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Is there a common pattern to integrate multiple management systems? A comparative 
analysis between organizations in Greece and Spain

Abstract 

The integration of management systems has been mainly studied considering the process 
within organizations and also comparing the implementation among organizations in the 
same country. Scarce research has been done comparing the process among countries.
Thus, the aim of this study is to analyze and compare the implementation of the integrated 
management systems between organizations located in two countries, Greece and Spain,
which have different ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certification rates.
A qualitative method has been applied. Six case studies are presented, three per country, to 
analyze the aspects of the process and comparing both implementation processes. All 
organizations have, at least, the ISO 9001 and the ISO 14001 management systems 
certification. The integration aspects studied are: strategy, methodology, level, audits, 
benefits and difficulties. 
The findings, although exploratory, show that the differing integration aspect among the 
analyzed organizations is the audits both internal and external. Greek organizations achieve 
higher levels of internal audits integration rather than external but these levels are lower 
compared to the audits integration level of the Spanish organizations. The other aspects 
analyzed followed a similar pattern, i.e., the majority of organizations implement first the 
quality management system and then the environmental, common elements analysis is the 
main methodology applied, the level reported show a tendency to full integration and 
benefits and difficulties highlighted are also similar.  
In addition, derived from these results, internal and external factors affecting the integration 
process have been also discussed for future research: certification rates, top management 
commitment, internalization of management systems, external auditors’ experience and state 
support. Implications for academia, organizations and certification bodies are also presented.
Although the integration of management systems has been analyzed in the literature, this is 
one of the first studies comparing organizations in countries with different certification rates 
and analyzing additional factors conditioning the process. 

Keywords: Integrated management systems, audits, Greece, Spain, certification rates, 

conditioning factors.
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1. Introduction

The implementation and certification of Management Systems (MSs) has continuously
increased in the last twenty years (ISO, 2015). Specifically, the certification rates of the ISO 
9001 standard for Quality Management Systems (QMSs) and the ISO 14001 standard for
Environmental Management Systems (EMSs), keep rising at a worldwide level (ISO, 2015).

The majority of studies on Management System Standards (MSSs) rely on the data provided 
by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO). Two main aspects can be 
underscored based on these data. The first is that countries with more experience in 
certification are those reaching a higher level of MSS diffusion and second, cross-country 
analyses are mainly based also on comparing the diffusion of ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 
certificates (Llach et al., 2011; Marimon et al., 2011). The studies also conclude that MSSs 
diffusion is conditioned by geographic location and cultural affinity (Albuquerque et al., 
2007). 

The proliferation of these and other MSs raises the question of whether organizations could
integrate their respective MSs into a single and consolidated MS, i.e., an Integrated 
Management System (IMS). A whole stream of research has been generated to address this 
question. Pioneers in the field (Karapetrovic, 2003; Karapetrovic and Willborn, 1998a)
stressed that "integration makes more sense than disintegration", and, therefore, they urged
organizations to integrate rather than manage their MSs separately. Several empirical studies
followed and conceptual integration models were composed to support the spread of IMSs in 
countries across the globe, including but not limited to Spain, Italy, China and Australia 
(Bernardo et al., 2009; Salomone, 2008; Zeng et al., 2011; Zutshi and Sohal, 2005).

In this sense, IMS research interest, in analogy to the MS research, gradually shifts from the 
initial implementation and integration of multiple MSs (e.g., Bernardo et al., 2012a; 
Karapetrovic and Wilborn, 1998a; Zeng et al., 2011), to other aspects more related to the 
IMS sustainability considering its maintenance (e.g., Almeida et al., 2014;), impact on
performance (e.g., Ferrón-Vílchez and Darnall, 2016; González et al., 2014), adding new 
MSs (e.g., Rocha et al., 2007) and relationship with other managerial practices such as 
innovation (Hernandez-Vivanco et al., 2016). However, there is a paucity of research on 
comparative analysis across countries in order to study if the IMS implementation is similar 
in different countries as no international and certifiable MSS has been published. These 
studies have been done for MSSs individually, but to the best of the authors’ knowledge, only 
one paper comparing two countries with similar ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certification rates 
has been published (Simon and Douglas, 2013). 

Thus, the aim of this paper is to analyze and compare the implementation of IMS between 
organizations located in two countries, Greece and Spain, which have different ISO 9001 and 
ISO 14001 certification rates. The contribution of this paper is twofold. First, to present the 
comparison itself that will help in detecting an implementation pattern of the process 
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regarding the analyzed organizations and second, to discuss different factors that could affect 
this process as future research proposals, derived from the results obtained from this study
together with the existing literature on this topic.

2. Literature review

Several definitions have been proposed for the integration of MSs. The most cited is the one 
coined by Karapetrovic and Willborn (1998a) and Karapetrovic (2003), who defined an IMS
as a “set of interconnected processes that share a pool of human, information, material, 
infrastructure, and financial resources in order to achieve a composite of goals related to the 
satisfaction of a variety of stakeholders”. The main aspects identified when considering the 
integration process are (Bernardo et al., 2012b; Domingues et al., 2015): strategy, 
methodology, level, and auditing systems. The benefits and difficulties encountered during
the process are also analyzed. All them are presented in the following paragraphs. 

2.1. Integration strategy

Integration strategy refers to the sequence of the individual MSs adoption. In the existing 
literature various strategies are proposed (Karapetrovic, 2002; Karapetrovic and Jonker, 
2003), but the most followed is the Karapetrovic and Willborn (1998a)’s proposal of three 
strategies, i.e., to establish: first the QMS and then the EMS; or first the EMS and then the 
QMS; or both MSs simultaneously. According to the existing empirical studies, the first 
strategy is the most followed (e.g., Abad et al., 2014; Bernardo et al., 2012b; Karapetrovic 
and Casadesús, 2009) and recent research shows that the simultaneous implementation is also 
possible (Llonch and Bernardo, 2016).

