistent
with IAs’ role. The analytical model has its starting point in the concerns related to IAs’ work
when conducting the services and when providing statements to their stakeholders (1), see
Figure 2. The previous literature states that the provision of assurance and consulting services
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is closely related to IAs’ ability to be independent (De Zwaan et al., 2011), as well as
fulfilling different demands of IAs’ stakeholders (James, 2003; Lenz and Hahn, 2015; Sarens
and De Beelde, 2006). Furthermore, previous literature states that IAs are required to have
the competence to conduct all different services that their role entails (Arwinge, 2016). Thus,
factors that cause concerns for IAs can be connected to IAs’ own professionalism as well as
other actors’ expectations, and IAs’ own perception of the expectations.

Figure 2. Analytical model

Carrington and Catasús (2007) argue that in order to reach a feeling of comfort, one has to
become comfortable with the discomforts. Concerning the IA profession there are several
factors that can affect how IAs’ comfort is constructed. The requests come from different
parties and are not as established as within the EA profession. Even if IAs themselves
determine their comfort level, other actors have been shown to be important for the
effectiveness of the IAF as stakeholders can be seen as a source of information when
performing assurance services (Christopher et al., 2009). Furthermore, as indicated by Sarens
and De Beelde (2006a) comfort through stakeholder satisfaction is regarded as more
important for the IAs than concerns about their independence. Thus, other actors can
influence IAs’ feeling of comfort. Previous literature also suggests that in order to provide all
of the services, the IAF might have to rely on external help such as co-sourcing services
(Arwinge, 2016), and the IIA (2009) suggests that safeguards, such as board and AC
approval, are an important factor for IAs to increase their participation in ERM. In order to
analyze how IAs’ comfort is constructed the different factors and actors that can relieve the
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IAs’ discomforts are studied (2), see Figure 2. Hence, with help of factors that can relieve
some of the IAs’ discomforts, it is possible for IAs to reach the feeling of comfort (3), see
Figure 2.
Literature states that factors such as corporate governance evolutions and new responsibilities
create new expectations to the IAF (Sarens et al., 2009). Furthermore, Arwinge (2016) argues
that IAs need to adapt to the changes by providing other types of value-adding services. As
IAs’ role is still developing, changes in the profession might create new discomforts for the
IAs. Thus, changes that can affect the IA profession can cause new concerns for the IAs (4),
see Figure 2, which restarts the loop.
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4. Methodology
This chapter describes the design and method used in this study. A qualitative study method
with semi-structured interviews was used and interviews were conducted with ten IAs from
the private sector. Furthermore, the chapter concerns the approach used for collection and
interpretation of data, choice of sample and delimitations.
4.1 Research Strategy
Previous studies lack information on how IAs perceive the combination of providing both
assurance and consulting services. In order to make a contribution in the field of IA and study
how IAs become comfortable with the provision of different tasks included in their role, a
qualitative study method was chosen. It was considered to be the suitable method, since a
quantitative study method would not enable the same richness of information. The study has
an inductive approach, since it aims to find explanations behind IAs’ role within risk
management and the discomforts that might exist (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009).
Even with an inductive approach, existing theories can provide help in analyzing the data and
provide a foundation for the analytical model (Saunders et al., 2009). In this paper, the notion
of comfort and literature on IA were applied in order to create theoretical expectations of
IAs’ discomforts. Thus, the paper also has elements of a deductive approach.
4.2 Research Design
Primary data was collected through qualitative interviewing. Qualitative interviewing makes
it possible to focus on the interviewee’s point of view, as it seeks rich and detailed answers
(Saunders et al., 2009). Therefore, qualitative interviewing was considered a suitable choice
in order to gain an understanding of the concerns IAs face in their role. However, this choice
of method restricted the sample size and thus, the generalizability of the study.
4.2.1 Semi-structured interviews
Qualitative interviews were conducted in a semi-structured way, as it provides a certain
structure to the interview, yet still giving the researchers a chance to ask further questions
(Saunders et al., 2009). In order to increase the likelihood that the interviews captured all
relevant aspects regarding the research question, an interview guide was developed before the
interviews and includes three sections (see Appendix 2). Section one contains questions about
the IAs’ personal background. Section two consists of general questions regarding the IAs’
role within risk management. Section three consists of questions based on the three parts of
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the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM (see Figure 1) as well as the concerns IAs experience in
regards to the tasks. The questions were not necessarily asked in the same order and suitable
follow-up questions were asked whenever needed. All questions were open-ended in order
for the interviewees to be able to explain their answers freely and give better understanding
of their perception of their role. Therefore, all interviews were unique in nature. However,
this was seen as an important part of the interview since rich and detailed answers were
needed.
The location for the interviews was decided upon request of the interviewees, which
enhanced the possibility of them feeling secure in the environment in order to answer the
questions in a more explanatory way. Most of the interviews were held at the headquarters of
each company. However, one interview was held in one of the rooms at Uppsala University.
In order to minimize the possibility for researcher impact (Bryman and Bell, 2011) and to
attain as wide understanding as possible, all interviews were conducted by both researchers.
However, the researchers had different roles during the interviews. One was more active in
the discussion by asking questions and follow-up questions. The other researcher had a
passive role of taking notes and making observations.
4.2.2 Research ethics
Before each interview, an email was sent out to all the interviewees with useful information
regarding the interview. The information included the time plan (45 minutes), the anonymity
of the study, permission of recording and example questions. By doing so the interviewees
could prepare themselves and all relevant agreements were done before the interview. Hence,
the time available could be more actively used, as all participants involved knew the structure
and content before the interview. Sending out questions beforehand can lead to standardized
answers from the interviewees. However, in order to minimize this risk, the example
questions sent only included the main areas of the interview guide and not any deeper
questions.
For the IAs to feel more comfortable in giving honest and deep answers, and to reduce the
risk of short and general answers, all the interviewees were kept anonymous. In order to
make sure the interviewees understood the extent of the anonymity, they were also informed
of how their company would be described in the study before the interview took place. One
disadvantage with anonymous interviews in comparison with non-anonymous interviews is
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that it can be perceived as unreal and therefore less interesting (Bryman and Bell, 2011).
However, in this study it was perceived as more important to get deep answers in order to
enhance the understanding of the IAs’ concerns regarding their role. Thus, to be able to show
a clear picture of reality and by doing so make the study in itself more interesting.
Furthermore, the study does not aim at comparing companies or the interviewees to one
another; therefore the anonymity is not affecting the outcome of the study in that sense. As
the interviewees were kept anonymous, the risk of harm and stress to the interviewees was
also minimized.
Eight of ten interviews were recorded after acceptance of the interviewees. Listening to the
interviews afterwards made sure the essence of the interviews was correctly understood. In
order to minimize the loss of information from the two interviews that were not recorded,
transcriptions were done during and directly after the interviews. Transcriptions of all
interviews were thereafter sent to the interviewees for approval and/or change before usage in
the study. The interpretation of the interviewees’ replies could therefore be enhanced.
Furthermore, this provided the interviewees with the possibility to withdraw their
participation in the study if desired. The interviewees were also informed of how and for how
long time period the data would be stored. The transcriptions were sent to the interviewees no
longer than one week after the interview and thereafter the interviewee had one week to
submit their approval or changes. If the week passed and no response was received the
interviewees were informed that it was regarded as an automatic accept for usage of the
transcript.
4.2.3 Pilot interviews
In order to test the interview guide and the questions of which it consist, one pilot interview
was conducted before the actual interviews. By doing so, mistakes and necessary changes
could be recognized in advance. Hence, it could be tested that the interview questions
measured the intended elements. It also served as a control that the time plan of 45 minutes
was enough. The pilot interview was conducted with a senior IA with long experience within
the profession. Hence, the pilot interviewee had experience similar to that of the sample and
could give accurate indications of how the questions could be understood and answered.
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4.2.4 Sampling of interviewees
Interviews were conducted with ten IAs within the private sector (see Appendix 3). The
private sector was chosen as there can be some differences in IAs’ role within the public and
private sectors. Furthermore, this avoided issues characteristic to the public sector, such as
political influences. Thus, it increases the homogeneity of the sample. The sample choice was
mainly based on recommendations from a prominent IA, as well as professor within the field
of IA, and consisted of IAs from different industries. Thus, a purposive sampling, with
maximum variation sampling method was used (Saunders et al., 2009). As most interviewees
have over ten years work experience from IA, they have deep knowledge within the
profession and were suitable for the study in order to draw conclusions on how IAs become
comfortable with their role.
As the present research does not aim to study any specific industry, the interviewees were
selected from different industries. Furthermore, interviewees were also selected from both inhouse (employed in the company) and outsourced (IAs who provide IA services through a
consulting company) IAFs. The sample consisted of six in-house IAs and four outsourced
IAs. The results of the study can thus provide indications of differences in IAs from different
industries, without aiming to generalize the results to the whole population. Rather the study
attempts to provide an understanding of key themes and patterns of IAs’ concerns in their
work. Outsourced IAs could have more general knowledge than in-house IAs, as they work
with different companies and industries. A more homogeneous sample could therefore have
increased the in-depth knowledge about the research problem as well as enhanced the
comparability of the interviewees. As the sample was based on recommendation from one
person, there is also a risk that the interviewees have similar background and share similar
views. However, due to the interviewees’ well-established knowledge within the IA field, this
was not regarded to have an impact on the results.
4.2.5 Operationalization
In order to study how IAs become comfortable in their role within risk management the
notion of comfort was adapted into IA practice. This was done with regards to the
recommendations in the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM (see Figure 1). Comfort is in this
study explained through the different concepts in the analytical model (see Figure 2). It is
used as a guideline to increase the understanding of the existence of comforts and
discomforts, how it can differ between people and what level of assurance and consulting
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services is acceptable. For the definitions and concepts used in this study as well as in the
analytical model (Figure 2), see chapter 3 above. Appendix 4 shows how the
operationalization of the different concepts in the analytical model is connected to the
interview questions.
4.3 Quality check
In order to increase the validity of the study, different steps were considered. The use of a
well-established framework such as the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM during the
interviews increased the possibility that interviewees’ understanding of assurance and
consulting services was similar to the researchers’. However, the subgroupings of IAs’ core
roles, legitimate roles and tasks IAs should not undertake, were not shown to the
interviewees. Thus, the model only included lists of IAs’ tasks within risk management. As
