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Abstract 

Purpose: The aim of this study is to compare the diffusion of certifications under two quality                

management systems (QMSs) in the tourism sector in Spain: (i) the generic ISO 9001              

international standard; and (ii) the Spanish industry-specific ‘Q’ standard.  

Methodology: The study pursues this objective by comparing the logistic curves of            

dissemination of certifications under the two standards using data obtained from official            

sources. This analysis is complemented with qualitative data from several case studies of             

Spanish hotels and restaurants.  

Findings: The results show that the two standards are at different stages of diffusion. Moreover,               

certification under the ‘Q’ standard in Spain is increasing at the expense of the ISO 9001                

international standard.  

Originality: The main contribution of this study is that it is one of the first to analyse the                  

dissemination of quality standards in a specific sector. The findings are thus of considerable              

importance in extending knowledge of quality management in the tourism sector. 
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1. Introduction 

The proliferation of management system standards (MSSs) in recent years reflects the            

importance that businesses now attach to improving the efficiency of their management systems.             

Further evidence of this phenomenon is the acceleration in the number of certifications being              

sought in accordance with the standards of the International Organisation for Standardisation            

(ISO), especially the ISO 9001 standard for quality management systems (QMSs) and the ISO              

14001 standard for environmental management systems (EMSs). According to the latest ISO            

Survey (ISO, 2009), up to the end of December 2008 there had been 982,832 ISO 9001                

certificates issued to organisations in 176 countries (representing a 3% growth from 2007), and              

188,815 ISO 14001 registrations in 155 countries (22% more than in 2007). Other examples of               

standardised management systems that have been increasingly implemented in recent years           

include those that address occupational health and safety (for example, OHSAS 18001),            

corporate social responsibility (SA 8000 and AA 1000), information security (ISO 27001), and             

customer satisfaction (ISO 10000 series). 

The diffusion of MSSs, especially the ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 standards, has attracted              

the interest of several researchers in recent years with a view to: (i) ascertaining the present                

pattern of diffusion; and (ii) forecasting what the future of these standards might be              

(Franceschini et al., 2004, 2006, 2010; Marimon et al., 2006, 2009; Casadesús et al., 2008).               

These studies have established that different countries are at different stages in the evolution of               

diffusion of these standards. For example, it would seem that countries that are more              

experienced in implementing MSSs (such as many European countries) will reach saturation of             

ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 in a relatively short time (even though the absolute rate of                

registrations appears to be decreasing), whereas some other countries, in which certification            

under quality standards has a shorter history, are at a much earlier stage in the diffusion process.                 

However, all of these studies have analysed the phenomenon from a ‘macro’ perspective across              

whole countries, with little attention having been paid (at least thus far) to specific industry               
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sectors. Moreover, little research attention has been paid to other QMS standards (apart from              

ISO standards) that organisations might have implemented. 

In view of these gaps in the literature, the aim of the present study is to compare the                  

diffusion of two QMSs within the Spanish tourism sector. The two QMSs for examination are               

ISO 9001 (which is a well-known and widely diffused generic international standard) and ‘Q’              

(which is a specific certification standard developed for tourism in Spain). The objectives are              

threefold: (i) to ascertain whether the two standards follow the same diffusion pattern; (ii) to               

identify similarities and dissimilarities between the two QMSs; and (iii) to identify the main              

drivers for the diffusion of the standards. 

Tourism is chosen as the industry sector of interest for two reasons. First, tourism is               

emerging as a vital driver of economic growth in both developed countries and developing              

countries (WTO, 2010). Secondly, some countries have developed their own specific tourism            

QMSs, and it is therefore interesting to compare these specific standards with the well-known              

and well-established international standards (such as ISO 9001). 

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The next section reviews the              

literature on diffusion models, with particular reference to the diffusion of QMSs. The             

methodology of the empirical study is then presented. The results of the study are then               

presented. The paper concludes with a summary of the main findings and implications.  

2. Literature review 

2.1 Diffusion of QMS standards 

Most models of the diffusion of QMS standards have likened the process to the diffusion of                

technological and organisational innovations in society. According to Rogers (1995, p. 35), the             

diffusion of an innovation is a “process by which an innovation is communicated through              

certain channels over time among the members of a social system.” Numerous studies have              

examined various aspects of such innovation diffusion. Mahajan et al. (1990, 1995) investigated             
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how an innovation spreads through an economy, and Gurbaxani (1990) reported that new             

product innovations in many industries follow a so-called ‘S-curve’ (that is, a relatively slow              

rate of uptake at the beginning, followed by a rapid acceleration, and then a tapering in the rate                  

of adoption as saturation is approached). Other studies to have supported this view with regard               

to both organisational and technological innovations include Teece (1980), Stoneman (1995),           

MacVaugh and Schiavone (2010), and Kumar et al. (2009). However, it would seem that the               

actual speed of diffusion is highly industry-specific and can be fairly slow in the case of new                 

technologies (Loch and Huberman, 1999; Geroski, 2000).  

With regard to the worldwide diffusion of the ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 standards, which               

is the specific interest of the present study, several authors have sought to identify the key                

factors affecting the process. Corbett and Kirsch (2001, 2004) and Vastag (2003) found that the               

rate of diffusion of the standards depended on two main factors: (i) the geographical location;               

and (ii) a history of having implemented previous standards (for example, a greater number of               

ISO 9001 certifications in a country appears to have been an enabler for the subsequent               

diffusion of ISO 14001 in the same country). According to Delmas (2002), the institutional              

environment (i.e. governments and governmental organisations) promotes the pattern of          

diffusion of ISO 14001 in both Europe and in the USA, although the impact of diffusion in each                  

geographic area was found to differ—being favourable in Europe but unfavourable in the USA.              

