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Management systems need 
more than just management 
system standards

Organizations benefit most when standards other than “ just ” manage-

ment system standards (MSS) also receive close attention by top manage-

ment and are integrated with strategy and operations. 

by Henk de Vries and Knut Blind
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For many managers, ISO 
is principally known for its 
management system stand-
ards (MSS) such as ISO 
9001 (quality management) 
and ISO 14001 (environmen-
tal management). However, 
the International Organiza-
tion for Standardization has 
so far published more than 
18	000	“	other	”	standards	and	
adds about 100 new or re-
vised standards to its portfo-
lio every month.

Standards for better  
functioning of the QMS

Articulating requirements 

A core element of ISO 9001 
is its customer focus. The or-
ganization provides products 
(according	to		ISO’s	concept,	
products include services) 
which are delivered to the 
customer and should lead to 
customer satisfaction. 

This satisfaction should stem 
from conformity with the 
customers’	requirements.	The	
organization has to communi-
cate with the customer about 
his or her needs which then 
have to be translated into re-
quirements. 

These requirements form 
input for the product reali-
zation process. The organi-
zation may strive even to 
exceed the expectations of 
the customers and in this way 
realize a competitive advan-
tage over its competitors in 
follow-up transactions. 

Typically, these are standards 
that :

•		Give requirements for prod-
ucts

•		Provide concepts and ter-
minology to help formulate 
exactly what the parties 
agree on

•		Define test methods that can 
be used to check conform-
ity with requirements. The 
latter can be also related to 
the	“	measurement,	analysis	
and	improvement”	part	of	
ISO 9001. 

“ Self-evident ” requirements

Customer requirements can 
be made explicit and ad-
dressed in the communica-
tion between organization 
and customer, but sometimes 
the requirements are so ob-
vious that these are not part 
of the negotiation, yet nev-
ertheless necessary for the 
specified or intended use of 
the product. 

Of course, this may be an 
area for possible confusion 
and even for dispute. There-
fore, it is important to be 
able to build on international 
or national standards be-
cause these can be assumed 
to reflect what is seen as 
“	normal	”	 in	 society,	 thanks	
to their consensus-based de-
velopment process in which 
all interested parties can be 
represented. 

Legal requirements

In the ISO 9001 approach, 
meeting legal requirements 
is	 one	 of	 the	 objectives	 of	
the quality management sys-
tem. In some cases, standards 
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In this article, we relate these 
other standards to quality 
management systems (QMS) 
based on ISO 9001: 

•		Firstly, we explain how 
standards support the func-
tioning of the system 

•		Then, we broaden the per-
spective: the goals to be 
achieved with ISO 9001 – a 
better position in the mar-
ket and improved organi-
zational operations – can 
be achieved even better 
if quality management is 
combined with the use of 
other relevant standards 

•		Finally, we address the ques-
tion of how the manage-
ment of standards can be 
embedded in the organiza-
tion by linking standards 
management to quality 
management. 

Goals can be achieved 
better if quality 

management is combined 
with other standards 

Standards other than  
ISO 9001 may further 

support objectives 

Formulating requirements 
may be a bilateral exercise 
between organizations, but 
in many cases there is no 
need to do this from scratch 
– they can refer to standards. 
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may be used to meet these 
requirements. 

In, for instance, the Euro-
pean	 “	New	 Approach	”,	 le-
gal requirements for product 
safety in particularly are laid 
down in European Directives 
which have to be implement-
ed in the national legal sys-
tems of the member states of 
the European Union and the 
European Free Trade Asso-
ciation. 

These	 “	essential	 require-
ments	”	 are	 formulated	 in	 a	
general way. European stand-
ards provide detailed require-
ments for specific products, or 
test methods. Then, meeting 
the standards provides a pre-
sumption of conformity with 
the essential requirements in 
the Directives.

Process management

ISO 9001 requires a process 
approach. It is up to the or-
ganization how its processes 
are shaped. However, these 
processes are not necessar-
ily in all aspects unique to 
the organization – there may 
be similarities with processes 
in other organizations. When 
that is the case, common 
standards might be relevant, 
not only for the quality, re-
liability and safety of the 
processes, but also for coop-
eration and interaction with 
other companies in the sup-
ply chain.

Resource management

Resource management in-
cludes management of hu-
man resources and man-
agement of other resources 
such as information tech-

nology (IT) systems. Human 
resource management may 
benefit from standards for 
the qualification of employ-
ees. Effective use of other 
resources may profit from 
standards for ensuring inter-
operability, quality and oc-
cupational health and safety.

Standards for measurement, 
analysis and improvement

Continual improvement of 
the quality management sys-
tem is an essential part of 
ISO 9001. Measuring how 
inputs are transformed into 
outputs and measuring cus-
tomer satisfaction followed 

by analysis of the data is the 
basis for such improvements. 
Standards may provide meth-
ods for some of these meas-
urement methodologies.

Standards for business 
results

The above shows how stand-
ards can support in a number 
of ways the good functioning 
of an ISO 9001-based quality 
management system. How-
ever, a QMS is not an end in 
itself – it serves business ob-
jectives	and	 standards	other	
than ISO 9001 may further 
support	the	same	objectives.	

