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An exploration of interventions in ISO 9001 and ISO 
14001 certification context – a multiple case study 

approach

Abstract

Firms are reliant on third party certification schemes to provide an independent account of their quality, 
environmental and social practices.  Although firms are typically involved with certification schemes over 
long periods, even decades, available literature so far provides little understanding about what certification 
related interventions firms pursue. To fill this gap, this study determines a typology of interventions and 
develops a theoretical understanding on why, how and under what circumstances firms intervene. Based 
on a qualitative enquiry involving 15 case study firms certified to ISO 9001 and ISO 14001, the 
interventions are classified as incremental interventions (external audit quality, contractual, learning and 
benchmarking interventions) and breakthrough interventions (adoptive, integrative and infrastructural 
interventions). The pursuit of individual interventions is explained by institutional pressures, firms' 
motivation for certification, competence of certification intermediaries, and by complexity of firms’ internal 
processes. A temporal perspective of the interventions and a set of four sequential pathways are discussed 
as well.
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1. Introduction

Third party certifications play an important role in firms and their supply chains by providing 
external verification of firms’ practices (Terlaak, 2007). Be it a verification of quality practices 
(Bernardo et al., 2009), environmental and cleaner production practices (Brouwer and van 
Koppen, 2008) or social responsibility practices (Ciliberti et al., 2011), the literature labels third 
party certifications as “voluntary standards” or “voluntary certifications” (Lozano, 2012). The 
literature provides rich evidence in terms of emergence, diffusion and impact of third party 
certifications (Heras-Saizarbitoria and Boiral, 2012), yet a few areas still remain largely under-
researched. Firstly, firms remain involved in voluntary certifications for decades but the research 
tends to concentrate on early stages of adoption of standards (Castka and Corbett, 2015). Key 
questions about what interventions firms pursue and why remain unanswered - apart from a few 
market research surveys, which point to the existence of interventions (for instance, mentioning 
firms’ termination of contracts with certification intermediaries as a typical intervention; Castka, 
2013). Secondly, the role of certification intermediaries (e.g. third party certifiers who are 
accredited to provide certification services) is in general overlooked and little is known about the 
roles that certification intermediaries play in firms’ certification related decision making (Heras-
Saizarbitoria and Boiral, 2012). 

The quality management literature recognises two important types of interventions. Incremental 
interventions are generally associated with a gradual change in the spirit of continuous 
improvement (Bhatti and Awan, 2004; Imai, 1986).  The continuous improvement philosophy 
aims to develop firms’ competencies and learning capabilities – which emerge from the gradual 
approach to improvement (Oliver, 2009). Breakthrough interventions, on the other hand, are 
characterised by radical changes, steps into new directions and adopt a “scrap and rebuild” mode 
(Imai, 1986). This paper investigates firms’ interventions in ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certified 
firms. The aim of the paper is to determine a typology of interventions during firms’ involvement 
in the certification process and to develop a theoretical understanding on how, why and under 
what circumstances firms intervene. This study is inductive in nature and builds a theory from 
fifteen in-depth cases. Despite the inductive nature of the study, few a priori constructs from 
existent literature are considered as starting points for the investigation; namely the role of firms’ 
motivation for certification (Prajogo, 2011), the role of institutional pressure (Guler et al., 2002), 
competence of certification intermediaries (Prajogo et al., 2016) and complexity of firms’ internal 
processes (Benner and Veloso, 2008). 

The paper is organised in the following way. The Method is discussed first and includes a 
discussion of the study’s sample and data collection procedure and an approach to data analysis. 
In line with the inductive nature of the study, a separate literature review section is not included; 
however a discussion on the impact of the existing literature and its influence on the study is 
provided in Method section. The Findings section provides a detailed discussion of the findings in 
terms of incremental and breakthrough interventions as well as a temporal perspective on 
interventions. Finally, under the heading Discussion, findings and links to the literature are made, 
whilst also discussing implications for scholars and practitioners.  

2. Method

Certified firms publicly disclose their certification (or re-certification) achievements – as public 
announcements (Nicolau and Sellers, 2002), on their websites or as labels on their products. 
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However, the details about firms’ interventions in-between the certification and re-certification1 
are not publicly disclosed. The interventions tend to be focused on internal improvements and 
also on improvements within firms’ supply chains (UNIDO, 2012). For instance, a firm might be 
dissatisfied with the quality of their external audits and draft a strategy to change their 
certification intermediary (as reported in Castka, 2013). Likewise, a firm might intervene because 
their certification intermediary puts them under pressure and a firm might look for a more lenient 
certifier (Lal, 2004) – an intervention that might be negatively perceived by the firm’s customers 
and is thus likely to be kept from public as well as supplier/customer scrutiny.

This early anecdotal evidence suggests that the interventions are likely to be internally focused 
(and/or sensitive in nature) and that firms might not be very open to discuss them. For this 
reason, the data for this study was collected in person on firms’ premises. The personal approach 
to data collection enables the researchers to reassure the participants about confidentiality of 
their data and to develop a safe environment in which sensitive or confidential information can 
be openly disclosed. Moreover, the topic of this study has not been researched in the past, so there 
is a lack of theoretical understanding about interventions in the certification context. This 
reasoning also calls for an inductive and qualitative type of study. The research approach for this 
study therefore is qualitative in nature and uses a case study research methodology (Yin, 1994). 
An in-depth case study approach involving 15 firms (see Section 2.1. for details) was used to 
determine a set of interventions that certified firms pursue, and to develop a theoretical 
understanding on why, how and under what circumstances firms intervene. The data was 
collected using semi-structured interviews, informal interviews and document reviews. 
Qualitative data analysis methods are used to code and analyse the data (Miles and Huberman, 
1994).

