A gualitative study on integrated management systems in a non-leading country in

certifications

Abstract

The aim of this study is to analyze the integration of management systems in a country with low
certifications number and growth rate and propose a research agenda towards improving the
competitiveness of organizations that implement multiple management systems. The main research
questions focuses on the implementation process itself and the effect of low level of national
certification to the integration process. To serve this research purpose, an exploratory research is
designed in Greece (a country with relatively low certification counts and rates to the ISO 9001 and
ISO 14001 management standards). A case study approach is employed to enable deeper and
comprehensive reasoning. A cross-case analysis is presented to explore patterns, similarities and
differences among organizations. Findings show that 4 out of 5 organizations analyzed are
integrating its management systems at different levels, the integration methodology applied is
similar for all organizations but audits are the most dissimilar aspect. This study is one of the first

that addresses management systems’ integration in Greece exploring contingency factors.

Keywords: Audits, Greece, integration of management systems, 1ISO 9001, 1SO 14001.

1. Introduction

Over the past two decades, there was an enormous increase of management systems (MSs)
standards certification, especially across Europe and Asia (see 1SO, 2015). The most widespread
international standards are those published by the International Organization for Standardization
(1SO), specifically 1SO 9001 for quality MSs (QMSs) and ISO 14001 for environmental MSs
(EMSs). According to the most recent data worldwide, at the end of 2014, there were 1,138,155

certificates of 1SO 9001 (an increase of 1% from last year), and 324,148 certificates of 1ISO 14001



(an increase of 7% from last year). Other ISO MSs have also been widely implemented, such as the
ISO 22000 food safety MS (an increase of 14% from last year), ISO 50001 energy MS (an increase
of 40% from last year) and ISO 27001 information technology MSs (an increase of 7% from last
year). The main reasons and motives for ISO series implementation according to literature were:
customer demand, increased competition, government regulations and cost reductions, among
others (Gotzamani and Tsiotras, 2002; Williams, 2004; Casadests and Karapetrovic, 2005;
Karapetrovic et al., 2010).

Under these circumstances, an organization may have multiple MSs implemented and has
the option to manage them either separately or in an integrated manner. The result of the latter
possibility is an Integrated MS (IMS), that can be defined as a “set of interconnected processes that
share a pool of human, information, material, infrastructure, and financial resources in order to
achieve a composite of goals related to the satisfaction of a variety of stakeholders’” (Karapetrovic
and Willborn, 1998a; Beckmerhagen et al., 2003a). Several studies on integration conclude that
having an integrated MS in place entails increased efficiency and exploitation of synergies
(Karapetrovic and Casadesus, 2009; Lopez-Fresno, 2010; Zeng et al., 2011; Bernardo et al., 2012a,
2015; Botta et al., 2013).

Empirical research has focused mainly on the process of integration analyzing different
aspects, including but not limited to the design and implementation of organization’s integration
strategy (Bernardo et al., 2012a; Mohannad et al., 2013), the integration methodology organizations
use (Rebelo et al., 2014a, 2014b; Karapetrovic, 2005; Garengo and Biazzo, 2013; Kauppila et al.,
2015), the current level of integration (Bernardo et al., 2009; Abad et al., 2014; Mezinska et al.,
2015), and the integration of MSs’ audits (Bernardo et al., 2010; Simon et al., 2014; Hoy and Foley,
2015). This research has been done, in majority, using surveys in those countries with a high level
of certificates (Douglas and Glen, 2000; Bernardo et al., 2009; Abad et al., 2014; among others).

Taking all the above into account, the purpose of this research is to shift focus to a country

that is ranked moderately low in terms of MS certifications. To this end, Greece is selected as the



representative country being less advanced in terms of IMS research and ISO certifications
compared to over-researched and high certification rated countries, such as Spain or UK. Five
Greek case organizations are selected and analyzed qualitatively with respect to the main
integration aspects, i.e., the integration strategy and methodology, the integration level and the
integration of audits. Furthermore, IMS maintenance and evolution avenues are discussed and
future research agenda is proposed to improve the competitiveness of the organizations via
integrating their MSs. To better illustrate this research objectives the following research questions
(RQ) are stated:
RQ1: How are the Greek organizations implementing the integration process?

RQ2: Is the low level of certifications having an impact on the process?

2. Literature review

In the literature, the process of integrating multiple MSs can be divided in four main aspects
(see also Bernardo et al., 2012a; Domingues et al., 2015a), namely: a) integration strategy, b)
integration methodology, c) integration level, and d) systems’ auditing integration.

