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1. Introduction 

The European Qual i t y in Soc ia l Services (EQUASS) is  a European and sector-

spec if ic  qual i t y system for organisat ions that  provide soc ia l serv ices and that are 

committed to comply wi th fundamental values and qual i t y pr inc ip les in the socia l  

sector.  EQUASS aims to enhance the soc ia l serv ices sector by engaging serv ice 

providers in qual i t y and cont inuous improvement and by guaranteeing serv ice users 

qual i t y of  serv ices throughout Europe.  

EQUASS operates on wel l-def ined cr i ter ia,  performance indicators and an external  

audit  procedure. I t  is  important to mention that a l l  EQUASS processes and 

procedures are monitored and approved by a European Awarding Committee in  

which the most important sectora l s takeholders at European level are represented.  

Moreover,  those processes and procedures are subject to permanent monitor ing 

and cont inuous improvement on the bas is of  feedback f rom appl icants and 

auditors .      

This document g ives a br ief  overview of  the EQUASS Assurance procedures that  

are to be appl ied by the appl icant,  the auditors and the EQUASS Secretar ia t ,  in the 

process of  the cer t i f icat ion by EQUASS. The descr ipt ion fo l lows the chronological  

steps in the EQUASS Assurance process and refers to the under lying documents 

for  support ing th is process. This EQUASS Assurance process is  shown as a f low 

char t  in the f igure below. The numbers for  the suppor ted documentat ion refer to  

the suppor ted documents  ment ioned in this  f i le .  
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List of supporting documentation 

 

1 EQUASS Assurance Application form (including checklist for self-assessment)  

EQ-ASS_APP_004FOR_ENSSGI2012-Application Form 

2 Guidelines for EQUASS Assurance application  

EQ-ASS_APP-029GUI_ENSSGI2012-Guidelines for Assurance Application 

3 EQUASS Assurance Administrative checklist 

EQ-ASS_APP_008ACL_ENSSGI2012-Administrative Checklist 

4 EQUASS Assurance Auditor profile  

EQ-ALL_TRN-028PRO_ENSSGI2012-Auditor Profile 

5 Code of Ethics for auditors 

EQ-ALL_AUD_022ETH-Code of Ethics 

6 EQUASS Assurance Site visit preparation form  

EQ-ASS_ AUD_011PRP_ENSSGI2012-Site Visit Preparation Form 

7 EQUASS Assurance Checklist for auditors 

EQ-ASS_ AUD_009ACL_ENSSGI2012-Checklist for Auditors 

8 Audit Report 

EQ-ASS_AUD_012REP_ENSSGI2012-Audit Report 

9 Additional information (including logo) 

EQ-ASS_APP_007ADD_ENSSGI2012-Additional Information Form 

10 Overview of certified organisations 

EQ-ASS_INF_PDF020-Overview of Certified Organisations 

11 Feedback form 

EQ-ALL_CER_014EVA_ ENSSGI2012-Audit evaluation form 

12 EQUASS Pricing document (for the prices and calculations of the number of days needed 

for multi-site applications 

EQ-ALL_COR-030PRI-EQUASS Pricing Document (Internal) 
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2. Application and self-assessment 

•  Application dossier 

The appl icant is  ent i t led to def ine the scope for  the EQUASS Assurance 

appl icat ion. This scope can be the ent ire organisat ion that provides soc ia l serv ices 

(or VET serv ices) as wel l  as one s ingle depar tment or  bus iness uni t  wi thin that  

organisat ion. An essent ia l  cr i ter ion is  that the appl icat ion re lates to a number of  

soc ia l serv ices
1
 d irect ly provided to persons ( inc l .  VET serv ices) at one or more  

s ites . The scope of  the appl icat ion is  expressed in the appl icat ion form and the 

cert i f icat ion wi l l  also expl ic i t l y refer to  th is def ined scope. Interested organisat ions 

can apply for  EQUASS Assurance cert i f icat ion dur ing the ent ire year.  

The self -assessment is  carr ied out by the appl icant wi th the check l is t  which is  

inc luded in the appl icat ion form. The appl icant ind icates i f  the organisat ion meets  

the EQUASS Assurance cr i ter ia by answer ing 100 quest ions. The evidence of  

implementat ion is  l is ted in the appl icat ion form so the audi tor  knows where and 

how to ver i f y.   