interviews were held in Swedish, interview questions and answers have been translated to
English for this study. This might create risks for different translations of the intended
meanings of interviewees’ replies. Furthermore, the pilot interview enabled the controlling of
interview guide as well as the operationalization (see Appendix 4), which contributes to
higher validity. This was considered important in order to test that the interviews measured
what was intended.
Previous studies have not examined IAs’ role within risk management by using similar theory
and literature to analyze the results. Thus, this might create threats to the validity of the study
as operationalization could not be based on previous studies. However, the notion of comfort
has been applied to studies regarding IAs’ production of comfort to the AC, which provided a
ground for applying comfort in IA setting. Furthermore, as described in the analytical model,
the notion of comfort was fitted into the research question, which further helped to enhance
the possibility that correct tools were used to analyze the results. However, there is a risk that
interviewees’ understandings of words used during the interviews, such as secure, safe and
concern varied.
It is often suggested that the scope of the findings of a qualitative research is too subjective as
well as being difficult to generalize (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Since the study only consists of
a few cases it is not possible to determine if the cases can be representative for the entire
population. Therefore, this study does not aim at generalizing the findings to the population
of other firms in relevant industries, or to the public sector. Instead the focus is to obtain an
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understanding of how IAs become comfortable with their role, and what possible discomforts
that might exist.
Several different steps were taken to increase the reliability of the study’s findings. In
qualitative interviewing, the researcher is the main instrument in collecting data and the
outcome therefore depends on the focus of the researcher (Bryman and Bell, 2011).
Furthermore, the characteristics of the researcher could likely affect the interviewees
(Bryman and Bell, 2011). The reliability of the study could be increased with help of the
interview guide as well as the pre-determined roles of the researchers and thus, reducing the
observer errors. In this case the researchers were as neutral as possible during contact with
the interviewees to avoid affecting the interviewees’ answers, thus, increasing the reliability
of the study. There is a possibility that the use of the IIA’s model of IAs’ role within ERM
affected interviewees’ responses as interviewees who are aware of this model could provide
answers according to the model, i.e. risks for subject bias (Saunders et al., 2009). However,
the anonymity of the interviewees should increase the possibility of interviewees providing
truthful answers.
4.3.1 Literature critique
The IIA’s model for IAs’ role in ERM has been applied in this research as a base for different
tasks for IAs. This model was introduced by the IIA in their position paper in 2009. The IIA
provides the International Professional Practices Framework (IPPF), which is the conceptual
framework for IAs (IIA, 2016a). The IPPF provides IA profession with generally accepted
core elements for the practice of IA, such as definitions, code of ethics, core principles and
the actual standards for IA practice (IIA, 2016a). The IPPF has in 2015 removed position
papers from officially being a part of the IPPF. However, the IIA (2016b) states that the
position papers are still “...relevant and valid for practitioners and other interested parties”.
Thus, the model is seen as relevant in describing IAs’ role and tasks within risk management
and suitable for forming the interview questions. This model is created by the industry
organization that provides guidance to IAs. Thus, it should be seen as a guide created by
practitioners, rather than an impartial model. As the research regards IAs’ own interpretation
of their services within risk management, the model provided a suitable base for the research.
Furthermore, this model has been used in previous IA literature as a ground for IAs’ role
within risk management (see Stewart and Subramaniam, 2010).
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Comfort theory as applied in Carrington and Catasús’ (2007) research has its origin in
nursing, which could create problems for further application in other fields. However, their
results were further developed in a number of studies within EA (see Guénin-Paracini,
Malsch and Paillé, 2014; Tagesson and Eriksson, 2011). It should be noted that research
within IA as well as the role of IAs are not as established as the EA profession. This could
create difficulties when using the findings from Carrington and Catasús (2007) as a tool to
analyze IA. This is due to the fact that IAs, unlike EAs, might have different tasks in different
companies. However, Sarens et al. (2009) apply Carrington and Catasús’ (2007) application
of comfort theory in an IA setting, which demonstrates the general nature of this theory.
Other theories, such as role theory and agency theory have been applied in previous microlevel studies of IA and IAs’ role (Roussy, 2015). However, as the present study aims to
understand how IAs become comfortable with their role through investigation of the concerns
IAs have within the provision of assurance and consulting services, the notion of comfort was
chosen. The analytical model was created with help of several different studies considering
the notion of comfort and IAs’ role within risk management. In addition, literature as well as
theories used in this study were collected from various databases available through Uppsala
University library’s search engines such as EBSCOhost, Google Scholar etc.
4.4 Data analysis
In order to enhance both researchers’ mutual understanding of the interviewees’ replies, all
data was summarized and handled together after the interviews. This was regarded important
as the researchers had different roles during the interviews. Empirical data consisted of tasks
based on the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM as well as a deeper explanations of the IAs’
role. Interviewees’ responses on tasks based on the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM were
summarized in quantitative form. The explanatory replies were presented through
categorization of meanings that were developed with reference to the analytical model.
Furthermore, data was further divided into subgroups that in turn derived from the empirical
data. Thus, common terms and patterns in the empirical data could be identified. This method
helped recognition of similar views between the interviewees. In the analysis of the data
categories were connected to the terms used in the theory, which enabled drawing of
conclusions of the interviews (Saunders et al., 2009).
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5. Empirical data
This chapter presents the empirical findings from the ten interviews conducted with IAs
within the private sector. Firstly, the IAs’ perception of the general role of IA within risk
management will be presented, followed by a description of the specific tasks IAs undertake
based on the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM. Thereafter, these findings are connected to
how IAs’ comfort is constructed (see Figure 2, concepts 1, 2 and 3) as well as the changes in
the IA role (see Figure 2, concept 4). In order to provide the opportunity to correlate
interviewees’ answers to several questions and judge their level of agreement, the
interviewees are identified in numbers. IAs number one to six are in-house IAs and IAs
number seven to ten are outsourced IAs.
5.1 IAs’ role in ERM
When describing IA’s role in risk management, all interviewees acknowledged that IAs’ task
is to review companies’ risk management and half of the interviewees related to the IIA’s
definition of IAs’ role within risk management (IA3; IA4; IA6; IA8; IA10). All interviewees
agreed that their main service and their primary mission is to give assurance to their clients,
and that their assurance role often entails some part of consulting but that consulting is only
perceived as a secondary service within their role. Many of the IAs explained that they,
during an assurance assignment, prefer to give recommendations, which they perceived as
consultative activities. They argued this is necessary in order to bring value to the company
(IA2; IA3; IA4; IA5; IA7; IA8). Furthermore, due to IAs’ knowledge and long-going
expertise within risk management, IAs can add more value to the company when providing
both assurance and consulting at the same time (IA4; IA7).
IA2: “...It is more valuable to be able to help immediately, instead of reviewing and
recommending changes afterwards.”
All of the outsourced IAs explained that they can provide both full outsourcing services as
well as co-sourcing services, where they work together with the company’s IAF. Most of the
outsourced IAs stated that in their role as an external provider the services offered mainly
depend on the type of assignment they are doing (IA8; IA9; IA10). Thus, some assignments
are more based on assurance and some more on consulting. Two of the four outsourced IAs
further explained that co-sourcing services are usually provided when the client is in need of
expertise that the client does not possess, which often entails more consulting (IA8; IA10).
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When asked whom they perceive as their main stakeholder all in-house IAs agreed that it is
the board, without any doubt. Three of the in-house IAs pointed out that the meaning of
board as stakeholder also entails the AC (IA2; IA3; IA4). The outsourced IAs agreed that
board and AC are the main stakeholder, but stated that it also depends on the type of
assignment. Three of four outsourced IAs explained that during assignments that are totally
outsourced it is clearly the board and AC who are the main stakeholders (IA7; IA8; IA9).
However, in co-sourcing assignments other stakeholders such as the head of IA become
important as well. All interviewees further explained that since the board and AC are the ones
who approve the audit plan and the recipients of IAs’ reports, they are regarded as the main
stakeholder. Furthermore, all interviewees, outsourced IAs as well as in-house IAs, stated
they have other important stakeholders as well, such as the management. IA3 also mentioned
that EA and government bodies are important stakeholders. Five of the interviewees
acknowledged that other employees and the organization as a whole are important
stakeholders, since IAs aim to add value to the whole organization (IA2; IA3; IA4; IA8;
IA10).
All interviewees acknowledged that their stakeholders have differing demands on what to
expect from IAs. The board and AC were said to demand more of IAs’ assurance services in
order to ensure that management and control systems work. Three of the interviewees
expressed that it is important for the board and AC in order to feel safe and secure (IA1; IA2;
IA8). Furthermore, management, CEO and other operational functions were said to demand
more advice, details and support, hence, involving more consulting services (IA1; IA2; IA4;
IA8). IA4 explained that management is also interested in knowing that governance and
controls are working properly, but have a general need to improve the organization.
Furthermore, IA2 and IA8 stated that through the recommendations and education of the
employees, IAs drive the change in the organization.
When asked about how they perceive the combination of both providing assurance and
consulting services all agreed that both services are important. However, eight of the
interviewees explained that IAs always have to make sure to be independent and objective in
their work and that the consulting part of the role can threaten their independence (IA1; IA2;
IA3; IA5; IA6; IA7; IA9; IA10). Hence, IAs cannot give assurance on something they have
consulted about.
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IA1: “...it is difficult [the combination of assurance and consulting], there is an
inherent conflict somewhere...it has to do with the self-review threat. I give a lot of
advice, and the risk is to end up in a situation where you review yourself and in this
case your own advice. This threatens the independence and the independence is
extremely important.”
However, seven of the IAs concluded that it is the combination of the services that makes IA
a value adding function and that it is not the case without one or another (IA3; IA4; IA5; IA6;
IA7; IA8; IA10). Some interviewees explained that the involvement in assurance services
brings valuable knowledge to the IAs that is useful within consulting services (IA4; IA7;
IA8; IA10).
IA3: “I think that assurance and consulting belong together and are the same thing,
not that they should be seen as two different parts of our role. In my opinion we have
one task and we should fulfill it.”
When asked to estimate how much time they spend on the different tasks in the IIA’s model
of IAs’ role in ERM (see Figure 1) all agreed that assurance definitely gets prioritized and
that most of their time is spent on assurance services. More than half of the interviewees
stated that they spend around 80 percent or more of their time on assurance and around 20
percent on consulting (IA2; IA3; IA4; IA5; IA7; IA8).
In the following, the tasks from IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM (Figure 1) will be listed
with the number of interviewees involved in each task.
5.1.1 Core IA tasks in ERM
Core IA tasks
Giving assurance on the risk management processes
Giving assurance that risks are correctly evaluated
Evaluating risk management processes
Evaluating the reporting of key risks
Reviewing the management of key risks

