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Abstract: This study, provides a qualitative assessment of the interaction between internal auditors (IA) and audit committees (AC), by analysing their expectations and perceptions. It became clear that both groups have high expectations vis-à-vis each other, although perceptions of IA-AC interactions are not universally positive. Our empirical data indicate that audit committee members want internal auditors to be an important information provider. Therefore they expect internal auditors to demonstrate and communicate, as much as possible, their contribution to the monitoring and functioning of the organisation, and to play both an active and proactive role in risk management. It became clear that, in most cases, due to a mismatch of interests, there is an under-emphasis on the internal audit oversight role of the audit committee, which is more perceived by the internal auditors than by audit committee members. In order to reduce this mismatch, both parties should broaden their interests in a converging way, in conjunction with clear communication about the mission and roles of internal audit.
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	1. Introducere

Prabusirile corporative din ultimii ani, atat in SUA cat si in Europa, au atras atentia globala asupra necesitatii unei guvernari corporative puternice. Studiile anterioare care au examinat cererea pentru audituri ca mecanism de guvernare corporativa, s-au concentrat in primul rand pe pietele de audit din SUA, Australia si Marea Britanie. Unul dintre motivele pentru care pietele de audit din aceste tari au fost studiate extensiv se refera la dependenta de capitaluri proprii a companiilor ce au sediul in aceste tari. Studiul teoretic al auditului foloseste cheltuielile de reprezentare pentru a explica cererea eterogena de servicii de audit extern (DeAngelo 1981; Dye 1993). Companiile ce au sediul in aceste tari sunt mai susceptibile de a avea cheltuieli de reprezentare mai mari datorita informatiilor asimetrice dintre directori si actionarii dispersati (Jensen si Meckling 1976).

Auditurile contribuie la reducerea riscului privind informatiile asimetrice, atestand corectitudinea informatiilor financiare publicate de catre companii, permitand astfel actionarilor actuali si potentiali, investitorilor, sa evalueze profitabilitatea companiei si sa intocmeasca estimari pentru distribuirea profiturilor acesteia. Studiile empirice arata ca cererea companiilor ce au sediul in aceste tari pentru auditarea situațiilor financiare anuale, ca si mecanism de guvernare corporativa, reprezinta o functie a calitatii auditului si a sigurantei oferite de firma de audit (Hogan 1997; Willenborg 1999). Acest lucru a generat dezbateri semnificative cu privire la rolul comitetelor de audit si a auditorilor interni in ceea ce priveste consolidarea guvernarii corporative (de exemplu, McElveen, 2002). Mai mult decat atat, interactiunile dintre auditorii interni si comitetul de audit sunt considerate un element important al unei bune guvernari corporative (de exemplu, Bishop et al., 2000).
In cadrul cercetarii academice, o mare parte din lucrarile empirice referitoare la supravegherea comitetului de audit (CA) s-a concentrat pe eficienta comitetului de audit (de exemplu, DeFond si Jiambalvo, 1991; McMullen, 1996; Beasley et al., 2000). Cu toate acestea, dupa DeZoort et al. (2002), sunt necesare mai multe studii pentru a intelege interactiunile comitetului de audit cu auditorii interni. De aceea, similar studiilor efectuate de Spira (1998; 1999) si Gendron et al. (2004) asupra practicilor comitetelor de audit, acest articol, bazat pe patru studii de caz intr-un context romanesc, isi propune sa inteleaga interactiunea reciproca dintre comitetul de audit si auditorii interni. Mai precis, acest articol ofera o analiza calitativa a asteptarilor si perceptiilor reciproce ale comitetelor de audit si ale auditorilor interni, urmata de posibile motive pentru diferentele dintre asteptari si perceptii cu privire la interactiuni.

Deoarece auditul intern si comitetele de audit sunt fenomene relativ „noi” in cadrul companiilor romanesti, vom formula propuneri pentru imbunatatirea acestei interactiuni. 

Pentru fiecare studiu de caz am realizat interviuri cu seful departamentului de audit (Chief Audit Executive) si cu presedintele comitetului de audit (sau cu un membru al comitetului de audit). De asemenea, am cerut acces la multe documente confidentiale relevante pentru a sustine aspectele desprinse din interviurile noastre.

Aceasta lucrare este structurata dupa cum urmeaza. Urmatoarea sectiune prezinta o imagine de ansamblu asupra literaturii existente cu privire la interactiunea dintre auditorii interni si comitetele de audit, in scopul de a formula patru intrebari de cercetare. A treia sectiune subliniaza cateva aspecte metodologice. Sectiunea a patra prezinta aspecte desprinse din interviurile noastre si din analiza documentelor. Ultima sectiune sintetizeaza concluziile trase din acest studiu si dezbate implicatiile acestora.

2. Analiza literaturii si elaborarea intrebarilor de cercetare

Aceasta sectiune va prezenta informatiile de fond necesare cu privire la responsabilitatile si asteptarile posibile ale comitetului de audit in legatura cu auditorii interni, precum si aspecte importante rezultate din studiile anterioare in acest domeniu.

2.1 Responsabilitatile comitetului de audit

Conform teoriei agentiei, proprietarii si directorii (agentii) sunt stimulati sa investeasca in diverse sisteme informatice si dispozitive de control pentru a reduce cheltuielile de reprezentare asociate asimetriei informatiilor (Jensen si Meckling, 1976). In acest context, conducerea poate folosi diverse mijloace pentru a indica altora calitatea informatiilor pe care le ofera. Cererea de monitorizare poate duce la audituri externe (vezi Chow, 1982; Anderson et al., 1993), la utilizarea directorilor din afara companiei (vezi Fama, 1980; Anderson et al., 1993) si la comitete de audit (vezi Bradbury, 1990; Menon si Williams, 1994). Consiliile de administratie pot considera utilizarea comitetelor de audit o parte importanta a sistemului de control al deciziilor pentru monitorizare interna (vezi Fama, 1980). Cu alte cuvinte, consiliul de administratie deleaga comitetului de audit unele dintre responsabilitatile sale de supraveghere.

Deoarece acest articol se axeaza pe un context romanesc, ne referim la responsabilitatile comitetului de audit mentionate de catre Comisia Europeana, completate cu paragrafele relevante din recent publicatul Cod al Bursei de Valori București cu privire la Guvernanța Corporativă.

In 2004, Comisia Europeana a publicat propuneri pentru cerintele Uniunii Europene cu privire la gestionarea riscurilor si control intern, sub forma Directivei privind Auditul Statutar, si prin amendamentele propuse pentru Directivele a patra si a saptea. Articolul 39 din Directiva privind Auditul Statutar prevede ca comitetul de audit trebuie sa monitorizeze procesul de raportare financiara, eficacitatea sistemului de control intern al companiei, auditul intern al acesteia, daca este cazul, si sistemele de gestionare a riscurilor.

In plus, comitetul de audit trebuie sa aleaga si sa propuna un auditor sau o firma de audit, sa supravegheze auditul statutar si sa monitorizeze independenta auditorului sau a firmei de audit. Aceste responsabilitati generale apar in majoritatea principiilor si in cele mai bune practici nationale si internationale.