2.1.  Sample and data sources

Because the aim of the study is to determine a typology of interventions and develop a theoretical 
understanding of the pursuit of such interventions, the sample needs to reflect the diversity of 
certified firms in order to capture a broad range of interventions. The research into voluntary 
certification indicates that few aspects are critical in determining the heterogeneity of 
participants; most notably motivation for certification (Prajogo, 2011) and the coercive (or more 
broadly institutional) pressure on adopting firms (Corbett, 2006). Certification is also pursued by 
firms with varying complexity of internal processes (Benner and Veloso, 2008). The complexity 
is reflected in audit man-days, which are allocated based on IAF rules (IAF, 2009). In practical 
terms, more complex firms need more audit-days to assess a firm’s compliance. Apart from a 
sample that caters for this heterogeneity, the sample also needs a set of firms that have been re-
certified at least once in order to allow sufficient time for firms to pursue interventions.

In this study, firms with a minimum of one re-certification cycle were used. To get a diverse set 
of firms, the critical aspects (such as differing motivation and complexity of internal processes as 
discussed above) were consulted with an accreditation body as well as several experts from the 
certification industry. Their assistance led to a list of 50 potential firms. After initial talks with 
these firms, permission from 17 firms to conduct a study was obtained and in the end, 15 firms 

1 A certification against ISO 9001 is awarded for a period of three years and after this period a firm needs to recertify. During the 
three year certification period, a firm also undergoes surveillance audits - with frequency typically ranging between 6 months to one 
year..
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agreed to be included in the data analysis and write-up of this study. The list of firms is provided 
in Table 1. 

== INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE ==

The data was collected from several sources in each case study organisation. A semi-structured 
interview was conducted with a ‘main respondent’ (see Table 1) or with a team responsible for 
ISO 9001/14001 certification. The main respondents were in charge of the certification within 
their firms. Each interview was conducted at the premises of a firm and the respondents were 
reassured about the confidentiality and ethics governing the project. One or two researchers 
attended the interview, and most of the interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim (two 
non-recorded interviews were reconstructed based on notes taken throughout the interview). 
Further data was collected through informal interviews (with staff or managers involved in the 
certification) and verification was also done through the review of the relevant documentation.

2.2.  Data collection – research instrument

A data collection protocol was developed to collect the data in each case study. McCutcheon and 
Meredith (1993) argue that in the event of a lack of specific research on a topic, the use of a priori 
constructs and research findings helps to shape the initial design of theory building research  – 
even though a priori constructs might be tentative and may not be influential in the resultant 
theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). Therefore, the data collection protocol was designed to provide 
general guidance and to focus the data collection around important constructs from the previous 
literature (Miles and Huberman, 1994). This study was above all influenced by the literature on 
voluntary standards (Castka and Corbett, 2015) and several constructs from this literature were 
incorporated. Firstly, the literature provides evidence that institutional forces influence firms’ 
uptake of a certification (Castka and Corbett, 2016a; Guler et al., 2002). Therefore, the data 
collection protocol contained a set of questions aimed at understanding the role of institutional 
forces in the context of each firm’s certification related decision making. 

The opening question in this section investigated the role of institutional pressure (or lack of) in 
the initial decision to get certified (an open ended question “Why did you get certified in the first 
place?” followed by asking about the pressure from customers, suppliers, government and other 
stakeholders).  This was followed by further probing questions to understand the impact of 
various institutional forces on each firm’s decision making over time. Secondly, prior research 
indicated that firms have different motivations for certification (Prajogo, 2011). Some firms focus 
on mere compliance with the standard, whereas other firms seek wider benefits and place the 
certification central to their operations (Boiral, 2003; Naveh and Marcus, 2005). A probing 
question in this section of the data collection protocol was to seek an understating of a firm’s 
motivation (“What do you expect from the certification?”) with follow-up questions aimed at 
understanding the rationale for a particular motivation. Thirdly, firms have to pass an external 
audit to get certified. External audit represents a significant event in a firm’s certification process: 
failing an audit means a lengthy recertification, and significant findings require further 
investment to address the areas of non-compliance (Balzarova and Castka, 2008; Castka, 2013; 
Karapetrovic and Willborn, 2001; Power and Terziovski, 2007; Power and Terziovski, 2008). 
Therefore, the data collection protocol included a set of questions on external audit (a typical 
opening to this block of questions was made by asking “Describe your last audit”). This was 
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followed by probing questions such as “What non-conformance (if any) did you receive and how 
did you deal with the issue arising from the audit?” or “What defines an ideal external auditor?”. 
The data collection protocol did not contain any particular questions about interventions. Asking 
about the institutional environment, motivation for certification and external audits naturally led 
to a discussion about various interventions. When such a theme emerged, the researcher probed 
further to understand the detailed aspects of each intervention. The first round of data collection 
consisted of an interview with a manager (or managers) responsible for the certification. This 
was followed by informal interviews within the firm and a review of the firm’s documents.

2.3.  Development of a coding scheme 

The process of analysis was started by the coding of each individual case. This meant an analysis 
of each case specific data collection protocol. This protocol contained transcripts of each 
interview with the main respondent(s), notes from informal interviews and document reviews. 

First round of coding and development of coding scheme for intervention: The first area to code 
were firms’ interventions. There was no a priori coding scheme and an emerging coding 
procedure was adopted (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Each intervention was initially coded as 
“intervention” to purely highlight instances in the data sets where interventions were discussed. 
After all coding was done, the research team met to discuss and to conceptualize coding of the 
interventions. The initial analysis of the data set used the incremental and breakthrough lenses 
(as described in the introduction section of the paper). The analysis revealed that some 
interventions appeared to be quite substantial (e.g. a firm decided to integrate their certifications) 
whereas in other cases the interventions tended to be incremental in nature (e.g. a dissatisfied 
firm started to negotiate with their certifiers for a different approach to their auditing practices). 
At this stage of the process, the research team also developed a list of seven distinctive 
interventions (these as labelled as sub-interventions in Table 2). Some of these interventions 
were previously identified in the literature (e.g. Castka (2013) describes contractual and adoptive 
interventions). However, due to lack of evidence from previous literature, the team was guided 
by the evidence that emerged from the data.

