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What is the 3 Lines Model?

The 3 Lines Model helps organisations identify structures and 

processes that best assist the achievement of objectives and 

facilitate strong governance, risk management and assurance.

What Does the 3 Lines Model Look Like?

 

Source: IIA Global

The 3 Lines Model Explained

 ›  Line 1 is concerned with management of risks and controls 

and generally has a real-time focus. It is aimed at review 

of operational arrangements to demonstrate ‘checks and 

balances’ are working effectively and that desired products 

and services are being delivered.

 ›  Line 2 centres on risk oversight and involves some degree 

of real-time activity, with a mandate to review Line 1. 

This encompasses the work of specialist areas like risk 

management, technical and regulatory compliance, and 

safety. This aims to confirm effectiveness of governance 

and compliance arrangements, and to identify and action 

improvements.

 ›  Line 3 involves independent assurance that evaluates the 

adequacy and effectiveness of both Line 1 and Line 2 risk 

management approaches. This is typically undertaken by 

internal auditors to independently confirm governance and 

compliance effectiveness, and to recommend improvements.

Assurance in the 3 Lines Model

 ›  All organisational assurance activities should be visible 

to the audit committee and senior management, including 

assessment of their effectiveness. 

 ›  The 3 Lines Model is used to identify the elements of an 

organisation’s assurance environment.

 ›  When used in conjunction with assurance maps, a 

documented 3 Lines Model can help inform the board of 

directors, audit committee and senior management how well 

the organisation’s assurance functions are operating.

What Goes Where in the 3 Lines Model?

The 3 Lines Model is a top-down model. It was designed 

around the sources of independent information available to 

an organisation’s governing authority / board of directors. It is 

difficult to assess which line an assurance activity should be in 

without looking at where it is reporting and who is in control.

Looking downwards from top of an organisation:

 › Line 1 assurance reviews are initiated and controlled by 

those accountable for the direct delivery of a product or 

service.

 › Line 2 assurance reviews are initiated and controlled by 

the organisation’s top management and are designed to 

monitor and report on those accountable for delivery.

 › Line 3 assurance reviews are initiated and controlled by 

those charged with governance (governing authority / board 

of directors / audit committee).

 › External assurance is commissioned by and for those 

outside the organisation, such as financial statements 

auditing or regulator reviews. 

In a complex organisation an assurance activity might appear 

to be Line 2 from one level of an organisation but be Line 1 

when observed from top of the organisation. It is possible a 

subsidiary organisation with its own internal audit function 

reporting to the subsidiary audit committee would, from 

the point of view of the subsidiary be Line 3, but from the 

controlling organisation be Line 1.

Management system audit is another consideration. Such 

audits are assessments against approved requirements. 

Some requirements are specified in relevant management 

system standards, but most are determined by management. 

A management system audit leaves it to the organisation to 

determine:

 ›  What needs to be monitored and measured. 
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 ›  Methods for monitoring, measurement, analysis and 

evaluation to ensure valid results.

 ›  When the monitoring and measuring should be 

performed.

 › When results from monitoring and measurement will be 

analysed and evaluated.

This is unlikely to be decided by the governing authority 

or audit committee, so it cannot be Line 3, neither is it 

externally determined.

There is some confusion in terminology. ‘Internal audit’1 

as described in management system standards and a 

management system external accreditation process has 

three stages:

 › Define the audit objectives, criteria and scope for each 

audit.

 ›  Select auditors and conduct audits to ensure objectivity 

and impartiality of the audit process.

 ›  Ensure audit results are reported to relevant 

management.

This is not what we would recognise as Line 3 internal 

audit which is required to be independent of management, 

while management system audit is controlled by 

organisational management. The auditing guidance 

for management system audit contained in ISO 19011 

‘Guidelines for auditing management systems’ requires 

the auditor to be independent of those performing the 

function – but they do not require independence from 

management.

For the management system to be properly understood, 

it must have its purpose examined. Neither of these 

requirements of the management system standard test 

whether the process is fit-for-purpose, only that there is 

conformance with the standard.

A provision for ‘management review’ is contained in most 

management system standards and this does provide 

for governing authority involvement: “Governing body 

and top management shall review the organisation’s … 

management system, at planned intervals, to ensure its 

continuing suitability, adequacy and effectiveness”.  This 

could be Line 3 but will depend on involvement of the 

governing authority / audit committee in determining the 

scope, timing and control of an assurance review.

One way of ascertaining where an assurance activity sits 

in the 3 Lines Model is to ask: “Who has commissioned 

and is controlling the scope and timing of the assurance 

review?” Whoever is actually performing an assurance 

review is largely irrelevant when it comes to deciding 

which line an assurance activity belongs in.

1 Management system standards refer to a process of ‘internal audit’ that does not conform to the IIA definition of internal auditing.  See 

The IIA-Australia Factsheet: ‘Internal Audit versus Auditing ISO Management Systems’.

3 Lines Model Principles

 › If an assurance activity is commissioned by 

management, it must be Line 1 or Line 2.

 ›  If an assurance activity is commissioned by the 

governing authority or audit committee, independent of 

management, it will be Line 3.

 ›  Management system audit will not be Line 3 as it is 

not commissioned independent of management – 

this applies even when an independent third party 

performs a surveillance audit or accreditation renewal 

audit of an organisational management system. It 

would be considered Line 1 if reporting to operational 

management or Line 2 if reporting to top management.

 ›  Assurance activities commissioned by an external party 

such as a regulator will be external assurance as they 

are independent of both management and the governing 

authority.
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