Sum of IAs involved in the
task
10/10
10/10
10/10
10/10
10/10

Table 2. Core IA tasks within the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM
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When asked about the services their role as IAs entails, all interviewees agreed that all of the
core IA tasks within the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM are included in their role (see Table
2). They stated that these tasks are what the IA role is all about and something that they
undoubtedly do.
IA4: “... it [assurance] is something that we do to 100 percent, it is the mission of IA.”
5.1.2 Legitimate IA tasks with safeguards
Legitimate IA tasks
Facilitating identification and evaluation of risks
Coaching management in responding to risks
Co-ordinating ERM activities
Consolidated reporting on risks
Maintaining and developing the ERM framework
Championing establishment of ERM
Developing risk management strategy for board approval

Sum of IAs involved or
partly involved in the task
10/10
8/10
3/10
4/10
2/10
2/10
2/10

Table 3. Legitimate IA tasks within the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM

All interviewees stated that they are involved or somewhat involved in facilitating
identification and evaluation of risks, (see Table 3). IA3 first said that s/he is not involved in
this task but mentioned later that s/he sometimes can support the management with the task.
Hence, being somewhat involved. Regarding coaching management in responding to risks
eight of the interviewees argued to be involved in the process (IA1; IA2; IA3; IA4; IA5; IA6;
IA9; IA10). However, IA7 and IA8 could not say that the task is a part of their role. The
more to the right in Figure 1, the less of the IAs stated to be involved in the tasks. Table 3
summarizes the amount of IAs involved or somewhat involved in the different legitimate IA
tasks within the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM. For the specific IAs involved in the
different tasks see Appendix 5.
Furthermore, all of the interviewees agreed that the legitimate IA roles within the IIA’s
model of IAs’ role in ERM are something that IAs can be involved in through dialogue,
discussion and advice through the assurance services they provide. However, some of the
interviewees pointed out that IAs do not make decisions within these tasks (IA3; IA8; IA9;
IA10). The interviewees stated that the legitimate IA tasks are the role of second line of
defense, but that IAs can be involved and give advice to second line of defense (IA2; IA4;
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IA8; IA9). On the contrary, IA4 stated that facilitating identification and evaluation of risks
and coaching management in responding to risks is part of the role of IA. However, IA4
continued that all of the services to the right of the two are not IAs’ role. Hence, that IAs can
be somewhat involved in these tasks but does not make decisions regarding the ones outside
their role.
5.1.3 Tasks IAs should not undertake
Tasks IAs should not undertake

Sum of IAs involved in the
task

Setting the risk appetite
Imposing risk management processes
Management assurance on risks
Taking decisions on risk responses
Implementing risk responses on management’s behalf
Accountability for risk management

0/10
0/10
0/10
0/10
0/10
0/10

Table 4. Tasks IAs should not undertake within the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM

