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MASTERING QUALITY ASSURANCE: A DEEP DIVE INTO THE VDA 6.3 PROCESS
AUDIT

In  the  fast-paced  world  of  automotive  manufacturing,  delivering  flawless  products  is  not  merely  a
goal;  it  is  a  non-negotiable  requirement.  With  supply  chains  stretching  across  continents  and
tolerances shrinking to microscopic levels, manufacturers must adopt robust systems to ensure
consistency and reliability. Among the most powerful tools in the quality management arsenal is the
VDA 6.3 Process Audit. This standard, developed by the German Association of the Automotive
Industry (VDA),  has become the global benchmark for evaluating process maturity.  It  goes far
beyond  simple  checklist  inspections,  offering  a  comprehensive  framework  to  analyze  how  well
processes are planned, controlled, and executed. For suppliers and OEMs alike, mastering this audit
is essential for survival in a competitive market.
Whether you are a quality manager,  an auditor,  or  a supplier  looking to improve your rating,
understanding the nuances of VDA 6.3 is critical. This article explores every facet of the audit, from
its historical context to practical implementation strategies. We will  dissect the scoring system,
examine the benefits, and reveal how this standard drives continuous improvement. By the end, you
will have a thorough understanding of why the VDA 6.3 Process Audit remains the gold standard
for process excellence.

WHAT IS THE VDA 6.3 PROCESS AUDIT?

The VDA 6.3 standard is a process-based audit methodology specifically designed for the automotive
industry. Unlike product audits, which inspect the final output, or system audits, which examine the
entire quality management system (e.g., IATF 16949), the VDA 6.3 Process Audit focuses entirely
on the process itself. It evaluates the capability of a process to consistently produce parts that meet
specifications.  The  audit  looks  at  the  entire  value  stream,  from  the  initial  project  planning  phase
through series production and finally to customer service.

Historical Development and Evolution
VDA first published the 6.3 standard in 1998. Over the years, it has undergone significant revisions
to align with changing industry needs. The most impactful updates occurred in 2016 and 2023. The
2016 edition introduced a more stringent focus on project management, risk analysis (Poka Yoke),
and software validation.  The 2023 edition further refined these requirements,  adding emphasis on

agile project management, dealing with digitalization, and integrating sustainability aspects into the
audit process. These updates ensure that the VDA 6.3 Process Audit remains relevant for modern
manufacturing challenges, including electromobility and autonomous driving.

Core Objectives of the Audit
The primary objective is risk reduction. By systematically evaluating each process step, auditors
identify potential weaknesses before they lead to defects. The audit also serves as a tool for:

Supplier Qualification: OEMs use VDA 6.3 to assess new and existing suppliers.
Process Optimization: Identifying waste and inefficiency.
Standardization: Ensuring all locations follow best practices.
Continuous Improvement: Providing a baseline for future performance gains.

THE STRUCTURE OF A VDA 6.3 AUDIT

Understanding the structure is essential for preparation. The audit is divided into several process
elements (P1 through P7), each focusing on a distinct phase of the product lifecycle. A standard
series production audit  covers elements P2 through P7.  However,  a  special  audit  can also be
conducted for new product launches (P1).

The Seven Process Elements Explained
P1 – Potential Analysis (Potenzialanalyse): This is a quick, preliminary audit conducted before
awarding a contract. It is a light version of the full audit, focusing on a supplier's general capability.
If a supplier scores poorly here, they are often disqualified before further investment.
P2 –  Project  Management:  This  element  evaluates  how the  supplier  manages  product  and
process  development.  It  checks  for  project  plans,  milestone  tracking,  resource  allocation,  and
change management. A strong P2 score indicates that the project is set up for success from the
start.
P3 – Planning of the Product and Process Development:  Here, the auditor examines the
detailed planning of the production process. This includes the creation of flow charts, FMEA (Failure
Mode and Effects Analysis), and production control plans. The focus is on planning quality.
P4 – Realization of the Product and Process Development: This element checks if the plans
from P3 have been correctly implemented. The auditor looks at the actual production equipment,

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Vda 6 3 Process Audit 2023-11-01

tools,  test  equipment,  and the qualification of  personnel.  It  bridges the gap between planning and
execution.
P5 – Supplier Management: Modern manufacturing relies on a healthy supply chain. P5 evaluates
how the auditor manages their own suppliers. It includes receiving inspection, material storage, and
the flow of information to sub-suppliers.
P6 – Process Analysis /  Series Production:  This  is  the largest  and most heavily  weighted
element of the VDA 6.3 Process Audit. It accounts for roughly 40% of the total score. P6 involves
a direct, on-site inspection of the production line. The auditor observes operators, checks machinery,
reviews work instructions, and measures process capability (Cpk/Ppk). The sub-elements of P6 cover
everything from material reception to shipping, including:

P6.1: Personnel qualification.
P6.2: Error proofing (Poka Yoke).
P6.3: Workplace organization and cleanliness.
P6.4: Testing and measurement equipment.
P6.5: Transport and storage.
P6.6: Process performance and capability.