The “integration strategy” refers to the scope and the implementation order. The most
common strategies - in the case of the two most common MSs - based on Karapetrovic and
Willborn (1998a), are to establish: first the QMS and second the EMS; first the EMS and second the
QMS; and QMS and EMS simultaneously. In case of scope diversity, four strategies are identified
(Karapetrovic, 2002a): first QMS then others; first EMS then others; simultaneous QMS and EMS
then others and common IMS core then IMS modules. The existing empirical research supports
these strategies and the majority of organizations is establishing first the QMS and second the EMS,
mainly because of its chronological publication (Douglas and Glen, 2000; Labodova, 2004;
Karapetrovic et al.,, 2006; Zeng et al., 2007; Griffith and Bhutto, 2008; Salomone, 2008;

Karapetrovic and Casadesus, 2009; Mohannad et al., 2013). Bernardo et al. (2012a) argue that those



organizations that implement QMS and EMS simultaneously achieve higher levels of integration,
while those implementing more MSs and separately, achieve lower levels of integration.

The second aspect refers to the “methodology” or tools used in the integration process. This
aspect is the least standardized although several proposals have been published. The integration
methodology may be based either on a guideline published by a standardization body (AENOR,
2005; BSI, 2012) or on methodologies and frameworks proposed in the existing literature
(Karapetrovic and Willborn, 1998a; Labodova, 2004; Karapetrovic, 2005; De Oliveira, 2013; Pal
Pandi et al., 2016). For example, Karapetrovic et al. (2006) found that mostly used for integration
was the process approach, because the majority of the organizations in the sample had implemented
first the 1SO 9001. Asif et al. (2009) present a methodology to achieve excellence in which the
integration of MSs is a key step. Rebelo et al. (2014a, 2014b, 2016) also propose a model with the
aim of improving the organizations’ competitiveness, value added and sustainable success.
Regarding this aspect, it has to be mentioned that ISO has not published an international standard
for integration but it has published a manual giving advice and examples on the process (ISO, 2008)
and is promoting integration through the High Level Structure (HLS), i.e., all the new and renewed
MSs has the same structure and this is enhancing its integration.

The “degree of integration” is another major issue covered to a great extent in the IMS
literature. There are different levels of integration defined in the literature (Karapetrovic, 2002a,
2003; Kirkby, 2002; Santos et al., 2011; Mezinska et al., 2015). The integration level is commonly
measured by several, almost corresponding, scales (Bernardo et al., 2009). Sampaio et al. (2012)
propose four evolution levels towards complete integration: documentation integration,
management tools integration, common policies and goals, and common organizational structure.
Integration degree can be otherwise assessed at strategic, tactical and operational level as full,
partial or no integration (Asif et al., 2010b). Abad et al. (2014) classified integration into three

levels depending on the IMS documentation (documental harmonisation) and the final configuration



of the IMS process map (partial and full integration), and explored the relationship between the
integration level and corporate benefits.

The “integration of systems audits” refers to the integration of both the internal and the
external audits, that may result in benefits, such as the optimized use of resources (Karapetrovic and
Willborn, 1998b; Douglas and Glen, 2000; Karapetrovic, 2002b; Zeng et al., 2007; Kraus and
Grosskopf, 2008; Salomone, 2008) and reduction of time due to multidisciplinary auditors who
have the capacity of auditing different MSs (Douglas and Glen, 2000; Kraus and Grosskopf, 2008;
Simon et al., 2011). Karapetrovic and Willborn (2000) introduced a generic audit guideline based
on the process approach. Bernardo et al. (2010) identify three different groups according to the level
of audit integration, with the internal audits being more integrated than the external audits and the
most integrated aspect being the auditors or audit team (similar results can be found in Simon et al.,
2014). Inadequacy of audit methodologies is mentioned in the literature as one of the common
barriers to integration (Searcy et al., 2012; Hoy and Foley, 2015). Researchers contend that auditors
should not simply audit but also aid managers when integrating (Beckmerhagen et al., 2003a).
Simon and Douglas (2013) compare the integration process between Spain and UK finding
differences in the audits systems, similar results as Bernardo et al. (2011a) comparing Spain and
Greece, in which Spain achieved higher levels of integration specially in the audit’s systems.

In addition to the abovementioned integration aspects, others have been analyzed such as
benefits, being the most highlighted the costs savings, operational benefits, better external image
and improved customer satisfaction (Zeng et al., 2007; Salomone, 2008; Asif et al., 2009, 2010c;
Bernardo et al., 2015) while the most frequently encountered difficulties are the lack of resources
and employees’ motivation (Salomone, 2008; Bernardo et al., 2012b; Gianni and Gotzamani, 2015).

