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Why Audits Expose Document Chaos 
Nothing reveals the cracks in your document management like an audit. The requests seem 
simple enough:  

•​ "Show me the purchase orders for these 50 transactions." 
•​ "Pull the signed delivery receipts from Q3." 
•​ "Where's the approval documentation for this expense?" 

But when documents live in filing cabinets, email attachments, shared drives, desktop 
folders, and "that box in the warehouse office," simple requests become multi-day treasure 
hunts. 

This guide won't solve the underlying problem - that takes real infrastructure changes. But it 
will help you get through the next 30 days with your sanity intact and give you a framework 
you can reuse. 

The Real Cost of Audit Scrambles 
Before we get into the checklist, let's be honest about what's at stake. Most companies 
dramatically underestimate audit prep costs because they don't track: 

•​ Hours spent searching: Staff time redirected from productive work to document 
hunting 

•​ Overtime and weekend work: Premium labor costs during the final push 
•​ Delayed responses: Extended audit timelines that keep auditors on-site longer 
•​ Missing documents: Items that simply can't be found, requiring workarounds or 

explanations 
•​ Opportunity cost: What your team would be doing if they weren't buried in boxes 

A mid-sized distributor typically spends 80-120 hours on audit prep - much of it avoidable 
with better document organization. At fully-loaded labor costs, that's $4,000-$8,000 per 
audit, not counting the stress and disruption. 
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Week 4: Days 30-22 
INVENTORY AND TRIAGE 

The goal this week is simple: figure out what you have, where it lives, and what's missing. 
Resist the urge to start organizing - you need the full picture first. 

Create Your Document Map 
1.​ List every location where documents might live: physical filing cabinets, shared 

network drives, cloud storage, email archives, individual desktops, ERP system, 
accounting software, and off-site storage. 

2.​ Assign an owner to each location. This person is responsible for knowing what's 
there - not for finding everything, just for being the expert on that location. 

3.​ Document the naming conventions (or lack thereof) currently in use. You'll need 
this to search effectively. 

Identify High-Risk Categories 
Based on the audit scope, rank document categories by risk: 

•​ High risk: Documents you know will be requested, and you're not confident you can 
find 

•​ Medium risk: Documents likely to be requested, but you know roughly where they 
are 

•​ Low risk: Documents unlikely to be requested or easy to retrieve 

Common High-Risk Document Types 
Document Type Why It's Risky 
Signed delivery receipts / BOLs Often stuck on trucks, in driver folders, or 

misfiled by customer 
Expense approval documentation Approvals often happen via email, never 

attached to the invoice 
Contracts and amendments Multiple versions, unclear which is "final 

signed" 
Mill test reports / certifications Arrive with shipments, filed inconsistently or 

not at all 
Credit memos and adjustments Supporting documentation often missing or 

incomplete 

Week 4 Deliverable 
By the end of this week, you should have a written document map and a prioritized list of 
high-risk categories to focus on in Week 3. 
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Week 3: Days 21-15 
RETRIEVAL TESTING 

This is where most audit prep goes wrong. Teams assume they can find things - until they 
try. This week, you test your retrieval capabilities before it's too late to fix gaps. 

Run Sample Retrievals 
1.​ Pick 20 transactions at random from the audit period. Try to pull complete 

documentation for each: PO, receiving document, invoice, payment, and any 
approvals. 

2.​ Time each retrieval. Write down how long it takes and where you had to look. This 
data will be eye-opening. 

3.​ Note every failure point: document not found, wrong version, incomplete, illegible, 
or filed in unexpected location. 

Calculate Your Retrieval Metrics 
After your sample retrievals, calculate: 

•​ Hit rate: What percentage of documents were found on the first attempt? 
•​ Average retrieval time: How long does it take to pull a complete transaction 

package? 
•​ Gap rate: What percentage of transactions have at least one missing document? 

Benchmark: A well-organized company can retrieve a complete transaction package in 
under 5 minutes with a 95%+ hit rate. If you're at 15+ minutes or below 80% hit rate, you 
have significant work ahead. 

Identify Systemic Gaps 
Look for patterns in your retrieval failures: 

•​ Are certain document types consistently missing? 
•​ Are certain time periods worse than others? 
•​ Are certain departments or locations less organized? 
•​ Is the problem filing, scanning, or retention? 

Week 3 Deliverable 
A retrieval test report showing hit rates by document type, average retrieval times, and a 
prioritized list of gaps to address in Week 2. 
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Week 2: Days 14-8 
GAP REMEDIATION 

Now you know what's missing. This week is about recovering what can be recovered and 
documenting what can't be found. 

Recovery Strategies by Document Type 
For missing vendor invoices: Request copies from vendors. Most can provide duplicates 
within 48-72 hours. Send requests early this week. 

For missing delivery documentation: Check with carriers for signed POD copies. Check 
customer portals. Ask your drivers to check their records. 

For missing approvals: Search email archives for approval chains. Check your ERP's 
approval logs. If digital approval exists anywhere, find it. 