All of the interviewees agreed that the tasks IAs should not undertake according to the IIA
(2009) are not compatible with the IA role or something that they do (see Table 4). Instead
these tasks were argued to be the role of management i.e. first line of defense (IA2; IA3; IA6;
IA8; IA10). However, many of the interviewees stated that they can be involved in some of
the tasks through discussions and giving advice, but that they never would be accountable
and make decisions regarding any of the tasks (IA2; IA3; IA4; IA5; IA7; IA8; IA10). IA4
argued that all of the tasks are present in discussions in different contexts. Furthermore, IA7
argued to have been involved in setting risk appetite and that “...in some companies I have
even been forced to introduce what risk appetite is”. However, IA7 continued that the
involvement never entails taking decisions on risk appetite. On the contrary, IA6 stated that
IAs should never be involved in these services in any way, not even giving advice or having a
dialogue. S/he further stated that this is management’s role, and if management would need
help within these tasks it is the risk department i.e. second line of defense that should help
them, not IA.
5.2 IAs’ concerns and the construction of comfort
All of the interviewees stated that they personally feel secure with the tasks they provide,
which entail both assurance and consulting tasks. However, all interviewees agreed that they
feel more secure in conducting the assurance services compared the consulting services. They
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explained that this is due to the fact that the tasks within assurance are what they spend most
of their time on, since assurance is the main role of IAs. Some of the IAs also expressed that
when conducting assurance services, IAs have something to rely on and they are able to
compare the data to something (IA3; IA6).
All of the IAs highlighted that their assurance role is mostly connected to the downside of
risks. However, many of the IAs stated that including upside of risks in the role is becoming
more common (IA2; IA3; IA4; IA5; IA6 IA8; IA10). Some of the IAs further highlighted that
their role in handling strategic risks is connected to reviewing the risks and to control that the
organization is handling them correctly (IA8; IA10). However, they highlighted that the IAs
do not evaluate whether the strategic risks taken by the company are the correct ones (IA8;
IA10).
All IAs explained that it is important to have a dialogue with the board and AC as well as
management, in order to identify the most important risks and to conduct the audit plan.
Outsourced IAs also explained that there usually is a clear demand for the service they
provide since they are external providers of the IA service (IA7; IA8; IA9; IA10). Therefore,
IA7 and IA9 believed that it makes it easier for them to have a discussion with management
as well.
IA10: “I think there is an exaggerated fear that we would not be able to maintain our
integrity when we are working. We do not lose our independence just by talking to
management. Dialogue with management is needed for us to be able to do our job.”
IAs expressed that the concerns connected to consulting were related to their own
competence and the risk of exceeding the IAs’ role. All IAs argued to have the competence to
provide the consulting services they do today. However, two of the in-house IAs mentioned
that competence has been a concern for them, but that they today feel secure in doing the
consulting tasks they do, as they have the competence in place (IA2; IA3). Competence was
shown to affect IAs willingness to provide more consulting tasks than they do today. Two of
the outsourced IAs stated that they do not feel comfortable doing more consulting due to
them lacking competence about the company or in the area of risks (IA7; IA9). Accordingly,
all of the in-house IAs mentioned that competence in conducting consulting tasks is
important and essential for them to do more consulting services.
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IA4 and IA6 explained that concerns regarding competence can be handled with external
help, and that they usually have room in the budget for external providers of IA. However,
some of the IAs did not recognize any concerns in regards to competence. Four of the
interviewees argued that they possess the competence to do all of the consulting tasks in the
IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM (IA1; IA4; IA5; IA8). They explained that the reason
behind them not doing more of the consulting tasks was that it is not consistent with the role
of IA. Accordingly, when asked more in depth about their concerns in providing more
consulting services than today eight of the interviewees mentioned the role of IAs as an
important factor (IA1; IA3; IA4; IA5; IA6; IA7; IA8; IA10). Their concerns were related to
the risk of exceeding their role.
IA5: “It is the responsibility of IA to have the inner compass put into place so that we
do not misalign into a more operational role.”
Some of the IAs stated that this could be handled with for example statute of limitations
(IA2; IA4). Furthermore, in order not to misalign, all of the interviewees agreed that
safeguards, such as clear responsibilities and board and AC approval, are an important part of
their profession and vital for them in order to conduct any consulting activity. Two of the
interviewees connected this to the IAs’ role in general and that safeguards help them to
explain their role to the stakeholder in the beginning of every task (IA4; IA10). Additionally,
three of the IAs mentioned that when conducting consulting services, they are not provided
with 100 percent sure answers (IA3; IA7; IA8), which can create concerns for the IAs.
IA3: “Consulting, however, is much more uncertain, it is difficult to say if there is a
right or wrong...it is difficult to know the outcome of consulting... it is the same thing as
examining the car while it is being built.”
When asked about the drivers for IAs to conduct more of the consulting services most of the
interviewees acknowledged that board and AC’s approval is vital for them (IA2; IA3; IA4;
IA6; IA7; IA8). However, some of the IAs also stated that competence and independence are
at least as important as board and AC’s acceptance (IA2; IA3; IA5; IA6; IA9). IA3 and IA9
stated that they would have to decline a request if it would exceed the IA role or if it would
not feel right in relation to their competence, since they would not add value in that case.
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IA3: “You can add a little to the role if the board and AC would request it, but not to
the extreme, not the non-audit part of the model that is the responsibility of the
organization, and never when it is against the IIA’s standards.”
Many of the interviewees explained that they have received requests to do tasks that they do
not regard being in line with IAs’ role (IA4; IA5; IA6; IA8; IA9; IA10). In this case IAs were
shown not to undertake the tasks. Outsourced IAs found it easier to delegate such tasks to
other consultants in the same consulting firm. In a similar way, some of the in-house IAs
explained that they are willing to help the requester to find a suitable resource in other parts
of the company (IA4; IA5). Furthermore, regarding the assurance services, IA10 stated that
IAs sometimes can receive inquiries from stakeholders to conduct even more audit. However,
s/he acknowledged that they need to decline some requests, as the provision of 100 percent
audit is impossible.
However, when asked whether IAs can fulfill their stakeholders’ needs, within both
assurance and consulting, all of the interviewees were positive. However, in-house IAs
working in non-financial sector as well as the outsourced IAs highlighted the importance of
fulfilling stakeholders’ needs more than those in financial sector firms (IA5; IA6; IA7; IA8;
IA9; IA10). IA6 explained that they can form the IAF more freely, according to stakeholders’
needs, as having an IAF is not regulated as in the financial industry. Another in-house IA
within non-financial sector discussed the importance of IAF’s relevance to the board and AC.
S/he explained that IAs have to earn their position in the company, and highlighted the
importance of fulfilling the stakeholders’ needs in order to do this (IA5).
IA5: “Right now we do it [fulfill our stakeholders’ needs], but at the same time I
believe that if we would not do it, we would not be allowed to remain in the company.”
A majority of the outsourced IAs stressed their capability to provide services to different
companies, and expressed that as the maturity of the company increases the needs of the
stakeholders within the company change (IA8; IA9; IA10). IA8 explained that in immature
companies stakeholders request IAs to provide statements and explanations of the functioning
of company’s risk management. S/he further explained that in that case reports of controls are
not enough to fulfill the stakeholders needs, and that it can create concerns for the IAs. On
the contrary, IA7 argued that immature companies have a more conservative view seeing IAs
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more as watchdogs, hence, that IAs’ role often includes less consulting in that case.
Furthermore, IA10 discussed that the stakeholders’ needs sometimes merely are connected to
fulfilling regulatory requirements of having an IAF.
IA10: “Unfortunately, I think that there would not be such a high demand for IA
services if it was not regulated.”
5.3 Changes
All of the IAs acknowledged that they co-operate with other risk departments in the
company. Accordingly, IA3 and IA8 argued that the three different lines of defense reflect
the three different groups of services in the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM (see Figure 1).
IAs i.e. the third line of defense conduct the assurance tasks to the left in Figure 1, risk
departments i.e. the second line of defense, conduct the consulting tasks in the middle of
Figure 1 and management i.e. first line of defense does the tasks to the right in Figure 1.
IA2: “With a well-established 3LoD, IAs are not performing the services in the middle
or the right of the figure.”
Half of the interviewees stated that IAs’ role depends on how well-established the other lines
of defense are (IA2; IA4; IA5; IA6; IA10). In organizations with immature 3LoD the IAs’
role were argued to involve more consulting since the organization is lacking knowledge and
expertise, which IAs possess (IA5; IA10). Accordingly, IA6 mentioned that his/her role
includes more consulting tasks at the moment, as the risk department is still under
construction.
IA10: “In all industries, except the financial sector, IA is still very immature, they have
not begun to apply the different lines of defense. Everything is often interfused and you
have to start with finding a structure. Hence, other industries have a long way to go
and the 3LoD are not as common yet.”
All of the IAs agreed that the IAs’ role is still under development or that it has potential for
that. All in-house IAs stated that IAs’ role should not develop too much towards being an inhouse consulting function. They highlighted that IAs’ role is to review the organization,
which is also the factor that differentiates IA from other risk departments and makes IA
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relevant to the company and the board. IA3 discussed the difficulties IAs have in going
through the change in their profession to include more consulting.
IA3: “Many IAs who have worked with audit for a long time actually have a hard time
with this [consulting]. But at the same time IAs must accept it in order to continue
being relevant as the operations are constantly changing.”
In-house IAs also stated that the consulting role is interesting and they all agreed it is an
important add-on to the assurance role. However, IA4 pointed out that even if they doubled
the amount of consulting tasks in their work, it would still be a small amount of their total
workload.
The outsourced IAs had a somewhat different view. Three of the outsourced IAs argued that
the competence IAs possess would be wasted if IAs only worked with assurance (IA7; IA9;
IA10). Accordingly, the fourth one (IA8) expressed that IAs cannot do their job unless both
consulting and assurance services are included in their work. IA10 stated s/he wished that the
role would include more consulting in the future, as IAs’ competence is unique and could
therefore add value to the company.
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6. Analysis
In this chapter the empirical findings will be analyzed based on previous literature of IAs’
role within ERM and the notion of comfort. The analytical model will be used as a tool to
understand how IAs perceive their role within risk management and overcome the concerns
related to their role. First, IAs’ own discomforts and comforts as well as other actors’ impact
on IAs’ comfort will be analyzed to understand how IAs’ comfort is constructed (see Figure
2, concepts 1, 2 and 3). This entails IAs’ assurance and consulting roles. Finally, changes
that can have an effect on IAs’ perception of comforts will be analyzed (see Figure 2, concept
4).
6.1 IAs’ concerns and the construction of comfort
Carrington and Catasús (2007) argue that auditing is a constant battle of comforts and
discomforts. The findings in this study indicate that most of the interviewees feel comfortable
with the assurance and consulting services they provide today. However, it could be noted
that the level of comfort is reached by different elements that together construct IAs’ feeling
of comfort. Thus, the analysis below describes how IAs’ comfort is constructed and provides
explanations on how different services, actors and acts are connected in order for IAs to
become comfortable in their role.
6.1.1 Assurance services
Regarding the assurance services IAs provide, all of the IAs said they feel secure in
conducting these services, as it is their main role and what they spend most of their time
doing. Accordingly, all interviewees stated that they conduct all of the core tasks within the
IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM (see Figure 1). Furthermore, many of the IAs expressed that
assurance is the role that makes the IAF relevant to the organizations and what differentiates
the IAF from other risk departments, i.e. other lines of defense. Thus, IAs perceive assurance
on risks being an essential part of the profession.
In order to identify risks that are relevant to the company, IAs are responsible for having a
dialogue with management and the employees. As the performance of 100 percent audit is
impossible, IAs have to use their professional skepticism when identifying the most essential
