
Journal of Management Sciences, Innovation and Technology (2025) 1 (2) 

367 
 

The nature of internal audit practice challenges prevalent in public institutions   of 

higher learning: a systematic literature review 

Muguti Caroline Tendai1, Matowanyika Kudzanai1, Makurumidze Shepard2 

1Chinhoyi University of Technology, Department of Accounting Sciences and Finance, 

Chinhoyi, Zimbabwe (Corresponding author: tmakura@gmail.com) 

2University of Zimbabwe, Department of Finance and Accounting, Harare, Zimbabwe 

 

Abstract 

Institutions of higher learning, particularly universities, have for long received goodwill and 

support as hubs entrusted with developing key human capital and skills, generating knowledge 

products and giving evidence-based policy direction to governments essential for national 

development. There has, however, been an increased level of scrutiny and greater demand for 

such institutions to demonstrate greater value for money in view of the levels of public and 

private investment and trust in their programmes and operations. To that end, practices such 

as internal auditing have been identified as essential in safeguarding resources, promoting 

accountability, transparency and ensuring integrity within such institutions. However, internal 

audit practices in public universities, especially in developing country contexts, face persistent 

challenges that compromise their effectiveness. This systematic literature review interrogates 

these challenges in greater detail. This is achieved through synthesising empirical findings 

from 50 peer-reviewed studies (published between 1999 and 2025) retrieved using PRISMA 

2020 guidelines from Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, and Google Scholar. Guided by agency 

theory, which underscores the need for oversight to address conflicts between agents and 

principals, the review identifies five recurrent challenges. These are limited auditor 

independence, insufficient professional competence, lack of top management support, 

inadequate resourcing, and political interference including intimidation. These challenges are 

exacerbated by weak reporting structures and a persistent audit expectation-performance gap. 

The findings suggest that improving internal audit effectiveness requires strategic interventions 

across practice, policy and theory. Recommendations include investing in auditor capacity 

development, enforcing structural and operational independence, strengthening governance 

oversight, and aligning internal audit functions with institutional strategic objectives. These 

measures can enhance audit resilience, promote public trust, and improve decision-making 

and performance in higher education institutions. This review contributes to the discourse on 

public sector auditing by highlighting contextual barriers and offering, through several 

recommendations, a roadmap for reform and future research. 

Key words:  Governance, Higher Education, Internal Audit, Public Institutions and Organisational 

Management. 

 

Introduction And Background 

Effectiveness of the internal auditing system is an issue that has been recently taken into 

consideration in both private and public organisations, and even at the level of the government 

all around the world (Eulerich & Eulerich, 2020; Mbura 2013). Arguably, this is based on two 

interlocking narratives. The first relates to various increased reports on corporate scandals and 

frauds, privacy invasions, compromised ethics and governance lapses (Institute of Internal 

Auditors, 2020).  The second orbits around the significance of the internal auditing system in 
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ensuring that performance and standards are adhered to in order to facilitate the achievement 

of an entity’s objectives (Eulerich & Eulerich, 2020; Chambers & Odar 2015). While such 

dynamics and intricacies are being appreciated in the management of organisations, the 

Institute of Internal Auditors (2020) notes that breakthroughs in technology, an increase in 

electronic commerce and globalisation repercussions, including certain organisational 

restructuring exercises among others, suggest that the management of both private and public 

organisations has become more complex and is likely to become more chaotic. This 

necessitates effective internal audit processes.  

Eulerich and Eulerich (2020) buttress such narratives on the importance of effective internal 

audit in organisational management, concurring with arguments made by Anderson et al. 

(2012) by noting an increased relevance of internal audit in organisations as they are being 

confronted with a multitude of new challenges. These include an increasing economic 

complexity, extended regulatory requirements, and technological advances; including political 

and economic crises which tend to have worldwide negative effects. It is also noteworthy that 

their frequency is much higher than in the past. The developments have, therefore, been 

accompanied by an increasing relevance of internal auditing as a key element for the assurance 

of corporate governance processes, risk management, and the internal control systems 

(Anderson et al. 2012; Institute of Internal Auditors, 2020). Based on such a trajectory, and the 

socio-economic and political subtleties that saddle on organisations in their performances, both 

private and public entities are increasingly concerned with designing their internal control 

systems and risk management effectively and efficiently. Additionally, there is the need to 

ensure planned activities and guidelines are actually implemented.  

The trajectory of the complexity of organisational management and the relevance of effective 

internal management in contemporary times has applied to organisations in both the developed 

and developing world, while institutions of higher learning are not an exception.  The Baker 

Tilly Institute (2021) notes that at the international level public institutions, particularly 

colleges and universities, face heightened scrutiny over governance practices in the wake of 

increasing regulatory oversight, economic uncertainty, high-profile scandals and violent 

crimes. At the same time, and within the context of private institutions of higher learning, there 

have been several events that have shaped how trustees and board members perceive risk in 

their institutions (Baker Tilly Institute, 2021; DeSimone and Rich, 2020). This situation has 

been worsened by the worldwide financial crisis that has reduced government spending for 

many public services, including universities. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic halted 

various socio-economic and political activities, thereby impacting university funding. 

However, despite all these concerns, DeSimone and Rich (2020) assert that various institutions 

at international level, in both developed and developing countries, have maintained their 

internal audit function. This is especially the case for those with larger enrolments and 

endowments, those that receive public funding and those that have an audit committee. 

In the context of Zimbabwe, internal audit in institutions of higher learning has also remained 

too important to ignore. The Government, through the Minister of Finance and Economic 

Development (MOFED) has made it mandatory for all institutions to have internal audit 

functions that aid the role of the external auditors in carrying out their work (MOFED, 2015). 

Furthermore, the government, in its 2016 National Budget statement presentation advised 

public sector institutions to establish internal audit committees as a means of enhancing the 

role of the internal audit function in the public sector. Such measures are also noticeable in 

education. A historiographical overview of Zimbabwe reveals that the government attempted 

to decentralise the tertiary education system within the first decade after independence.  The 

National Council for Higher Education was established in 1990 as an institution responsible 
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for quality assurance in higher education. Currently, its broader-scoped successor institution is 

the Zimbabwe Council for Higher Education (ZIMCHE), established in 2006 (Garwe, 2014). 

ZIMCHE has the objective “…to promote and co-ordinate education provided by institutions 

of higher education and to act as a regulator in the determination and maintenance of standards 

of teaching, examinations, academic qualifications and research in institutions of higher 

education…” (Zimbabwe Council for Higher Education Act [Chapter 25:08] - Section 5(1). 