2.2. Integration methodology

Several integration methodologies have been proposed by both academic and standardization 
bodies. Academics have elaborated their own methodologies based either on the integration 
of MSs elements, i.e. objectives, resources and processes (Karapetrovic and Jonker, 2003) or 
on composed models (de Oliveira, 2013; Karapetrovic, 2005; Pal Pandi et al., 2016).
Karapetrovic et al. (2006) proposed four different methodologies: process map, PDCA, 
common elements and organizations’ own models. 

Certain standardization bodies have launched national integration norms, such as in Denmark 
(Dansk Standard, 2005), Australia and New Zealand (SAI Global, 1999), Spain (AENOR, 
2005), and United Kingdom (BSI, 2012). ISO released a handbook providing 
recommendations to integrate all the MSs implemented by a single organization (ISO, 2008),
and has implemented the High Level Structure (HLS), i.e., a common structure in all the new 
and updated MSSs published that enhances their integration. Thus, it could be expected that 
the difficulties encountered during the process for differences in common elements or MSSs 
structure (Bernardo et al., 2012a; Douglas and Glen, 2000) will not be maintained, improving 
and increasing the integration of MSs. 
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In addition, as the models of the updated ISO standards (ISO 9001 and ISO 14001) are 
explicitly common, the integration process based on common elements analysis will also 
increase and be easier.

2.3. Integration level

To assess the degree of integration, Sampaio et al. (2012) propose four evolution levels 
towards complete integration: documentation integration, management tools integration, 
common policies and goals, and common organizational structure (similar to Bernardo et al., 
2009). Integration degree can be measured at strategic, tactical and operational level as full, 
partial or no integration (Asif et al., 2010). 

Three integration levels are normally accepted in the literature (Karapetrovic, 2003): not
integrated, when multiple MSs are managed separately; partially integrated, when some MSs
components are integrated and the rest are kept separated, and fully integrated, when all MSs
components are managed as a single system (Abad et al., 2014; Mezinska et al., 2015; Santos 
et al., 2011). Bernardo et al. (2012b) stress that the implementation order of MSs may
condition the level of integration achieved within an IMS, concluding that those 
organizations implementing both MSs simultaneously achieve higher levels of integration. 

2.4. Integration of audits

This aspect of the process considers the integration of the internal and external audits.
Organizations that have integrated their management systems are expected to carry out
integrated audits, at least the internal (Karapetrovic and Willborn, 1998b; Kraus and 
Grosskopf, 2008; Simon et al., 2014).

According to Karapetrovic and Willborn (2001), auditing based on a systemic approach may
lead to benefits, such as the “harmonization and integration of different discipline-specific
audits and guidelines for audit”. In addition, joint audits may lead to greater synergies and 
effectiveness of audits in relation to improved business performance (Karapetrovic and
Jonker, 2003) but an inadequate audit methodology could be a barrier to integrate (Hoy and 
Foley, 2015; Searcy et al., 2012).

Empirical studies report a higher level of integration in the internal than in the external audits 
(Karapetrovic et al., 2006). To highlight the perspective of the external auditors, Wilkinson
and Dale (1998) addressed five certification bodies, the majority of which did not perform
integrated audits. More than a decade later, Kafel and Sikora (2010) emphasize that Polish 
certifying bodies carry out combined audits.

To assess the level of audit integration, four main variables are considered (Bernardo et al., 
2010, 2011; Simon et al., 2011). The first is the audit team measured into three levels of 
integration in which fully integrated means that the same team audits all the MSs, partially 
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integrated means that the same team audits some of the MSs and not integrated means that a
different team audits each MS. The second variable is the audit time, in which the same 
levels apply as for the audit team. The audit plan and report are the third variable analyzed
(the same levels apply as for the audit team), and finally, the results of the audit is the fourth 
variable (the same levels apply as for the audit team). 

2.5. Integration benefits and difficulties

According to the existing literature, the key integration benefits are (Bernardo et al., 2015;
Domingues et al., 2015) related to a greater flexibility and opportunities to include other 
systems (Beckmerhagen et al., 2003), the avoidance of duplication of efforts (Zeng et al.,
2011), a better use of synergies between the standards (Simon et al., 2013), and the reduction 
of audits resources through integrated audits (Beckmerhagen et al., 2003) and multi-function 
auditors (Douglas and Glen, 2000). Rebelo et al. (2016) analyzed the implementation of the 
IMS in a single organization and concluded that, among other benefits, the efficiency 
improved, the organization was leaner, and the coordination of the sustainability pillars 
(environmental, economic and social) was greater adding value for both the organization and 
stakeholders. 

On the other side, the integration difficulties usually encountered are related to the 
differences in the general elements of the standards and their specific requirements (Bernardo 
et al., 2012a), the lack of certification support (Zeng et al., 2007) and resources (Asif et al.,
2009; Gianni and Gotzamani, 2015), especially human resources (Karapetrovic et al., 2006),
and the problems related to organizational culture (Wilkinson and Dale, 1999).

2.6. Relationship among the integration aspects and other managerial practices

All the basic aspects analyzed above are related in figure 1. The figure shows the main 
elements of all the aspects on the integration process and also their relationship as 
commented. It focuses on the process each organization could follow, i.e., the 
implementation pattern. 

