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INTRODUCTION 

For those of us who have had to manage traditional compliance systems whether they are Safety, Quality 

or Environmental based, we all understand the pain. No matter your diligence, knowing that an auditor is 

scheduled and feeling comfortable and that everything is in place doesn’t come easy. Due to the manual 

nature and human dependence of these traditional systems the room for error is large. Control of the 

system and processes is all human based and naturally flawed. 

That being said, we haven’t even got to the good stuff, the reason many businesses take on ISO and other 

Compliance based requirements like HACCP is to grow, to improve and to show the outside world they 

are at a higher standard. So, if it can be difficult just to meet the standards required in a traditional system 

then how are you managing to continuously improve and get greater value out of your compliance 

system? The answer for many is that they aren’t, compliance management becomes a chore, it’s difficult 

and seems to have no reward. It’s all reactive, the reporting is not good and everyone starts wondering 

why they are bothering? Not to mention the group freak out when it’s time to be audited.  

So in these pages we will start by digging deeper into the problems with traditional systems, then we will 

look at how current technology can change the playing field and finally what the future might look like for 

compliance management.  
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THE PROBLEM WITH PAPER 

I’m old enough to have been doing my university degree in the 90’s and I clearly remember computer 

sales executives telling us paper was a thing of the past, computers would mean you can do away with 

paper. Well since then we have infinitely increased our paper usage unfortunately and along with being 

bad for the environment it’s been bad for compliance management too. 

While paper was indeed a great leap forward in being able to transfer knowledge from one person to 

another, when you are trying to build a compliance management system it also has many flaws.  

Control 

Everyone who has had to manage document versions knows what I’m going to talk about here, it’s why 

controlled documents have in bold letter, ‘Uncontrolled when printed’, on them. The essence of the 

problem is how do you ensure that the end user is using the latest and greatest version of a document, 

procedure, policy, Checklist, Audit etc? 

The unfortunate answer is you can’t be sure when you are using a paper system, because you have to 

print the documents and people often don’t even know how to verify the version so you have a big 

problem.  

Even if you have a shared drive on your server that keeps the originals and only one person can edit, you 

still have to print the document to get it into peoples hands to use, so you still have a problem.  

 

Transparency 

No, I’m not talking about see through paper, I’m talking about knowing the truth about a document or a 

piece of information.  
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Lets imagine that I have a checklist that needs to be completed each day at a certain time, or each time a 

process starts, sounds simple enough. So how do I know it was done at the appropriate time by the 

appropriate person? A piece of paper has no audit trail, no time stamp and no way to know who did it 

unless you have a CSI lab ready to do forensic work for you. This is what I mean by transparency.  

There is no benefit from completing the ‘paper work’ if it’s not done at the right time, by the right person 

for the right reason, it would be meaningless. This is even worse when the work takes place at a distance 

such as another city or a remote place where you get the paperwork later in the week scanned in or in 

hard copy.  

 

Automation 

Perhaps the most obvious flaw in paper is that it can’t do anything itself, it is an inert object with no 

abilities or logic behind it. So everything that happens with a paper based system is reliant on a human 

being. This also goes for form based online systems where the transparency issue might be better but you 

still have very limited control on the process implemented around that checklist, form, audit etc.  

This leads to the conclusion that the system is only as good as its weakest user. It also means that there 

is no back stop, no way to catch failures in the system, no way to alert management of the form not being 

completed or the audit findings not being actioned.  

 

 

Static 

No matter how clever you are, it’s very hard to make a form that caters for all occasions and allows for 

different levels of users to use and understand it. In essence paper forms are static, they are what they 

are and they require the user to understand how to use them properly.  

They can’t adapt to an answer, they can’t check the validity of an answer, they can’t stop you from 

completing the form without all the information and they can’t have user explanations, training and 

information built into them.  

The real problem here is that you end up with a form that makes perfect sense to some, little to others 

and nobody likes filling out. The perfect example of this is an incident form. To ensure that you get all the 

information you need it’s pretty hard to keep it under 3 pages on paper. If you ask less and make the form 

simple then you limit the reporting and diagnostic ability of the process, if you make it complex detailed 

and long then no one wants to fill  it out at all or they only half do it.  

Whilst I have used the example of an incident this applies to all forms, checklists, audits and so on. Making 

these easy to use while getting the required information is a balance made impossible on paper.  
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THE FUTURE IS NOW 

Now that we have a clear picture of the problems, let’s look at what you can do right now with technology 

to solve them. What should you be looking for in a piece of software to make your compliance 

management simple? Not only will we run through how these problems can be solved but we will give 

you a checklist so when you go shopping you will know what to look for.  

