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IQNet’s
harmonized
approach towards
assessment and
certification

by Tony Di Palma, Managing
Director, IQNet

ince its inception, IQNet has
S grown to become an expansive

international network of part-
ner certification bodies, with cover-
age in about 80 countries. A third of
all management system certifications
worldwide are estimated to have been
issued through IQNet partners. This
represents a staggering number of cer-
tificates totaling over 300 000.

The collaboration between IQNet
partners is facilitated by the adoption of
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a harmonized approach towards assess-
ment and certification. Confidence in
conformance to the IQNet harmonized
approach is gained through a peer eval-
uation system, which also enables part-
ners to share best practice.

This system allows IQNet part-
ners to recognize each other’s certifica-
tions, providing the basis for a co-cer-
tification process where a management
system certified by one IQNet partner
is accepted globally throughout the
network. This co-certification process
greatly facilitates trade for organizations
certified by any IQNet partner.

A large proportion of IQNet
partners participate in ISO’s policy
development committee on conform-
ity assessment (CASCO) - including
the following working groups:

e CASCO/WG 21, Management
system certification

e CASCO/WG 23, Common
elements in ISO/IEC

* CASCO/WG 25 - Alignment of ISO/IEC
17025:1999 with ISO 9001:2000;

* CASCO/WG 26 — Revision of ISO/
IEC Guide 53:1988;

* CASCO/WG 28, Proficiency testing ;
and

e CASCO/WG 29, Product certifica-
tion.

“This system allows
IQNet partners to
recognize each other’s
certifications.”

IQNet also participates in nation-
al mirror groups.

IQNet partner commitment and
contributions extend from participation
in the development of standards, through
to their adoption, and consistent imple-
mentation throughout the network.

Standards for conformity
assessment activities
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Conformity assessment

Harmonization within
IQNet

A uniform adoption of standards
is critical for the effective operation of
the global network. Harmonization in
the interpretation and adoption of stand-
ards is fundamental to IQNet as a cohe-
sive body with dependable consistency
in partner approach.

A specific committee, the Stand-
ing committee on harmonization and
best practice (SCH), was established in
IQNet at the very beginning. Its objec-
tive is to:

 facilitate collaboration and coopera-
tion between partners ;

* develop guidance documents on man-
agement system assessment ; and

* manage the representation of IQNet
to external parties in relation to these
matters.

Over the years, the committee has
been instrumental in harmonizing IQNet
partner approach in relation to:

° management system audit duration
and multi-site audits ;

* integrated assessments ;

* occupational health and safety (OHS),
environmental management system
(EMS) and integrated safety manage-
ment systems (ISMS) assessments ;

* cooperation of IQNet partners;
* procedure for IQNet certification;

* IQNet position on the transition to
ISO/IEC 17021:2006, Conformity
assessment — Requirements for bod-
ies providing audit and certification
of management systems.

A peer assessment process is
implemented within IQNet to ensure that
the harmonized approach is effectively
sustained throughout the network.

Peer assessment

Since IQNet was founded, all
partners have recognized the importance
of an effective peer assessment system
to ensure consistency amongst part-
ners. The IQNet peer assessment proc-
ess promotes the use of ISO manage-
ment and conformity assessment stand-

Example BPE-Performance

Profile

( Evaluated elements Result| 1/2(3|4/5|/6|7|8|9 10
1 Quality on business planning and control | 8.0 o

2 Focus on customers and interested parties | /.0 o

3 Management of product portofolio 7.0 o

4 Management of competence o saemey | S0 ()

5 Management of business processes 6.0 o

6 Use of improvement tools 7.0 o

7 Use of partnerships 8.0 ()

8 Financial results 6.0 o

9 Non-financial results 8.0 o

10 Promotion and communication 7.0 o

\Result 7.2 )

Figure 2 - With a basis of 250 criteria,

the performance level is measured against
defined benchmarks and best practices in

10 fields of excellence.
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ards and fulfils the criteria of ISO/IEC
17040:2005, Conformity assessment —
General requirements for peer assess-
ment of conformity assessment bodies
and accreditation bodies.

An effective peer assessment sys-
tem serves as a tool to advance partner
performance and, in doing so, strengthens
the network. It is also fundamental in the
support of mutual recognition between
partners with respect to the integrity of
conformity assessments.

