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An opinion under pressure 
“With winter approaching the NHS faces 

a toxic mix of widespread 

deficits, rising waiting times and low staff 
morale” John Appleby, Chief Economist, 
Kings Fund 

88% of acute 

trusts are forecasting a 
deficit by the end of 
2015/16 

9 in 10 NHS 

Trust finance 
directors feel that 
cuts in local 
authority social care 
budgets are 
adversely affecting 
NHS services 

More than 5000 

patients experienced delays 
in being discharged from 
hospital at the end of August 

Downward 
pressure on audit 
fees and days 

Vanguards, success regimes, integration, 
accountable care organisations, devolution, 

health economy focus – is an entity level 
HOIA Opinion relevant? 

Processes not 
delivering 
outcomes 



PSIAS Scope 

• The provision of assurance services 

is the primary role for internal audit 

in the UK public sector. This role 

requires the chief audit executive to 

provide an annual internal audit 

opinion based on an objective 

assessment of the framework of 

governance, risk management and 

control.  

• Consulting services are advisory in 

nature and are generally performed 

at the specific request of the 

organisation, with the aim of 

improving governance, risk 

management and control and 

contributing to the overall opinion.  



Public sector requirement 

 
• The chief audit executive must deliver an annual internal 

audit opinion and report that can be used by the 

organisation to inform its governance statement.  

• The annual internal audit opinion must conclude on the 

overall adequacy and effectiveness of the organisation’s 

framework of governance, risk management and control. 

• The annual report must incorporate:  

– the opinion;  

– a summary of the work that supports the opinion; and  

– a statement on conformance with the Public Sector Internal 

Audit Standards and the results of the quality assurance 

and improvement programme. 

 



Standard 2450: Overall Opinions 

 
When an overall opinion is issued, it must take into account the 
expectations of senior management, the board and other 
stakeholders and must be supported by sufficient, reliable, relevant 
and useful information. 

 

Interpretation: 

The communication will identify:  

• The scope including the time period to which the opinion pertains;  

• Scope limitations;  

• Consideration of all related projects including the reliance on 
other assurance providers;  

• The risk or control framework or other criteria used as a basis for 
the overall opinion; and  

• The overall opinion, judgment or conclusion reached. 

• The reasons for an unfavourable overall opinion must be stated.
  

 



Overall Opinion 

 
• The rating, conclusion and/or other 

description of results provided by the 

chief audit executive addressing, at a 

broad level, governance, risk 

management and/or control processes 

of the organisation.  

• An overall opinion is the professional 

judgement of the chief audit executive 

based on the results of a number of 

individual engagements and other 

activities for a specific time interval. 



Assurance Categories 

Full Assurance, can be given that there is a sound system of internal 

control designed to meet the organisation’s objective and controls are 

consistently applied in all the areas reviewed 

Significant Assurance, can be given that that there is a generally sound 

system of internal control designed to meet the organisation’s 

objectives, and that controls are generally being applied consistently.  

However, some weaknesses in the design or inconsistent application of 

controls put the achievement of a particular objective at risk 

Limited Assurance, can be given as weaknesses in the design and/or 

inconsistent application of controls put the achievement of the 

organisation’s objectives at risk in a number of areas reviewed 

No Assurance, can be given as weaknesses in control, and/or consistent 

non-compliance with controls could/has resulted in failure to achieve 

the organisation’s objectives in the areas reviewed 



The plan is the foundation 

The risk-based 
plan must take 
into account 
the 
requirement to 
produce an 
annual internal 
audit opinion 
and the 
assurance 
framework.  
 

Where the chief 
audit executive 
believes that the 
level of agreed 
resources will 
impact adversely 
on the provision 
of the annual 
internal audit 
opinion, the 
consequences 
must be brought 
to the attention 
of the board. 



Forming the Opinion in the NHS 

Assurance 
Framework 
Opinion 

Risk based 
plan review 
outcomes 

Relevant 
consultancy  

Other 
assurance 
providers’ 
findings 

The Opinion does not imply that Internal Audit have reviewed all risks and assurances relating to 
the organisation.  The opinion is substantially derived from the conduct of risk-based plans 
generated from a robust and organisation-led Assurance Framework.  As such, it is one 
component that the Board takes into account in making its Annual Governance Statement. 

Other 
knowledge 
and insight 



Case Study 

Discuss each of the points in your group and decide whether the point is relevant to 

forming your opinion; decide what additional information you might wish to seek; 

agree an overall opinion (subject to any information requests). The Opinion needs to 

be issued this week. 

You have recently been appointed to the post of Head of Internal Audit at an NHS Trust. One of your first jobs is 

to prepare the Annual Opinion guided by your Audit Manager. The Trust has always had a Significant Assurance 

opinion and your Manager advises you that this is what the Trust will expect. You are presented with the 

following: 

 

1. The risk based plan has been completed and all the business critical systems have received significant 

assurance. The scope and conduct of the work appears reasonable in the context of a three year rolling 

programme. 

2. During the year the internal audit team undertook a major consultancy exercise into the PMO 

arrangements to deliver a challenging CIP target. This was a well-received piece of work identifying 

significant areas for improvement that have yet to be addressed. The Trust asked for this work to be 

excluded from the audit plan and the end of year opinion. 

3. The Trust has recently had its FT application deferred due to concerns over Board leadership and lack of 

confidence in financial planning. 

4. CQC have just published  a report following an unannounced visit in which there are major concerns over 

safe staffing, quality and staff morale. An internal audit review of safe staffing was undertaken this year but 

was narrow in scope and provided a significant assurance. 

5. At a recent conference you were speaking to someone from the TDA in the bar who told you in confidence 

that there were major concerns about the Trust in terms of financial control and sustainability. He also told 

you that half the Board would be lucky to keep their jobs. 

6. Relationships with the commissioner are poor. 

7. The local press are constantly reporting bad news stories about the hospital. 

 

 

 

 



Is there a role for TIAN to support in 

the future? 

• Provide a forum for Heads of Internal 

Audit to discuss current challenges and 

agree a consistent approach? 

• Revised guidance on assurance 

categories and opinion template? 

• Thought piece on delivering opinion in a 

health economy setting? 

 

Discuss and feedback views 