□ Control 

Control is a key piece of the puzzle when looking for a system to manage compliance, not only is a it a key 

component of things like ISO but it will make management of any system easier. To clarify when I talk 

about control I mean control of the system, version, information and access. You need to be able to limit 

who can do what and what people can see across your organisation to a very granular level. This might 

include aspects like the role of a person, their location, or their involvement in an incident or inspection, 

there are a variety of ways you will need to be able to control access. Many systems will have predefined 

control in the program which may be fine if you have traditional structures and roles but for the ultimate 

in control you need a system that gives you the ability to create the granular matrix of control.  

□ Transparency 

Knowing the truth of a document is key. When collecting information and making decisions on that 

information it’s vital that you know the information is true in essence. It came from the right place, the 

right person and was completed in the right way.  This gives you the confidence to build on this 

information and make decisions for the future.  

The second component of this is having ‘live’ information, this means that at  any moment you can see All 

of the information in the system in realtime. It sounds like common sense but some systems have a delay 

from the app to the cloud and vice versa so this is important to note when reviewing software.  
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When you are looking for a solution to manage compliance, having an audit trail and transparency across 

the system is key.  

 

□ Automation 

Many people believe that digitising your paper system can be just that, use a program like iAuditor and 

get people to complete an online version instead of the paper version. Whilst this may solve some minor 

issues it doesn’t really change the abilities of the form, it looks nicer, the data is better in some ways but 

it still is just information, its just now in the cloud.  

What you really want is this information to trigger something, notifiy someone or create an action. If you 

do an audit and there is a non-conformance you want that to trigger automatically, you want it to notify 

the right people, you want built in automations to drive action in the system. Otherwise you are back at 

the initial problem of paper that it is static and does not drive action in itself. But now we can even take 

this a step further with building a workflow.   

 

□ Workflow 

In the ideal world you want to build an entire workflow. When step A is done, then do step B, only move 

to step C when actions from step B are complete then move to step D when I need management to sign 

off. You already have a system in place, in theory what you need is a way to build that process into your 

management tool so you know it will be done that way each time which also links back to control.  

Having a dynamic structured workflow that can be customised for your needs is vital. Some systems may 

offer a workflow built in but with no flexability to adapt to your needs. This is better than no workflow 

but does not offer the best end result. Every business is different, every businesses needs and 

inputs/outputs are different so why not build that into your management system workflow.  

The other huge advantage of being able to adapt the workflow to your business is that you don’t have to 

change your system, the software changes for you. This is common through software today and it allows 

businesses to leverage existing knowedge and systems using powerful technology.  

 

□ Adaptability 

Adaptability can be viewed in many ways but here we will look at industry based adaptability. In many 

things what works for one industry doesn’t always work for another, this can make it very hard to find 

great software for a specific industry. What we should be looking for now is non-industry specific sofware 

that can adapt to the requirements of the system rather than trying to predetermine what is needed and 

anticipate.  

We have problably all looked at software and thought, wow that’s great except it can’t do this or that or 

it won’t allow us to change this one part. Trying to use systems like this leads to inefficiencies and user 
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dissatisfaction amongst other things. Sometimes this might be worth it if everything else is great but as 

we have said before no system works if no one wants to use it so user satisfaction is a key aspect.  

 

□ Customisation 

Following on from adapability the ability to customise is vital. Making something look and feel right for 

your business is more important that most people realise. This can be as simple as changing the name of 

an incident, a form or something more complex like the dashboard you see when you first log in. Being 

able to adapt this to  your business and even to the person who is logging in is important for many reasons 

but perhaps the most underestimated is user acceptance.  

Perhaps the only thing more important than the system itself is whether people will use it, how much 

money has been spent on amazing systems that no one uses? A simple, clean user interface that adapts 

to the company and user needs. You should always have the acceptance of the end user in mind when 

looking at software because they are the ones who will complete your forms, inspections and audits.  

A great example of this would be a delivery driver who might only need to do a fit for work assessment 

and truck prestarts as part of his role. So in the ideal system he would only see this information on his 

dashboard along with the ability to log an incident or hazard. This way the driver has all he needs, the 

system is simple and easy to learn, the adoption resistence is low. This is what you need to make the 

transition to digital a success.  

 

□ Integration 

Having the best management system software in the world might only get you part of the way if you have 

a variety of systems involved.  You may not need it today but the ability to integrate your system into 

other software is important. It could be as simple as flagging in the finance system that a contractor is not 

compliant or you may want to have one system as your User source of truth and feed all other systems.  

An open API architecture is key here as you may not know what software you will need to connect with 

in the future, an open architecture allows the development of the connection you need rather than 

accepting some other basic connection that may not do what you want. In the ideal world you would have 

both preconfigured integrations and ability to build custom integrations.   

