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Abstract

Purpose — There is a strong consensus among scholars that the international competitiveness of companies
strongly depends on the support of institutions, which reduces uncertainty in transactions by giving form to
economic interactions, while less attention was paid to the role of international standards within this context.
This study intends to propose its contribution by deepening the role of process certifications in the
competitiveness and internationalization strategies of companies, with specific reference to the wood-furniture
sector.

Design/methodology/approach — Data were collected using a questionnaire survey distributed via
computer-assisted web interviewing (CAWI) methodology and sent to a sample of 2,845 Italian companies
which operate in the wood-furniture industry, using simple random sampling. Thanks to the survey
administration, 228 companies participated to the survey.

Findings — The study shows that it is companies operating in international markets that define this tool as
relevant; this underlines how certification is seen as a kind of business card for entering international markets.
In this context, the role of business leadership emerges as fundamental in the practical definition of the
objectives to be set by adopting a quality management systems and in the subsequent commitment to
obtain them.

Originality/value — Up to now, the literature has taken these elements into analysis mainly considering the
consumers’ perspective. In sectors with a higher content of innovation, technology and design, such as the
wood-furniture sector, the literature appears to be poor in terms of contributions.

Keywords Quality management systems, International standards, Internationalization strategies,
Wood-furniture sector
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
In recent years, European economies have been experiencing a climate of persistent
uncertainty, fueled by the succession of events such as Brexit, trade war between the United
States, China and the European Union, Covid-19 pandemic, war in Ukraine, which is affecting
forecasts and business expectations.
In this context, the progressive globalization of trade, the complexity of traded goods and
services and the emergence of production processes organized along global value chains are
requiring a growing capacity for coordination and cooperation even between independent
companies (Ice, 2019). This has stimulated the adoption of internationally shared technical I‘
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and organizational standards, both to ensure compatibility between products and processes
in the production chains of companies and global buyers, and to ensure the characteristics of
goods and services expected by the market (Silva ef al., 2016; Lopez-Rodriguez et al., 2018;
Nisie and Soriani, 2020).

The actual ability of the standards to instill confidence in the markets is guaranteed by the
conformity assessments (certifications, inspections, laboratory tests and calibration of
measuring instruments) issued by subjects whose impartiality, independence and technical
competence must be indisputable and recognized, through the accreditation of certification
bodies and laboratories by a National Accreditation Body appointed by each European
member state (in Italy, this Body, born in 2009 from the merger of the National Laboratory
Accreditation System or SINAL, and the National Accreditation System of the Certification
Bodies or SINCERT, is Accredia), which guarantees these characteristics, making the
certifications and laboratory tests credible signals at the national and international levels
(www.accredia.it).

As regards business processes, the certification of quality management system (QMS),
which affects multiple aspects of business activities, from the quality of processes (ISO 9001),
the environmental impact (ISO 14001 and EMAS 1III), health and worker safety (ISO 45001) to
corporate social responsibility (SA 8000), represents a tool for monitoring the correctness of
all phases of the value chain in which the company is inserted (Murmura ef al., 2017, 2018;
Santos et al., 2018; Bravi ef al., 2019, 2020).

In general, all management systems describe the procedures that a company must follow
to ensure a constant quality of its processes in the various areas of application. In this way,
the ability, or the technical competence, to produce goods and services corresponding to the
expected characteristics is certified (Murmura and Bravi 2018).

The most up-to-date data on system certifications and international competitiveness of
companies, according to the Istat Report on the Competitiveness of Production Sectors of
2020 (Nisi and Soriani, 2020), show that in 2019, the exporting companies with an accredited
certification for management systems were 19,677, equal to 16.0% of the total. These
corresponded to a total export value of 238.9 billion euros (equal to 54.1% of the total) and just
about 2 million employees (equal to 49.6%). Although, in absolute terms, certified exporting
small and medium-sized enterprises are the majority, recourse to certification is more
frequent in large enterprises and involves 57.2% of exporters with at least 500 employees,
and in particular those that export to a greater extent (certified companies with at least 500
employees account for over 70% of exports for the size class).

Certification is seen as a tool that indicates the reliability of the company’s management
system, reducing its transaction costs and acting as a surrogate institution, putting
companies on an equal footing in terms of managerial practices, commercial language and
resolution procedures of conflicts, thus reducing the institutional distance between them
(Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen, 2016).

Up to now the literature has taken these elements into analysis mainly considering the
consumers’ perspective (Bursi ef al., 2012; Wang et al., 2018, 2020; Wu et al., 2021), but
numerous studies have also been conducted with reference both to relationships between
companies (Cedrola and Battaglia, 2012; Matarazzo et al., 2018) and to specific sectors (Bertoli,
2013; Aiello et al., 2015). Particularly rich is the literature concerning food products. In these
cases, the extent to which the consumer’s choice is influenced by the certifications attesting to
the compliance with certain quality standards, by the labels and by the country-of-origin
effect, depends on the environmental attention of the consumer, on his trust in the countries
as producers and on ethnocentrism (Xie et al, 2016; Hinkes and Schulze-Ehlers, 2018;
Thegersen et al., 2019; Savelli et al., 2020).