Regarding the IMS evolution, Rocha et al. (2007) propose a model based on three axes that
organizations can follow to ensure the future of IMS: “‘ascension’ (e.g., considering the 1SO 9001,
the IMS could “ascend” by implementing a total quality management model), ‘augmentation’ (e.g.,

considering the 1ISO 9001, the ISO 10000 series adoption for the customer satisfaction “augments”



the IMS), and ‘assimilation’, meaning that function- or stakeholder-specific MSs are further
integrated in a single system. Gonzalez et al. (2014) propose a model to calculate the costs of IMS
implementation as a tool to support the decision-making process. Almeida et al. (2014) found that
the critical success factors when integrating are top management involvement, availability of human
and financial resources and training. Jadudova et al. (2016) analyzed the integration of
stakeholders’ management into the IMS. Related to the future sustainability, discussion about
internalization of MSs is also increasing in relation to IMS, as more analyses are needed to
demonstrate if organizations are implementing appropriately the IMS (Heras-Saizarbitoria and
Boiral, 2013; Samy et al., 2015). Finally, Hernandez-Vivanco et al. (2016) found that organizations
with fully IMS are more innovative (see also Simon and Yaya, 2012; Bernardo, 2014). As a
summary of the research done on IMS, table 1 summarizes the qualitative studies published, as the

current paper is also qualitative.

(Table 1 here)

Within and cross-country management research highlights possible contagion effects,
enhance trade relationships and urges institutional and regulatory authorities to support corporate
managerial efforts towards enhancing performance, market position and competitiveness at both
company and sector levels. Contagion or mimetic effect explains similar behavioral patterns due to
geographical or cultural proximity (Albuquerque et al., 2007) and is stressed to be fostered via
internal or external pressures by relevant stakeholders, regulations and the need for improved
visibility or reputation (Marimon et al., 2012; Alonso-Almeida et al., 2015). Furthermore,
Clougherty and Grajek (2014) contend that corresponding-knowledge and absorptive-capacity in a
country-pair yield efficient use of standards, and that bilaterally shared standards greatly enhance
trade. Particularly with regard to the integration of MSs, it is emphasized that “firms that are more

aware of the QMS meta-standards have a greater propensity to be certified to multiple standards”,



and, thus enhance their ability to assimilate and exploit acquired knowledge and experience in its
strategic decision-making (Masakure et al., 2011).

Thus, taking into consideration that the great majority of existing studies are considering
ISO standards, mainly 1SO 9001 and ISO 14001, in countries that are in the top 10 positions of
certifications worldwide finding similar results, the aim of this paper is to analyze the integration
process in a certification non-leading country, Greece, and propose a research roadmap to improve
the competitiveness of the organizations integrating their MSs based on maintenance and future

sustainability.

3. Material and methods

The case-study approach is used in this study in order to effectively describe and analyze the
context and content of all basic aspects related to the subject under study. Contemporary case study
scholars stress that nowadays scientific research shifted from the universal and the general, to the
particular, the local and the timely (Ketokivi and Choi, 2014), meaning that case study approach
give the authors the opportunity either to establish theories via analytical reasoning or generate
guestions, make statements and analyze phenomena under a specific research agenda (Voss et.al,
2002). Furthermore, Baxter and Jack (2008) underlined that *“a holistic case study with embedded
units only allows the researcher to understand one unique/extreme/critical case”. In this context,
cross-case analysis increases the internal validity of the findings (Voss et al., 2002) by addressing
research limitations, such as single respondents bias, and enabling researchers to seek for
convergence of evidence (Gibbert and Rulgrok, 2010). For this purpose, five extended case studies
were conducted in selected Greek organizations that were implementing, at least, two ISO MSs and
particularly 1SO 9001:2008 and I1SO 14001:2004. The research is descriptive in nature in order to
provide a better insight and understanding of the integration process and to identify general
propositions regarding the observed practices (Yin, 2009). This methodology was extensively used

by several authors that have studied the same subject in order to analyze the complex process of



adoption and internalization of MSs and its impact on the organizations (Karapetrovic and
Casadesus, 2009; Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2011; Simon et al., 2011; Almeida et.al., 2014; Domingues et
al., 2015b, 2016). Considering that a new variable, such as the certification level of the country is

analyzed, Eisenhardt (1989) was also followed to propose the research agenda.

Sample and data gathering

The selected cases are five manufacturing firms belonging to different industry sectors and
of different size in terms of number of employees and annual turnover (maximum variation criteria
according to Creswell, 1997). Also, the main requirement for the organizations to participate in the
study was to be certified, at least, against the ISO 9001:2008 and ISO 14001:2004 standards. The
five organizations were selected based on the notion that “generalizability of case studies can be
increased by the strategic selection of cases” (Flyvbjerg, 2006) with the aim to gain as wide a
perspective as possible (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Barratt et al., 2011; Bowler et al., 2015).

The unit of analysis in case studies is usually determined by the research questions pursued
by the researchers (Yin, 2009) and can often provide the basis for a pilot survey. Our study is one of
the first studies exploring the Integration of Management Systems in Greece and the selection of
participating organizations was based firstly on the implementation of the two standards (ISO
9001:2008 and ISO 14001:2004) and secondly on the availability of information in order to increase
“generalizability by the strategic selection of the cases” (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The authors’ knowledge
of the status of 1SO 9001:2008 and ISO 14001:2004 certifications in Greece and their involvement
in various studies related to ISO certification was a key point in deciding which organizations to be
involved in this research. Furthermore, to improve cross-case analysis the authors chose these
organizations in order to provide better familiarization with the phenomenon under study since they
had all the criteria mentioned above.