As commented previously in this section, all these aspects have been widely analyzed 
individually. The expected changes are marginal as the great majority of organizations with 
multiple MSs implemented are integrating them, according to the existing empirical studies 
(see e.g., Simon et al., 2011; Abad et al., 2014). Also, it seems that the HLS implementation 
could enhance the current implementation process overcoming some of the most highlighted 
difficulties of the process (see e.g., Bernardo et al., 2012a; Zeng et al., 2007).
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The existing and future literature needs to relate these aspects with other managerial practices 
to add value to the integration process. For example, other aspects also analyzed are the 
future maintenance (Rocha et al., 2007), costs of implementation (González et al., 2014), 
relationship with performance (Ferrón-Vílchez and Darnall, 2016), critical success factors 
(Almeida et al., 2014), relationship with innovation (Simon and Yaya, 2012; Bernardo, 2014; 
Hernandez-Vivanco et al., 2016), and stakeholders (Jadudová et al., 2016).

The pattern presented (figure 1), according to the existing literature analyzed in this section, 
seems to be similar for the majority of organizations. However, there is a lack of cross-
country comparative analyses. Only one paper has been detected in the literature, Simon and 
Douglas (2013), in which the IMS is compared between Spain and UK. The results of the six 
case studies (3 per country) show that the main differences are in internal audits, difficulties 
and benefits, being the English organizations the ones performing better. The analysis was 
mainly based on the internal aspects of the implementation and no mention is done for the 
external audits. In addition, in that paper both countries have led the certification rates in 
recent years (ISO, 2015). 

Taking the abovementioned into account, the aim of this paper is to analyze the IMS 
implementation within organizations in two countries with different certification rates. If the 
implementation, considering also the external audits not considered in Simon and Douglas 
(2013) is similar, it could be stated, although with caution, that the certification rate of 
individual MSs is not conditioning the IMS. But if the implementation is different, these rates 
should be considered as a conditioning factor of the integration process. Thus, it would mean 
that the pattern is not the same for the organizations in the countries analyzed. This difference 
could be in the aspects or in the achievement level of these aspects. Additional conditioning 
factors could also be identified from this comparison.

3. Methods

In order to meet the research objective, six organizations located in these two countries,
Greece and Spain, were selected. Case research method is applied, since it allows the 
detection of causes, processes and behavioral consequences (Yin, 2009). The selected method
applies in exploratory research and can “provide a detailed understanding of particular 
situations which can be used inductively to build a better theory focusing on the gaps and 
filling” (Siggelkow, 2007). A qualitative approach has been applied as previous studies have 
mainly based on quantitative methods specifically applying surveys answered by managers or 
quality systems representatives (see e.g., Abad et al., 2014; Karapetrovic et al., 2006).
Sampaio et al. (2011) discussed the extended use of surveys to analyze this topic and the 
importance of performing other types of data collection as using existing data bases. 

The selected cases were examined from a comparative, cross-crountry perspective.
Comparative analysis studies the relationship between cases and the variables employed 
(Keman, 1993). Furthermore, comparative research enables comparing two or more sets of 
findings to obtain new insights or explanations. Regarding the case studies, the interests and 
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goals of comparative analysis often dictate the design of studies with a small number of 
cases, which sometimes are very few to permit the application of any statistical technique 
(Ragin, 2014). According to Mak (2015), “in a cross-country comparative research the main 
objective is to uncover and analyze data similarities and differences by describing the
features of the analysis units, such as countries, governments, and economic sectors, for the 
purpose of potentially enhancing knowledge”, which is the method applied in this paper.

Within this research, the IMS implementation in each organization has been analyzed and 
then the cases of two countries compared. The unit of analysis is the IMS of each 
organization. Particularly, in comparative case analysis a distinction is made between the 
observational and the explanatory unit of analysis (Ragin, 2014). Observational unit refers to 
the unit used in data collection and data analysis whereas explanatory unit refers to the unit 
that is used to account for the pattern of results obtained (Ragin, 2014). Following this line of 
reasoning, within this research framework, the observational unit is the organization’s IMS 
(the relationship is based on organization-level data) and the explanatory unit is state / 
national (analysis at country-level). Research process is based on the steps followed by 
Satolo et al. (2013) as described in figure 2.

Figure 2. Steps for conducting case-based research
Source: adapted from Satolo et al. (2013)
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3.1. Countries selection

Out of the six cases studied (as in Simon and Douglas, 2013), three organizations are active 
in the region of Catalonia (north east of Spain), while the other three are located in the region 
of Central Macedonia in Northern Greece. The two countries were selected based on the 
differences in the number and diffusion level of certifications. Spain has ranked for a long 
time among the top countries in the world with regard to the number of certifications to both 
the ISO 9001 and the ISO 14001 standards (ISO, 2015). In contrast, Greece has far lower 
levels of certification to both standards throughout the same time period (ISO, 2015).

Figures 3 and 4 provide the evolution of ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certifications per Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) in both countries, which is known as “density” or “intensity”
(Corbett and Kirsch, 2001; Marimon et al., 2006). The ratio, see equation (1), considers the 
number of certificates of that country in that year related to the GDP of that country in that 
year:

Intensity =

GDP is used as a proxy for the volume of certifiable domestic organizations (Prakash and 
Potoski, 2007).

It is worthy of remark that while the respective ratios in the two countries kept a constant 
distance over the years (2002-2012), in accordance with the ISO survey data those country 
ratios tend to converge in the last years (ISO, 2015). This should be taken with caution as 
ISO pointed in the survey that the Spanish ISO 9001 certificates decrease is “explained partly 
by 3 important contributors reporting fewer certificates than in 2013” (ISO, 2015), although 
no other explanation is reported.

Thus, although both countries seem to converge in 2013 regarding the ISO 9001, the previous 
years’ data show the difference between the two countries. Spain has led this ratio and is still 
in a better position compared to Greece after 2013.