In sectors with a higher content of innovation, technology and design, such as the wood-
furniture sector, the literature appears to be poor in contributions about this topic. Within
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the furniture sector, companies are required to be able to respond effectively to the growing
demand for new solutions — also in relation to the changes that are taking place following
the Covid-19 pandemic — which integrate design, sustainability and technology to adapt
domestic spaces to the new needs for multifunctionality (from smart working to distance
learning) and to enhance outdoor spaces as well. Companies already do this, showing a
mature approach to sustainability and design, obviously made of materials (certified,
recycled, recyclable), but also of increasingly efficient and sustainable production
processes (Green Italy, 2020).

In general, there is a strong consensus among scholars that the international
competitiveness of companies strongly depends on the support of institutions (Peng and
Meyer, 2011), which define the “rules of the game” and reduce uncertainty in transactions
(North, 1991). Less attention was paid to the role of international standards within this
context. As the development of international standards has become increasingly important in
the last decades of globalization and the adoption of these standards by companies has
steadily increased (ISO, 2014; Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen, 2016), it is important to investigate
these relationships.

Based on these reflections, the study intends to propose its contribution to fill the gap
highlighted by deepening the role of process certifications in the competitiveness of
companies and their internationalization strategies, with specific reference to the wood-
furniture sector, as a sector that reflects not only the traditional elements of the “made in”,
that is aesthetics, design, beauty, but also those more linked to technologies and
materials.

Therefore, the research questions that the paper investigates are the following:

RQI. Which are the main motivations of Italian companies in the wood-furniture sector
for implementing a QMS, and which are the main benefits and barriers deriving
from its adoption?

RQ2 To what extent are Italian companies in the wood-furniture sector using QMS to
develop their international market development strategies?

RQ3. What elements deriving from the adoption of a QMS are relevant for contributing to
businesses’ internationalization strategies of Italian companies in the wood-
furniture sector?

The paper is structured as follows: section 2 describes the theoretical background concerning
the role of certification in the internationalization strategies of companies; section 3 describes
the methodology used for the research; section 4 presents the results, while section 5
discusses them, presents theoretical and practical implications and draws the conclusions,
underling the main limitations of the study.

2. Theoretical background

The speed with which today’s markets change has made it impossible for companies to ignore
the concept of quality. Globalization, technological progress and increasing environmental
and social concerns have resulted in strong pressures for organizations (Abdi et al., 2008;
Mokhtar et al., 2013; Pacheco et al., 2022), affecting their growth and survival in the market.
As stated by Endo (2020, p. 2), “business is characterized by relentless change. Staying ahead
of the competition, keeping up with technology and meeting customers’ needs requires the
agility and ability to evolve in real time. In order to face up to a rapidly evolving world, you
need to have a system in place to adapt with the changes.” In this perspective, the QMS
becomes a key element in adapting to the complexity and changes in the market, configuring
itself as an important source of competitive advantage and a fundamental strategic planning
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tool for companies (Mokhtar et al., 2013; Conde et al., 2013; Giacomarra et al., 2016). According
to Lopez-Rodriguez et al. (2018), QMSs are primarily responsible for the effectiveness and
efficiency of business processes and activities to ensure the quality of products or services, as
well as the satisfaction of customer requirements. Indeed, it is widely accepted in the
literature that the adoption of a QMS can contribute to a reduction in costs and an increase in
productivity through a clear identification of processes, activities, responsibilities and control
within the organization.

To date, the possess of a certified QMS has taken on crucial importance to ensure the
competitiveness of companies in both national and international markets. Through its
important functions of quality signaling, definition of a common procedural language and
conflict resolution, certification enables organizations to reduce transaction costs, overcome
the liability of foreignness and shorten possible spatial, linguistic and cultural barriers (Liu
and Xie, 2020; Pacheco et al., 2022), as well as to demonstrate the reliability of the processes
performed and the products or services offered. In this sense, the certification of international
standards should be seen as a decentralized institution that allows companies to
communicate qualitative performance that is not directly observable (Terlaak and King,
2006; Potoski and Prakash, 2009; Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen, 2016), overcoming the
information asymmetries typical of business relationships.

Certification, indeed, conveys consistent and reliable information to buyers, end-
consumers or other companies about the characteristics and quality of the production
process, facilitating the conclusion of transactions or the establishment of buyer-seller
relationships between companies (Terlaak and King, 2006). This becomes particularly
important in international scenarios, which present even more complex information problems
than national ones (Leonidou and Theodosiou, 2004). Although these standards are
voluntarily implemented by organizations, their ability to instill confidence in the markets is
guaranteed by the regular audits carried out by an accredited certification body, which
provides a certificate of conformity if the requirements have been met. By obtaining
international certification standards, companies become able to show their commitment to
quality and strengthen their reputation (Wu and Jang, 2014), positively influencing different
stakeholders and laying the foundation for gaining a solid and long-term competitive
advantage.

