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What is the ICSCA? 

The ICSCA is the "Industry Co-operation on Standards and Conformity Assessment".

The organization was founded in Geneva, Switzerland in 1996. 

It is an informally organized industry forum with no bylaws, no dues, and is driven by common interest. Members from various organizations coming from North America, Europe, and Asia-Pacific: some sixty globally acting companies of all sizes coupled with twelve industry associations.

ICSCA members share a vision of increased trade and commerce through the appropriate 

application of industry used standards and the uncompromising belief that such standards should add value to the products affected by them. 

The work of the organization has been focused upon the development of methods to improve the global „system” of standards development and the enhancement of associated conformity assessment processes. 

Meetings take place at least once a year, alternating between locations in Europe, the US, and Asia. They are co-chaired by companies’ executives from Europe, the US, and Asia. Task forces for special items are organized and meet when necessary. Many meetings are „virtual” using the latest electronic means of facilitating communications. 

For more info please have a look at: www.icsca.org.au 
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Executive Summary
This paper addresses ISO Management System Standards, in particular those for 

quality and the environment, and discusses the practicability of possible extensions to 

the field of Occupational Health and Safety. Based upon a growing body of industry 

analyses assessing the impact of these standards, not the least of which are the 

experiences of ICSCA members with them, the paper offers several conclusions. 

These include: 

1. These international standards can serve as useful tools for companies that do not 

have dedicated systems already in place. 

2. While value can be derived from implementing the requirements of the standards, 

it is much more difficult to make the case for mandatory third party certification to 

them. 

3. Repeated re-certification to the requirements is of little value to the company and 

its customers. 

4. The experiences with ISO 9000 and ISO 14000 strongly suggest that no further 

management system standards be implemented without careful determination of 

the market need for them. 

5. Management system standards are an inadequate substitute in the company for a 

fully engaged executive management. 

The research in developing the paper repeatedly confirmed the obvious, but too often 

disregarded, fact that the management of the company is solely responsible for 

optimizing company performance, that there are no magic potions for enlightened 

management, and that the marketplace is a ruthless arbiter in determining success in 

this regard. 
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Management System Standards - Boon or Boondoggle? 

I. Introduction 

Few would question that the pace of both globalization and the implementation of new 

advances in technology are making significant contributions to the well-being of the peoples of the world. However, it is just as true that the changes brought on by growth are often accompanied by unpredictable, disruptive, and unintended consequences. Stability and credibility cannot be brought to global change without controlling the accompanying undesired attendants of change. 

From their inception, standards have been the stabilizing agents critical to bringing order to marketplace instability. By specifying requirements for products, but not detailing how those requirements have to be satisfied, standards assure the interoperability of devices made by different manufacturers, yet do not inhibit suppliers from innovating and competitively differentiating their products. 

Voluntary consensus standards are the crucially important tools by which new products and markets demonstrate their viability to the consumer and establish confidence in the safety, usability, and performance of products and services.

Considering today’s pace of global technological innovation, standards have never been more important. Because of their role in establishing global markets for the products that comply with the agreed to and documented standards, companies eagerly lend their technical experts, and, often, their intellectual property to the process. It can be said that the process of global standardization generally it works well. However, there is not nearly as much consensus regarding the value of a more recent global construct – the management system standard. 

In about 1987, the first application of what was to be a new global standards scheme 

emerged from the International Organization for Standardization. Unlike the traditional 

applications of standards ( detailing requirements for products, test procedures, and materials this new series of standards addressed process requirements for the entire enterprise. Known, generically, as ISO 9000 this set of requirements comprised three main standards which, taken together, cover, in the name of quality improvement, all design, manufacturing, and inspection activities of the organization – indeed, a management system standard for quality. In addition, the requirements contained provisions for third-party certification ( a successful inspection from an outside auditor was required before a company could claim that it satisfactorily complied with the ISO 9000 provisions. 

While the ISO 9000 series carried the imprimatur of an ISO Technical Committee, many 

leading companies, including those whose representatives helped articulate the requirements, were in the main initially unmoved by the requirements. This was a consequence of several factors, but principally a result of the fact that the provisions of the well-established quality systems of these leading companies were often more rigorous than those of ISO 9000 and, as originally intended, implementing ISO 9000 requirements was to be a contractual agreement between customer and supplier. This state of affairs soon changed, however, as companies, especially those headquartered in the U.S., soon found themselves compelled to implement the ISO 9000 requirements in their operations as a precondition for doing business outside the U.S. Companies with hard-earned reputations as global quality leaders found the requirements for third-party certification costly, non-value adding, and an affront to the emphasis they had already placed upon quality assurance in their operations which was backed up by their good name in the marketplace. 
Even more ominous to business was the fact that the precedent established by ISO 9000 spawned an onslaught of requirements for enterprise-wide certification in other areas. 

Most noteworthy among these were the requirements for environmental management system certification, promulgated by ISO, several ISO 9000 „look-alikes” from sources other than ISO, proposals addressing occupational health and safety management systems, and other (nonconsensus) schemes which traded on the popularity of ISO 9000. In this last category a noteworthy example proposes certification requirements for corporate social responsibility. All posed a problem for industry; not because there wasn’t concern by companies for the subjects addressed by the new schemes (the best companies had systems already in place in these areas that were serving them well) but because of the redundant requirements the new schemes imposed upon their operations and, particularly, the requirements for mandatory third party certification. 