The data gathering was carried out through extensive and in-depth interviews in all five

organizations asking the organizations’ MS manager, using a semi-structured questionnaire with



open-ended questions. Using a single respondent as a source of data gathering has many limitations;
however, in our study the MS manager is the person that according to the literature can be viewed
as a “change agent” within the organization, having new roles and duties and be equally involved in
the overall corporate strategy. Furthermore, MS manager is a key person in MSs integration, and
his/her view and perceptions of the organization’s integration strategy, methodology, level, and the
integration of the audits shape and determine the overall effort towards successful MS integration.

The main purpose was to collect data and produce basic information, enabling qualitative
observations concerning organizations’ MSs integration. Each site was written up as an integrated
case study, with the focus on drawing out the commonalties of meaning and understanding each
site. The authors used Pope et al. (2000)’s notion of in analyzing the respondents’ data which is to
“identify all the key issues, concepts, and themes by which the data can be examined and
referenced”. Having that in mind, our data analysis provides some ground for generalizations, even
though subjective judgments were also made from the analysis of the cases.

Interviews and visits were made in pairs and the members of the research team had a proper
training in the subject under study. None of the interviews was recorded; notes were taken by two
researchers and then cross-contrasted, as recommended in the literature (Maxwell, 1996). In the
process of comparison between cases and inference aiming to achieve the objective, clearly
exploratory, the grounded theory method was used, which integrates appropriately with the general
methodology of case studies (Binder and Edwards, 2010). This is a content analysis method with a
strong potential in complex social phenomena as the present one. Following a systematic process,
qualitative evidence is categorized and grouped in an effort to be interpreted more easily (Glaser
and Strauss, 1967). Internal validity was assured by the search for common patterns intended to
explain the understanding of the phenomena under study (Voss et al., 2002; Yin, 2009), while the
reliability is guaranteed with the use of structured interviews based on a pre-determined protocol to
assure cross-case data collection (Yin, 2009). In-depth knowledge about each organization, as well

as qualitative information from all interviewees was obtained.



The questionnaire used was divided into three main parts: the first part was about the
existing MSs in organizations under study (questions were about the implementation of each MS,
the implementation reasons, advantages and disadvantages, etc.), the second part consisted of
questions regarding the integration of MSs (interviewees were asked about the integration process,
the level of integration, the audits, etc.) and the last part was about the organization’s thoughts and
actions concerning future certifications. For this research, the first two parts regarding implemented

and integrated MSs are used.

Management Systems Integration in Greece

Greece is the country analyzed in this paper because it presents low levels of certifications
against ISO 9001 and 1SO 14001 considering the data available in recent years (see 1SO, 2015), and
in contrast with the countries that had been analyzed by Marimon et al. (2010) in a paper called
“Certification intensity level of the leading nations in 1ISO 9000 and 1SO 14000 standards”. In order
to compare the certification level of Greece with the leading countries, the information provided by
the 1SO survey has been used. Two comparisons for both MSSs are presented, first the number of
certificates in absolute terms and then, the number of certificates per capita (x1000).

In order to create the figures, the countries that were ranked in the top 10 list of certificates
in the period of 2007-2014 were considered. Only those countries that appeared in the list in all the
years were used in the comparison, adding the Greek data.

Figures 1 and 2 show the number of certificates against ISO 9001 and I1SO 14001 in absolute

terms. It can be observed that Greece ranks the last one, far from the leading countries.

(Figures 1 and 2 here)

Figures 3 and 4 show the number of certificates per capita (x1000) for both MSSs. In this

case, although Greece is 5 in the ranking, there are 8 countries and thus, it cannot be stated that it
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is a leading country. For the 1SO 14001 it is clear that Greece is not leading the comparison as it is

the last in the ranking as in the previous comparison.

(Figures 3 and 4 here)

Thus, according to this comparison, it could be stated that Greece is not a leading country in
terms of 1ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certifications. This is the justification for analyzing this country
and comparing the integration process of Greek organizations to other countries such as Spain and

UK that are leading countries in terms of certifications, as can be seen in the previous figures.

4. Results and discussion

The results presented are based on the comparison among cases in order to ease the
interpretation and readability. In order to assure privacy and confidentiality, the names of the
organizations will not be revealed. Instead, companies will be identified as C1, C2, C3, C4 and C5.
All five organizations differ in size and sector except two that belonged to the same sector (food
and beverages) and two of them are traditional medium to small family owned organizations. A
brief description of the characteristics of each company is presented in Table 2.

For better understanding of the various aspects of the integration process in the selected
organizations, the results are presented in two subsections. Firstly, the aggregated findings of the
five case studies are presented and discussed and secondly, the research agenda proposal is posed.

