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A GOOD ASSESSOR FINDS GAPS. AN
ASSESSOR-HOLE MERELY POINTS AT
THEM.
Gap discovery is part of assessment. Fault-pointing theater is not. The difference is
whether the assessor leaves behind a bounded, supportable, actionable
assessment record-or merely a bruise.

PRACTITIONER POSITION

Assessor-hole is deliberately provocative practitioner vocabulary for a behavior pattern, not a permanent
label for a person. A good assessor is expected to challenge representations, follow contradictory evidence,
test the applicable requirement and reporting procedure, and identify when evidence does not support the
asserted state. The professional value begins-not ends-when a gap is found. The assessor should identify
the exact claim, subject, population, period, expected state, procedure, evidence reviewed, observed
condition, limitation, consequence for the assessment record, and authority for the next decision. The
assessor must preserve independence and must not become the entity's implementer, control owner, risk
acceptor, or compliance-accepting authority. But independence is not an excuse for ambiguity, surprise,
humiliation, vague expansion, or disappearing after announcing a problem. The assessed entity owns its
representations and remediation. The assessor owns the clarity, traceability, and professional discipline of
the assessment work. A good assessor finds gaps. An Assessor-hole merely points at them.

THE FIELD PATTERN

WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE
An assessor identifies that a quarterly access review did not cover one administrative population. The initial
finding is valid. Then the conversation fractures. The assessor says only, 'This is a gap,' cites a broad
requirement family, and asks for everything related to access. Six teams begin exporting screenshots.
Nobody records the exact omitted population, affected occurrence, assessment period, evidence reviewed,
expected state, or whether the issue affects one procedure, several requirement instances, or a wider
systemic claim. Management hears a finding. Engineering hears an accusation. The assessor expects
remediation but avoids saying what evidence would demonstrate the corrected state because that might
sound like consulting. The entity asks for an implementation design the assessor should not own. Two
weeks later, everyone is arguing about tone because the assessment object was never made precise. The
original gap was real. The handoff was Wack.
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SIGNALS DETECTED

WHAT SHOULD MAKE YOU STOP
- The gap is described as 'not compliant' before the exact requirement instance, reporting response, evidence,

and decision authority are identified.

- A valid discovery expands into an unbounded request for 'everything' without a stated hypothesis or affected
claim set.

- The assessor cannot state which subject, population, period, procedure, or artifact failed to support which
assertion.

- The entity expects the assessor to design, own, or approve the remediation rather than evaluate the
resulting evidence.

- The assessor withholds useful acceptance criteria out of fear that clarity is the same thing as implementation
consulting.

- A finding arrives as a surprise even though the contradiction was visible and could have been surfaced
during fieldwork.

- Severity is communicated through tone, repetition, or audience size instead of a bounded explanation of
assessment consequence.

- One missing artifact is treated as proof that a control failed, or one failed occurrence is treated as proof that
every related control failed.

- The assessed entity steers away from a suspected gap instead of making the uncertainty explicit and
resolving it.

- The final record names a fault but does not preserve the evidence reviewed, competing facts, limitation,
owner, next decision, or retest path.

WHY IT MATTERS

THE COST OF LEAVING IT UNEXPLAINED
Assessor-hole Discovery is the legitimate moment a contradiction, omission, unsupported assertion, or
failed condition becomes visible. Discovery should produce a candidate assessment issue, not an instant
universal conclusion. Give it a stable identifier and record who observed what, when, against which
requirement instance, subject, population, period, expected state, and evidence set.

Assessor-hole Expansion is the disciplined-or undisciplined-act of following the thread. Expansion is justified
when the observed condition changes the affected population, indicates a common cause, undermines
related evidence, or reopens dependent claims. State the expansion hypothesis and the relationship being
tested. Do not turn curiosity into an unlimited evidence demand.

Assessor-hole Excavation reconstructs chronology. Determine when the condition began, which
occurrences and populations were affected, what changed, what was detected, what evidence still exists,
and which prior conclusions may need reconsideration. Excavation is evidence archaeology with a question;
it is not punishment for poor filing.
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Assessor-hole Cascade is the fan-out from one observed condition into multiple affected requirement
instances, report responses, representations, tests, or downstream assurances. A cascade may be real, but
every branch needs its own relationship and reasoning. One issue identifier cannot silently manufacture six
conclusions.

Assessor-hole Remediation belongs to the assessed entity. Management chooses the response, allocates
resources, owns implementation, and makes the representation. The assessor may explain the expected
condition, assessment procedure, observed deficiency, reporting consequence, evidence attributes, and
retest boundary. The assessor should not become the control designer or guarantee that a proposed fix will
earn a particular result before it is implemented and tested.

Assessor-hole Avoidance can occur on either side. An entity may steer away from an uncomfortable system,
missing population, or uncertain provider responsibility. An assessor may avoid a hard conversation, defer it
until report closure, or hide behind vague requests. Replace avoidance with an explicit unresolved
proposition, owner, due point, evidence request, and decision boundary.

