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The International Food Standard: Bureaucratic Bur-
den or Helpful Management Instrument in Global
Markets?

- Empirical Results from the German Food Industry

Jana- Christina Gawron and Ludwig Theuvsen

Georg- August- University, Institute of Agricultural Economics,
Gottingen, Germany

Abstract . At this point in time, quality assurance schemes in the food industry and agricultural sec-
tor are becoming increasingly popular. The International Food Standard is one of the most import -
ant. This paper presents the results of an empirical study in the German food industry. In early
2005, 65 food manufacturers answered an extensive questionnaire and gave insights into their per -
ceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of certification systems. The study focuses on the In-
ternational Food Sandard, which has gained much relevance in the German food industry since all
major German retailers have subscribed to the system and, for the most part, no longer accept sup -
pliers that do not have IFScertificates.

Keywords: Food industry, International Food Standard, Certification

1. Quality assurance schemes

Currently the introduction of quality assurance schemes into the
European agrofood sector makes feelings run high. On the one hand,
quality is viewed as a main determinant of the future development of
food markets. The early introduction of industry- wide quality assurance
schemes, for instance, is considered one important reason for the com-
petitive advantage of Dutch and Danish hog producers over their German
competitors™. Furthermore, several food crises have increased the speed
with which state- of-the- art quality assurance and certification systems
are making their way into agriculture and the food industry. This devel -
opment is strongly supported by large retailers, fast- food companies!(® 11
and the European Union. Former EU Commissioner David Byrne, for ex-
ample, wanted “... to see a quality- driven single market in foodstuffs” (9
due to growing consumer interest in safe, wholesome and tasty food.
Food and feed quality and safety, therefore, have become one of the EC's
preferred areas of regulation (see, for example, Regulation 178/2002).

On the other hand, there are also numerous critical assessments of the
current trend towards intensified quality management in the agrofood
sector. Many companies feel incapacitated by the strict regulations im-
posed by quality assurance schemes. For some commentators it is even
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hard to see what sense these systems make at all. As a consequence,
many farmers as well as companies still reject participation and active
implementation of quality assurance and certification and do not parti-
cipate in the systems at all or, if they do, do not participate voluntarily
but have been forced to do so by powerful customers, such as large pro-
cessors or retailers. One of the most common complaints about quality
assurance systems is that, while they result in a huge bureaucratic work -
load, they offer no advantages for day- to- day operations in the agrofood
sector > 124, Therefore, the number of in- depth analyses of the efficiency
and effectiveness as well as the proper design of quality assurance and
certification schemes is rising® ¢ 7 13, Despite these growing efforts, so far
it is still an open question whether quality assurance schemes, such as
IKB, EurepGAP, the BRC Standard, or the International Food Standard, can
be considered a competitive advantage or disadvantage for European food
manufacturers in the increasingly global markets for agricultural and
food products.

Against this background, it seems worthwhile to have a closer look at
quality assurance and certification schemes from the point of view of the
agrofood sector. In this paper we present the results of an empirical
study about the introduction of the International Food Standard in the
German food industry. We focus on perceived strengths and weaknesses
of the Standard and come up with three different clusters representing
different groups of food manufacturers regarding their perceptions of
strengths and weaknesses.

2. The International Food Standard

The International Food Standard (IFS) has gained much relevance in the
German food industry since all major German retailers have subscribed to
the system and usually do not accept suppliers that do not have IFS certi -
ficates. The IFS became one of the most important quality assurance
schemes in 2003 as aresult of preliminary work by the Arbeitskreis Qual -
itatssicherungssysteme des EuroHandelslnstituts (Arbeitskreis QSS). After
the IFS earned more and more acceptance, the French Fédération des En-
treprises du Commerce et de la Distribution (FCD) joined the effort and
produced an updated version of the standard. The latest version (the
fourth) is currently under revision[2 10,

In this context, the certified companies are invited to assess the advant -
ages and disadvantages of the certification system from their point of
view. One of the main reasons for the continuous proliferation and devel -
opment of the IFS has been the rising number of retailer- owned private
labels in the German food industry. Beyond this, product liability legisla-
tion (that is, the German Produkthaftungsgesetz) defines a producer as
any person who labels a product with a name, trademark or any other in-
dication that distinguishes different products. Due to this, retailers with
private labels were directly affected by product liability laws and intro-
duced a growing number of external audits of their private label suppli -
ers. Since many suppliers deliver to several retailers, a lot of unnecessary
double- checks took place, contributing to the growing costs of quality
assurance in the food sector. The IFSprovided a neutral instrument based
3



on third- party audits that would decrease costs and improve quality at
the same timeld. For this reason, the standard has achieved broad accept -
ance in the German and French retail sectors and moved towards setting a
certification standard—not only for private labels but also for manufac-
turer brands. Therefore, it now largely replaces the ISO standard in the
German food industry.