risks. IAs stated that managers sometimes express that they have a request for more auditing,
which IAs cannot conduct as IAs have to make prioritizations. This suggests that these
limitations on audit can create concerns for IAs, as it creates risks that their stakeholders are
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not satisfied with IAs’ work. However, the IAs stated that they feel they can fulfill their
stakeholders’ needs when it comes to assurance. As management is influential on the budget
of IA and board and AC approve the audit plan (Christopher et al., 2009), it could be argued
that IAs do not carry full responsibility regarding whether the stakeholders’ needs of
assurance are fulfilled or not. Furthermore, it could be argued that IAs have the possibility to
follow the audit plan approved by the board and AC and become comfortable through
knowing that board and AC are satisfied. Thus, as long as IAs have carried out an audit
according to the audit plan, it could be argued they have overcome their concerns of not
conducting enough assurance.
Furthermore, some IAs highlighted that the assurance on strategic risks only includes
reviewing the risks and not questioning the decisions made by management and the board.
This can be connected to the level of responsibility IAs recognize in their role as assurance
providers within risk management. Hence, as many of the IAs highlighted limitations IAs
have in their role, the findings support that IAs can become comfortable through knowing
they have done what is included in their role. However, as some IAs felt the urge to explain
their role in reviewing the strategic risks, it could indicate that some IAs might feel concerns
if they experience that the company has taken risks that IAs themselves do not regard being
successful. Thus, it could be argued that individual differences in the characteristics of IAs
might affect how comfortable IAs in fact are with the amount of assurance they provide,
which is also in line with Carrington and Catasús (2007) findings. Furthermore, one
interviewee also acknowledged that the maturity of the company influences the tasks that IAs
conduct. Hence, if the purpose of having an IAF in an organization is to fulfill the regulatory
requirements, the IAF becomes more of a clerical function. In regards to the earlier
discussion of stakeholders’ needs affecting IAs’ comfort, it could be suggested that IAs in
these cases even might recognize the ticking the box actions as satisfactory.
Even if the findings suggest that assurance services differentiate the IAF from other risk
departments, most of the IAs were concerned that they would not add value to the
organization when only providing assurance services. This can also be connected to the IIA’s
(2016) definition of IA, stating that both assurance and consulting services are needed in
order for IA to be a value adding function to the organization. Hence, findings suggest that in
order to add value, IAs’ role also requires some extent of consulting. Thus, consulting
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services can be seen as a factor that reduces discomforts IAs face within their assurance role
and helps IAs to become comfortable in their role.
Regarding the demands of stakeholders the findings suggest that board and AC demand more
assurance and that management and other operational functions demand more consulting.
This accords with the existing literature suggesting that different stakeholders have different
demands on IAs (Lenz and Hahn, 2015; Lenz and Sarens, 2012; Roussy, 2015). Furthermore,
the findings of this study show that most of the IAs regard the board and AC as their main
stakeholder and the ones they work for. This could further explain IAs being mostly
comfortable with assurance. The fact that the IAs stated that management and other
operational functions come as secondary stakeholders, could explain why IAs’ role also
includes some part of consulting. However, previous literature by Sarens et al. (2009)
indicates that board and AC become comfortable through knowing that management has
contact with the IA. Accordingly, the interviewees mentioned that IAs bring value to the
whole company with their consulting services. Thus, IAs regard the provision of consulting
services as important to all of their stakeholder. It should be noted that in Sweden
management can also be part of the board. Furthermore, in smaller companies, one person
might have several roles in the company. Thus, in some companies board members might
have different reasons to ask for consulting services due to their other roles within the
company.
The results of the discomforts IAs face within assurance tasks and how IAs become
comfortable are summarized in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Comfort within IAs’ assurance role
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6.1.2 Consulting services
Regarding the consulting services, almost all of the IAs acknowledged they undertake the
two first tasks within the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM (facilitating identification and
evaluation of risks as well as coaching management in responding to risks). Hence, IAs
regard these two consulting tasks as being included in their role. This is also in line with the
findings stated above suggesting that IAs’ role should include some consulting, in order to
add value to the organization. Furthermore, most of the IAs had a positive attitude towards
including consulting in their role, as they have unique knowledge of the operations due to
their assurance role. Some IAs even stated that IAs’ consulting services, i.e. to work
proactively, led to identified problems being acted upon directly. The findings could
therefore suggest that the proactive engagement also benefits IAs’ work in the way that it
makes next year’s audit easier since IAs’ workload decreases. The IIA (2009) states that the
more to the right in the IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM, the more safeguards are needed in
order to guarantee IAs’ independence. Hence, since the two tasks involved in IAs’ role are
the consulting tasks mostly to the left in Figure 1, it could be argued that the tasks are the
ones that are most secure for IAs to perform as well as most equal to IAs’ assurance role.
This would suggest that IAs are not that willing to exceed their core role as assurance
provider.
Many of the interviewees explained that they do feel comfortable with the consulting tasks,
but to a lesser extent compared to assurance services. They explained their concerns were
related to their role as well as their competence and abilities to provide the services. Previous
literature states that IAs face threats to their independence when undertaking consulting tasks
(Stewart and Subramaniam, 2010). The findings of this study suggest that a dialog with
management is important and as long as IAs cannot be held responsible, they themselves
would not have a problem in giving advice and being involved in the dialogue. Hence, IAs
ensure their independence and objectivity not being threatened in regards to consulting tasks.
Furthermore, many of the IAs described the concerns in regards to consulting services as
being related to self-review threats. The findings indicate that too operational consulting tasks
bring discomforts to IAs as it can affect future audits in a negative and problematic way.
However, in order to become comfortable, some of the IAs mentioned that a statute of
limitations helps them undertake some consulting services, as it relieves the concerns related
self-review threats. Furthermore, the IIA (2009) states that the right part of Figure 1 entails
the roles that IAs should not undertake. The findings are consistent with existent literature
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since none of the interviewees stated that these tasks are something that are included in their
role, nor something they do. This could be explained with a view that involvement in these
tasks would affect IAs’ independence and objectivity and thus their assurance role.
Competence in regards to providing consulting services was also shown to cause concerns for
the IAs. This can be connected to previous literature that states that conducting consulting
services presupposes that IAs have the competence in place (Arwinge, 2016). However, some
of the IAs did not regard competence as a problem in the area of consulting at all. These IAs
all have over 10 years experience within the IA profession. Furthermore, the person who
highlighted the concerns regarding competence the most, was one of the IAs with the least
amount of experience within IA. Thus, it could be argued that as the experience within the
profession increases, IAs’ discomforts related to competence reduce as well. However, the inhouse IAs stated that in order to increase the expertise in the IAF, they turn to external
providers of IA service. Outsourced IAs in turn mentioned that they can delegate the task to
other departments or ask them for help. These actions can be seen as ways to become
comfortable with the discomforts in the area of competence. These findings are in line with
Arwinge (2016), who states that in order to have the required competence, outsourcing or cosourcing services are used.
In some cases, IAs are asked to provide more detailed statements about how risk management
in the company works. This demonstrates that stakeholders also ask IAs to help in
interpreting the provided audit reports by asking how IAs perceive the functioning of
company’s risk management. Thus, as the IAs are requested to provide more than lists of
controls that are working or not, the question becomes how far IAs are willing to go in order
to help their clients, considering the issues of IAs’ objectivity and independence. Many of the
IAs stated that examples and recommendations following an audit are a natural part of their
work, but when IAs are asked to provide their opinion and make statements of the overall
functioning of the risk management, findings suggest that IAs feel discomforts in regards to
fulfilling these needs. This can be connected to Sarens and De Beelde’s (2006a) findings of
IAs’ concerns about their capacities within risk management. Capacities can thus be seen as
the abilities to provide the services and the amount of information IAs possess as their base
for statements, and that expectations of the board and AC create concerns for the IAs.
Furthermore, Sarens et al. (2009) state that IAs are optimal providers of comfort to the AC as
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they have the required knowledge about the company. However, findings in this study
indicate that the requests IAs receive regarding the company can create discomforts for them.
It could even be argued that IAs who are more traditional in their role do not share the view
of needing to provide these statements to their stakeholders. However, different
characteristics of IAs can lead to IAs having a different perception of how far they are willing
to go to fulfill their stakeholders’ needs. The findings also suggest that if the IAs are working
for non-financial companies, they find it more important to fulfill their stakeholders’ needs.
As non-financial companies do not have regulatory requirements to have IAFs, IAs can find
it more valuable to follow their stakeholders’ need in order to remain relevant to the
company.
Many of the interviewees argued that one driver for them to conduct more consulting services
is that the request comes from the board and AC. Hence, it could be argued that all of the IAs
to some extent become comfortable if they can make board and AC comfortable. However,
none of the IAs stated that they would do more consulting if it was requested by the
management and not approved by the AC. This further demonstrates that all IAs regard board
and AC as an important factor in order to do more consulting tasks. Hence, the findings could
therefore further suggest that board and AC are IAs’ main stakeholder as IAs regard their
opinion stronger than management’s.
However, many of the IAs further expressed that they would not conduct the consulting
activities if it threatened their independence or if they were lacking the competence. It could
be argued that IAs do not follow board and AC’s instructions if they recognize too strong
discomforts with the task themselves. Thus, on one hand these findings provide some support
to the statements in previous literature. Sarens and De Beelde (2006a) describe that IAs do
not always regard threats to independence as something that could stop them from
undertaking a task. On the other hand, the findings indicate that board and AC as well as
other stakeholders are not as important as IAs’ own perception of what is the correct thing to
do. Furthermore, almost all of the IAs stated they have received requests to undertake a
consulting task they needed to decline. This indicates that the role is not clear for all of the
IAs’ stakeholders and that interpretation issues exist, which also makes IAs more rigorous to
follow the restrictions on their role. However, outsourced IAs and some of the in-house IAs
mentioned that they are willing to help the requester to find another relevant person to
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provide the service. Thus, it could be argued that this is related to IAs’ aim to add value to the
whole company, and to experience slight discomfort if they cannot help the requester.
Furthermore, given the fact that the majority of IAs discussed exceeding IAs’ role as a
discomfort, it could be argued that IAs want to stay inside specific lines and avoid being part
of too operational decisions. This could further indicate that IAs are satisfied as long as they
have done everything in accordance to the limitations of their role or after board and AC’s
approval. This further suggests that the possible questioning of IAs’ engagements would not
be IAs’ concern anymore. Hence, as long as IAs stay within the role and conduct tasks that
are approved by board and AC, IAs are comfortable. The findings can be connected to the
influence and importance of other actors’ comfort on IAs’ feeling of comfort. Hence, if the
board and AC are comfortable enough to approve a task for IAs to provide, IAs become
comfortable as well. The IIA (2009) explains these clear agreements of responsibilities as
well as IA’s responsibilities’ approval from AC as two examples of safeguards. Thus, these
safeguards can be seen as acts that relieve IAs’ discomforts. Hence, safeguards decrease the
risk that IAs feel insecure if they can or cannot undertake some tasks.
A summary of the discomforts IAs face within consulting tasks and the acts that relieve IAs’
discomforts are summarized in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Comfort within IAs’ consulting role

