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Summary 
 
Completing this Compliance Risk Assessment was approved in the Fiscal Year 2020 Internal Audit 
Plan by the Audit Committee of the Arizona Board of Regents (ABOR). This assessment supports 
all Northern Arizona University (NAU / University) strategic goals by assessing the existence of 
policy, procedure, processes, or other activities that support NAU’s compliance with applicable key 
laws, rules, and regulations, which can impact achievement of one or more of NAU’s strategic goals.   
   
Background: Compliance risk can be defined as the challenges and opportunities resulting from an 
organization’s tenacity in complying with applicable federal, state, and local laws, rules, and 
regulations. On the challenge side, compliance risk is the threat posed to an organization’s financial, 
organizational, or reputational standing resulting from violation of such laws, rules, regulations, and 
related organizational codes of conduct or standards of practice. On the opportunity side, compliance 
risk represents the avoidance of such challenges in addition to the maintenance and / or increase in 
funding sources such as those supporting student financial aid and NAU research.  

The importance of proactively maintaining an effective compliance program has never been more 
critical as a component of overall organizational governance. For the past decade or more, higher 
education has been experiencing an era of increasingly complex and evolving regulatory activity at 
the federal and state levels, that often changes notably from one US political administration to the 
next. During this same time, NAU has grown on many levels including student enrollment, financial 
commitments, and federally funded research activity.  As such, both higher education in general, 
and NAU specifically, have had to adapt to ever-growing demands for accountability from policy 
makers, regulators, and the public. On top of this existing complexity, NAU must now address the 
regulatory impact of the recent health pandemic in terms of required compliance with the 
CARES/HEERF Act and related legislation.  

In the words of Janice M. Abraham, president and CEO of United Educators Insurance and author 
of a new Association of Governing Boards (AGB) book, Risk Management: An Accountability Guide 
for University and College Boards, “Although not at the level of financial institutions and utilities, 
higher education faces a labyrinth of rules and regulations that must be followed. Noncompliance 
can lead to fines, liabilities, and/or reputational risk. Compliance requirements vary according to the 
size, complexity, and mission of the institution. However, all institutions must comply with a core set 
of employment, financial, safety, and environmental regulations.” While Ms. Abraham does not 
reference research, federal granting agencies like the Department of Defense, National Institutes of 
Health (NIH), and National Science Foundation (NSF) place notable expectations on its grantee 
organizations and with NAU’s growth in research over the past several years, the need for focused 
compliance efforts and supporting institutional processes and resources appears notable. 

Assessment Objective: To create an inventory of key compliance requirements applicable to NAU 
and complete a related high-level gap assessment to determine if each requirement is supported by 
some evidence of being addressed. The nature of this high-level assessment is not to categorize or 
necessarily identify areas of higher compliance concern but to determine if there are gaps in NAU’s 
compliance with the federal and state laws, rules, and regulations applicable to NAU.   
 
Scope: The scope included key federal and Arizona State laws, rules, and regulations applicable to 
higher education institutions, and specifically determined to be applicable to NAU. Under Arizona 
State law, NAU is exempt from complying with local laws, rules, and regulations. Therefore, while 
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NAU does maintain a focus on being a productive and valuable local “citizen,” such local laws, rules 
and regulations are excluded from the scope. The assessment also did not attempt to validate or 
suggest that actual compliance is or is not occurring; it focused on only identifying some 
acknowledgement of each related law, rule, and regulation within NAU’s compliance and policy 
documentation. 
 
Methodology: The following procedures were performed to accomplish the audit objective: 
 Obtained a comprehensive list of laws, rules, and regulations deemed applicable to higher 

education institutions as compiled by the Higher Education Compliance Alliance (HECA). 
 Updated the HECA list with additional laws, rules, and regulations that appeared applicable to 

NAU, using resources available from other professional associations (e.g., the Association of 
College and University Auditors), information gleaned from past audits, internet searches, and 
discussion with professional peers. 

 Identified and updated the HECA list for applicable Arizona State Laws. 
 Analyzed each identified law, rule, or regulation to determine applicability to NAU, including 

consultation with NAU General Counsel and applicable NAU compliance specialists. 
 Through NAU web searches, policy library searches, electronic and in-person interviews, and 

review of related prior audit work, determined if NAU had some policy, procedure, practice, or 
other activity supporting efforts to comply with each applicable law, rule, or regulation. 

 Obtained data from NAU’s ABOR-approved list of academic and research university peers 
regarding the existence and structure of compliance oversight functions. 

 
Conclusion: Overall, there are more than 250 federal (Exhibit A) and Arizona state (Exhibit B) laws, 
rules, and / or regulations that apply to NAU and, excluding the specific requirements of each, NAU 
appears to have some evidence of supporting compliance activities to address nearly all those laws, 
rules, and regulations. As noted in the Scope, this does not suggest that NAU is in strict compliance, 
but instead indicates that there was either a formal policy or procedure in place, some form or 
process supporting compliance, related information posted on an official NAU internet web page, or 
that a noted higher education regulatory reference was not specifically applicable to NAU.   