The overarching conclusion from the nature of the interventions was that firms pursued “gradual” 
types of interventions and also more “radical” interventions. In line with the quality management 
literature (Imai, 1986), these interventions are labelled as “incremental interventions” (defined 
as continuous incremental, long term, carried out in small steps of a “maintain and improve” 
nature, such interventions aiming to optimize the current certification arrangements) together 
with “breakthrough interventions” (defined as intermittent, short term, carried out in big steps 
with “scrap and rebuild mode” philosophy; interventions that aim to restructure and redesign a 
firm’s approach to certification). The research team members independently worked to classify 
the sub-interventions as incremental and breakthrough. The agreement on classification was 
agreed after few iterations. The result is presented in Table 2.

=== INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE ===
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In the next stage, the team members individually worked through a set of five cases and coded 
the interventions using the seven sub-intervention categories. The aim was to ensure consistency 
of coding and to determine whether the seven subcategories fully determine all interventions. 
Because the interventions are distinctive, the research team focused on interrater agreement 
rather than assessment of interrater reliability (Fleenor et al., 1996). The interrater agreement 
was calculated as number of agreements on individual coding instances as part of the total coding 
instances (Pollock and Rindova, 2003). The literature suggests that an agreement over 80% is 
desirable (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The agreement on the subcategories was unanimous (i.e. 
the raters consistently coded interventions in each of the cases; the overview of the interventions 
for each case study is presented in Appendix A).  One researcher has subsequently coded all 
remaining cases. 

The first round of coding was also used to investigate the key constructs. At this stage, simple 
nodes “Institutional Environment”, “Motivation for Certification”, “Competence of Certification 
Intermediaries” and a descriptive node “Complexity of Internal Processes” were used to merely 
locate the critical instances in the data (these nodes are listed in Table 3 as “Nodes Round 1”). 
This coding allowed the team to directly revisit the critical instances in the dataset and to discuss 
the approach to coding. The initial observation was that the constructs have a significant 
explanatory role in determining the “what, why and under what circumstances?” research 
questions. Further investigation and discussion of the individual instances led to more precise 
definition of the nodes (Table 3 lists these nodes as “Nodes Round 2”). 

=== INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE ===

Second round of coding and inter-rater reliability:  The second round focused on re-coding of the 
data using the coding scheme from Table 3. Initially, the coding was done on a sample of five data 
collection protocols (e.g. data on five case studies). Following the approach of (Pollock and 
Rindova, 2003; Pollock et al., 2008), interrater reliability was determined as the “degree of 
agreement between two coders, adjusted for the likelihood of agreement by chance” – using 
Cohen’s kappa. The inter-rater reliability was .76 - showing a relatively high reliability. As is 
common in this kind of research (Balzarova and Castka, 2008), the researchers discussed the 
discrepancies and fine-tuned the coding scheme (for simplicity and flow of the argument, only the 
final coding scheme is being presented in Table 3). In the second round, the coding reached inter-
rater reliability .88 (Miles and Huberman, 1994 and Pollock and Rindova, 2003  suggest that inter-
rater reliability above .86 is satisfactory). After this initial exercise, the coding was done by both 
researchers. The comparison of the coding results was almost identical and the remaining 
discrepancies were resolved based on the discussion of researchers (as suggested by Huxham 
and Vangen (2000).

2.4.  Approach to data analysis 

The data analysis was conducted over two main stages: within-case analysis and cross-case 
analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The within-case analysis provides an insight into each 
individual case and is an important stage in the data analysis in qualitative research (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994). The main focus at this stage is to unravel the “What?” aspects of the research 
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question. The overview of results of within-case analysis is provided in Appendix A; organised 
around the coding scheme (Table 3). The within-case analysis also provides the first insight into 
the relationships between the constructs (Barratt et al., 2011). For instance, the data in Appendix 
A indicates that Motivation for Certification explains whether firms are focused on external audit 
and contractual intervention or focused on more advanced learning and benchmarking 
interventions. To further explore the relationships and to answer the “Why?” question, the results 
from individual cases were tabulated in two ways. Firstly, an intervention ordered meta-matrix 
was created to show the relationship between the constructs and the interventions. This matrix 
is presented in Table 4. Table 4 summarizes the results for both incremental and breakthrough 
interventions by grouping the interventions onto five scenarios. The incremental interventions 
are grouped into two scenarios: (1) a firm progresses only with audit and contractual 
interventions or (2) a firm progresses with all interventions. The breakthrough interventions are 
organised around three scenarios: (1) a firm progresses with only adoptive interventions; (2) a 
firm progresses with adoptive and integrative interventions and (3) a firm progresses with only 
infrastructural interventions. Such presentation of the data was chosen based on the analysis of 
the dominant patterns in the data (see Appendix A for the overview of interventions). For 
instance, in case of incremental interventions, there is a group of firms that focus exclusively on 
audit quality and/or contractual interventions as oppose to firms that adopt a broader set of 
interventions. The analysis was also performed on each intervention separately yet no new 
insights were derived – providing further assurance that the approach in Table 4 does not omit 
any further insights. Secondly, a time-order meta-matrix was created to provide a temporal 
outlook on interventions (Table 5). Table 5 shows a set of paths of interventions, tiers through 
which firms typically progress and triggers associated with each tier. Tables 4 and 5 are 
scrutinized next as part of the discussion of findings.

====INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE===

====INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE===

3 Findings

Firms opt for various interventions during their involvement with the certification (see Table 2). 
Firms pursue incremental interventions to optimize the existing certification arrangements and 
breakthrough interventions to restructure and redesign their approach to the certification. In the 
following section, the paper focuses on explaining “Why?” and “Under what circumstances?” firms 
pursue the interventions, and key propositions are formulated. The findings discuss incremental 
interventions first, followed by a discussion of breakthrough interventions. The last section 
combines both incremental and breakthrough interventions and discusses findings from a 
temporal perspective. The discussion is based on the findings presented in Tables 4 and 5; quotes 
from the interviews are used to demonstrate the findings in the context.

3.1. Incremental Interventions

Table 4 provides an analysis of the incremental interventions from two perspectives: firstly, it 
focuses on firms that pursue solely audit quality and contractual interventions (Row 1, Table 4) 
and secondly, on a combination of all incremental interventions (Row 2, Table 4).
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Audit and contractual interventions are the most basic and the most frequent interventions 
during a firm’s involvement in ISO certification. The interactions between a firm and its certifiers 
give the firm an opportunity to assess the performance of their certification intermediaries. Firms 
evaluate a certification intermediary’s service quality: quality of external audit report, 
competence of auditors and their ability to align with the expectations of a firm. Firms have 
various expectations of external auditors. For instance, firms might expect “consistency of 
external audits across their facilities”.