�  Support ing documents: 

1.  EQUASS Assurance Appl icat ion form ( inc luding check l is t  for  se lf -

assessment)    

EQ-ASS_APP_004FOR_ENSSGI2012-Appl icat ion Form 

2.  Guidel ines for  EQUASS Assurance appl icat ion   

EQ-ASS_APP-029GUI_ENSSGI2012-Guidel ines for  Assurance Appl icat ion 

 

 

•  Administrative check 

The EQUASS secretar iat  wi l l  check the el ig ib i l i t y of  the appl icant and the serv ices 

concerned, as wel l  as the completeness of  the doss ier.  I f  some elements of  

informat ion are missing or i f  the appl icat ion form and the check l is t  are not duly 

completed, the appl icant wi l l  be asked to do so. The audi t  process wi l l  on ly 

cont inue i f  the doss ier  is  completed.  

�  Support ing document:  

3.  EQUASS Assurance Administrat ive check l is t  EQ-

ASS_APP_008ACL_ENSSGI2012-Administrat ive Check l is t  

 

                                                
1
 See; Commission Communication "Services of general interest, including social services of general interest: a 

new European commitment", COM (2007) 725 final, 20.11.2007. 
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3. Selection of the auditor 

An EQUASS audi tor ,  selected by the EQUASS secretar ia t ,  wi l l  carry out the 

external  audi t .  The auditor  wi l l  be independent and qual i f ied, meaning that  he/she 

has successfu l ly completed a tra in ing for  EQUASS auditors and was nominated by 

the EQUASS Awarding Committee. Nominated audi tors are a lso obl iged to fo l low 

cal ibrat ion tra in ing wi th in a per iod of  maximum 3 years . A complete l is t  of  a l l  

nominated auditors can be found on the EQUASS webs ite.    

The auditor  is  tra ined in  the approach of  Quali t y Management  and in how to 

understand the Pr inc ip les  for  Quali t y and the EQUASS Assurance cr i ter ia  and 

indicators . He/she is  an expert  in  audit  methods. The auditor  is  respons ib le for  a l l  

phases of  the audi t  inc luding the draf t ing of  an audit  report  

The EQUASS secretar iat  supports and monitors the audi tor  throughout the audi t  

process.  

�  Support ing documents: 

EQUASS Assurance Auditor prof i le  

Code of  Eth ics for  auditors   
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4. The audit 

Audi t ing an appl icant on compl iance wi th EQUASS Assurance cr i ter ia is  based on the 

informat ion provided in the appl icat ion form and the resul ts of  the self -assessment.  

The audit  cons is ts of  four  steps:  

•  Desk review 

The audi tor  wi l l  receive a (d ig ita l)  copy of  the appl icat ion form inc luding the self -

assessment and supported documentat ion.  He/she wi l l  complete the desk review and 

desk scor ing on the basis of  that  information.    

Based on a review of  the documentat ion,  the audi tor  wi l l  ident i f y pr ior i t ies  for  

d iscuss ions, interv iews and document review dur ing the s i te v is i t .  He/she wi l l  a lso 

selec t a max imum of  15 documents ment ioned in the check l is t  that need to be made 

avai lab le dur ing the s i te  v is i t  for  a review.  

 

•  Preparation of site visit 

The auditor  wi l l  send a proposal for  the p lanning and the programme of  the s i te v is i t  

to the appl icant at least two weeks (10 work ing days) before the proposed and agreed 

dates. The p lanning and the programme must be agreed by the appl icant and 

communicated to the auditor  and staf f  of  the appl icant ’s  organisat ion. The auditor  wi l l  

use the ‘Site v is i t  preparat ion form’ for  communicat ing the p lanned s ite v is i t .  The 

auditor  wi l l  meet a number of  staf f ,  serv ice-users and other s takeholders who are 

re levant  for  the scope of  the audit .   

The audit  p lan conta ins fo l lowing e lements :  

•  Date and t ime to review the documentat ion and other  informat ion resources.   

•  T ime for  g iv ing the feedback on the s ite v is i t  to  the appl icant and the s taf f .  

•  T ime to do the synthesis and f inal  audit  report .  

•  An interv iew wi th the Chief  Execut ive Of f icer is  obl igatory,  l im ited in durat ion 

(max 1,5 hours) and must  take p lace at the end of  the s ite v is i t .  

 

The s i te v is i t  p lan should be f lex ib le and permit  changes based on col lected 

informat ion dur ing the s ite  vis i t .  

The p lan wi l l  be communicated and agreed with the appl icant and sent to the EQUASS 

Core Expert  and to the appl icant .  