Number of certificates (country, year)

GDP (country, year)
x 100 (1)
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Figure 3. Evolution of ISO 9001 certifications per GDP
Source: ISO (2015) and Eurostat (2016)

ISO 14001 ratio shows a higher and constant difference (figure 4), again with Spain’s ratio 
leading the comparison. Taking the previous into account, it could be stated that Spain has 
been implementing and certifying both MSSs in a greater intensity than Greece.

Figure 4. Evolution of ISO 14001 certifications per GDP
Source: ISO (2015) and Eurostat (2016)

This difference in certification rates (relative numbers) allows presenting a different situation 
than the previous study comparing the IMS implementation (Simon and Douglas, 2013). 
When this comparison is presented in absolute numbers the difference is greater (see figures 
5 and 6).
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Figure 5. Evolution of ISO 9001 certifications (absolute numbers)
Source: ISO (2015)

Figure 6. Evolution of ISO 14001 certifications (absolute numbers)
Source: ISO (2015)

3.2. Cases selection

All the case companies that participated in the research were certified to at least two MSs,
assuring the existence of multiple MSs and, hence, the possibility of their integration. As 
mentioned, the two MSs considered in this study are the ISO 9001 standard for quality 
management and the ISO 14001 standard for the environmental management. Thus, the 
cross-country comparability of findings is ensured.
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Table 1 summarizes the main case characteristics. For confidentiality reasons, the real 
organizations’ names are not used and the six companies have been coded according to their 
location. Thus, Spanish organizations have been coded as 1S, 2S, and 3S, while the Greek 
organizations have been coded as 1G, 2G, and 3G.

For the Spanish cases, companies were selected from a previous sample of 179 organizations 
that had participated in a research project on the integration of MSs in Spain (see, e.g., 
Karapetrovic et al., 2006; Bernardo et al., 2010). The Spanish companies where chosen from 
different IMS level clusters (Bernardo et al., 2009). Moreover, using the information of the 
former research sample it was ensured that the selected organizations integrated their MSs 
and had experience in the topic under study.

Table 1. Main characteristics of the case organizations
Org. Production activities Organization

type 
Turnover 
(million €)

Number of 
employees

Initial certification year

ISO 9001 ISO 14001
1S Manufactures plasticized

vinyl compounds for
electrical cable extrusion,
molding and other materials.

Public limited 
organization

31 33 2001 2002

2S Develops and manufactures
chemicals for process 
improvement in the 
industries of cellulose and 
paper.

Public limited 
organization

17 38 2000 1999

3S Manufactures lubricants and
hydraulic fluids, e.g., anti-
corrosive, biodegradable 
lubricants, etc.

Public limited 
organization

53 137 1994 1998

1G Manufactures, among others,
food preservatives, chemical 
formulas, etc.

Public limited 
organization 

5 92 1996 2002

2G Manufactures aluminum 
products for construction, lift 
parts, etc.

Public limited 
organization

140 1700 2000 2002

3G Flexible packaging, e.g., 
bags of snacks, beverage 
labels, etc.

Public limited 
organization 

57 269 1995 2001

Source: Own elaboration

Greek case companies could not be selected in the exact same way, due to the lack of prior 
empirical research data that would allow clustering the sample units according to their IMS 
level, similar to the Spanish organizations. Therefore, the Greek cases were chosen from a 
convenience sample of 15 companies that were willing to take part in the research due to the 
established trust between the researchers and the organizations, gained from previous 
collaboration. This trust helped the researchers to have accessibility to the necessary for the 
study documentation and also assured the readiness of the employees to be interviewed. 
Furthermore, the selected Greek organizations meet the same minimum requirements for
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participation that apply to the Spanish case organizations, i.e. the implementation of the ISO 
9001 and the ISO 14001 and the diversity in size and activity.

3.3. Data collection and analysis

Data were collected using a semi-structured questionnaire, widely used in qualitative 
methodologies (Yin, 2009). Closed- and opened- questions facilitated the information 
extraction during the interviews by encouraging the employees to expand on the topics. The 
informants were the employees assigned to manage the MSs, i.e. the quality, environmental 
and production managers. Certain general managers participated also in the research, since 
most particularly in family-owned organizations, they were fully aware of and actively 
involved in MSs integration.

The interview protocol addressed the implementation and maintenance of MSs, including 
questions on the number and scope of the MSSs adopted, the implementation order or 
strategy (MSs implemented and date of implementation), the audits (for internal and external: 
team, time, plan, report, results), the integration level (elements integrated and its degree: no, 
partial, full), the motives and the anticipated benefits that led to the decision to integrate, the 
benefits gained (better organization, internal improvement, efficiency, image) and the 
difficulties encountered (lack of resources, knowledge or top management commitment).

Each interview lasted between 45 to 60 minutes. The field research team was composed by 
two interviewers, who kept notes during the interviews. Interviews were transcribed and field 
notes were cross-checked afterwards. 

The documents, records and archives of the MSs were accessed and thoroughly assessed in 
order for the data to be substantiated and completed. Records of the internal and third-party 
audits, annual management reviews minutes, quality and environmental plans, performance 
sheets, awards, etc., were used to establish the level of integration of the documented MSs, 
the integration level of the audits conducted, the IMS benefits - both qualitative and 
quantitative – and the impediments that slowed down integration or even hampered its 
completion. Furthermore, multiple sources of information, i.e. interviews, documents, 
observations and websites, were used to substantiate the level of top management 
commitment, the human and other resources allocated for the integration and the planning for 
future adoption of sectoral and/or generic management system standards and business 
excellence schemes and their merge into the existing IMS.