The International Food Standard is divided into four parts: the IFS Pro-
tocol, the Catalogue of Requirements, the Requirements for Certification
Bodies and Auditors and the IFS Report.

The IFS Protocol contains information about basic contractual require-
ments, including the IFS principles, the rating system, the stipulation that
only certified bodies are allowed to audit food manufacturers, and all leg-
al regulations9, Based on version 3 of the BRC standard, the IFS consists
of three levels of IFS requirements: the foundation level, the higher level
and the recommendations defined as best practices in the food industry.
When a company is audited, it can be evaluated on four different levels: A
(full compliance), B (almost full compliance), C (a small part of the cri-
terion has been implemented) and D (the criterion has not been imple-
mented). The IFS assigns different numbers of points, depending on the
level aspired to (Table 1). Furthermore, four knock- out, or k.o., criteria
are defined. These criteria must be fulfilled; otherwise a certificate cannot
be awarded. These criteria embrace HACCP analysis, management com -
mitment, general traceability and corrective actions.

Another way to characterize an aberration from the certification standard
is a rating with a so- called major. This rating indicates that the safety of
the food products cannot be guaranteed and that substantial negligence
may lead to a serious health hazard; an example of such a case would be
the storage of detergents with foodstuffs®. In contrast to the four k.o.-
criteria, major non- conformance does not cause audit failure. Instead,
corrective actions can be taken and verified in a follow- up audit. In gen-
eral, an IFS certificate can be issued when the audited food manufacturer
has achieved a total score at the foundation level of over 75 %. The re-
quirement for receiving a certificate at the higher level is the achievement
of over 90 %at the foundation level and over 70 %at the higher level. Re-
commendations for any single requirement have to be complied with and
are separately marked. To retain certification under the various aspects of
the IFS, an audit has to be performed annually at the foundation level
(with the exception of some special events) and every 18 months at the
higher level (with the exception of the first confirmatory audit after 12
months).

Table 1: Level of IFS Requirements

Category A B C D
Level

Foundation level 20 15 5 0

Higher level 10 7 3 0

Recommendation 5 - - B

The Catalogue of Requirements represents the technical core of the IFS.

Like other system handbooks, such as those in the ISO and the German

Quality and Safety systems, it provides the basis for the auditing process.

In this regard, the structure of the IFS Standard resembles the 1SO 9001;
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the main technical chapters are management of the quality system, man -
agement responsibility, resource management and product realization,
measurements, analyses and improvements (Figure 1)1, Therefore, it is
easy for ISO-certified companies to acquire an IFS certificate. Neverthe-
less, a closer look reveals that both standards are also characterized by a
remarkable difference. Unlike the ISO standard, the IFSis characterized
by several industry- specific regulations, for instance, the introduction of
different food product categories or various regulations important for the
food industry in particular (medical examinations, staff hygiene, potable
water analysis, pest control and so forth).

M anagement of the M anagement Responsibility
Quiality System
*Management responsihility
*Quality management system and commitment
*HACCP *Customer focus
*Quality manual

Product Realization

*Product specification
«Standards for factory environment
*Maintenance and pest control
*Traceability, GMO and allergen

Resour ce M anagement Measurements, Analysis,
I mprovement
*Resource management
«Staff fac”ﬁ?es sInternal audits
«Personnel issues *Process, temperature and time control
(hygiene, medical screening) *Product _anal ysis and
corrective actions

Figure 1: Technical chapters of the IFS Standard

Similar to other certification standards, the Requirements for Certifica-
tion Bodies and Auditors include general precepts. One of the most im-
portant aspects is accreditation according to ISO 45011. Furthermore, the
auditors have to demonstrate their knowledge of the IFS and their parti-
cipation in continuous auditor training.

After the auditing process, the IFS Report has to be written and handed
out to the audited company. With the help of the audit portal developed
by the standard setter, selected results of the certification audits are
presented in a password- protected website. The audited company de-
cides which information will be displayed on the Internet; at the very
least, it must display whether it holds an IFScertificate or not.