According to the Council of Higher Education Act, the Ministry of Higher and Tertiary 

Education is responsible for universities, polytechnics as well as colleges, with all state 

universities structurally designed to operate as parastatals. They are semi-autonomous and are 

run through councils and boards (Samkange, 2014).  At the same time, private institutions of 

higher learning are expected to register under the Zimbabwe Council for Higher Education Act 

[Chapter 25:08] but maintain a high degree of autonomy in the management of the institutions.  

As a way of responding to the recommendations of the Institute of Internal Auditors, both 

private and public institutions of higher learning in Zimbabwe have adopted internal control 

systems or processes that provide value-added services critical to efficient and effective 

organisational management (Garwe & Thondhlana, 2018). In institutions of higher learning, 

internal audit practitioners are charged with assisting in the effective discharge of 

responsibilities, promoting the establishment of cost-effective controls, assessing risks and 

recommending measures to mitigate those risks (Institute of Internal Auditors, 2020).   

While tertiary institutions in Zimbabwe have established and implemented internal control 

functions in their management systems, the efficiency of internal audit in the management of 

these institutions has since been questioned, especially in public institutions. The 

ineffectiveness and incompetence of public sector internal audit departments is noted by 

Vincent Chakunda in an interview with Chadenga (2021). He notes that public internal audit 

departments are weak as they invariably fail to unearth graft in public institutions. It is 

noteworthy that the auditor-general has been able to unearth malpractices and corruption in 

public entities that somehow remains undetected by internal audit systems. Internal audit 

systems are responsible for furnishing top management with analyses, appraisals, counsel, and 

information on internal financial activities (Chadenga, 2021; Institute of Internal Auditors, 

2020). In 2018, online news outlet Bulawayo24.com reported that lecturers at the University 

of Zimbabwe claimed the institution was being run by some corrupt top executives, hence 

prejudicing the university millions of dollars. The scheme was allegedly being executed 

through overpricing of goods and services, flouting of tender board procurement guidelines, 

splitting of tenders and haphazard construction projects made to secure rich pickings. In that 

regard, millions of dollars were allegedly being siphoned out of the institution through non-

core activities such as tree felling, purchase of lawn mowers, solar lighting systems and legal 

fees, despite the institution having an internal audit system.  

Research carried out by Guzura and Chigora (2009) after the first eight years of the new 

millennium shows that corruption has gone unnoticed in Zimbabwean tertiary institutions, 

inspite of the presence of internal audit units. To date, nothing with corruption continuing 

unabated (Chadenga, 2021). Public institutions of higher learning, whose numbers have 

increased to cater for a growing demand in higher education, were historically thought to be 

immune from corrupt practices by virtue of their centrality in the training of leaders in 

commerce, politics and society at large. 

In light of the economic and political environment prevalent in Zimbabwe in the 21st century, 

public institutions had to grapple with several challenges. These, in turn, have led to the 

emergence and exacerbation of corrupt practices making internal audits elusive. The problems 
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attached to this include the increasing loss of confidence and a rise in unethical cultural 

practices that affect the educational institutions, traditionally places for imparting knowledge 

and making people more disciplined. Considering the arguments stated above, internal audit 

units still exist in institutions of higher learning in Zimbabwe, yet their effectiveness has been 

punctured due to some of the issues highlighted previously, and which remain simply tips of a 

larger iceberg. 

 

Literature Review 

Understanding key concepts 

Auditing  

 

Demirović, Isaković and Proho (2021) assert that internal audit is an independent activity 

whose role is to provide independent expert opinion, advice and recommendations for business 

improvement. They add that it helps the legal entity (company/institution) in the realisation of 

set goals by applying a systematic approach to assessing the adequacy of established risk 

management processes, internal controls, business management and application of prescribed 

procedures among others. Such a definition is in line the Institute of Internal Auditors (2020), 

who believe internal auditing is an independent, objective, assurance and consulting activity 

that adds value and improves an organisation’s operations. In this regard, it helps an 

organisation accomplish its objectives by bringing a systematic and disciplined approach to 

evaluating and improving the effectiveness of risk management, control, and governance 

processes at an organisational level.  

McGee (2020) describes auditing as a process by which an impartial individual designated as 

an auditor examines andk expresses their opinion on an organisation's financial statements in 

accordance with their appointment and any applicable legal requirements. To that effect, an 

auditor must be a specialist who reviews the internal control system and acts as an examiner 

for financial statement preparers (Metwaly et al., 2023). As further elaborated by the Auditing 

Standards of England and Wales, an internal control system is the entire set of controls, whether 

financial or otherwise, put in place by management to ensure that an organisation's operations 

are conducted in a systematic and effective way, protecting its assets and securing them as 

securely as possible while also guaranteeing the accuracy and completeness of its records. It 

includes internal auditing as well as internal checks. Internal audit is an impartial appraisal role 

within an organisation for the review of the system of control and the quality of performance 

as a service to the organisation (Mökander, 2023). An internal auditor would thus be a worker 

whose job it is to make sure the company’s internal control system is operating efficiently and 

entrusted with the responsibility to report back to management to maintain accountability 

(Alqudah et al., 2023).  
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Internal auditing accountability in public institutions 

 

According to Donnelly and Donnell (2023), accountability is the act of proving success or 

accomplishment to another person. It entails disclosing, elaborating, and defending one's 

actions or manner of carrying out one's duties (Ferry et al., 2023). According to Mana et al. 

(2023), accountability is also the duty to show that work has been done in compliance with 

established guidelines and standards and that officers report performance outcomes fairly and 

honestly in relation to assigned tasks and/or plans. It entails carrying out procedures in a 

transparent manner while adhering to due process and giving feedback. As a complement to 

public management, Cordery, Arora and Manochin (2023) see accountability as a defining 

feature of contemporary democratic governance, where those in authority must be held 

responsible for their choices, policies and spending. Higher education has evolved into a 

legitimate profession with the ability to impact public financial management. Given this, it is 

appropriate for any organisation to have an efficient accounting control system with internal 

audits to ensure compliance with statutory requirements, protect the company's assets, and 

provide good monitoring and check against the financial statements (Carcello et al., 2020). 

Currently, it is crucial to update auditing practices to evaluate the sufficiency, dependability, 

efficiency and effectiveness of other controls, which include procedures, standards and 

budgeting systems. This is particularly so due to the growing demand for change in the public 

sector including good governance, transparency and accountability (Saputra & Yusuf, 2019). 

Studies on responsibility in higher education are numerous (Macheridis & Paulsson, 2021). 