A qualitative approach was adopted for the data analysis to examine concepts, such as 
experience in managing MSs and integration, “in terms of their meaning and interpretation in 
specific contexts of inquiry” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). Finally, the collected data was 
processed and compiled in the form of a written case report for each organization that was 
sent to each participant for validation. The validated cases are presented in the results section. 
Data triangulation intended to reduce bias by using multiple sources of evidence, both 
primary and secondary, including interviews, MS archives and records and websites.
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“Convergent lines of inquiry” ensured construct validity (Yin, 2009). The actions taken to 
address validity and reliability are summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2. Validity and reliability assurance measures 
Validity/Reliability Measures
Internal validity Specification of a clear research framework 

Inferences and pattern matching in relation to prior research
Triangulation of analyzed data and discussion among researchers

External validity Cross case analysis extending previously conducted within-case analysis
Explanation of rational for the case selection
Detailed case background information

Reliability Established interview protocol
Comparable questionnaire items

Source: adapted from Schneider et al. (2014)

4. Results and discussion

The cross-case analyses are presented below. This presentation allows the comparison of 
cases and ease establishing themes or patterns (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2009). In this study, the 
results of the case studies are classified into similar and dissimilar patterns. Table 3 provides 
information about each organization integration aspects and facilitates the comparison among 
them. The IMS conditioning factors are discussed at the end. The results obtained should be 
taken with caution as 6 cases, 3 per country, have been analyzed. Although according to Yin 
(2009) they allow generalizing to theoretical propositions (future research topics), they 
should not be generalized to populations. 

4.1. Similar patterns

The aspects that are not presenting significant differences among the participant 
organizations are classified in this subsection. 

4.1.1. Integration strategy

Five out of six organizations implemented the QMS first and then the EMS (see table 3), a 
common sequence in line with previous empirical findings (Douglas and Glen, 2000; 
Salomone, 2008; Bernardo et al., 2012b). The exception was organization 2S where the ISO 
14001 standard was adopted first in order to address the specific environmental needs of the 
organization’s activity, according to the IMS manager. Interestingly, two of the Greek 
companies have integrated more than two management systems. More specifically, 2G
implemented the EMS and the health and safety MS simultaneously, while 3G has adopted
simultaneously the ISO 14001 and the ISO 22000 (food safety) standards.
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4.1.2. Integration methodology

All cases followed the same integration method, i.e. by jointly adopting the common 
elements of the standards and MSs (see table 3). All companies found this methodology 
easier and making more sense than applying any other method or guideline in line with prior 
research (Karapetrovic et al., 2006). Organization 3G used a version of the common elements 
method, as the manager explained:

“The integration was based on the internal procedures or the structure of business, and 
we found the paragraphs of the standards that fit with them, in other words, we have 
adjusted the systems to our internal processes and try to make the standards fit for 
purpose”

It is noted that the manager of company 3G was recruited when the IMS was already in place.

Companies 1S and 1G developed their own information and technology systems to integrate 
the MSs and streamline the management of the IMS. Both companies highlighted the 
importance of using information technologies to facilitate the process:

“We have the integrated documentation in a single program to which all the personnel 
have access and this is enhancing the record control” (1S manager)

“To integrate, we have used a data base, a program developed by the owner of the 
organization, based on ACCESS code. The system uses the ISO protocol, with all the 
components of the systems in the data bases and we are managing them through the 
data base, everything is electronic” (1G manager)

Two out of the three Spanish organizations (1S and 3S) were aware of the national IMS 
standard, even though they chose not to use it. 3S IMS manager justified their decision by 
stating that:

“There was no added value expected by following a guideline not recognized outside 
Spain”,

none of them used it. Moreover, as 1S manager stated: 

“If ISO decides to publish a standard for management systems integration we will not 
certify against it as we do not expect any benefits and costs would be very high”

Related to this integration aspect, the top management commitment was mentioned by 
organization 2G. The lack of top management commitment and the lack of the strategic 
perspective of the MSs is related with the low degree of integration at all aspects examined. 
Moreover, it is the only organization that does not perform any integrated audits, either 
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internal or external, and, thus, lags significantly from all the others. In this context, 2G 
quality manager states that:

“We did not use any software to manage the integrated part. We have offers from 
software companies, but senior management has denied them. We have intranet and 
even though I requested a while ago to input information on the systems’ procedures, 
etc. in order to make it accessible to all employees, I have not the permission to do it 
yet”

In the words of the organization’s general manager: 

“Integrating the two management systems would only ask for more resources and 
without adding any value”

4.1.3. Integration level

The integration of policies, objectives, documentation, resources and processes was evaluated 
as not integrated, partially integrated and fully integrated. For the human resources the 
number of people assigned to the management of the IMS was inquired. Particularly related 
to human resources, in most participating companies, the IMS is managed by a team, except 
for organization 2G where a single person is appointed as quality and environmental 
manager.

Questions on the IMS documentation and access on the actual documents (written manual, 
procedures, forms, records) investigated the degree of integration - formal (described) and 
actual (actual integrated usage of forms and procedures). The IMS managers were also 
interviewed on the integration of processes, such as planning, product realization, resource 
management, non-conformities control, preventive and corrective actions. The gathered data 
was compiled and formed an aggregate MS integration level for each case unit. Four out of 
the six organizations, two Spanish and two Greek, declared having the MSs fully integrated 
whereas in the other two cases, organizations have reached a partial integration level.