�  Support ing document  

EQUASS Assurance Site vis it  preparat ion form 
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•  Site visit 

The audi tor  wi l l  co l lect evidence for  ver i f icat ion of  the information in the self -

assessment form through interv iews, examinat ion of  documents  and observat ion of  

act iv i t ies, s i tuat ions and condi t ions. Si te vis i t  observat ions must be regis tered. At the 

end of  the s i te  vis i t ,  pr ior  to  the audit  report ,  the auditor  wi l l  ho ld a meet ing wi th the  

re levant s taf f  of  the appl icant and present to them his/her  observat ions. This 

feedback aims to ensure an unders tanding of  the audi t  f ind ings and the 

recommendat ions g iven in the audit  report .  I t  should however  be c lear that the 

feedback does not  const i tute a formal outcome or decis ion on the audit .   

Note on number of  days for a si te visit  

The standard number of  days for  a s i te v is i t  (s ingle s i te)  is  two days of  8 hours a day.  

Large organisat ions (> 250 FTE Staf f )  and mul t i-s i te  organisat ions (> 1 s i te)  wi l l  

require more days for  a s i te v is i t .   This number of  addit ional  days for  mult i-s i te  

appl icat ions is  determined by the formula:  V <# ident i f ied s i tes>. The maximum 

number of  s i tes inc luded in a mult i-s i te audi t  is  10, and the s i tes to be v is i ted wi l l  be 

selec ted by the auditor .  Organisat ions wi th between 251 and 500 FTE s taf f  require  

one addit ional audi t  day and wi th more than 500 FTE s taf f  two addit ional days are 

required.    

 

The f ina l dec is ion on the number of  days for  a s i te vis i t  and the number of  addi t ional  

days for  s i te v is i t  wi l l  be made by the EQUASS secretar iat .   

�  Support ing documents: 

EQUASS Assurance Appl icat ion form (f i l led in by the part icipant and checked 

by the auditor)  

EQUASS Assurance Site Visit  preparat ion Form 

EQUASS Assurance Checkl ist for auditors 

Audit Report 

Additional information (including logo) 

EQUASS Pricing document
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•  Reporting 

After the s ite v is i t  the auditor  reviews the self -assessment resul ts  as repor ted by 

the appl icant for  each cr i ter ia and indicator.  The audi tor  prepares and wr ites  

h is/her comments in the audi t  report  and is  respons ib le for  the accuracy and 

completeness of  this repor t .  The audit  f ind ings wil l  be reported in a specif ic  area in  

the check l is t  of  the self -assessment and must be sent to the EQUASS secretar ia t  

wi thin 5 work ing days af ter  the s i te  v is i t .   

I f  the auditor  f inds areas or pr inc ip les  that  do not comply 100 % wi th the EQUASS 

cr i ter ia,  he/she wi l l  a lso provide a feedback repor t  with the areas for  improvement,  

which wi l l  forwarded to the c l ient as wel l .  This feedback wil l  a lso include a shor t  

overv iew of  recommendat ions, which wi l l  be the bas is for  the addit ional audi t  (see 

4.)  

The EQUASS secretar iat  wi l l  communicate the audi t  repor t  to the appl icant and wi l l  

send an overview of  cert i f ied organisat ions to the members of  the EQUASS 

Awarding Committee.   
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5. Certification 

The EQUASS Awarding Committee cert i f ies an appl icant with EQUASS Assurance i f  

a l l  cr i ter ia  have been met,  so a 100% compl iance wi th the cr i ter ia  is  required.  The 

EQUASS secretar iat  wi l l  communicate the dec is ion of  the EQUASS Awarding  

Committee to the appl icant.  In case of  a successfu l appl icat ion, the Secretar ia t  wi l l  

send an EQUASS Cer t i f icate s igned by the Chairman of  the Awarding Committee, 

which spec if ies  the val id i ty per iod (2 years) and the refers to the scope of  the  

appl icat ion. The appl icants wi l l  as wel l  receive guidel ines on the use of  the 

EQUASS Qual i t y Mark  logo. F inal ly,  i t  should be ment ioned that every appl icant  

(successful or  non-successfu l)  receives a form to provide feedback on the audi t  

process, the audi tor  and the EQUASS procedures in  general.    
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6. Additional audit 

In case of  an unsuccessfu l appl icat ion, the EQUASS Secretar iat  wi l l  in i ts  let ter  

a lways mention the poss ib i l i t y to go for  an addit ional audi t  or  to  submit  an appeal 

(see sect ion 6)  

An addi t ional audit  may take p lace i f  the appl icant conf irms that the  

recommendat ions for  improvements that have been ident i f ied in the audi t  report  are 

implemented with in 6 months af ter  the audit .  The addit ional audit  wi l l  be organised 

and carr ied out af ter  receiv ing the appl icant ’s  report  on improvements .  

