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THE AUDIT CHECKLIST
YOUR KEY TO AUDIT SUCCESS

Joseph H. Maday, Jr. (ASQC-CQA)

TechnicalGroup Leader - QualityVerificati_ Department
PacificNorthwestLaboratory
Richland,Washington99352

ABSTRACT

As the old saying goes, "If you have no objective, any road will Lake you
there." So it is with the audit checklist. The checklist is the primary tool
for providing order to Quality Assurance audit activities. With a well-
planned and well-defined checklist, success is achievable Without a
checklist, the auditor has a disjointed, disorganized activity and no place to
document his or her failed efforts. A number of-formal quality programs which
include audits as one of their program elements require the audit to be
performed using a checklist or procedures _ to document what the auditor
reviewed and what he or she found. It is the intent of this paper to provide
the reader with someinsight as to the value of the checklist; the varieties
of checklists that can be constructed; the pitfalls of improper application;
and the success that can be achieved when the checklist has been properly
researched, developed, and deployed.

"WHATDOESTHE CONTRACTSAY?"

While conductingan audit interviewwith one of my colleagues in Columbus,
Ohio, I saw a quote that had been captured in a picture frame and mounted on
the individual'swall. lt said, "What does the contract say?" For a Quality
AssuranceAuditor, this could bethe ensign aroundwhich we rally. Before you
can sit down and developyour checklist,you must know what the governing
requirementsdocumentssay. The source for such informationwill be located
in the work authorizationdocuments (i.e.,a contract,a memorandumof
understanding,or a statementof work). These items should be a standard bill
of fare as the auditorresearchesbefore preparingthe checklist.

lt is my belief, and one shared by many experiencedauditors that I know, that
the amount of preparationgiven to an audit checklistwill be directly
reflected in the successof the overallaudit. That is to say, the audit

I The PacificNorthwestLaboratoryis operated by BattelleMemorial
Institutefor the United States Departmentof Energy under contract
DE-ACO6-76RLO1830.

2 ANSI/ASMENQA-I-]g8g,Criteria 18. Audits; Basic Requirement,
"...auditsshall be performedin accordancewith written procedures
or checklistsby personnel "•"" II
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checklistshould ensure that the audit will be performedin a uniform manner;
should provide the team participantswith a common objective; and if
constructedwith comprehensiveattentiongiven to detail and technical
criteria,should provide a level of confidencethat the end product is
acceptable. If this is not enough evidenceof the value of a checklist,
considerthe following:

• The checklist not only serves as a road map, it acts as an organizer
during the field activitiesby providingorderto your investigation.

• A completed checklistprovidesobjectiveevidencethat an audit was
performed.

• lt provides a documenteddisplay that all applicableaspects of a quality
assurance programwere verified.

• lt provides historicalinformationon program,system, or vendor
problems.

• If supplementedwith copious notes, it provides the essence for the audit
exit interviewand the audit report.

• lt also provides an informationbase for planningfuture auditso

In his book The OualityMaster Plan, J.P. Russellstates, "Quality audits are
measurementtools that assistmanagement and employeesin gauging the status

of the quality improvementprocess. Audits evaluatehow _onsistentlythebusiness, is meeting customers'expectationsand needs." I cannot imagine
that anyone could undertakesuch an exercisewithout a comprehensivechecklist
from which to work.

CHECKLISTVARIETY - CUSTOM TAILORED OR "OFF THE RACK"

When it comes to checklistvariety, the types and styles availableare as
diverse as the industriesand servicesapplyingquality. "Canned"or
"generic"checklistscan be applied across a broad .spectrumof activities.
"Cockpit"or "criteria"checklistsare an excellentassessmenttool while the
"open-ended"or "effectiveness"provide for more in'depth insights.

"Cockpit"or "Criteria"Checklists

The "cockpit"type of checklistwill give you only yes or no answers. In his
book Management Audits,Allan J. Sayle refers to this type of checklistas a
"criteriachecklist." Sayle explains the advantagesand disadvantagesof the
"criteriachecklist."

: Advantaqes'

3 Russell, J.P. 1990. The QualityMaster Pl!n, p.77. ASQC Quality
Press, Milwaukee.
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• Providesready assessmentof complian_:ewith the relevant code,
standardnr regulationof interest.

, Focuses auditor'smind on the words of the code/standard,etc., and
not the auditor'sopinionof their meaning.

° Saves argumentwith extrinsicauditors about inadequatequestions.