In organization 2G, which has partially integrated its MSs, the respondent stated that:

“I am the only responsible for all systems and I need help to integrate them. The culture 
of management systems began when I arrived to the organization, and the management 
does not give me the necessary resources and support”

His intention is to have all the systems integrated, but MSs are not seen of strategic
importance for the organization’s competitiveness by the top management. On the opposite
side, organization 1G’s manager declares:

“I do not understand another way of managing them”
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Regarding the elements of the integrated systems, i.e. objectives, processes and resources (as 
identified in the literature), in the six organizations, the processes are integrated at a higher
level than the resources and the objectives (similar to Bernardo et al., 2009). For example, in 
organization 1S they:

“Have both MSs partially integrated and try to increase the level each time the 
opportunity rises to do it”

4.1.4. Benefits and difficulties of the integration process

It is noteworthy that all respondents were satisfied with the integration of MSs, according to 
their statements during the fieldwork. 

As shown in table 3, more benefits than difficulties were encountered. More specifically, 
Spanish companies highlighted as benefits: the reduction of bureaucracy (less paperwork and 
easier management using information technologies), the exploitation of synergies (common 
aspects are merged making the IMS becoming more efficient), the mitigation of 
redundancies, and the methodical and unified management. This last benefit has also been 
highlighted by organization 1G. For Greek organizations decreasing cost (related with 
efficiency increasing) and improving the organization’s resources and time management are 
the most highlighted benefits. It is noticeable that except for the control of bureaucracy, all 
other benefits have been recognized by two out of the three organizations in each country.

Two Spanish organizations and one Greek have declared encountering no difficulties. 
According to the 2S manager: 

“We do not consider integration difficult, since we are a small organization and this 
gives us a great advantage when it comes to the integration of MSs”

The QMS-EMS manager in organization 3G stated that:

“This integrated system facilitated the adoption of more management systems 
standards, such as the ISO 22000”

Among the major constraints identified by the Greek organizations are the increased 
bureaucracy, the training cost and the lack of resources, while a Spanish organization (1S) 
met difficulties when identifying and writing down the procedures and the forms of the IMS 
documentation. Country-specific drawbacks emerged when the Greek interviewees identified 
the lack of state-funding, the limited number of IMS-competent auditors and the lack of 
customer demand. Organization 1G IMS manager emphasized that:

“It is hard to find IMS aware auditors – qualified to perform integrated audits”
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2G EMS manager argued that: 

“There is lack of motivation by the state authorities to integrate”. He mentioned that “the ISO 
9001 and ISO 14001 standards adoption was subsidized in the past via EU funds. With 
regard to the ISO 14001 standard and the EMAS (environmental management and audit 
scheme) regulation adoption there are specific regulatory and financial incentives. However, 
it seems that Greek government leaves IMS out of its current MS policy, so far”

4.2. Dissimilar patterns

The aspect that is significantly different when comparing the participant organizations in both 
countries is the integration of audits. 

The audits integration level was measured against certain criteria, as specified in the literature 
review section, i.e. how integrated are the team(s), time, plan(s), report(s), and results of the 
audits. 

Spanish companies have fully integrated both the internal and the external audits, i.e. the 
audit team is the same for all systems, the audit is carried out simultaneously for all norms, 
the audit plan and the final audit report are consolidated, and the audit remarks include 
suggestions for opportunities to improve the implementation of each system and integration 
(see table 3). The only difference is found in organization 3S, where the internal audits
merely detect non-conformities. Companies 2S and 3S followed a guideline during the audit, 
i.e., the organization 2S followed the ISO 19011 standard for the internal audit, and 3S shares
the audit guideline adopted by the external auditors. Thus, the same level is achieved both 
within the organizations and between them.  

The integration of audits varies across Greek cases (see table 3). The organization 1G has the
internal audits fully integrated and the external audits only partially integrated:

“The first day the auditors audit the common elements of the systems (the integrated 
system), and the second, each auditor audits one of the systems”

In organization 2G, the audits are not integrated, but there is some evidence of 
integration, since in the internal audits the same team audited simultaneously the 
environmental and health and safety MSs. The integrated audit report included non-
conformities and opportunities to improve the implementation of each system:

“The external audits are performed by three external auditors. All three conduct the ISO 
9001 compliance audit, and then one is performing the ISO 14001 compliance audit 
while another carries out the ISO 22000 compliance audit. This happens because the 
ISO 14001 accredited auditor lacks accreditation to conduct ISO 22000 audits and vice 
versa”
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For the external audits, non-conformities have been reported as well as opportunities to 
improve the implementation of each system including integration.

In organization 3G both audits are partially integrated. The audits elements that are fully 
integrated are the audit team, time and plan. The internal auditors perform compliance audits 
limited to the identification of non-conformities against the standards’ requirements, whilst 
the external auditors add value by suggesting measures to improve the implementation and 
integration of the MSs, as well. Moreover, organization 3G uses a guideline for the internal 
audits. 

Thus, Greek organizations present different levels of audit integration both for internal and 
external audits and also compared to the other Greek organizations. 

4.3. Factors conditioning the IMS implementation

The comparative analysis between Greece and Spain regarding the IMS implementation,
based on the 6 organizations analyzed, highlights that there are more similarities than 
dissimilarities (see table 3). All the integration aspects are similar or a common pattern could 
be easily identified, but this is not the case for the audits. The Spanish organizations have 
fully integrated their audits both internal and external; while the Greek organizations have 
different levels of integration of internal and external audits. These results are similar to 
Simon and Douglas (2013), as the main difference was also found in the internal audits, but 
not for the external audits as they were not analyzed in those countries.