In sectiunea cu privire la rezultatele empirice vom vedea daca recomandarile specifice ale acestui nou Cod influenteaza asteptarile membrilor comitetului de audit fata de auditorii interni. Mai multe studii au examinat efectul prezentei sau absentei comitetului de audit asupra diferitelor moduri de apreciere a calitatii raportarii financiare. Dovada unei legaturi pozitive intre existenta comitetului de audit si calitatea raportarii financiare a fost oferita de analize care indica faptul ca exagerarea veniturilor este mai putin probabila in randul companiilor cu comitete de audit (DeFond si Jiambalvo, 1991) si ca acele companii care isi manipuleaza veniturile sunt mai putin susceptibile de a avea un comitet de audit (Dechow et al., 1996). De asemenea, exista dovezi ca, comitetele de audit sunt asociate cu o incidenta redusa a erorilor si neregulilor in situatiile financiare (McMullen, 1996). In plus, Gwilliam si Kilcommins (1998) au constatat ca prezenta comitetelor de audit creaza o perceptie a unei independente imbunatatite a auditorului si o raportare financiara mai corecta printre utilizatorii situatiilor financiare. Spre deosebire de numeroase articole din literatura de specialitate cu privire la monitorizarea responsabilitatilor comitetelor de audit in gestionarea riscurilor si control intern, literatura academica cu privire la impactul comitetelor de audit in aceste domenii este destul de limitata. DeZoort (1997) a aratat ca membrii comitetului de audit ale companiilor americane cotate la bursa percep evaluarea controlului intern ca fiind cel mai important domeniu de supraveghere. In mod similar, rezultatele unui studiu mai recent efectuat de Gendron et al. (2004) duc la concluzia ca membrii comitetului de audit sunt interesati de masura in care controlul intern este eficient, nu in ultimul rand pentru ca, controlul intern “sta la baza” credibilitatii rapoartelor financire. Pentru a-si dezvolta propria apreciere cu privire la eficienta controlului intern, membrii comitetului de audit pot analiza procedurile si controalele contabile interne impreuna cu personalul din departamentul financiar-contabil al companiei. In plus, acestia se pot baza pe activitatea auditorilor interni (Krishnan, 2005).

2.2 Interactiunea dintre comitetul de audit si auditorul (auditorii) intern(i) 

In aceasta sectiune vom oferi o imagine de ansamblu a unor studii anterioare  referitoare la interactiunea dintre comitetele de audit si auditul intern, astfel incat sa dezvaluim aspecte cu privire la posibilele asteptari pe care le pot avea unii fata de altii ai membrii comitetului de audit si auditorii interni. Relatia dintre comitetul de audit si auditorul intern este una importanta, acestia consolidandu-si reciproc functia (Goodwin si Yeo, 2001). Cu alte cuvinte, comitetul de audit poate consolida functia de audit intern, si, la randul lor, auditorii interni pot fi o resursa importanta pentru comitetul de audit in incercarea acestuia de a-si indeplini obligatiile (Turley si Zaman, 2004). Pe baza analizei lor cu privire la carta si rapoartele comitetului de audit, Carcello et al. (2002) au descoperit ca, desi auditul intern poate fi o sursa valoroasa pentru comitetul de audit, informatiile sugereaza o posibila sub-apreciere a auditului intern.

Pe baza studiilor practice, Spira (1999) arata ca unul dintre beneficiile infiintarii unui comitet de audit consta in consolidarea statutului functiei de audit intern. Auditorii interni intervievati in studiul ei au acordat o valoare speciala sprijinului comitetului de audit si au cautat in mod pro-activ sa realizeze acest lucru, uneori prin intermediul „educarii” membrilor comitetului de audit. Un comitet de audit eficient poate consolida pozitia auditorului (auditorilor) intern(i), actionand ca un forum independent, in fata caruia auditorii interni pot ridica problemele ce afecteaza conducerea (Goodwin si Yeo, 2001). De aceea, IIA insista cu tarie ca seful departamentului de audit (Chief Audit Executive - CAE) trebuie sa raporteze in mod functional catre comitetul de audit, ceea ce este crucial pentru o buna guvernare corporativa. Liniile de comunicare si de raportare trebuie sa incurajeze auditorii interni sa vorbeasca liber, in mod regulat si pe baza de confidentialitate cu comitetul de audit. CAE trebuie sa fie invitat la sedintele comitetului de audit pentru a prezenta si dezbate planificarea auditului, rezultatele si observatiile acestuia. Mai mult decat atat, Braiotta (1999) arata ca intalnirile private dintre comitetul de audit si CAE contribuie la imbunatatirea si protejarea independentei auditorilor interni.

Dupa Bishop et al. (2000), auditul intern este o resursa valoroasa, care poate furniza informatiile necesare comitetelor de audit pentru a-si indeplini mandatul de guvernare. In mod similar, Raghunandan et al. (1998; 2001) arata ca asimetria informatiilor dintre comitetele de audit si conducere este mai probabil sa fie redusa atunci cand exista o interactiune de inalta calitate intre comitetele de audit si auditul intern. Intalnirile regulate dintre comitetul de audit si auditul intern sporesc probabilitatea faptului ca, comitetul de audit este informat si are cunostinte despre problemele relevante privind contabilitatea si auditul. Insa, beneficiul maxim din aceasta interactiune poate fi asteptat daca membrii comitetului de audit au experienta tehnica pentru a intelege munca auditului intern, impreuna cu independenta de a imbunatati statutul auditului intern (Goodwin, 2003).

Bishop et al. (2000) ofera o imagine de ansamblu a rolurilor mai specifice (teoretice) ale auditorilor interni pentru a veni in sprijinul comitetul de audit:

· Consultanta generala poate include: facilitarea fluxului de informatii catre comitetul de audit sau desfasurarea unor proiecte sau investigatii speciale, in functie de cererile comitetului de audit;

· Consultanta pentru raportare financiara poate include: sprijinirea comitetului de audit in a evalua daca compania si-a indeplinit sau nu obiectivele de raportare interna si externa, sprijinirea comitetului de audit in aprecierea calitatii raportarii financiare, furnizarea de informatii si aspecte cu privire la soliditatea controalelor asupra rapoartelor trimestriale sau asigurarea membrilor comitetului de audit cu privire la faptul ca primesc rapoarte relevante cu privire la masurile de evaluare a performantei;

· Consultanta privind riscurile si controlul poate include: sprijinirea comitetului de audit in a evalua daca compania si-a indeplinit obiectivele de control, furnizarea de informatii care vor ajuta comitetul de audit sa monitorizeze mediul de control al companiei, si furnizarea de informatii care vor ajuta comitetul de audit sa monitorizeze principalele riscuri financiare si comerciale intampinate de organizatie.

Vom formula raspunsuri la  urmatoarele intrebari de cercetare:

Intrebarea 1:

Care sunt așteptările membrilor comitetului de audit cu privire la rolul auditorilor interni?

Intrebarea 2:

Cum este perceputa interactiunea dintre comitetul de audit si auditori interni de catre membrii comitetului de audit si de catre auditorii interni? 

Intrebarea 3:

Care sunt motivele diferentelor dintre asteptari si perceptii cu privire la interactiunea dintre comitetul de audit si auditorii interni?

