What To Do When the Auditor Comes:
10 Tips for Success


Question:
What advice do you have for dealing with ISO 9000 auditors? 

Answer:
Auditors continually ask themselves, “why aren’t companies better prepared for scheduled audits?” Companies request an audit and indicate they are ready—yet when the auditor arrives many companies are not.

While some companies truly may not be ready due either to lack of management commitment or some other reason, most need only follow some common sense guidelines to increase their chances of passing the first time around. 

Here are our top ten tips: 

1. Give the Auditor a Warm and Fuzzy Feeling. This might sound a little strange. But auditors are human beings just like the rest of us, and the more comfortable they are, the less likely they are to be unnecessarily tough. Once an auditor loses that warm and fuzzy feeling, for whatever reason, he or she may drive a wedge into any small crack in the quality system. Having a bad relationship with the auditor only adds more pressure. Do yourself a favor and keep the relationship as friendly and sincere as possible. 

2. Hold Your Tongue. Never argue with an auditor. If you disagree with a finding, discuss it away from employees. Don’t embarrass the auditor or yourself in front of coworkers. Ask the auditor to show you the basis for the nonconformance in the standard. Be mindful of the fact that you may always appeal the decision. The registrar can never use the appeal against you. In fact, if the outcome is in your favor, the firm will probably make appropriate changes to its auditor training. 

3. Tell the Truth. Never give misleading or defensive answers to an auditor. Never answer an auditor’s question with the answer you “think” he or she wants to hear. Most of all never answer any question you do not know the answer to. All too many times, people will try to answer questions rather than admit to not knowing the answers. The appropriate reply is “I am sorry, but I do not know the answer to that question.” After responding in this manner, it becomes the responsibility of the guide to direct the auditor to the individual who can provide the correct information. If the auditor’s question is not clear, request a clarification. Many times it becomes a simple matter for the auditor to rephrase his or her question. 

4. Stick to the Point. When you are asked a question, only respond to that question. Avoid telling a story. Never explain the workings of the entire department if a quick answer will satisfy the auditor. Many times individuals make the mistake of hanging out their company’s dirty laundry or carrying out some form of retaliation against members of another department. 

5. Time is Money. Remember to present data or objective evidence to demonstrate compliance. Organize your procedures in such a way that the auditor can complete the audit of any particular area or clause in less than 30 minutes. For example, a simple centralized corrective action system should require no more than 15 to 20 minutes of an auditor’s time. The sooner you show compliance, the sooner the audit is completed. Registrars won’t hesitate to increase the total number of days for an audit. Having things ready and organized will only help. 

6. Support Your Actions. For continuous assessments (surveillance) audits after registration, be prepared to show the auditor objective evidence which supports the corrective action taken on any nonconformance found from the previous assessment. This simple task demonstrates that the organization wants to work with the auditor. 

7. Pick Knowledgeable Guides. Select a guide with care. Find someone who is knowledgeable about the ISO requirements and how to apply them to your business. This person should also be knowledgeable about the entire quality system and familiar with all of the individuals on the audit path to which they are assigned. Make sure the guide is capable of diplomacy and not overbearing. The guide should know when to step in and clarify employee responses without disrupting the flow of the audit. 

8. Get the Boss Ready. In addition to having knowledgeable guides, management must (1) be familiar with the quality manual and the quality system, (2) be familiar with the registrar and the auditors who arrive at the facility to perform the audit, and (3) have done their homework. Management must actively verify that the quality system procedures they are responsible for are being followed. Also, they must be sure that any nonconformances found during previous audits (either internal or preliminary assessments) have been addressed and corrected. 

9. Avoid Last-Minute Problems. Make sure every department in the organization understands the necessity of being prepared well before the day of the audit. Overburdening the quality or ISO representative prior to the audit could be disastrous. 

10. Don’t Skimp on Training. Preparing your organization for the audit is not going to be an easy task. There are a lot of facets to a quality program. Training is key. Explain how the standards are structured and discuss their history. Focus most of the training time on the interdependence of the clauses and how they apply to your organization. Make sure you go over the company quality policy and provide an explanation as to what the policy actually means. Some organizations provide incentives for employees to remember the policy. Keep in mind that the ISO standard requires that the quality policy be understood throughout the organization. Expect auditors to test employees on the quality policy. An inability to respond can lead to a major finding. Encourage employees to practice paraphrasing the quality policy. Try posting it in an easily accessible location for better results.

Focus training on the audit itself. Inform employees that the purpose of the audit is not about them or their performance, but to look at the company’s quality system and procedures. Remember that most employees have experienced an audit (with the except ion of internal audits) and most employees might fear an outside auditor.

Explain that they should be honest and cooperative with the auditor. Make clear that individuals will not be punished for nonconformances. Coach employees on what to say and do in the presence of the auditor.

Prepare employees by arranging for a mock audit. Have employees role -play the responsibilities of the ISO representative and the auditor. Try to show different auditor approaches and give advice for dealing with each. Consider these possibilities: “The Auditor From Hell,” “The Grandfather Auditor,” and “The Columbo Auditor.” With practice, your employees will know what to expect and a lot of their anxiety will be removed.

Audits do not have to be scary. With proper planning it may not even be necessary to put in 80-hour workweeks prior in the final days before the audit. The quality system should work and become a natural extension of the company.
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