For missing contracts: Contact the other party for copies. Check with legal for archive 
copies. Search email for transmission history. 

Create Your "Cannot Locate" Log 
For documents you genuinely cannot recover, create a formal log: 

1.​ Document type and description 
2.​ Transaction reference (PO number, invoice number, etc.) 
3.​ All locations searched 
4.​ Recovery attempts made 
5.​ Alternative supporting documentation available 

This log shows auditors you've done due diligence. A documented search is far better than 
"we couldn't find it." 

Organize for Retrieval Speed 
For documents you've located but need to organize: 

•​ Create a consistent folder structure for audit samples 
•​ Use clear, searchable naming: [Transaction#]_[DocType]_[Date] 
•​ Pre-stage commonly requested document types 
•​ Create an index or tracking spreadsheet for quick lookups 

Week 2 Deliverable 
An organized audit staging area (digital and/or physical), a "cannot locate" log, and a 
tracking spreadsheet for sample requests. 
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Week 1: Days 7-1 
FINAL PREPARATION 

The heavy lifting is done. This week is about logistics, communication, and making sure the 
actual audit runs smoothly. 

Prepare Your Team 
1.​ Designate a single point of contact for auditor requests. All requests should flow 

through this person to prevent confusion and duplicate efforts. 
2.​ Brief everyone who might be asked questions. They should know to direct 

auditors to the point of contact rather than improvising answers. 
3.​ Clear calendars. Key personnel should have minimal commitments during audit 

week. 

Set Up the Physical Space 
•​ Dedicate a workspace for auditors with network access and printing 
•​ Stage your organized documents nearby for quick access 
•​ Prepare a request tracking system (even a simple spreadsheet works) 
•​ Test all equipment: copiers, scanners, network connections 

Prepare Your Request Response Process 
Create a simple workflow for handling requests: 

•​ Log every request with timestamp 
•​ Assign to the appropriate person 
•​ Track status: received, in progress, delivered 
•​ Note any items that require follow-up or explanation 

Pre-Audit Dry Run 
Have someone who wasn't involved in prep request 10 random documents. Time how long it 
takes. If you can't deliver in under 10 minutes per request, you have more work to do. 

Week 1 Deliverable 
A briefed team, a prepared workspace, a working request tracking system, and confidence 
that you can handle what's coming. 
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Audit Day: Best Practices 
You've done the preparation. Now execute cleanly. 

1.​ Start with a brief meeting. Introduce your point of contact, explain the request 
process, and ask about the auditor's priorities and timeline. 

2.​ Log everything. Every request, every delivery, every conversation. This protects you 
and creates a record for next time. 

3.​ Respond promptly but accurately. Speed matters, but providing wrong documents 
creates bigger problems than a short delay. 

4.​ Don't volunteer information. Answer what's asked. Additional context often creates 
additional questions. 

5.​ Escalate issues quickly. If you can't find something or see a problem developing, 
involve leadership early. 

6.​ Debrief daily. Quick end-of-day check-ins keep everyone aligned and surface 
problems before they compound. 

After the Audit: Making It Easier Next Time 
The worst time to think about document management is during an audit. The best time is 
immediately after, when the pain is fresh. 

Conduct a Post-Audit Review 
•​ What documents were hardest to find? 
•​ Where did the process break down? 
•​ What would have made this easier? 
•​ How much time and money did prep actually consume? 

Document Your Learnings 
Create a formal audit prep playbook based on this experience. Include the document map, 
common requests, retrieval tips, and contact information. Your future self (or successor) will 
thank you. 

Consider the Structural Problem 
If you found yourself spending dozens of hours on prep, hunting through multiple systems, 
and still struggling to find documents - the problem isn't the audit. The problem is how 
documents are managed day-to-day. 

Modern document management systems can automate capture, enforce consistent filing, 
enable instant retrieval, and make audit prep a non-event. The question isn't whether you 
can afford to implement one - it's whether you can afford another audit like this one. 
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Quick Reference Checklist 
Print this page and use it to track progress. 

Week 4: Inventory and Triage 
•​ Document map created (all storage locations identified) 
•​ Location owners assigned 
•​ High-risk document categories identified 
•​ Naming conventions documented 

Week 3: Retrieval Testing 
•​ 20 sample retrievals completed 
•​ Hit rate calculated 
•​ Average retrieval time calculated 
•​ Systemic gaps identified and prioritized 

Week 2: Gap Remediation 
•​ Recovery requests sent to vendors/carriers 
•​ "Cannot locate" log created 
•​ Audit staging area organized 
•​ Tracking spreadsheet prepared 

Week 1: Final Preparation 
•​ Single point of contact designated 
•​ Team briefed 
•​ Workspace prepared 
•​ Request tracking system ready 
•​ Dry run completed 

 -  

MaxRecall Technologies 
Business Process Automation Experts 

maxrecall.com  |  770-998-1400 
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