The data analysis of the organizations under study follows the integration process’ aspects,
as these were presented in the literature review section. This approach gives the opportunity to
acquire a better view of possible convergence, similarities, differences and overall deviations in the

findings (table 2 summarized the comparison).
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a) Integration strategy

This integration aspect refers to the order and number of implemented MSs. Regarding the
number (see table 2), four out of five organizations have adopted more standards than the 1SO 9001
and 1SO 14001 (at least three MSs each), while only one of them (company C1) had only the two
required systems in place, although as the manager declared, they would like to implement more
MSs in the future.

Regarding the implementation order of individual MSs, three of the companies, C2, C3 and
C4, are following the most usually implemented order that is implementing first the QMS, second
the EMS and then other MSs. From these three, C2 and C3 have the HSMS in the third place, while
C4 has implemented the food safety MS (FSMS), ISO 22000. This result was expected, i.e. that the
majority of case companies implemented first QMS and then EMS because, among other possible
reasons such as the sector or exportations, ISO 9001 was launched before the 1SO 14001 (see
Karapetrovic and Casadesus, 2009; Bernardo et al., 2012a; for similar results on this aspect). It is
noteworthy that company C4 has adopted the second and third standards simultaneously taking
advantage of the synergies between these two systems (Karapetrovic and Willborn, 1998a;
Karapetrovic, 2003; Zeng et al., 2007; Karapetrovic and Casadesus, 2009; Asif et al., 2010c).
Companies C3 and C4 highlighted the implementation of sectoral MSs. Both organizations stated
that the tendency is that clients and suppliers are asking for standards that are more focused on the
sector characteristics.

For the two organizations following a different order, C1 and C5, both have implemented
first the EMS and secondly the QMS (the second possibility proposed by Karapetrovic and
Willborn, 1998a). The main reason for this order, as commented by the interviewee in company C1,
was the sector in which the company operates. Chemical industries are forced by legislation and
various NGO’s to be more thoughtful and act responsibly on environmental issues. On the other

hand, company C5 has adopted the third standard, for food safety, simultaneously with the 1SO

12



9001 standard. However, firm C5 does not integrate its MSs, since according to the MS manager
any profit from synergies was hardly anticipated.

In our study, the ISO 22000 was the only standard that companies have adopted
simultaneously with ISO 14001 and ISO 9001. This finding is attributed to the enhanced
compatibility of the food safety standard with the quality and environmental standards. Hence,
FSMS has no problems to be integrated with the rest of the systems implemented. In company C4,
the MS manager mentioned that the ISO 9001 standard’s requirements are partially integrated into
ISO 22000, making the two standards completely harmonized. It is worth noting that Greece is
among the top three countries worldwide in terms of number of 1SO 22000 certifications, certified
organizations in December 2014 (see 1SO, 2015). Regarding this specific MSSs, Greece is a leading
country and thus, this could mean that Greek organizations are implementing new and more sector-
specific MSSs in order to gain competitive advantage, a situation that the diffusion of MSSs

literature forecasted (see e.g., Marimon et al., 2011)

b) Integration methodology

The four out of the five studied organizations have integrated their MSs at a certain level.
All of them have followed the same methodology. Firstly, an analysis of the common elements of
the implemented MSs was applied. All quality managers in the four organizations highlighted the
difficulty of applying the process and the issues emerging of using this methodology. Secondly, the
organizations have compared the standard requirements of all MSs and have adapted their own
requirements to standards’ requirements. There is only one difference, in company C4 they applied
the analysis based on their internal procedures, not on the standards. In the interviewee’s words,
“we have adjusted the systems to our internal processes and try to make the standard fit for
purpose”. This methodology has been seen as common in other studies, such as in Karapetrovic et

al. (2006) and Bernardo et al. (2011c).
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Another common characteristic at this stage is the use of software application in order to
manage effectively all implemented standards. In companies C1 and C2, they highlighted the
importance of using software to integrate the systems, that ease the integration and allows them to
have the systems fully integrated and it also helps in its maintenance. However, company C5 is not
integrating their MSs because for them “it is difficult to integrate two separate systems that manage

different aspects of a company”.

(Table 2 here)

c) Integration level

Concerning the degree of integration, three out of five companies declared having their MSs
fully integrated: C1, C2 and C4. Company C3, has achieved partial integration of its MSs while C5
keeps MSs separate.

For the fully integrated MSs, managers valued it as: “the system is one” (Company C2) and
“it makes it easier to manage them” (Company C4). Similar results can be found in prior research
(Douglas and Glen, 2000; Karapetrovic et al., 2006; Zeng et al., 2007; Salomone, 2008; Bernardo et
al., 2009; Karapetrovic and Casadesus, 2009). The level of integration of all MSs is found high,
since in all organizations objectives, resources and procedures are fully integrated. However, in
company C1, the authors noticed that there were two people managing the integrated system.
According to the interviewee’s comment on this, senior management assigned a manager for each
MS before integration and considered more efficient to keep them both in order to cooperate in the
management of the new IMS, as each one has the specific knowledge and expertise for each
individual implemented system.