3. Survey results

In this paper we present the results of an empirical study of the appreci -
ation and implementation of the IFS by German food manufacturers. In
April and May of 2005, 65 IFS-certified food suppliers were interviewed
by telephone. The companies interviewed represent eleven different sub-
sectors of the food- processing industry: the majority are from the fol-
lowing industries: confectionery and snacks (twelve companies), meat
processing (eleven), milk processing (ten), and bakery products (nine). Of
the respondents 45.6 percent employ one to five hundred employees;
however, there are also companies with more than three thousand em-
ployees in the sample. All the companies interviewed are private l|abel
manufacturers. The percentage of private label production is below 25
percent in 24.5 percent of the responding companies, between 25 and 50
percent (34 percent of respondents), between 51 and 75 percent (24.5
percent), or above 75 percent (17 percent; see Figure 2). Of the responding
companies 83 percent have only domestic production; the remaining 17
percent also have foreign subsidiaries.

<25% 25-50 % 51-75 % >75%

‘ m Percentage of private label production ‘

Figure 2: Percentage of private label production

As mentioned above, the survey was accomplished through telephone in-
terviews with an average duration of 15 minutes (minimum 8 minutes;
maximum 27 minutes). A standardized questionnaire with sixteen ques-
tions, both open and closed, covered various matters concerning the IFS.
The persons interviewed could express their attitudes by evaluating
statements on five point Likert scales from -2 (“do not agree at all”) to +2
(“fully agree.”). General introductory questions referred to company size,
product spectrum, standards other than the IFS, the year and duration of
IFS implementation and certification level. The interviews then mainly fo-
cused on the perceived advantages and disadvantages of the IFS. A pre-
test showed that the questionnaire was exhaustive and that the target
group did not experience any difficulties with the questionnaire.
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SPSS 12.0 was used for data analysis.

3.1 Implementation of the International Food Standard

The majority of the companies interviewed had implemented the IFSin
2003 (67.2 percent) or 2004 (31 percent). Taking into account the survey
period, these results were expected. In 82.8 percent of the cases, the im-
plementation of the standard took less than six months. About 83 percent
of the companies with more than one production site, i.e. 34 companies,
immediately implemented the IFS at every single site. With regard to the
achieved level, 60 companies (94 percent) received a certificate at the
higher level and only three (4.7 percent) at the foundation level. One of
the responding companies had no certificate at the time of the interviews,
but had already passed an audit and was still waiting for the result. An-
other refused to answer this question.

An external consultant supported the implementation process in 31.7
percent of the companies surveyed. An additional employee was recruited
by 9.2 percent of the respondents to be responsible for preparing the cer-
tification audit.

Only 7.1 percent of the certified companies stated that they had no other
standard than the IFS. In contrast to this, 53 companies had already im-
plemented the ISO 9001 and 22 the BRC standard before implementing
the IFS. Due to sample composition, only three companies were certific-
ated according to another standard, such as the German Quality and
Safety System or the EU Eco- label.

3.1.1 Strengths of the International Food Standard

Respondents were asked to express their perceptions of possible advant -
ages of the IFS on Likert scales. As one can see in Figure 3, several ad-
vantages were mentioned. The statements that the IFS requirements are
well structured (n = 0.74; o = 1.136) and that other standards can be ac-
complished at the same time (n = 0.70; o = 1.136) received the strongest
agreement; 72.3 percent and 68.7 percent, respectively, of the respond -
ents agree or fully agree with these statements. Besides evaluating the
structure of the standard, the respondents were also asked to assess the
effects of the IFSon their companies. In this context, the contribution of
the IFS to a continuous improvement process is generally appreciated,;
68.8 percent of the respondents agree or fully agree (u = 0.80; o= 1.237).
In contrast to this, positive effects on internal business processes (MU =
0.50; o = 1.113), quality motivation (i = 0.46; o = 1.300) and external lo-
gistics (L= 0.16; o = 1.280) are only somewhat rarely reported. Neverthe-
less, in most cases high standard deviations show a broad spectrum of
diverse attitudes in the sample.

A controversial statement is the decrease in the number of external
audits. While 43.1 percent of the respondents agree or fully agree that the
IFSis able to reduce the number of audits, 44.8 percent do not think this
aim can be achieved. A slightly negative mean value (u = -0.12) and a
high standard deviation (o0 = 1.568) clearly show the very diverse opin-
ions in the food processing industry concerning the effect on the number
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of audits. Furthermore, areduction of the certification costs is not expec-
ted by a large majority (L = -0.85; o = 1.311). Perhaps scattered hopes
after the implementation of the 1SO standard are one of the main reasons
for this.

