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ISO Management Systems 2001-01 
Debate 

Generic MSS are technical abstractions – 

Competition drives enterprises in the 'real world' 

by Guido Guertler 

The challenges created by global competition make it imperative for enterprises to continually rationalize and improve all resources and processes. Separation of responsibilities for the processes that underpin organizational outputs is unsustainable in today’s competitive environment.
Current understanding of management system standards 

The existing ISO management system standards (MSS), ISO 9000 and ISO 14000 are tools to document organizational processes, but they cannot ensure a well functioning management system. The Firestone case is a significant example; it may become a juncture in the perception of MSS and related certificates. 

The term “management”, in this context, is somewhat misleading, because the 

related standards suggest more than they can achieve: they cover only some of the 

required management elements but not a “management system”. 

The complexity of management 

A management system comprises several “layers” (enterprise functions), such as research, development, production, sales, marketing, maintenance, service, personnel, budgeting, investment, etc. 

The performance of each layer is determined by “factors” such as customer and supplier relations, personnel qualification and motivation, human relations, a decision process based upon timely and correct information, technology and innovation, intellectual property, the organization’s and competitors’ strategies, timing of own 

actions, regulatory constraints, personalities of leadership, awareness of risks and readiness to incur them, employees’ social commitments, corporate citizenship, enterprise culture, etc.

All these factors are inter-dependent and essential parts of a properly working 

business model. Such inter-dependencies are specific to each enterprise, at each point 

of time. Competition drives enterprises towards systems of business excellence where 

partial functions such as quality, environment, health and safety or risk management 

are no longer separately identifiable. Could a generic standard help? 

If a “generic MSS” would support business excellence it would have to address 

many factors, such as: 

-delighted customers, 

-satisfied shareholders, 

- inspirational leadership, 

- motivated, satisfied, safe and healthy employees, 

- a business that is growing in volume and adding economic value, 

-stable, predictable systems and processes, 

-the organization’s contribution to society, 

-recommendations on how to manage so that all employees 

-knowingly and willingly satisfy all relevant regulatory requirements, 

-ensure the sustainability of our environment, 

- are accepted and respected by the community, and 

-are innovative and continually strive to improve. 

The dynamics of real-life management tell us that this will be achievable neither by means of a single standard nor by a system of management standards: 

standards can cover only partial enterprise functions and always represent the agreeable minimal. To trust in the benefits of their application (i.e. believing in a value of certification, registration) invites the enormous danger of lulling oneself into security – but the market-place is the real and ruthless determinant of success or failure. 

To cover complexity in one standard? The emergence of derivatives like QS 9000 or 

TL 9000 has demonstrated that just this one partial function of “quality” could not be

covered in one MSS.

To answer the debated question, firstly, with regard to standards:

• ICSCA supports the ISO rules that standards must add value to all parties affected by them. 

• Customer-supplier relations focus on products – management systems are not traded. 

• Standards that cover partial enterprise functions may serve as tools to start with; 

however, enterprises need to master the whole complexity of ever-changing business factors. 

• “Generic standards” would inherit, by definition, a very high degree of abstraction. 

• The dynamic complexity of real-life management systems can hardly be covered in a standard, or even a family of standards. 

• The proposal for a generic MSS can be seen as being forwarded rather by technical staff who seem to have no real idea of the complexities of entrepreneurship required to manage the myriad functions that confront business executives on a daily basis. 

• Any new work item proposal for an ISO MSS would raise a number of justified 

questions with regard to market demand/benefit and would have difficulty obtaining reasonable answers. 

Secondly, with regard to certification: 

• MSS are tools to demonstrate a comparable documentation of processes. 

The value of certificates is questionable because, at the end, all participants in the market place have the same. The value of repetitive audits is minimal the more often they occur.

• Certificates have a limited period of validity and they cannot say anything about the 

organization’s future.

 To practice such periods of validity is rather an artificial means of programming regular re-certification and related revenues. 
A comparison: 

can your doctor certify that you will remain healthy for the next 12 months? Yes, 

but you may fall ill tomorrow! 
Enterprise management layers and factors need to be adapted daily! Certificates can only declare a status at one particular moment. 

• In case of product liability, a certificate does not exonerate suppliers. There is no liability of the certifier. 

In conclusion 

To fit all sizes of enterprise, a generic MSS would need such a high degree of abstraction that would inherently make it inapplicable. Successful enterprises practice one consistent management system, including all layers and factors – otherwise, they would not survive.

 The related knowledge is available at universities and management schools.

ICSCA, therefore, would not support the creation of generic MSS – they 

cannot portray the dynamic complexity of practised management systems. 
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