The appl icant wi l l  report  i ts  improvements in a check l is t  for  se lf -assessment,  but  

only deal wi th those indicators which were not met.  The audit  wi l l  fo l low the same 

procedures as  a regular audi t  (see above) but  with a l im ited focus on the indicators  

on which improvements have been made. Consequent ly,  the durat ion of  such an 

addit ional audi t  is  shor ter ,  and the number  of  days for  the s ite v is i t  wi l l  be 

determined by the EQUASS secretar ia t .  The costs for  th is addit ional s i te v is i t  wi l l  

be charged on the appl icant.  
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7. Appeal and complaints 

•  Appeal 

In case an appl icant for  EQUASS cer t i f icat ion does not agree wi th the conc lus ion 

that  not al l  ind icators  are met ,  and wi th the re lated decis ion not to award that 

organisat ion wi th EQUASS Assurance, i t  can submit appeal .  The appeal must be 

submit ted in wr i t ten ( let ter  or  e-mai l)  by the direc tor of  the appl icant or  the person 

that s igned the appl icat ion wi thin 30 days af ter  receipt of  the le t ter  with feedback  

on the audi t .  The appeal needs to be addressed to the EQUASS Secretar iat  or  a 

Local L icense Holder who wi l l  pass i t  on to the EQUASS Secretar iat .  

The EQUASS Secretar iat  has to conf irm receipt of  the appeal  with in 10 work ing  

days, and wi l l  organise a re-audi t  by another audi tor  wi th a large exper ience and 

h igh reputat ion. The re-audit  wi l l  fo l low the same process and procedure of  a 

regular audi t  and i ts  resul t  is  f ina l.  The costs of  th is re-audit  need to be borne by 

the appl icant in case the second audi t  is  a lso negat ive.  In case of  a pos it ive re-

audit ,  the costs wi l l  be borne by EQUASS. 

Also any interested party can dispute that a serv ice provider deserves EQUASS 

cert i f icat ion, and th is  can be done as long as the EQUASS cert i f icat ion is  va l id .  

The EQUASS Secretar iat  wi l l  undertake an inquiry with the cer t i f ied organisat ion,  

the auditor ,  and the LLH. Unless there are s trong indicat ions that there is  an ac tual  

and c lear v io lat ion of  EQUASS Assurance cr i ter ia,  the EQUASS Secretar ia t  wi l l  

re ly on the work  of  i ts  auditors and the rel iab i l i t y of  i ts  procedures, and cons ider  

such an appeal as insuscept ible. In case of  ser ious a l legat ions and strong 

indicat ions, EQUASS wil l  organise a re-audit  and potent ia l ly wi thdraw the 

cert i f icat ion. The EQUASS Secretar ia t  wi l l  in any case send a formal reply to the 

compla inant with in work ing 30 days af ter  having received the appeal,  and re-

assessment or  fur ther  invest igat ions should come to a conc lus ion in maximal 60 

days f rom receipt of  the appeal  f rom thi rd part ies .  

•  Complaints 

Regardless the outcome of  an appl icat ion process, any appl icant for  EQUASS 

cert i f icat ion can submit a compla int about the auditor  or  the EQUASS process/  

procedure. The appeal must be submitted in wr i t ten ( let ter  or  e-mai l)  by the 

d irec tor of  the appl icant or  the person that  s igned the appl icat ion wi thin 30 days 

af ter  receipt of  the let ter  with feedback on the audit .  The appeal needs to be 

addressed to the EQUASS Secretar iat  or  a Local L icense Holder who wi l l  pass i t  on  

to the EQUASS Secretar ia t     
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The EQUASS Secretar iat  has to conf irm receipt of  the appeal  with in 10 work ing  

days, and wi l l  submit  the compla int for  d iscuss ion to the Awarding Committee.  In  

case of  a compla int about an audi tor ,  the EQUASS Secretar ia t  wi l l  f i rs t  seek 

explanat ion f rom the auditor ,  and adds th is informat ion to the compla int that  is  

passed on to the Awarding Committee. The EQUASS Secretar ia t  wi l l  send a 

response to the appl icant wi th in 30 work ing days af ter  receipt  of  the complaint.  