NAU appears to have a compliant culture given the lack of significant compliance gaps identified in 
this high-level assessment, compliance activities are managed by an accountable individual in each 
department to which a given regulation applies; there appears to be general concern for ensuring 
processes support regulatory compliance as based on the work completed for this assessment and 
past internal audit efforts and results; and, there have been minimal to no federal and state regulatory 
findings to date. Additionally, NAU has an established risk management function addressing 
insurable and procurement-related risks and employs full-time compliance specialists for key areas 
like research, healthcare, and human resources related risks (ADA, Title IX, etc.). However, this 
culture could benefit from a compliance oversight structure that can help guide activities that have 
impact across NAU, address compliance practice consistency, and ensure that new, complex 
regulatory matters receive appropriate attention.  

For best practice reference purposes, we contacted NAU’s peers to determine how they address 
compliance oversight. We obtained data from 58 Colleges and Universities identified by ABOR as 
NAU’s peers, which disclosed the following: 

 



 Northern Arizona University 
Compliance Risk Assessment 

Internal Audit Report 
January 10, 2022 

Page 3 of 9 

 
NAU Peer Colleges & Universities with Centralized Compliance Functions 

Centralized Compliance Formal Compliance Function 
(Individual and/or Department) Compliance Committee Only 

37 31 6 

64% of  
All NAU Peers 

84% of  
Compliance Programs 

16% of  
Compliance Programs 

 
The case for compliance oversight, including completion of robust organization-wide compliance risk 
assessments and existence of processes for ensuring compliance risk is identified and addressed, 
is deeply rooted in the U.S. Federal Sentencing Guidelines for Organizations, which establishes the 
potential for applying “credit” or reduced fines and penalties should an organization be found guilty 
of a compliance failure. (Source: Deloitte Compliance Risk Assessment whitepaper 2015 – see Exhibit C) 

Given NAU’s size and complexity, and related compliance activities at its peer institutions, NAU 
should pursue notable best practices for effective corporate compliance governance. The Society of 
Corporate Compliance and Ethics (SCCE) identifies a “diligent” compliance program based on seven 
minimum standards as identified in the above-mentioned Federal Sentencing Guidelines, which are 
used by federal judges to determine fines when compliance lapses and fraud occur (see Exhibit D): 

1. Establish standards of conduct as well as policies and procedures supporting a commitment to 
compliance and ethics. 

2. Delegate an individual or group with operational responsibility, autonomy, and authority for 
overseeing entity-wide compliance. 

3. Create effective, ongoing training methods and open lines of communication. 
4. Use internal tools and functions to conduct auditing and monitoring of compliance activities to 

ensure the effectiveness of the compliance program and detect criminal conduct. 

5. Implement a reporting and investigation mechanism that encourages employees to raise 
concerns that they know will be pursued, resolved, and when applicable, reported to the federal 
government. 

6. Establish appropriate incentives for compliance and disciplinary actions for compliance 
offenders in line with applicable policy and regulatory requirements. 

7. Resolve identified problems in a timely manner and add related issues to monitoring activities. 

Observations: The following observations should be taken into consideration in determining the 
extent of effort NAU may wish to apply in maturing its compliance oversight posture. 

 NAU appears to have a generally compliant culture and, based on discussions with individuals 
in this process as well as through other audit involvement (e.g., audit and special project work, 
Enterprise Risk Management interviews, etc.), may emphasize compliance at times over the 
operational benefit or cost/benefit of the business processes implemented to achieve 
compliance. A more detailed risk assessment, as noted above, could provide the additional 
information needed to ensure a proper cost / benefit approach to implementing policy, procedure, 
and practices that address compliance. In this regard, 

o While NAU is maturing implementation of an Enterprise Risk Management framework, the 
effort has not yet addressed a formal approach to the application of risk appetite and risk 
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tolerance in evaluating risk. Making the effort to establish guidance such as NAU risk appetite 
and related risk tolerances could prove beneficial in ensuring the approach to managing 
compliance risk is balanced to NAU’s mission, vision, and strategy. 

o NAU began implementing an administrative service model in March 2020 designed to 
improve consistency and efficiency in financial, human resources, and research business 
processes.  Improving NAU’s understanding of compliance risk and managing those 
processes relative to risk appetite and risk tolerance guidance, could result in a better 
application of the shared services model as well as NAU Administrative processes. 