Intrebarea 4:

Cum poate fi imbunatatita interactiunea dintre comitetul de audit si auditorii interni?

3. Metodologie

In completare la studiile deja existente in acest domeniu, bazate in principal pe informatii cantitative (de exemplu, DeZoort, 1997; Goodwin si Yeo, 2001; Carcello et al., 2002; Goodwin, 2003), acest studiu foloseste o gama larga de informatii calitative pentru a analiza mai profund interactiunea dinamica dintre auditorii interni si comitetele de audit. Turley si Zaman (2004) sunt convinsi ca metodele de cercetare calitativa, care incorporeaza studii de caz si interviuri, ofera un potential semnificativ pentru cercetarea interactiunii comitetelor de audit cu alte parti, ca de exemplu auditorii.

Alegerea celor patru companii (cazuri) pentru acest studiu s-a bazat partial pe teorie si partial pe experienta cu profesia de auditor intern in Romania. Pentru fiecare caz am avut un interviu semi-structurat cu auditorul intern (atunci cand o singura persoana indeplineste aceasta functie) sau cu seful departamentului de audit (CAE) (atunci cand exista mai mult de un auditor intern). De asemenea, am cerut acestei persoane coordonatele presedintelui comitetului de audit (sau ale unui alt membru al comitetului de audit). Interviurile au durat intre 60 si 120 de minute. Toate interviurile au fost inregistrate si transcrise imediat dupa ce a avut loc interviul. Pentru a sustine informatiile din cadrul interviului si pentru a ne consolida concluziile, am obtinut copii de pe mai multe materiale de arhiva, ca de exemplu carta auditului intern si planurile auditului intern, precum si documente mai confidentiale, ca de exemplu rapoarte de audit intern, prezentari interne, matricile de risc, ghiduri de control, rapoarte ale comitetului de audit, si asa mai departe.
4. Rezultate practice

4.1 Care sunt așteptările membrilor comitetului de audit (CA) cu privire la rolul auditorilor interni (AI)?

In general, membrii CA au asteptari ridicate cu privire la rolul auditorilor interni in organizatia lor. Membrii CA doresc ca auditorii interni sa demonstreze, pe cat posibil, contributiile lor specifice la monitorizarea si functionarea (eficienta) organizatiei. In particular, ei se asteapta ca auditorii interni sa contribuie la realizarea unor rezultate specifice intr-un numar limitat de domenii. Urmatorul paragraf dintr-un raport al unei sedinte a CA, ilustreaza in mod clar faptul ca membrii CA nu se simt confortabil atunci cand sunt prea multe audituri “pe teava”: “Strategia actuala de audit, si anume de a avea mai multe audituri in paralel, nu este ideala, nici pentru organizatie si nici pentru auditorul intern. Auditurile dureaza prea mult si, datorita informatiilor fragmentate, au o calitate si coerenta reduse”. 

Membrii CA, in majoritatea cazurilor – directori neexecutivi, doresc ca auditorii interni sa devina (mai mult) ca niste “translatori” sau “comunicatori” intre nivelurile operationale si nivelul de monitorizare al organizatiei (din care face parte CA), pentru a compensa lipsa lor de informatii cu privire la “ceea ce se intampla in general in cadrul organizatiei”. Aceasta insuficienta este considerata de multe ori o serioasa constrangere in indeplinirea responsabilitatilor lor. Mai precis, in cursul activitatii lor, acestia se asteapta ca auditorii interni sa semnaleze si sa comunice in mod clar toate riscurile si problemele observate, precum si deficientele din sistemul de control intern. Pentru a realiza acest lucru, auditorii interni trebuie sa fie capabili sa comunice cu toata lumea din cadrul organizatiei, ceea ce presupune o atitudine deschisa si prietenoasa. Mai mult decat atat, ei se asteapta ca auditorii interni sa fie cei care denunta fraudele sau abuzurile din cadrul companiei (whistleblowing). 

Este remarcabil ca toti membrii CA intervievati in studiile noastre de caz se asteapta ca auditorii interni sa fie jucatori importanti, activi si pro-activi in gestionarea riscurilor. Mai precis, ei doresc ca auditorii interni sa se concentreze pe anumite domenii cu risc ridicat (de exemplu, stocuri, sucursale straine, aplicatii IT), deoarece acestea sunt si domeniile lor de interes, in special atunci cand acestea au un impact direct sau indirect asupra rezultatelor financiare. Unul dintre presedintii CA regreta ca “daca intrebi ceva despre riscuri… auditul intern face foarte putin”. Dupa o evaluare detaliata a acestor riscuri, auditorii interni trebuie sa verifice caracterul adecvat si eficienta controalelor interne aferente, precum si respectarea politicilor si procedurilor existente, urmata de formularea unor propuneri pentru imbunatatiri si chiar de participare la implementarea acestor propuneri. Membrii CA nu considera ca acest ultim aspect este o amenintare potentiala la adresa independentei auditorilor interni. Cu alte cuvinte, membrii CA se asteapta ca auditorii interni sa fie specialisti in evaluarea riscurilor si sa acumuleze si sa prezinte suficienta experienta pentru a juca un rol valoros de consiliere si chiar mai pro-activ in gestionarea acestor riscuri. Indeplinind acest rol, auditorii interni isi pot imbunatati rolul de sursa necesara si valoroasa de informatii cu privire la riscuri si control intern. Credem in mod rezonabil ca aceasta asteptare si nevoie specifica de informatii, rezulta din influenta Codului Bursei de Valori București cu privire la Guvernanța Corporativă, care recomanda in mod clar ca, “cel putin o data pe an, comitetul de audit trebuie sa revizuiasca sistemele de control intern si de gestionare a riscurilor introduse de conducerea executiva, cu scopul de a se asigura ca principalele riscuri (inclusiv cele referitoare la respectarea legislatiei si reglementarilor existente) sunt identificate, gestionate si prezentate in mod corespunzator”.

Majoritatea membrilor CA sunt mai mult sau mai putin convinsi de valoarea adaugata potentiala a auditorilor interni in evaluarea si, in special, in imbunatatirea controlului intern: “Auditorul nostru intern trebuie sa fie implicat mai activ in implementarea propunerilor sale, ceea ce cu siguranta ar adauga valoare”. Aparent, membrii CA se asteapta ca auditorii interni sa indeplineasca un rol mai orientat spre consultanta in ceea ce priveste gestionarea riscurilor. Acest lucru se datoreaza probabil faptului ca, multumita eforturilor orientate spre consultanta ale auditorilor interni, imbunatatirile specifice sunt mai usor de observat si de evaluat fata de furnizarea unui nivel de asigurare mai degraba “abstract”. Pentru acele organizatii, carora le lipseste un sistem de gestionare a riscurilor mai mult sau mai putin formalizat, membrii CA sunt convinsi de rolul valoros al auditorilor interni in acest proces de formalizare.