It is therefore evident that the QMS, if understood, accepted and implemented correctly,
offers important benefits for organizations (Bravi et al., 2019; Santos et al., 2019). These
benefits appear to be closely linked to the reasons why the organization adheres to the
certification standards. When companies are certified on the basis of internal motivations
such as improvements in organizational processes, implementation of operations and
human resource management, the resulting benefits are both internal and external
(Chatzoglou et al., 2015; Willar et al., 2015; del Castillo-Peces et al., 2018). Conversely, when
companies are certified on the basis of external motivations such as market access,
pressure from competitors, financial improvements and customer satisfaction, the positive
effects achieved are predominantly external (Tari et al., 2013). Several studies have also
highlighted the difficulties that can act as inhibitors to the implementation and
certification of a QMS. Among these barriers, the main ones are changes in corporate
culture, lack of financial and human resources, lack of specific skills and knowledge,
commitment and support from top management and resistance to change (Mosadeghrad,
2014; Talib and Rahman, 2015; Zgodavova et al., 2017). Other important obstacles are high
implementation and maintenance costs, bureaucratic management of the standard, lack of
training, communication and coordination (Martinez-Costa and Martinez-Lorente, 2007;
Rebelo et al., 2015; Talib and Rahman, 2015). Some scholars have also identified a further
barrier, namely the perception of certification, as a necessary requirement to cope with
stakeholder pressures and market demands rather than something voluntarily adopted to



improve corporate operational and management performance (Zeng et al., 2007; Pacheco
et al, 2022). Table 1 summarizes the findings in literature considering the main
motivations, benefits and barriers of QMS standards adoption by companies.

Within this framework, a positive relationship between the adoption of a certified QMS and
the internationalization processes of companies could be easily expected. Entering international
markets is a high-risk decision involving sunk costs, revenue volatility determined by exchange
rate movements, limited information, language and cultural barriers (Helpman et al., 2008;
Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen, 2016). International certification standards allow organizations to
address this uncertainty by providing identifiable and globally recognized references on
product quality, reliability and proper business management (Cao and Prakash, 2011).
Nevertheless, studies investigating the link between certification and internationalization are
recent and limited, focusing primarily on the effects on trade stemming from the adoption of a
certified QMS (Li et al., 2017; Ikram ef al., 2020; Du and Li, 2020).

In this sense, the present study intends to offer a different perspective to the existing
literature, focusing on the role of certification as a promoter of the internationalization
process of companies, through a detailed analysis of certification elements on which
management should focus so that this tool could be effectively used to facilitate the
internationalization path of companies.

In sectors with a higher content of innovation, technology and design, such as the wood-
furniture sector, the literature appears to be lacking in contributions. As a result of the
growing demand for new solutions also in relation to the changes taking place following the
Covid-19 pandemic, certifications have become even more fundamental for effectively
meeting these needs among furniture companies. Furthermore, given the significant
propulsion of these companies toward internationalization (Pegan and De Luca, 2014) as well
as innovation, it could be extremely interesting to investigate the link between certified QMSs
and internationalization in this sector.

3. Methodology

3.1 Data collection

Data were collected using a questionnaire survey distributed via computer-assisted web
interviewing (CAWI) methodology and sent to a sample of 2,845 Italian companies
which operate in the wood-furniture industry, using simple random sampling. The data
set of companies has been retrieved from the Customer Relationship Management
software of Cosmob Laboratory, an Italian accredited laboratory for the wood-furniture
sector.

The survey began on 8 November 2021, and answers were accepted until 7 December
2021. The administration of the survey took place by e-mail using a two-step
administration — that is, after the first submission, it has been sent again, asking those
companies who did not answer to it yet, the possibility to participate. It has been asked that
the questionnaire would be answered by the quality manager or the export manager of the
company, or by someone who is more knowledgeable with respect to quality standard and
internationalization strategies of the company. Thanks to the double administration, 228
companies participated to the survey.

The questionnaire has been structured in 3 sections. Section one depicts the profile of
respondent companies. Section two defines the business level of internationalization in
terms of foreign markets of the interviewed companies, the weight of exports in their
income and the possession of business certifications. Section three analyzes the main
motivations that led companies to the certification process, the main benefits and barriers
to certification and companies’ perception of the usefulness of standards in their
internationalization strategies.
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Table 1.
Reference literature on
main motivations,

References

Motivations

Improvement of the corporate image
Achievement of internal organizational
improvements

Improvement of environmental protection
Compliance with legislation

Maintaining market competitiveness

Company policy transparency

Access to international markets
Improvement of relations with customers and
suppliers

Guarantee of compliance with high standards
by suppliers

Use of certification as a marketing tool

Market pressures

Positive aspects detected by companies already
certified

Improvement of relations with government
authorities

Creation of new partnerships

Financial benefits

Benefits

Improvement of corporate image and reputation
Greater awareness of business possibilities (in
terms of continual improvement)

Increase in the efficiency of business processes

Greater customer satisfaction

Greater compliance with legal requirements
Product defects reduction

Risk prevention

Complaint reduction

Improvement of corporate and employee
awareness of environmental issues
Company’s performance improvement
Creation of new objectives for the reduction of
energy, waste and better efficiency
Improvement of internal communication

Greater recognition of the company in European
and international markets
Opening to European and international markets

Identification of pollution prevention
opportunities

Improvement of the competitive advantage
More growth opportunities

benefits and barriers of Increase in sales

QMS standards
implementation

Wu and Jang (2014)
Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018)

Bravi ef al. (2020)

Tari et al. (2013)

Terlaak and King (2006), Liu and Xie (2020), Pacheco et al.
(2022)

Chatzoglou ef al. (2015), Willar et al. (2015), del Castillo-
Peces et al. (2018)

Liu and Xie (2020), Pacheco et al. (2022)

Terlaak and King (2006), Potoski and Prakash (2009),
Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen (2016), Liu and Xie (2020),
Pacheco et al. (2022)

Terlaak and King (2006)

Terlaak and King (2006), Wu and Jang (2014)
Liu and Xie (2020), Pacheco et al. (2022)
Tari et al. (2013)

Tari et al. (2013)

Terlaak and King (2006)
Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018)