Another factor affecting the diffusion, according to Prakash and Potoski (2007), is direct foreign              

investment (e.g., companies with ISO 14001 certifications investing in host companies in other             

countries. Corbett (2006) suggested that supply chains play a role in the global diffusion of               

management practices. Albuquerque et al. (2007) found that the diffusion of ISO 9001 is driven               

primarily by geography and bilateral trade relations, whereas the diffusion of ISO 14001 is              

driven primarily by geography and cultural affinity. Other studies have concluded that diffusion             

is explained by the level of trading relations among countries and the number of certifications of                
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other standards includes those of Saraiva and Duarte (2003), Franceschini et al. (2004), and              

Sampaio et al. (2009).  

Organisations adopt management systems because they enable them to become more           

competitive. The benefits and the drawbacks of ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 have been analysed               

from both an academic and an organisational standpoint (e.g., Davies and Webber, 1998, Del              

Brio et al., 2001, Tan, 2005, Gonzalez-Benito and Gonzalez-Benito, 2005 and 2008, Gimenez et              

al., 2006). 

The diffusion of both standards has also been studied in depth and comparative analyses              

have been undertaken of their patterns of diffusion. In most cases, the analyses have been               

cross-national (e.g., Franchescini et al., 2004, Marimon et al., 2006 and 2009, Casadesus et al.,               

2008). 

Another contribution to the literature on standards diffusion has been the classification of             

countries according to the growth rate of certifications (Marimon et al., 2006, 2009; Casadesus              

et al., 2008). Having confirmed that ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 diffusion follows a logistic (or                

S-curve), these authors have classified various countries in terms of the phases of the S-curve as                

being: (i) ‘expansionist’ (where the ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certification intensity rates are              

growing); (ii) ‘mature’ (where the ISO 14001 intensity rate is increasing, but the ISO 9001               

intensity rate is decreasing); and (iii) ‘retrocessive’ (where the intensity rate of certifications in              

both ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 has begun to decrease). 

It should be remembered that this S-curve pattern suggests an evolution from the first              

stages, characterised by a low number of certifications, to the last stage, marked by saturation,               

i.e. when the maximum forecasted number of certifications is reached. In other words, the              

saturation point represents an estimate of the potential adopters of the standard concerned in              

terms of the number of organisations that will eventually implement it. 

More recently, similar results were obtained by Franceschini et al. (2010), who clustered             

the European countries based on ISO 9001 certifications, at a macro-level, into three different              
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groups: (i) ‘constant growth area’ (the number of certifications is currently growing); (ii)             

‘saturation area’ (the number of certifications has settled around a saturation value); and (iii)              

‘decline area’ (the number of certifications has decreased). In these studies the majority of              

countries are in the first two groups, i.e. there is potential for increasing the certification growth                

rate in the first group, and in the second, the number of certifications in each country has                 

reached the highest level of growth and cannot continue growing (i.e. has reached saturation              

point), depending on each country’s experience in implementing and managing these           

international standards.  

The data used in these various studies have usually been aggregated by country or other               

geographical area, but very few have analysed the diffusion of standards in terms of industry               

sectors. It was only recently that Llach et al. (2011) classified the diffusion of standards by                

activity sector, which provides new clues to understanding the diffusion phenomenon. The            

present study addresses this gap in the literature by examining the diffusion of quality standards               

in the Spanish tourism sector. 

2.2 QMS standards in tourism 

Tourism accounts for 70% of the overall contribution of services to global gross domestic              

product (GDP) (WTO, 2010). Spain is the third most important tourist destination in the world,               

receiving 55.70 million travellers in 2010, employing 2.49 million persons in the sector and with               

tourism representing 10% of Gross Domestic Product (IET, 2011). Moreover, forecasts indicate            

that this sector will continue to grow globally in the coming years, despite the global economic                

downturn (WTO, 2010). 

The implementation of quality systems in the tourism sector is important in Spain if the               

country is to maintain its competitive position despite the challenges that are arising as a result                

of the worldwide changes occurring in destinations and consumer tastes (Tribe, 1999). These             

changes include increasing environmental awareness and declining loyalty to traditional tourist           

destinations as the quality of new destinations improves (O’Connor and Frew, 2002; Kim et al.,               
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2007). The hardening of the competitive environment requires new strategies by tourism            

providers (Testa and Sipe, 2006; Briggs et al., 2007; Pereira-Moliner et al., 2010), including the               

adoption of recognized quality standards (Nield and Kozak, 1999; Susskind et al., 2007). 

ISO standards (in general) have been widely accepted in Spain, as evidenced by the fact               

that Spain ranks third in the world (behind only China and Italy) in the number of ISO 9001                  

certifications (AENOR, 2011). It would have been reasonable to assume that the Spanish tourist              

industry would follow this trend; however, it appears that this has not been the case. In fact, by                  

2009 only 282 hotels and restaurants in Spain had been certified in accordance with the ISO                

9001 standard, compared with a total number of 59,576 certificates in Spain (Forum Calidad,              

2010). This means that only 0.005% of the certificates were awarded to hotels and restaurants.               

