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What is a Chief Audit Executive?
This Factsheet discusses the role and qualifications of the 

chief audit executive (CAE). The ‘International Professional 

Practices Framework’ (IPPF) issued by the Institute of Internal 

Auditors (IIA) defines the CAE as:

Chief audit executive describes the role of a person in a 

senior position responsible for effectively managing the 

internal audit activity in accordance with the internal audit 

charter and the mandatory elements of the International 

Professional Practices Framework. The chief audit 

executive or others reporting to the chief audit executive 

will have appropriate professional certifications and 

qualifications. The specific job title and / or responsibilities 

of the chief audit executive may vary across organisations.

Where the term chief audit executive (CAE) is mentioned in this 

Factsheet, it relates to the generic term used in the IPPF to 

refer to the head of internal audit in an organisation.

Role of the Chief Audit Executive
The governing authority of an organisation is ultimately 

responsible for an organisation’s governance. In a company, 

this will be the board of directors. In the public sector where 

there is not a board of directors, governance arrangements 

are implemented by the head of the organisation such as the 

secretary, director general or chief executive.

While expertise may be engaged to assist in governance 

of an organisation, accountability remains with the board / 

governing authority. Part of this responsibility is to maintain an 

effective internal audit program.

An organisation with an internal audit function must appoint 

an internal officer of sufficient status to provide strategic 

guidance to the internal audit function. This description allows 

that the CAE need not be a specialist internal auditor but must 

have direct access to resources who are. The CAE cannot be a 

service provider.

An organisation that fails to appoint a senior officer to fulfill 

the role of the CAE is not operating in conformance with the 

Internal Audit Standards.

Chief Audit Executive Attributes
In his book ‘Trusted Advisors: Key Attributes of Outstanding 

Internal Auditors’, Richard Chambers lists nine attributes 

possessed by internal auditors who are seen as trusted 

advisers by stakeholders: 

All these attributes are essential to successful CAEs.

Internal Audit Qualifications
There is no single qualification or background for internal 

auditors, and nothing is mandated.

There are specific internal audit qualifications, with the most 

prominent international certification being the Certified 

Internal Auditor (CIA). This consists of three parts which can 

be sat through an IIA-accredited examination centre almost 

anywhere in the world, with results available immediately.

The IIA-Australia also offers a Graduate Certificate in Internal 

Auditing. 

Another relevant global certification is Certified Information 

Systems Auditor (CISA) offered by ISACA which is targeted at 

ICT auditors and other ICT professionals.

Recognising the need for internal audit to be universally 

recognised as a profession, the IIA-Australia has two 

professional member designations:

 › Professional Member of the Institute of Internal Auditors 

(PMIIA).

 › Professional Fellow of the Institute of Internal Auditors 

(PFIIA).

This means the member holds a degree, diploma or equivalent 

and has undertaken one of the following programs:

 › Graduate Certificate in Internal Auditing.

 › Certified Internal Auditor (CIA).
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 › An assessment of current competency and practices in 

accordance with the IPPF – this option does not require a 

course of study.

Professional members stand out as fully qualified members. A 

Fellow has been a professional member of the IIA-Australia for 

at least 10 years.

Continuing professional education (CPE) relevant to internal 

auditors is available from the IIA and other organisations. A 

professional internal auditor is required to complete 80 hours 

of continuing professional development every two years. 

Certified Internal Auditors and Professional Members are also 

required to complete two hours of ethics-related professional 

development every year.

Chief Audit Executive Origins
In the past, internal auditors generally came from an 

accounting background. While this still occurs, internal 

auditors these days come from a wide range of backgrounds. 

Their underlying experience may include ICT, engineering, 

law, human resources, safety and many other disciplines. This 

is especially the case where an organisation has specialised 

audit needs for example in manufacturing, mining, oil and gas, 

or utilities. A mining company CAE may be an engineer and a 

health service CAE may be a registered nurse or allied health 

professional. 

In some jurisdictions, generally public sector, there may be a 

requirement for a CAE to have all or some of the following:

 › Appropriate professional certifications or qualifications.

 › Demonstrated relevant high-level experience for 

oversight of a highly effective internal audit function and 

serve as a source of expert professional support.

 › If not qualified on appointment, obtain appropriate 

professional certifications or qualifications within a 

defined time period.

 › A Professional Member of the Institute of Internal 

Auditors-Australia (PMIIA).

Sometimes an option to becoming an internal auditor or CAE 

is to be a qualified accountant such as Certified Practising 

Accountant (CPA) or Chartered Accountant (CA) – the problem 

with this is:

 › These days there is often limited audit of financial 

transactions contained in the internal audit plan.

 › Internal audit has long since moved into audit of non-

financial operational business areas where alternative 

qualifications may be more appropriate.

 › Accounting undergraduate degrees and CPA / CA 

professional programs contain extremely limited (or no) 

internal audit focus.

The CAE role is to:

 › Provide strategic direction to the internal audit function.

 › Ensure the internal audit program of work is appropriate 

to the organisation.

 › Ensure internal audit work is professionally undertaken.

 › Report internal audit results.

This does not require any specific qualifications, but it does 

require the ability to manage internal audit professionals 

and to support their work activities. A CAE must understand 

the ways in which internal audit can assist and advance their 

organisation.

In some cases, a CAE may not be a career internal auditor 

and may be appointed to internal audit as part of career 

development. It is interesting that a chief financial officer will 

almost certainly be a qualified accountant, but a CAE position 

is not always seen as requiring specialist internal audit 

qualifications or even internal audit experience. In general, 

the CAE role will be more effectively performed if the CAE is 

a professional internal auditor who can step straight into the 

role.

This is not to say a non-internal auditor cannot become an 

effective CAE – the IIA-Australia has some great examples 

of these. An appointment of more than two years would 

generally be necessary for someone from a non-internal audit 

background to transition to an effective CAE.

Why Internal Audit Qualifications are Important
Internal audit qualifications and certifications are important 

because they demonstrate the holder is a professional 

internal auditor and not merely dabbling in that space. They 

show the holder to be an internal audit professional who has 

achieved a standard and recognition in the field of internal 

auditing.  Internal auditing qualifications help the CAE fulfill 

their duties and demonstrate their commitment to delivering a 

professional internal audit service.

The qualifications also show the internal auditor has 

completed continuing professional development to maintain 

their competence.

Conclusion

In the same way that a chief financial officer should be 

a professionally qualified accountant, a CAE should be 

recognised as a professional in the internal audit field and 

ideally hold a relevant qualification or certification.

A suitable professional from another discipline and without 

previous internal audit experience can become an effective 

CAE (and the IIA-Australia has seen this), but there will be a 

steep learning curve. Attainment of appropriate internal audit 

knowledge and qualifications should be strongly encouraged.
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