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Stop Auditing Binders: How to Audit What People
Actually Do on the Floor
Shifting your internal audit focus from document compliance to verifiable operational behavior for
ISO readiness.
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The newsletter for quality leaders who prefer genuine operational capability over impressive binder thickness.

The Diagnosis: Why your audits are failing (and what they think they are doing)

I have spent enough time on manufacturing floors to know that an audit is often treated like a scavenger
hunt for signatures. You walk the line with a clipboard or a tablet, and you look for the binder. If the
binder is there, if it has the correct revision number, and if the signature line isn't blank, you check the
box. Congratulations—you’ve "passed" the audit.

But here is the reality: while you were checking that binder, three feet away, an operator was using a
workaround because the official tool provided by the company was too slow to keep up with the cycle
time. The binder says one thing; the hands on the machine are doing another. This is what I call The
Compliance Mirage.

The Compliance Mirage happens when we mistake the evidence of management for the execution of
work. You aren't auditing the process; you are auditing the paperwork that describes a process. It feels
like progress because it’s easy to measure and provides a sense of security during an ISO readiness



review. But a binder on a shelf doesn't produce a part, and it certainly doesn't ensure quality. When we
audit for compliance instead of behavior, we create a "safe" environment where the organization can
pretend everything is under control while the actual process drifts further away from the standard every
single shift.

Why Does This Gap Exist? The Psychology of Compliance Theater

Why do we fall into this trap? It isn't usually because people are trying to cheat the system; it’s often a
survival mechanism within the organization. Auditing is inherently confrontational—it involves
pointing out where things aren't "right." If an internal auditor points out that a process is impossible to
follow as written, they risk starting a conflict with a production lead who is already under pressure to hit
numbers.

It is much easier, and far less stressful, to audit the binder. The binder doesn’t talk back. The binder
doesn't have a quota to meet. We settle for "Compliance Theater"—the act of performing the rituals of
quality (filling out forms, updating logs) without actually ensuring that those actions result in a better
product or a safer floor.

Comfortable Rationalization Underlying Reality

"We need to be ready for our ISO
9001 certification."

We are afraid of the friction caused by reporting actual process failures on
the line.

"The procedure is technically correct
as written."

The procedure is impossible to follow during a high-volume run, so people
have stopped following it.

"We checked the logs and they look
perfect."

We checked the logs at 2:00 PM when the supervisor was standing nearby;
we didn't see what happened at 3:00 AM.



Comfortable Rationalization Underlying Reality

"The team is doing a great job staying
organized."

The team is spending more time managing the paperwork than they are
actually improving the process.

The True Cost: When Policy Diverges from Practice

When your internal audits only catch the "mirage," you aren't just failing an audit; you are failing to
manage your risk. There is a massive gap between what we think is happening and what is actually
occurring on the floor, and that gap is where defects, safety incidents, and waste live.

The stakes of ignoring operational reality for theoretical compliance are high:

Unmanaged Process Drift: When an operator finds a "better" way to do something because
the standard way is broken, they will keep doing it until a failure occurs. If you aren't auditing
that behavior, you won't see the drift until the scrap bin is full or a customer complains.

The "Audit Surprise": You spend months preparing for an external audit by cleaning up your
binders and ensuring every form is signed. Then, the external auditor walks onto the floor,
watches a cycle for five minutes, and sees that nobody is actually using the calibrated gage.
Now, you have to explain why your internal governance failed to catch it.

Hidden Waste: Every time an operator has to "work around" a poorly designed process or a
missing tool, they are burning time and energy. If you only audit the binder, you miss these
inefficiencies entirely. You end up with a "compliant" process that is actually bloated and slow.

How to Shift Governance: The 3 C's of Behavioral Auditing



To break the Compliance Mirage, we have to move the auditor’s focus from the shelf to the station. We
need to audit what people do, not what they say or write. I recommend a framework based on three
anchors: Context, Constraints, and Consistency.

1. Context (The "Why" of the Action)

Instead of asking, "Is this form filled out?" ask, "Show me how you just did that." You want to see if the
operator understands the intent behind the step. If they are performing a torque check, do they know
why that specific setting matters? Context auditing ensures that quality is an embedded mindset, not just
a checkbox.

2. Constraints (The "How" of the Reality)

This is where you find the truth. Look for the physical and temporal limitations on the floor. Is there
enough space to perform the setup as described in the SOP? Does the operator have enough time
between parts to complete the required inspection? If the answer is no, then your binder is a lie.
Auditing constraints means identifying why people have to deviate from the standard.

3. Consistency (The "When" of the Behavior)

A process that works perfectly when the plant manager is walking by is not a controlled process.
Behavioral auditing requires looking for consistency across shifts and across different operators. Does
the third shift follow the same steps as the first? If you only audit during "audit season," you are missing
90% of your operational data.

Your Audit Checklist for Tomorrow: Asking Better Questions

The next time you walk the line, leave the binder-checking list in your car (or at least put it at the
bottom of your notes). Use these open-ended questions to get a true sense of what is happening on the
floor today:

1. "Walk me through this step as if I’m a new hire." (Watch for where their explanation
differs from the written procedure.)

2. "What do you do when [Common Problem X] happens?" (This reveals the "unofficial"
standard work they use to keep production moving.)

3. "Show me the tool/gage you used on the last three parts." (Verify that the equipment being
used is actually the one specified in the control plan.)

4. "If this part comes out wrong, what’s the first thing you do?" (This tests their
understanding of the reaction plan and escalation logic.)

5. "What part of this procedure is the hardest to follow during a busy shift?" (This
identifies the friction points where the "Mirage" begins.)

Summary and Next Steps (For your own records)



Compliance should be a byproduct of good work, not the goal of it. If your internal audits are only
confirming that your binders are tidy, you aren't managing quality; you’re just organizing your failures.

To move forward, start by changing the "success" metric for your next internal audit. Instead of
"Number of binders checked," make it "Number of process constraints identified and addressed." Shift
your team’s focus from finding signatures to observing behaviors. When you start auditing what people
actually do—including their workarounds and their frustrations—you will finally get a clear picture of
where the process is drifting. That is how you build a system that is truly ready for ISO, because it's
already working in reality.

Call to Action

What is the biggest disconnect between policy and practice in your plant right now? Share your thoughts
below or send us an anonymous operational question: newsletter@sixsigmakaizen.com

Newsletter replies: newsletter@sixsigmakaizen.com  ·  X: @kaizen6sigma

Stay curious, stay improving,

David Rodgers
SixSigmaKaizen.com

References: ISO 9001:2015 (General principles of quality management systems); Gemba Walk methodology
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