What is also noteworthy is that accountability is frequently viewed in much of the earlier 

literature as vague and fragmented, evolving over time based on variables like ideology and 

governmental goals (Macheridis & Paulsson, 2021). Since it depends on the individual holding 

a position of responsibility, accountability is sometimes referred to as context-dependent 

(Dillard & Vinnari, 2019). Accordingly, responsibility connects a particular officeholder to the 

social structure in which they function (Ceva & Ferretti, 2021). Therefore, despite the abundant 

literature, there is yet no consensus on how accountability is delivered and how a desire for 

increased accountability should be understood (Romzek, 2000). This study, therefore, seeks to 

deepen discussions on this concept as well as add some clarity to the debates, while also 

critically interrogating previous understandings. 

Theoretical Framework 

This review is premised on the Agency Theory. Eisenhardt (2015) asserts that the goal of 

agency theory is to address issues that may arise in agency relationships, or between principals 

(such as shareholders) and their agents (business leaders). Agency theory tackles two aspects, 

with the first pertaining to issues that occur when the principal and agent have conflicting goals 

or desires, and the principal cannot confirm what the agent is doing. The second aspect pertains 

to issues that occur when the principal and agent have different risk attitudes (Badara & Saidin, 

2014). 

 

Alzeban and Gwilliam (2014) define such an intermediary as an auditor who reviews financial 

documents that might include inaccurate or partial financial information. This could be due to 

the principal judging the agent's conduct based on these, among other things. It is also important 

to point out that an internal auditor may also be interested in the financial domain, which 

includes the audit of financial statements. According to Eisenhardt (2015), agency theory can 

be used to examine, empirically, whether cross-sectional disparities in internal auditing 

methods represent the various contracting relationships resulting from organisational form 
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variances. From the perspective of agency theory, an internal audit would help and so the 

internal auditor's primary objective would be to lessen the degree of inefficiency associated 

with the knowledge asymmetry between the principal and the agent. Consequently, it may be 

regarded as a technique to guarantee that corporate governance is interpreted as striking a 

balance between the egocentric behaviour of all members of the firm and their expectations 

(Dobija, 2017).  

 

From the perspective of agency theory, an internal audit helps to lessen information asymmetry. 

According to the agency theory, an internal auditor's primary objective is to lessen the degree 

of inefficiency associated with the knowledge asymmetry between the principal and the agent. 

Consequently, it may be regarded as a technique to guarantee that corporate governance is 

interpreted as striking a balance between the egocentric behaviour of all members of the firm 

and their expectations (Dobija, 2017). By applying the agency theory to the current study, it 

can be concluded that the Act of Parliament and public financial management laws serve as the 

agency's guiding principles in the public sector. Blair, cited by Mallin (2007), notes that 

although managers are meant to act as representatives of a company's owners, they need to be 

closely watched, and institutional frameworks need to have checks and balances to ensure they 

do not abuse their position of authority. Accordingly, most agency theorists agree that if the 

agent's (director's) actions are not restrained or controlled, or if the interests of the agents and 

principals do not coincide, agency issues will be present in the agency relationship (Van 

Puyvelde et al., 2013). With respect to institutions of higher learning, this study contends that 

interaction between the government (as the principal) and respective university management 

(as the agents) is where agency theory is most useful. The principal would want to maximise 

wealth by increasing the company's value through the actions of the agent, the latter of which 

is expected to perform based on the vision and aspirations of the principal.  

 

Internal audit practices challenges in public institutions of higher learning 

Regardless of the industry, an audit committee's goals are to enhance governance and supervise 

internal and external audit operations (Alzeban & Gwilliam, 2014). They perform an oversight 

function by offering the board and management their unbiased opinions and suggestions 

regarding the organisation's risk management, governance and control procedures (Mihret & 

Yismaw, 2017). To guarantee that the best assurance is provided, the board needs to be aware 

of the roles played by assurance providers who supervise the efficient use of assurance services. 

In certain situations, the audit board can be thought to have failed to provide the assistance 

needed for the IAF to carry out its duties effectively. According to Chepkorir (2015), the 

effectiveness of the minister's audit may be negatively impacted by a lack of independence, 

diligence and experience. Peecher (2014), in his study on the predicament of internal auditors, 

identified various factors creating barriers to efficacy of audit committees and internal audits 

themselves. These included the failure to hold management responsible for conclusions, 

suggestions, and agreed-upon actions; inadequate response to claims of coercion and 

intimidation pertaining to internal audits; failure to apply professional scepticism by being too 

willing to accept management explanations; presence of politically appointed and 

compromised audit board members as well as the presence of audit committee members 

intimidated by the seniority of the audit client. 

Laws, auditing standards and regulations do not define audit quality, as emphasised by 

Shokiyah et al., (2023). The report also highlights that auditing standards provide guidance on 

what must be done to ensure that audits are conducted satisfactorily. Additionally, it 

emphasises that adherence to the criteria is proof that a quality audit is being carried out. 



 
Muguti et al./Journal of Management Sciences, Innovation and Technology 

373 
 

According to a study by Baharud-din et al., (2014), one of the issues affecting the department's 

efficacy is the calibre of internal auditing. 

According to the International Internal Audit (IIA) standard on auditor proficiency, Internal 

Audit Firms (IAFs) must possess the solid expertise needed to carry out their audit 

responsibilities (Vitalis et al., 2024). To show proficiency, one can obtain professional 

certifications like Certified Information System Audit (CISA), Certified Fraud Examiner 

(CFE) and Certified Internal Auditor (CIA), to name a few. The success of the IAF depends on 

having a robust, capable and reliable human resource base. Alqudah (2023) further emphasises 

that a trustworthy and efficient internal audit function is largely dependent on competence. 

All engagements must be carried out by people who possess the proficiencies and abilities that 

the department requires, according to the International Standard of Internal Auditing 

(Proficiency Standard). In addition to having the necessary credentials, internal audit 

departments should be able to prove their acquisitions to other staff members. The inability to 

recruit personnel who can adapt to the evolving demands of the public sector and the necessary 

competences has an impact on the IAF's efficacy and efficiency (Renschler et al., 2023). It is 

challenging to meet the demand for qualified internal auditors since it is necessary to look at 

both the knowledge and abilities needed for internal auditing, as well as the ability to apply 

these abilities across a variety of sectors. As a result, internal auditors must possess a broader 

set of skills, abilities and characteristics (Renschler et al., 2023).  

Furthermore, as contended by Al Mandhari et al. (2023), internal auditors need to demonstrate 

proficiency in a variety of fields, including operational perspectives, system analysis and 

control evaluations. According to Ernst & Young's (2018) research, the growing importance of 

internal audits causes a skills gap, and they show that there is still a demand for more qualified 

internal auditors. This is supported by the Finance, Accounting, Management Consulting and 

Other Financial Services (FASSET) Sector Education and Training Authority (SETA), which 

acknowledges that internal auditing is a competence that is in short supply in South Africa 

(FASSET, 2017). 