In CASE 8, for example, the firm had to intervene in the following way to achieve consistency:

“[Our firm] has 4 offices across the country - all of them certified and different auditors 
went to each office to do the certification audit. We found that depending on which 
auditor went to which office, we were getting a huge variation in the way that they were 
handling the audit. It got to the point that the company was only willing to pay the trips 
for just one auditor in order to get consistency in the criteria used.”

CASE 13 is another example of an expectation: the firm expects constructive feedback on their 
operations and external auditors have to provide feedback that is useful for improvement of the 
firm. The manager of the firm explained: 

“… A clean audit is not a good audit because [our CEO] knows that there are 
weaknesses in the organisation.  The audit is an opportunity to find these problems.  
If [the external auditors] found nothing, [our CEO] would be worried”.

Further example of an expectation is CASE 1 – a firm that approaches certification as a compliance 
exercise. The main expectation of this firm is “to maintain the certificate”. The manager 
commented: 

“The role of the auditor is to check the compliance against the audit. You either 
comply or not. We want to know just that.”  

The underlying nature of audit quality intervention is a search for audit quality (defined by the 
expectation from an audit – as discussed above). Low audit quality leads to audit interventions 
and this is followed by contractual interventions in circumstances where the audit quality does 
not improve. For instance in CASE 8, managers explained:

“We decided to move to [Certifier B], because [Certifier A] wasn’t very helpful. They 
did the audit and then they gave us a report with the conditions that the company has 
to comply with, together with the non-conformities found during the audit, but they 
didn’t give suggestions or ideas as to how to deal with some of them. [Certifier A] just 
listed the areas where the company was wrong but they didn’t tell us how to do it 
right.”

Firms do not perceive the switching cost to be burdensome and view certification services as a 
contractual arrangement (typically, a switch to a new certification intermediary requires a new 
contract, yet no changes to internal operations). However, once a firm finds the ‘right’ certification 
intermediary, managers approach this relationship as a long term partnership. Firms are also 
immune to competitive offers from other certification intermediaries. For instance, managers 
from CASE 7 and CASE 15 commented that they had received favourable offers in the past but had 
not considered any other certification intermediary because the “[current] auditors were very 
knowledgeable”. Managers from other firms were also adamant that the pricing is secondary in 
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the decision making “if the certification intermediary proves its worth” (e.g. CASE 9).  Firms often 
create a strong bond with their auditors (rather than with their certification intermediaries). In 
several cases, firms followed their auditors (e.g. CASES 4&7) when the auditors started to work 
for a different certification intermediary.

The tabulated evidence from the cases (Table 4; Row 1) further reveals that there exists a 
distinctive group of firms, which focus solely on audit quality and contractual interventions. The 
firms are characterised by compliance motivation, low audit quality and low/medium process 
complexity. These findings are captured in the following propositions:

Proposition 1a:  Firms that focus solely on audit and contractual incremental 
interventions are more likely to be motivated by compliance.

Proposition 1b:  Firms that focus solely on audit and contractual incremental 
interventions are more likely to experience low quality audits.

Proposition 1c:  Firms that focus solely on audit and contractual incremental 
interventions are more likely to have a low/medium level of complexity in their 
processes.

Learning is a central aspect of a continuous improvement approach (Imai, 1986) and it is critical 
for sustaining superior competencies in firms (Su et al., 2014). In order to ‘learn’ (in the context 
of ISO 9001 certification), firms opt for broader incremental interventions and include learning 
and benchmarking interventions (see Table 2 for the definitions). Firms’ focus broadens to using 
the certification as a driver towards improvements. For instance, the external audit results are 
used to benchmark the facilities across the network of a firm or firms’ supply chains. In this 
learning/benchmarking process, firms integrate their certification intermediaries into the 
improvement process. Quite a radical example from this study is CASE 4, where the auditors were 
expected to act as consultants. The firm explained:

“Also, about 5 years ago, [our manager] commented [to the certification intermediary 
and their auditors] that the ISO system was becoming clumsy with too many add-ons 
and they were getting “over the top” about recording changes of versions.  It had 
proliferated into a mess. Later, the auditors came in as consultants and helped us to 
streamline it into a workable system. They redesigned and have rewritten the 
procedures and the manual, resulting in a much reduced amount of time spent on 
paper work”.

However, not all firms are keen to pursue advanced interventions. The cross-case analysis in 
Table 4 (Row 2) demonstrates that a firm’s motivation for certification determines whether a firm 
pursues learning and benchmarking interventions in addition to the audit quality and contractual 
interventions. Learning focused and complex learning firms are associated with these 
interventions. Likewise, firms who pursue more advanced interventions are associated with 
more competent certification intermediaries. Even though this finding is not consistent in all 
cases (see Table 4, Row 2), there is a notable difference when compared with firms that pursue 
only audit quality/contractual interventions. 

Proposition 1d:  Firms that pursue learning/benchmarking incremental interventions 
are more likely to be learning focused or complex learning focused.
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Proposition 1e:  Firms that pursue learning/benchmarking incremental interventions 
are associated with more competent certification intermediaries.

3.2. Breakthrough Interventions

Breakthrough interventions are characterised by radical changes, i.e. steps into new directions 
adopting a “scrap and rebuild” mode (Imai, 1986). The firms utilise three types of breakthrough 
interventions: adoptive, integrative and infrastructural (see Table 2). Table 4 (Rows 3-5) provides 
an analysis from three perspectives: a sole pursuit of adoptive intervention; a combination of 
adoptive and integrative interventions and a sole pursuit of infrastructural intervention.

