
 

Surviving Your First ISO 27001 Audit: A 
Practical Survival Guide 
How to handle the human side of auditing without losing your sanity (or your job) 

So your ISO 27001 audit is approaching, and someone in your team has that 
deer-in-the-headlights look normally reserved for annual performance reviews or being 
asked to explain cryptocurrency to your nan. Fear not - audits don't have to feel like a 
root canal performed by a particularly sadistic dentist. 

The truth is, auditors aren't actually trying to catch you out. They're just methodical 
people doing a methodical job, verifying that your security programme works in the real 
world rather than just on paper. Think of them as helpful consultants with clipboards 
rather than hostile interrogators with hidden agendas. 

This guide will help you navigate the human side of auditing, prepare your team properly, 
and maybe even enjoy the process. (Yes, really. Some people find audits quite satisfying 
once they get the hang of it.) 

The Psychology of Audit Stress 

First, let's acknowledge the elephant in the room: audits are inherently stressful. 
Someone you've never met rocks up to judge whether you're doing your job properly. It's 
like having your driving test all over again, except this time your entire company's 
credibility is on the line. 

The key to managing audit stress is understanding what auditors actually want. They're 
not looking for perfection - they're looking for evidence that your systems work and your 
people understand their role in keeping information secure. A few minor gaps won't sink 
your certification, but a fundamental lack of understanding might. 

Before the Audit: Setting Yourself Up to Win 

Get Your House in Order (But Don't Redecorate) 

Organise your evidence like you're expecting a very thorough house inspection. 
Create easily accessible digital folders with logical naming conventions. If your 
document management system currently resembles a teenager's bedroom, now's the 
time to tidy up. 
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But here's the thing - don't try to implement sweeping changes weeks before your audit. 
Auditors can spot freshly minted policies and procedures from a mile away, and they'll 
want to see evidence that these have been in practice for a reasonable period. Better to 
audit what you actually do rather than what you wish you did. 

Create an audit trail that tells a coherent story. Your evidence should paint a picture 
of an organisation that takes security seriously and has embedded it into daily 
operations. If your risk assessment was last updated when Boris Johnson was still 
Foreign Secretary, that story isn't going to end well. 

Brief Your Team (Without Terrifying Them) 

Hold a team briefing that builds confidence rather than panic. Explain what the audit 
involves, who might be interviewed, and what types of questions they can expect. The 
goal is to reduce anxiety, not create it. 

Share some basic interview tips: 

●​ If you don't know something, say so honestly 
●​ Refer to documented procedures when appropriate 
●​ Use real examples from your daily work 
●​ Remember that it's about the system, not your personal performance 

Identify your key players and ensure they're available. Nothing derails an audit faster 
than discovering your ISMS manager has decided this week would be perfect for that 
long-delayed holiday to the Maldives. 

The Mock Audit: Your Dress Rehearsal 

Conduct a mock audit 2-4 weeks beforehand. This isn't about finding every possible 
flaw - it's about getting your team comfortable with the process and identifying any 
glaring gaps. 

During your mock audit: 

●​ Walk through your evidence as if you're an auditor 
●​ Practice explaining your key processes out loud 
●​ Test whether you can actually find the documents you claim exist 
●​ Check that your policies reflect what you actually do (not what you aspire to do) 

Pro tip: Get someone from outside your immediate team to play auditor. They'll ask 
different questions and spot assumptions you've been making. 

During the Audit: Performing Under Pressure 
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The Opening Meeting: First Impressions Matter 

The opening meeting sets the tone for the entire audit. Your auditor will explain their 
approach, timeline, and expectations. This is your chance to ask questions and clarify 
anything you're unsure about. 

Come prepared with: 

●​ A good understanding of your ISMS 
●​ Contact details for key personnel 
●​ Any specific constraints or considerations (remote workers, confidential areas, 

etc.) 
●​ Questions about the auditor's approach or focus areas 

Remember: Auditors are human beings doing a professional job. A bit of friendly 
professionalism goes a long way. 

Managing the Daily Rhythm 

Start each day with a brief check-in. Confirm the day's schedule, identify any changes, 
and ensure your team knows what's expected. 

Be proactive about problems. If the auditor requests something you can't immediately 
provide, explain the situation and offer alternatives. "I don't have that report to hand, but 
I can show you the system where we generate it and walk you through the process" is 
much better than awkward silence. 

Take notes during discussions. This shows you're engaged and helps you remember 
any commitments you make. It also reduces the chance of misunderstandings later. 

The Art of Honest Communication 

Transparency trumps perfection every time. If something isn't working properly, 
explain what you're doing to fix it. Auditors appreciate organisations that can honestly 
assess their own weaknesses. 

Use real examples wherever possible. Instead of just describing your incident 
response process, walk through a recent incident (appropriately anonymised, of course). 
This demonstrates that your procedures work in practice, not just in theory. 

Don't oversell or undersell your capabilities. If you've got a sophisticated security 
programme, show it off. If you're a small team doing the basics well, own that too. 
Authenticity is more impressive than aspiration. 
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Handling Difficult Moments 

When you don't know the answer: "I'm not sure about that - let me find someone who 
can give you a proper answer" is perfectly acceptable. Trying to wing it usually backfires 
spectacularly. 

When the auditor finds a gap: Listen carefully, take notes, and ask clarifying questions. 
Resist the urge to get defensive or make immediate promises about fixes. You'll have 
time to develop proper corrective actions later. 