This low penetration of ISO 9001 was studied by Camison and Yepes (1994), who found that                

hotels considered that the main barriers to adoption were the costs of implementation and the               

lack of staff training (Camison et al., 2006). 

Given this situation and the need to provide tourism businesses with a tool for quality               

management adapted to their needs, the Spanish government launched the Spanish Touristic            

Quality System Project (STQS) in 1996 with two main objectives (Alonso-Almeida et al.,             

2009): 

* equipping Spanish tourism companies with a common methodology to establish a 

management system and thus improve quality of service to a standard that will enable 

Spanish tourism providers to maintain and improve their competitive position; and 

* supporting brand recognition of the distinctive Spanish ‘Q’ quality trademark as an 

indication of superior quality. 

The Spanish ‘Q’ standard covers four main aspects: (i) facilities; (ii) the final service              

delivered to the client; (iii) organisational processes of client services; and (iv) functions and              

management tools for customer satisfaction. As such, the ‘Q’ standard is a self-regulated             

standardisation system that establishes quality standards compatible with the ISO 9000 and ISO             
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14000 series of standards (Alonso-Almeida et al., 2009). In other words, the ‘Q’ standard is               

complementary to both international standards. The main characteristics of the ‘Q’ standard and             

the ISO standards are presented in Table 1. 

 

“Take in Table 1” 

Table 1. Main characteristics of international standards and ‘Q’ standard 

 

The agency responsible for the development, application, compliance, and dissemination          

of the ‘Q’ standard is the Institute for Spanish Tourism Quality (ICTE). The ICTE, which was                

established in 2000, has published twenty different quality standards for various aspects of the              

tourism industry—such as travel agencies, tourist information, convention bureaux, ski and           

mountain resorts, rural accommodation, and restaurants. Of these twenty, six standards have            

been transformed from ICTE standards into UNE Rules (Una Norma Española = ‘One Spanish              

Norm’), which gives greater recognition in the national territory (ICTE, 2010). 

The growth of ‘Q’ certifications from 2000 to 2009 is shown in Figure 1. The graph                

shows the total number of certifications per year, as well as the certifications among sub-sectors               

with large numbers of registrations. It is apparent that, from 2000 to 2003, the growth was slow;                 

however, since 2004 there has been a considerable increase. This increase can be attributed to               

the support of the administration, national and international campaigns, training programs, and,            

since 2007, the creation of a directory of certified firms and an information manual on               

certification (Alonso-Almeida et al., 2009). Indeed, hotels and restaurants with Q certification            

represent more than 50% of the tourist companies certified (ICTE, 2010). 

 

 “Take in Figure 1” 

Figure 1. Number of ‘Q’ certifications (Spanish tourism sector) (2000–09) 
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Taking into account the known (S-shaped) diffusion pattern of ISO 9001 (as described             

above) and the similarities between this international standard and the Spanish ‘Q’ standard, the              

hypothesis to be tested in this paper can be stated as follows: 

*Diffusion of the ‘Q’ standard follows the same pattern as that of the ISO 9001 standard 

within the specific sector of ‘hotels and restaurants.’ 

The methodology applied to test this hypothesis is presented below. 

3. Methodology  

3.1 Data sources 

Data on the diffusion of ISO 9001 were obtained from ISO annual reports (“ISO Survey”) and                

from annual reports provided by Foum Calidad (with regard to diffusion in Spain). Data on the                

‘Q’ standard data were obtained from ICTE databases. 

The ISO data have two main drawbacks. First, ISO does not itself perform certification to               

its standards, does not issue certificates, and does not verify certifications performed            

independently of ISO by other organisations. Secondly, not all data sources respond to the              

request for data on sector aggregation, with the result that the overall figures for the 39                

designated sectors should be taken as rough indicators only. Although this problem is less likely               

to be significant when considering only one sector (as contrasted with comparisons among the              

39 sectors surveyed), these reservations should be borne in mind when considering the data for               

the evolution of ISO 9001 certifications in the ‘hotels and restaurants’ sector (as shown in Table                

2). The table includes both the worldwide data and the data for Spain. 

 

“Take in Table 2” 

Table 2. Number of ISO 9001 certifications for ‘hotels and restaurants’ sector 1998–2008 

(global and Spain) 
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The data for the ‘Q’ standard are shown in Table 3. In this table, an aggregation has been                  

made to make data more comparable to ISO 9001. The table shows only those sub-sectors that                

are equivalent to ‘Hotels and restaurant.’ 

 

“Take in Table 3” 

Table 3. Number of ‘Q’ certificates by sub-sectors and aggregated for sub-sectors 2, 3, 5, 6, 11, 

and 15 (Spain, 1998–2009) 

 

3.2 Data analysis 

The analysis consisted of three main phases. First, the data were analysed to ascertain whether               

the evolution of the numbers of certifications in Spain of the ISO 9001 standard and the Spanish                 

‘Q’ standard fit the logistic curve. Previous studies that have analysed data aggregated by              

country (Franceschini et al., 2004, 2010; Marimon et al., 2006, 2009; Casadesus et al., 2008)               

have established that the logistic curve provides a good fit with the diffusion of ISO 9001 and                 

ISO 14001 (although there have been no previous studies dealing with aggregated data by sector               

of activity). 

Secondly, the same analysis was applied to the diffusion of ISO 9001 for the ‘hotels and                

restaurants’ sector and to the diffusion of ‘Q’ certificates. 