Wu and Jang (2014), Bravi et al. (2019), Santos ef al. (2019)
Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018)

Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018), Bravi et al. (2019), Santos et al.
(2019)

Terlaak and King (2006), Wu and Jang (2014), Bravi ef al.
(2019), Santos et al. (2019)

Bravi ef al. (2020)

Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018)

Bravi ef al. (2020)

Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018)

Bravi et al. (2020)

Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018)
Bravi ef al. (2020)

Chatzoglou et al. (2015), Willar ef al. (2015), del Castillo-
Peces et al. (2018)

Leonidou and Theodosiou (2004), Liu and Xie (2020),
Pacheco et al. (2022)

Leonidou and Theodosiou (2004), Liu and Xie (2020),
Pacheco et al. (2022)

Bravi et al. (2020)

Liu and Xie (2020), Pacheco et al. (2022)
Liu and Xie (2020), Pacheco et al. (2022)
Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018)

(continued)




References

Trade barriers reduction

Greater dynamism and innovative capacity
Increased staff motivation

Increase in market share
Improved cooperation with the authorities
Financial advantages

Barriers
Increase in bureaucratization

Increase in complexity of corporate procedures
Increase in business costs
Employee resistance to change

Implementing the standard does not translate
into better performance

Difficulty of practical implementation of the
standard

Excessive use of resources to keep standards
active

Less control of company procedures

Poor acceptance by international market

Source(s): Author’s own work
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(2022)

Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018)

Chatzoglou et al. (2015), Willar ef al. (2015), del Castillo-
Peces et al. (2018), Bravi et al. (2019), Santos et al. (2019)
Liu and Xie (2020), Pacheco et al. (2022)

Tari et al. (2013), Bravi et al. (2020)

Lépez-Rodriguez et al. (2018)

Martinez-Costa and Martinez-Lorente (2007), Rebelo ef al.
(2015), Talib and Rahman (2015)

Martinez-Costa and Martinez-Lorente (2007), Rebelo ef al.
(2015), Talib and Rahman (2015)

Martinez-Costa and Martinez-Lorente (2007), Rebelo ef al.
(2015), Talib and Rahman (2015)

Mosadeghrad (2014), Talib and Rahman (2015), Zgodavova
et al. (2017)

Zeng et al. (2007), Pacheco et al. (2022)

Mosadeghrad (2014), Talib and Rahman (2015), Zgodavova
et al. (2017)

Martinez-Costa and Martinez-Lorente (2007), Rebelo ef al.
(2015), Talib and Rahman (2015)

Zgodavova et al. (2017)

Zgodavova et al. (2017)

Table 1.

Questionnaire items were developed after a careful literature review analysis, summarized in
Table 1 together with their reference literature.

In order to validate the questionnaire structure, it has been pretested on a pilot sample,
conducted to learn of any discrepancies within the questions, which included determining whether
the format of the questionnaire and questions were suitable. The pilot test has also been relevant
to establish the time duration for completing the questionnaire. The pilot questionnaire was
delivered via weblink to Cosmob Laboratory, which was the company partner to this study, and
other 4 wood-furniture companies directly contacted by the laboratory. A total of 5 selected
participants were obtained; most of them reported that the questionnaire was easily
understandable and required 7-8 min for completing it. Only minor changes to the final design
of the instrument were undertaken based upon the received feedback. Subsequently, the final
version of the questionnaire was sent to the whole sample of Italian wood-furniture companies.

3.2 Data analysis

The aim of the research was to develop an exploratory analysis (Malhotra and Grover, 1998) in
order to evaluate the role of QMS implementation in the internationalization process of companies.

A descriptive analysis was developed to describe the profile of the wood-furniture
companies that participated to the survey and the main motivations, benefits and barriers to
QMS implementation. The questionnaire items related to motivation benefits and barriers to
QMS implementation have been evaluated using a five-point Likert scale and were drawn
from previous literature considering specific studies on the role of ISO 9001, ISO 14001 and
SA800 in business performance (Murmura and Bravi, 2017; Murmura et al., 2017, 2018;
Santos et al., 2018; Bravi et al., 2020; Bravi and Murmura, 2022).
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To test the reliability of the items, Cronbach’s alpha values were computed, taking into
account only values greater than 0.60 as suggested by Nunnally and Bernstein (1994).

Subsequently, a correspondence analysis was performed between companies’ main
reference markets and their perception of the relevance of QMS implementation in
businesses’ internationalization.

Correspondence analysis is a mapping tool, which can be used to provide visual
relationships and differences in data. The primary objective of correspondence analysis is to
portray data geometrically as a set of row and column points in a low-dimensional space. Data
are then transformed into metric form, dimensionally reduced, and a perceptual map is
produced in a similar fashion to multidimensional scaling, where the categories are
represented in multidimensional space (Yvi, 2001).

Finally, a binary regression (Hoetker, 2007) was used to assess which elements
(motivations, benefits and barriers) in the implementation of a QMS have been perceived by
companies to significantly influence their internationalization process.

The binary regression equation used is the following.

Pr(INT = yes)
= logit (0 + p1 Motivationl + .... 4 15Motivation 15 + 16 Benefitl +....
+ 39 Benefit24 + 40 Barrierl +.... + p48Barrier9 + ¢)
)
Where:

(1) INT (internationalization) is 1 if it was crucial for the company to obtain a certification
in order to have access to the market(s) in which the company exports/sells its
products.

