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You’ve documented, improved or re-designed your processes. Your people have 
been heavily involved in the review of the processes, which have been released, 
with a fan-fare of trumpets, on a shiny new system. But, do they meet the required 
standards, are they being used as intended, and are they performing as desired? 
The most common way of checking is through the employment of audits and 
assessments. 

Overview

Within this paper I shall outline four approaches that can be used to confirm the effectiveness and 

efficiency of our Management System; the Documentation Audit, Compliance Audit, Process 

Maturity Assessment & Process Performance Assessment.

In order to conduct an audit, you must first have some form of standard or model that you are 

auditing against. This may be an internationally recognised standard, such as ISO9001, or it may be 

an internally produced model, such as your own Product Development Lifecycle. The intent is to 

meet the standard, and it is very much a pass or fail event. External audits tend to be conducted 

on a fixed schedule, often once every year. The outcomes of audits largely lead to some form of 

corrective activity. Examples of standards that would require external audits are ISO9001, ISO14001 

and ISO27001.

An assessment is slightly different; here you are gauging the value of something, often with the 

intent of learning and improving, and so the outcomes can be viewed as preventive activities. You 

may use best practices and performance benchmarks, but the result will not be as black and white 

as an audit. In fact, there may be areas that you perform less than ‘world class’ in, but it doesn’t 

matter within the context of your Business Model. External assessments tend to be scheduled for 

when you feel you should be capable of achieving the desired level of performance. This may be 

6 months later; it might be 3 years later. However, once a level has been achieved, there may be 

an ‘expiry date’ associated with it, and a reassessment required to confirm that level.

Examples of models that would require external assessments are the Capability Maturity Model 

Integration (levels 1 to 5), Investors in People (Bronze, Silver and Gold) and the (Software) Test 

Process Improvement mode (levels 0 to 13)
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Documentation Audit

If you wish to determine whether or not your Management System design meets a given standard,

such as ISO9001, then a documentation audit is a good initial approach. Here you are simply 

looking at the documented processes, manuals, guidelines and templates to ensure that those 

requirements of the standard are being satisfied. There are a number of advantages with this form

of audit: 

Low impact: documents can be accessed from where-ever they are kept
(physical or electronic) without unduly disturbing workforce; 

Low cost: the audit can be carried out by a single auditor;

Thorough: there are no schedules to keep to, no distances to travel between interviews and 
no interpretation of interviewee answers to contend with. The focus is purely on the 
documents, so more can be covered in the time available. 

However, it does not tell you if the processes are being used, or if the processes are effective. This 

sort of audit is useful in validating a Management System that has just been created and to employ 

occasionally thereafter, to ensure that documentation is being maintained in line with the 

standards requirements. 

Compliance Audit

If you want to know whether or not your people are following their documented processes, then

conduct a compliance audit. Here the audit team ensures that the users are complying with the 

documented Management System. The auditor determines how the person carries out a task, and 

then checks back against the procedure to ensure that it is being carried out correctly. The 

employee in question doesn’t have to have the procedure sat in front of them when doing the 

activity, but must know the tasks described in the procedure, and the correct sequence to carry 

them out in. There are other things you can check on: 

Do they know how to access the procedure and its supporting documents;

Do they keep printed copies, and if so, how do they know if the document changes;

Do they have the required skills & training to carry out the process correctly;

Is their process correct, and do they know how to change or improve it?

Process Design: Purpose, Context and Documentation;

Note that you are carrying out a compliance check against the documented procedures; it does 

not matter whether the procedures are designed to ISO9001 standards or not. 

Process Maturity Assessment

The aim with this sort of assessment is to gauge the capability of your processes within their 

operating environment. There are a number of different models available, many of which are 

self-assessments designed to drive improvement within the organisation. An example would be 

Michael Hammers assessment method (confusingly called “The Process Audit” ) which covers both 

the processes and the enterprise. The categories employed are listed below; each category has 

four levels of maturity. The process or its environment is then assessed as largely true, somewhat true 

or largely untrue against each one of these maturity levels. The assessment categories are called 

Process Enablers or Enterprise Capabilities, and are listed below: 



Process Performers: Knowledge, Skills and Behaviour;

Process Owners: Identity, Activities and Authority;

Process infrastructure: Information Systems and Human Resource Systems;

Process Metrics: Purpose, Definition and Users;

Enterprise Leadership: Awareness, Alignment, Behaviour and Style;

Enterprise Culture: Teamwork, Customer Focus, Responsibility and Attitude Toward Change;

Enterprise Expertise: People and Methodology;

Enterprise Governance: Process Model, Accountability and Integration.

In each case, the assessment is an indication of where you are against best practice for each 

category, so it is up to you to decide how good you really need to be, and to plan corrective 

action based on that view.

Hammer, M. (2007) The Process Audit: A new framework, as comprehensive as it is easy to apply, is 

helping companies plan and execute process-based transformations. Harvard Business Review. 

85(4), pp111 – 123.  