6.2 Changes
The findings suggest that the services IAs undertake are dependent on how well-established
the 3LoD are within the company. Thus, the extent to which IAs’ role includes consulting can
be connected to the maturity of the other lines. This is further in line with literature that states
that if the company has well-established risk departments (second line of defense), IAs are
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likely to add value mostly by providing their assurance services instead of consulting services
(IIA, 2009). The findings from this study therefore indicate that, as 3LoD gets more common
and well-established within organizations, IAs as third line will revert back to the role as
assurance provider, leaving consulting to second line of defense. Hence, IAs will not have to
be concerned about their independence and objectivity being threatened as the second line of
defense will undertake these services.
It could be argued that the changes in 3LoD affect IAs’ stakeholders’ need of comfort from
the IAs, as stakeholders in that case receive comfort from other risk departments within the
company. Thus, as the discussion above suggests, IAs’ comfort is partly connected to their
stakeholders’ comfort and therefore the changes in 3LoD will also affect IAs’ comfort. This
is in line with the findings from Carrington and Catasús (2007) and Sarens et al. (2009), who
argue that changes in outside factors can affect the auditors’ comforts and discomforts. If the
stakeholders become comfortable through more of IAs’ assurance services, IAs’ comfort is
likely to be connected to fulfilling that need. One of the IAs highlighted the governmental
bodies as an increasingly important stakeholder today, who demands more of IAs’ assurance
services. Thus, it could be argued that IAs would, due to the changing role, receive other
important stakeholders that have a demand for IAs’ assurance services. These stakeholders’
need of comfort would thus also affect IAs’ comfort.
The in-house IAs did not see the relationship to the maturity of other lines as a concern. They
explained that they work towards building the first and second line. It could therefore be
argued that in-house IAs’ concerns regarding the need to add value with consulting services
diminish, if they know that second line is undertaking the tasks. Thus, the results indicate that
in-house IAs are comfortable if the role would move towards assurance as they regard it as
being the service that differentiates IAs from the other risk departments. IAs explain their
comfort being related to their deep knowledge within assurance. Thus, the IAs’ feeling of
comfort is partly related to comfort in old habits and tasks that IAs are used to undertake.
However, if the assurance requirement of the IAs’ stakeholders increased to enter new areas,
as argued by Soh and Martinov-Bennie (2015), IAs could potentially face new discomforts in
their role. It could be questioned how deeply IAs want to be involved in the assurance or
consulting tasks with risks that IAs are not comfortable with. This could further indicate that
IAs would not necessarily feel comfortable with the same assurance or consulting tasks from