It is appropriate to ask why industry might have concerns about such requirements. The 

answer is rooted in the struggle by companies to maintain their competitiveness, always a 

challenge, but never more difficult than it is today in the new global arenas. It is a struggle that must be understood in its proper context. In discussing the concerns of companies, and the marketplace actions they take to remedy them, companies are usually viewed as entities onto themselves. When this view is narrowed further, it is usually to focus on the executive management of the company as if it somehow transcended the company itself. However, it is critical to understand that when a company speaks out for or against anything, it does so not from the perspective of simply what is best for itself (or its management!), but what is best for all its stakeholders ( its employees, shareholders, customers, suppliers, and the local communities in which the company resides. „Staying competitive” imposes upon the company an absolute necessity to consider what’s best for all these constituent elements. It can be argued that having to absorb non-value-adding costs does not provide any long term benefit to any of these constituencies. Companies are deeply concerned that the continued imposition upon them of more and more certifiable management system standards will be a bottomless pit filled with unnecessary costs that eventually will negatively impact their ability to satisfy their stakeholders. 

It is not an overstatement to observe that, as the mainspring of economic progress, 

when businesses prosper, their constituencies prosper, and when they fail, society in general suffers. It is for these reasons that businesses are adamantly and steadfastly opposed to the imposition of any cost that they can demonstrate does not add commensurate value to their products, operations, or customers. It is for these reasons that companies oppose the costs of mandatory third party certification to new requirements that are less useful to their needs than those they already have in place. 

It is important, however, to point out that management system standards can offer value to companies that need them. Whether they do or not is largely a question of the degree of 

maturity of the company. New companies, not fully developed, for example, those that have yet not put into place a sophisticated quality management system, well might find ISO 9000 of value in their operations. Thus, this is a picture that ought not to be painted with too broad a brush. 

So the question becomes, „Where does wisdom lie?” Divining the answer to this question is the purpose of this paper – to explore in more detail the subject of management system standards, the requirements for demonstrating compliance to them, and the motivation and actions by companies to incorporate in their operations only the requirements that make the most business sense to them. 

II. Overview of Management System Standards (MSS)

A. ISO 9000 - Quality 

Management system standards have their beginnings in British and other military standards for quality control. Many references cite as the origin of ISO 9000, the first of the MSSs, MIL STD 9858A, the US Department of Defense standard for quality control, a document still in use today. The provisions of MIL Q 9858A migrated to NATO, the British Ministry of Defense, and then found their way to various documents of the British Standards Institute, in particular BS 5750 which was issued in 1979. ISO issued ISO 9000 in 1987 based upon, almost untouched, the requirements of BS 5750. 

When the requirements of ISO 9000 were first issued, companies, especially those 

based in the United States, were outspoken in their criticism of them. The reasons for concern include the following: 

1. Because the requirements issued from ISO, and were driven by the British 

Standards Institute, they were viewed by many in the U.S. as constituting a nontariff 

barrier to trade. Although, at the outset, use of the requirements was to be 

determined by voluntary agreement between customer and supplier, there was 

much concern that adoption of ISO 9000 would become a precondition for doing 

business outside the U.S. At first there were few documented confirmations of 

these fears, but more recently the requirements have indeed become mandatory. 

2. As both a developer and seller of standards, and a supplier of certifying services, 

the British Standards Institute was criticized for having what many perceived as a 

self-serving conflict of commercial interests. 

3. Larger companies could easily demonstrate that their facilities were already 

equipped with quality assurance measures that were more effective than the 

management system parameters set forth in ISO 9000. Such measures included 

Total Quality Management (TQM), statistical process control, and, more recently, 

the Baldrige criteria. It was apparent to these companies that, at least for them, 

ISO 9000 would do little more than add duplicative, non-value-adding expenses 

to their costs of doing business. It is recognized that ISO 9000 is not a quality 

control tool, per se, but, as a system-wide management standard addressing 

quality, its costs overlay the costs associated with the company’s quality 

assurance process. That companies could indeed, to quote the often cited, but 

slightly disingenuous example, manufacture life preservers out of concrete and 

still comply with ISO 9000 – simply make them the same way every time and 

document the process – only added to their contempt for the new requirements. 

4. Perhaps the one greatest concern to by companies was the imposition of 

mandatory third-party certification – the demand that an agency outside the 

customer–supplier relationship was necessary to authenticate whether reputable 

suppliers were responsibly living up to their ISO 9000 claims. 

Conscientious companies correctly argued that their leading edge quality assurance 

capabilities, when applied to the implementation of ISO 9000, required no one 

other than their own experts, discipline, and procedures to assure that 

compliance was proper. They argued that in the final analysis it was the 

reputation of their name in the marketplace that was at stake, and that there 

never has been a third-party certifier that provides a guarantee for the quality of 

the products produced by the company that they had certified.

These same companies, however, were quick to point out that any company that chose to use third party certification, voluntarily, should be encouraged to do so. But they also 

argued that no company with its treasured brand name ever-on-the-line, and with 

its quality house in order, ought to be forced to endure the externally imposed 

non-value adding costs. This attitude prevails today, perhaps even stronger, as 

companies’ quality assurance programs grow in sophistication. 

Despite these concerns, the pressures of the marketplace, real or perceived, drove the 

implementation by companies of ISO 9000 in their facilities around the world. Today it is the most widely known standard in the ISO portfolio. „ISO 9001:2000”, officially released 15 December 2000, is its first major update. The revision offered remedies for several of the objections by industry to ISO 9000. ISO 9001:2000 provides greater simplicity (four primary standards and fewer supporting documents than the 20 plus documents of the older version), greater emphasis on customer satisfaction and continuous improvement, increased emphasis on the role of top management, reduced documentation, requirements for new competencies from auditors, and greater ease of use. While these improvements unquestionably provide greater assurances that the organization’s quality objectives will be achieved, the most serious objections (including third party certification, access by auditors to company-sensitive information, and the potential for a wide range of assessments for audits of similar organizations) remain. Furthermore, the new requirements demanded recertification by those embracing them, although certifications to the 1994 edition were to remain valid for three years after the publishing of the 2000 update. To better understand these concerns, some companies have suggested that ISO consider initiating a comprehensive survey of a broad cross-section of the entities certified to ISO 9000 to assess the degree to which executive management values their investment in the standard. Doing so would be of considerable help in adding to the value provided by future revisions of the standard.