Peer audits expedite the elimi-
nation of weaknesses and support the
transfer of knowledge and best practices
throughout the network, thus contribut-
ing to practical continuous improvement.
This provides the trust and transparency
necessary for an effective partner coop-
eration process, leading to mutual rec-
ognition and its intrinsic trade facilita-
tion for IQNet certified clients.

For IQNet and its partners, the
application of ISO standards and the
CASCO toolbox is of high importance.
It allows us to evaluate and compare
the maturity of established certification
business processes against internation-
ally recognized criteria and assists the
network in the organization of its peer
assessment system.
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Within IQNet, the peer assess-
ment system has been implemented for
17 years. Through its continuous devel-
opment it has become a highly useful
management tool, yielding some remark-
able results.

The IQNet peer assessment sys-
tem was brought in line with the require-
ments of ISO/IEC 17040 in 2005. When
implementing this newly established
International Standard, all respective
processes were checked for compliance
and adjusted where necessary.

IQNet views the introduction
of ISO/IEC 17040 as a positive devel-
opment. It contributes to the general
comparability and credibility of peer
assessment systems and in this way
promotes improvement. The standard
presents the important features clear-
ly and is intended to facilitate process
optimization.

Facilitating consistent
implementation

The current IQNet peer assess-
ment system is :

* conducted under the auspices of the
peer review and membership commit-
tee;

* consists of a specialized team of 29
assessors from 17 countries ;

* includes annual auditor training;

* incorporates a system for regular per-
formance measurement ;

* operates from a Web-based plat-
form ;

* has exceeded 300 audits involving
more than 2 000 auditor days;

* is the basis for implementation of the
mutual recognition of partner certifi-
cates and audit results.

In some respects, IQNet is both
a user and promoter of ISO/CASCO
standards. The IQNet peer assessment
system encompasses various Interna-
tional Standards for management sys-
tems and auditing, and for the manage-
ment of certification bodies. In the field
of conformity assessment, the ISO/IEC
Guides 62, General requirements for
bodies operating assessment and certi-
fication/registration of quality systems
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“For IQNet and its
partners, the application
of ISO standards and the
CASCO toolbox is of high

importance.”

and 66, General requirements for bodies
operating assessment and certification/
registration of environmental manage-
ment systems (EMS)V as well as ISO/
IEC 17021 and the ISO 19011:2002,
Guidelines for quality and/or envi-
ronmental management systems audit-
ing standards are of particular impor-
tance. They all form part of the IQNet
membership criteria (i.e. conformity
and performance proof through regu-
lar peer assessments).

Through systematic training of
the peer assessment auditors and the
well established audit regime, IQNet
ensures that the relevant standards and
their contents are understood, facilitat-
ing consistent implementation by the
partners. In doing so, IQNet promotes
full support for the proper implementa-
tion of ISO/CASCO standards.

Sharing best practice

IQNet is committed to the con-
tribution of ongoing business success
of its partners, and in 2003 the peer
assessment system was supplement-
ed by a compatible assessment model
designed for best practice evaluation and
sharing. This new best practice evalua-
tion (BPE) model gave greater empha-
sis to processes dealing with custom-
er loyalty, value creation and success,
and to the measurement of perform-
ance. With a basis of 250 criteria, the
performance level is measured against
defined benchmarks and best practices
in 10 fields of excellence (see Figure
2, preceeding page).

The BPE model has already been
applied over 20 times since its intro-
duction and has demonstrated its stra-
tegic value to IQNet’s partners. Users
of the model receive an individual per-
formance profile and a list of strategic
improvement elements and strengths,
all part of an assessment designed to
expedite performance improvements
through benchmarking.

The International Standards from
ISO and the CASCO toolbox benefit-
ed the development of a mature peer
assessment system in IQNet.

Challenges for the future

The future holds many varied
challenges for the conformity assess-
ment movement. One of the more
immediate relates to the need for con-
sistent interpretation amongst accredi-
tation bodies in reference to ISO/IEC
17011:2004, Conformity assessment —
General requirements for accreditation
bodies accrediting conformity assess-
ment bodies. Mutual recognition between
accreditation bodies also remains a key
challenge for the near future.

“1SO 17040 presents
important features clearly
and is intended to facilitate
process optimization.”

As always, any challenge repre-
sents an opportunity for advancement;
IQNet looks forward to an enhanced con-
formity assessment environment where
these have been successfully resolved
to the benefit of all parties. B

1) ISO/IEC 17021:2006, Conformity
assessment — Requirements for bodies
providing audit and certification of
management systems replaces ISO/IEC Guide
62:1996 and Guide 66:1999.