(2) Bl motivationl—p15 motivation15 are the motivation for implementing QMS defined
in Table 4 and evaluated with a five-point Likert scale.

(3) P16 benefit]l—p39 benefit24 are the benefits derived from implementing QMS defined
in Table 5 and evaluated with a five-point Likert scale.

(4) p40barrierl—p48 barrier9 are the barriers derived from implementing QMS defined in
Table 6 and evaluated with a five-point Likert scale.

In data processing, SPSS 23.0 program, Statistical Package for Social Science, is used.

3.3 Non-response bias

In order to detect if there was a non-response bias derived from the survey administration, it
has been verified that there were not significant differences among early and late respondents
(Armstrong and Overton, 1977). For this reason, a set of tests were developed that compared
answers during the first and the second administration of the questionnaire. All #test
comparisons showed insignificant differences (p < 0.1 level).

4. Results

4.1 Profile of respondent companies

Depicting the profile of respondent companies (Table 2), the majority of companies
participating in the survey are of small (38.6%) and medium (37.7%) size, with a turnover
between 2 and 50 million euros. The vast majority of companies operate in international
markets (84.2%), and, on average, they have half of their turnover deriving from exports;



n %
Dimension
Micro (<10 employee) 15 .
Small (1049 employee) 88 386
Medium (50-249 employee) 86 37.7
Large (>250 employee) 39 171
Income
Less than 2 million euros 14 6.1
2-10 million euros 83 36.4
11-50 million euros 85 37.7
More than 50 million euros 46 20.2
Reference markets
Italy 6 2.6
Italy and Europe 30 132
International markets 192 84.2
Years of certification
Mean 1541
SD. 7467
Price range
Low 0 0.0
Lower-middle 7 31
Medium 55 24.1
Upper-middle 138 60.5
High 28 12.3
Type of certification
1SO 9001 202 88.6
ISO 14001 96 42.1
1SO 45001 51 224
SA8000 10 44
EMAS 7 31
Other (FSC .. ) 46 20.2
% of income derived from export
Mean 4745
SD. 28932

Source(s): Author’s own work

Role of
certifications in
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Table 2.
Profile of respondent
companies

most of them declare that they sell medium to high-end products. As for the main standards
they are certified with, the vast majority has QMS and is ISO 9001 certified (88.6%), followed
by those who have an environmental management system (ISO 14001, 42.1%) and a health
and safety management system (ISO 45001, 22.4%). On average, the companies in the sample
have been certified in mean for at least 15 years; these data indicate a good maturity in terms
of the quality culture of the companies in the sector.

Considering the areas of specialization in the wood-furniture industry of companies, they
mostly produce office furniture (16.2%), kitchen and domestic furniture (11.8% and 11.4%),
accessories (11.0%) and semifinished products (10.1%) (see Table 3).

4.2 Motivation, benefits and barriers of QMS implementation
Subsequently the main motivations for implementing a QMS have been investigated
(Table 4). External and internal motivations are both present; among the external most cited,
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n %
Accessorize 25 11.0
Furnishing for bars and shops 7 31
Classic furnishing 2 09
Outdoor furnishing 6 2.6
Bathroom furnishing 1 04
Bedroom furnishing 5 2.2
Collectivity 14 6.1
Kitchen furnishing 27 11.8
Domestic multiproducts 26 114
Upholstered furnishing 7 3.1
Mattresses 3 13
Panels 17 75
School furnishing 5 2.2
Semifinished products 23 10.1
Living room furnishing 4 18
Office furnishing 37 16.2
Table 3.
Wood-furniture sectors Other 19 8.3
of respondent Total 228 100.0
companies Source(s): Author’s own work
Total sample (n. 228; 100%)
Motivations Mean SD
Improvement of the corporate image 4.10 0.957
Achievement of internal organizational improvements 3.86 1115
Improvement of environmental protection 371 1.178
Compliance with legislation 3.69 1.196
Maintaining market competitiveness 3.65 1.145
Company policy transparency 357 1.164
Access to international markets 349 1.289
Improvement of relations with customers and suppliers 348 1.076
Guarantee of compliance with high standards by suppliers 3.46 1.063
Use of certification as a marketing tool 343 1.122
Market pressures 3.33 1.274
Positive aspects detected by companies already certified 3.01 1.187
Improvement of relations with government authorities 2.84 1.299
Creation of new partnerships 271 1.163
ﬁiﬁ},‘;g&n for Financial benefits 246 1.170
developing a quality Cronbach’s alpha 0.903

management system

Source(s): Author’s own work

there is the fact that the certification enables the improvement of corporate image (4.10), the
improvement of environmental protection (3.71) and maintains market competitiveness
(3.65), giving easier access to international markets (3.49). The internal motivations include
the achievement of organizational improvements (3.86), the opportunity to be in compliance

with legislation (3.69) and the possibility to have a policy of transparency (3.57).