4.2 Interactiunea dintre comitetul de audit si auditorii interni: realitati si perceptii

Cazurile arata ca, in general, puterea sau maturitatea CA determina soliditatea interactiunii reciproce dintre CA si auditorii interni. Cu cat este perceput CA ca fiind mai important si mai influent (mai matur) in cadrul organizatiei, ceea ce de multe ori rezulta din subiectele dezbatute si descrise in rapoartele sedintelor CA si din durata acestor sedinte, cu atat mai puternica este interactiunea cu auditorii interni. Un anumit caz arata contrariul celor mentionate mai sus. In ciuda unui numar mare de sedinte si a unui numar suficient de membrii cu experienta financiara, presedintele CA spune ca comitetul sau este mai degraba un concept teoretic si obligatoriu, fara prea multa influenta decisiva: “Trebuie sa marturisesc ca, in majoritatea cazurilor, comitetul de audit este in urma realitatii”. In loc sa considere auditorul intern ca fiind un furnizor de informatii valoros si independent, in acest caz, presedintele CA prefera sa se bazeze aproape exclusiv pe auditorul extern. In consecinta, relatia reciproca dintre CA si auditorul intern este in mod clar subdezvoltata, ceea ce poate fi considerata o oportunitate ratata pentru ambele parti.

In majoritatea cazurilor, subiectele referitoare la AI, cum ar fi aprobarea planificarii auditului si urmarirea rezultatelor si recomandarilor, nu sunt considerate a fi cele mai importante responsabilitati ale CA. O analiza a mai multor rapoarte ale sedintelor CA dezvaluie ca acestea de multe ori aloca o parte foarte limitata din timpul lor acestor subiecte. Acest lucru a fost confirmat de unul dintre auditorii interni intervievati, care si-a exprimat regretul cu privire la aceasta situatie: “Daca o sedinta a CA dureaza doua ore, vorbesc despre rezultatele financiare mai mult de o ora si 45 de minute, astfel incat (pot) aloca doar cinci – zece minute subiectelor legate de auditul intern”. In mod remarcabil, majoritatea membrilor CA sunt convinsi ca arata suficient interes pentru subiectele referitoare la AI, in timp ce majoritatea auditorilor interni se plang de interactiunea limitata cu membrii CA. Acest lucru este de inteles, deoarece ei au asteptari ridicate de la CA. Mai precis, ei nu sunt multumiti de posibilitatile de participare la sedintele CA si nici de informatiile pe care le primesc de la membrii CA. Mai mult decat atat, pe baza numarului foarte limitat de intrebari, ei au dubii cu privire la modul in care sunt primite rapoartele lor de audit.

Pe de alta parte, exista un anumit caz in care presedintele CA percepe auditorii interni ca fiind foarte importanti pentru organizatie. In consecinta, CA este interesat in mod activ de activitatile auditorilor interni si le cere sprijinul in vederea indeplinirii responsabilitatilor sale. “Consider ca auditul intern este extrem de important pentru companie noastra si acord multa importanta acestei functii. Desigur, au o valoare adaugata foarte mare pentru compania noastra. Cred ca putem spune ca mai mult de 50% din timpul nostru este alocat auditului intern. Interactiunea dintre comitetul de audit si auditul intern este optima”. Acest nivel ridicat de sustinere din partea CA imbunatateste gradul de acceptare al constatarilor si recomandarilor AI, ceea ce contribuie la maturitatea functiei ca si intreg. Aceasta interactiune optima poate fi asociata cu faptul ca aceasta companie a fost realmente un pionier in infiintarea unui departament de audit intern in Romania. Intre timp, numarul auditorilor interni a crescut semnificativ si ambele parti au avut suficient timp pentru a lucra in mod activ la relatia dintre ele.

4.3 Care sunt motivele diferentelor dintre asteptari si perceptii cu privire la interactiunea dintre comitetele de audit si auditorii interni

Cu exceptia singurului caz mentionat in paragraful anterior, putem concluziona ca, toate cazurile noastre arata, intr-o anumita masura, o nepotrivire a intereselor intre CA si auditorii interni. In consecinta, intarirea reciproca dintre cele doua parti este departe de a fi optima. Similar cu ceea ce a fost mentionat anterior, aceasta nepotrivire de interese si interactiunea limitata rezultata de aici, sunt percepute mai mult de auditorii interni decat de membrii CA. Acest lucru poate fi explicat prin faptul ca auditorii interni sunt mai dependenti de sprijinul CA, in timp ce CA are alte surse (potentiale) de informare, ca de exemplu auditorii externi, cu privire la, de exemplu, soliditatea controalelor interne.

Cautand motive pentru explicarea acestei nepotriviri de interese, atat persoanele intervievate de noi, precum si mai multe rapoarte ale sedintelor CA, arata ca, in ciuda gamei mai largi de responsabilitati ale comitetului de audit propuse de noul Cod al Bursei de Valori București cu privire la Guvernarea Corporativa, majoritatea CA inca se axeaza puternic pe rezultatele financiare si pe aspecte legate de raportare. In schimb, munca auditorilor interni este mai orientata spre analizarea si imbunatatirea sistemelor de gestionare a riscurilor si control intern. Desi monitorizarea gestionarii riscurilor si a sistemelor de control intern sunt prevazute clar in majoritatea documentelor privind guvernarea corporativa ca fiind o responsabilitate a CA, aceste subiecte sunt tratate doar foarte putin de CA. Studiile anterioare au dezbatut aceasta diferenta remarcabila dintre responsabilitatile teoretice (“cum ar trebui sa fie”) si cele reale ale CA (de exemplu, DeZoort, 1997; Carcello et al., 2002).

4.4 Cum poate fi imbunatatita interactiunea dintre comitetele de audit si auditorii interni? Cu alte cuvinte, cum putem obtine o mai buna aliniere a intereselor?

Pe baza unui anumit studiu de caz, in care interactiunea dintre CA si auditorii interni este perceputa a fi optima (vezi mai sus), si pe baza propunerilor venite din partea membrilor CA si a auditorilor interni intervievati, putem formula propuneri specifice pentru reducerea decalajelor dintre asteptarile si perceptiile cu privire la interactiunea dintre membrii CA si auditorii interni. In primul rand, deoarece auditul intern ramane o profesie relativ noua in Romania, ambele parti vor beneficia de o comunicare clara cu privire la rolurile specifice si misiunea AI, de exemplu, prin diseminarea cartei auditului intern sau printr-o prezentare formala a functiei. Marketing-ul functiei AI contribuie la crearea unor asteptari realiste din partea AI si la o evaluare mai realista a performantei AI. Un raport al unei sedinte CA mentioneaza in mod clar aceasta nevoie: “Membrul X al CA se intreaba daca functia de audit intern este clara in cadrul companiei. Membrul Y al CA raspunde, subliniind importanta marketing-ului functiei de audit intern”. Mai mult decat atat, perceptiile uneori contrare cu privire la interactiunea dintre CA si auditorii interni (vezi mai sus) necesita o evaluare critica si formala a relatiilor dintre acestia (de exemplu, prin intermediul unui chestionar), care va oferi ambelor parti posibilitatea de a-si exprima nevoile si asteptarile. In al doilea rand, este clar ca ambele parti trebuie sa-si extinda domeniile de interes intr-un mod convergent.