ISO estimates that by the end of the year 2000 there were more than 408,631 ISO 9000 

certificates issued encompassing more than 158 countries around the world. Geographically, approximately 54% of them reside in Europe, 20% in Far East countries, 12% in North America, 7% in Australia/New Zealand, 5% in Africa/West Asia, and 3% in Central and South America. 

In the face of the growth in certifications achieved, there is the clear implication that 

companies are deriving benefits from their investment in ISO 9000, but what are the facts? On implementations point out the following: ISO 9000 provides better documentation, greater quality awareness, improvements in production efficiencies, enhanced communications within the company, and reduced scrap. It is generally accepted that these benefits accrue most to those companies that previously did not have a structured quality system in place. It is possible that new studies of those companies that have implemented ISO 9001:2000 will show even greater progress in these and other areas, particularly customer satisfaction. 

Other studies report that companies embarking upon ISO 9000 certification can expect to encounter high costs due to consultants, training, implementation, registration, and maintaining registration; that they could endure long times required for certification; problems with consultants, excessive paperwork; and, even, could find that the process diverts attention 

from what’s really required to raise the level of quality. 

Still other studies find that the element that contributes most to business performance is customer satisfaction (including customer pressure influencing the decision to embark upon ISO 9000 in the first place) and that many managers equate the act of gaining the ISO 9000 certificate with becoming a „quality” organization. This is a very self-deluding assumption, fortunately one that is quickly remedied by the marketplace. 

From the discussion above, these two sets of outcomes are not unexpected. But 

despite the clear indication that some companies find benefits from their having achieved ISO 9000 certification, it seems not at all clear that the benefits derive equally to all companies, or equally among all industry sectors, or that ISO 9000 is generally deserving of all the acclaim that it is receiving. This is unfortunate as pressures on companies to improve their competitiveness, with improving quality and reducing costs being crucially important tools in this regard, have never been greater. That the benefits of ISO 9000 in the company derive from practices extending beyond the mere fact that the company has obtained certification to it could not be better illustrated than by the recent Bridgestone/Firestone debacle. It will be recalled that this is the company that underwent the most costly product recall in history. What is less well known is the fact that one of the key tire manufacturing plants, located in Decatur, Illinois had been certified to both QS 9000 and the requirements of Ford’s rigorous Q1 quality program. QS 9000 is a derivative of ISO 9000 with requirements tailored to meet the needs of the automotive industry. While the exact causes of the tire failures are not yet known, and it is possible they will never be completely understood, it was opined by R.J. Wyant, Vice President of Quality Assurance for Bridgestone/Firestone, during his testimony before a U.S. Congressional Subcommittee that „One could say that maybe QS9000 is a causal factor here.” While having ISO 9000 in place may have induced a false sense of security in the Decatur operations, it is likely that QS 9000 itself did not cause the failures. Such is the nature of quality management system standards. So, while Wyant’s declaration can be assumed to be an overstatement, it is, nonetheless, noteworthy to observe that QS 9000 did not prevent the problems either. Perhaps the most pertinent observation that can be made is that the press reported that the Decatur management had indications for some time that there were serious tire quality problems. Yet the catastrophe took place – all under QS 9000 certification. 

This is a conclusion not at all inconsistent with the findings of a research study published recently in TQM Magazine (Dick, Gavin P. M.; „ISO 9000 Certification - Benefits, Reality or Myth?”; TQM Magazine; Vol. 12, No. 6; 2000; pps. 365-371). The study found that, while better quality is clearly positively correlated with improved business performance, there was found no proven link between quality certification (ISO 9000) and improved business performance. 

The importance of this example to this discussion is less for the specifics that underpin 

it, than for its usefulness as a general indicator of what can be expected from the value of ISO 9000 certification. From the research, some of which has been cited here, and from the experiences of many of the ICSCA companies, the following general conclusions may be made: 

1. It seems clear that the value of ISO 9000 certification to the company is highly dependent upon the level of sophistication and maturity of the quality systems already in place in the company, or its industry sector, and upon the attitude of the company’s executive management with regard to quality.

For some sectors ISO 9000 is „good enough”; for others it has no value. It is also clear that, for each, the role of executive leadership is absolutely crucial. No company known for its „quality culture” has achieved it without conspicuous involvement of its executive management. Changing the status quo, usually requiring the expenditure of significant extra effort, to say nothing of the accompanying financial outlays, simply will not come about without the relentless, and some would say, ruthless, support of executive management.

For companies at the leading edge of quality-assuring implementation, top-level 

management has already asserted itself and their mandates have rippled 

throughout their organizations. The likelihood is great that the addition of ISO 9000 

to their repertoires will add little to assuring the extent to which their products either 

meet design requirements or satisfy customer expectations. The case can be made 

for these companies that the value from implementing ISO 9000 will not be 

commensurate with the costs of doing so. Such is not the case for companies with 

less mature quality management systems in place; they may experience benefits 

from the certification process, particularly with ISO 9000:2000. But without the 

active involvement of executive management, the victories may be short-lived, or 

worse. The example of Bridgestone/Firestone’s Decatur operation will serve for 

some time as an example of the consequences of an executive management not 

attuned to, or unresponsive to, the deficiencies of its operations. 

2. The process by which a company affirms its compliance with ISO 9000, or any 

other management system standard, can be demonstrated two principal ways. The 

company can hire the services of an outside auditor or it can, using its own 

resources, self-declare its conformity. There is little evidence from the research 

that would suggest that a reputable company that self-declares is any less rigorous in its implementation of ISO 9000 than a company that seeks the services of a third party auditor. This assumes, of course, that the self-declaring company has the 

appropriate resources to enable it to self-declare as most leading edge companies 

do. Such companies would include those with a market reputation for excellent 

quality, those that have done well in the U.S. Malcolm Baldrige Award competition, 

the European Quality Award Competition, and the like. Such companies also would 

make available periodic reports of their results. The instance cited above of the 

Decatur facility, at the very least, indicates that third party certification does not 

provide immunity to error. Further to this point, in their efforts to minimize non-

value-adding costs, improve their competitiveness, and better serve their 

customers, a growing number of companies are supporting approaches for market surveillance as the best judge of compliance with these requirements. The difference in approach is not so subtle. With third party certification, the company receives a certificate acknowledging that, at least during the inspection period, the company was judged to have the proper quality management system in place. 