In	 general,	 these	 objectives	
can be grouped into two ma-
jor	categories	:	

•		Achieving an advantage in 
the market in comparison 
with competitors

•		Improving the functioning 
of the organization – which, 
of course, is also beneficial 
to	the	first	objective.

Success in the market

Standards may contribute to 
market success by facilitating :

•		Market entry of products 
because they meet require-
ments, laid down in standards, 
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that  are  important  for 
c u s t o m e r s  a n d  c a n  b e 
verified using test meth-
o d s  a l s o  l a i d  d o w n  i n 
standards

•		Regulatory acceptance 
because conformity with 
standards may be a means of 
demonstrating conformity 
with legal requirements

•		Expanding to new markets 
where the same – inter-
national – standards are 
implemented

•		Interoperability of prod-
ucts with other products, 
or within systems, which 
are used by customers

•		Decreased time to market 
of new products through 
coordination efficiencies

•		Reduction of risk of acci-
dents – improved product 
safety and stronger liability 
position if conformity with 
recognized standards can be 
demonstrated

•		Improved environmental 
performance and demon-
stration of this perform-
ance.

Improving the organization

Internally,  management stand-
ards can be complemented by 
other standards for :

•		Not re-inventing the wheel, 
but  us ing  exis t ing  and 
already successful solutions 
laid down in standards

•		Reducing design costs by 
making component evalua-
tion and coordination more 
efficient

•		Bringing procedures in 
line with what is commonly 
practised elsewhere, so that 
cooperation is simpler 

•		Efficient working, by repeat-
edly using the same solution 
(smoothening the learning 
curve) 

•		Facilitating outsourcing due 
to common or compatible 
management processes

•		Cheaper purchasing, due 
to economies of scale, and 
more transparency in the 
market – which results in 
intensified price competi-
tion

•		Less cost of stock because of 
standardized spare parts

•		More efficient logistics by 
relating the physical flow 
to the information flow by 
using standardized iden-
tification systems, such as 
barcodes and RFID, and by 
using standardized packag-
ing, handling, storage and 
transport, including stand-
ardized freight containers 
and pallets 

•		Using recognized require-
ments – for example, related 
to quality – and test meth-
ods for sub-assemblies and 
raw materials

•		Fewer problems in the field 
of occupational health, safe-
ty and the environment

•		When standards are cor-
rectly implemented, the vul-
nerability of the organiza-
tion caused by the absence 
of key personnel (illness, 
vacation,	job	rotation,	etc.)	
can be avoided, or at least 
diminished.

Integrating standards  
management and quality 
management

Given the potential of stand-
ards for helping businesses 
to reap benefits, the use of 
standards by companies de-
serves sound management – 
which can be based on their 
governance structure.

Large enterprises may have a 
standards officer or a stand-
ardization department. For 
many medium-sized enter-
prises and for almost all small 
enterprises this is not feasible, 
but nevertheless they may 
benefit from standards – the 
question is how to organize 
this in a systematic way. 

An option is to integrate 
standards management with 
quality management in the 
sense that the quality manag-
er is also responsible for sev-
eral tasks related to stand-
ards. An option is to make 
three organizational units 
responsible:

Standards contribute to 
market success
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1.  Board

•		Strategy

•		Setting priorities

•		Management review

2.  Product development/engi-
neering

•		Tracing standards

•		Analysing – connecting 
organizational needs to 
available standards

•		Selecting standards

•		Developing additional tech-
nical company standards

•		Implementing standards

•		Participation in external 
standardization 

3.  Quality management

•		Developing procedural 
organizat ion standards 
(procedures, instructions)

•		Informing about procedural 
company standards

•		Maintenance of the stand-
ards collection

•		Auditing the implementa-
tion of standards.

Standards:  
a management issue

ISO 9001 emphasizes the role 
of top management. It should 
formulate and employ policy 
in the field of quality and 
should review whether ob-
jectives	 have	 been	 met.	This	
article seeks to demonstrate 
that standards other than 
management system stand-
ards also deserve such atten-
tion by top management. 

This attention should be 
more than a once-only oc-
casion in the Board meeting. 
A governance structure is 
needed in which responsibili-
ties, authorities and tasks are 
determined so that the right 
people do the right thing, in-
cluding taking management 
decisions related to stand-
ards. 

One of the issues is if the or-
ganization should leave the 
setting of standards to oth-
ers. Standards are the rules 
for the game of business – it 
is not self-evident to leave 
the setting of these rules to 
competitors. 

Pro-active organizations may 
want to do more, such as par-
ticipating in the development 
of standards. In an article in 
a future issue ISO Focus+, 
we therefore intend to focus 
on participation in external 
standardization.      •

Standards are the rules for 
the game of business

An option is to integrate 
standards management with 

quality management 

Encouraging organizations 
to adopt a holistic  
approach to standards is 
not new in these pages – 
this cartoon was first  
published in the January-
February 2002 edition  
of IMS.
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