Document Approval Best Practices

Getting approvals shouldn't feel like pulling teeth. Yet too often, it does—documents
sitting in inboxes, approval requests getting lost in email threads, and projects stalling
while everyone waits for sign-off.

If you've found yourself refreshing your inbox wondering why nobody's approved

that critical document yet, this guide is for you. Let's fix your approval process.

The Problem: Why Traditional Approval Processes Fail

Here's what usually happens:

Emails get buried in crowded inboxes

No visibility into who's approved what

Chasing people down manually (again and again)

Documents living in random places

No audit trail when you need one

e Version confusion (which draft did they approve?)

Sound familiar? You're not alone. Most organizations struggle with this, even ones
that think they've got it sorted.

What Actually Works

1. Make Approval Requests Impossible to Miss
Your approval requests need to stand out. This means:
e Clear, specific subject lines - "Please approve: Q4 Budget Report” beats
"Document for review"
e One-click access - Don't make people hunt for documents
e Mobile-friendly - Approvers are on their phones. Make it work there.

e Deadline visibility - If it's urgent, say so upfront



A firm in London cut their average approval time from 5 days to under 24 hours just

by implementing unique approval links that work on mobile. No login required, no
hunting through emails.

2. Track Everything (Without Being Overbearing)

You need visibility, but you're not trying to micromanage. Good tracking means:

e Seeing who's approved and who hasn't at a glance

e Automatic reminders for pending approvals (gentle, not annoying)
e Full audit trail for compliance
e Version control so everyone's reviewing the right document
The honest version: Most people aren't deliberately ignoring your approval requests.

They're busy, they forgot, or it got lost. Simple tracking and reminders solve 90% of
delays.

3. Make It Easy to Say Yes (or No)

The best approval systems make responding effortless:

e Approve or reject in 2 clicks
e Optional comments (required for rejections is smart)
e No account creation required for external approvers
e Works on any device, anywhere
When a property management company streamlined their approval process this way,

they saw a 60% reduction in approval time. Why? Because approvers could respond
immediately instead of thinking "I'll do this later when I'm at my desk."

4. Handle Multiple Approvers Gracefully
When you need approvals from multiple people:

e Show everyone's status clearly
e Allow parallel approvals (don't force sequential unless necessary)
e Make it obvious when all approvals are in

e Send appropriate notifications without spam



What doesn't work: Requiring approvals in a specific order when it's not necessary.

Let people approve when they're available.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

The "Reply-All" Disaster
Don't manage approvals via email chains. Just don't. It's a mess:

e People miss messages
¢ No clear record of who approved
e Version confusion

e Can't prove compliance

Use dedicated approval tools instead.

Information Overload
Approval requests with 10 pages of context don't get read. Keep it focused:

e What document needs approval
e Why it matters
e What happens next

e When you need it by

That's it. Additional context can be available, but don't force people to wade through
it.

No Clear Deadline
"Please approve this when you can" translates to "I'll get to this never."

Set clear, reasonable deadlines. Even better, automate reminders as the deadline
approaches.

Ignoring Mobile Users

Over 70% of professionals check email on their phones first. If your approval process
doesn't work perfectly on mobile, you're shooting yourself in the foot.



A Practical Approval Workflow That Works

Here's a simple, effective process:

1. Upload document to secure location (not email attachments)
2. Create approval request with clear title and deadline

3. Send unique approval links to each approver

4. Automatic tracking shows real-time status

5. Smart reminders at appropriate intervals

6. Instant notification when all approvals are in

7. Permanent audit trail for compliance

Time Investment

Setting this up: 1-2 hours Time saved per approval: 2-4 days on average Return on
investment: Massive

Security and Compliance

Good approval processes aren't just faster—they're more secure and compliant:

e Tamper-proof audit trails showing who approved what and when
e Secure document storage with access controls
e Version tracking eliminating confusion
e Compliance-ready records for audits
A healthcare company avoided a £50K fine because their approval system provided

clear documentation that the right people had signed off on patient data handling

procedures. The auditor could see the complete trail in seconds.

Getting Started

You don't need to overhaul everything overnight. Start small:

1. Pick one approval process that's currently painful

2. Implement a proper system (even a simple one)



3. Measure the improvement (approval time, chase-ups needed)

4. Expand to other processes

Tools You'll Need

At minimum:;

Secure document storage

Approval tracking system

Email notifications

Mobile-friendly interface

Dedicated approval platforms like ApproveTrail give you all this out of the box, but
even basic workflow automation is better than email chaos.

Real Results

Here's what happens when you get approvals right:

e 60-80% faster approval times (common result)
e 90% fewer follow-up messages needed
e 100% audit compliance (when you need it)

e Much happier team (both requesters and approvers)

A marketing agency reduced project delays by 40% just by fixing their approval
process. The work didn't change—just the friction around sign-offs.

The Tricky Bits

External Approvers

Getting approvals from clients or external stakeholders requires extra thought:

¢ No forced account creation (kills response rates)
e Dead simple interface (they don't know your system)

e Professional branding (it's client-facing)



e Clear what they're approving

Complex Approval Hierarchies

Some approvals need sequential sign-off (manager, then director, then CFO). This is

legitimate but should be the exception, not the rule.
When you do need it:

e Make the sequence clear
e Only notify the next person when their turn comes

e Allow for urgent overrides when necessary

Urgent Approvals
Sometimes you need sign-off NOW. Build in:

e Clear "urgent” flags
¢ Direct notification channels (SMS, phone)
e Temporary overrides for emergencies

e Post-facto documentation

What Success Looks Like

You'll know your approval process works when:

e People respond to approval requests without being chased
e You can see approval status anytime, anywhere

e Compliance audits are straightforward

Nobody complains about the approval process

Projects don't stall waiting for sign-offs

Final Thoughts

Approvals shouldn't be painful. The technology exists to make them smooth, fast, and
traceable. The question isn't whether to improve your process—it's how soon you can
start.



Most organizations waste weeks of productivity every year on broken approval

processes. Fix this, and you'll wonder why you didn't do it sooner.

Start with one approval workflow. Measure the improvement. Then expand. Within a

few months, you'll have a system that actually works.

And maybe—just maybe—you'll stop refreshing your inbox wondering why nobody's

approved that document yet.