Taking the abovementioned into account, in this subsection the factors that could be 
considered in the future research on IMS are discussed (Eisenhardt, 1989; Einsenhardt and 
Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2009). These factors could condition the integration of MSs within 
organizations in each country as well as its diffusion across countries. This discussion is 
based on the results of the 6 case studies presented but should be taken with caution as this is 
an exploratory research. However, the results obtained of the qualitative study together with 
the existing literature analyzed (see the literature review section), allow the proposal of these 
factors which should be confirmed with future research. Figure 7 shows the relationship 
among them. 

The first factor to be discussed is the certification rates of individual MSs, as the 
comparison presented in this paper has been done considering that both countries, Greece and 
Spain, have different levels of ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certification rates. According to the 
findings, the only dissimilarity found in the cases analyzed is in the integration of audits both 
internal and external. This result, for the internal audits, is similar as in Simon and Douglas 
(2013), in which organizations in Spain and UK were compared. In that paper, the 
organizations analyzed in both countries presented similar certification rates as both countries 
have been leading the certificates of ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 at a worldwide level (ISO, 
2015). But there is no information about the level of integration of their external audits. 
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Thus, it could be stated, based on this paper and Simon and Doulgas (2013)’s findings that 
the certification rate of individual MSs is not conditioning the IMS implementation as 
countries with similar or dissimilar certification rates are found to have different levels of 
internal audits integration. The contribution of the current paper is that the main difference 
found regarding the audits is for the integration of external audits, not analyzed previously in 
the literature comparing organizations in different countries (Simon and Douglas, 2013). But 
this dissimilarity between the integration level of internal and external audits within 
organizations has been identified in the literature (Bernardo et al., 2010, 2011). As the 
Spanish organizations achieved greater levels of integration of their external audits, it could 
be stated that as higher the certification rate is, greater seems to be the integration of the 
external audits. In other words, as the certification rates of individual MSs are higher in 
Spain, it seems that as more MSs certificates have the country, more demand for external 
audits and thus, certification bodies need more trained and skilled auditors to cover this 
demand. So, another important factor is the auditors’ experience and competence.

In the current paper, the Spanish companies integrated fully their internal and external audits 
whereas Greek organizations conducted separate, partially or fully integrated first- and third-
party audits. Particularly, organization 2G differs from the others, since it is the only one that 
does not integrate its MS audits, even though the MSs are partially integrated (similar results 
can be found in Bernardo et al., 2011). The lack of skilled IMS auditors was reported as a key 
drawback by the Greek informants (similar as in Zeng et al., 2007).

In line with the abovementioned, the following proposition is posed:  

P1: The certification rates of individual MSs condition the integration of external audits 
through the external auditors’ experience and competence

As only two studies focus on the certification bodies’ role on the integration of external audit 
have been published (Kafel and Sikora, 2010; Wilkinson and Dale, 1998), more research is 
needed in this area (as also proposed in Heras-Saizarbitoria and Boiral, 2013). 

Another factor related to the integration is the state or government support. Greek 
companies identified the lack of state-funding as an impediment to integrate. This 
“expectation of state support” expressed by the Greek organizations in this study is 
highlighted in prior research, as well. More specifically, Lagodimos et al. (2007) stress that 
“in order to increase national awareness on quality and environmental issues, the 
implementation of standardized ISO management systems has traditionally been heavily 
subsidized by the Greek state, mainly through EU funds”. In addition, it was emphasized by 
Greek informants that state authorities have fostered the adoption of individual MSSs in the 
past within legislation. However, IMS remains out of the government’s strategic agenda. On 
the other side, Spanish organizations did not comment on this factor, thus the need for 
external support could be related to the available resources of the organizations as well as 
other factors such as the certification rates of individual MSs, because is the non-leading 
country commenting on this lack of support; existence of an IMS guideline, etc. More 
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research is needed in order to define the state’s role in the integration process. Thus, the 
following proposition is presented bearing in mind that IMS evolution seems to follow a 
similar patter as individual MSs (see Delmas and Montiel, 2008, for government support):

P2: The state support could foster the integration of MSs as it did with individual MSs
adoption

There is another factor, more internally-driven, to be analyzed in the future and is how the 
internalization of MSs could condition the integration of MSs. The internalization of MSs is 
the process by which internal operations are accepted as usual and become a factor difficult 
to imitate (Prajogo, 2011). Based on the results of this study, it seems clear that the 
experience in managing the MSs cannot be defined either by the number of certificates (more 
certificates does not mean better management) neither by the amount of time the 
organizations of the country have been certified (a long period of time with the certification 
cannot guarantee better management), because the important aspect is how deep the 
organization has implemented the MSs making them to become a routine (Arifin et al., 2009; 
Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2011; Tarí et al., 2013). In other words, which is the degree of 
internalization of these MSs. Considering this, the following proposition could be presented: 

P3: Greater levels of MSs internalization will lead to a greater experience in managing 
MSs and this, to a higher level of MSs integration 

Related to this is the top management commitment, which has been highlighted by
participant organizations as a common denominator for IMS advanced integration level. It is 
worth underlining that the organization 2G, the one with negative top management 
commitment, reaches the lowest integration level of both the MSs and the audits. Moreover, 
lack of technical resources (e.g., IMS-dedicated information and technology systems) is also 
emphasized by Greek companies and related with lack of top management commitment. 
Marketing incentives to integrate are missing, that might yield a “signaling” effect such as 
when individual MSs are implemented (Terlaak and King, 2006). Hence, according to these 
organizations, no direct financial benefits are anticipated by IMS implementation (in contrast 
of Ferrón-Vílchez and Darnall, 2016). Furthermore, it is found that the IMS added-value 
potential is not spread in Greek organizations. These are mostly the reasons why Greek 
senior managers show no interest in allocating resources to the IMS. These findings are in 
line with prior research (Almeida et al., 2014; Gianni and Gotzamani, 2015) stressing that top 
management commitment is strongly “attached” with the strategic orientation of an IMS and 
its performance, in turn. Thus, the following proposition could be posed: 

P4: Top management commitment conditions the integration of MSs, i.e., greater levels of 
top management commitment lead to a higher MSs integration level and on the contrary, 
lower levels of top management commitment lead to a lower level or no MSs integration

Finally, a better integration of MSs could increase the number of new MSs implemented and 
integrated (Rocha et al., 2007). According to the findings obtained in this paper and previous 
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literature (see e.g., Alonso-Almeida et al., 2013), the sectoral MSs are increasing as 
organizations find them to fit better with their activities. 