Most companies will have set Business Objectives, and be measuring their process performance 

against these objectives. This tells you how well your process is performing with regard to your own 

aspirations, but not how well is it performing when compared with other companies. This is where 

the technique of benchmarking is employed. Here you compare your process performance 

against the ‘best of breed’ capabilities, which allow you to gauge how much more you might 

squeeze out of your own process. If such figures are not available, then you might make reciprocal 

agreement with a non-competitor to compare the performance of similar processes. 

Some benchmarking data will be freely available on the internet; other data has to be purchased. 

One of the best sources of software benchmarking data is Capers Jones , who has amassed data 

over a number of years from many companies. For other industry sectors, companies such as 

Gartner hold benchmarking data, although care should be taken in understanding the sample

size of figures quoted. 

Process Performance Assessment

The detail of an Audit or Assessment process can be developed to suit the company’s needs, but

generally the processes follow similar steps:

Process

The areas being audited or assessed are agreed between yourself and the auditor/assessor. The 

scope may be largely pre-determined for such things as an ISO9001 audit; for assessments, it is 

important to set boundaries so that the assessor is focussed on the area(s) of value. 

Agree Scope of Audit/Assessment

Agree Scope at
Audit/Assessment

Prepare for
Audit/Assessment

Conduct
Audit/Assessment

Present Resulkts of
Audit/Assessment

Carry Out
Corrective Actions



You should use the audit/assessment as an opportunity to ‘reinvigorate’ the interest in your 

Management System. Ideally everyone will be doing what they should, when they should. In truth, 

things will probably have slipped. For internal audits or assessments, you may wish to know this in 

order to get to the root cause of non-compliance. For external certification, a good show is 

necessary, so awareness and coaching is important. 

Prepare for Audit/Assessment

If the audit has been carried out against a standard, then you will have passed or failed. Outright 

failure is unusual though; generally you will be given a pass on condition that you fix identified 

non-compliance within an agreed space of time (or, in the case of a medium to long term activity, 

demonstrated commitment and progress). The auditor will follow-up to ensure that you have 

carried out the appropriate corrective actions.

With an assessment, you will be judged against more of a sliding scale; for example, you may be 

given a rating of 3 out of 5. There will be no ‘reassessment’; you are what you are at that moment 

in time. The assessors will, however, guide you on what will be required to move up the scale next 

time you are assessed. You can then carry out the corrective actions at your own pace. 

Carry Out Corrective Actions

The auditors os assessors prepare a written report, but will also present their findings to the 

management team, which allows for questions and explanations. You should listen carefully to 

what the auditors or assessors have to say, as not everything can be captured in a written report, 

and many useful tips will be given verbally.

Jones, C. (2000). Software Assessments, Benchmarks and Best Practices. Addison-Wesley  

Present Results of Audit/Assessment

Agility System 2.0 is a process mapping tool, and is designed to support the employees working at 

the

coal face through the provision of easily understood and easily accessible procedures, guidelines 

and templates; it is a repository of knowledge that can be easily retrieved. It is ideally suited to 

support Audit and Assessment activities:

Audit/Assessment Definition: Agility System can be used to define Internal Audit or Assessment

activities the same way as any other process. The process, complete with procedures, tool and

technique guidelines and templates can be documented and held in an accessible and

consistent format. 

Auditor/Assessor Support: Auditors/Assessors can easily be given access to Agility System. With the 

minimum of guidance, they can easily navigate the system and conduct a documentation audit 

on their own. Agility System has a Compliance module within which key documents can be linked 

to the relevant clauses within any standard used, easily demonstrating compliance. Agility System 

has an optional Audit module, within which Non-compliance reports can be raised and corrective 

actions planned and tracked. Process Map usage can be obtained from the Agility System system 

and used as an indicator as to which processes are used and which are not, assisting audit 

planning. Likewise an indication of user involvement can be gained by looking at the process 

Carry Out Corrective Actions
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Auditee/Assessee Support: Process Maps and supporting documents are easily accessible from

Agility System, so your people will have no difficulty in demonstrating their procedures. Process 

maps

The Auditee can easily demonstrate that they have corrected or improved process maps (by 

bringing up the feedback they have submitted) and can show that they receive automated 

updates to their own procedures, as well as opting to receive updates for other process maps of 

interest.

Additional Information: Although not currently a formalised part of the Agility System system, it is a 

simple matter to associate skills and training requirements with processes (by including them in the 

process information section) or with roles (by including them as a section within the individual Role 

description). 

The Navigation System

The Process Overviews

The Document Search facility

Pre-set Individual Favourites

Individual Job Roles, and;

Individual SharePoint Home Pages (if used).

Some form of Auditing is vital to confirm that your people are using and updating the processes that 

they operate. If they are being ignored, for whatever reason, then you have wasted money, time 

and a great opportunity to take your business forward. If you have chosen to be compliant to a 

standard such as ISO 9001, then auditing will be one of the mandatory activities that you are 

committed to.

Assessments are not normally critical to the business in the same way, but are good for assessing 

your process capability, either qualitatively or quantatively, and identifying opportunities for 

improvement. It is not unusual to find industry specific ‘best practice’ models; but if none exist, the 

Hammer model is generic to fit most businesses. 

The Author is a member of BusniessPort’s Process Improvement Team and deploys these principles into corporate clients on a 
global stage. 

Is it for You?