With market surveillance the market asserts with ruthless finality what the realities 

are. The consequences that befell Bridgestone/Firestone, ENRON, Arthur 

Andersen, TYCO International, and Global Crossing are only a few examples of the ruthless response by the marketplace to things it finds suspect. 

B. ISO 14000 – Management System Standards for the Environment 

Observers trace the origin of ISO 14000 to the 1972 United Nations Conference on Human Environment held in Stockholm the report from which called for industry to develop effective environmental management systems. With support for this report from a growing number of world leaders, the United Nations convened the UN Conference on Environmental and Development – the Earth Summit – in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. To prepare for this summit, ISO established in 1991 the Strategic Advisory Group on the Environment (SAGE) to make recommendations with regard to international standards. With the lessons learned by failing to engage early on in efforts that lead to ISO 9000, representatives from industry from the outset joined the SAGE activities. And not too soon, as almost from the start of work by SAGE, emphasis seemed to focus more on actual standards development than upon determining which standards were needed. 

In the autumn of 1992 the ISO Technical Management Board, following SAGE’s 

endorsement for the development of management system standards for the environment, 

established a new technical committee, TC 207, to address standardization in the field of 

environmental management tools and systems. In approximately the same time frame, BSI developed its BS 7750, Environmental Management Systems, a companion to its BS 5750 addressing quality management systems. The SAGE group studied thoroughly the provisions of BS 7750 thus accounting for the similarities between it and the ISO 14000 document that eventually emerged from TC 207. 

The first meeting of the TC 207 plenary session was held in Toronto, Canada in June 

1993 at which time its subcommittees and working groups were formed. Since that time and 2001, the series of standards, referred to as ISO 14000, have emerged. They comprise some 20 documents in various stages of development, release, and revision. Broadly stated, the ISO 14000 standards have been designed to provide an internationally accepted framework for environmental management, measurement, evaluation, and auditing. They do not prescribe (a criticism by many) specific performance targets, but do provide, for organizations of all sizes, tools to assess and control the environmental impact of their activities. The standards in the series address such subjects as the following: environmental management systems, environmental auditing, site assessments, environmental labeling, performance evaluations, life cycle assessment, and terms and definitions. 

The capstone of the series, „ISO 14001: Environmental Management Systems – 

Specification with Guidance for Use” defines the requirements for an environmental 

management system (EMS) and is the one document in the series against which the company’s EMS will be audited. Mandatory third party certification is not a requirement; companies are permitted by ISO 14001 to self-declare. Whether customers are comfortable with their suppliers doing so is another matter. Crucial to the successful implementation of its provisions is active involvement by a concerned upper management. Intentional during the development of the document was assuring its similarity in many respects to the structure of ISO 9000. A principal 

reason for this was to lessen the impact on the company of the costs of certifying to the 

requirements of both standards. ISO estimates that the total number of certificates awarded to the 14000 family of standards at the end of 2000 was 22,897, more than a 62% increase over the estimate for 1999. 

The costs of implementation to these requirements are not inconsequential, a matter of 

particular concern to the companies that, prior to ISO 14000, already had environmental 

management systems in place. Published data on the actual implementation costs are few; 

companies hold such information closely. However, the literature does suggest that the 

average cost to achieve ISO 14000 certification for a facility within a globally acting company is about $100,000, while smaller organizations are reporting figures between $50,000 and $75,000. Obviously, many companies, especially those in emerging economies, are finding these costs prohibitive. Of the total costs, those imposed by the certifying agency, initially, are the least, with those that arise from the efforts to prepare the company for certification the greatest. However, as with all other costs endured by a business, the issue is not just the cost, but the return, or value, received from the investment. On this, not unexpectedly, the reports vary widely. 

What can companies expect to derive from their investment in ISO 14000? The 

requirements for documenting their processes, which forces companies to question the value of their embedded practices, keep records, and demonstrate improvement, for companies previously lax in such rigor, can be of significant value in reducing the use of unnecessary hazardous materials and in reducing the costs of using and storing those that are necessary. In addition the discipline imposed by ISO 14000 can be expected to generally aid the process of conserving productive resources – power, water, and space. That is to say, companies implementing ISO 14000 are experiencing improved environmental performance and reduced costs that are a consequence of such improvements. In addition, by implementing ISO 14000, companies can expect to enjoy the intangible benefits of improved community relations, improved customer and supplier relations, and the possibility of reduced penalties from government agencies for departures from the company’s established environmental policies. 

However, the question remains, will the returns that can be expected by the environmentally responsible company from implementing ISO 14000 justify the investment required to do so? 

As would be expected, the responses to this question, based upon actual experiences, 

constitute a broad distribution reflecting, in large measure, the prior sophistication of the 

company population in environmental matters before the companies implemented ISO 14000. While there is broad general agreement that companies indeed do experience, to varying degrees, benefits from an environmental management system, there remain questions as to whether the schemes deliver the degree of continuous performance improvement expected over the long haul. It is worthwhile in this regard to note the findings of a recent report, „How Effective Are Environmental Management Systems”, published in The Ends Report, a journal produced by Environmental Data Services of the United Kingdom. The report was based upon two European studies of the experiences of many companies, some registered under EMAS, 

but with the majority certified to ISO 14001. The findings include the following observations: 

Only 58% of the ISO 14001 companies achieved their emission or resource reduction 

targets; progress indeed, but less than that hoped for, likely due to the absence of a 

requirement for regularly publishing performance reports. In this regard, most companies 

reported that their market position had been strengthened by the fact that they had publicized their adoption of an EMS. While most companies reported that improvements in environmental performance had been achieved, many companies questioned the value of having their environmental management system externally certified. This observation allies closely with concerns often expressed by company officials regarding maintaining the confidentiality of the information that is acquired by external certifiers. It is suggested that an appropriate course is for companies to adopt an environmental management system with clear targets and indicators for performance improvement and to publish periodic, verifiable, performance reports. By electing this course, the costs and problems with third party certification can be obviated. 

