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Supplier Approval Program

About This Program
In the Supplier Approval Series, we will take you through all of the steps
necessary to identify a supplier/manufacturer that is safe to use and that meets
all of the needs of your operation. To create a complete supplier approval
program, it is important to read through and follow all of the steps in this series
by downloading the entire program. However, if you already have certain
parts of a supplier approval program implemented, each component of the
series can be downloaded separately.
Please note that this series is intended as an introductory guideline. It is not
meant to provide complete detail for regulatory compliance.

The series will cover the following topics:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What Is a Supplier Approval Program?
How to Assess Ingredient Risk
What Is the Approval Process?
How to Monitor Supplier Performance
Implementing the Process

In this third document, we’ll take you through all of the steps in the process
used to approve and document a supplier/manufacturer.
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What Is the Approval Process?
Now that you have identified all the high-risk ingredients used within your
operation, the next steps are to identify your supplier/manufacturer, develop
a supplier pre-approval questionnaire, gather the supplier documents, and
document your approved suppliers.
Materials needed:
• Supplier risk assessment template
• Supplier pre-approval questionnaire
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Step 1: Identifying Your Supplier/Manufacturer
1. Using your supplier risk assessment template, group all of the high-risk
ingredients together.
2. For each high-risk ingredient, complete columns seven
through nine.
For any items you purchase through a distributor,
you may need to work with your distributor
to help identify the supplier/manufacturer
of each high-risk ingredient. Often a
distributor is not necessarily the
supplier/manufacturer of the items it
sells. Make sure that your distributor
identifies the supplier of every item
you purchase.
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Step 2: Creating a Supplier Pre-Approval Questionnaire
A supplier pre-approval questionnaire is a self-survey tool that you should require each of your
high-risk ingredient suppliers to complete. It allows the supplier to provide you with information
about the food safety and quality controls within their facility that apply to those ingredients.
The information you request in the questionnaire depends on the level of risk you are willing to take
on at your operation. The following information and questions are examples that can be included in
your pre-approval questionnaire. Keep in mind that this list is not comprehensive.
Company name:
Manufacturing site address:
Contact information: (this could be the owner, someone in quality assurance or sales, or a recall contact)
Name, email, phone and/or fax:
Are specifications documented and maintained for all finished ingredients?
Does the company operate a food safety management system based on Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point (HACCP)/Hazard
Analysis and Risk-Based Preventive Controls (HARPC)?
Is microbiological testing, including pathogen testing, performed on finished ingredients?
If yes, is the testing laboratory accredited to an independent laboratory standard?

Yes / No / NA
Yes / No / NA

Is the manufacturing site audited by a third party? If yes, provide the information below:
Name of third-party auditing firm:
Date of last audit:
Frequency of audits:
Audit Result (Pass/Fail):

Yes / No / NA

Is the manufacturing site covered by a contract with a licensed pest control operator (PCO)?
If not, what pest control procedures are in place?

Yes / No / NA

Are there written personal hygiene standards?
Are written work procedures, including Current Good Manufacturing Practices (cGMPs), maintained on site?
Are written Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs) maintained on site?
Is a written recall plan maintained on site?
What food safety training does staff receive?

Yes / No / NA
Yes / No / NA
Yes / No / NA
Yes / No / NA

Yes / No / NA
Yes / No / NA

What regulatory agency(s) (e.g., USDA, FDA) is considered applicable to the manufacturing site?

Email, fax, and/or mail the questionnaire to the supplier contact of each high-risk ingredient. Be sure
to provide a deadline for returning the questionnaire.
Often your contact will be a salesperson/owner. If so, specifically request that the questionnaire
be forwarded to quality assurance personnel or a designated person. This person will be able to
provide more detailed information regarding food safety and quality controls.
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Step 3: Gathering Supplier Documents
The following is a list of documents that you may wish to ask your supplier/manufacturer to provide
along with the pre-approval questionnaire. These documents will assist you in identifying which
suppliers/manufacturers have food safety management systems in place.
Specifications
An ingredient specification, commonly known as a spec, is an informational sheet that provides
key details of the safety and quality characteristics of that ingredient. An ingredient specification
also gives information on what parameters are considered acceptable and what parameters are
unacceptable. For example, a spec can have information on the size and color of the tomatoes you
purchase for the salads in your operation.
It is important to obtain ingredient specifications from your supplier/manufacturer because they can
help you to identify food safety risks and quality parameters.
An ingredient specification sheet should include at least a few of the following sections.
Ingredient Specification Sections

Description

Ingredient Description

Details of manufacturing site, ingredient name, description, pack, size, and quantity

Physical Attributes

Color, texture, aroma, appearance, quality grading, marbling of fat, etc.