Another finding was that in company C3, the person responsible for the MSs revealed that
his will was to integrate all the systems into one, but there were not enough resources to manage it

effectively. The integrated procedures used were: training, evaluation of suppliers, internal audits,
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preventive and corrective actions and document control. Only partial integration was reached
because “the function-specific part of each system makes it difficult to integrate”. Another problem
arisen is that senior management does not understand the necessity of institutionalizing the
integration process. Finally, in company C5, top management decided not to integrate their MSs,
but rather to manage some aspects of MSs and human resources management in an integrated way.

The authors in order to classify the five organizations of this study according to their level of
integration used the classification approach developed by Bernardo et al. (2009). Companies C1, C2
and C4 would be in the last group, as they have fully integrated their MSs. Company C3 could be
classified in the partial integration group and finally, company C5 is not in the first group, and
might be grouped, timidly, in the initial partial integration cluster because some aspects are
integrated. According to the interviewees’ opinions, there are two main characteristics that can lead
to a successful integration process: (1) the availability of resources to apply the integration and (2)
the top management commitment to consider integration as a strategic factor for the organization. If
these two elements are present in the organization, the integration process ends with a fully
integrated system, if not; partial or no integration is achieved.

The results in this aspect, as the answers are subjective considering the vision of one person,
the one that has responsibility on the system, could lead to propose, in the future, an objective scale

to measure the levels of integration of the different aspects involved in the process.

d) Integration of systems” audits

The integration level of audits has been measured considering the integration of audit team,
time, process, plan and report, and results. Before explaining the cases, a brief explanation about
these audits integration criteria is given. In the interview, participants were asked to say if, e.g., the
auditors’ team was the same for all standards (fully integrated), the same for some norms (partially
integrated) or different (no integration). The levels are based on Karapetrovic (2003)’s proposed

levels: partial integration and full integration. In the case of time, if the audits were conducted
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simultaneously for all norms, they were fully integrated; if they were simultaneously performed for
some norms, the level was partial; and finally, if the audits were carried out with different
timeframes, they were not integrated. For the rest of the criteria, the same logic is applied (the same
levels are considered in Bernardo et al., 2010, 2011b; Simon et al., 2011).

Another aspect of the integration of audits should be also clarified. The integration of the
internal audits is based on a decision made by the organization that is also who is performing it with
its own internal auditors trained to perform the integrated internal audit. For the external audit,
although the decision is also made by the organization, its performance depends on the certification
bodies who should have trained and skilled auditors to perform these audits.

Only company C2 has the internal and external audits fully integrated in terms of team, time,
process, plan and report, and results. For the internal audits, C1 and C2 have all the internal audit
elements fully integrated. Company C4 has full integration in auditors’ team and audit time, and has
a single audit plan but distinct final reports. This organization is not integrating the audit time or the
results, as the internal audit only detects nonconformities. In company C3 the internal audits are not
integrated, only the audit plan is unified, but the final reports are different for each norm. C5 is not
integrating the internal audit system.

For the external audits, companies C1, C2 and C4 do not adopt a similar approach as they do
in the internal audits. The common elements are the audit time and results. The audits are done
simultaneously and in all three companies the external audits suggest opportunities to improve each
norm’s adoption and the integrated system’s implementation. Company C2 has reached full
integration in all the audit elements, but companies C1 and C4 present different levels of
integration. In company C1, the auditors’ team is different for each norm, the systems are audited as
interrelated and there is a single audit plan and a unified final report produced for all norms. In
company C4, the auditors are the same only for some norms, the systems are audited as separated
and there is a unique audit plan but a final report for each norm. Finally, in company C3 audit

results suggest opportunities to improve each norm and the integrated system, but the other audit
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elements are not integrated, and C5 has the external audit team, process and results partially
integrated, but the time and audit plan and final report not integrated.

These companies can also be classified into the three groups found in Bernardo et al. (2010),
where companies were grouped according to the internal and external audits level of integration.
Company C2 can be classified in the third cluster, as it has the highest levels of integration in both
internal and external audits. The other companies integrating the audits, cannot be classified
exactly, as the level of integration does not fit with the study results, but, approximately, C1, C2
and C3 could be grouped in the first cluster, as internal audits are more integrated than the external
(Bernardo et al., 2010). Company C5 cannot be classified respectively, because in the study, all the
Spanish organizations were integrating the audits at a certain level, and this is not the case for this
company.

Comparing the level of integration of MSs and audits’ systems, as mentioned, MSs are more
integrated than the audits. In general, the internal audit level of integration is similar to the level of
IMS, but external audits integration is not aligned (similar results are found by Bernardo et al.,

2011b).