Owing to its youth, the lessons of ISO 14000 are still being learned (ISO reports 257 

certificates issued in 1995, growing to 22,897 by the end of 2000), but the same general 

conclusions from the experiences of ISO 9000 seem to apply to 14000. Companies will derive value to the extent to which upper management commits to the implementation. Little value will accrue to those whose principal purpose is gaining the public relations benefits from having received the certification; much greater benefit will be derived by those companies who expect improved environmental performance and will not be content with anything less. For those latter companies, of course, it can be asked whether such dedication really requires ISO 14000, but global (peer) pressure may offer them little choice. 

For companies in general, there seems to be no compelling evidence that would suggest performance will be improved by external (third party) certification over that obtained by conscientious self-declaration. Again, all such companies will be those that routinely publish comprehensive, verifiable performance reports of the progress they are making. 

To amplify on this latter point, it can be inferred, again, that the most compelling form of motivation for superior environmental performance is market surveillance and the accompanying and inevitable peer performance benchmarks. 

In the final analysis, it is not unreasonable to assume that executive management will address ISO 14000 implementation as a competitive issue rather than as a cost of compliance issue. The decision to implement an environmental management system - ISO 14000 or a suitable alternative - is made all the more palliative by the fact that an aggressive approach to environmental management will produce 

cost savings and, therefore, perhaps a competitive edge.

C. Management System Standards for Occupational Health and Safety 

1. Background - While the case for management standards for either quality or 

environmental systems is far from compelling, companies are finding that the 

argument in support of occupational health and safety management standards is 

even less so. This is for several reasons, but of fundamental importance is the 

body of law and regulations already in place governing occupational health and 

safety practice. Yet, while the case is difficult to make for management system 

standards in this area, all legitimate companies are extremely concerned about the 

health and welfare of their employees. Excepting the unscrupulous companies, 

those that can be expected to disregard almost any requirements, corporations of 

every size have entire departments focused on assuring, not just compliance with 

the law, but the safest possible and most worker-friendly environments. Failure to 

do so is manifested by an increase in accident rate inversely proportional to the 

attention given preventive efforts. It has not gone unnoticed to companies that 

accidents equate to avoidable lost time. The simple fact of the matter is that no 

company knowingly will subject itself to going astray of legal requirements or to 

permit within its operations any practice that is incongruous with the principles and 

good practice of worker health and safety. It cannot be left unsaid that the 

litigiousness of U.S. society, yet another manifestation of the power of market 

surveillance, is effective motivation for taking the practice of worker health and 

safety with the utmost seriousness. It is sad to note that this litigiousness is 

working its way around the globe. 

2. Origin Pressure to implement management system standards for occupational 

health and safety is a relatively recent phenomenon and has manifested itself in 

several ways. From the global perspective, the first serious attempt to initiate such 

practices on a broad scale occurred in 1994 and was marked by ISO’s 

announcement to host in Geneva, Switzerland a global workshop to assess the 

need for such standards. Several countries, including the U.S., conducted national 

workshops in advance of the Geneva meeting to assess the need within their 

countries for such standards. In its Spring 1994 Rosemont two day conference, 

the decision, rather convincingly, was taken that the U.S. saw no need at the 

present time for such standards. Delegates to the meeting included 

representatives from five key stakeholder groups: industry, government, standardsdeveloping organizations, insurance companies, and labor organizations. This 

decision was also the conclusion of the Geneva global workshop and it was 

generally agreed that the matter would not be revisited by ISO for five years. 

At approximately the same time the ISO initiative was being debated, it was 

apparent that some countries, principally through their national standards bodies, 

were developing national standards of their own. Leading the efforts were 

Australia and the United Kingdom. However, these activities were not limited 

solely to the national bodies. In the U.S., for example, with considerable opposition 

from industry, the American Industrial Hygiene Association (AIHA) began work on 

a guidance document addressing the subject and then, later, through its Z10 

committee, initiated efforts to develop a full standard. 

3. Industry Opposition to International Management System Standards for 

Occupational Safety and Health (OSHMSS) At first blush it would appear impolitic 

on the part of industry to oppose these constructs as doing so would open the door 

to the basest form of criticism – that industry must be more focused on profits than 

on the safety and health of its most important asset. In the face of this „logic” 

(perhaps, more accurately stated, demagoguery) it must surely be that the case by 

industry for opposing international OSHMSS is well-grounded in both principle and 

fact or it would never be uttered. Against the backdrop of the earlier discussion 

regarding the legal consequences for inadequate attention to worker safety, 

consider the following additional reasons for industry opposition to the international 

OSHMSS requirements. 

3.1 New OHSMS Standards Would Add Cost Without Adding Benefit 

a. Responsible industry already has in place time-proven internal health and safety 

management systems that function effectively within a wide variety of individual 

company management structures, thus the new requirements are unnecessary. 

It must be pointed out, too, that irresponsible companies can not be expected to 

conform to any of these requirements, especially those that have international 

origin, even if they did need them. Again, market surveillance, coupled with 

vigorous prosecution of the offenders, offers a remedy to these cases. 

b. For the conscientious company, new international OHSMS standards would be 

very costly to implement, but would add little, if any, additional protection for the 

health or safety of its employees. In fact, such constructs could divert resources 

away from that very purpose. 

c. Experience has indicated that the ISO 9000 Quality Management System 

Standards have resulted in increased costs to those businesses with their own 

processes already in place, with very little increase in product quality or added 

value to customers. There is no reason to expect a different result for the 

international OHSMS implementation. 