The underlying drivers for adoptive interventions are institutional pressures – from external 
sources as well as internal pressure from the board (see Table 4). Adoptive interventions are often 
combined with integrative interventions and as Table 4 suggests, the pressure from the board is 
particularly significant. Integrative interventions mean a pursuit of an integration of internal 
systems as well as integration of the external audits. Firms search for a single integrated audit of 
multiple certifications (for instance ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 combined). This approach results in 
further cost reductions and saves valuable internal resources as duplication within the audit 
process is eliminated. At the same time, it is also a step towards building efficiency in a firm. The 
manager from CASE 7 explained:

“Our board wanted us to get certified against [a new standard] yet at the same time, 
they wanted us to be clever about it. When we implemented [the new standard], we had 
separate audits but the board was quite adamant that we needed to work smarter and 
integrate everything in one place. We have knitted the systems into one and [our 
certifier] was able to audit all of it at once. It is cheaper, more efficient and we have 
learnt a lot about our processes in these projects”.

Firms typically built on ISO 9001 certification and continue by adopting other certifications (e.g. 
environmental management against ISO 14001, health and safety standards and others; 
Karapetrovic and Casadesus (2009)). The pursuit of another certification has a ripple effect in 
terms of closer integration with the existing certification arrangements: firms need to implement 
the requirements and re-evaluate their approach to third party certification. Even though firms 
often build on their existing certification competence (Bowler et al., 2017), capability building 
means a tight integration of multiple certifications. In practical terms, these interventions mean 
a firm’s redesign or amendment of their systems (i.e. quality and environment) and their 
integration  (Peddle et al., 2010).

Proposition 2a: The pursuit of adoptive interventions is associated with a high level of 
institutional pressure.

Proposition 2b: The pursuit of integrative interventions is associated with a high level of 
pressure from the board.

Finally, infrastructural interventions are pursued by firms under external institutional pressure. 
An infrastructural intervention means that firms are focused on alignment of facilities and firms 
within a network of firms in their group [of firms], and/or their supply chain. Such alignment 
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involves a complete redevelopment of such firms’ approach to certification, inclusive of alignment 
of inter-firms communication. 

Proposition 2c:  A pursuit of infrastructural interventions is associated with external 
pressure from firms’ customers and suppliers.

3.3. Temporal Dynamics of Interventions

The previous section of this paper provides a cross sectional analysis of the interventions. This 
section now focuses on a temporal analysis and scrutinizes the pathways of interventions - 
through one or more intervention tiers. The results of the temporal analysis are presented in 
Table 5. 

A time-ordered meta-matrix in Table 5 identifies four main pathways (and five sub-pathways). 
All pathways originate with audit quality and/or contractual interventions as first tier. These 
initial interventions are triggered by low competence of certification intermediaries (in terms of 
audit quality) and may be repeated several times until a satisfactorily level of audit quality is 
reached (see also the discussion on this issue in Section 3.1). From this initial intervention (or 
interventions), firms proceed through four pathways. Path 1 results in the termination of any 
further interventions. This pathway is typical of firms which are compliance focused, face low 
institutional pressure (external and/or from a board) and are also low in process complexity. 

Proposition 3a:  Firms that are compliance focused, with low institutional pressure and 
with low complexity of processes are more likely to pursue a one-tier approach to 
interventions.

Path 2 is the most complex and longest pathway, which branches into five sub-pathways. The 
unifying theme of Path 2 is a firm’s learning focus as a trigger for a multi-tier intervention 
approach.

Proposition 3b:  Learning focused firms are more likely to engage in multiple tiers of 
interventions.

The shortest pathway (Path 2a) finishes after the pursuit of learning and benchmarking 
interventions. This is typical of firms that face low institutional pressure - both from the external 
environment and the board. Paths 2b-d are followed by firms under high institutional pressure 
and these can stretch out to five tiers of interventions. These firms are typically forced to adopt 
new certifications and either stop (Path 2b) or continue with integrative interventions (Path 2c,d). 
The integrative interventions are followed towards a return to audit quality/contractual 
interventions (Path 2d) due to low competence of certifiers – typically because a certification 
intermediary is unable to provide an integrated audit (hence score low on a narrow portfolio of 
services). The “scrap and rebuild” mode is evident in how firms approach the relationships with 
their certification intermediaries along this pathway. When firms pursue adoptive interventions, 
the main objective is to find a certification intermediary that can provide a portfolio of 
certification services for multiple certifications (including the existing certification). If the 
existing certification intermediary lacks the ability to provide these services, firms discontinue 
the relationship and engage a new certification intermediary to serve such new arrangements. 
Managers from CASE 1 provided the following illustration:
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 “…our company has ACC Audits and Contractors Federation System (QEST) 
Audits done by [Certifier A]. The same certifier also offered the service of 
certification against ISO 14001 [….] providing a more favourable package. The 
price that [our previous certifier] charged was “astronomical” and wasn’t 
competitive at all. The company wanted to be certified for ISO 14001 as well as 
ISO 9001 and other standards and [Certifier A] gave a better price.”

The scrap and rebuild mode also means that the changes of certification intermediaries affects 
the benefits that a firm gained previously through incremental interventions. The following quote 
illustrates the role of low competence of certification intermediaries in this intervention and the 
fact that firms are willing to let go the benefits of incremental interventions and rebuild around a 
new certifier: 

“At the beginning, we had [Certifier A], who had good auditors. [Later] we were 
required to have an “Automotive standard” TS 14969 and we swapped for 
[Certifier B]. After that we moved to [Certifier C], in order to have ISO 14001 
auditing, but after 6 years with them, the biggest problem was a total 
inconsistency between one audit and the other”.

Path 2e is typical for firms with high institutional pressure (external) that leads to infrastructural 
interventions in their network of firms or their supply chains. Paths 3 and 4 are alternative 
pathways for compliance focused firms and are associated with high institutional pressure 
(external pressure for Path 3 and both for Path 4). These two pathways are similar to Paths 2c 
and 2e in terms of sequence and the triggers. The triggers have medium consistency (the 
institutional pressure is not evident in all cases).

Proposition 3c:  The stronger the institutional pressure on firms, the more such firms are 
likely to pursue multiple tiers of interventions.

4. Discussion

The previous section provides the results and analysis of the case study research into sampled 
firm’s interventions in ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certification. The results are discussed below – 
the discussion is organized into fourth main themes.

