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ISO certification audits vs. surveillance 
audits

Surveillance visits are very often quite different 
from (initial) certification audits, so in this post 
I’ll explain why this is so and what the diffe-

rences are.

It bears mention here that all the issues I’ll be talking 
about in this post are not only applicable to certifi-
cation audits for ISO 27001 and ISO 22301, but also 
to all other certifiable management standards like 
ISO 9001, ISO 14001, ISO 20000, etc.

The certification audit and its limitations

During the first (initial) certification audit the cer-
tification auditor will check whether all the main 
elements of the management system are in place 
– all the documentation, all the required records, 
all the processes, etc. The auditor will also check 
whether the main processes are working as they 
are described in the documentation, but such check 
will be limited because at that point in time the 
management system will have been in place for 
only a few months, or even only a few weeks. (To 
read more about the certification process, read this 
blog post: How to get certified against ISO 27001?)

On the other hand, the certificate is issued for a 
period of three years – so, for instance, if the ini-
tial certification audit was performed in November 
2012, this means that the certificate will be valid 
until November 2015. Since the certification body 
guarantees that the management system will be 
in place throughout the validity of the certificate, 
the only way for the certification body to check out 
whether it really works is to send the certification 
auditor periodically to check out how things are 
going. And these are called the surveillance visits 

– they have to be performed at least once a year, 
or in some cases they are performed twice a year.

In cases where they are performed once a year, 
and using the previous example of a certification 
audit in November 2012, the first surveillance visit 
would be in November 2013, and the second (and 
last) surveillance visit in November 2014. After this, 
in November 2015, the certificate would expire and 
a company could go for the recertification audit.

The purpose of surveillance visits

So the main purpose of the surveillance visits is 
for the certification body to find out whether your 
management system really works in everyday ope-
rations, or not. It will focus on things that the cer-
tification audit wasn’t able to check: for instance, 
whether all the incidents are recorded, whether all 
the measurements are made, whether all corrective 
and preventive actions are properly recorded and 
implemented, whether the top management really 
supports and cares about the system, etc.

A surveillance visit will also focus on issues that 
were identified as weak in the certification audit or 
previous surveillance visit – minor nonconformities, 
as well as areas where the auditor has made some 
observations.

The point is, during the surveillance visit the cer-
tification auditor will pay far less attention to the 
documents themselves, and far more attention to 
how the key processes are performed, how they are 
measured, and how they are improved – in other 
words, whether your system really works.
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ISO certification audits vs. surveillance audits

So don’t relax after your certification audit is over 
– the certification body is highly interested in fin-
ding out whether your management system is really 
functioning, and this is exactly what the surveillance 
visits will be focused on. And this is one more reason 
why you shouldn’t implement the standard only 
for the purpose of certification – the idea should 
be that the procedures and policies are really used 
in everyday operations.

Click here to see a series of ISO 27001 and ISO 22301 
video tutorials that will help you with your imple-
mentation.

 

This entry was posted on Monday, November 5th, 
2012 at 18:30 and is filed under Main. You can fol-
low any responses to this entry through the RSS 2.0 
feed. You can skip to the end and leave a response. 
Pinging is currently not allowed. 
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