3.2 A Significant Body of Regulation Already Exists 

a. Comprehensive laws and regulations already exist in individual nations and there 

is no dispute regarding their effectiveness at establishing safe workplaces. 

b. These country laws and regulations necessarily are based on local 

considerations such as country labor laws and cultural characteristics unique to 

the country such as common practices, installed technology, and local mores and 

traditions. No all-encompassing single standard is believed capable of bridging 

these requirements around the world in any meaningful way. 

c. International OHSMS standards would add another layer of regulation to an 

already extensively regulated area, further taxing available safety and health 

resources and, even worse, possibly divert resources from new innovations that 

would contribute to worker health and safety. 

3.3 Inappropriate Labor Relations Issues Could Be An Unintended Consequence 

Inappropriate intrusions into sensitive labor relations issues, such as wages, 

length of work day/work week, and employee–employer communications and 

relationships likely would be an unintended, but unavoidable, consequence of the 

development and implementation of new international OHSMS standards. Such 

things are not the purview of the international standards development process. 
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3.4 Achieving Consensus on Such Standards is Highly Unlikely 

a. Achieving meaningful value-adding consensus, internationally, by business, 

labor, and government is unlikely. 

b. An international OHSMS standard would have to strike a balance between 

complex country–to–country traditions and the legal systems addressing 

management and labor relations issues. These issues vary significantly from 

country to country and involve broadly divergent political ideologies. Any 

standard that could bridge these requirements would have requirements so 

broad that they would contribute nothing relevant to enhanced worker health or 

safety. 

3.5 Difficulty of Limiting the Scope of Such Standards 

The lessons learned from experiences with similar initiatives in other applications 

cannot be disregarded. During preparation of the ISO 14000 Environmental 

Management Standards, which were intended to address only requirements for 

generic management systems, there were numerous attempts to incorporate specific 

and extraneous requirements and performance measures. Considering the wide 

diversity of stakeholders, including government, industry, labor, and insurance, and the 

complexity of their individual interests and constituencies, attempts to incorporate 

specific additional requirements and performance measures would undoubtedly occur 

to an even greater extent with a new international OSHMS standard. 

4. Self-Serving Interests and the Appearance of a Conflict of Commercial Interests 

In the face of these arguments, and the inevitability that companies will suffer 

severe legal consequences for irresponsible health and safety practices, what 

are the sources of pressure for these new requirements? It is likely that there is 

no one answer to this question, certainly not one easily deduced. But in every 

serious effort to analyze the realities of the situation, two possibilities are of 

concern. First is the observation that the pressures to develop and implement 

these schemes often come from organizations that directly or indirectly, through 

subsidiaries or other organizational alliances, also derive income from 

auditing/certification services they provide. In these cases, at the very least, 

such developers give the perception of having a conflict of commercial interests. 

Closely related is the observation that within companies could be well-meaning 

professional constituencies whose careers or financial well-being would be 

embellished were the new standards to come into practice, regardless of whether 

the standards added value or not. This, of course, would be a problem more of 

company origin than with the standards developing organization. That is, it may 

be that some company departments might not be completely attuned to the 

business urgencies of their company’s executive management, or, worse, not 

dedicated to carrying them out. Regardless, when these occasions arise they 

ought to be addressed by executive management. The purpose of this 

document is not to discredit the intentions of those whose intent it is to ply their 

craft, professionally, to the highest degree possible. It is appropriate, however, 

to ask whether such zealotry, if proven to be the case, adds value to all 

constituencies the companies represent or, conversely, whether it could threaten 

the well-being of the companies who, unknowingly, condone such practices. 

Only an involved and enlightened executive management can answer these 

questions and assess their impact upon their companies. Failure to do so 

properly concedes, axiomatically, a competitive advantage to the companies 

whose executive management is appropriately involved. 

For the purpose of bringing this important message to the attention of executives 

from a broad cross-section of industry, the ICSCA has developed a set of 

guidelines entitled „Industry Guidance on Health and Safety” which outline the 

principal requirements that ought to be pursued by responsible enterprises to 

optimize performance in the area of health and safety. Most importantly, the 

Guidance document explicitly leaves it to the discretion of executive 

management how best, and most effectively, to meet the requirements, including 

the accommodation of internal company-specific provisions already in place. 

D. Project SIGMA 

Project SIGMA (Sustainability Integrated Guidelines for Management) was launched in July 1999 as a collaboration involving the British Standards Institute, the Institute of Social and Ethical Accountability, and the Forum for the Future. A substantial amount of funding is provided by the British Government. The SIGMA principles have been drawn from principles, protocols, approaches, and best practices as articulated in the United Nations Conventions, ILO Conventions other practices by the business and NGO communities. 

In addition, SIGMA has been working closely with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and the World Business Council for Sustainable Development. At the launch, BSI announced that „industry will require internationally recognized standards if it is to meet the challenges of sustainability. This project aims to move us one step closer to that goal.” From the outset, it was the intention of the collaborative effort to develop a next generation of management systems and tools designed to help integrate the environmental, social, and economic aspects of business activity into the business decision-making process towards the sustainable development of the company. 

At the foundation of the SIGMA principles are the three concepts: accountability (to all 

stakeholders of the organization), capital enhancement (to the triple bottom line – economic, social, and environmental measures), and environmental sustainability. It is understood that the stakeholders of the organization include employees, customers, suppliers, the local community, providers of funding, and governments and civil societies. The three concepts above are the same three linked elements of sustainability described in the GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines. The GRI Vision is to make sustainability reporting as routine and rigorous as financial accounting. 