Often the expectations that lead to the implementation of a QMS are met (Table 5). In fact,
among the main benefits deriving from its implementation are an enhanced corporate image
and reputation (3.92), greater awareness of business possibilities for internal improvements
connected to continual improvement (3.78), increased business processes efficiency (3.66),



Total sample (n.
228;100%)
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Benefits Mean SD  competitiveness
Improvement of corporate image and reputation 392 0.877
Greater awareness of business possibilities (in terms of continual improvement) 3.78 1.061
Increase in the efficiency of business processes 3.66 1.060
Greater customer satisfaction 3.50 0.982
Greater compliance with legal requirements 344 1.180
Product defects reduction 3.39 1.099
Risk prevention 3.39 1.154
Complaint reduction 3.34 1.113
Improvement of corporate and employee awareness of environmental issues 3.29 1.119
Company’s performance improvement 3.28 1.050
Creation of new objectives for the reduction of energy, waste and better efficiency 3.28 1.169
Improvement of internal communication 3.27 1.081
Greater recognition of the company in European and international markets 327 1.240
Opening to European and international markets 3.21 1.212
Identification of pollution prevention opportunities 321 1172
Improvement of the competitive advantage 3.19 1.076
More growth opportunities 3.09 1.155
Increase in sales 3.02 1.030
Trade barriers reduction 3.02 1.146
Greater dynamism and innovative capacity 294 1.113
Increased staff motivation 2.89 1.044
Increase in market share 2.80 1.104 Table 5
Improved cooperation with the authorities 262 1209 p enefits deriving fron1
Financial advantages 237 1089 {he implementation of a
Cronbach’s alpha 0.962 quality management
Source(s): Author’s own work system
greater customer satisfaction (3.50), greater recognition of the company in European and
international markets (3.27) and opening to European and international markets (3.21). On the
other side, certification did not result as a key factor for gaining financial advantages (2.37) or
for an improved cooperation with authorities (2.62).

Evaluating the main barriers to the implementation of a QMS, companies do not identify
high barriers to certification (Table 6), with values that slightly exceed the mean value of 3.5

Total sample (n. 228;
100%)

Barriers Mean SD
Increase in bureaucratization 3.56 0.930
Increase in complexity of corporate procedures 3.32 0927
Increase in business costs 3.20 0.861
Employee resistance to change 290 1.161
Implementing the standard does not translate into better performance 2.86 0.951
Difficulty of practical implementation of the standard 2.86 0.909
Excessive use of resources to keep standards active 261 0.962 Table 6
Less control of company procedures 2.19 0919 Barriers deriving frOH;
Poor acceptance by international market 2.02 1002 e implementation of a
Cronbach’s alpha 0.806 quality management
Source(s): Author’s own work system
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Figure 1.
Correspondence
analysis on the
relevance of QMS
implementation in
businesses’
internationalization
and companies’ main
reference markets

in a five-point Likert scale. The main difficulties concern the bureaucratization (3.56), the
greater complexity of the procedures due to the need to implement a formalized system (3.32)
and obviously the increase in company costs (3.20), primarily due to the costs incurred for the
periodic audits of the system and subsequently to the use of greater human resources time for
the internal development of the system itself. It is worth noting that the item related to a poor
acceptance by international market received the lowest mean value (2.02).

4.3 The role of QMS in businesses’ internationalization strategies

Focusing on the role of QMS in businesses’ internationalization strategies, an analysis of the
correspondences has been developed, taking into account, as variables, the main reference
markets of the companies and their opinion on standard relevance in their internationalization
strategies. As can be seen from Figure 1, as companies indicate that they have wider markets
than the national one, the relevance of having a QMS as a tool to facilitate internationalization
increases, with companies operating only in the Italian market deeming it irrelevant. It is
indifferent to the majority of those operating in Italian and in European markets, while it
becomes relevant for companies operating in international markets.

Subsequently a regression model was developed to assess which elements among the
main motivations, benefits and barriers, in the implementation of a QMS, have been perceived
by companies to significantly influence their internationalization process. The dependent
variable is a binary variable that takes the value 1 if it was crucial for the company to obtain a
certification in order to have access to the market(s) in which the company exports/sells its
products, otherwise it is zero. The logistic model allows to predict how the main motivations,
benefits and barriers to a QMIS implementation influence the internationalization process of a
company with a probability equal to 82.0% (Table 7). The Nagelkerke test shows the
goodness of the model (Table 8).

Rrivintary O Markets
() StandardRelevance
Relevant
Mot relevant 0
5 International Market
o}
o
Inclifferent
ltaly and Europe
o~ o
c
2
2 1
1]
E
(=]
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=3 T T T
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Dimension 1

Source(s): Author’s own work



The significant motivations that contributed to companies’ internationalization are five, four Role of
of which appear to have contributed positively, while one appears to have contributed At ;

; bost : .. certifications in
negatively (Table 9). Among the motivations that contributed positively, there are the .-

b : o : . competitiveness
positive aspects detected by companies already certified, the improvement of environmental
protection, the creation of new partnerships and the motivation to access international
markets. The motivation that negatively impacts is the use of the certification as a
marketing tool.

As for the benefits deriving from a QMS implementation that impact the
internationalization process of companies, these are two: the benefit of having a greater
compliance with legal requirements impacts positively, while the internal benefit of reducing
product defects impacts negatively.

Finally, considering the barriers that impact the role of standards in the
internationalization processes, three of them emerged as statistically significant: the fact
that implementing the standard does not translate into better performance impacts positively
on this process, while the increase in the complexity of corporate procedures and employee
resistance to change impact negatively on this process.