A study by Adam (2023) confirms that public organisations encounter difficulties in attracting 

the ideal mix of talent that can meet stakeholder needs and add greater value to the organisation. 

He notes that public organisations have difficulty keeping internal audit employees on board 

for the necessary amount of time to allow them to make a substantial contribution to the 

organisation. Internal auditing is utilised in many organisations to prepare workers for 

managerial positions, which burdens the remaining personnel (David, 2014). As posited by 

Zisu and Shefer (2024), budgetary restrictions have had a detrimental effect on public sector 

internal audit departments' capacity to draw and keep talent, especially in technical fields like 

data mining, cybersecurity and information systems. 

In addition, studies conducted by scholars such as Ilias et al. (2023) show that the incapacity 

of internal audit in the public sector to adapt to new requirements, the growing technical skills 

gap, and the incapacity to deal with reduced resources continue to be significant challenges.  

Sahdan (2017) agrees, noting the almost global lack of competent internal audit staff, with such 

realities being affirmed in contexts such as South Africa (Bramasto et al., 2023) where the 

problem is described as being of urgent concern. Additionally, Bramasto et al. (2023) note that 

a shortage of skilled staff is one of the biggest problems facing internal audit operations in the 

public sector. 

Meanwhile, Brierley et al. (2013) report that comparable findings were obtained from other 

studies conducted in developing nations, such as those on the quality of internal auditing in the 

Sudanese public sector. Haliah et al (2024) further report that internal audit employees in this 
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context lack the requisite training, experience and education, and they were unable to access 

continuing professional development opportunities to stay current. This was also confirmed by 

Deffor’s (2017) research at the National Treasury which showed that IAFs lacked a competent 

and adequate audit staff. Establishing IAFs was, therefore, then mandated for public entities 

under the MFMA (2003) and the PFMA (1999).  Demonstrating that internal auditing is valued 

in the public sector has led to a high demand for audit specialists.  

Concerns over personal security of internal auditors 

Work by Alazzabi et al. (2023) reports on internal auditors being intimidated, compelled to 

hide information or even being beaten up in their line of work. Further, according to the 

Institute of Internal Auditors South Africa (IIASA,2018), internal audit professionals express 

concern about their employment and personal life in several reports sent to the organisation. 

IIASA (2018) reports internal auditors' biggest challenges were intimidation and victimisation. 

The use of violence or threats that would make someone with normal sensibilities fear damage 

or injury is known as intimidation (Lenz & Sarens, 2017). According to the auditing 

perspective, intimidation occurs when customers or other interested parties pose actual or 

perceived threats to auditors' ability to carry out their work impartially (Alazzabi et al., 2023). 

The Global Internal Audit Survey conducted in 2005 found that the prevalence of intimidation 

was higher in Africa (48%), than in Europe (15%) and the Middle East (18%). Therefore, it is 

concerning that there are so many instances of intimidation in Africa's public sector. These 

incidences influence the internal audit fraternity in general. The examples below demonstrate 

the extreme steps taken to influence the independence and objectivity of internal auditors 

According to Brinkley (2015), an audit function is independent and objective if it is self-

sufficient, self-reliant, free from undue influence and operates on its own. Internal auditors 

must be impartial in their job, according to the IIA, which defines internal auditing as an 

independent role. According to the standard, independence is defined as the absence of 

elements that compromise the internal audit function's ability to fulfil its responsibilities 

impartially. According to Kibara (2017), the independence and objectivity of the internal audit 

function are determined by its reporting structure. The foundation of the audit profession is the 

idea of audit independence, which is predicated on the public's trust in the function's capacity 

to fulfil its obligations (Alazzabi et al., 2023). Studies by Egbunike and Egbunike (2017) 

support this idea, stating that the independence and objectivity concept is crucial for both 

internal and external audits. Without both, auditing would be like a giraffe without a neck. 

They are both regarded as essential components of the profession. Because of this, standards 

are used by accounting and auditing regulators to emphasise independence and objectivity.

  

According to Bramasto et al. (2023), internal auditing is the first line of defence against 

inadequate reporting, financial irregularities and bad governance. In order to carry out this role, 

the IIA mandates that the Chief Audit Executive (CAE) provide functional reports to the board 

of directors, audit committee or other appropriate governing body. Approval of the internal 

audit charter and risk-based internal audit plan, receipt of communications from the chief audit 

executive regarding the performance of the internal audit activity in relation to its plan and 

other issues, and approval of decisions regarding the appointment and dismissal of the chief 

audit executive are all examples of functional reporting.  

To achieve the degree of independence necessary to perform internal audit duties, the CAE 

must have direct and unrestricted access to senior management and the board through a dual 

reporting model (Renschler et al., 2023). The independence of the internal audit function is 

enhanced when it reports to a level within the organisation that has the power to safeguard and 
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advance the function, guarantee that it has extensive audit coverage and prevent interference 

with its mission. Getting support and reporting to the board of directors, senior management 

and audit committee can help increase audit client involvement. The ultimate source of the 

internal audit function's autonomy and power is its functional reporting line. At least once a 

year, the chief audit executive must present the board with evidence of the internal audit 

activity's organisational independence (Institute of Internal Auditors Research Foundation, 

2009). 

The audit profession has been questioned and scrutinised because of previous accounting crises 

that have happened both locally and internationally. Global corporate scandals include the 

WorldCom incident in 2002 and the Enron catastrophe in 2001. Recent local financial scandals 

include those involving the Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa (PRASA), the Tshwane 

Metro Police Department, the Department of Home Affairs, the VBS Bank and for Tongaat 

Huletts. Despite the institutions' internal audit responsibilities, this has been made worse by the 

rise in corruption, irregular spending and subpar service delivery (Halimah & Radiah, 2016). 

Further, because of their involvement in corporate scandals and failures, internal audit 

functions' role in promoting accountability and transparency is under the limelight (Beasley et 

al., 2018). Stakeholders began to insist on the disclosure of these activities' involvement in 

company failures, as well as their degree of accountability. In recent decades, a lot of attention 

has been paid to the presence of an expectation gap between what the public believes internal 

audit functions should accomplish, and how they have defined their objectives and 

responsibilities (PWC, 2013). 

