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AMPLIFA PROCUREMENT GLOSSARY

Supplier audit programme: Systematic
assessment and monitoring of the supplier
base
The supplier audit programme is a structured, scheduled process for assessing and monitoring

suppliers with regard to quality, processes, compliance and performance. It covers the definition of

audit frequencies, audit types, assessment criteria and escalation routes across the entire lifecycle

of a supplier relationship. For buyers and supply chain managers, it is a central instrument of risk

management and supplier development. A well-designed audit programme combines quality

requirements, regulatory obligations and strategic sourcing objectives into a repeatable,

documented process.

Key facts
• A supplier audit programme systematically defines which suppliers are audited, when, how often and

against which criteria.

• Typical audit types are system audits, process audits, product audits and compliance audits.

• The audit frequency is usually based on the supplier's risk and strategy class.

• Audit results frequently feed into supplier evaluations, qualification decisions and the sourcing

pipeline.

• Documentation and traceability are prerequisites for certifications such as ISO 9001 or IATF 16949.

• In the event of major audit findings, defined actions follow and, where necessary, supplier escalation.

Definition: supplier audit programme
A supplier audit programme is the binding, usually annually updated plan of all supplier audits within a

company. It defines the audit subject, audit frequency, responsibilities, assessment criteria and the

consequences arising from the results.

Distinction from simple supplier evaluation

Whereas supplier evaluation is generally based on metrics such as on-time delivery, complaint rate and

schedule deviation analysis, the audit programme assesses suppliers directly on site or remotely. It

questions not only the results but also the underlying processes. The two instruments complement each

other: evaluation data provides the indicators, audits provide the root cause analysis. Pure KPI

monitoring without audits often only detects process weaknesses once failures have already occurred.

Legal and normative classification

For certified quality management systems, supplier audits are a mandatory component of supplier

management in many industries. Supply chain and product safety requirements, as well as inspection

obligations towards critical sub-suppliers, further expand the scope. Companies should examine the

specific obligations from a normative and legal perspective on a case-by-case basis, as requirements
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vary depending on industry, region and customer base.

Structure and methods of a supplier audit programme
An effective audit programme follows a clear methodological structure: classification of suppliers,

definition of audit types, planning of frequencies and standardised execution with documented follow-up.

Supplier classification as the starting point

The foundation is a risk classification of suppliers, often based on criteria such as revenue significance,

uniqueness of the technology, risk of supply failure and compliance sensitivity. A-rated suppliers or

critical single-source suppliers are typically audited annually or every two years, while C-rated suppliers

are often audited only on an event-driven basis. The classification rate – the proportion of fully classified

suppliers – is also a control indicator for the quality of the programme.

Audit types and audit content

System audits assess the supplier's quality management system, process audits the manufacturing and

operational processes, product audits the conformity of delivered parts, and compliance audits topics

such as ethics, supplier sanctions screening and environmental requirements. In practice, checklists are

often based on industry standards and supplemented with customer-specific requirements, such as

special inspection instructions or production planning requirements.

Remote audits and hybrid formats

Remote audits via video conference and document exchange have established themselves as a

cost-efficient addition, particularly for pre-audits and interim reviews. They rarely fully replace on-site

audits for critical process steps, but do reduce travel costs and preparation time. A clear rule on which

audit elements may be conducted remotely should be included in the programme.

Process: from planning to effectiveness verification
The supplier audit process follows a repeatable sequence that must remain comprehensible even for

less experienced staff.

Planning and announcement

The annual audit plan is defined at the beginning of the year and coordinated with the quality,

procurement and – where relevant – development departments. The supplier receives an

announcement with scope, schedule and a list of documents to be provided. An agenda agreed in

advance significantly increases the validity of the audit, because the relevant processes and staff are

actually available.

Execution and assessment

During the audit, processes are assessed against the checklist, often using point scales similar to bid

evaluation scales, which enable comparable assessments across suppliers and points in time. Findings

are classified as conformity, observation or deviation. A closing meeting with the supplier ensures a

shared understanding of the results and avoids later conflicts of interpretation.

Actions and follow-up

Every deviation is assigned an appropriate corrective action with a responsible person and deadline.
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Effectiveness verification takes place in a defined follow-up, usually within three to twelve months.

Without a closed action cycle, the audit remains a documentation exercise – with it, it becomes an

instrument of supplier development.

Key KPIs of a supplier audit programme
Metrics make the effectiveness of the programme manageable and provide arguments for senior

management and customers.

Programme-level metrics

Typical metrics are schedule adherence (proportion of audits carried out vs. planned), the proportion of

audited delivery volume and the classification rate. These figures show whether the programme is

actively practised or exists only on paper. In practice, schedule adherence significantly below 80 per

cent is often a warning sign of insufficient resources.

Outcome-oriented metrics

More important are the impact metrics: supplier audit scores, the number of open overdue actions,

repeat deviations and the development of the complaint rate for audited vs. non-audited suppliers.

Supplier performance after audits – for example in on-time delivery and the supplier's inventory metrics

– also shows whether audits lead to measurable improvements. Poorly performing audits can trigger

supplier escalation, up to and including the qualification of new sources via supplier acquisition.

Risks, controls and interfaces
An audit programme only has an impact if it is interlinked with the adjacent processes and controls its

own risks.

Typical weaknesses

Common mistakes are overly generic checklists, auditors without process knowledge, lack of

consequences for poor results, and audits that take place on time but remain superficial. One-sided

orientation is also a risk: if only the buyer's own benefit is examined, audits lose acceptance with the

supplier. A partnership-based orientation with a developmental character sustainably increases

effectiveness.