Improved quality motivation

Positive effects on business processes

Positive effects on external logistics

Start of a continuous improvement process

Reduction in certification costs

Fewer audits

Other standards accomplished at the same
time

Well structured requirements

‘.dimgree’fullydimgree o agreeffully agree

Figure 3: Perceived Advantages of the IFS

In an open question, the interviewees were asked to enumerate the most
important advantages of the IFSfor their companies. Since no statements
were given, the number of answers differed sharply in this casell. The
most frequently mentioned advantages were the high reputation of the
IFSin the eyes of the costumers and improved product safety (each men-
tioned twelve times). Furthermore, the improvement of business pro-
cesses (ten times), the comprehensible structure of the IFS requirements
(six times), improved transparency (six times) and traceability (four times)
are important advantages of the IFS. Other advantages were named only
infrequently.

3.1.2. Weaknesses of the International Food Standard

The disadvantages were analysed in the same way as the advantages. As
one can see from Figure 4, only the statement that the IFSis characterized
by strict requirements is unanimously supported; 69.3 percent of the re-
spondents agreed or fully agreed (u= 0.77; o= 1.196). In contrast to this,
the statement that the IFS will reduce certification costs was heavily dis-
cussed. On the one hand, one group of respondents agreed with the
statement. On the other, one group of nearly the same size disagreed or
even strongly disagreed (u = 0.13; o = 1.409). Other disadvantages, such
as a possible lack of reasonability (u = -0.69; o = 1.030) and compre-
hensibility of requirements (u = -0.72; o = 1.111), low action orientation
(M= -042;, o= 1.130) and low managerial practicability (u = -0.58; o =
1.029) were predominantly rejected. As seen before, the high standard
deviations mark contradictory opinions.

Again, an open question allowed the respondents to enumerate the most
important weaknesses of the IFS in their own words. Those most fre-
8



guently mentioned were a lack of decision power, objectivity, or industry-
specific knowledge on the part of the auditor (mentioned thirteen times).
Furthermore, the high level of bureaucracy (eleven times), a lack of con-
sideration for properties of specific industry subsectors (nine times), the
lack of broad acceptance by all companies in the retail sector (six times),
many working hours required for preparing auditing and certification
procedures (five times), and the ongoing release of different versions of
the standard were cited as important disadvantages.

After the analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of the IFS, it is not
surprising that the respondents expressed a variety of ideas on how to
improve the standard. The majority of the respondents answering this
guestion demanded the integration of more subsector- specific elements
(mentioned nine times) and the strengthening of the managerial orienta-
tion (seven times). Overall, the number of disadvantages named turned
out to be rather small.

Strict requirements

High costs

Major differences to other standards

Low managerial practicability

Low action orientation

Lack of reasonability

Low comprehensibilty

%

‘ m disagree/fully disagree  agree/fully agree

Figure 4: Perceived Disadvantages of the IFS

3.2. Evaluation of the International Food Standard: Three clusters

Taking the statement s of the advantages and disadvantages as a basis, a
hierarchical cluster analysis was conducted. After the elimination of two
outliers by using a dendrogram and applying the ward method, three
clusters were identified by comparing mean values.



Cluster 1: The Managers

The first cluster consists of 23 companies. Their attitudes towards the IFS
are generally positive regarding internal effects on the enterprise, namely
the initiation of a continuous improvement process, the improvement of
employees’ quality motivation and positive influences on internal and ex-
ternal business processes. Furthermore, the companies in this cluster ex-
pect a reduction in the number of audits. Most members of this cluster
are medium- sized companies with one to five hundred employees, except
for nine companies, which are large scale manufacturers with more than
four production sites and more than three thousand employees. Since
these companies saw positive effects on company management from IFS
implementation, they were labelled “The Managers”.

Cluster 2: The Supporters

All in all, 27 companies can be allocated to this cluster. They predomin -
antly stress the structural advantages of the IFS. The first such advantage
is that the IFSrequirements are well structured. Furthermore, these com-
panies perceive a high action orientation and high managerial practicabil -
ity. Statements concerning a lack of reasonability and comprehensibility
are strongly rejected. Reductions in the number of audits and in audit
and certification costs are not expected. Thus, the “Supporters” perceive
more advantages than disadvantages, but, unlike the members of the first
cluster, they do not use the IFS certification as a managerial tool that
helps to improve, for instance, business processes and employee motiva-
tion. The cluster is composed of small companies with less than five hun-
dred employees and not more than three manufacturing sites. Accord -
ingly, the implementation of the standard took less than six months in 96
percent of the enterprises interviewed. In most cases, the implementation
of the IFSwas managed without the help of an external consultant.