Although the audit profession has been permitted to function in a self-regulatory setting, 

stakeholders are starting to wonder if this can continue. Furthermore, Abiodun (2020) contends 

that a profession must demonstrate that it performs the duties specified in its mandate to 

establish its professional activities and obligations. To put it another way, a profession is 

required to perform what it claims it will do. Wiggins et al. (2014) provoked debate regarding 

the historical significance of the audit in a case study of Ernest & Young's involvement in the 

failure of Lehman Brothers. This research is significantly impacted by some of the significant 

issues raised in this case study.  It is inferred that changes in the profession have rendered the 

auditor's obligation to the public obsolete (Vitalis et al., 2024). Although these issues were 

raised in connection with external audit, internal audit and its relationship with management 

are also pertinent. This is illustrated by Toshiba's case, where an internal audit found that the 

company had exaggerated earnings by at least $1.2 billion between 2009 and 2014 (Coram et 

al., 2015). Although the firm had good corporate governance on paper, it was found that the 

case showed that effective corporate governance practices are not always implied by a 

competent corporate governance structure. Myths disclose a lot about how other people 

interpret the world, according to Chambers (Vitalis et al., 2024). The author lists a few myths, 

including the idea that auditors are nit-pickers and faultfinders. Sifile and Ngwenya (2015) 

agree with Chambers (Jachi & Mandongwe, 2019) that while auditees may hold certain 

misconceptions about auditors, most of them are false. According to Coram et al. (2015), 

people who are found wanting usually have unfavourable ideas about an audit to disparage it 

for their own benefit. According to Sifile & Ngwenya (2015), customers place a great deal of 

importance on the audit impression when audit services are outsourced. Kahyaoğlu et al. (2020) 

insist auditors have been severely chastised for failing to satisfy society's expectations for at 

least three decades, due to the audit expectation performance gap. 

A study by Christopher (2015) aimed to verify if internal audit, a corporate control procedure, 

is operating efficiently in public institutions in Australia. To create an internal audit evaluation 

framework, the study consulted published literature, agency theory and best practices. After 
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this, a survey tool was created using the framework to investigate if internal auditing is set up 

to improve governance in the Australian public university system. From the findings, most 

university internal audit departments operate under adaptable structure and functional 

arrangements to fulfil the theoretical goal of improving governance through internal audit. A 

small percentage of functions failed to meet best practices for fulfilling the theoretical role of 

internal auditing. Furthermore, the flexible arrangements do not ensure internal audit functions 

currently adhering to best-practice norms will do so in the future. The absence of government 

laws or the profession's mandated requirements for compliance are contributing causes to non-

compliance and flexible operating arrangements. The study provides avenues for further 

research to confirm the findings with other stakeholders. 

Choi and Chun (2021) investigated connections between organisational performance and 

various aspects of responsibility. Ordinary least squares multiple regressions and ordered 

logistic regressions were used to analyse the data from Korean higher education institutions.   
To identify any sectoral variations in the connections, they analysed their models using both 

the complete data and the data from public institutions alone. Overall, the findings demonstrate 

that businesses achieve better performance when there is greater responsibility. Specifically, 

most of the performance metrics in every institution have a favourable relationship with legal 

accountability. Conversely, it is unclear how legal responsibility and procedural transparency 

relate to one another. In every business, there is a consistent and positive correlation between 

procedural transparency and student happiness and hierarchical responsibility. Political 

accountability is significantly linked to student satisfaction only in public institutions. Higher 

political accountability in making external policies is positively related to student satisfaction, 

whereas higher political accountability in internal management is negatively associated with 

student satisfaction. 

Ziniyel et al (2018) did work to evaluate the impact of internal auditing practices on financial 

management. Their research problem was examined using a descriptive cross-sectional 

research approach. Primary data were gathered from audit, accounting and institution leaders 

on various campuses of a Ghanaian university using a questionnaire and interview guide. 

Descriptive statistics and the binary logistics regression framework were used to examine the 

data. According to 58.8% of the respondents, the survey shows that internal auditors' financial 

performance in relation to the university's mandatory recommendations is excellent. The 

university's internal auditors possess the necessary training and expertise to affect financial 

performance. Furthermore, managerial support and the independence of the internal audit 

function were found to be important factors influencing the university's financial success. The 

university's internal audit is now dealing with issues such as shortage of office space, staff and 

accommodation. Lastly, it has been determined that management's execution of the internal 

audit's suggestion is ineffective. The study concluded that to affect financial performance, 

appropriate internal auditing procedures are required. The potential for improving financial 

performance is limited by the difficulties with internal auditing procedures. It is advised that 

the university's administration prioritise hiring new internal auditors for each faculty rather 

than enhancing the current ones. 

To solicit for opinions on the issue under the study, descriptive statistical analysis was used to 

analyse the responses because the study was exploratory in nature. The findings show that all 

Malaysian public universities have an internal audit unit, which is in line with the requirement 

of Treasury Circular Nos. 9/2004 and PS 3.1/2013. Two-thirds of the respondents are involved 

in evaluating the effectiveness of the risk management process and the older public universities 

were noted to have already achieved an advanced level with well-established risk management 
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practices. Meanwhile, the majority of the newer public universities still have a basic or 

developing level of risk management practice. 

Bello et al. (2018) investigated how top management support affected the link between 

organisational performance and internal quality dimensions in federal universities in Nigeria. 

400 samples of top-level internal audit employees from 40 federally controlled colleges in 

Nigeria were selected for the study's analysis. The data was generated using a questionnaire 

instrument and then subjected to Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) and Exploratory Factor 

Analysis (EFA) to identify underlying dimensions. The results of the data collection and 

analysis, which employed inferential statistics, showed that the performance of Nigerian 

federal universities is greatly and favourably impacted by the interaction of internal audit 

competence, independence and size with top management support. The findings provide 

ground for new policy initiatives to strengthen internal audit and enriched the literature by 

providing the moderating effect of top management support as instrumental to organisational 

performance. It is, therefore, recommended that internal audit competence, internal audit 

independence and internal audit size should be given more attention and mechanism through 

which these qualities can be employed and sustained for more internal audit service delivery 

and efficiency in Nigerian federal universities. 

Macheridis and Paulsson (2021) conducted a study that aimed to investigate the 

implementation of the internal quality assurance system (IQAS) on HEIs performance, 

mediated by financial management accountability. The commitment from foundation 

leadership on financial management accountability and their implications for HEIs' 

performance is also carefully examined. The leadership of private HEIs under Region IV 

Service Institutions provided samples of 108 respondents for this study. The sample method 

that was selected was purposive sampling, which is a subset of non-probability sampling. The 

hypothesis was tested by statistical data analysis using the structural equation model. The 

findings show that while IQAS implementation has a significant impact on HEI performance, 

it has little effect on financial management responsibility. Furthermore, the dedication of 

foundation leadership significantly improves HEI performance and financial management 

accountability.  Financial management accountability also has a significant positive effect on 

HEIs' performance. Financial management becomes important because the entire activities of 

HEIs should end with financial reporting. Therefore, financial and non-financial aspects are 

two interrelated and complementary aspects in the accreditation process. The findings of this 

study suggest that performance measurement is very crucial as a part of efforts to meet the 

general accountability requirement for organisations, particularly in HEIs. 