P7 – Customer Support / Satisfaction:  The audit concludes by looking at how the supplier
handles the after-sales phase. This includes warranty management, 8D problem-solving, spare parts
availability, and communication with the customer regarding field failures.

THE SCORING SYSTEM: FROM A TO C

The VDA 6.3 Process Audit uses a sophisticated scoring system that generates a percentage
rating. Each question is scored from 0 to 10, where 10 means full compliance and 0 means a severe
non-conformance. The total score determines the supplier's classification:

Grade A (90% or higher): The process is deemed capable, stable, and mature. Suppliers1.
with this rating require minimal supervision.
Grade B (80% to 89%): The process is conditionally capable. Minor weaknesses exist, and a2.
follow-up audit is usually required to verify corrective actions.
Grade C (Below 80%): The process is not capable. The supplier is viewed as high-risk. OEMs3.
typically demand a detailed improvement plan and a re-audit within 6 to 12 months, or they
may stop awarding new business.

It is important to note that certain questions are mandatory. Failing a mandatory question (e.g.,
regarding product safety or regulatory compliance) can immediately downgrade the entire audit,
regardless of the total score. This ensures that critical risks are never overlooked.

PREPARING FOR A VDA 6.3 AUDIT: A PRACTICAL GUIDE

Preparation is the key to success. A reactive approach often leads to disappointing results. Suppliers

should integrate the principles of the VDA 6.3 Process Audit into their daily operations, not just
treat it as a once-a-year event. However, specific steps can be taken before the auditor arrives.

Documentation Review
The auditor will ask for a list of documents at the opening meeting. Ensure the following are up-to-
date and readily available:

Process Flow Charts
PFMEA (Process Failure Mode and Effects Analysis)
Control Plan
Work Instructions
Maintenance Records
Calibration Certificates
Training Records
Customer Complaints (8D Reports)

A common pitfall is having documents that are "shelf-ware" — created once and never reviewed.
The  auditor  will  cross-reference  the  documents  with  the  actual  shop  floor  activity.  If  the  PFMEA
mentions a specific risk but no corresponding control is visible on the line, this is a major finding.

Shop Floor Readiness
The production floor is the heart of the audit. Focus on the 5S principles (Sort, Set in Order, Shine,
Standardize, Sustain). Ensure that:

Workstations are clean and organized.
Operators are wearing correct PPE.
Defective parts are clearly identified and quarantined in red bins.
Measuring tools are within their calibration period.
Process parameters (temperature, pressure, speed) are displayed and within limits.

Remember, the auditor is trained to look for deviations. A slightly dirty sensor or a missing work
instruction sheet can cost multiple points. The goal is to demonstrate that the process is under
control every day, not just on audit day.

Personnel Interviews
Do not underestimate the importance of the employee interview. The auditor will speak directly with
line operators, setup technicians, and quality inspectors. They will ask questions like:

"What do you do if you find a defect?"
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"How do you know this part is good?"
"Where do you find the work instructions?"

Operators  must  be  trained  to  answer  confidently.  They  should  know  the  standard  work  and  the
escalation path for problems. Fear or hesitation during the interview suggests poor training or a
weak quality  culture.  Conduct  mock interviews in  the weeks leading up to  the audit  to  build
confidence.

COMMON FINDINGS AND NON-CONFORMANCES

Even experienced suppliers often stumble on the same issues. Awareness of these common pitfalls
can significantly improve your score. Based on industry data, the most frequent findings in a VDA
6.3 Process Audit include:

Incomplete PFMEA: The PFMEA does not include all relevant failure modes, or the risk1.
priority numbers (RPN) are not updated after a change.
Inadequate Error Proofing: Relying on human inspection rather than mechanical or2.
electronic Poka Yoke devices. Audit wants to see that you have engineered quality into the
process.
Poor Change Management: Modifications to the process are made without formal approval3.
or re-validation of the control plan.
Lack of Root Cause Analysis: Recurring defects are treated with quick fixes (rework)4.
instead of deep corrective actions.
Weak Supplier Management (P5): The supplier (you) fails to monitor your own sub-5.
suppliers effectively.

Addressing these areas proactively can elevate your audit from a Grade B to a Grade A.

BENEFITS BEYOND COMPLIANCE

While  the primary driver  for  many companies is  meeting customer requirements,  the intrinsic
benefits  of  the  VDA  6.3  Process  Audit  are  substantial.  Organizations  that  fully  embrace  the
methodology  often  report:

Reduced Quality Costs
By identifying process weaknesses early, the audit prevents defects from reaching the customer.
This drastically reduces the cost of scrap, rework, and warranty claims. The rule of thumb is that
prevention is far cheaper than correction.

Improved Efficiency
The  audit  forces  a  rigorous  analysis  of  the  production  flow.  This  often  highlights  bottlenecks,
unnecessary transport, or waiting times. Lean manufacturing principles are naturally embedded in
the audit criteria, leading to smoother operations and higher OEE (Overall Equipment Effectiveness).

Stronger Customer Relationships
A high VDA 6.3 score is a powerful marketing asset. It signals to potential customers that your
company is a reliable partner. It can reduce the frequency of customer audits and inspections,
saving time and resources for