Cluster 3: The Rejecters

The third cluster has only thirteen members and is, therefore, smaller
than clusters 1 and 2. The companies in this cluster have been certified,
but, nevertheless, see no cost reductions or other advantages. The re-
spondents were also disappointed by the standard structure. All in all, the
group is very heterogeneous with regard to company size and product
spectrum.
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Figure 5: Evaluation of the IFS: Three Clusters

The results of the cluster analysis were tested with discriminant analysis
to determine whether each object had been classified correctly®. The res-
ults showed that the percentage of false classifications is very low and
that 92.1 percent of the objects in the identified clusters had been classi -
fied correctly. Therefore, the three- cluster solution remained unchanged.

4. Case study

In order to more fully understand how food manufacturers implement
the IFS, an in- depth case study was conducted in a medium- sized food
manufacturing company. The company is located in northern Germany
and has two hundred employees. It is family- owned and delivers to
wholesalers, retailers and packers. Due to privacy considerations, details
that might allow identification of the company cannot be presented.

Table 2 shows the technical requirements of the IFS, the company’s ac-
tions in implementing these requirements and both minor and major
non- conformances identified by the external auditor. Due to space limit-
ations, the presentation is limited to a few examples that clarify how
companies deal with the IFS and how the IFS certification contributes to
improved food safety and quality.
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Table 2: Requirements, Implementation, Non- Conformances: A Case Study
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Requirements

| Implementation

Management of the Quality System

Well- defined structure of the qual -
ity management system

Including staff description
Authorities

Responsibilities
Qualifications

Process description including work
instructions and other instructions
(procedures)

L]

Development of a quality manual

General information

+ Detailed description of the
chapter “Catalogue of Re-
guirements”

Implementation of the HACCP + Development of a HACCP
concept team

+ Creation of a concept

« Definition of critical control
points

« Formulation of monitoring
measures

(first k.o. criterion)

Management Responsibility

Management commitment

Communication of firm politics
and objectives in daily meetings
(second k.o. criterion)

Regular verification of the system

Check up with internal and ex-
ternal audits

Resource Management

Provision of necessary resources

Determination and provision
of financial, staff and equip-
ment resources

Planning of training needs

Observance of staff hygiene

Use of protective headwear and ad-
equate work clothing (staff and
guests)

Product Realization

Consideration of customer require-
ments

Detailed arrangement
Development of specifications

Avoidance of potential risks of the
working processes

Non- conformance:

Opening of bags with carpet
knives
Paperclips on
ments

L]

receipt docu-
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Traceability system of GMOs and | Non- conformance:

allergens

Complete traceability of big
bags not possible

(third k.o. criterion)

Measure ments, Analysis, Improvements

Himination of physical, chemical
and microbiological hazards

Metal detectors
Control of wood pallets
Control of external laboratory

corrective actions

Retasting or, if necessary,
laboratory analysis

Strong customer orientation
and support

Meetings with staff and co-
stumers

(fourth Kk.o. criterion)
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5. Summary and conclusions

A closer look at the empirical results reveals that the advantage state-
ments receive more agreement than the disadvantage statements. All in
al, the IFSis perceived as a useful instrument to assure product safety.
The structure and the comprehensibility of the IFS were generally evalu-
ated positively or were, at least, not considered disadvantageous. Fur-
thermore, some respondents report positive effects on their companies,
such as a continuous improvement process or improved quality motiva-
tion of staff members. In contrast, the cluster analysis also shows a more
skeptical assessment by at least part of the respondents.

From the survey results, two managerial implications can be derived.
First, the standard setter should improve the IFSby integrating more sub -
sector- specific requirements, benchmarking the IFSagainst other certific-
ation standards in order to improve reciprocal acceptance and convincing
retailers to refrain from auditing their own suppliers and to rely more
heavily on third- party audits governed by the IFS. This may contribute to
reducing criticism by food manufacturers and decreasing the number of
audits. Second, companies that do not yet perceive any advantage to im-
plementing the standard but, nevertheless, have to implement it due to
strong pressure from retailers should try more intensively to use the IFS
as a quality management instrument. Some companies provide a blue-
print by, for instance, improving internal business processes through IFS
implementation. These companies can serve as role models for the more
reluctant food manufacturers.

In fact, the empirical study sample was comparatively small. Furthermore,
the question whether the IFSis held in higher esteem than other stand -
ards, such as 1SO 9001, was not answered. Future research studies should
seek to identify the perceived advantages and disadvantages of the IFSon
a broader empirical basis and in comparison with other -certification
standards.
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