5. Discussion, implications and conclusions
5.1 Discussion of results
This study aimed to analyze the role of process certifications in the internationalization
strategies of companies, with specific reference to those in the wood-furniture sector. To this
end, a quantitative analysis among 2,845 Italian companies of this sector has been developed.
Given the gap previously highlighted, this study attempts to theoretically contribute to
the literature by analyzing which elements of the implementation of a QMS are necessary to
focus on, so that they could be used as an effective tool to facilitate the international market
development of wood-furniture companies. From a managerial perspective, the paper offers
support on how to pursue quality policies according to international standards, in order to
support foreign market access and improve performances.
The results of the study show a relationship between the motivations that lead companies to
implement a QMS and the advantages obtained after its implementation (RQ1). This suggests

Predicted
Y

posjadg
Observed No Yes Percentage correct The prob’{a‘lz)ii%lt?f Zf

QMS contribution to
company

Step1  Y_ Contribution to the internationalization of the company No 69 18 81.8
Yes 27 107 824 internationalization

Overall percentage 820 based on motivations,
Note(s): eThe cut value is, 400 perceived benefits and
Source(s): Author’s own work barriers

Phase Logarithm of likelihood —2 Cox and snell R-square Nagelkerke’s R-square

1 163.710% 0.466 0.630

Note(s): “Estimation ended on iteration number 7 because parameter estimates changed by less than 0.001 Table 8.
Source(s): Author’s own work Nagelkerke test
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Table 9.

Motivations, perceived
benefits and barriers of
QMS contributing to
company
internationalization

B SE. Wald gl Sign Exp(B)
Company size 0382 0.301 1604 1 0205 1.465
Motivations - - - - - -
Market pressures 0108 0.248 0189 1 0664 1.114
Use of certification as a marketing tool —-0684 0304 5078 I 0.024% 0505
Achievement of internal organizational improvements —0.198 0356 0308 1 0.579 0.821
Maintaining market competitiveness 0355 0367 0934 1 0334 1.426
Positive aspects detected by companies already certified 0577 0257 5036 1 0.025% 1781
Access to international markets 0611 0326 3508 1 0.061* 1.842
Improvement of relations with government authorities 0311 0327 0907 1 0341 1.365
Improvement of the corporate image 0569 0451 159 1 0206 1.767
Company policy transparency —-0476 0380 1566 1 0.211 0.621
Creation of new partnerships 0603 0327 339 1 0.065* 0.547
Improvement of relations with customers and suppliers 0538 038 1938 1 0.164 1.712
Improvement of envirommental protection 0.745 0352 4480 I 0.034*%* 2107
Compliance with legislation —-0197 0314 0394 1 0530 0.821
Financial benefits 0059 0355 0027 1 0869 1.061
Guarantee of compliance with high standards by —0.074 0323 0053 1 0818 0.928
suppliers
Benefits - - - - - -
Greater customer satisfaction 0355 0488 0529 1 0467 1.426
Improvement of corporate image and reputation 0136 0536 0065 1 0.799 1.146
Greater awareness of business possibilities (in termsof —0419 0471 0793 1 0373 0.657
continuous improvement)
Increase in the efficiency of business processes 0261 0428 0370 1 0543 1.298
Product defects reduction —-0921 0513 3227 1 0072* 0.398
Complaint reduction 0775 0534 2108 1 0147 2.170
Improvement of internal communication —0209 0407 0263 1 0.608 0.811
Increase in sales 0188 0424 0197 1 0657 1.207
Improvement of the competitive advantage 0122 0437 0078 1 0.781 1.130
Increased staff motivation 0045 0398 0013 1 0910 1.046
Financial advantages —-0.078 0413 0036 1 0.850 0.925
Improved cooperation with the authorities —0.026 038 0005 1 0946 0974
Risk prevention 0358 0326 1205 1 0272 1.430
Trade barriers reduction —0.069 0411 0028 1 0.866 0933
Increase in market share 0.083 0440 0036 1 0.850 1.087
Company’s performance Improvement —-0506 0420 1446 1 0.229 0.603
Opening to European and international markets 0613 0504 1481 1 0224 1.847
Greater recognition of the company in European and 0570 0546 1091 1 0.296 1.769
international markets
Greater dynamism and innovative capacity 0.090 0437 0043 1 0837 1.094
More growth opportunities 049 0491 1017 1 0313 1.640
Greater compliance with legal requirements 0789 0354 4965 1 0026%* 0454
Creation of new objectives for the reduction of energy, 0259 0470 0303 1 0582 1.295
waste and better efficiency
Identification of pollution prevention opportunities —-0501 0546 0841 1 0.359 0.606
Improvement of corporate and employee awareness of —0441 0501 0774 1 0379 0.644
environmental issues
Barriers - - - - - -
Implementing the standard does not translate into better 0732 0307 5698 1 00I17% 2079
performance
Increase in bureaucratization —0244 0369 0438 1 0.508 0.783
Increase in business costs 0405 0418 0935 1 0334 1.499
Increase in complexity of corporate procedures —-0823 0453 3292 1 0.070* 0.439
Difficulty of practical implementation of the standard —0.344 0383 0808 1 0.369 0.709

(continued)




B SE. Wald gl Sign Exp(B)
Employee resistance to change —-0599 0248 5857 1
Less control of company procedures 0404 0336 1450 1 0.229 1.498
Excessive use of resources to keep standards active 0446 0353 1603 1 0.205 1.563
Poor acceptance by international market —-0248 0297 0696 1 0404 0.781
Constant —7957 2107 14266 1 0.000 0.000

Note(s): Italic values are those that are statistically significant. Significantly different average scores
* < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
Source(s): Author’s own work

Role of
certifications in

0.016% 0549 competitiveness

Table 9.

that a clearer awareness about the advantages achievable from a QMS in terms of international
markets competitiveness can better address companies toward a more consistent and effective
approach to the international development. Therefore, certifications allow companies to obtain
valid advantages both in terms of corporate image to be utilized in foreign markets and within
their own supply chain, and in terms of internal operational and managerial efficiency.