51

IIA’s model of IAs’ role in ERM, as the ones presented in this study (see Tables 2 - 4), which
would further indicate that IAs’ comfort differs depending on the type of risk.
Previous literature suggests that IAs should adapt to the changes by providing other types of
value-adding services (Arwinge, 2016). In-house IAs stated that they would not feel
comfortable if the role developed towards an in-house consulting function since it would
decrease their relevance to the board and AC. Outsourced IAs in turn argued that the role
should include both assurance and consulting, and wished that the role in the future would
include even more consulting. Furthermore, outsourced IAs stated that a change towards
more assurance would cause their expertise to be wasted. Hence, findings indicate that if IAs’
role would only include assurance, outsourced IAs would feel discomfort since they would
not feel they use their potential. The fact that in-house and outsourced IAs have a different
view on the future involvement of consulting services could be connected to Selim et al.’s
(2009) findings, who argue that the consulting tasks can have different natures. Outsourced
IAs explained that their role, depending on what is requested from the company, sometimes
only includes consulting. Thus, these consulting services could be of different nature
compared to the in-house IAs’ consulting services. Furthermore, outsourced IAs might also
regard the importance of selling their services and do feel more independent due to their
external role. However, it should also be noted that there might be other factors affecting the
IAs perception of the developments in their role. Many of the IAs might be willing to change
the role but are affected by factors such as the regulators’ demands on IAs’ role.
Even if the findings suggest that in-house and outsourced IAs have a differing view on the
future development of IAs’ role and the amount of services that should be included in the
role, the findings in this study do not indicate that in-house and outsourced IAs from different
industries undertake more or less assurance or consulting services. Thus, this suggests that
IAs’ own interpretation of the future development of the role is not affecting the services IAs
state to provide, and accord with findings from Abbott et al. (2016) who argue that whether
the IAF is outsourced or in-house should not have an influence upon the work of the IAF.
The findings of IAs’ concerns in regards to their role, the acts that relieve IAs’ discomforts as
well as changes that can affect IAs’ feeling of comfort are summarized in the Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Comfort within IAs’ role in risk management
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7. Conclusions
This study aims to contribute to the knowledge of IA by studying how IAs become
comfortable in their role, as both assurance and consulting providers, within risk
management. Furthermore, this study examines what concerns IAs face in their work.
Previous literature regarding IAs’ role in risk management and the notion of comfort were
used as tools to analyze the results. The findings in this study indicate that IAs become
comfortable when they add value to the organization, through the provision of both assurance
and consulting services and when they can recognize their stakeholders being comfortable.
However, IAs are not willing to exceed their role in order to satisfy their stakeholders and too
operational consulting tasks would lead to IAs’ feeling of discomfort as it threatens their
independence.
The impact of IAs’ stakeholders’ needs was reflected in different ways within assurance and
consulting services. Within the assurance tasks, IAs feel that board and AC’s approval of the
audit plan is an important sign of their comfort. Hence, IAs can to some extent rely on board
and AC’s interpretation of how much assurance is needed. The provision of consulting
services was shown to be an important addition to IAs’ assurance services in order for IAs to
feel they add value to the organization, and feel comfortable with their work. However, most
of the concerns IAs expressed regarded the consulting services and were related to
competence and capacities to conduct the tasks, as well as the risk of exceeding the IAs’ role.
Even regarding the consulting services, the tasks that IAs feel comfortable with are many
times dependent on their stakeholders’ comfort, and mainly on board and AC’s comfort.
However, the results indicate that IAs aim to follow the guidelines of their role rigorously
and perceive integrity as an important element of their profession.
The findings indicate IAs’ stakeholders having strong influence on IAs’ comfort, which
suggests that the role IAs have in the company can be determined by their stakeholders’
needs. However, IAs’ stakeholders’ demands can vary depending on what company IAs work
for. This provides further evidence that IAs’ role is not fully established yet and that different
interpretations of the role exist. Therefore, the tone at the top might be an important factor
that influences IAs’ role in the company, and how IAs become comfortable within their role.
Furthermore, IAs receive requests from their stakeholders that they need to decline. The tasks
and limitations of the IAs’ role are not clear and IAs have to stay alert to ensure not to exceed

54

their role, which can create discomforts to IAs. In order to minimize this expectation gap,
IAs’ stakeholders would also need to increase their awareness of the IAs’ role. Thus, the IA
profession could benefit from clearer rules or guidelines on the IAs’ role by the IIA.
Changes within organizations and their risk departments can create new discomforts to the
IAs. As IAs’ stakeholders’ need of comfort changes, IAs might have to provide different
services to their stakeholders and hence acquire new skills. The findings in this study also
indicate that in-house IAs would become comfortable if the role included more assurance in
the future. Outsourced IAs in turn would feel more comfortable if the role included more
consulting. Thus, there are some differences in how IAs active within the same profession
regard their role. This is interesting, as the differences within the IAs’ own perception of their
role could be one explanation for the interpretation differences within the profession. Even if
the results in this study do not give indications on in-house and outsourced IAs providing
different services today, these differences between in-house and outsourced IAs can be
valuable for future researchers and practitioners.
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8. Limitations and future research
This chapter presents the limitations of the methodological choices of the study as well as
suggestions for future research.
8.1 Limitations of the study
Even though a well-established framework of IAs’ role in ERM was used to enhance a
similar understanding of the different roles IAs provide, the understanding of the IIA’s model
of IAs’ role in ERM might have varied between the interviewees. Some interviewees even
stated they had seen the IIA’s model (Figure 1) before the interview took place, whereas
others had not. This fact might have influenced the answers interviewees provided as well as
how they understood the IIA’s model. Furthermore, the interviewees understanding of the
interview questions might vary. The perception of words used during the interviews, such as
secure, safe and concerns, can mean different things to different people. Hence, the answers
could vary because of different understandings.
The IAF can be formed differently in different organizations and IAs can have different
backgrounds, which can cause difficulties in comparing the results between the interviewees.
A more homogeneous sample could therefore have decreased other factors’ effect on the
results and provide a more in-depth knowledge of the issues. Furthermore, the results cannot
be generalized to the whole population since the sample is insufficient for generalization and
might not cover all aspects of the population. Thus, the results should not be applied to the
public sector or to be generalized in the private sector.
8.2 Suggestions for future research
The findings of the present study indicate that IAs’ perceptions of the future IA role differ to
some extent depending on them being outsourced or in-house. Hence, it would be interesting
for future research to study the differences more in detail, how and why the perception differs
between IAs active within the same profession. A similar study of IAs’ concerns and
elements that affect IAs’ comfort could be examined or tested in larger, quantitative studies.
During the interviews the researchers did not discuss the differences in IAs’ comfort
connected to different types of risks. Some IAs might feel they have the competence to guide
their stakeholders regarding all types of risks, whereas some IAs might feel discomforts when
the risks regard other areas than financial data. Thus, future research could investigate what
types of risks create more discomforts to the IAs.
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Earlier studies have shown that IAs have two or sometimes more stakeholders to serve
(James, 2003; Lenz and Hahn, 2015; Sarens and De Beelde, 2006; Turley and Zaman, 2007).
The present study within private sector indicates that IAs regard board and AC as their main
stakeholder, suggesting that IAs only have one main stakeholder they serve. However, the
present study does not investigate more in depth how the relationships to IAs’ different
stakeholders affect IAs’ comfort. Hence, future research is needed in the field of IA and IAs’
stakeholders.
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Appendix 1. Safeguards
Description of Safeguards by IIA (2009, p. 6)
Safeguards: Internal auditing may extend its involvement in ERM, as shown in Figure
1, provided certain conditions apply. The conditions are:
•

It should be clear that management remains responsible for risk management.