A study on the challenges of establishing internal audit structures in the Sudanese public sector 

was carried out by Brierley et al (2001). The lack of internal auditing in the Sudanese public 

sector is explained in this study by direct observation and interview research methodologies. 

In the context of a very limited technological infrastructure and a lack of coordination and 

cooperation among the various parties responsible for internal audit in the public sector, the 

specific issues raised in this paper - low salary levels, low levels of staff training and expertise, 

and low staff esteem and motivation - are seen.  Internal audit in the Sudan takes place against 

a background of economic stagnation and political instability, and within a culture in which 

corrupt and irregular practice is endemic and institutionalised at all levels of society. In such 

circumstances, and without the political will to strengthen its potential and practice, it is likely 

that internal audit will continue to be marginalised in the foreseeable future. 
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Methodology 

This study adopted a systematic literature review (SLR) approach to examine the nature of 

internal audit practices and the challenges facing internal auditors in public institutions of 

higher learning. The objective of the review was to generate a comprehensive, evidence-based 

understanding of the current state of internal audit functions in public universities and colleges, 

particularly within developing country contexts. The review aimed to synthesise insights across 

studies to identify recurring patterns, institutional challenges and contextual factors shaping 

audit performance in higher education. It also sought to lay a foundation for the development 

of reform frameworks that can strengthen internal audit practices within these institutions. 

The review was conducted following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 guidelines to ensure methodological rigour, transparency 

and replicability. The review covered literature published over a 26-year period, from 1999 to 

2025. This timeline was chosen to capture both foundational research and contemporary 

developments, including post-pandemic shifts in public sector governance and auditing 

practices. Emphasis was placed on studies relevant to the evolving institutional and governance 

dynamics in public universities, particularly in Africa and other developing regions where 

financial oversight remains a persistent concern. 

Four major academic databases were used to conduct the literature search; Scopus, Web of 

Science, JSTOR and Google Scholar. These databases were selected due to their 

comprehensive indexing of peer-reviewed research in relevant fields such as public 

administration, education management, internal auditing, governance and financial 

accountability. The search strategy involved combining key terms and Boolean operators, using 

search strings such as: “internal audit practices” AND “public universities”; “audit challenges” 

AND “higher education” AND “public institutions”; “audit independence” OR “internal 

control systems” AND “Africa” OR “developing countries”; and “public accountability” AND 

“internal auditors” AND “universities.” The initial search yielded a total of 1,280 articles. After 

removing 260 duplicate records, 1,020 unique articles remained for screening. These were first 

reviewed based on their titles and abstracts, leading to the exclusion of 790 records that did not 

meet the inclusion criteria. The remaining 230 full-text articles were then assessed for 

eligibility. Based on this assessment, 55 studies were ultimately selected for inclusion in the 

final synthesis. The selection process is illustrated using the PRISMA 2020 flow approach, 

covering identification, screening, eligibility and inclusion phases. 

To ensure consistency and reduce bias, the study selection process was conducted 

independently by two reviewers. In cases where disagreements arose regarding the eligibility 

of studies, a third reviewer was consulted to reach a consensus. A standardised data extraction 

template was developed and used to collect key information from each study included. This 

information included the author(s), publication year, geographic focus, research design, 

objectives, and main findings related to internal audit practices and challenges. The inclusion 

criteria for the final selection required that studies be empirical in nature (quantitative, 

qualitative, or mixed methods), focus on internal audit functions within public institutions of 

higher learning, be written in English, and also fall within the publication window of 1999 to 

2025. Studies that dealt solely with private sector auditing, theoretical papers lacking empirical 

data, or those not directly related to internal audit functions in higher education were excluded. 

This approach ensured that the synthesis was grounded in evidence-based research directly 

relevant to the scope of the study. 
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Each of the selected studies was evaluated for methodological quality using the Mixed Methods 

Appraisal Tool (MMAT, 2018 version). Only studies that met a moderate to high 

methodological quality threshold were retained. This quality appraisal step ensured that the 

synthesis and conclusions drawn from the review were based on methodologically robust 

evidence. Given the heterogeneity in study designs, institutional settings, and outcome 

measures, a statistical meta-analysis was not feasible. Instead, a narrative synthesis approach 

underpinned by thematic analysis was used. This allowed for the identification of key patterns 

and recurring themes across different contexts. Thematic analysis of the selected literature 

revealed several consistent issues that impact internal audit performance in public higher 

education institutions. These include insufficient structural independence of audit units, limited 

professional capacity and training of internal auditors, inadequate resource allocation, weak 

institutional support from university leadership, and broader governance and regulatory 

challenges that limit audit effectiveness. 

This synthesis approach enabled the organisation of findings into coherent thematic categories 

that reflect the lived realities of internal audit practices in public universities, especially in 

contexts characterised by financial constraints, regulatory gaps and political interference. The 

PRISMA flow framework summarising the selection process is described as follows: Of the 

1,280 records initially identified, 260 duplicates were removed, leaving 1,020 articles for title 

and abstract screening. From these, 230 full-text articles were assessed, and 55 met the 

eligibility criteria and were included in the final review. By employing a rigorous and 

transparent review process, this methodology provides a strong foundation for the subsequent 

analysis of internal audit practices and challenges in public institutions of higher learning. The 

PRISMA flow diagram below outlines the selection process from initial identification to final 

inclusion: 

Table 1: PRISMA Flow chart: Inclusion criteria 

Stage Number of 

Records 

Notes 

Records Identified 1,280 Database search from Scopus, Web of 

Science, JSTOR, Google Scholar 

Duplicates Removed 260 Duplicate articles across databases 

Records Screened 

(Title/Abstract) 

1,020 Screened based on relevance to audit in 

public higher education 

Full-Text Articles Assessed 

for Eligibility 

230 Reviewed in-depth against inclusion 

criteria 

Studies Included in Final 

Synthesis 

55 Empirical, high-quality studies on 

internal audit practices and challenges 
 

Source: Researchers 2025 

Results And Discussion 

The systematic review identified several core challenges hindering the effectiveness of internal 

audit practices in public institutions of higher learning. These challenges are categorised and 

discussed below, drawing on both primary findings and previous scholarly literature. 
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Lack of Auditor Independence and Objectivity 

A recurring challenge in the reviewed literature is the compromised independence of internal 

auditors in public universities. Despite the IIA’s requirement for internal auditors to operate 

free from undue influence, many institutions lack the structural and managerial safeguards 

necessary to ensure this. Several studies (Peecher, 2014; Alazzabi, Mustafa, & Karage, 2023) 

document cases where auditors have been subjected to intimidation, coercion, and political 

pressure. This is particularly evident in developing countries where governance structures are 

weak. The IIA SA (2018) reported that internal auditors in South Africa were frequently 

threatened or pressured to withhold adverse audit findings. Similar findings emerged from the 

Global Internal Audit Survey (2005), which revealed that intimidation was reported in 48% of 

internal audit functions across Africa. Chepkorir (2015) and Kibara (2017) emphasise that 

when internal auditors are politically appointed or report within the same chain of command 

they are tasked to audit, independence and professional scepticism are severely undermined. 

