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“Audit committees play a key role in supporting the 
governing body by critically reviewing and reporting on the 
relevance and robustness of the governance structures and 
assurance processes on which the governing body places 
reliance. This requires the audit committee to understand 
and scrutinise the organisation’s overarching framework of 
governance, risk and control. …It is the ‘lens’ through which 
the governing body examines the assurances it requires to 
discharge its duties” HFMA Audit Committee Handbook, 
4th Edition, 2018.

Other Board/Governing Body Committees are part of the 
governance, risk management and internal control systems 
that support the organisation in achievement of its strategic 
objectives. These other Committees provide assurance to 
the Governing Body in respect of the likely achievement 
of strategic objectives based both on performance and 
their assessment of the risks, mitigations and effectiveness 
of controls. Therefore, in reviewing the totality of the 
organisation’s governance arrangements, there is a role for 
the Audit Committee to scrutinise the assurances provided to 
the Board/Governing Body by the other Board Committees 
and ensure that established systems and processes have 
been followed in generating these assurances.

“Given that governing bodies rely on an assurance framework 
to monitor strategic objectives and identify significant 
inherent risks, the audit committee’s primary role is to look 
behind it to provide assurance that the framework itself is 
valid and suitable for the governing body’s requirements.” 
HFMA. Audit Committee Handbook, 4th Edition, 2019.

Aspects the Audit Committee may wish to consider are 
whether the Board/ Governing Body assurance framework 
(the set of systems and processes not simply the BAF/GBAF 
Report) includes:

•	 SMART strategic and organisational objectives;
•	 Robust risk controls and assurance system; A process 
	 of delegation to management and committees;
•	 Clarity of risk appetite and risk tolerance;
•	 Assurance mapping;
•	 At least 3 lines of defence in operation;
•	 Easy escalation of concerns from staff and service 
	 users;
•	 A comprehensive internal, clinical and data quality 
	 audit programme;
•	 An integrated serious incidents reporting system;
•	 A public reporting approach; and
•	 Internal audit support than can cover all areas of 
	 activity, including clinical.

The Audit Committee need to ensure that it can articulate 
whether the governance, risk management and internal 
control systems and processes are:

•	 The right ones;
•	 In place;
•	 Working;
•	 Effective (leading to improvements); and
•	 Future proofed?

The Audit Committee’s other primary role is in relation to 
reviewing the disclosure statements, including:

•	 The annual report & accounts
•	 The annual quality account/report
•	 The annual governance statement (informed by 
	 the Head of Internal Audit opinion)
•	 For providers, the evidence required to 
	 demonstrate fitness to be registered with the 
	 CQC and fulfills the terms of the NHS provider 
	 licence
•	 For CCGs, the evidence to show that the terms of 
	 authorisation are being met
•	 Other statements such as returns required by 
	 NHSE/NHSI and the CQC

The Audit Committee must feel confident that the disclosures 
are based on a rigorous process and good quality data.

This Audit Committee Maturity Matrix is specifically designed 
for use by the Audit Committee to reflect on its own maturity 
in respect of fulfilling its role. Early drafts of the matrix were 
discussed at workshops with Audit Committee members 
from across the East Midlands and Yorkshire, at events run by 
360 Assurance and Audit Yorkshire.

Audit Committees face a challenging future and must both 
stick to the knitting- business as usual and prepare for new 
threats and opportunities, not least the development of joint 
working across large and complex health economies. This 
matrix focuses on the Audit Committee within its statutory 
organisation and its relationship with the Governing Body 
and other Committees.

It has taken into account the excellent HFMA Audit 
Committee Handbook and its self-assessment checklist, but 
rather than limit discussion to a binary yes /no response to 
challenges, the matrix allows a developmental path from 
commitment to principle to maturity. 
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