The main constraints on certification seem to be the greater bureaucratization of
certification-related procedures and maintenance costs. However, they do not prevent even
small and medium-sized companies such as those in the wood-furniture sector from
approaching this tool. This is in line with previous literature defining international standards
as efficient tools to achieve internal and external improvements for businesses (Wu and Jang,
2014; Talib and Rahman, 2015; Bravi ef al., 2019; Santos et al., 2019).

As regards the extent to which Italian companies are now using QMS as a tool to support
their international market development (RQ2), the study shows that it is above all companies
operating internationally that recognize the relevance of certifications, since they consider
them as a kind of visiting card for entering international markets. Indeed, certifications result
less relevant for companies operating in national/local markets, where relationships take
place through other methods, such as positive word-of-mouth or direct knowledge of the
company itself as it is part of a better-known business environment (Parrilli ef al., 2013).

Answering to RQ3, the results show that companies motivated to use QMS with the aim of
accessing international markets and creating new partnerships can more frequently achieve
the desired goal. Again, similarly to what emerged about RQ1, if a company implements the
certification with a clearer market-addressed purpose, the effectiveness of approaching
foreign markets can be enhanced. In this context, the role of the business strategy emerges as
fundamental in the concrete definition of the objectives to be set by adopting QMS and in the
subsequent commitment to obtain them. In fact, the results show that adopting a certification
just to improve the company image, but without really adopting the related cultural approach
for effectively following the principles indicated by the standard, is not sufficient for
obtaining a concrete advantage in developing international markets. This is in contrast with
what has been defined by Wu and Jang (2014), who found how the certification could enhance
company’s brand image influencing positive attitudes from all its stakeholders. In the
international context, using a certification just as a window-dressing tool does not seem to
produce positive effects, being necessarily a comprehensive adoption of all the principles
(technical, organizational, relational, cultural) related to a certified standard.

Approaching certification with the aim of improving environmental aspects is also an
effective element of internationalization, as it allows the company to be in line with the
environmental regulations required at European and international levels and thus increasing its
competitiveness. Indeed, attention to the environment and sustainability is an issue increasingly
taken into consideration as a crucial element for access to global supply chains (Koberg and
Longoni, 2019).
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5.2 Practical implications

Therefore, from a managerial point of view, it is essential to integrate the economic and
profit-oriented perspective with an increasing environmental and social awareness; in this
sense, the adoption of QMS that integrates aspects of quality, environment, ethics and
safety is essential to ensure the competitiveness of companies. This had already been
highlighted by previous study of Ikram et al. (2019), but without highlighting the weight of
this integrated approach for the company’s entry into foreign markets.

Furthermore, the results show that the vision assumed in the adoption of certifications can
differently impact internal and external objectives. That is, if a company approaches the
certification having external motivations and focuses on achieving improvements related to
the external environment (included market), the benefits will be mostly limited to such
external aspects like image and potential partnerships. On the other hand, if a company
focuses on internal improvements related to business processes, the external benefits will be
less present, despite efficiency, and therefore competitiveness will be improved. This means
that a different (and unbalanced) focus between internal and external objectives, and related
commitment, strongly affect the opportunity to fully exploit the benefits of certifications. In
fact, from the regression model, it emerges that the benefit of reducing product defects,
thanks to the certification, has a negative impact on the company internationalization
process, if a similar approach is not followed as regards the external context. This indicates
that companies using certifications just for internal purpose do not pay adequate energies to
the opportunities related to the international market development. This result, specifically set
within an internationalization strategy, contrasts with what was previously highlighted by
Chatzoglou et al. (2015), Willar et al. (2015) and del Castillo-Peces et al. (2018), who found that,
when companies are certified on the basis of internal motivations, the resulting benefits are
both internal and external.

Th result of this study is also demonstrated by considering the barriers to the
certification. In fact, the model shows how the excessive complexity of the procedures and
also the resistance to changes of the personnel involved involve a great effort from the
company to carry out the certification. In most cases, the focus limited to the single
functions (production, supply chain, above all), without considering the benefits for the
entire value chain as a whole, hinders the opportunity to assess the benefits of QMS for all
the fields of adoption, reducing the efforts toward areas of improvement that are not part of
the single function.

Therefore, setting a comprehensive strategy in the light of which the impact of
certifications can be properly assessed is a key perspective for ensuring both internal and
external benefits to the company, as previous literature already highlighted (Liu and Xie,
2020; Pacheco et al., 2022).

5.3 Limitations and future research dirvections

The main limitations of the study are the following. Firstly, the study focused only in Italy
and on a specific sector, the wood-furniture industry. There is a need to widen the research to
other European countries and also to other sectors, in order to compare the Italian context
with other ones, and to evaluate similarities and differences that can result in the
internationalization processes of companies, depending on the countries they belong to and
the sectors. Secondly, the research developed was not able to investigate further reasons that
drive companies to obtain a certification in order to have access to international markets.
Therefore, it would be relevant for future studies to mix quantitative with qualitative
research in order to grasp qualitative elements that contribute to the choice of obtaining a
certification as a tool for internationalization.
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