Pe de o parte, daca controlul intern si gestionarea riscurilor devin subiecte mai importante pe ordinea de zi a CA, nepotrivirea de interese va disparea si membrii CA vor fi mai stimulati sa implice auditorii interni in mod activ in cautarea lor de informatii. Credem ca noul Cod al Bursei de Valori București cu privire la Guvernarea Corporativa va facilita aceasta schimbare in viitorul apropiat. Unii membrii ai CA subliniaza deja intentia lor de a aloca mai mult timp acestor subiecte si, astfel, sa se ralieze mai strans cu auditorii interni. Pe de alta parte, auditorii interni trebuie sa acorde mai multa atentie impactului constatarilor si propunerilor lor referitoare la rezultatele si raportarea financiara (efecte directe sau indirecte). Prin aceasta, ei vor fi mult mai capabili sa atraga atentia membrilor CA si sa primeasca sprijinul necesar din partea lor. In plus, comunicarea imbunatatita cu privire la rezultatele activitatii lor, prin rapoarte de audit concise, va fi cu siguranta benefica pentru reactia si raspunsurile membrilor CA. Un membru CA a declarat clar: “Asteptam rapoarte scurte, axate pe prioritati, care ar fi un instrument de comunicare dragut. Rapoartele de audit actuale sunt prea ample si complicate, si, astfel, nu sunt un instrument util de lucru pentru noi”.

Suntem convinsi ca aceste propuneri vor consolida interactiunea reciproca dintre CA si auditorii interni, ceea ce probabil va genera o maturitate mai mare a ambelor parti, in special in acest context romanesc specific. In consecinta, auditorii interni vor fi mai apreciati ca si furnizori cruciali de informatii cu privire la riscuri, control intern si aspecte financiare. La randul sau, CA va oferi sprijinul necesar auditorilor interni, propunand subiecte ce ar trebui incluse in planificare si urmarind rezultatele activitatii de audit mai indeaproape.

5. Concluzii si dezbateri

Acest studiu a investigat din punct de vedere calitativ interactiunea dintre auditorii interni si membrii CA. Analiza extinsa a condus la urmatoarele concluzii. Global, este clar ca ambele parti au asteptari ridicate una de la cealalta, desi perceptiile cu privire la interactiune nu sunt universal pozitive. Membrii CA doresc ca auditorii interni sa fie o sursa importanta de informatii, pentru a compensa propria lipsa de informatii cu privire la organizatie, ceea ce este considerat un „handicap” serios in indeplinirea responsabilitatilor lor, in special pentru directorii neexecutivi. De aceea, ei se asteapta ca auditorii interni, cu care se intalnesc doar de cateva ori pe an, sa-si demonstreze si sa comunice (prin rapoarte de audit concise) contributiile la monitorizarea si functionarea organizatiei. In plus, se asteapta ca auditorii interni sa joace un rol (pro)activ in gestionarea riscurilor, concentrandu-se pe domenii cu risc ridicat si petrecand suficient timp in vederea formularii propunerilor specifice pentru imbunatatirea controlului intern si chiar prin asistenta acordate pentru implementarea acestor propuneri.

Desi subiecte precum gestionarea riscurilor si controlul intern sunt tratate inca limitat de catre majoritatea CA din acest studiu, membrii individuali ai CA au asteptari specifice cu privire la rolul auditorilor interni in aceste domenii. Acest fapt ilustreaza ca majoritatea membrilor individuali ai CA stiu ce subiecte ar trebui dezbatute in sedintele CA (vezi Codul Bursei de Valori București cu privire la Guvernanța Corporativă), desi ordinea de zi globala a CA nu este inca adaptata si ramane puternic concentrata pe subiectele financiare. Ne putem intreba daca o comunicare mai deschisa intre membrii CA cu privire la asteptarile lor individuale ar imbunatati functionarea CA si, in consecinta, interactiunea CA cu auditorii interni. Am constatat ca exista indicii ca puterea sau maturitatea CA determina, in general, soliditatea interactiunii acestuia cu auditorii interni. Similar cu Carcello et al. (2002), in majoritatea cazurilor noastre, s-ar parea ca exista o sub-apreciere a rolului CA de supraveghere a AI. Spre deosebire de majoritatea membrilor CA, auditorii interni se plang adeseori de interactiunea limitata cu CA. Mai precis, ei nu sunt multumiti de posibilitatea de a participa la sedintele CA, de informatiile primite de la membrii CA si de modul in care sunt primite constatarile si recomandarile lor. Cautand motive pentru a explica diferentele dintre asteptari si perceptii, am descoperit o nepotrivire de interese intre CA si auditorii interni, care impiedica consolidarea reciproca dintre cele doua parti. Spre deosebire de DeZoort (1997) si Gendron et al. (2004), CA din acest studiu inca se concentreaza prea puternic pe aspecte privind rezultatele si raportarile financiare si neglijeaza aspecte precum gestionarea riscurilor si controlul intern. Pentru a reduce aceasta nepotrivire ar trebui sa existe o comunicare clara cu privire la misiunea si rolurile AI, permitand astfel crearea unor asteptari realiste. Pentru a imbunatati relatia reciproca, ambele parti ar trebui sa-si extinda interesele intr-un mod a convergent. Asa cum recomanda Codul Bursei de Valori București cu privire la Guvernanța Corporativă, subiecte precum controlul intern si gestionarea riscurilor trebuie sa devina mai importante pe ordinea de zi a CA, in timp ce auditorii interni trebuie sa primeasca mai multa atentie in ceea ce priveste impactul (direct si indirect) constatarilor si propunerilor lor asupra rezultatelor financiare. Contextul romanesc al acestui studiu ofera o imagine unica, deoarece atat CA cat si AI sunt fenomene relativ „noi”. In acelasi timp, acest lucru poate fi considerat si o limitare a acestui studiu. De aceea, ar fi foarte interesant de efectuat acelasi studiu aprofundat in alte tari unde CA si AI sunt mai mature, pentru a vedea daca acest lucru genereaza concluzii diferite. Mai mult decat atat, unele persoane intervievate au spus ca, datorita cererilor tot mai mari de guvernare corporativa, o interactiune si o colaborare mai intensa cu auditorii externi devine tot mai importanta. Suntem convinsi ca un studiu calitativ al acestei relatii va conduce la concluzii interesante si relevante pentru literatura referitoare la guvernarea corporativa.
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	1. INTRODUCTION
Corporate collapses of the past few years, in the U.S. as well as Europe, have focused global attention on the need for strong corporate governance.  Prior research examining the demand for audits as a corporate governance mechanism has primarily focused on the audit markets of the U.S., Australia, and the U.K.. One reason why these countries audit markets have been studied extensively relates to the reliance on equity capital by companies domiciled in these countries are more likely to have greater agency costs due to asymmetric information between domiciled in these countries. Theoretical audit research uses agency costs to explain heterogeneous demand for external audit services (DeAngelo 1981; Dye 1993).  Companies managers and dispersed equity stakeholders (Jensen and Meckling 1976).

