
Remote compliance: Good practice 
for safety-related virtual audits
With companies currently grappling with how to continue working effectively while 

constraints on travel and social contact remain in force, we look at how remote audits 

can be conducted effectively and the advantages this can bring. 

DEFAULT SETTINGS
In the majority of cases, the automatic 
approach to holding an audit has been to 
conduct it face-to-face at the auditee’s 
location.  Received wisdom suggests that 
personal contact with the people being 
audited, their documented processes 
and physical facilities will reveal a deeper 
level of understanding than alternative 
approaches.  Conducting audits remotely 
has traditionally been a rarity, resorted 
to only in the event of insurmountable 
logistical challenges.

With social distancing measures and travel 
restrictions likely to continue for some 
time as part of the global effort to slow 
the spread of the coronavirus pandemic, 
remote audits will need to become, at least 
temporarily, the ‘new normal’.

But how can a remote audit be conducted 
effectively?  In order to answer this 
question, it is worth reflecting on the 
factors that have made face-to-face audits 
the default option, despite the presence of 
ever-improving digital communication tools.

MISSING PIECES?
A major benefit of undertaking audits 
on-site is that it allows the auditor to see 
instances of behaviours – both good and 
bad – and to witness the way people 
interact with each other and perform their 
work.

The on-site observations made by auditors 
add significant value to the process.  When 
considering a remote audit, the absence 
of this first-hand interaction is one of the 
main challenges that must be managed, 
with the auditor relying on testimonial 
evidence from the auditees instead of their 
own, direct experiences.  This is where 
experienced auditors, particularly those 
who have worked at similar facilities, will 
add significant value to the remote audit 
process – building mutual trust with the site 
team to work towards a common goal.

VIRTUAL REALITY
Irrespective of the subject matter, an audit 
typically involves:

· Gathering facts and reviewing relevant 
information.

· Verifying that the design and 
effectiveness of a system, programme 
or procedure is compliant with set 
standards and expectations.

Usually, these tasks can be achieved 
through a three element approach – review, 
verification and interview – and remote 
audits are no different.

The key to a successful remote audit 
is preparation, meaning that greater 
emphasis should be placed on gathering 
and reviewing information as part of the 
pre-audit activities, prior to proceeding 
to interviews with personnel.  Pre-audit 
activities include reviewing relevant 
procedures, examples of work undertaken, 
previous non-conformities and corrective 
actions taken for identified deficiencies.

Whilst all of these issues can be managed 
remotely, care must be taken to ensure 
that adequate, relevant information is 
shared with the auditors in a timely 
manner.  This will require greater co-
operation from the auditee, as they cannot 
simply point the auditor to a filing cabinet 

or grant them access to a secure network 
drive.

Rather, it necessitates a more interactive 
approach, in order for the auditor to 
iteratively verify their findings and delve 
deeper into the available documentation.  
This interaction may take the form of both 
group and one-to-one videoconference 
sessions, identifying evidence of 
compliance and non-compliance along the 
way.

IN PRACTICE
If a significant amount of detail needs 
to be covered during videoconferences, 
ensure that regular breaks are taken and 
don’t be afraid to split the session over 
multiple days, to avoid losing people’s 
focus.  The auditor may find it useful to 
have an assistant to take notes and record 
actions as they arise.  These actions 
should be diligently communicated and 
tracked to completion.  Further tips for 
successfully conducting audit activities via 
videoconference are shown in Table 1.

