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What is a Chief Audit Executive?
The ‘International Professional Practices Framework’ (IPPF) 
issued by the Institute of Internal Auditors (IIA) defines the 
chief audit executive 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.

The 3 Lines Model shows where the various assurance 
activities are positioned:
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Role of the Chief Audit Executive
The governing body 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 Appointments
A CAE can be appointed in a number of ways:
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Chief Audit Executive Tenure
Tenure is the length of time a person stays in a job role.

There is no specific time for a person to remain in a CAE role 
which will depend on factors such as:

 › Continued interest in their CAE role.

 › In-house non-internal audit career opportunities within the 
same organisation.

 › External CAE opportunities in other organisations.

 › External non-internal audit career opportunities.

 › Resignation for personal reasons.

 › Retirement.

A question often asked is “How long should a CAE stay in their 
role?”

There is no one answer to this question. The IIA-Australia has 
seen examples of CAEs moving to other organisations, finding 
alternative careers in non-internal audit disciplines, and in 
some cases staying in their CAE role for many years.
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A CAE’s minimum tenure should be a sufficient time period for 
them to grow into the role – this would generally be at least 
two years for an experienced internal auditor and generally 
more for someone with a non-internal audit background. It is 
highly undesirable for a CAE position to be filled on an acting 
or ‘pro tem’ (for the time being) basis over an extended period 
– the occupant must be independent of management and 
given the authority to perform the role and make decisions. 
This can be difficult when a temporary CAE will return to a role 
in the management structure.

It is possible for a CAE to stay in their role for a lengthy time, 
but this needs to be on the basis of continued accomplishment 
and reinvention. 

Case Study 1

A CAE established an internal audit function in a large organisation 

and was still there more than 15 years later.

The organisation was member-based with a good reputation 

within the community and a ‘family’ style culture – a nice place to 

work. Many executives had been with the organisation for 20–30 

years and the only internal audit they had seen was in their own 

organisation.

In later years, board of directors’ members were appointed with 

a wider range of experience. The new board members had more 

experience with internal audit than the organisation’s executives 

and had first-hand experience of different internal audit styles and 

operating methods. They formed a view the internal audit function 

was operating in an ‘old fashioned’ way –it was operating as it 

had always operated and had not been kept up with the times. 

Significant risk areas such as cybersecurity, technology and 

projects were not considered when the internal audit plan was 

developed.

The board called for change and a new CAE was appointed from 

outside the organisation.

Case Study 2

A CAE established an internal audit function in a large organisation 

and was still there more than 15 years later.

The organisation was seen as a good place to work and comprised 

technical expert professionals from a range of disciplines who were 

not afraid to speak their mind. There were executives who had been 

with the organisation for many years and risen through the ranks. 

The only internal audit they had seen was in their own organisation 

and often only when they were appointed to management 

positions.

The CAE was cognisant of the organisation risk profile which 

changed over the years. Periodically the CAE ‘reinvented’ internal 

audit to better reflect organisation assurance needs. Even though 

in the CAE role for a lengthy time, the CAE made sure the internal 

audit function kept pace with organisation developments and 

also with emerging internal audit practices. The CAE was seen as 

knowledgeable with a good understanding of the business and 

a ‘go to’ person for managers seeking advice and internal audit 

services relating to risks and emerging issues.

There is also a valid argument that, like external audit 
partners and corporate directors, a CAE who has been in 
position for an extended period can lose independence – 
sometimes this is true and sometimes it is a perception. This 
should not be taken to mean the individual is no longer of use 
to the organisation, for the position of CAE gives a valuable 
overview of operations and issues. CAEs should always have 
a view of their career beyond the current position and that 
career may be in another place within their organisation or in 
a similar position in another organisation. Regardless of this, 
the CAE must keep the internal audit service they provide 

fresh and relevant.

Internal Audit Reinvention
The following IIA-Australia technical reference documents 
provide guidance on what contemporary internal audit 
practices might look like:

 › Factsheet ‘Internal Audit Evolution’.

 › Factsheet ‘Internal Audit Strategy’.

 › Factsheet ‘Value-Based Internal Audit’.

 › White Paper ‘Internal Audit Service Catalogue’.

Forward-thinking CAEs will:

 › Continually keep abreast of changing dynamics within 
their organisation, industry sector and the profession of 
internal auditing.

 › Be a ‘trusted adviser’ to their organisation – someone 
who is considered a partner the customer wants to work 
with when making strategic decisions to achieve their 
objectives.

 › Often be significant contributors to relevant professional 
organisations such as the Institute of Internal Auditors 
(IIA).

 › Have an internal audit strategy or business plan linked 
to internal audit foundational elements laying out the 
strategy adopted to set up internal audit as a key agent 
of change – delivering the right internal audit services 
aligning with contemporary internal audit practice and 
meeting stakeholder expectations. It includes a forward 
development plan to show the steps internal audit will 
take to improve its services and operations. An internal 
audit strategy is a separate document from an assurance 
map, an internal audit plan or any other list showing what 
will be audited.

 › Periodically ‘reinvent’ the internal audit contribution to 
the organisation to ensure it provides maximum value 
services that match what the organisation requires from 
the internal audit service.

Conclusion
CAEs may have a short-term, medium-term or long-term 
tenure in their CAE role.

To be continuously successful, a CAE needs to ensure 
they lead an internal audit service that keeps pace with 
organisation requirements and contemporary internal audit 
practice – keeping up with the times.
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‘What we have always done’ internal audit services will not 
achieve this – significant points of difference should clearly 
show how internal audit has demonstrated a continuous best 

practice orientation over time.
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