 While NAU has reporting mechanisms for addressing specific areas of compliance risk (e.g., 
Clery Act, Title IX) and has specific individuals and offices tasked with ensuring compliance in 
certain areas, NAU does not have a centralized, formal reporting structure for compliance. Such 
a centralized reporting structure could assist NAU to better address potential compliance 
infractions (thereby avoiding any such infractions resurfacing as whistleblower activities). 

 Laws, rules, and regulations do not always clearly articulate what constitutes compliance or how 
to operationalize processes to ensure compliance. Ensuring consistent practices as supported 
by formal codes of conduct, implemented policy and procedure, and executive oversight can help 
deter regulatory action against NAU, even when it may be determined that a given approach 
must be changed.   

Like many higher education institutions, NAU has limited resources and must thereby balance its 
strategic priorities and compliance risks with the compliance program structure it chooses to 
implement. In this regard, there are various, yet to be determined options, that may prove beneficial 
for NAU, including but not limited to: 

 Establishing an executive working group to further assess the true compliance risk and the nature 
of any formal compliance office or function to be established. Such a group might also research 
available corporate compliance guidance and the specific activities of peer organizations for 
useful practices to help NAU determine its best approach.  

 Establishing a formal, multi-disciplinary / cross-functional compliance oversight committee as a 
central oversight body that can help ensure consistency in compliance risk assessment practices, 
address compliance matters that impact all or broad aspects of NAU, and provide guidance for 
complex and new compliance requirements. Such committees typically meet periodically at 
regular intervals to discuss emerging compliance risks and to chart progress ensuring older 
compliance risks remain addressed. Such a committee might also initially serve as the working 
group noted above. 

 Formalizing the existing decentralized compliance leadership for some type of periodic reporting 
either to a committee as noted above or a key executive or leader. 

 Continuing under the current structure, given current indications of a strong compliance culture, 
and pending any future initiatives, issues, etc. that warrant reconsideration for such oversight. 

The assessment identified certain individual laws, rules, and regulations for which a compliance 
approach was not necessarily evident, and we shared those gaps with applicable executives, 
directors, and managers. None of these potential compliance gaps were deemed to be significant 
relative to all applicable laws, rules, and regulations. 
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Since this was not an audit, the typical General Control Standard matrix is excluded from this section 
of the audit report since individual controls were not being validated. However, the applicable 
General Control Standard category is “Compliance with Laws and Regulations” whereby the 
assessment addressed the existence of NAU policy, procedure, practice, or other activities that 
supported existence of compliance efforts related to a given law, rule, or regulation. 
 
 

We appreciate the assistance and cooperation provided by the following offices: 

 Comptroller 
 Enrollment Management / Financial Aid 
 Environmental Health & Safety 
 Equity & Access 
 General Counsel 
 Government Affairs 
 HIPAA Compliance 

 Human Resources 
 IT Security 
 NCAA Compliance 
 Research Compliance  
 Risk Management 
 Student Affairs 

  
 

 
Mark P. Ruppert, CPA, CIA, CISA 

Chief Audit Executive 
(928) 523-6438 

mark.ruppert@nau.edu 
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EXHIBIT A – Notable FEDERAL Laws, Rules & Regulations Applicable to NAU 
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EXHIBIT B – Notable STATE Laws, Rules & Regulations Applicable to NAU 
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EXHIBIT C 
 

In a business environment where reputational threats lurk around every corner, a strong culture of ethics and compliance 
is the foundation of a robust risk management program. The lessons learned related to scandals and organizational 
crises that trace back to the early 2000s make one thing clear: without an ethical and compliant culture, organizations 
will always be at risk. In fact, more and more, culture is moving from a lofty, “squishy” concept to something that should 
be defined, measured, and improved (see figure 1). 

Culture is one of the biggest determinants of how employees 
behave. Strong cultures have two common elements: there is 
a high level of agreement about what is valued, and a high 
level of intensity regarding those values. Of course, not all 
cultures encourage good or ethical behaviors. When it comes 
to developing world-class ethics and compliance programs, 
the starting point is a positive culture of integrity. 

“Culture helps people understand what is expected of them 
and how they need to behave. When the organizational 
culture embraces integrity, people know that integrity needs 
to characterize their actions.” 

Because the array of potential compliance risks facing an 
organization is typically very complex, any robust assessment 
should employ both a framework and methodology. The 
framework lays out the organization’s compliance risk 
landscape and organizes it into risk domains, while the 
methodology contemplates both objective and subjective 
ways to assess those risks.  
 

 
The framework needs to be comprehensive, dynamic, 
and customizable, allowing the organization to identify 
and assess the categories of compliance risk to which it 
may be exposed (see figure 2). Some compliance risks 
are specific to an industry or organization—for example, 
worker safety regulations for manufacturers or rules 
governing the behavior of sales representatives in the 
pharmaceutical industry. Other compliance risks 
transcend industries or geographies, such as conflicts of 
interest, harassment, privacy, and document retention. 
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EXHIBIT D 

 


