Your Essential CMMC Compliance Checklist for
Audit Readiness

After guiding several small to mid-sized defense contractors through their first CMMC
assessment, | have seen the same pattern again and again. Teams know they need to lock
down their controlled unclassified information but they get stuck between the NIST SP 800-171
controls and the actual audit. That gap is where a solid cmmc compliance checklist becomes
more than a document. It becomes your roadmap through the entire process.

The problem with CMMC is that it layers a maturity model on top of existing security
requirements. You cannot just check a box once. You have to prove that your processes are
repeatable and that your people follow them every day. A checklist helps you see where you
stand right now, what is missing, and what you need to build before the assessor walks in the
door.

Why a Checklist Matters More Than You Think

Most contractors | work with start with the right intentions. They read through the 110 controls
in NIST SP 800-171 and try to tackle everything at once. That approach leads to burnout and
gaps. A well-structured cmmc compliance checklist breaks the work into smaller, manageable

pieces. It also forces you to think about evidence. The assessor will not take your word for
anything. They want to see policies, screenshots, logs, and configuration files that prove you
are doing what you claim.

One client of mine, a small machining shop that builds parts for a prime contractor, spent
months trying to secure their network without a checklist. They had good intentions but they
missed basic things like disabling default passwords on a new printer and documenting their
access control procedures. When the assessor arrived, those small misses turned into a
finding that cost them weeks of rework. A checklist would have caught both issues during their
own prep work.

Building Your Own CMMC Compliance Checklist

You can download templates from various sources, but the most effective checklist is one you
tailor to your actual environment. Start with the core domains from NIST SP 800-171: access
control, awareness and training, audit and accountability, configuration management,
identification and authentication, incident response, maintenance, media protection, physical
protection, personnel security, risk assessment, security assessment, system and
communications protection, and system and information integrity.


https://www.toro-bookmarks.win/cmmc-compliance-checklist

For each domain, ask yourself three questions. First, do we have a written policy that covers
this area? Second, have we implemented the technical controls described in the policy? Third,
can we prove both the policy and the implementation with artifacts? That last question is
where most teams fall short. They have a policy document but no audit logs to show who
accessed what and when.

Access Control Checklist Items

e Establish a written policy that defines who can access what data and under what
conditions.

¢ Implement role-based access controls that match the policy. No shared accounts, no
admin rights for regular users.

e Enable session locks after a period of inactivity, typically 15 minutes or less.
* Document all external connections and the data that flows across them.

e Review access rights quarterly and revoke any accounts that are no longer needed.

These five items cover the most common findings | see in access control. If you can show the
policy, the technical configuration, and a quarterly review log, you are in good shape for that
domain.

Incident Response Checklist Items

e Write an incident response plan that includes roles, contact information, and a step-
by-step procedure.

e Test the plan at least once a year with a tabletop exercise or a live simulation.

e Define what constitutes an incident for your organization. Not every alert is an
incident.

e Establish a process for preserving evidence and notifying the appropriate parties,
including the prime contractor if required.

e Keep a log of all incidents and the actions taken, even if the incident turned out to be
a false alarm.

Incident response is one of the domains where assessors look for evidence of practice, not
just paper. If you have a plan but no test results, that is a gap. Run a simple scenario with your
team and document what happened.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Even with a good cmmc compliance checklist, teams make mistakes. The most common one
is treating the checklist as a one-time activity. CMMC requires ongoing compliance. You need



to schedule regular reviews and update your checklist as your environment changes. If you add
a new server or a new cloud service, your checklist should reflect that change.

Another pitfall is ignoring the people side of compliance. Your policies and technical controls
mean nothing if your employees do not follow them. Include training and awareness in your
checklist. Make sure every person who handles controlled unclassified information knows
what they are supposed to do and what happens if they do not do it.

| also see teams underestimate the amount of documentation they need. For each control, ask
yourself: what would | show an assessor to prove this control is in place? If you cannot answer
that question, you need to add an artifact requirement to your checklist. Screenshots of
configuration settings, export logs from your identity management system, and signed policy
acknowledgments from employees are all good artifacts.

Using the Checklist for Audit Readiness

Once your checklist is complete, use it to run a self-assessment at least 90 days before your
scheduled audit. That gives you time to fix any gaps. During the self-assessment, go through
each item and mark whether it is fully implemented, partially implemented, or not
implemented. For any item that is not fully implemented, document what you need to do and
assign a deadline.

After the self-assessment, prioritize the gaps based on risk. A gap that exposes your most
sensitive data should be fixed first. A gap in a low-risk area like physical security for a locked
closet that already has a card reader might be lower priority. Your checklist should help you see
the full picture so you can make those trade-offs intelligently.

One last piece of advice from my own experience: do not try to build your entire compliance
program alone. Involve your IT team, your legal counsel, and your leadership from the start.
CMMC is not just an IT problem. It affects how you handle contracts, how you train staff, and
how you manage your supply chain. A checklist that covers only technical controls will leave
you vulnerable in other areas.

Keeping the Checklist Alive

The day after your CMMC assessment, your checklist still matters. Use it to drive your
continuous monitoring and improvement efforts. Set a recurring calendar reminder to review
each domain every quarter. Update the checklist when you change a process or add a new
system. Over time, the checklist becomes a living document that keeps your compliance
posture strong between audits.



If you are just starting your CMMC journey, begin with a simple checklist that covers the
basics. Add detail as you learn more about your own environment and the specific
requirements of your contracts. The goal is not to have the longest checklist. It is to have a
checklist that actually helps you find and fix gaps before an assessor does.