Research agenda

Case results indicate that IMS implementation and evolution in Greece is following a similar
pattern as in other countries considering some aspects of the process. As in other countries, the
tendency is to fully integrate the MSs, following a similar methodology and strategy, yet not the
respective MS audits (Bernardo et al., 2009, 2012a; Santos et al., 2011; De Oliveira, 2013; Simon
and Douglas, 2013; Almeida et al., 2014). These differences can be explained by the certification
level. Although more research is needed to state this relationship, when comparing the Greek case
with UK and Spain, which are leading countries, the integration process is more mature and higher

levels of audits integration are achieved (Bernardo et al., 2011a; Simon and Douglas, 2013).
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The research agenda proposed in this section has the aim of motivating future research in
order to reduce this gap among countries. Four main propositions are posed.

First, Greece is not leading in terms of the number of certifications to the ISO 9001 and 1SO
14001 standards worldwide, and achieves lower levels of integration compared to other leading

countries analyzed, at least for the auditing systems, the first proposition is the following:

P1. The integration of audits seems to be conditioned by the experience in managing MSs

individually.

From another perspective, cross-case findings can be related to the IMS approach proposed
by Rocha et al. (2007) integrating sustainable development principles. Drawing from the three-axial
IMS expansion model over time (Rocha et al., 2007), Greek organizations tend to follow the
‘assimilation’ path, since - according to this research findings - they further proceed integration by
adopting a sector-specific standard, i.e., the FSMS, to address the needs of the food chain
stakeholders. More specifically, Greek managers, when inquired on their decision, mentioned
regulatory enforcement, competitive advantage and improved market position among the main
incentives for this standard’s selection. It is worth noting that Greece is the third country in terms of
ISO 22000 certifications worldwide (see 1SO, 2015). This supports the cross-case findings, in that
Greek organizations are trying to gain competitive advantage in food sector at a worldwide level
(export-oriented companies), as well (Marimon et al., 2011; 1SO, 2015). Furthermore, the ISO
22000 standard is compatible to the 1SO 9001 standard, thus allowing Greek organizations to
benefit from synergies in order to have a better position in this sector. Based on the above

discussion, the second proposition for future research can be posed:

P2. The ‘assimilation’ path is an adequate strategy to gain competitive advantage and foster

IMS maintenance and corporate sustainability.
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Related to this, in the future, measureable indicators should be gathered in order to evidence
the efficiency and cost savings reported in the literature (Gonzélez et al., 2014). Also, as Almeida et
al. (2014) found, critical success factors should be considered for a successful maintenance of the
IMS.

Longitudinal cross-case analysis is suggested to address IMS sustainability in relationship to
the internalization concept. An entire research stream is dedicated on the internalization of MSs
meaning the depth and width of embeddedness of MS standards principles into the everyday
business operations (Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2011; Bowler et al., 2015). It is found that internalized
MSs increase firms efficiency (Heras-Saizarbitoria and Boiral, 2013). However, there is a paucity of
research on the impact of internalized integrated MSs on firms’ performance. Based on the
interviewees’ point of view and prior literature indicating that IMS follows the individual MS
evolution, it is anticipated that IMS internalization will bring similar benefits to the individual MS
internalization. In other words, the organizations that profit from the MS advantages the most are
those that have implemented MSs for internal reasons, have deeply understood the MS principles
and have made the MS a routine within the organization (Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2011). Baring the

above discussion in mind, the third proposition is posited:

P3. Those organizations internalizing their IMS will gain more benefits from integration

than those not internalizing it.

Finally, and related to the experience in managing MSs, the last proposition is posed becoming the

most general proposition:

P4: The differences in the integration of MSs between leading and non-leading countries

will be minimized as the non-leading countries gain experience in managing MSs
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5. Conclusions

The main aim of this study is to analyze the integration process in a non-leading certification
country and propose a research agenda to improve the competitiveness of the organizations
integrating their MSs. Based on 5 case studies done in Greece, the following conclusions are
presented.

First, according to the participants’ companies, the integration of MSs has helped them in
becoming more efficient and take advantage of the potential synergies of the MSs, as stressed in
prior research (Karapetrovic and Willborn, 1998a; Zeng et al., 2007; Karapetrovic and Casadesus,
2009; Bernardo et al., 2015). With regard to the scope, the majority of the organizations have more
than two MSs, emphasizing their trust in these systems to make them competitive in the market
(Karapetrovic and Willborn, 1998a; Douglas and Glen, 2000; Karapetrovic, 2002a; Karapetrovic et
al., 2006; Zeng et al., 2007; Griffith and Bhutto, 2008; Salomone, 2008; Karapetrovic and
Casadesus, 2009). As far as the IMS strategy is concerned, the most frequent implementation order
is adopting first the quality and then the EMS standard. In this particular research, three out of five
organizations adopt the most widespread strategy, while the remaining two implement first the EMS
and then the QMS (see e.g., Karapetrovic and Casadesus, 2009). This last strategy is attributed to
the sector of activity. Also, 4 out of 5 organizations have implemented sectoral MSs, which help
them in focusing on the sector-specific requirements (Casadesus et al., 2010; Marimon et al., 2011).
This could be evidencing what has been said in previous literature that organizations decide to
implement sectoral MSs to gain or increase competitive advantage.