Figure 7. Factors conditioning the IMS implementation (proposal of a research agenda for 
future research)

Source: Own elaboration

5. Conclusions

The aim of this paper is to analyze and compare the implementation of IMS among 
organizations located in two countries, Greece and Spain, which have different ISO 9001 and 
ISO 14001 certification rates. With the results obtained of the 6 case studies, 3 per country, 
the following conclusions could be presented considering the exploratory nature of this 
research.

First, the integration of MSs is a similar process in the organizations analyzed in both 
countries. Although the similarity is not total, small differences have been detected. For 
example, the majority of companies follows the same strategy, i.e., implementing first the 
ISO 9001 and then the ISO 14001; achieves the highest level for the IMS; highlights similar 
difficulties and benefits of the process, and all of them use the analysis of the common 
elements as a methodology to integrate. The only integration aspect that is different is the 
audits both internal and external. Spanish organizations have internal and external audits 
fully integrated while the Greek organizations have different levels of audits integration. The 
external audits are integrated at a lower level than the internal, if they are integrated. Thus, 
for the organizations analyzed, it is shown that those internal aspects controlled by the 
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organization are integrated at a higher level than those external or not controlled, as the 
external audits.

Second, based on the 6 cases results and the existing literature analyzed in this paper (see 
section 2), different future research lines aiming to reduce the differences between the 
organizations of the analyzed countries have been proposed, mainly focus on the external 
audits. The certification rates of individual MSs has not been found as a conditioning factor 
for the implementation of IMS in the participant organizations but it could be conditioning 
the external audits (this is the first contribution of this study), jointly with the external 
auditors’ competences and knowledge. The state support has also been discussed as an 
enabler for the integration process, mainly by Greek organizations, and also related to the 
certification rates and other factors such as the existence of an integration guideline. 

At another level, both the internalization of MSs and the top management commitment play 
an important role in the integration process. Both are positively related with the IMS because 
as more internalized are the MSs and top management is committed (as in the majority of the 
cases presented), a higher level of integration could be reached. In turn, internalization and 
top management commitment are also closely related. These aspects are also important for
the maintenance of the IMS. As the implementation process has been analyzed and 
conditioning factors identified, the next step would be focusing on analyzing the IMS 
sustainability. It would be guaranteed by the continuous improvement process but analyzing 
the impact on stakeholders and on organizations’ performance would help in measuring the 
benefits of the IMS and its maintenance. This would mean analyzing the impact of the IMS 
in terms of economic, social and environmental issues. According to the existing literature
(see e.g., Bernardo et al., 2015; Matias and Coelho, 2011; Rebelo et al., 2016), the IMS 
benefits are greater than the sum of the benefits obtained by the individual MSSs, the 
organization is more efficient, leaner and the value added is improved, but this has been
mainly analyzed for the ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 MSSs. Thus, the quality and environmental 
aspects take profit of the integration, i.e., the IMS provides quality and environmental 
benefits for the organizations which implement it. The benefits for the other issues, social and 
economic, as well as their interrelationships need to be more analyzed, as well as the 
extension of the IMS through the value chain. Finally, following the same line, if the 
implementation and integration are well-done, it would be easier to implement and integrate 
new MSs in the future which will contribute to the IMS sustainability.

According to the abovementioned, it could be concluded, based on the results obtained, that 
the internal aspects of the integration process in the analyzed organizations in the two 
different countries are similar, maybe because of the knowledge and experience gained when 
managing the MSs individually. However, the external aspects of the integration process are 
different depending on the organizations analyzed in the countries and this difference could 
be explained by the different certification rates of individual MSs as well as for the external 
auditors’ competences and skills. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is one of the 
first studies analyzing and identifying internal and external conditioning factors of the 
integration process based on a comparative study (which should be confirmed in future 
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research), in this case, among organizations in Greece and Spain, two countries with different 
certification rates of individual MSSs (this is the second contribution of this research).

The implications that could be drawn of this qualitative and exploratory research are for the 
academia, organizations and certification bodies. For the former, different research lines
(conditioning factors) have been proposed to know better and more in-depth the integration 
of MSs process. For organizations, because they could realize how important a good 
implementation of MSs is, as internalization could lead to higher levels of integration. In 
addition, choosing the appropriate certification body to pass the external audits could be also 
learnt. For them, the certification bodies, having well-trained and skilled auditors to perform 
external integrated audits will be very important to survive in the market, not only the 
national but also the international, in which it could also be a business opportunity. 

The main limitation is the sample size. Three cases per country, although for a qualitative and
exploratory research as the present one allows comparison and theoretical propositions 
generalization, the results cannot be extrapolated for all the countries (depending on the 
certification rate of individual MSs) and all the conclusions extracted should be taken with 
caution. No generalization to populations or universes could be done. More research adding 
more countries with different certification rates (maximum diversity of the sample) in the 
analysis is needed to minimize this limitation. 

Finally, future works would focus mainly on analyzing the identified factors conditioning the 
IMS implementation. 
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