•

The nature of internal auditor’s responsibilities should be documented in the
internal audit charter and approved by the audit committee.

•

Internal auditing should not manage any of the risks on behalf of management.

•

Internal auditing should provide advice, challenge and support to
management’s decision making, as opposed to taking risk management
decisions themselves.

•

Internal auditing cannot also give objective assurance on any part of the ERM
framework for which it is responsible. Such assurance should be provided by
other suitably qualified parties.

•

Any work beyond the assurance activities should be recognized as a
consulting engagement and the implementation standards related to such
engagements should be followed.
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Appendix 2. Interview guide
1. Personal background
•

Position:

•

Years of practice within IA:

•

Earlier occupations:

2. General questions
2.1

What is the role of the internal audit function in risk management and internal
controls?

2.2

What types of services do you (internal auditor) provide to your clients?

2.3

Who do you perceive as your main stakeholder?

2.4

Do the needs differ between the stakeholders? How?
Could you give specific examples?

2.5

What do you do to fulfill the right/ correct needs of your main stakeholder/s?
Could you give specific examples?

2.6

How do you perceive the combination of providing assurance and consulting
services? Do you perceive that any of the two gets more prioritized? Which one?
Why?

2.7

What service (assurance vs. consulting) do you feel more secure with doing?
Why? Do any of the roles make you feel insecure?

2.8

In-house:
Are there other risk departments in your company? What is your relationship to them?
Do you cooperate with each other?
Outsourced:
Are there other risk departments in your client’s company? What is your relationship
to them? Do you cooperate with each other?

2.9

Active risk taking can be seen as part of the business world (opportunities vs. threats).
Regarding your role in risk management, how do you perceive this? What is your role
in achieving the opportunities?
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3. Questions about the figure
3.1

Within risk management, what services does your role as IA entail?

3.2

Why do you think the role entails just those services?

3.3

Based on the figure, how much of your time do you perceive is spent on tasks
on the left side of the figure? Right side of the figure?
Outsourced IAs:
Do the tasks differ in different companies?

3.4

What type of services/tasks are you most/least secure in doing? Why?

3.5

What would you say are your main concerns related to conducting the services?

3.6

Do you think you can fulfill your stakeholder’s needs when it comes to these
services?

3.7

Would you feel secure providing more of the consulting services in the figure if you
were requested to? What would your main concerns be regarding these services?

3.8

What would you say is the main driver for you to undertake the tasks?

3.9

Do you receive requests to do other services (in the figure/outside the figure)?
Would you feel secure in doing these? What do you do in these situations?

3.10

Do different safeguards make you more secure in providing these services?

3.11

With everything we have discussed about the role of IA within risk management in
mind, is there anything you would change in the role of IA?

65

Appendix 3. Background of the interviewees
In-house IAs
Appellation

IA1

IA2

IA3

IA4

IA5

IA6

Sector

Financial

Financial

Years of
experience
Interview
date

> 10 yrs.

< 10 yrs.

Financial Financial Nonfinancial
> 10 yrs. > 10 yrs. > 10 yrs.

Nonfinancial
> 10 yrs.

March 11, March 31, April 1, April 12, April 4, April 4,
2016
2016
2016
2016
2016
2016

Outsourced IAs
Appellation

IA7

IA8

IA9

IA10

Sector

Non- financial

Years of
experience
Interview
date

< 10 yrs.

Financial &
Non-financial
> 10 yrs.

Financial &
Non-financial
< 10yrs.

Financial &
Non-financial
< 10 yrs.

March 31, 2016

April 1, 2016

April 4, 2016

April 8, 2016
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Appendix 4. Operationalization of key concepts

Initial questions
regarding the IA
role

The concerns and discomforts IAs face when
conducting assurance and consulting services within
risk management. Concerns are explained as the
feelings of insecurity and uncertainty that IAs have in
their role. These feelings are dependent on their own
professional judgments or other actor’s expectations
and can lead to IAs not undertaking the tasks within
risk management (see Figure 1). The questions regard
IAs’ own capacity and knowledge in the area of IA,
stakeholders’ expectation as well as the role of IA.

This part of the interview regards IAs’ perception of
the IAF’s role within risk management as well as IAs’
own perception of their role and the tasks they regard
undertaking. The questions were also connected to the
IIA’s model of IAs’ role within ERM.

2.3 Who do you perceive as your main stakeholder?
2.4 Do the needs differ between the stakeholders? How? Could you give specific
examples?
2.5 What do you do to fulfill the right/ correct needs of your main stakeholder/s?
Could you give specific examples?
3.2 Why do you think the role entails just those services?
3.6 Do you think you can fulfill your stakeholder’s needs when it comes to these
services?
3.8 What would you say is the main driver for you to undertake the tasks?
3.9 Do you receive requests to do other services (in the figure/outside the figure)?
Would you feel secure in doing these? What do you do in these situations?
3.10 Do different safeguards make you more secure in providing these services?

2.6 How do you perceive the combination of providing assurance and consulting
services? Do you perceive that any of the two gets more prioritized? Which?
2.7 As an internal auditor, what service (assurance vs. consulting) do you feel more
secure with doing? Why? Do any of the roles make you feel insecure?
2.9 Active risk taking can be seen as part of the business world (opportunities vs.
threats). Regarding your role in risk management, how do you perceive this?
What is your role in achieving the opportunities?
3.4 What type of services/tasks are you most/least secure in doing? Why?
3.5 What would you say are your main concerns related to conducting the services?
3.7 Would you feel secure providing more of the consulting services in the figure if
you were requested to? What would your main concerns be regarding these
services

2.1 What is the role of the internal audit function in risk management and internal
controls?
2.2 What types of services do you (internal auditor) provide to your clients?
3.1 Within risk management, what services does your role as IA entail?
3.3 Based on the figure, how much of your time do you perceive is spent on tasks on
the left side of the figure? Right side of the figure? Outsourced IAs: Do the tasks
differ in different companies?

Interview Questions

IAs’ concerns
within assurance
and consulting

This concept regards acts that are taken to mitigate the
experienced discomforts, such as safeguards.
Furthermore, this concept regards the balance of the
combination of assurance and consulting services that
IAs are secure with. Questions about the services IAs
provide and how willing they are to provide other
services are used to identify the level that IAs are
comfortable with. Furthermore, questions about other
actors’ impact on the IA process and their needs and
wishes are taken into consideration within this concept.

Description

How comfort is
constructed

This concept entails the changing role of IAs.
Questions about the future development of IAs’ role
were asked, and the changes that have happened for
IAs and their stakeholders as well as in the company.

Concepts

Changes that
affect IAs’
comfort

2.8 In-house: Are there other risk departments in your company? What is your
relationship to them? Do you cooperate with each other?
Outsourced: Are there other risk departments in your client’s company? What is
your relationship to them? Do you cooperate with each other?
3.11 With everything we have discussed about the role of IA within risk management
in mind, is there anything you would change in the role of IA?
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Appendix 5. Legitimate roles IAs undertake
Legitimate IA tasks

Involved

Facilitating
identification and
evaluation of risks
Coaching management
in responding to risks

IA1, IA4,
IA5, IA6,
IA7, IA8
IA1, IA2,
IA3, IA4,
IA6
IA1

Co-ordinating ERM
activities

Partly involved Sum of IAs involved or
partly involved in the task
IA2, IA3, IA9, 10/10
IA10
IA5, IA10,
IA9

8/10

IA5, IA4

3/10

Consolidated reporting
on risks

IA7

IA2, IA4, IA9

4/10

Maintaining and
developing the ERM
framework
Championing
establishment of ERM

IA1

IA9

2/10

Developing risk
management strategy
for board approval

IA8

IA2, IA6

2/10
IA5

2/10
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