Firstly, the study provides a typology of interventions and this typology explains the nature of 
interventions in ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certification. The distinction between “incremental” and 
“breakthrough” interventions is common in quality management literature. For instance, early 
works on Kaizen also classify interventions as such (Imai, 1986). However, this approach has not 
been used to describe the interventions in third party certification before.

Secondly, the nature of the interventions suggests that firms are proactive in seeking and 
enhancing benefits from certification. The literature argues that firms’ interventions in 
certification are often symbolic in nature (Boiral, 2003) and that firms pursue certification to 
legitimize their management practices (Sandholtz, 2012). This literature seems to suggest that 
firms might be passive and even lack interest in efficiencies that might stem from ISO certification. 
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Contrary to this view, this study presents evidence that firms are also proactive and focused on 
gaining efficiencies from certification – in line with the old institutional theory (Selznick, 1949). 

Certification intermediaries are dealt with as ‘suppliers’ rather than ‘auditors’. Firms seek to 
maximize benefits derived from certification as they would do with any other ‘supplier’ and 
expect a high level of competence from certifiers. In the absence of this, firms look for another 
‘supplier’ of certification services. The processes behind audit quality, contractual interventions 
and incremental interventions could be explained by the attitude theory (Bagozzi, 1992). The 
theory suggests that firms are satisfied with certifications only if their intended outcomes are 
achieved. If a firm expects, for instance, that a certification facilitates learning across their 
facilities (and the certification intermediary enables that), then a firm sticks to their certifier and 
incrementally improves their relationship.

Firms’ motivations are key in explaining the pursuit of more advanced interventions. Previous 
research has determined that firms in general adopt voluntary standards for internal reasons (e.g. 
to improve operational performance) or external reasons (e.g. to gain access to markets). Thirdly, 
it has been shown in the literature that firms who adopt voluntary standards to drive their daily 
operations and for change management do outperform firms who adopt symbolically (Boiral, 
2003; Naveh and Marcus, 2005).  This study demonstrates that firms which want to learn and use 
the certification to drive their operational performance (or to facilitate learning across multiple 
facilities) opt for more complex interventions. In contrast, firms that do not seek such benefits 
focus on audit quality and contractual interventions. In line with the evidence from early stages 
of adoption of standards (Castka and Corbett, 2015), the pursuit of more advanced (and 
performance improving approaches) is determined by the firm itself. In contrast, the 
breakthrough interventions are driven by broader institutional forces (DiMaggio and Powell, 
1983) and the coercive pressure explains why firms mostly adopt other standards in response to 
institutional pressures. 

Fourthly, the temporal analysis reveals that learning focused firms and institutional pressure 
leads to multiple interventions in certified firms. This paper provides an explanation of several 
pathways that are typical for certified firms.

Practical implications

The study offers an insight into interventions that firms pursue in ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 
certification. It provides learnings on multiple fronts. Firstly, the typology of interventions 
provides managers with an insight into the type of changes that managers pursue. Managers can 
find inspiration and adopt one of the interventions to leverage their benefit from the certification. 
Secondly, the study describes which firms and why, opt for certain intervention. Such 
understanding may assist managers when they choose their supply chain partners. Knowing for 
instance, that compliance minded firms are unlikely to adopt more complex interventions, this 
may serve as a signal to managers that wish to integrate their certifications with supply partners 
(or use it to benchmark their portfolio of suppliers), to seek like-minded firms that will be more 
inclined to follow suit. 

The study also provides important implications for certification intermediaries. Firstly, it shows 
that firms and their managers are in control of their certification destiny and that managers do 
not rate very highly or factor in the switching cost for another certifier. This means that certifiers 
need to ‘comply’ with such firms’ expectations and need to aim to create a mutually beneficial 
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partnership - otherwise they are likely to lose their business. This suggestion contradicts the 
purpose of the audit (to audit firms’ processes against the standard) and places certifiers in an 
uneasy position. It seems that some certifiers can go quite some way in order to satisfy their 
customer – as the following quote explains: 

“When the auditors found that the system didn’t work, the people from the 
company said directly to them that the audit system was a “money making” 
system and that “They could go away because the company doesn’t need them”. 
After that incident, the auditors turned around completely and said to the 
Company that “They could have the system as long as they keep them on board”. 

The realization that firms increasingly need to integrate their certifications (and seek one certifier 
and one integrated audit) suggests that certification intermediaries can improve their 
competitive advantage if they are able to offer a wide portfolio of certification services. This 
means that certification intermediaries should stay ahead of industry trends and be able to 
foresee future demand for various certifications. 

Limitations of the study

There are a few limitations to this study. The study relies on case studies to determine a set of 
propositions about the interventions within ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certification. The study 
develops theory yet further studies may test the findings on a larger scale and in other countries 
for generalization of the findings. The study has been conducted in New Zealand, a country 
reputed to be amongst the least corrupted countries in the world (based on Corruption 
Perceptions Index (CPI) positioning New Zealand joint least corrupt country alongside Denmark). 
Despite this, some of the practices in voluntary certification seem to be questionable and one 
wonders what situation might exist in more corrupt countries. Hence more insight from a 
business ethics viewpoint would be helpful: Is the fact that certifiers are easily substitutable 
contributing to more unethical practices amongst certifiers? Given the finding that firms put 
certification intermediaries under pressure to align with their preferences, are there firms and 
certification intermediaries that go too far? Is there any typical profile of certifiers which would 
focus on and appeal to such questionable firms? The study does not focus on long term impacts 
of the interventions. For instance, will firms who decide to use the certification to benchmark 
across facilities achieve better results than similar firms in which the certification is less central? 
Such (and other) performance-based questions would provide further insight into the role of 
interventions and their linkage to benefits from certification. Finally, though the study has been 
conducted in ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 context, the results might prove comparable for other 
voluntary certifications and eco-labels (Castka and Corbett, 2016b; Castka et al., 2016). More 
research is needed to find out to what extent the findings in one certification context are 
transferable to other certification contexts. 