Audits serve to reduce asymmetric information risk by attesting to the reliability of a company’s published financial information, thereby allowing current and prospective equity stakeholders, investors, to assess a company’s profitability and develop expectations for the distribution of its profits. Empirical research indicates that the demand for audits as a corporate governance mechanism by companies domiciled in these countries is a function of audit quality and the insurance provided by the audit firm (Hogan 1997; Willenborg 1999). This has generated significant discussion about the role of both audit committees and internal auditors in strengthening corporate governance (e.g. McElveen, 2002). Moreover, interactions between internal auditors and the audit committee are considered to be an important element of sound corporate governance (e.g. Bishop et al., 2000).
In academic research, a large percentage of the empirical work related to audit committee (AC) oversight has focused on audit committee effectiveness (e.g. DeFond and Jiambalvo, 1991; McMullen, 1996; Beasley et al., 2000). However, according to DeZoort et al. (2002), more research is needed to understand audit committee interactions with internal auditors. Therefore, and similar to Spira (1998; 1999) and Gendron et al. (2004)’s field studies of audit committees practices, this study, based on four case studies within a Romanian context, aims to understand the two-way interaction between the audit committee and internal auditors. More specifically, this paper provides a qualitative analysis of the expectations and perceptions of auditcommittees and internal auditors, vis-à-vis each other, followed by possible reasons for the differences between expectations and perceptions about the interactions.

As internal audit and audit committees are relatively ‘new’ phenomena within Romanian companies, we will formulate suggestions for improvements in this interaction. 

For each case study, we conducted interviews with the Chief Audit Executive (or equivalent) and the chair of the audit committee (or an audit committee member). We also sought access to many relevant confidential documents to support the insights we gleaned from our interviews.

This paper is structured as follows. The next section presents a focused overview of the existing literature on the interaction between internal auditors and audit committees, in order to formulate four research questions. The third section outlines some methodological aspects. The fourth section presents insights from our interviews and document analysis. The last section summarises the conclusions drawn from this study and discusses their implications.

2. Literature review and development of research questions

This section will present necessary background information on the responsibilities and possible expectations of the audit committee in relation to internal auditors, in addition to major insights attained from previous research in this area.

2.1 Audit committee responsibilities

According to the agency theory, owners and agents have incentives to invest in various information systems and control devices to reduce agency costs associated with information asymmetry (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). In this context, management may use various means to indicate to others the quality of the information they are providing. Demands for monitoring may lead to external audits (see Chow, 1982; Anderson et al., 1993), the use of outside directors (see Fama, 1980; Anderson et al., 1993) and audit committees (see Bradbury, 1990; Menon and Williams, 1994). The use of audit committees can be considered an important part of the decision control system for internal monitoring by boards of directors (see Fama, 1980). In other words, the board of directors delegates some of its oversight responsibilities to the audit committee.

As this paper focuses on a Romanian context, we refer to the audit committee responsibilities mentioned by the European Commission  completed with relevant paragraphs from the recently-issued Romanian Governance Code of Value Exchange Bucharest.
In 2004, the European Commission published proposals for EU requirements on risk management and internal controls in the form of the proposed Directive on Statutory Audit, and through proposed amendments to the Fourth and Seventh Directives. Article 39 of the proposed Directive on Statutory Audit  stipulates that the audit committee shall monitor the financial reporting process, the effectiveness of the company’s internal controls, its internal audit where applicable, and its risk management systems.

Moreover, the audit committee shall select and propose a statutory auditor or audit firm, oversee the statutory audit, and monitor the independence of the statutory auditor or audit firm. These general responsibilities appear in most national and international guidelines and best practices.

In the section on empirical results, we will investigate whether specific recommendations from this new Code do have an influence on the expectations of audit committee members, vis-à-vis internal auditors. Several studies have examined the effect of audit committee presence or absence on various measures of financial reporting quality. Evidence of a positive link between audit committee existence and the quality of financial reporting has been provided by analysis that indicates that earnings overstatements are less likely among companies having audit committees (DeFond and Jiambalvo, 1991), and that companies that manipulate their earnings are less likely to have an audit committee (Dechow et al., 1996). Evidence also has been documented that audit committees are associated with a reducedincidence of errors and irregularities in financial statements (McMullen, 1996). Furthermore,Gwilliam and Kilcommins (1998) found that the presence of audit committees creates a perception ofenhanced auditor independence, and more reliable financial reporting among financial statements users. Contrary to the numerous articles in the practitioner literature discussing the monitoring responsibilities of audit committees in risk management and internal control, the academic literature on the impact of audit committees in these areas is rather limited. DeZoort (1997) found that audit committee members of U.S.-listed companies perceive internal control evaluation as their most important area of oversight. Similarly, results from a more an interest in the extent to which internal control is effective, not least because internal recent study by Gendron et al. (2004) lead to the conclusion that audit committee members have control “underlies” the credibility of financial reports. To develop their own appreciation of the effectiveness of internal controls, audit committee members can review internal accounting procedures and controls with the company’s financial and accounting staff. Moreover, they can rely on the work of internal auditors (Krishnan, 2005).
2.2 Interaction between the audit committee and the internal auditor(s)

In this section, we will provide an overview of some previous studies on the interaction between audit committees and internal audit so as to reveal insights into possible expectations audit committee members and internal auditors can have towards each other. The relationship between the audit committee and the internal auditor is an important one, with a reciprocal strengthening of each other’s function (Goodwin and Yeo, 2001). In other words, the audit committee can strengthen the internal audit function, and internal auditors can, in turn, be an important resource to the audit committee as it strives to fulfil its responsibilities (Turley and Zaman, 2004). Based upon their analysis of audit committee charters and reports, Carcello et al. (2002) discovered that, although internal audit can be a valuable resource for the audit committee, disclosures suggest a possible under-emphasis of internal audit.

Based on empirical research, Spira (1999) argues that one benefit of audit committee establishment is the raising of the status of audit committee members. An effective audit committee can strengthen the position of the internal auditor(s), by acting as an independent the internal audit function. Internal auditors interviewed in her study particularly valued audit committee support and sought to be proactive in achieving it,sometimes by means of ‘educating’ forum for internal auditors to raise matters affecting management (Goodwin and Yeo, 2001). Therefore, the IIA strongly insists that the Chief Audit Executive (CAE) should report functionally to the audit committee, which is critical to good corporate governance. The lines of communication and reporting should encourage internal auditors to speak freely, regularly and on a confidential basis with the audit committee. The CAE should be invited to audit committee meetings to present and discuss the audit planning, findings and observations. Moreover, Braiotta (1999) argues that private meetings between the audit committee and the CAE serve the purpose of enhancing and protecting the independence of internal auditors.

According to Bishop et al. (2000), internal audit is a valuable resource that can provide the information needed for audit committees to meet their governance mandate. Similarly, Raghunandan et al. (1998; 2001) argue that the information asymmetry between audit committees and management is more likely to be reduced when there is high-quality interaction between audit committees and internal audit. Regular meetings between the audit committee and internal audit make it more likely that the audit committee remains informed and knowledgeable about relevant accounting and auditing issues. Maximum benefit from this interaction can be expected, however, if members of the audit committee have the technical expertise to understand the work of the internal audit function, together with the independence to enhance the status of the internal audit (Goodwin, 2003).
Bishop et al. (2000) give an overview of more specific (theoretical) roles of internal auditors to support the audit committee:

· general assistance could include: facilitating the information flow to the audit committee or performing special projects or investigations, as requested by the audit committee;

·  financial reporting assistance could include: supporting the audit committee in its evaluation of whether or not the company has satisfied its internal and external reporting objectives, supporting the audit committee in its assessment of the quality of financial reporting, providing information and insight regarding the strength of controls over the quarterly reports or assuring audit committee members that they are receiving reports with relevant and timely business performance measures;

· risk and control assistance could include: supporting the audit committee in its evaluation of whether the company has satisfied its control objectives, providing information that will help the audit committee monitor the company’s control environment, and providing information that will help the audit committee monitor key financial and business risks facing the organization.