In undertaking these analyses, the logistic curve is expressed by the following equation: 

 

in which: 

N represents the number of individuals (over time); 

N0 represents the number of individuals at the starting point; 

K is the saturation level; 
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r0 is the initial growth rate; and 

t is independent variable (time). 

The kernel of the model is the differential equation: 

 

The increase of a population is proportional to its size (N), where rate r (whose units are                 

the inverse of time) represents the proportional increase of the population N in one unit of time.                 

This rate varies according to the expression: 

 

Thirdly, the analysis focused on six case studies of hotels and restaurants. The qualitative              

data from these case studies were compared with the quantitative data obtained from the              

preceding empirical analyses. The aim was to identify qualitative explanations for the            

quantitative findings. 

4. Analysis and results 

4.1 Diffusion of ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 worldwide 

The diffusion patterns of ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certifications are presented in Figure 2. It                

can be seen that the logistic curve fitted well to the aggregated number of worldwide certificates                

under both standards. This finding is in accordance with previous studies (Marimon et al., 2006,               

2009; Casadesus et al., 2008). Regressions are presented in the table associated with the graphs,               

which includes a scaling of the curves in terms of their respective percentage values of               

saturation in order to allow for comparisons between the evolutions of both standards. 

It should be noted that the worldwide ISO 9001 certifications (close to one million in               

2008) were, in absolute numbers, five times more numerous than ISO 14001 certifications.             
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However, in percentage terms, the two standards were at a similar level. In late 2008, ISO 9001                 

registrations were at 74.5% of saturation, whereas ISO 14001 registrations were at 72.9% of              

saturation. According to these patterns, ISO 9001 certifications will reach 95% saturation in             

2014, whereas ISO 14001 certifications will reach saturation one year earlier, in 2013. In other               

words, although ISO 14001 was published nine years later than ISO 9001, the relative levels of                

the two standards were similar in 2008 due to ISO14001 growing at a faster rate. 

 

“Take in Figure 2”  

Figure 2. Logistic curves and forecast of certifications for ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 worldwide 

 

4.2 Logistic curve of ISO 9001 certifications for ‘hotels and restaurants’ sector 

Figure 3 shows the application of the S-curve to the data on ISO 9001 certifications in the                 

worldwide ‘hotels and restaurants’ sector. In this analysis, data from 1999 and 2008 were not               

included because they were clearly aberrant (see white plots in Figure 3). As previously noted,               

data collected by ISO include some erroneous numbers, which is acknowledged by the             

organisation itself. Certainly, in any given year, a discrepancy between the annual total             

certifications from the 39 sectors of activity and the total certifications from the national totals is                

found. It is observed that the sum of the national totals is always greater than the sum of the                   

totals by sector. This gap was especially significant in 2008, when the totals of the certifications                

by sectors represented only approximately 50% of the total of the certifications in terms of               

national totals (ISO, 2009). These aberrant numbers were therefore ignored in the present             

analyses. 

Figure 3 and its attached table show that the model fitted well, with an R2 = 0.984. The                  

model was robust, and the three parameters were significant with a confidence level of 95%               

(p<0.05). It can be anticipated that the ‘hotels and restaurants’ sector certificates will reach 95%               

saturation in 2013. 
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“Take in Figure 3” 

Figure 3.- Logistic curve and forecast of ISO 9001 certifications for “Hotels and restaurants” 

sector worldwide 

 

An additional analysis was performed on the data for ISO 9001 certifications of hotels              

and restaurants in Spain alone (see Figure 5). The number of certifications for 2009 was               

discarded from this analysis because it was extremely small compared with that of the previous               

year (see asterisk plot in Figure 5). The explanation for this aberrant number is the same as for                  

the worldwide data noted above. The regression of the logistic curve fitted well (R2 = 0.993). All                 

three parameters were significant (with a confidence level of 95%). The saturation level of 546               

certifications correponds with the level for 2008. However, although the model provides a good              

explanation of the evolution of the certifications, it does not appear to be valid for forecasting                

the future. Indeed, the value for 2009 (282) does not follow the trend; it would seem that this                  

standard is becoming less popular in the ‘hotel and restaurant’ sector. 

In summary, although the application of the ISO 9001 standard in the hotels and              

restaurants sector is expanding on a worldwide scale, the standard appears to have reached              

saturation point in Spain. Arguably, the certification growth rate appears to have begun to              

decline, as pointed out by previous studies, such as Marimon et al. (2006 and 2009) and                

Casadesus et al. (2008). The question that arises now is: what is the reason for this divergence of                  

behaviour? Why does the standard still seem to be in the expansionist phase on a worldwide                

scale, while in Spain saturation point has been reached? 

4.3 Logistic curve of ‘Q’ certifications 

As previously noted, the data used in the analysis of ‘Q’ certifications were drawn from certain                

subsectors (see Table 3) that were aggregated to facilitate comparisons with the data provided              

by the ISO regarding ‘economic activity code 30’ (that is, ‘hotels and restaurants’).  
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As shown in Figure 4, the logistic curve again fitted the data well (R2 = 0.998). The three                  

parameters of the regression were robust with a confidence level of 95% (p<0.05). The curve               

suggests that the standard will reach 95% saturation in 2018; that is, five years after the ISO                 

9001 worldwide for this sector. 