 

□ Involve Everyone 

Linking back to the requirement for transparency it’s important that everyone can have access to log 

issues, incidents, non-conformances and so on. Giving everyone their own access not only encourages 

involvement but gives security and transparency to the information collected, you have to be logged in as 

yourself to enter information. When this is the case peoples behaviour changes, the content becomes 

more honest and useful. From a cultural point of view, participation is a key driver for satisfaction, so aside 
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from the tangible need for this it’s a great way to improve the culture of your business. Not all systems 

are designed with this type of usage in mind so its important to take this into account when shopping for 

software.  

 

□ The fundimentals 

Now before the IT department starts leaving nasty comments, there are some key technical aspects to 

consider in software. I won’t go into depth in this as your could write another whole white paper on this 

which I’m sure has already been done. 

Key techincal requirements: 

• Security – this is a key in all software purchases but particularly important as this system will have 

sensitive information in it.  

• Redundency/Backup - this is important data and you can’t afford to lose it so ensuring that you 

have great back up systems and multisite redundency means if one goes down another takes its 

place so you always have service.  

• New Technology – this might sound odd to mention but there are plenty of software solutions 

out there built on 15 year old technology, this is not what you want. You want something built on 

a newer technology base, so it adapts to your environment, computer, phone or tablet 

seemlessly. This is particularly important as this will be a big investment in time, energy and 

money so you want it to last for a long time as a great piece of software.   

I’m sure there are more aspects here but this is not a technical paper so make sure you ask for help in this 

area if you need it.  
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WHERE ARE WE GOING? 

Personally, I love dreaming about the future, imagining ways things might change, living on Mars, flying 

cars (disappointment in that one). So if we take out the crystal ball on compliance management where 

might we go in the future? 

 

Virtual and Augmented Reality 

Some of you might be saying, hey that’s available now, and you are correct but it hasn’t reached its full 

maturity as a technology yet, there is a lot of scope available for growth. Training is certainly working 

heavily in this space to allow for training to be conducted in a safe environment anywhere on the planet. 

Other uses might be remote Audits and investigations, reconstruction of incidents and who knows what 

other ideas people will come up with.  

 

 

Biometric Enhancement 

While smart watches are great fun gadgets, they haven’t quite revolutionized things like some thought 

they might. Still perhaps the thing of science fiction biometric enhancements like Elon Musks Neuralink 

might not be that far away. 

Imagine the possibilities when we link our brain into our work fully.  Let’s leave aside the moral issues of 

the big brother idea but focus on the upside.  

- How many incidents happen from tiredness or fatigue? Some strides in this area are already in 

place in the trucking industry with fatigue cameras monitoring drivers eyes to ensure they stay 

open but the options here are unlimited.  
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- What about physical issues like blood pressure, sugar levels, heart rate and so on. People have 

serious medical issues in workplaces around the world every day, imagine if we could predict and 

prevent these from happening? 

- Then there is efficiency and pattern monitoring. By monitoring how people do something you can 

improve the efficiency and effort required to complete the task. Imagine reducing the effort 

required to complete someone’s job in a factory by 20%, happier worker, less injury everyone 

wins.  

 

Predictive AI 

Whilst AI is already pretty clever, it still has limitations, but imagine if you could lay out the plans for your 

new factory, feed it into an AI and it could tell you where you will have quality, safety or environmental 

risks/issues before you even build it!   

What about an AI that is monitoring your business in real time that can predict when injuries or problems 

might occur based on a million different factors calculated.  

There really are a multitude of AI related areas we could explore, perhaps another paper, but don’t forget 

we already have a poor mans AI in being able to build workflows and automations into the software we 

use now. It might not be HAL from 2001 but maybe that’s good for now.  
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CONCLUSION 

While we aren’t living in an augmented reality world with AI overlords monitoring our performance now, 

there is still a great deal of technological power available to make compliance management simpler and 

more effective.  

If you want to take your compliance management out of the dark ages and into the future its time to start 

looking for a software solution that can take you there.  

Key Takeaways 

• Don’t settle for a paper system, take the step into technology and make your compliance work for 

you.  

• Research, research, research. Don’t go and buy the first tool you see, there are many options and it’s 

really important to find the right fit for your business.  

• Have multiple demos of the software, get others involved.  

• Make sure you can play around in a demo site, this way you can get users to test it and see how 

they like it.  

• Figure out your needs before you go to market. Make a shopping list of outcomes you need. You really 

don’t want to be blinded by the bright shiny objects and forget the real reasons you are looking for a 

solution.  

• Expect to have to put in some effort if you want a really great result, buying the first thing you see off 

the shelf will not give you this so be prepared to put some work in.  

•  

• Finally, probably the biggest one, make sure it’s a SOLUTION not just a product. A product is a vehicle, 

a solution is a Light Rigid Truck with a lifter tailgate and side roller doors and internal shelves that 

satisfies all the needs of the business in the right way not the truck on sale down the road with a 

flatbed tray.  

 