Chemical Attributes

Nutrient content, such as percent of fat, salt, pH, moisture level, preservative levels

Microorganism Acceptance Criteria

Identifies whether or not pathogens (e.g., Listeria) are present and/or the test results of
spoilage-causing bacteria.

Processing Information

Detailed information on how the ingredient is produced

Safe Handling and Storage Conditions

Storage temperature requirements, directions for use, safe cooking requirements

Labeling Information

Ingredient statement, nutritional information, allergens, applicable regulatory compliance
(e.g., USDA mark of inspection)

The specific sections included in the ingredient specification will vary based upon how you use the
ingredient. For example, you may purchase a higher-quality tomato for salads due to presentation
standards and require the spec to include detailed information about size, color, and grade.
However, you may purchase a lower-grade tomato for tomato sauce, making the size and grade less
critical. The buyer and supplier/manufacturer need to agree upon the standards needed for every
ingredient. The frequency with which to verify that an ingredient meets the specifications depends
on the risk of the ingredient. In the case of high-risk ingredients, it is essential that specs are met,
documented, and kept current. All ingredients should also meet applicable regulatory requirements.
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Step 3: Gathering Supplier Documents (cont.)
Certificate of Analysis (COA)
A Certificate of Analysis (COA) is a document provided by the supplier. It confirms that the
ingredient was tested to meet the criteria listed in the specification. These criteria are determined and
agreed upon by both the supplier/manufacturer and the buyer. A COA can be useful as a part of a
supplier approval program; however, it should not be the only approval method used.
Letter of Guaranty
The letter of guaranty is a statement from the supplier confirming that the ingredient meets all
applicable regulatory requirements, such as not being misbranded or adulterated. If your operation
orders Chilean Sea Bass, but you receive Red Snapper instead, that is an example of misbranding.
Tomatoes sprayed with an unapproved pesticide is an example of adulteration.
Food Safety Controls
As a best practice, request a copy of and review your supplier’s food safety records. You may
request some or all of the following documents:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Applicable regulatory inspection reports
Valid permits
HACCP/HARPC documentation (if applicable)
Employee food safety training records
Current Good Manufacturing Practices (CGMP)
Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs) (if applicable)
Recall plan
Employee health and hygiene policy
Third party audit inspection reports (if applicable)

Conducting Onsite Audits
Performing an onsite audit of your supplier/manufacturer’s
entire operation is another type of approval method.
However, it is important to think about the cost of
conducting an audit and how the audit will actually be
conducted. For example, are you or your staff trained
in auditing practices? In most cases, reviewing the
results of the supplier/manufacturer’s third-party
audit is sufficient. If any violations are identified
in the third-party audit, be sure to verify that
they have been corrected before allowing
that supplier/manufacturer to provide any
ingredients to your operation.
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Step 4: Approving and Documenting the Supplier
1. Once the supplier/manufacturer has returned the pre-approval
questionnaire and supporting documentation (if applicable), it is critical to
review their answers to ensure that they meet your requirements.
After completing your review, sign and date each pre-approval
questionnaire. This provides evidence that a formal review was conducted.
2. If a supplier/manufacturer has successfully met your requirements, they
are approved for future use. It is a best practice to conduct an annual
reassessment of your suppliers/manufacturers. Use the supplier risk
assessment template to indicate the approval status of each of your vendors.

Sample Supplier Risk Assessment
Ingredient Name

Risk Level
(High, Medium, Low)

Supplier Name

Contact
Information

Approved?
Yes/No

Fresh, diced tomatoes

High

Vito’s Italian
Produce

Mary Johnson
mjohnson@email.com
555-456-7890

Yes

Precooked chicken
breasts

High

Jay’s Cluckery

Frank Miller
fmiller@mail.com
555-987-6543

No

Sliced carrot sticks

Medium

Canned, diced
tomatoes

Medium

Raw chicken breasts

Low

Dry black beans

Low
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Step 4: Approving and Documenting the Supplier (cont.)
3. If the supplier/manufacturer has not successfully met your requirements for
approval, you can either:
• Request that they provide you with documentation establishing that they
have made the necessary improvements.
• Order the ingredient from a different supplier after repeating the
pre-approval questionnaire process for the replacement supplier/
manufacturer.
• If a supplier/manufacturer is already approved, but you want to
purchase a new or different ingredient from them, then the supplier/
manufacturer would need to go through the approval process.
To indicate an unapproved supplier, update column nine (Approved? Yes/No) of
the supplier risk assessment template.

Once you have compiled a list of approved suppliers, the next step is to
monitor your supplier/manufacturer’s performance.
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