 

“Take in Figure 4”  

Figure 4.- Logistic curve and forecast of Spanish Q certifications  

 

4.4. Comparison of diffusion of ISO 9001 and Spanish ‘Q’ standard 

Figure 5 compares the evolution of ISO 9001 certifications in the ‘hotels and restaurants’ sector               

in Spain with the evolution of certifications under the Spanish ‘Q’ standard. It is apparent that                

there has been considerable divergence in the graphs in the past two years. Whereas the number                

of certifications under the ‘Q’ standard is growing, the number of certifications under ISO 9001               

in this sector in Spain is decreasing. These findings are in accordance with the ISO 9001                

standard having reached saturation in this sector in Spain in 2008, followed by a smaller number                

of certifications of this standard in 2009 (as shown in Figure 5). In addition, it would seem that                  

there is evidence of a phenomenon of ‘de-certification’ in 2009 as hotels and restaurants in               

Spain have not renewed their ISO 9001 certificate. However, the data for the latter phenomenon               

are not conclusive because only one year has passed since the saturation point. It will be                

necessary to wait and see what happens in the future to confirm this trend. 

 

“Take in Figure 5” 

Figure 5. Comparison between diffusion models of “hotels and restaurants” sector of ISO 9001 

and Spanish Q standard 
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It is thus apparent that the two standards are at different stages on the logistic curve.                

Whereas ISO 9001 (‘hotels and restaurants’ sector in Spain) is saturated, the ‘Q’ standard is still                

growing; indeed, it would seem that the latter will not reach saturation until 2019. In seeking to                 

explain why saturation has occurred so early in the case of ISO 9001 and why the ‘Q’ standard                  

continues to grow, qualitative data on the diffusion of the two standards in Spanish tourism were                

obtained from a selection of case studies. 

5. Case studies 

Case studies have frequently been used in the literature to explain various aspects of the               

dissemination, adoption, implementation, and integration of quality standards (Fresner and          

Engelhardt, 2004; Labodová, 2004; Zutshi and Sohal, 2005; Ghisellini and Thurston, 2005;            

Sumiani et al. 2007; Rodriguez-Antón et al., 2008; Karapetrovic and Casadesus, 2009;            

Casadesus et al., 2010). In the present study, extensive interviews were conducted with             

managers of hotels and restaurants in Spain with a view to ascertaining the main drivers of                

implementation of the two standards under investigation. Six case studies of the implementation             

of ISO 9001 and ‘Q’ in Spanish hotels and restaurants are presented. 

5.1 Case 1: ISO 9001 in hotel chain  

The first case study concerns a French-based international hotel chain (more than 800 hotels              

worldwide) that has 42 properties in major Spanish cities. All of the chain’s hotels are certified                

in accordance with the ISO 9001 standard. The hotel chain targets business clients with a               

business strategy of offering good quality at an affordable price. When asked why the              

organisation had chosen this quality standard, the CEO of a hotel located in Madrid replied: 

“The chain’s policy is to certify to this standard all hotels that are incorporated into the                

brand. The purpose of this strategy is to enable supply of the same quality              

service in all parts of the world.”  
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To achieve this objective, a team from the chain’s central quality department works with              

local employees to implement the ISO 9001 standard in every new hotel. This team provides               

training and tools to ensure successful implementation and operation.  

It would seem that the ISO 9001 standard is used by this chain because the standard is                 

international and is recognised as an indication of quality by its clients from various countries.               

When asked whether the company intended to incorporate any other standards, the CEO replied: 

“The hotel chain has begun to certify its hotels with ISO 14001; indeed, it has already                

certified more than 200 worldwide. This hotel will be certified under the ISO             

14001 standard next year … Senior corporate managers in the chain make such             

strategic decisions; individual hotels have no choice.” 

5.2 Case 2: ISO 9001 in independent hotel 

The second case study concerns a luxury hotel in central Madrid, which focuses on a client                

profile of high-level businesspersons. The hotel has 180 rooms and suites and 150 employees.              

When asked why the hotel had selected the ISO 9001 standard as its QMS, the CEO said: 

“The board favoured an international standard because 70% of our customers are            

foreigners and this standard is familiar to them … [Moreover] given that more             

than 40 people work in the reception area alone, having written procedures has             

been very useful. It enables quick learning and inclusion of our new and             

temporary employees.” 

When asked about the possibility of incorporating new standards, he said: 

“We are interested in implementing standards to manage environmental issues. We are            

also looking to achieve savings in our electrical and water consumption, among            

others. We would therefore like to be certified under the ISO 14001 standard in              

future … [However] next year we will also incorporate the ‘Q’ standard because             

we believe that it is complementary to ISO 9001.” 
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5.3 Case 3: ‘Q’ in hotel chain 

The third case concerns one of the largest Spanish-based hotel chains, which has a presence in                

15 countries around the world. This chain specialises in luxury leisure tourism. The chain has               

opted to implement the Spanish ‘Q’ quality standard and currently has 10 certified hotels.              

According to the operations manager: 

“We wish to assure current and potential customers that our hotels follow processes that              

ensure the provision of superior quality in all categories of service. Having an             

industry-specific QMS has enabled the design of appropriate procedures in all           

departments.” 

With regard to environmental certificates, the operations manager observed: 

“The chain implements specialised certificates—such as the Green Globe certificate, the           

Sustainable Tourism Program of Costa Rica, or other national certificates of the            

countries in which the hotels are located … Our strategy for the coming years is               

to continue implementing country-specific certificates in both quality assurance         

and in environmental management.” 