Disadvantaqes_

, Inconvenientwhen auditingon departmentalor.individualtask basis.

• Requires experienced,trained auditorto relate requirementsto an
individualdepartmentor work task.

, Doesn't tell an inexperiencedauditeewhat you want.4

_Open-ended"or "Effectiveness"Checklists

The auditorcan develop a checklistdesigned around a quality system that asks
open-endedquestions.The answersto these questionswill provide the auditor
with enough informationto determinethe effectivenessof the quality program,
such as it is being implemented,and the knowledgepossessedby the entity
being interviewed.

An exampleof a "cockpit"type of checklistquestionmay go somethinglike.,

this:

"Does the auditee have an adequateprogram for the control of computer
codes and related software?"

Obviouslythis can be answeredone of three ways...ves_no, or indeterminate.
lt would be more appropriateto ask that question as a primary evaluation
question for which the final answer is provided based on the auditor using
open-endedquestionsobtained from supplementalevaluationcriteria. These
questionswould be posed in the followingmanner" .*

Control of Computer Programs:

"How does the QA Programspecifythe initialdesign, design change,
verificationand validationtest, and documentationcontrols applicable
to computer software?"

"How do you ensure that changesto computer softwareare justified and
subjectedto the controlmeasures commensuratewith the approval of the
original software?"

4 Sayle, Alan J. 1988. ManagementAudits - The assessmentof qualitLty.
manaqement system____ss,2nd Edition, p.8-4. ASQC Quality Press_
Milwaukee.
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One more "effectiveness"question:

"Are there adequatecontrols in place to ensure that qualityobjectives
are not compromisedby unsuitableworkingconditions or lack of
procedures,instruct!on,or training?"

And the supplementalevaluationcriteria:

qualtt.yAssuranct Proarm:

adequate provisionsto ensure that activitiesaffectingquality are
accomplishedunder suitablycontrolledconditions?"

"When reviewsof actualwork in progress are performedto verify
complianceto this requirement,what preparationand planningdoes the
auditeeundertaketo accomplishthis review?"

The answersto these questionswill providethe auditor with sufficient
informationto determinethe degree of compliance;the degree of
implementation;the overall effectivenessof the quality program; and finally,
the knowledgethe auditee has of the applicableprogram elements as they may
relate to the auditee'sarea of control. I would not recommendusing these
types of checklistquestionsfor a pre'awardsurvey of a vendor as the auditor
is more interestedin the programcapabilityat that point in the business
relationship. Checklistquestionswould be perfectly acceptableonce the
contract has been placed and the pertinentquality system elements have been
rolled into the contract.

"Generic"or "Canned"Checklists

The "generic"or "canned"checklist iswhat Say]e refers to as "the company
standardchecklist." These are ready-madechecklists that the auditing
organizationkeeps on hand to expeditethe preparation. Here again, Sayle
cites the advantagesand disadvantages.

AdvantaQes:

• Uniformquestions for the companyaudit teams.

• Train auditors in company requirements.

= • Evidenceof consistencyfor extrinsicauditors.

' Economyof printing in bulk.

• Quick review by companypersonnel.

--D_isadvantaQes"



• May not be suitablefor all audits.

• Stereotypedauditors;inflexibility;problems in dealingwith
different audlt objectives.-

My personal preferenceis for the "customtailored"checklist using the "open-
ended" or "effectiveness"style. This format seems better suited to auditee
and customer needs and will more accuratelyreflectthose special elements
that may have been imposedthrough contractualor other work-authorizing
documents. Whicheverchecklistyou choose,keep in mind the words of Goethe:
"Thingswhich matter most must never be at the mercy of things which matter
least." Stephen R. Covey refers to this as "gettingcaught up in the thick of
the thin." In other words, decide what are the most critical attributesto
evaluate during the audit and make sure the checklistreflects them.

THE RIGHT CHECKLISTFOR THE JOB 6

Those of us who have the ability to performour own automotiverepairsor
tuneups can appreciatethe need to have the proper tools when we undertake
such a task. Trying to remove sparkplugswith a pipe wrench or replacingdisk
brakes with the drum type brake just is not going to get the job done as well
as if we use the right equipmentand replacementparts. Certainlyusing a
Cadillac key will not get the old "Beemer"up and runningeither.
Periodically,as qualityassuranceauditors,we have grabbed the wrong tool
for the job, and the resultshave been less than satisfactory.