Assessor-hole Syndrome is the recurring belief that assessment quality is measured by the number of faults
announced rather than the quality of the evaluation. The opposite syndrome is equally dangerous: treating a
frictionless assessment as proof of quality. The useful measure is whether each conclusion is bounded,
reproducible, evidence-supported, timely, and attributable to the correct authority.

Use a seven-part gap handoff: observed condition; affected claim and subject; normative or program basis;
evidence and procedure; bounded consequence; authority and owner; closure and retest evidence. Add
explicit non-claims: what the observation does not yet prove, which populations were not evaluated, and
which decisions remain with the entity or compliance-accepting organization.

Make challenge visible early. A professional assessor can say, 'The current evidence does not support this
assertion for this population and period,' without humiliating the team or prematurely writing the final result.
Early precision gives the entity time to supply contradictory evidence, correct an incomplete representation,
or complete remediation while preserving the actual chronology.

Close the loop with retest and record reconciliation. Verify the implemented state using the applicable
procedure and population, preserve the original gap and completed correction, update affected claims and
report responses deliberately, and do not let a later success erase the historical condition the assessment
needed to evaluate.

QUESTIONS

QUESTIONS THAT EXPOSE THE WACK
01 What exact assertion became unsupported, and who made that assertion?

02 Which subject, population, period, environment, requirement instance, and assessment procedure bound
the gap?

03 What was expected, what was observed, what was documented, what was asserted, and what has actually
been validated?
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04 What evidence was reviewed, what evidence is missing, and what evidence could contradict the current
hypothesis?

05 Does the observed condition affect one occurrence, a wider population, a common control, or dependent
claims-and what relationship proves that expansion?

06 What does this gap change in the assessment record right now, and what does it not yet establish?

07 Which decision belongs to the assessed entity, the assessor, the compliance-accepting entity, or another
authority?

08 What evidence attributes and retest procedure would demonstrate the corrected state without prescribing
the implementation?

09 Was the issue communicated early enough for facts to be challenged before report closure?

10 Could a cold reviewer reconstruct discovery, expansion, chronology, consequence, remediation, retest, and
final disposition without relying on tone or oral history?

THE CLUSTER OF WACK

FIND / MAP / EXPLAIN / REDUCE / PROVE

ESCAPE THE WACK
01 / FIND
Capture the observed condition and the exact assertion it challenges. Name the subject, population, period,
environment, requirement instance, procedure, evidence reviewed, observer, date, and uncertainty before
calling the issue universal.

02 / MAP
Trace the gap to affected claims, occurrences, components, owners, report responses, dependencies,
providers, and accepting authorities. Give every expansion or cascade branch a reasoned relationship
instead of one vague blast radius.

03 / EXPLAIN
Write the seven-part handoff: condition, claim and subject, basis, evidence and procedure, bounded
consequence, authority and owner, and closure or retest evidence. State the non-claims and unresolved
questions plainly.

04 / REDUCE
Remove theatrical language, surprise escalation, unlimited evidence requests, duplicate issue trackers,
assessor-owned remediation, and status labels that merge discovery, finding, correction, retest, and
acceptance.
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05 / PROVE
Retest the completed state against the applicable procedure and population, preserve the historical gap,
reconcile every affected claim and report response, and show that the final disposition came from evidence
and the correct authority.

THE FIELD LAW

THE LINE WORTH REMEMBERING

A GOOD ASSESSOR DOES NOT MAKE THE GAP SMALLER. A GOOD ASSESSOR
MAKES THE GAP EXACT.
Download the Gap Discovery and Assessment Handoff Record. Turn the next uncomfortable discovery into
a bounded claim, an attributable decision, and a retestable closure path.

TECHNICAL GROUNDING

START WITH THE SOURCE MATERIAL
These references ground the practitioner interpretation. They do not turn the metaphor or method into official PCI DSS terminology.

- WACK-SOURCE-0001 / PCI DSS v4.0.1 / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source

- WACK-SOURCE-0008 / FAQ 1473: Role of compliance-accepting entities and assessors in determining applicability / PCI Security Standards
Council / Open source

- WACK-SOURCE-0080 / FAQ 1566: Can a QSA ask an auditor from the same company to collect evidence for a PCI DSS assessment? / PCI
Security Standards Council / Open source

- WACK-SOURCE-0090 / PCI SSC Releases ROC Template for PCI DSS v4.0.1 / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source

AUTHORITY CLASSIFICATION / PCI_SSC_SOURCE / ASSESSOR_JUDGMENT / PRACTITIONER_POSITION / PRACTITIONER_METHOD /
AI_ASSISTED

Practitioner reviewed by Scott Norton on 2026-09-15 against canonical digest
9cbb89f67ab818ec6f2cae6a1591c7bccf89d19fd73fa1f13e6f9150a6b89e7e. Educational content, not a compliance determination. Independent
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https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/document_library/?class=pcidss&doc=pci_dss
https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/faqs/1473/
https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/faqs/1566/
https://blog.pcisecuritystandards.org/pci-ssc-releases-roc-template-for-pci-dss-v4-0-1