When technical systems play up: Technology always chooses the worst possible 
moment to misbehave. Have backup plans and don't let technical glitches derail the 
entire process. 

Employee Interviews: The Human Factor 

Employee interviews often cause the most anxiety, but they're actually quite 
straightforward once you know what to expect. 

What Employees Can Expect 

Duration and format: Most interviews last 15-30 minutes and feel more like structured 
conversations than interrogations. The auditor will typically focus on your specific role 
and responsibilities. 

Types of questions: 

●​ How do you access the systems you need for your job? 
●​ What would you do if you received a suspicious email? 
●​ Where would you find our information security policies? 
●​ Can you tell me about any security training you've received? 
●​ How do you report security concerns or incidents? 

Interview Strategies for Employees 

Be yourself and speak naturally. The auditor isn't testing your knowledge of ISO 27001 - 
they're verifying that security measures are genuinely embedded in daily operations. 

Use specific examples. "Last month when I received a phishing email, I reported it to IT 
and deleted it" is much more convincing than "I would follow the procedure." 

It's okay not to know everything. "I'd need to check with my manager" or "I'd look that 
up in our policy database" are perfectly valid responses. 
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Focus on what you actually do. Don't try to recite policy documents word-for-word. 
Explain how security fits into your daily work routine. 

Preparing Different Team Members 

New employees should be able to discuss their onboarding experience and any 
security training they've received. They're not expected to know everything yet. 

Experienced staff will face more detailed questions about their specific responsibilities 
and how they handle security-related situations. 

Managers should be prepared to discuss oversight responsibilities, how they ensure 
their team follows security procedures, and how they handle security incidents or 
concerns. 

IT staff will typically face more technical questions about access controls, system 
security, monitoring, and incident response. 

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them 

The Perfectionism Trap 

Don't try to present your organisation as perfect. Auditors expect to find some issues - 
it's normal and healthy. Don’t panic about a few minor non-conformities. 

The Documentation Deluge 

Resist the urge to bury auditors in paperwork. They don't need to see every email you've 
ever sent about security. Focus on evidence that demonstrates your key processes work 
effectively. 

The Deer-in-the-Headlights Response 

When employees freeze up during interviews, it's usually because they're trying to give 
the "perfect" answer. Remind your team that honest, practical responses are much more 
valuable than rehearsed corporate speak. 

The Last-Minute Panic 

Avoid making significant changes to your ISMS in the weeks leading up to the audit. This 
often creates more problems than it solves and makes it harder to demonstrate that 
your controls are embedded and effective. 
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The Closing Meeting: Finishing Strong 

The closing meeting is where you'll receive preliminary findings and discuss next steps. 
This isn't the time to argue with findings or make promises you can't keep. 

Listen carefully to feedback and ask for clarification if needed. Take detailed notes 
about any non-conformities and the timeframes for resolution. 

Stay professional regardless of the outcome. If you receive more findings than 
expected, resist the urge to get defensive. Focus on understanding what needs to be 
addressed. 

Clarify next steps including timelines for corrective actions, when you'll receive the 
formal report, and what the certification decision process looks like. 

After the Audit: Learning and Improving 

Immediate Actions 

Debrief with your team within a few days of the audit finishing. Gather feedback on 
what went well and what could be improved for next time. 

Begin addressing any non-conformities promptly, but don't rush into hasty fixes. Take 
time to understand root causes and implement sustainable solutions. 

Celebrate the achievement of completing your audit, regardless of the outcome. 
Getting through an ISO 27001 audit is no small feat. 

Building for the Future 

Document lessons learned and incorporate them into your ISMS improvement plans. 
Every audit is a learning opportunity. 

Start preparing for surveillance audits by maintaining the same standards and 
evidence gathering practices you used for certification. 

Use the experience to build confidence in your team's ability to handle future 
compliance challenges. 
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Quick Reference Checklist for Audit Participants 

Before Your Interview: 

●​ [ ] Review key policies relevant to your role 
●​ [ ] Think of specific examples of security practices in your daily work 
●​ [ ] Know where to find important security information 
●​ [ ] Understand your role in incident reporting and response 

During Your Interview: 

●​ [ ] Listen carefully to questions before answering 
●​ [ ] Be honest about what you do and don't know 
●​ [ ] Use real examples from your work experience 
●​ [ ] Ask for clarification if you don't understand a question 
●​ [ ] Stay calm and speak naturally 

Key Things to Remember: 

●​ [ ] The auditor is verifying that security is embedded in daily operations 
●​ [ ] It's perfectly okay to say you'd need to check something or ask a colleague 
●​ [ ] Focus on what you actually do, not what policies say you should do 
●​ [ ] Security awareness is more important than perfect knowledge 
●​ [ ] Your honest experience is more valuable than rehearsed answers 

Topics You Might Be Asked About: 

●​ [ ] How you access systems and request new access 
●​ [ ] What you'd do with suspicious emails or security concerns 
●​ [ ] Where to find company security policies and procedures 
●​ [ ] Security training you've received and how it applies to your work 
●​ [ ] How you handle confidential or sensitive information 
●​ [ ] Your role in business continuity or incident response plans 

 

Remember: auditors are looking for evidence that your security programme works in 
practice, not theoretical perfection. Your authentic experience and honest 
communication are far more valuable than any amount of rehearsed corporate 
messaging. 

The best audit participants are simply people who understand their role in keeping 
information secure and can explain how they do it in practice. If that describes your 
team, you're already well on your way to audit success. 
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