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1. INTRODUCTION

An effective customer communication process contributes to the success of any organization’s
quality management system and ultimately to the success of the organization itself. Conversely,
many problems that an organization experiences with its customers can often be traced back to

poor communication.

2. REQUIREMENTS AND GUIDANCE

2.1 1SO 9001 clause 8.2.1 Customer communication states as follows:

” Communication with customers shall include:

a) providing information relating to products and services;

b) handling enquiries, contracts or orders, including changes;

c) obtaining customer feedback relating to products and services, including

customer complaints;

d) handling or controlling customer property;

e) establishing specific requirements for contingency actions, when relevant.”

2.2 ISO 9001 Auditing Practices Group papers on “Customer feedback” and “Customer

complaints” are available.
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There are a number of other requirements in ISO 9001 where reference is made directly, or
indirectly, to customer communication.

= Top management shall ensure that customer requirements are determined and are met
with the aim of enhancing customer satisfaction

» The organization’s review of the requirements related to the product conducted prior to
the organization's commitment to supply a product to the customer (e.g. submission of
tenders, acceptance of contracts or orders, acceptance of changes to contracts or
orders).

=  Where the customer provides no documented statement of requirement, the customer
requirements shall be confirmed by the organization before acceptance; the organization
needs to have a system in place to obtain those requirements.

= Authorizing the use of nonconforming product by release or acceptance under
concession by a relevant authority and, where applicable, by the customer

Guidance from ISO 9004:2009

5.4 Strategy and policy communication

The effective communication of the strategy and policies is essential to the sustained
success of the organization.

Such communication should be meaningful, timely and continual. Communication should
also include a feedback mechanism, a review cycle and should incorporate provisions to
proactively address changes in the organization's environment

6.7.3 Information

The organization should establish and maintain processes to gather reliable and useful data
and for converting such data into the information necessary for decision making.

This includes the processes needed for the storage, security, protection, communication and
distribution of data and information to all relevant parties. The organization's information and
communication systems need to be robust and accessible, to ensure their capabilities. The
organization should ensure the integrity, confidentiality and availability of information relating
to its performance, process improvements, and on progress towards the achievement of
sustained success.

VERIFYING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF CUSTOMER COMMUNICATIONS

Verifying the effectiveness of customer communication is a critical component for achieving
customer satisfaction. Although there is no specific requirement in ISO 9001 for documented
information, depending on the size, complexity and culture of the organization, it may be necessary
to have relevant documentation in order to ensure effective implementation of the customer
communication process.
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ISO 9000 defines the term “customer” as the recipient of a product or a service. It further gives
examples of customers including the “end user”.

Many organizations sell their products and services through dealers and retailers and may not be
receiving orders directly from the end users. It is important for the auditor to verify how the
organization communicates about the quality of its products and services to the end users and also
the mechanism for obtaining feedback (besides complaints) from the end users and other relevant
interested parties. It should be recognized that the needs of the dealers / retailers may at times be
different from those of the end users.

4 THE AUDITOR’S APPROACH

4.1  Customer communication falls into three general categories:
¢ An organization’s general communication to existing or potential customers — such as

advertisements or marketing information,

e Specific information relating to a customer enquiry, requirement or order, and
o Communication in response to customer feedback and complaints

4.2 Some or all of the following means of an organization’s general customer communication
may be observed by the auditor:
Product information, which includes
e advertising material
e web sites
e product catalogues
Where the organization receives orders from dealers and not the end users, the auditor
should establish that the product information available to the end users (pamphlets,
brochures, web sites etc.) describes the products and services adequately and accurately.
The auditor should also try to establish how the customer needs have been identified and
product specifications arrived at.

4.3 The auditor would verify the product information to confirm that it is readily available to
customers or potential customers and provides information that is up-to-date and accurate.
The auditor could also query, for example, how often advertising material, web sites and
product catalogues are reviewed to reflect the organizations current product offerings and
services and what measures are taken if a particular product is modified, discontinued or no
longer available.

4.4 Some or all of the following means of an organization’s specific customer communication
may be observed by the auditor:
a) Enquiries, contracts or order handling, including amendments

e quotations
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order forms
o confirmation of order
e amendment to order
e delivery documentation
e invoices
e credit notes
¢ e-mail & general correspondence
e visit reports or notes to/from customer
b) Customer feedback and complaints management process
e Letters in response to complaints

e Acknowledgments

4.5 There are also further instances where the auditor will experience the organization’s
communication with the customer:

e During the ordering process where the customer provides no documented statement of
requirements, the organization needs to have a system in place to obtain or confirm
these customer requirements before the organization accepts the order.

e During the design and development process there may be considerable communication
between the organization and the customer.

o During the process of authorizing the use of nonconforming product by release or
acceptance under concession by a relevant authority and, where applicable, by the
customer.

4.6 The auditor would use normal trace methods to verify compliance with the customer
communications requirements of ISO 9001 and whether the organization communicated
effectively with the customer in the execution of the enquiry, contract or order.

Please access our websites at ISO 9001 Auditing Practices Group, or at Accreditation and
Assessment Practices - IAF, where you can find information about ISO 9001 Auditing Practices
Groups, download Introduction, the other ISO 9001 APG and AAPG papers.

Feedback from users is welcomed by APG/AAPG and will be used to determine the need for
additional guidance documents, as well as for the revision of the current ones.

In case you wish to provide your feedback, the Group Secretary contact details are also available on
these sites.
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DISCLAIMER

This paper has not been subject to an endorsement process by the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO), ISO Technical Committee 176, or the International Accreditation Forum
(IAF). The information contained within it is available for educational and communication purposes.
The ISO 9001 Auditing Practices Group does not take responsibility for any errors, omissions or
other liabilities that may arise from the provision or subsequent use of such information.
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