We formulating answers to the following research questions:

Research question 1:

What do audit committee members expect the role of internal auditors to be?

Research question 2:

How is the interaction between the audit committee and internal auditors perceived by audit committee members, as well as internal auditors?

Research question 3:

What are reasons for the differences between the expectations and perceptions about the interaction between the audit committee and internal auditors?

Research question 4:

How can the interaction between the audit committee and internal auditors be improved?

3. Methodology

Complementary to the existing research in this area, mainly based on quantitative data (e.g. DeZoort, 1997; Goodwin and Yeo, 2001; Carcello et al., 2002; Goodwin, 2003), this study uses a wide range of qualitative data in order to access more in-depth insight in the dynamic interaction between internal auditors and the audit committees. Turley and Zaman (2004) are convinced that qualitative research methods, incorporating case studies and interviews, provide significant potential for researching the interaction of audit committees with other parties, such as auditors.

The selection of the four companies (cases) for this study was partially theoretically driven and partially based upon experience with the internal audit profession in Romania. For each case, we conducted a semi-structured interview with the internal auditor (when there is only one person performing the function) or the Chief Audit Executive (when there is more than one internal auditor). We also asked him/her for the coordinates of the audit committee chair (or another audit committee member). The interviews lasted from 60 to 120 minutes. All interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed immediately after the interview took place. In order to support the interview data and enhance the reliability of our conclusions, we obtained copies of several archival materials, like the internal audit charter and internal audit planning, as well as even more confidential documents like internal audit reports, internal presentations, risk matrices, business control guides, audit committee reports, and so on.
4. Empirical results

4.1 What do audit committee (AC) members expect the role of internal auditors (IA) to be?
In general, AC members have high expectations about the role of internal auditors in their organisation. AC members want internal auditors to demonstrate, as much as possible, their specific contributions to the monitoring and functioning (efficiency) of the organisation. More specifically, they expect internal auditors to work towards the achievement of specific results in a limited number of areas. The following paragraph from an AC meeting report clearly illustrates the fact that AC members do not feel comfortable when there are too many audits “in the pipeline”: “The current audit strategy of having multiple parallel audits is not ideal, not for the organisation nor the internal auditor. The audits last too long and due to the fragmented input have diminished quality and coherence”. 

AC members, in most cases non-executive directors, want internal auditors to become (more) like “translators” or “communicators” between the operational levels and the monitoring level (of which the AC is part) of the organisation, in order to compensate for their lack of information about “what generally is going on in the organisation”. This shortage often is considered to be a serious constraint in the fulfilment of their responsibilities. More specifically, in the course of their work, internal auditors are expected to signal and communicate clearly all recognised risks and problems, as well as shortcomings in the internal control system. In order to achieve this, internal auditors should be able to communicate with everyone in the organisation, which necessitates an open and friendly attitude. Moreover, they expect internal auditors to be facilitators for whistle blowing. 

It is remarkable that all AC members interviewed in our case studies expect internal auditors to be important, active and proactive players in risk management. More specifically, they want internal auditors to focus on specific high risk areas (e.g. inventories, foreign subsidiaries, IT applications), as these also are their areas of interest, especially when these have a direct or indirect impact on financial results. One of the AC chairs regrets that “if you ask something about risks… internal audit is doing very little”. After a thorough assessment of these risks, internal auditors should review the adequacy and effectiveness of the related internal controls, as well as compliance with existing policies and procedures, followed by the formulation of focused suggestions for improvements and even assistance with the implementation of these suggestions. AC members do not consider this last aspect to be a potential threat for the independence of internal auditors. In other words, AC members expect internal auditors to be specialists in risk assessment, and to develop and exhibit sufficient expertise to play a valuable advising or even more proactive role in the management of these risks. By fulfilling this role, the internal auditors can improve their role as a necessary and valuable source of information on risks and internal controls. We reasonably can expect that this specific expectation and need for information arises from the influence of the Romanian Governance Code of Value Exchange Bucharest, clearly recommending that “at least once a year, the audit committee should review the internal control and risk management systems set up by executive management, with a view to ensuring that the main risks (including those relating to compliance with existing legislation and regulations) are properly identified, managed and disclosed”.

Most AC members are more or less convinced of the potential added value of the internal auditor(s) in the evaluation and especially the improvement of internal controls: “Our internal auditor should be more actively involved in the implementation of his suggestions, this should certainly add value”. Apparently, AC members expect internal auditors to fulfil a more consulting-oriented role in risk management. This probably is due to the fact that specific improvements, thanks to the internal auditors’ consulting-oriented efforts, are easier to observe and value than the provision of a rather “abstract” level of assurance. For those organisations lacking a more or less formalised risk management system, AC members are convinced of the valuable role of internal auditors in this formalisation process.

4.2 The interaction between the audit committee and internal auditors: facts and perceptions
The cases show that the strength or maturity of the AC, in general, determines the strength of the twoway interaction between the AC and the internal auditors. The more that the AC is perceived as important and influential (more mature) within the organisation, which often can be derived from the topics and related discussions described in the AC meeting reports and the duration of these meetings, the stronger their interaction with the internal auditor(s). One specific case shows the opposite of what is mentioned above. Despite having a large number of meetings and a sufficient number of members with financial expertise, the AC chair suggests that his committee is a rather theoretical and obligatory concept without much decisive influence: “I have to confess that, in most cases, the audit committee is running after the facts”. Instead of considering the internal auditor as a valuable and independent information provider, in this case the AC chair prefers to rely almost exclusively on the external auditor. Consequently, the reciprocal relationship between the AC and the internal auditor clearly is underdeveloped, which can be considered to be a missed opportunity for both parties.

In a majority of the cases, IA-related topics, like the approval of the audit planning and the follow-up of the results and recommendations, are not considered to be the most important AC responsibilities. An analysis of several AC meeting reports reveals that they often spend a very limited proportion of their time on these topics. This was confirmed by one of the interviewed internal auditors who expressed regret over this situation: “If an AC meeting takes two hours, they talk about the financial results for more than one hour and 45 minutes, so they (can) only spend five to ten minutes on internal audit topics”. Remarkably, most AC members are convinced that they show enough interest in IA topics, whereas most internal auditors complain about the limited interaction that they have with AC members. This is understandable, as they have high expectations vis-à-vis the AC. More specifically, they are not satisfied with the opportunity of participating in AC meetings, nor with the input they receive from AC members. Moreover, based on the very limited number of questions, they feel doubt about the follow-up their audit reports receive.