As a result, auditors are less likely to challenge unethical practices or recommend corrective 

action, rendering the audit function ineffective. 

 Inadequate Competence and Professional Capacity 

A lack of professional competence and technical expertise is another major challenge affecting 

the internal audit function in public universities. According to Vitalis et al. (2024), the 

effectiveness of any internal audit depends significantly on the skills and qualifications of audit 

personnel. However, many institutions struggle to attract or retain adequately trained staff due 

to financial limitations and poor career development prospects. Bramasto e al. (2023) note that 

the shortage of skilled personnel is one of the most critical human resource issues affecting 

internal auditing in South Africa’s public sector. Similarly, Renschler et al. (2023) argue that 

the growing complexity of the public sector—driven by digitalisation, cybersecurity and data 

governance has widened the skills gap, with many internal audit departments failing to keep 

pace with these evolving demands. Professional certifications such as the CIA, CISA, or CFE 

remain rare among university audit personnel, as highlighted by Alqudah (2023) and the 

FASSET SETA (2017) who categorise internal auditing as a scarce skill. This deficit directly 

impacts audit quality and the credibility of audit reports in public institutions. 

Weak Support from Top Management and Governing Boards 

The review also found that insufficient support from top management and governing boards 

impedes the internal audit function's ability to fulfil its mandate. When management fails to 

endorse or act on audit recommendations, internal audit becomes a procedural formality rather 

than a mechanism for governance improvement. In Ghana, Ziniyel et al. (2018) observe that, 

despite competent internal audit personnel, audit effectiveness was curtailed by weak 

management action on recommendations. Similarly, Bello et al. (2018) found that in Nigerian 

universities, top management support significantly moderates the relationship between internal 

audit quality and institutional performance. This challenge is exacerbated when internal audit 

functions are underfunded or viewed with suspicion by leadership, reducing their influence and 

operational scope. As Christopher (2015) notes in his study on Australian universities, flexible 

audit structures without strong governance mandates can lead to inconsistent or superficial 

audit engagement with strategic decision-making. 

Structural and Reporting Line Inefficiencies 

Another significant challenge is the absence of clear and functionally independent reporting 

lines. Ideally, internal audit units should report functionally to an independent audit committee 
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or board, as per IIA standards (Institute of Internal Auditors, 2009). However, many public 

universities operate within bureaucratic or politically influenced systems where internal audit 

is subsumed under senior management control. Renschler et al. (2023) emphasise the 

importance of dual reporting—administratively to the CEO or VC, and functionally to the 

board or audit committee. Without this model, auditors lack the authority and protection needed 

to investigate and report without fear of reprisal. The literature further shows that weak 

institutional frameworks prevent internal audit systems from being fully integrated into 

governance systems. In many cases, audit functions exist in name but are operationally 

disconnected from core financial and managerial processes, limiting their impact on 

institutional reform (Brierley et al., 2001; Christopher, 2015). 

 Political Interference and Governance Challenges 

Political interference and misalignment with institutional governance norms emerged as critical 

impediments to audit effectiveness. In politically charged environments, audit appointments 

are often made based on affiliation rather than merit, leading to audit functions that lack both 

credibility and autonomy. Peecher (2014) outlines how audit committee members are 

sometimes intimidated by senior managers, particularly in politically connected universities. 

Furthermore, Chepkorir (2015) highlights how the appointment of politically connected 

individuals to oversight roles undermines audit objectivity and weakens institutional checks 

and balances. The situation in Sudan, as documented by Brierley et al. (2001), illustrates how 

economic instability and institutionalised corruption can marginalise internal audit altogether. 

In such contexts, the absence of political will effectively nullifies any formal audit structures, 

leaving institutions vulnerable to fraud and mismanagement. 

Resource Constraints and Budget Limitations 

Financial and infrastructural limitations are persistent challenges that affect the operational 

capacity of internal audit functions in public universities. Budgetary constraints hinder the 

recruitment of qualified staff, investment in audit technologies and provision of resources for 

continuous professional development. Zisu and Shefer (2024) point out that departments often 

lack the technical expertise needed for areas like IT auditing, data analysis or cybersecurity, 

due to inadequate funding. Similarly, David (2014) notes that internal audit departments in the 

public sector are often used as training grounds for management, leading to high turnover and 

the loss of institutional memory. In Ghana, Ziniyel et al. (2018) found that inadequate office 

space and audit resources negatively affected internal audit operations. These constraints limit 

the scope and depth of audit reviews, delay report turnaround, and reduce the function’s value 

to institutional governance. 

Misconceptions and Low Audit Awareness 

Another subtle but impactful challenge identified in the literature is the general misconception 

of the internal auditor’s role. Sifile and Ngwenya (2015) argue that auditors are often perceived 

as faultfinders rather than partners in institutional improvement. This cultural misalignment 

leads to resistance, poor cooperation during audits and, at times, active hostility from staff. 

According to Chambers, as cited in Vitalis et al. (2024), many myths surround internal audits, 

including beliefs that auditors are overly critical, slow or disconnected from operational 

realities. These perceptions, often fuelled by negative audit findings, create an adversarial 

atmosphere that limits audit access and reduces effectiveness. 

  



 
Muguti et al./Journal of Management Sciences, Innovation and Technology 

382 
 

Growing Expectation Gap and Public Scrutiny 

Finally, internal audit functions in public universities face increasing scrutiny from the public, 

media and oversight bodies. High-profile corporate and public sector scandals—such as those 

at Enron, PRASA, VBS Bank and Toshiba, have placed internal auditors under the microscope 

(Beasley et al., 2018; Coram et al., 2015). Stakeholders now expect internal audits to serve as 

a bulwark against mismanagement, corruption and service delivery failures. However, as 

Halimah and Radiah (2016) and Abiodun (2020) note, there exists a persistent expectation-

performance gap, where internal auditors are criticised for not achieving outcomes that are 

often beyond their control, especially in resource-constrained and politically influenced 

environments. 

