Ten tips for ISO 9001
1) Do your homework before you start – there are a lot of misconceptions around ISO standards and ISO 9001.  By obtaining a baseline understanding of the requirements, how implementation works and so on you’ll be much better equipped to undertake an effective implementation project.  There are training courses and books which can be useful, or you may choose to talk to a consultant.

2) Assess the status quo – where do you sit currently in relation to the ISO standard?  The size of the gap gives you an indication of the scale of the implementation project and the degree of change which will affect your business.  You may feel confident to do this yourselves, but many consultants offer a gap analysis to assess this for you.

3) Identify how it will benefit your business. Even if your move towards ISO 9001 is customer-driven there are multiple benefits from using the system. Given the amount of time and money (see below) involved it makes sense to gain the maximum benefit from the mechanisms it delivers. Understanding these broader benefits will help you decide how to approach implementation and on-going management of the system.


4) Be prepared for the costs.  Implementing ISO 9001 may not be as expensive as you think – depending on how you approach the project.  However, you are certainly looking at costs in the Tens of Thousands. Costs can be reduced by carrying out more of the legwork in-house and they can be spread by taking longer to implement.

5) Assess your resources.  Even if your consultant does a lot of the work for you, there will be a lot of work to be done in-house. You will need to have sufficient and suitably qualified resources in the business to work on implementation. Ideally you will set up an implementation team which will include a senior manager, people involved in key business processes and someone from HR (if you have HR) to help with training and change management – see Tip #7. 

6) Understand the timescales.  Until other variables have been defined (scale and scope, resources etc) its difficult to say how long implementation will take. However, you can expect to be spending months on the project. Be wary of anyone who claims to be able to get you audit-ready in a matter of weeks. It’s possible, if the gap between current operations and the requirements of the standard is very small, but rarely is that the case.

7) Understand that things will change.  Implementing any ISO standard requires change.  ISO 9001 can demand significant changes to how you operate and to your company culture. This can be difficult for staff. Failing to manage the change element as part of the project often results in the new ways of working not being effectively adopted.  Change management needs to be part of the picture if you’re going to reap the benefits of the system in the longer term.

8) Involve your people.  Start talking to the wider business, beyond the implementation team, about ISO 9001 – why you’re doing it, what it will deliver, what it means (in broad terms) for the day-to-day. Your people are the ones carrying out your operational activities - they have valuable knowledge and perspective which will inform how the system works.

9) Set the example. In 2015 ISO changed the requirements for ISO 9001 by placing greater important on the involvement of ‘Top Management’.   You cannot leave everything to a Quality Manager or to the Implementation team. Top Management need to be fully involved and have in-depth understanding of the business’ quality objectives, their contribution to meeting the requirements and they need to actively promote risk-based thinking, a process approach and continuous improvement. Top Management are a specific point of call during an audit and they can asked about these areas by the auditor.

10) Live it. The most effective ISO implementations are those where the client fully embraces the system and its benefits.  Treating ISO 9001 as a paperwork exercise is risky. (and very old-school) That approach can easily fall down at audit whether is an external certification audit or a third party audit from a customer. And, having invested in getting the system in place it makes sense to get as much benefit as possible from it.


Bonus Tip:  Shop around when looking for a consultant. They will be working closely with you in your business for the duration of the project. It’s important that they are a good fit with your business in terms of culture, sector knowledge and overall approach. It can be very disruptive and costly to change consultant part-way through a project so take your time before you sign on the dotted line.