5. Conclusion

The literature on voluntary certification lacks an in-depth insight into the level of intervention 
that certified firms pursue during their involvement in the certification process such as ISO 9001 
and ISO 14001. Recognizing that certification is a commitment potentially spanning decades, this 
paper scrutinizes firms’ interventions. In particular, the study provides an insight into the type of 
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interventions and provides explanations as to the rationale behind the interventions. The 
interventions are classified as incremental interventions (external audit quality, contractual, 
learning and benchmarking interventions) and breakthrough interventions (adoptive, 
integrative and infrastructural interventions). The pursuit of individual interventions is 
explained by institutional pressures, firms' motivation for certification, competence of 
certification intermediaries, and by complexity of firms’ internal processes. A temporal 
perspective of the interventions and a set of four sequential pathways are discussed as well. This 
is the first study looking into this aspect of voluntary certification and by providing the conceptual 
background to interventions, this paper paves the way for future work in this area.  
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TABLE 1   Case Study Organisations

# Sector Certified 
against ISO 
9001 since

Certified 
against ISO 
14001 
since

Multiple 
certifications1

Size Complexity 
of a Firm2

Main respondent

1 Construction 1994 Y 170 Medium Corporate Services 
Manager

2 Services 1994 N 45 Low Quality & Customer 
Relationship Manager

3 Construction 1996 N 140 Medium Quality Systems Manager 
4 Logistics 1995 N 8 High Director and Owner
5 Manufacturing 1997 

2006 
2006 Y 55 Low Environmental, Health and 

Safety Manager
6 Services 1999 N 200 High Operations Support
7 Services 1999 2001 Y 900 Low Business processes 

manager
8 Manufacturing 1994 N 900 Very High System Manager

9 Manufacturing 1994 1999 Y 275 Medium Quality and Environment 
Manager

10 Services 1992 N 450 High Quality Manager

11 Services 1992 N 65 Low External consultant 
overseeing certification

12 Manufacturing 1997 2001 Y 990 Very High Superintendent of Health, 
Safety, Environment and 
Quality

13 Manufacturing 1990 N 350 Medium Quality Manager

14 Manufacturing 1995 2002 Y 90 Low Quality Manager

15 Services 2003 N 55 Low Quality Manager

NOTE:
1 Other certifications include health&safety, sectoral certifications and certifications to other ISO standards. Details on other 
certifications are not provided due to confidentiality reasons.
2 Complexity of a firms is determined based on process complexity and geographical dispersion. The criteria are specified in 
IAF Guidelines (IAF, 2009), which are used to determine number of man-audit days as part of the certification process.
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TABLE 2   At typology of firms’ interventions in ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certification 

Interventions Description Sub-Interventions Description
Audit Quality 
intervention

Audit quality interventions refer to interventions 
related to external audits by certification 
intermediaries. Certification intermediaries send 
their auditor(s) at predetermined intervals (typically 
every 6 months). A firm might intervene to improve 
the service quality of their audits (i.e. by requesting 
better feedback reporting, new audit team, etc.). 

Contractual 
interventions

Contractual interventions refer to termination of a 
contract(s) with a certification intermediary. Firms 
typically change their contracts at the end of a 
certification cycle (3-year cycle).

Learning 
interventions

Learning interventions aim to maximize the benefits 
from external audits for a business unit and/or other 
supply chain partners. For instance, audit reports 
are linked to process improvement projects at firms 
and are used to drive change in a firm.

Incremental 
Interventions

Gradual 
interventions 
that aim to 
optimize the 
current 
certification 
arrangements

Benchmarking 
interventions

Benchmarking interventions refer to efforts to 
maximize the benefits from audits - by 
benchmarking performance between business units, 
facilities and/or supply chains partners. 

Adoptive 
interventions

Adoptive interventions refer to adoption of a new 
certification. Adoptive certifications take advantage 
of the existing certification competence of a firm to 
gain further certifications.

Integrative 
interventions

Integrative interventions refer to streamlining and 
optimizing of auditing processes in a firm. Firms 
typically take a process and systems standpoint and 
audit multiple processes at once (internal audits) or 
combine external audits of multiple certifications in 
one. 

Breakthrough 
Interventions

Radical 
interventions 
that aim to 
restructure and 
redesign firms’ 
approach to 
certification

Infrastructural 
interventions

Infrastructural interventions refer to integration of 
certifications across a set of firms and/or a supply 
chain.
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Table 3   Constructs and Analytical Nodes

Construct Description Nodes (Round 
1)

Nodes 
(Round 2)

Description

Intervention Intervention 
and its context 

Captures a description of the intervention, its 
timing and its context (narrative)

Captures and evaluates 
an intervention in a 
firm; each firm 
reported one or more 
interventions

Type of 
intervention

See Table 2 for a detailed description of 
interventions

Competence of 
certification 
intermediary

Captures and evaluates 
service quality of a 
firm’s certification 
intermediary

Service quality 
and its context Captures a description of a firm’s actions taken 

to achieve desired level of certification service 
quality and the rational for changes (narrative)

Audit quality Evaluates the level of service quality (coded as 
low/high) depending if a firm was satisfied 
(dissatisfied) with the service of their 
certification intermediary)

Portfolio of 
services

Evaluates the level of certification 
intermediaries’ portfolio of services (coded as 
low/high) depending if a certification 
intermediary is qualified and accredited to 
provide new and additional the services  (high) 
or it is not (low)

Institutional 
Environment

Source of 
pressure 

Captures the source of the pressure (customers, 
senior management, owner, investors) and its 
context (narrative)

Captures and evaluates 
the impact of the 
institutional 
environment on a 
firm’s certification 
related decision 
making

Institutional 
pressure – 
external 
environment

Evaluates the significance of the impact of 
external environment; coded as high (low) if the 
pressure is (is not) significant on certification 
related decision making

Institutional 
pressure – 
the board

Evaluates the significance of the impact (coded 
as high (low) if the pressure is (is not) 
significant on certification related decision 
making

Motivation for 
certification 
(context)

Captures a description of a firm’s motivation  in 
a context (narrative)

Motivation for 
certification

Captures and evaluates 
the predominant 
motivation for  
certification

Motivation 
for 
certification 
(category)

Captures the predominant motivation of a firm; 
compliance focused (firms where the main 
motivation was to achieve the certificate), 
learning focused (firms that focused on learning 
yet were not interested in the value of the 
certification) and complex learning focused 
(firms that focused on learning and were also 
motivated to gain the value from the 
certification). 