Internal audit practices in public universities are shaped by complex institutional, political, and 

professional dynamics. Independence, competence, management support, structural clarity, 

and sufficient resources are all prerequisites for effective audit performance. However, the 

reviewed literature demonstrates that these elements are frequently lacking or underdeveloped, 

especially in developing country contexts. Addressing these challenges requires not only 

institutional reform but also political will, investment in capacity building and a cultural shift 

in how the audit function is perceived and supported within higher education institutions 

This systematic literature review sought to explore and synthesise evidence on the challenges 

faced by internal audit functions in public institutions of higher learning. The findings reveal a 

complex, multifaceted picture in which internal audit functions often struggle to fulfil their 

governance role due to structural, political and capacity-related constraints. Despite the formal 

presence of internal audit units in most public universities, their actual functionality and 

influence remain limited. These challenges are not just operational but are embedded in the 

broader governance ecosystem within which universities operate. 

Key among the challenges identified are limited audit capacity, characterised by skill shortages 

and lack of ongoing professional development; compromised independence and objectivity due 

to interference and coercion; poor organisational support from university leadership and 

governing boards; and a failure to enforce or implement internal audit recommendations. The 

review also underscores the negative effects of political influence and intimidation on the 

effectiveness of internal audit practices, as well as the impact of limited financial and 

technological resources. These problems are particularly acute in developing countries, where 

public sector governance remains fragile and often politicised. 

The cumulative effect of these constraints is the erosion of internal audit effectiveness, which 

in turn weakens accountability, transparency and financial stewardship in public universities. 

When internal audit functions are unable to perform optimally, they cannot adequately serve 

as a check against mismanagement, poor resource utilisation and policy failure. This review, 

therefore, confirms that while the internal audit function has potential as a tool for reform and 

accountability in public higher education, its utility is undermined by a lack of institutional 

will, enabling policy frameworks and technical capability. 

Recommendations 

Recommendations to Practice 

Strengthening the internal audit function in public universities requires a professionalisation of 

the audit workforce. Internal auditors must be afforded opportunities for continuous training 
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and should be encouraged or supported to pursue professional certifications such as CIA, CISA 

and CFE. Such credentials not only raise the technical capacity of the internal audit team but 

also enhance its credibility and acceptance across the institution. In addition, universities must 

establish functional and operational independence for their internal audit units. This includes 

granting direct reporting lines to university councils or audit committees, rather than limiting 

audit reporting to the finance departments or line managers. Audit recommendations must be 

given institutional weight, and their implementation should be monitored as part of university 

performance frameworks. 

Furthermore, greater attention should be paid to resourcing internal audit departments. This 

includes providing sufficient office space, staffing and logistical support to allow auditors to 

carry out comprehensive and timely engagements. Modern auditing requires access to digital 

tools and systems for risk-based auditing, data analytics, and real-time reporting, which many 

public universities currently lack. Internal audit units should be equipped not only with human 

talent but also with the technological infrastructure to match their growing responsibilities in 

increasingly complex institutional environments. 

Recommendations to Policy 

Policy reforms at national and institutional levels are needed to standardise and strengthen 

internal audit functions in higher education. Ministries of Higher Education, in collaboration 

with national audit offices or internal audit directorates, should establish guidelines on the 

minimum standards required for internal audit units. These standards should cover staffing 

levels, qualifications, reporting arrangements and quality assurance procedures. A uniform 

regulatory framework can help reduce the variability in audit performance across universities 

and promote greater accountability. 

Additionally, public policy must address the issues of audit independence and intimidation. 

Internal auditors in public universities must be protected under national whistle-blower and 

anti-corruption laws. Policies that ensure the functional independence of internal auditors, 

including protection from retaliatory transfers or dismissals, are critical to empowering audit 

staff to carry out their duties without fear or favour. National audit bodies or inspectorates 

should provide external oversight and periodic reviews of internal audit effectiveness in public 

universities. 

Lastly, given the budgetary constraints faced by many public institutions, policies should 

mandate ring-fenced funding for internal audit activities. Without dedicated financial support, 

internal audit units remain vulnerable to underfunding, especially during times of economic 

austerity or shifting political priorities. 

Recommendations to Theory 

The theoretical frameworks underpinning internal audit effectiveness in higher education must 

be expanded to reflect the realities of public sector dynamics. Traditional governance and 

agency theories, while useful, may not fully account for the informal power structures, political 

interference, and institutional resistance that characterises many public universities. There is a 

need to incorporate insights from institutional theory and public management literature, 

particularly regarding how norms, values and power asymmetries shape internal audit 

outcomes. 
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Moreover, this review supports the development of contextual audit effectiveness models that 

go beyond technical capabilities to include socio-political and cultural variables. For instance, 

the extent to which audit committees operate independently, or the degree of management buy-

in, can significantly affect audit impact. Future theoretical developments should also consider 

the psychological and behavioural dimensions of audit practices, including issues of morale, 

ethical resilience and organisational culture. Understanding how these factors interact with 

audit performance can enrich the internal audit body of knowledge and lead to more responsive, 

context-sensitive models of audit effectiveness. 

Limitations 

Although this systematic review offers valuable insights, it is not without limitations. The first 

limitation pertains to language bias, as only studies published in English were reviewed. This 

may have led to the exclusion of relevant research published in other languages, particularly in 

non-Anglophone regions of Africa, Asia or Latin America. A second limitation lies in the 

geographical focus of the reviewed literature. While the review included studies from several 

developing countries, there is a notable emphasis on sub-Saharan Africa. This may limit the 

generalisability of the findings to other regions with different institutional arrangements. 

Thirdly, this review excluded theoretical or purely conceptual papers in favour of empirical 

studies, which may have resulted in an underrepresentation of broader normative and 

theoretical discussions. Furthermore, while thematic synthesis allowed for a structured 

narrative, the diversity in methodological approaches and contexts prevented the use of meta-

analytic techniques that might have provided more quantifiable comparisons. Another potential 

limitation is publication bias. Studies showing successful internal audit implementations may 

be more likely to be published than those documenting failures or insignificant effects. Lastly, 

the review did not incorporate first-hand data or interviews with current internal auditors, 

which would have enriched the analysis with current perspectives and real-time institutional 

experiences. 

Areas for Further Research 

Building on the findings of this review, there are several promising directions for future 

research. One key area involves conducting comparative cross-country studies to explore how 

internal audit functions differ across regions and regulatory environments. Such research could 

identify best practices and reveal structural or cultural factors that enable or constrain audit 

effectiveness. Another avenue is the development of longitudinal studies that track the 

evolution of internal audit practices within specific public universities over time. This would 

allow researchers to assess the impact of interventions, policy changes, or institutional reforms 

on audit performance. More research is also needed on the psychological and organisational 

effects of intimidation and coercion on internal auditors. Qualitative studies focusing on auditor 

experiences and perceptions could provide deeper insight into how audit independence is 

compromised and the coping strategies then employed. 
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