On the contrary, there is one particular case in which the AC chair perceives the internal auditors to be very important for the organisation. Consequently, the AC is actively interested in the work of the internal auditors and seeks support from them in the fulfilment of their responsibilities. “I perceive internal audit as extremely important for our company and attach a lot of importance to the function. Naturally, they have a very large added value for our company. I think we can say that more than 50% of our time is devoted to internal audit. The interaction between the audit committee and internal audit is optimal”. This high level of AC support improves the acceptance of the IA findings and recommendations, which contributes to the maturity of the function as a whole. This optimal interaction can be associated with the fact that this company was really a pioneer in setting up an internal audit department in Romania. In the meantime, the number of internal auditors has grown significantly and both parties have had sufficient time to actively work on their relationship.

4.3 Reasons for the differences between the expectations and perceptions about the interaction between audit committees and internal auditors

We can conclude that, except from the one case mentioned in the previous paragraph, all our cases show, to some extent, a mismatch of interests between the AC and the internal auditors. As a result, the reciprocal strengthening between both parties is far from optimal. Similar to what was mentioned before, this mismatch of interests and the resulting limited interaction is more perceived by the internal auditors than the AC members. This can be explained by the internal auditors being more dependent on AC support, whereas the AC has other (potential) sources of information, like external auditors, about, for example, the strength of internal controls.

Looking for reasons to explain this mismatch of interests, our interviewees as well as several AC meeting reports indicate that, despite the broader range of audit committee responsibilities suggested by the new Romanian Governance Code of Value Exchange Bucharest, most ACs still focus strongly on financial results and related reporting issues. Conversely, the internal auditors’ work is more oriented towards the review and improvement of the risk management and internal control system. Although the monitoring of the risk management and internal control system clearly is mentioned in most corporate governance charters as an AC responsibility, these topics only are marginally treated by the AC. Previous studies have discussed this remarkable difference between the theoretical (“how it should be”) and actual responsibilities of the AC (e.g. DeZoort, 1997; Carcello et al., 2002).

4.4 How can the interaction between the audit committee and internal auditors be improved? In other words, how can we obtain better alignment of interests?

Based upon one particular case study in which the interaction between the AC and the internal auditors is perceived as optimal (see above) and suggestions offered by the interviewed AC members and internal auditors, we can formulate specific suggestions to reduce the gaps between the expectations and perceptions about the interaction between AC members and the internal auditors. First, as internal auditing remains a relatively young profession in Romania, both parties will benefit from clear communication about the specific roles and mission of IA, for example, through dissemination of the internal audit charter or a formal presentation of the function. Well-considered marketing of the IA function contributes to the creation of realistic expectations about IA and a more realistic evaluation of IA performance. One AC meeting report clearly mentions this need: “AC member X is wondering whether the internal audit function is clear within the company. AC member Y responds by stressing the importance of marketing the internal audit function”. Moreover, the sometimes opposite perceptions about the interaction between the AC and the internal auditors (see above) necessitate a critical and formal evaluation of their relationship (e.g. by means of a satisfaction questionnaire), which will provide both parties with opportunities to express their needs and expectations. Second, it becomes clear that both parties should broaden their areas of interest in a converging way.

On the one hand, if internal control and risk management topics become more prominent on the AC agenda, the mismatch of interests will disappear and AC members will have greater incentives to actively involve the internal auditors in their search for information. It can be expected that the Romanian Governance Code of Value Exchange Bucharest  will facilitate this shift in the near future. Some AC members already stress their intention to spend more time on these topics and, by doing this, become more closely aligned with the internal auditors. On the other hand, internal auditors should garner more attention for the impact of their findings and their suggestions pertaining to financial results and reporting (direct or indirect effects). By doing this, they will be more able to attract the attention of the AC members and receive the necessary support from them. Additionally, improved communication on the results of their work through concise and focused audit reports certainly will benefit the reaction and follow-up by AC members. One AC member clearly stated: “We expect short reports focusing on the priorities, which would be a nice communication instrument. The current audit reports are too extensive and complicated and thus not a useful working tool for us”.

We are convinced that these suggestions will strengthen the reciprocal interaction between the AC and internal auditors, which will probably generate, especially in this specific Romanian context, greater maturity in both parties. Consequently, internal auditors will be more valued as a crucial information provider on risks, internal controls and financial issues. The AC, in turn, will provide the necessary support to internal auditors by suggesting topics to include in the planning and by following up the results of the audit work more closely.

5. Conclusions and discussion

This study qualitatively investigated the interaction between internal auditors and AC members. The extended analysis leads to the following conclusions. Overall, it became clear that both parties have high expectations of each other, although the perceptions of the interactions are not universally positive. AC members want internal auditors to be an important source of information, in order to compensate for their own lack of information about the organisation, something which is considered to be a serious ‘handicap’, especially for non-executive directors, in the fulfilment of their responsibilities. Therefore, they expect internal auditors, with whom they meet only a couple of times yearly, to demonstrate and communicate (through concise and focused audit reports) their contributions to the monitoring and functioning of the organisation. In addition, internal auditors are expected to play a (pro)active role in risk management, by focussing on high risk areas and spending enough time on the formulation of specific suggestions to improve internal controls, and by even assisting with the implementation of these suggestions.

Although risk management and internal control topics still are marginally treated by most of the ACs in this study, the individual AC members have specific expectations about the role of the internal auditors in these areas. This illustrates that most individual AC members know which topics they should discuss in AC meetings (see  Romanian Governance Code of Value Exchange Bucharest), although the overall AC agenda is not yet adapted and remains strongly focused on financial topics. We can ponder whether more open communication between AC members about their individual expectations  would improve the functioning of the AC and, consequently, AC interaction with internal auditors. We found indications that the strength or maturity of the AC, in general determines the strength of its interaction with internal auditor(s). Similar to Carcello et al. (2002), in a majority of our cases, there seemed to be an under-emphasis on the IA oversight roles of the AC. Contrary to most AC members, internal auditors often complain about the limited interaction they have with the AC. More specifically, they are not satisfied with the opportunity to participate in AC meetings, with the input they receive from AC members and with the follow-up their findings and recommendations receive. Looking for reasons to explain the differences between expectations and perceptions, we found a mismatch of interests between the AC and internal auditors, which temper the reciprocal strengthening between both parties. Contrary to DeZoort (1997) and Gendron et al. (2004), the ACs in this study still focus too strongly on financial results and reporting issues, and neglect aspects like risk management and internal controls. In order to reduce this mismatch, there should be clear communication about the mission and roles of IA, thereby enabling the creation of realistic expectations. To improve the reciprocal relationship, both parties should broaden their interests in a converging way. As recommended by the Romanian Governance Code of Value Exchange Bucharest, internal control and risk management topics should become more prominent on the AC agenda, whereas internal auditors should receive more attention for the (direct and indirect) impact of their findings and suggestions on financial results. The Romanian context of this study offers a unique setting, as both the AC and IA are relatively ‘new’ phenomena. At the same time, this also can be considered a limitation of this study. Therefore, it would be most interesting to conduct the same in-depth study of these interactions within other countries where the AC and the IA profession are more mature, in order to see whether this generates different conclusions. Moreover, some interviewees suggested that, due to increasing corporate governance demands, more intensive interaction and collaboration with external auditors is becoming increasingly important. We are convinced that a qualitative study of this relationship will lead to interesting and relevant insights for the corporate governance literature.



	

	
	


