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1. Scope Breakdown: The Invisible Data Flow
The defined assessment boundary no longer accurately reflects where 
Controlled Unclassified Information (CUI) resides. If an assessor discovers 
CUI on a system that was not in your original map, the assessment usually 
hits a hard stop.

	� The Risk: Incomplete system diagrams or “hidden” CUI handled by 
peripheral departments like HR or Engineering.

	� The Impact: Assessors cannot validate an unstable boundary.  
This often requires a full redesign of your scope and a rescheduling  
of the assessment window.

2. The Documentation Gap: Paper vs. Practice
Documentation may look perfect on paper, but it does not reflect how 
your team actually works. When a subject matter expert (SME) describes 
a workflow that differs from your written System Security Plan (SSP), it 
creates a “trust gap” that is hard to close.

	� The Risk: Policies that reflect an “intended” future state rather  
than current reality.

	� The Impact: Inconsistencies force assessors to dig deeper, 
 increasing follow-up requests and the likelihood of a “Not Met” finding.

As a C3PAO performing 
official assessments, 
we have observed 
consistent patterns 
that cause otherwise 
capable organizations 
to experience rework. 
These issues are rarely 
technical. Instead, they 
stem from a lack of 
“Day One” readiness.

Why CMMC  
Assessments Stall:  
The “Day One” Reality Check
Most CMMC Level 2 assessments do not fail because 
the security controls are missing. They stall, slip, or 
unravel because of operational friction. These are 
issues that only surface once the official assessment 
window has opened. These disruptions create  
budget overruns, internal friction, and, in many  
cases, missed contractual timelines.
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3. The Evidence Trap:  
Missing or Unreliable Proof
Assessments rely on evidence that is reproducible and 
validated. If it takes your team hours to find a log or a report, that 
evidence effectively does not exist in the eyes of an auditor.

	� The Risk: Evidence created at the last minute or logs that lack 
the required history and timestamps.

	� The Impact: Evidence issues are the most frequent driver of  
extended timelines. If you cannot produce it on demand, the 
assessment loses all momentum.

4. SME Preparedness:  
The “Consultant Crutch”
Subject matter experts are often technically brilliant but 
unprepared for the pressure of an audit. If your internal team 
relies on a consultant to explain how your own network is 
secured, it signals a lack of “institutionalized” control.

	� The Risk: Key staff who are unavailable during their scheduled 
slots or who do not know where their own evidence is stored.

	� The Impact: Assessors cannot interview consultants in  
place of your staff. Unprepared SMEs lead to incomplete  
sessions and stalled progress.

5. Environmental Instability:  
The Mid-Flight Upgrade
A CMMC assessment is a point-in-time evaluation. If you 
change your environment by migrating to a new cloud or 
upgrading firewalls immediately before or during the  
window, you are hitting a moving target.

	� The Risk: Active migrations or last-minute tooling  
changes meant to “fix” things for the auditor.

	� The Impact: Changes can invalidate your documentation  
and evidence, forcing a total reschedule of the  
assessment or failure of your current one.
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Phrases to Avoid

	� “I think we do it this way...”

	� “We are planning  
to fix that soon...”

	� “That is handled by a 
consultant; I do not  
touch it.”
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SME Cheat Sheet:  
Leading a Successful Interview
The Three Rules of Engagement

The “Day One” Readiness Dashboard
Use this to score your risk level before the assessor arrives.

Answer the Question Asked: Do not volunteer 
information about systems outside the current scope.

Show, Don’t Just Tell: Be ready to share your  
screen and navigate to the specific setting or log  
that proves the control is active.

Accuracy Over Speed: If you are unsure of a  
detail, it is better to state you will verify the information 
than to provide a guess.
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Readiness Area Low Risk High Risk

Scope Boundary is validated with data flow diagrams. Scope is based on assumptions.

Documentation Staff follow the procedures as written. Policies were bought as generic templates.

Evidence A digital "War Room" is pre-populated. Evidence is found only when requested.

SME Readiness Staff can demo controls comfortably. Staff defer all questions to consultants.

Stability Change management is frozen. Major IT migrations are underway.
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For Support with your C3PAO Journey,  
Contact us at Coalfirefederal.com

About Coalfire Federal
For 20 years, Coalfire Federal has provided cybersecurity services to a 
wide range of government and commercial organizations, enabling and 
protecting their mission-specific cyber objectives. Coalfire Federal is the 
leading FedRAMP 3PAO and an Authorized CMMC C3PAO, and offers a 
full spectrum of cybersecurity risk management and compliance services.
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The Bottom Line
CMMC Level 2 success is 40% technical implementation and 60% 
operational readiness. By ensuring your scope is locked and your team is 
prepared to own their controls, you turn an assessment from a source of 
anxiety into a manageable project. The goal is to move from hoping to  
pass to controlling the outcome.

Find Your Friction Points  
Before an Assessor Does
The best way to ensure your assessment doesn’t stall is to run a full-scale rehearsal. A Mock 
Assessment replicates the pressure and scrutiny of a live C3PAO engagement, identifying 
“Day One” gaps in your scope, evidence, and SME readiness while there is still time to fix them.

Don’t leave your certification to chance. Stress-test your readiness with a Mock Assessment.

Schedule Your CMMC Mock Assessment