Interfaces to procurement, quality and compliance

Audit programmes feed into quality management in procurement, supplier evaluation and strategic

decisions such as dual sourcing or maintaining the sourcing pipeline. For international suppliers,

compliance topics such as supplier sanctions screening, compliance with Incoterms FOB arrangements

along the logistics chain and correct creditor master data are audit subjects. Where sustainability

requirements apply, topics such as recycled content share and the PPWR packaging regulation move

into the focus of audits.

Documentation and customer requirements

Audit reports must be archived in an audit-proof manner and be available as evidence on customer

request – for example in the context of customer audits at the company's own site. If the company itself

is subject to regulations, it must be able to demonstrate the auditing of its sub-suppliers. Incomplete

documentation is a frequent finding in certification and customer audits.
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Current developments: digitalisation, sustainability and resilience
Supplier audit programmes are changing under the influence of supply chain legislation, ESG

requirements and digital tools.

Digital audit platforms and data integration

Audit planning, checklists, photo documentation and action tracking are increasingly moving into digital

tools that also integrate supplier evaluation and supplier risk management. Automated evaluations

enable trend analyses across suppliers and sites. What remains important is that the software structures

the process, but does not replace the technical depth of the assessment.

Sustainability and supply chain audits

Environmental and human rights aspects are becoming standard audit content, in addition to quality and

delivery capability. Topics such as PPWR-compliant packaging, recycled content share and CO2

accounting are increasingly being addressed. Companies should have these requirements legally

reviewed on a case-by-case basis, as documentation obligations differ depending on company size and

sphere of influence.

Resilience-oriented audits

Lessons from supply shortages have expanded the audit questions: capacity reserves, reusability of

tooling, vulnerability of production planning and contingency plans are coming into stronger focus.

Audits increasingly address the question of how quickly a supplier can deliver again after a disruption –

for example, whether a crisis management team is defined at the supplier and how it is interlinked with

the buyer's own crisis team.

Typical metrics
Audit schedule adherence: > 90%
Proportion of audits carried out in the year versus planned audits; a low figure indicates a lack of resources

Average audit score: > 85%
Benchmark for satisfactory system maturity; scaled differently depending on the checklist

Overdue corrective actions: < 5%
Proportion of open actions past their due date; an indicator of follow-up discipline

Audit coverage of critical suppliers: 100%
Proportion of A-rated suppliers with a valid audit status within the defined cycle

Practical example
A medium-sized mechanical engineering company with around 400 active suppliers previously

conducted audits only on an event-driven basis – usually after complaints. After two costly supply blocks

from critical sub-suppliers, the company established a structured audit programme: 35 A-rated suppliers

were classified as risk-critical and placed on a two-year audit cycle. The audit checklists combined

quality management, production planning and compliance questions. As early as the first year,

inadequate traceability and missing inspection instructions were identified and remedied at several

suppliers.

• Risk-based classification of all active suppliers with a defined audit frequency per class
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• Standardised, modular checklist with industry-specific additional modules

• Binding corrective action and follow-up process with escalation levels

• Annual management review of the audit programme with adjustment of the audit cycles

Conclusion
The supplier audit programme is more than a box-ticking exercise for the quality management system: it

is the central instrument for identifying risks in the supplier base at an early stage and actively

developing suppliers. Its success depends on a sound risk classification, practice-oriented checklists,

consistent action tracking and integration with supplier evaluation, sourcing decisions and compliance

processes. Companies that design audits as a partnership-based development dialogue achieve greater

acceptance and more sustainable improvements in practice. Those who set up the programme digitally

and on a data-driven basis also reduce effort and create transparency across sites and time. A

well-practised audit programme therefore directly contributes to delivery capability, quality and

protection against reputational risks.

Frequently asked questions

How often should suppliers be audited?

The audit frequency should be defined on a risk basis. In practice, A-rated suppliers and critical single

sources are typically audited annually or every two years, B-rated suppliers every two to three years,

and C-rated suppliers on an event-driven basis. What matters is that the frequency is documented in the

audit programme and adjusted when risks change.

What types of supplier audits are there?

Common types are system audits (quality management system), process audits (manufacturing and

operational processes), product audits (conformity of the delivered products) and compliance audits

(ethics, legal matters, sustainability). Depending on the industry, specialised audits may be added, for

example for product safety or logistics. A good audit programme combines several audit types according

to supplier risk.

What belongs in a supplier audit programme?

Core components are the supplier classification, the annual audit plan with frequencies, the defined

audit types and checklists, the responsibilities and qualification of auditors, the assessment and

escalation rules, as well as the corrective action and follow-up process. Documentation requirements

and interfaces to supplier evaluation should also be included in the programme.

What happens after a poor audit result at a supplier?

In the event of critical deviations, corrective actions are agreed with deadlines and their effectiveness is

verified. If actions are not implemented or findings recur, supplier escalation usually comes into effect:

from a warning stage, via reduced order allocation, up to termination of the business relationship. In

parallel, an alternative source is often qualified through supplier acquisition.

Are remote audits of suppliers sufficient?

Remote audits work well for pre-audits, interim reviews and low-risk suppliers, but have limitations when

it comes to physical process inspections. For critical manufacturing steps or initial qualifications, an

on-site audit usually remains indispensable. A hybrid approach – remote preparation plus a focused
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on-site inspection – has proven efficient and robust in practice.

Who is responsible for the supplier audit programme?

Responsibility typically lies with the quality department, often in close coordination with procurement as

the process owner for supplier management. For technically complex products, development and

manufacturing experts also act as auditors. What matters is a clearly documented allocation of

responsibility, including an escalation route up to executive management.