In consideration of the products and services of the partners, for example, BSI, globally 

known as an initiator of certifiable management systems standards (ISO 9000, 14000, ); ISEAA, its AA 1000 standard, covering all the main stakeholders of the organization, described as a „foundation standard focused on securing the quality of social and ethical accounting, auditing, and reporting; and Social Accountability International whose standard SA 8000 has been described as the first auditable standard for social accountability, it is difficult to not surmise that SIGMA will be yet another source of requirements for third party management system certification. This concern is supported by the fact that, in addition to the standards mentioned above, Project SIGMA is linked to several other standards wherein third party certification is well-established including ISO 9000:2000, ISO 14001, EMAS, and others. This said, however, the SIGMA Project Guidelines, a very comprehensive overview of the program (available on the Project SIGMA website), has very little to say about the role of third party certification. 

Moreover, it does contain several references to the non-prescriptive nature of its promulgations. Nonetheless, the potential for mandating non-value adding third party certification requirements is a concern worthy of continued vigilance. Certainly, involvement by industry in the process wherein the requirements are being articulated is a good way to influence the direction of the work for the good of all. 

Critical to understanding the implications of the SIGMA Project is understanding 

what is meant by „sustainable”. SIGMA defines sustainability as „the capacity for 

continuance into the long term future.” It embraces such concepts as not extracting 

fossil fuels and ores from the earth at a greater rate than their slow redeposit, not 

producing man-made substances at a greater rate than they can be reintegrated, and 

meeting basic human needs with the most resource-efficient methods possible, 

including a just resource distribution. During the early implementation of such a farreaching, ambitious program in the face of this definition, several questions arise. While it is not necessary at the outset to have answers for all of them, and some may even defy answering, thinking about them helps provide additional perspective for such programs. For example, 

1. Will what is to be continued into the future have, then, the same value to the 

organization as it is perceived to have today? How will you know? How will you 

measure the business/social impacts today and in the future? 

2. Are the requirements for sustainable development the same across all industry 

sectors? Do they need to be? 

3. When an organization has reached sustainability, how will you know it? 

4. Is the „quality of life” to have the same definition among all nations? How is it to 

be defined and measured? 

5. What is the verifiable, scientific basis for what is meant by „Earth’s life support 

systems”? 

6. Will the needs of the present be the same needs as those of the future? How do 

you know? How will you measure them? 

7. How does one distinguish between problems in this regard, that rightfully belong 

to business, and the stifling political issues that overlay them? Do appropriate 

remedies depend upon separating public and private sector issues? How ought 

this to be done? 

Perhaps the most important problem suggested by these questions is the error inherent in 

judging the needs of the future by those of the present, a sort of static analysis, that could stifle technological advances that are key to resolving future requirements – future needs that aren’t yet apparent, but will most assuredly emerge in their proper place in time, and which will be resolved only by the technology of their day. 

It is appropriate to present a number of the concerns expressed by business with regard to the implications of the SIGMA Project. 

1. Assuming the objectives and concerns as presented by SIGMA to be appropriate 

and valid, is the SIGMA approach – to be pursued in large measure by entities 

with a „Certification agenda” – the most cost effective remedy? 

2. Will Project SIGMA, through whatever standards or guidelines it produces, 

warrant its work? 

3. How has the market support for sustainability standards been evidenced and 

measured? 

4. How will imposition of any SIGMA mandates contribute to the competitiveness of 

individual companies? Does SIGMA recognize the right, and, in certain 

situations, the need, for companies to fail? 

5. How will the confidentiality of sensitive company data be assured throughout the 

process of implementing any SIGMA mandates and or audits? 

6. What is the relationship of the broad SIGMA objectives with the strategies of the 

individual company? 

7. What will be the basis for demonstrating that the SIGMA prescription will indeed 

assure sustainability? 

8. How will the obligations of the SIGMA set of stakeholders be enforced (or even 

defined?!?) throughout the process of achieving sustainability (the entitlement vs. 

responsibility issue). 

9. Are the needs of all stakeholders the same? 

10. What is the SIGMA formula for assuring that innovation is not impeded? 

Until these, and other similar very basic questions, can be answered – that is, until it can be demonstrated that SIGMA is a credible, scientifically verified program, much of the business world will view it with caution. It also goes without saying that imposing requirements for certification to any but the most value-proven criteria will be unacceptable. With all this said, it should be pointed out that the work to refine the SIGMA proposals continues. It is hoped, and, perhaps, can be expected, that SIGMA’s Organizational Partners will share the concerns addressed above. Industry is getting much more involved in making its voice heard on the directions being taken and for that reason there is optimism that when the proposals reach final form, and implementation much more broadly underway, they will have addressed many of these issues, and SIGMA strengthened in the process. There is, after all, the inviolate fact that no company exists that is not concerned about how to assure for itself an orderly transition into the future; doing so will require sound economic, environmental, and social planning and 

performance. Thus, SIGMA, at the very least, is asking some of the right questions. Industry hopes that the 17 concerns listed above will be added to its list. It is clear for some of them that concise, easy answers will be difficult to find, however, the process of attempting to answer them will be progress. That is, value is received not just from attaining the objective, but in the lessons learned during the journey. 

Management Systems Standards – Boon or Boondoggle? 

III. Some Concluding Thoughts 

In the final analysis it may be said about the value of management system standards 

that there is no one right answer applicable to every company circumstance. The value gained from them is determined by the contextual circumstances, that is, the competitive situation within the market sector, the level of sophistication and maturity of the company’s management systems already in place, cultural and regulatory conditions, and the earnestness of the company’s executives who would implement them. The continuum of benefits received from MSS range from almost none for the leading companies to substantial benefits for smaller companies or new ones just making their presence known in the marketplace. This, perhaps intuitively obvious conclusion, however, must not be viewed as trifling because, embedded in its simplicity, are a number of consequences. 