With regard to the ISO 9001 standard, the manager said: 

“We want to certify our 50 hotels in Spain with the ‘Q’ standard … The ISO standard is                  

too generic for our business. Before deciding on the ‘Q’, we conducted a pilot              

program in a hotel with the ISO 9001, but it did not work.” 

5.4 Case 4: ‘Q’ in boutique hotel 

The fourth case concerns a small independent hotel with 15 rooms located in a city in eastern                 

Spain. The customers of this hotel are drawn almost equally from leisure and business travellers.               

The hotel has been certified in accordance with the ‘Q’ standard since 2008. The hotel manager                

explained the certification in the following terms: 
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“From the beginning, management decided to implement the ‘Q’ standard because the            

regional government supported this standard, the required investment was         

reasonable, and the prospective benefits (both external and internal) appeared to           

be significant … We are pleased with the results and we do not plan, at least for                 

now, to implement other management standards. The current QMS has some           

environmental practices that are sufficient for a business of our size.” 

5.5 Case 5: ISO 9001 in restaurant 

The fifth case study concerns a chain of seven prestigious restaurants in southern Spain. By               

2009, three of the restaurants had been certified in accordance with the ISO 9001 standard. The                

general manager explained the chain’s adoption of the ISO 9001 standard in the following              

terms: 

“Most of our clients are executives of Spanish or foreign companies who look for a               

good meal to celebrate success in their businesses. Other customers are           

foreigners with high purchasing power who come to enjoy quality cuisine while            

on their holidays. We wanted this certification to improve the quality of our             

service, and thus improve customer satisfaction. In addition, we wanted to           

enhance our image in both traditional channels and the Internet. This           

international certification improves our image because the ISO standards are          

internationally popular … We have also begun to implement the requirements           

of the ISO 14001 certificate, although we have yet to have a restaurant certified              

with this standard.” 

With regard to the ‘Q’ standard, he said: 

“We are not yet prepared to adhere to a standard that involves remodelling of all our                

business processes. We prefer starting with small steps, although we do not rule             

out implementing the ‘Q’ in the future.” 
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5.6 Case 6: Q in restaurants 

In late 2009, there were only 196 restaurants certified in accordance with the ‘Q’ standard.               

According to these restaurants’ managers, the majority selected this standard because: 

“‘Q’ has strong institutional support and is easy to implement because it is adapted to               

our business. 

The cost of certification and maintenance is not very high. We think that it provides a                

high added value to the product that we sell. 

We believe it is sufficient, at least for the moment, for the management of service               

quality and environmental issues.” 

It should be noted that most restaurants are small companies and this standard, which is               

specifically designed for restaurants, has provided the possibility of implementing a standard at             

low cost without requiring many specialised resources. 

5.7 Dicussion of Case Studies  

Castka and Balzanova (2008) stated that certain factors such as the structure and             

ownership of the organisation concerned influence management standard adoption strategies.          

Some authors (Rodríguez-Antón and Alonso-Almeida, 2008; Molina-Azorin, et al., 2009;          

Alonso-Almeida and Rodriguez-Antón, 2011) found that in the hotel industry, management           

system adoption could be influenced, mainly, by two factors: (i) whether a hotel operates              

independently or as part of a hotel chain; and (ii) the type of customer it attracts. 

With regard to ownership, our findings suggested that when a hotel belongs to a chain,               

the decision about which QMS to implement is taken by the chain’s head office , and the hotel                  

merely impelments this decision and operates accordingly. Our findings also suggest that the             

nationality of the head office could play a key role in the choice of QMS. The representative                 

may prefer a single internationally well-known QMS for the whole chain managed from the              

owning company’s head office.  
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 On the one hand, then, when the hotel chain is foreign-owned, the ‘Q’ standard may not                

be the best choice, since it is only recognised inside Spain. On the other hand, other hotel chains                  

operating in Spain could choose a dual strategy of implementing the ‘Q’ standard in Spain and                

another QMS in their overseas hotels. Indeed, this is the strategy followed by a famous               

American fast-food restaurant chain, which has certified all its restaurants in Spain with the ‘Q’               

standard and has implemented the ISO 9001 in other countries.  

In addition, these findings also highlight the importance of market scope as a driver in the                

selection of a QMS standard: the selection of a QMS may well be influenced by the market                 

scope of the company. Nevertheless this finding should be taken with caution, as it is only                

inferred from our case study. More specific research is needed to underpin it. 

Regarding the influence that customer type can have on certification decisions, our case             

studies suggested that when the main type of customer is foreign, tourist companies prefer a               

well-known international standard. Likewise, given the large-scale promotion of the ‘Q’ mark            

by ICTE, when the main type of customer is Spanish, companies are more likely to implement                

this standard. This finding also needs more research, however, in order to validate it. 

Another finding has suggested that internal motivation may be a reason for choosing a              

particular QMS standard. Previous research has shown that hotels in Spain implement a QMS              

mainly as a result of internal motivation (Alonso-Almeida et al., 2010; Alonso-Almeida and             

Rodriguez-Anton, 2011), and a specific tourist industry quality standard that fits with the market              

characteristics of theses hotels could help to align business objectives and business processes. 