Conducting site inspections remotely is 
more challenging, but can be achieved 
through a variety of means, such as live 
online broadcasts or pre-recorded videos, 
if the risks to the personnel recording the 
video can be safely managed.
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· If necessary, hold a pre-meeting to define important preparatory information
· Make as much supporting information as possible available electronically, well in 

advance
· Ensure appropriate personnel are invited to and attend the scheduled 

videoconference sessions
· For group sessions, limit attendees to the essential minimum, making clear in the 

invitation who is required and who is optional
· Be responsive to the auditor’s requests and complete actions promptly, to keep the 

process moving.
· Plan for the audit to take 25% longer than a face-to-face approach, but you might not 

need the extra time

· Check each caller can hear the auditor (and vice versa) as they enter the call
· To limit background noise, ask everyone to mute their microphone unless they are 

speaking
· Unless connectivity is poor, request that participants enable video to build up a 

rapport and enable the auditor to pick up on body language and other visual cues
· Ask everyone to identify themselves before they speak, speak clearly and not over 

one another
· Ask participants to request screen sharing if they wish to highlight specific issues on 

documentation to the whole group
· If applicable, notify everyone that you will be recording the meeting
· Schedule breaks in advance so that people don’t lose focus

· Undertake introductions methodically and slowly, to allow everyone to capture 
participants’ names and roles

· Keep sessions short (up to one hour with four to six in a day), so that participants 
remain focused

· Control the session – the subject matter, who’s talking, who talks next, what actions 
are needed, etc.

· Park issues (with an action) that rely on additional information or consideration rather 
than getting bogged down

· Don’t be concerned about awkward silences, but be wary of connectivity issues
· Be careful not to rush through the discussion, to allow time for everyone to think and 

provide contributions
· Be alert to participants wishing to speak, e.g. by monitoring microphone status or 

chat room dialogue
· In the subsequent report, remember to describe the process followed

· Control the videoconference and screen sharing and record the session
· As an aide memoire, take a screen shot of the list of participants at each session as 

displayed by the communication platform
· If you miss or cannot understand something, speak up at a suitable break or message 

the auditor
· If people talk too fast or indistinctly, remind everyone to speak clearly and more slowly
· Take written notes if this is faster and after each day issue draft minutes to all 

participants to enable correction of any misunderstandings or errors
· Review all actions in a separate session with the auditor to ensure they are 

sufficiently accurate, specific and allocated to the right person
· Circulate actions promptly

Table 1 – Tips for successful remote audits

The final step in the remote audit process is to 
interview relevant personnel from all levels of 
the organisation via videoconference, again to 
verify that systems are in place and are being 
adhered to.  These calls with site personnel 
allow the auditor to gather information about 
understanding, compliance and training 
related to the area being audited.

If necessary, a physical follow up can be 
recommended.  This judgement should be 
made using the results of the audit and the 
main risks associated with the topic, e.g. 
focusing on specific safety-critical items or 
processes.

Following the completion of an audit, a 
review of the remote auditing process 
is recommended, in order to identify 
any shortcomings and opportunities for 
improvement.

IS  IT  WORTH THE RISK?
Remote audits are a practical solution that 
enables progress to be made.  A carefully 
considered approach, taking account of the 
particular circumstances of the auditee, will 
ensure that there is no impact on the quality 
of the outcomes for the majority of the 
process.  Where aspects of the audit may 
be compromised, for example due to the 
absence of an on-site inspection, a site visit at 
a later date should be recommended to verify 
the situation first-hand.

Advantages include:

· Uninterrupted surveillance programmes to 
meet compliance requirements.

· Continued identification of potential safety 
issues.

· Access to a broader range of expertise on 
both sides of the table, due to reduced 
geographical and scheduling restrictions.

· Reduced travel time, emissions and 
expenses.

· Flexibility of approach, which can be tailored 
to different companies, technologies and 
subject matters.

If there is a reluctance to conduct a remote 
audit, it is worth considering that even if 
the full effectiveness of a physical audit is 
not achieved, it will be considerably more 
effective than doing nothing.

Contact: Chris Taylor
chris.taylor@risktec.tuv.com

CONCLUSION

The disruption to normal working 
practices caused by the coronavirus 
pandemic has prompted auditors to 
innovate.  With thorough preparation 
and attentive facilitation, audit objectives 
can continue to be met throughout this 
challenging time – which is particularly 
vital where safety-critical processes are 
the subject matter.