The most common methodology used to integrate the MSs in Greek companies is the
analysis of the standards’” common elements, since it applies to all the case participants (as found in
Karapetrovic et al., 2006; Bernardo et al., 2011c) and is also proposed in some national MSs (e.g.,
BSI, 2012), thus, it could be the base for 1SO to propose and launch the international MSS for

integration.
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Systems’ audits are the weakest point in the majority of organizations in terms of integration
because they have not reached the highest integration level that has been achieved in other
countries. Interviewees realize that managing all systems together gives quality department the
flexibility needed to revise or change various parts in both systems. However, only one company
has the internal and external audits fully integrated, while the other companies have only integrated
some aspects of their audits. In general, internal audits are more integrated than the external (as in
Bernardo et al., 2010; Simon et al., 2011), and the most integrated aspects are audit time, plan and
results. This might be attributed to the emphasis given by organizations on the allocation of
resources, such as time and workload. Moreover, the lower integration level of the external audits
indicates shortcomings of the Greek auditing bodies in terms of skilled IMS auditors. Another
relative finding was that the certified companies were not aware of the 1SO 19011:2011 standard for
the audits. When inquired about the reasons, managers emphasized the lack of support and
collaboration with the external auditors. This might indicate limited dissemination of supporting
standards and poor communication between auditors and auditees within the country, which can be
related to the Greek low certification rates.

As aforementioned, participating firms represent different sectors, sizes and ownership
types, in order to allow the exploration of contingencies. However, findings did not lead to any safe
conclusions on whether the size or ownership condition integration. In the present study, the only
relative finding is that two out of three companies that have fully integrated their MSs are medium-
size and family-owned implying that SMEs achieve higher levels of integration, in line with prior
research (De Oliveira, 2013; Abad et al., 2014). To this direction, further research is needed to
substantiate the reasons behind this relationship.

Regarding the two specific research questions to be answered in this study, it could be said
that the majority of the Greek organizations analyzed are integrating their MSs into an IMS, which
achieved different levels of integration. The most dissimilar aspect is the audits’ system, as

organizations are not achieving the same level as for the IMS, and this could be, among other
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reasons, because they do not have enough experience managing certified MSSs. This is posed
because countries with more experience or leading the certificates of ISO 9001 and ISO 14001,
such as Spain and UK, have achieved higher levels of integration audits. However, more research is
needed to extrapolate this reason in the non-leading countries.

Managerial implications are addressed to those companies that have not integrated their
MSs, as integration can make them more efficient (Karapetrovic, 2003; Zeng et al., 2007, 2011) to
cope with the present turmoil. Governments and certification bodies should take an initiative to help
these organizations promoting the integration as a way of reducing costs and having a better
understanding of both the MSs and the entire organization. Also, learning from best practices in
other countries could also help in increasing the IMS implementation.

Related to this, it is important to realize a series of challenges and opportunities for research
on the MSs integration process, thus, a research agenda for future studies on integration of MSs is
proposed, based mainly on analyzing the relationship between experience managing individual MSs
and IMS (Almeida et al., 2014), maintenance of the IMS depending on the MSs added and critical
success factors (Gonzalez et al., 2014) and internalization of IMS (Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2011).

This research aimed to unveil the IMS potential towards fostering the performance and
competitiveness of firms operating in a country which lags in terms of 1SO 9001 and 1SO 14001
certifications and IMS research compared to countries where the level of both IMS research and
ISO certifications is higher. However, the findings are rather narrow in scope and can hardly be
considered conclusive. Future case research in more countries that, like Greece, lag in 1SO
certifications would yield results of wider range to be cross-analyzed and compared. Furthermore,
certain sector-specific differences have emerged requiring further research within and across
sectors. Resource limitations have also been underlined as impediments to integration. A resource-
based view would address these limitations and provide new insights within country specific

contexts (Savino and Batbaatar, 2015).
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These limitations aside, this research contributes in addressing IMS contingencies, such as
the country context in terms of an overall corporate level of IMS experience and the country’s in
question certification rate to function- or sector-specific standards. In this line of reasoning,
integration patterns can be identified and substantiated (Wilkinson and Dale, 2001) and new IMS
insights can be gained. According to Beckmerhagen et al. (2003a) “the integration of management
system standards will continue to be a part of future research in the area of IMS, not only because
minor differences among the standards still exist, but also because new standards that will stretch
the boundaries of what we currently consider as “management systems” will appear” and, thus, the
posited future research propositions are related to the research agenda towards improving the

knowledge of IMS (see also Heras-Saizarbitorial and Boiral, 2013).
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