Finally, other motivations for choosing the ‘Q’ standard were institutional support and            

reasonable costs. This finding is in line with the pioneering study conducted by Camison and               

Yepes (1994) who found that the cost of ISO 9001 implementation and maintenance acted as a                

barrier which could explain the low rate of penetration of this standard. Futhermore, institutional              

support from ICTE and the public administration will probably continue, and the diffusion of              

the ‘Q’ standard will therefore almost certainly continue to grow in the near future. 
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6. Conclusions  

The aim of this study was to compare the diffusion of two quality management systems (QMSs)                

within the the Spanish tourism sector. The two QMSs for examination were: (i) the ISO 9001                

for ‘hotels and restaurants’; and (ii) ‘Q’, which is the certification standard for tourism in Spain.                

The objectives of the study were threefold: (i) to ascertain whether the two standards follow the                

same diffusion pattern; (ii) to identify similarities and dissimilarities between the two QMSs;             

and (iii) to identify the main drivers for the diffusion of the standards. After analysing data                

covering more than a decade of certifications, the conclusions of the study can be stated as                

follows. 

First, the diffusion pattern of certifications under both standards have been shown to             

follow a logistic curve. The fit of data for both standards to this curve was very high, with a                   

better than 98% fit in both cases. 

Secondly, although ISO 9001 certifications worldwide will reach 95% saturation in 2014,            

ISO 9001 certifications for the ‘hotels and restaurants’ sector in Spain had already reached              

saturation in 2008. This situation reflects the fact that the growth rate for the ‘hotels and                

restaurants’ sector was greater than that of global certifications of ISO 9001. With regard to the                

‘Q’ standard, certification saturation is expected to be reached in 2019. 

Thirdly, two main differences in the growth rates of the two standards have been found.               

First, ISO 9001 sector certifications have grown faster than the ‘Q’ certifications over the same               

period of time. This difference could be due to the international scope of the ISO 9001 standard.                 

Secondly, the stage of diffusion of the two standards differs. According to the stages described               

by Marimon et al. (2009), ISO 9001 sector certifications have almost reached saturation point              

and could thus be classified in the ‘retrocessive stage,’ whereas ‘Q’ standard certifications are              

still growing, which places them in the ‘expansionist stage.’ These data should, however, be              

taken cautiously and the phenomenon needs to be analysed further in the coming years. 
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Fourthly, both the quantitative data from the official sources and the qualitative data from              

the case studies have provided evidence of a trend in the ‘hotels and restaurants’ sector in Spain.                 

It would seem that, in the coming years, there is likely to be a continuation of the trend to favour                    

industry-specific standards at the expense of the generic ISO 9001 standard, which would seem              

to be in decline, meaning that the number of new certifications will not grow as fast as in the                   

past. However, this trend within this specific sector in Spain is not a worldwide trend; indeed, it                 

would seem that the ‘Q’ standard is in the ‘maturity phase’ and still has a few years to go before                    

reaching saturation. 

The main drivers identified for the choice of the ‘Q’ standard, according to the evidence               

detected in the business cases analysed, were: (i) institutional support; (ii) ease of             

implementation due to familiarity with the implementation procedures; and (iii) the reasonable            

cost. The further illustration of these aspects will be a priority line for future research. 

As previous research has pointed out (Rodríguez-Antón and Alonso-Almeida, 2008;          

Molina-Azorin, et al., 2009; Alonso-Almeida et al., 2010; Alonso-Almeida and          

Rodriguez-Antón, 2011), this study also provides evidence concerning the relevance of           

ownership, type of customers, and motivations as factors when choosing a QMS. Futhermore,             

there is evidence to indicate that other factors that could play a critical role in the future                 

diffusion of the standard management systems in the tourist industry are the nationality of hotel               

chains’ head offices and the market scope of the establishments concerned. 

These drivers seem to differ from the reasons identified in the literature for the              

dissemination of international standards in the industrial sector, which included: (i) pressure            

from customers (Hardjono et al., 1997; Magd and Curry, 2003); and (ii) competition (Taylor,              

1995; Hardjono et al., 1997, Leung et al. 1999). The scant evidence found concerning the               

motivation for implementing a quality system in the hospitality industry showed that the main              

reasons are internal, such as the need to improve inter-departmental coordination, to establish             

correct working procedures (Harrington and Akehurst, 2000; Alonso-Almeida et. al, 2010) and            
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to eliminate variability in the provision of customer services (Susskind et al., 2007). These              

reasons suggested that industry-specific standards seem more appropriate for service providers           

in the hospitality and tourism sector. Indeed, even those that have opted for certification under               

the ISO 9001 standard in the present study did not rule out adopting the industry-specific ‘Q’                

certification in future as a complementary system. 

The results have some interesting implications for managers and public policy-makers.           

For managers of service companies in the tourism sector, it would seem prudent, when selecting               

a QMS, to take into account the potential benefits of sector-specific standards as compared with               

other (more generic) standards. This recommendation does not mean chosing one or the other,              

as both are complementary and having both implemented could mean gaining competitive            

advantage. For public policy-makers, the implication of the present findings is that they should              

support initiatives that encourage the development of standards and management tools that are             

specific to the particular needs of companies in specific sectors, regardless of size with the aim                

to make them competitive, as is the case of the ‘Q’ standard that has governmental support.  

In summary, the main contribution of this paper has been to explore the spread of QMSs                

in a specific sector. In doing so, the study has made an original contribution because all existing                 

studies of the diffusion of quality standards have focused on the geographical spread, while the               

diffusion in specific sectors is very scarce. It is acknowledged that the results might not be                

readily generalisable to other sectors and other countries, but both standards seem to be              

complementary which means representing a source of competitive advantage. Nevertheless, the           

methodology would seem to be valid and relatively easy to replicate in other settings. 