Process Complexity Evaluates firms 
complexity in terms of 
complexity of 
processes and 
geographical 
dispersion

Complexity 
of a firm

Process’ complexity evaluation by the 
Conformity Assessment Bodies is determined 
based on process complexity and geographical 
dispersion. The criteria are specified in IAF 
Guidelines (IAF, 2009), which are used to 
determine number of man-audit days as part of 
the certification process. Coded as 
low/medium/high/very high based on audit 
reports.
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TABLE 4   Intervention and construct ordered meta-matrix– a tabulated evidence from the cases

Institutional 
Pressure - 
External

Institutional 
Pressure - 
Board

Motivation for Certification Competence of 
certification 
intermediaries - 
Audit Quality

Competence of 
certification 
intermediaries -
Portfolio of 
Services

Complexity of Internal Processes

RO
W Interventions Low High Low High Compliance 

Focused
Learning 
Focused

Complex 
Learning

Low High Low High Low Medium High Very 
High

1

Incremental 
(Audit/Contractual only)

CASES: 1-3,5,11,12

2,5,11
12 1,3 1,2,3,

11 5,12 1-3,
5,12 11 1-3,5,

11,12

1,2,
5,11,

12 3
2,5,
11 1,3

2

Incremental 
(Audit/Contractual and 
Learning/ Benchmarking)

CASES: 4,6-10,13-15

7,8,13,
15

4,6,9,
10,14

4,6,8,
13,15

7,9,
10,14

4,7,8
13-15 6,9,10 8,9,10 4,6,7,

13-15 14
4,6,

7-10,
13,15

7,14,
15 9,13 4,6,

10 8

3

Breakthrough
(Adoptive only)

CASES: 4,10

4,10 4 10 4 10 10 4 4,10 4,10

4

Breakthrough
(Adoptive/Integrative)

CASES: 1,5,7,9,12,14

5,7,12 1,9,
14 1 5,7,9,

12,14 1,5,12 7,14 9 1,5,9,
12 7,14 1, 5

12,14
1,7,9 5,7,

14 1,9 12

5

Breakthrough
(Infrastructural only)

CASES: 3,6
3,6 3,6 3 6 3 6 3,6 3 6

NOTE: The shaded boxes highlight distinctive area related to each of the interventions and are discussed further in the text as part of incremental, 
breakthrough interventions as well as temporal analysis’
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TABLE 5 Time-Ordered Meta Matrix: Paths and Tiers of Interventions

1st tier intervention 2nd tier interventions Trigger for 2nd tier 3rd tier of 
interventions Trigger for 3rd tier 4th tier of 

interventions Trigger for 4th tier 5th tier of 
interventions Trigger for 5th tier

NONE
CASES: 2,11

Motivation for 
certification – 

Compliance Focus 
(2/2)

Low Institutional 
pressure – External 

and Board (2/2)
Low process 

complexity (2/2)

PATH 1

NONE
CASES: 8, 13,15

Low Institutional 
Pressure – External 

and Board
(3/3)

PATH 2a

NONE
CASES: 4,10

PATH 2b

NONE PATH 2c

Adoptive 
Interventions

CASES: 4,7,
9,10,14

High Institutional 
Pressure – External 

(4/5) and Board (4/5)
 

Integrative 
interventions
CASES: 7,9,14

High Institutional 
Pressure – 

External(2/3) and 
Board (3/3)

Audit/Contractual 
interventions

CASES: 14 (not 7.9)

Low Portfolio of 
services

(1/1)

Audit/Contractual 
interventions

Trigger: Low 
Competence of 

certification 
intermediaries -

Audit Quality

Learning/ Benchmarking 
Interventions

CASES: 4,6-10,13-15

Motivation for 
certification: 

Learning/Complex 
Learning

(9/9)

Infrastructural 
Interventions

CASES: 6

Institutional Pressure 
– External

(1/1) PATH 2e

Infrastructural 
interventions

CASES: 3

High Institutional 
Pressure – 

External(1/1)
NONE PATH 3

Adoptive interventions
CASES: 1,5,12

High Institutional 
Pressure – External 

(1/3)and Board 
(2/3)

Integrative 
interventions

High Institutional 
Pressure – External 

(1/3)and Board (2/3)
PATH 4

NOTE: Dark shaded areas indicate a strong finding (all or most cases have the same trigger). Light shaded indicated a medium strong finding; 
Numbers in parenthesis show a fraction of cases that are consistent with the finding. 

PATH 2d
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Appendix A Case-order meta-matrix: Evidence from within-case analysis

Case # Incremental 
Interventions

Breakthrough 
Interventions

Institutional 
Pressure

Motivation for certification Competence of 
certification 
intermediaries

Complexity of 
Internal 
Processes

Au
di

t Q
ua

lit
y

Co
nt

ra
ct

ua
l

Le
ar

ni
ng

Be
nc

hm
ar

ki
ng

Ad
op

tiv
e

In
te

gr
at

iv
e

In
fr

as
tr

uc
tu

ra
l

Ex
te

rn
al

Bo
ar

d

Au
di

t Q
ua

lit
y

Po
rt

fo
lio

 o
f 

se
rv

ic
es

1 X X X X High Low Compliance Focused Low Low Medium
2 X X Low Low Compliance Focused Low Low Low
3 X X High Low Compliance Focused Low High Medium
4 X X X X High Low Learning Focused High High High
5 X X X X Low High Compliance Focused Low Low Low
6 X X X X High Low Complex Learning Focused High High High
7 X X X X X Low High Learning Focused High High Low
8 X X X X Low Low Learning Focused Low High Very High
9 X X X X X High High Complex Learning Focused Low High Medium
10 X X X X X High High Complex Learning Focused Low High High
11 X X Low Low Learning Focused Low Low Low
12 X X X X Low High Compliance Focused Low Low Very High
13 X Low Low Learning Focused High High Medium
14 X X X X High High Learning Focused High Low Low
15 X X Low Low Learning Focused High High Low


