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NIST 800-53 Self Assessment Questionnaire is a critical tool for organizations seeking to ensure that their
information systems comply with federal regulations and security standards. Developed by the National
Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), the Special Publication 800-53 outlines a comprehensive set
of security and privacy controls for federal information systems and organizations. The self-assessment
questionnaire is designed to help organizations evaluate their implementation of these controls, identify
gaps, and improve their overall security posture. This article will delve into the purpose, structure, and
implementation of the NIST 800-53 self-assessment questionnaire, along with best practices for conducting

an effective assessment.

Understanding NIST 800-53

NIST 800-53 provides a catalog of security and privacy controls that can be tailored to meet the unique
needs of individual organizations. The primary purpose of these controls is to protect the confidentiality,
integrity, and availability of information. Adopting these controls helps organizations manage risks

associated with their information systems effectively.

The controls are organized into families, which include:



1. Access Control (AC)

2. Awareness and Training (AT)

3. Audit and Accountability (AU)

4. Assessment, Authorization, and Monitoring (CA)
5. Configuration Management (CM)

6. Contingency Planning (CP)

7. Identification and Authentication (IA)

8. Incident Response (IR)

9. Maintenance (MA)

10. Media Protection (MP)

11. Physical and Environmental Protection (PE)
12. Planning (PL)

13. Personnel Security (PS)

14. Risk Assessment (RA)

15. System and Communications Protection (SC)

16. System and Information Integrity (SI)

Each family contains specific controls, which organizations must evaluate to determine their compliance

status.

Purpose of the Self-Assessment Questionnaire

The NIST 800-53 self-assessment questionnaire serves several essential purposes:

1. Compliance Assessment: It helps organizations assess their compliance with the NIST 800-53 controls and
identify areas that require improvement.

2. Risk Management: By evaluating the effectiveness of security controls, organizations can better manage
risks to their information systems.

3. Documentation and Reporting: The questionnaire provides a structured framework for documenting
compliance efforts and reporting to stakeholders.

4. Continuous Improvement: Organizations can use the results of the self-assessment to develop action plans

for strengthening their security posture over time.

Structure of the Self-Assessment Questionnaire

The self-assessment questionnaire is typically structured as a series of questions aligned with the controls
outlined in NIST 800-53. The questions may vary depending on the organization's specific needs and the
complexity of its information systems. However, the questionnaire usually includes the following

components:



1. Control Identification

Each question in the questionnaire corresponds to a specific control from the NIST 800-53 catalog. The

controls are identified by their unique identifiers (e.g., AC-1 for Access Control Policy and Procedures).

2. Control Implementation Status

For each control, organizations must indicate whether the control is implemented, partially implemented,

or not implemented. This section may include a scale (e.g., 0-3) to quantify the level of implementation.

3. Description of Evidence

Organizations should provide a brief description of the evidence supporting their implementation status.

This may include references to policies, procedures, training records, or system configurations.

4. Risk Assessment

Organizations are encouraged to assess the risks associated with each control that is not fully implemented.

This helps prioritize security efforts and allocate resources effectively.

5. Action Plan

For controls that are not implemented or partially implemented, organizations should outline an action plan

for remediation. This should include specific tasks, responsible parties, and timelines for completion.

Implementing the Self-Assessment Questionnaire

Conducting a self-assessment using the NIST 800-53 questionnaire involves several key steps:

1. Assemble a Team

Form a multidisciplinary team that includes representatives from various departments, such as IT,



compliance, risk management, and operations. This diverse group will bring different perspectives to the

assessment process.

2. Review the NIST 800-53 Controls

Before commencing the self-assessment, the team should familiarize itself with the NIST 800-53 controls

and their requirements. This understanding is crucial for accurately assessing compliance.

3. Complete the Questionnaire

The team should work collaboratively to answer the questionnaire. Encourage open discussions and gather

input from all team members to ensure a comprehensive evaluation.

4. Analyze Results

Once the questionnaire is completed, analyze the results to identify trends, strengths, and weaknesses in

the organization's security posture. This analysis will form the basis for the action plan.

5. Develop an Action Plan

Based on the analysis, create a detailed action plan that addresses identified gaps. Assign responsibilities and

establish timelines for each action item.

6. Report Findings

Prepare a report summarizing the assessment results, including the implementation status of controls,
identified risks, and the action plan. Distribute this report to relevant stakeholders, including senior

management.

7. Review and Update Regularly

The self-assessment should not be a one-time activity. Organizations should conduct regular reviews and

updates to the questionnaire to reflect changes in the information system, regulations, or organizational



priorities.

Best Practices for Conducting a Self-Assessment

To ensure the effectiveness of the self-assessment process, organizations should consider the following best

practices:

1. Engage Stakeholders: Involve key stakeholders from different departments in the assessment process to

gain diverse insights and foster a culture of security awareness.

2. Use Automated Tools: Consider leveraging automated tools to streamline the assessment process,

especially for larger organizations with complex systems.

3. Stay Informed: Keep abreast of updates and changes to the NIST 800-53 framework and related

regulations to ensure that the assessment remains relevant.

4. Document Everything: Maintain thorough documentation of the assessment process, findings, and action

plans. This documentation is essential for compliance verification and continuous improvement.

5. Conduct Training: Provide training to staff involved in the assessment to ensure they understand the

controls and the assessment process effectively.

Conclusion

The NIST 800-53 self-assessment questionnaire is an invaluable tool for organizations aiming to bolster their
security and compliance efforts. By systematically evaluating their implementation of NIST 800-53 controls,
organizations can identify vulnerabilities, manage risks effectively, and enhance their overall security
posture. With the right team, a structured approach, and a commitment to continuous improvement,

organizations can navigate the complexities of information security and privacy successfully.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the NIST 800-53 Self-Assessment Questionnaire?

The NIST 800-53 Self-Assessment Questionnaire is a tool designed to help organizations evaluate their

compliance with the security controls outlined in NIST Special Publication 800-53.



Who should use the NIST 800-53 Self-Assessment Questionnaire?

The questionnaire is primarily intended for federal agencies, contractors, and other organizations that need

to meet federal information security standards.

What are the key components of the NIST 800-53 Self-Assessment
Questionnaire?

Key components include a series of questions related to security controls, implementation status, and the

evaluation of potential risks.

How often should organizations conduct a NIST 800-53 self-assessment?

Organizations should conduct a self-assessment at least annually or whenever there are significant changes

to their systems or environments.

What is the purpose of conducting a self-assessment using NIST 800-53?

The purpose is to identify gaps in security controls, ensure compliance with federal regulations, and

enhance the overall security posture of the organization.

Can the NIST 800-53 Self-Assessment Questionnaire be used for non-
federal organizations?

Yes, while it is designed for federal use, non-federal organizations can also use the questionnaire as a best

practice for assessing their information security controls.

What types of security controls are evaluated in the NIST 800-53 Self-
Assessment Questionnaire?

The questionnaire evaluates controls across various families such as access control, incident response, risk

assessment, and system and communications protection.

What is the relationship between NIST 800-53 and the Risk Management
Framework (RMF)?

NIST 800-53 provides the security controls that organizations must implement as part of the RMF, which

guides the process of managing risks to organizational operations.

How does the self-assessment process help in risk management?

The self-assessment process helps identify vulnerabilities and weaknesses in security controls, allowing

organizations to prioritize and mitigate risks effectively.



Where can organizations find the NIST 800-53 Self-Assessment
Questionnaire?

Organizations can find the questionnaire on the NIST website or through relevant cybersecurity resources

and government publications.
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