The main limitation of this study is the model applied as it does not reflect the factors that                  

afect the diffusion, such as the global crisis or another local causes. This point in addition to                 

analysing the motivations of implementing one systems or another will base the future research.  
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Table 1. Main characteristics of international standards and ‘Q’ standard 
 

Concepts ISO 9001:2008 and ISO 14001:2004 Spanish Tourist Quality 
Trademark (Q) 

Objective Quality assurance and environmental  
management system 

Quality and service 
standardization system 

Implementation The designed QMS ensures and maintains 
quality levels  

The designed QMS is a 
self-diagnosis tool 

Documentation Powerful documentation system  Light documentary system 
Decision-makin
g 

Service levels are strategic decisions 
undertaken  
by management  

All quality and service 
specifications included in the 
standard itself 

Organization’s 
characteristics  

Applicable to any industry and organization  Focused on tourist activity 

Quality level  No specific quality level guaranteed, but  
service is adjusted to level of specifications  
set out by the establishment itself 

Provides information about 
required quality level, which 
might influence clients’ 
purchasing decisions 

Environmantal 
Management 

 Provide rules for 
environmental management 
of the establishment 

Source: Adapted from Casadesus et al. (2010)  
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Table 2. Number of ISO 9001 certifications for ‘hotels and restaurants’ sector 1998–2008 
(global and Spain) 

 
Year 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 
ISO 9001 certificates at 
worldwide scale 865 1,794 1,187 1,391 1,857 2,391 2,924 3,557 3,875 4,186 3,437 
ISO 9001 certificates in 
Spain   69 121 169 287 390 416 487 504 541 

(*) European Accreditation code number 30 

Source: Compiled from ISO (2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009) and Forum Calidad (2001, 
2002, 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009). 
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Table 3. Number of ‘Q’ certificates by sub-sectors and aggregated for sub-sectors 2, 3, 5, 6, 
11, and 15 (Spain, 1998–2009) 

Codes 
Q certifications  
by subsectors 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

2 Rural 
Accommodations  2 4 16 20 34 46 60 82 114 172 227 

3 Small Residences        2 3 4 6 7 
5 Spas        4 15 20 28 31 
6 Campings    3 4 6 8 10 12 15 19 21 

11 Hotels and 
Apartments 11 50 71 97 132 154 195 244 357 400 461 522 

15 Restaurants    8 17 29 35 47 61 80 135 196 
 Total 11 52 75 124 173 223 284 367 530 633 821 1,004 

Source: Compiled from ICTE (1999, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010) 
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Figure 1. Number of ‘Q’ certifications (Spanish tourism sector) (2000–09) 
 

 
Source: ICTE (2010) 
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Figure 2. Logistic curves and forecast of certifications for ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 
worldwide 

 

Forecast of ISO certificates worldwide considering the logistic curve.  
 ISO 9001 ISO 14001 
 DF Sum Sq DF Sum Sq 
Regression 3 4.97 E12 3 1.06 E11 
Residual 14 2.59 E10 14 1.97 E8 
Uncorrected Total 17 4.99 E12 17 1.06 E11 
(Corrected total) 16 1.65 E12 16 5.07 E10 
R squared .991 .998 

 Value LL UL Value LL UL 
N0 67,318.27 39,445.29 95,191.25 3,592.96 1,975.52 5,210.40 
K 1,318,424.35 163,492.09 1,699,080.01 258,940.32 207,751.70 310,128.95 
r0 .25 .19 .31 .40 .33 .46 

LL: Lower limit of the 95% confidence interval                    UL: Upper limit of the 95% confidence interval 
Source: Casadesus et al., (2011) 
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Figure 3.- Logistic curve and forecast of ISO 9001 certifications for “Hotels and 
restaurants” sector worldwide 

 

 
 Hotels and restaurants  
 Sum Sq DF 
Regression 6.69 E7 3 
Residual 104,866 6 
Uncorrect Total 6.70 E7 9 
(Corrected total) 1.21 E7 8 
R squared .984 
 Value Standard error 

N0 665.62 84.38 
K 5,835.19 769,85 
r0 .34 .45 

Source: Compiled from ISO (2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009) 
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Figure 4.- Logistic curve and forecast of Spanish Q certifications  

 

 Spanish Q standard  
 Sum Sq DF 
Regression 2.68 E6 3 
Residual 2,839 9 
Uncorrect Total 2.68 E6 12 
(Corrected total) 1.14 E6 11 
R squared .998 
 Value Standard error 

N0 42.12 5.24 
K 2,237.15 421,60 
r0 .34 .02 
Source: Compiled from ICTE (2010) 

 

39 
 



Figure 5. Comparison between diffusion models of “hotels and restaurants” sector of ISO 
9001 and Spanish Q standard 

 

 

 Spanish Q standard  ISO 9001 (Hotels and restaurants in Spain)  
 Sum Sq DF Sum Sq DF 
Regression 2.68 E6 3 1,237,615 3 
Residual 2,839 6 1,738 9 
Uncorrect Total 2.68 E6 8 1,239,354 12 
(Corrected total) 1.14 E6 8 249,992 11 
R squared .998 .993 
 Value Standard error Value Standard error 

N0 42.12 9.368 65.76 5.24 
K 2,237.15 17.658 546.20 421.60 
r0 .34 .062 .68 .02 

Source: Compiled from ISO (2009) and ICTE (2010) 
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