Not long ago, I was performingan assessmentof severaldifferenttasks and
had a prepared checklistat my disposal. During the planning stage I reviewed
the checklistfor applicabilityand adequacy for the job I was about to
undertake. The questionsseemed appropriate. I had used the checklistbefore
with great successand felt comfortableusing it for the upcoming assessment°
As the assessmentgot under way, I appliedthe questionson the checklistto
the various projects. The checklistseemed to be working weil. The checklist
was providinganswersand even some indicationof the degree to which the
programwas being implementedfor those projects.

As the assessmentprogressed,I was beginningto feel somewhateuphoric about
the success I was having with the "new" applicationof this checklistto the
tasks being evaluated. However, my euphoriawas to be somewhat short-lived.
During my planning and checklistreview, I failed to recognize that one of the
projects included in the assessmenthad much more rigorous requirementsthan
the others in the population. In fact, the checklistwas designed to assess
the bare minimums requiredfor a given qualitysystem. Although the checklist

5 Ibid. p. 8-I0.

6 Originally publishedas "The Right Checklistfor the Job" by Joseph
H. Maday, Jr., "QATC Newsletter"for the Quality Auditing Technical
Committeeof the American Societyfor Quality Control,April 1988,

p.3. Revised and updated for the purposes of this paper, i'_
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was appropriatefor the other projects,it became rather ineffectivewhen
applied to a task requiring an increased level of quality assurance. What was
really needed was a checklist that provided a. greater attention to detail and
possibly also covered client:specificrequirements, lt was fortunatethat I
recognized, this need and was able to expand the checklist accordingly.

THE PARADIGM SHIFT

In his book The 7 Habits of HiqhIy E.ffectivePeople, StephenCovey relatesthe
story of Frank Koch as it was told in Proceedinqs,the magazine of the Naval
Institute.

Two battleshipsassignedto the training squadronhad been at sea on
maneuvers in heavy weather for severaldays. I was serving on the lead
battleshipand was on watch on the bridge as night fell. The visibility
was poor with patchy fog, so the captainremainedon the bridge keeping
an eye on all activities.

Shortly after dark, the lookouton the wing of tilebridge reported,
"Light,bearing on the starboardbow."

"Is it steady or moving astern?"the captaincalled out.

Lookoutreplied, "Steady,captain,"whicl,meant we were on a dangerous
collisioncourse with that ship.

The captain then called to the signalman,"Signalthat ship:'We are on a
collisioncourse, adviseyou change your course 20 degrees."

Back came a signal, "Advisablefor you to changecourse 20 degrees°"

"Send I'The captain said, , m a captain,change course 20 degrees."

li

"I'm a seaman secondclass, came the reply. "You had better change
course 20 degrees."

By that time, the captainwas furious. He spat out, "Send, I'm a
battleship. Change course 20 degrees."

Back came the flashinglight, "I'm a lighthouse."

7
We changed course.

Covey explains, "the power of the paradigm shift is the essentialpower nf
quantumchange,whether the shift is an instantaneousor a slow and deliberate

7 Covey, Stephen R., l._h.e..7 Habits of Highly EffectivePeople_,
Fireside, 1990, p.33
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process.''8 So it must be with checklists. If you are a new auditor,your
checklistpreparationwill evo|ve and, hopefully,this paper will aid in that
evolution. If you are an "old hand" and yuur audits have been less than
effective,then perhaps it is time to make a paradigm shift in your audit
program. Regardless,consider the words of Eric Fromm:

Today we come across an individualwho behaves like an automaton,who
does not know or understandhimself, and the only person that he knows is
the person that he is supposedto be, whose meaninglesschatter has
replacedcommunicativespeech,whose syntheticsmile has replacedgenuine
laughter,and whose sense of dull despair has taken the place of genuine
pain. Two statementsmay be said concerningthis individual. One is
that he suffers from defectsof spontaneityand individualitywhich seem
to be incurable. At the same time it may be said of him he does not
differ essentiallyfrom the millions of the rest of us who walk upon this
earth.

As you developyour checklistsand presentthem to the auditee, be spontaneous
yet reflectiveof the requirements. Communicatethose requirementsand
realize that somedayyou too will sit in the seat of the auditee. '

IN CONCLUSION

lt makes no difference if you are a Fortune 500 companywith tens of thousands
of employeesor a small sole proprietor,you can benefit from audits that are
well prepared and executed. Once completed,the checklistwill identify
strengthsand weaknesses and give to you what J.P. Russell calls, "a renewed
customerfocus." Your key to that focus and successw,ll continue to be the
audit checklist.

8 Ibid" p'32 II"4
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