It seems illogical, at best, to demand that leading companies implement requirements for 
which it can be clearly demonstrated there is no need. Similarly, it seems inappropriate to 

require them to submit to mandatory third party certification when the ultimate determinant of compliance is determined by the reputation of their good brand name in the marketplace. This point is especially poignant when viewed in the light of the fact that the act of achieving certification may not, in and of itself, assure the outcome desired. At the same time, it should be clear that companies that see the need for third party certification should be encouraged to pursue it. 

One of the first articles seeming to support these conclusions was published in 1997 by 

DG III of the European Union. Entitled „The Added Value and Credibility of Third Party 

Certification of Quality Systems in the European Union”; the article summarizes the results of a major study conducted in 1994. While circumstances have changed since that time, not the least significant of which was the updating of ISO 9000, it can be argued that, were the study to be repeated, the conclusions would be largely the same. Benefits from ISO 9000 were found to be intangible in nature and there seemed to be limited impact of it on competitive position, in reducing scrap, and on several other criteria. The report found that „it should be clear that certification is not a guarantee for product quality and customer satisfaction”. This is especially noteworthy when viewed in light of the fact that certifiers in no way guarantee the quality of the products issuing from the factories whose quality systems they have certified. The lesson of the Firestone case is the ultimate testimony to this simple reality. 

Similar, too, have been the experiences obtained with ISO 14000. The benefits obtained 

cover a broad spectrum, from few to significant, depending upon the circumstances of the 

particular company embracing the requirements. At least in this situation, while the actual 

improvements in environmental performance have been difficult to quantify, many companies have reported cost savings as a result of their improved process for handling hazardous materials. Important, too, has been the fact that ISO 14000 does not mandate third party certification. 

With both the ISO 9000 and ISO 14000 series of standards, the marketplace is making 
its determination as to the value they provide. While the results obtained from their 

implementation have been quite mixed, some companies initially perceived that they would receive some market value by incorporating them into their operations and they embarked upon implementation. There does not seem to be, at least at the outset, the same degree of support for proposed management system standards addressing occupational health and safety or social and ethical responsibility. For these, there has not been made the case for market-driven need and the prospects for receiving a market-based return from the investments that would be required for implementation do not seem promising. A particular concern is that these schemes transcend traditional, quantifiable business processes and stray into the nebulous areas of employee-management relations, cultural differences, and the subjective. The prospect for global standardization in such areas seems bleak. 

While the ICSCA sees no justification for another ISO MSS in these areas, it well 
recognizes that companies may need guidance in how to address the issues within their 

operations. As a vehicle for providing direction to companies concerned about such matters, the ICSCA has prepared its „Industry Guidance on Health and Safety at Work”. This set of guidelines, directed at the CEO, addresses company-specific needs, embraces systems already in place in the company, and seeks to assure an economically effective approach to getting the best results. Similarly, the ICSCA supports the development of guidelines dealing with social responsibility. Another valuable source of guidance in these matters is the recently published ISO Guide 72. This important document sets forth the method for demonstrating the marketdriven need prior to ISO initiating New Work Item Proposals for projects that are directed at new management system standards. 

From the perspective and experiences of the ICSCA, several additional conclusions can 

be made: 

1. International management system standards already in place have provided a 

good base of experience for evaluating the needs and expectations of proposed 

new schemes. This experience has revealed a number of limitations of 

management system standards. These include the fact that they require three to 

five years to update; discourage flexibility, creativity, and openness of 

companies; minimize the importance of a company’s efforts to continuously improve; and drive companies to a least common denominator of performance. 

2. Responsible companies, for example, those making up the ICSCA membership, 

have company-specific systems in place, which, generally, provide capabilities 

and assurances which exceed those articulated in the international standards. 
Similarly, such companies, through their experiences with the suppliers that meet 

their needs, are not finding it necessary to demand certification to MSS from 

them. 

3. The value added by implementing international management systems standards 

is often found to be unacceptable to companies with mature, proven systems 

already in place; it may be acceptable to companies that either have no systems, 

or less developed ones, in place. Thus, whether a particular MSS constitutes a 

boon or boondoggle is very much dependent upon the individual company and 

the business circumstances in its industry sector. 

4. The ultimate determinant of corporate success is the degree of satisfaction held 

by the stakeholders of the corporation - employees, customers, suppliers, 

shareholders, and the local community. The processes by which this is 

achieved, and the extent to which external management system certification 

contributes to the process, are business decisions to be made by the individual 

company. The three options for demonstrating conformity – supplier’s 

declaration, customer audit, and third party – are all viable approaches, but it 

should be recognized that third party certification is costly, does not provide 

assurance of the actual business results, and may discourage improvements to business processes. According it is recommended that executive management very carefully analyze which approach makes most sense to the particular 

business before embarking upon implementation. It should be mentioned, too, 

that the ICSCA strongly supports prosecution by appropriate government 

agencies of those who engage in fraudulent use of the supplier’s declaration of 

conformity. 

5. To better achieve the intended purpose of management system standards, 

industry supports the development of guidance documents. Documents 

appropriate for this purpose can take the form of an ISO Technical Report, an 

ISO Guide that is not developed for contractual or certification purposes, or other 

equivalent documents. Such guides offer the benefits of accelerating 

development of best practices, specificity by topic and industry sector, tailoring to a company’s specific needs, and can be more speedily developed, published, distributed, and updated. All companies should routinely publish reports 

summarizing their results to the guidelines and highlighting the improvements 

since the previous reporting period. An example in this regard is the ICSCA 

developed „Industry Guidance on Health and Safety at Work” which is predicated 

on principles seeking to optimize the company’s performance in the area of 

health and safety. The approach taken in this document can and ought to be 

applied to other operations of the organization for which executive management 

is seeking optimization. It is up to industry, or industry sector, to determine which 

tools they need for this optimization and which processes could benefit from the 

development of such guidelines. Adam Smith quite correctly pointed out that the 

degree of success in this regard will be determined by the invisible hand of the 

marketplace, the most ruthless arbiter of all. 
