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Abstract 

On the basis of two empirical cases (the market of motor vehicle inspection and the market of 
management certification) this paper analyses different strategies used to make these markets credible and 
trustworthy. The market actors are referred to as risk organizers and the strategies used as risk 
management strategies. These risk management strategies are undertaken both by the market actors 
themselves, and by state authorities and/or NGOs. Through different organizational solutions, authority 
for the verification activities is gained. Combining theories of the risk-society state, organizational 
analyses of standards as transnational regulations, with the critical literature on auditing, the paper 
explains how the expanding market of verifications such as vehicle inspection and management 
certification can appear stable and credible. 

                                                 
1 Paper submitted to the NFF 2011 Conference, Stockholm, Sweden, sub-theme 06 Interdisciplinary 
perspectives on auditing, 20–24 August 2011. 
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Introduction 
 

Risk prevention through third party verification 
There is a growing concern, articulation and evaluation of risk in today’s society (cf. Beck 

1992): the risk of elevators falling down, the risk of poisoned food, the risk of radiation from 

cellular phones. A risk is a risk when formulated and evaluated as one. No risk exists by itself, 

it is culturally constructed and defined and thereby changing due to differing societal modes 

(cf. Boli & Thomas 1999; Meyer & Jepperson 2000).  

        During the last decade we have seen a growth of tools, services and organized activities 

with the main purpose to prevent risks. As noted by Power (1997), there has been a reworking 

of inspectorial institutions with a shift from inspection by governmental authorities to greater 

attention to systems of self-inspection through standards (Higgins & Tamm Hallström 2007; 

Tamm Hallström 2008). In this paper, we analyze this shift in terms of what we call an 

expanding market of verifications. We see verification as a risk prevention strategy, as well as 

an alternative practice of auditing. We also regard these verifications as an extension of the 

growing use of standards as a managerial tool to handle risks. With the term risk we refer to 

what is considered to be a risk in that particular situation, i.e. empirically. For example, there 

may be risks that verification actors fail to detect bad business behaviour in organizations that 

are verified, which may result in an enhanced risk of financial problems, dangerous cars, or 

devastation of the natural environment. There are risks at different levels in this verification 

system and what is considered a risk depends on who experiences it. Hence, we use the term 

risk in a general way, speaking both in terms of failed verification practices and the 

consequences that such failures might cause.  

        With this strong neo-liberal political trend in Western countries, together with increasing 

economic activities taking place across national borders and large multi-national corporations 

becoming all the more powerful actors, standards are often seen as the solution enabling 

global coordination and order, and offering reduction of risk and uncertainty. Under the 

conditions of economic globalization, standardization may thus be analyzed as a new form of 

regulation that compensate for the declining, or at least changing capacities of nation-states 

(Brunsson & Jacobsson 2000; Higgins 2005). Although compliance with standards formally is 

voluntary, there is often a pressure of a normative and/or cognitive kind explaining why many 

organizations follow certain standards (cf. Scott 1995). It may also be a regulative pressure to 
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follow certain standards, for example when explicit requirements on standard following are 

stated in national legislation or EU directives (Jacobsson 1993).  

        Adding to the dynamics and politics of the field is the fact that standards today are not 

just about technical assessment for military industries or such, but standards are also 

expanding to sectors with greater effects on societal life including areas that in many 

countries have been regarded as public policy issues under the responsibility of the state 

(Higgins 2005; Higgins & Tamm Hallström 2007; Tamm Hallström 2008). We may observe 

standards for issues such as integrated occupational health and safety, forest management, 

managing social diversity and disputes at the workplace, and the social responsibility of 

organizations, for example. This means, in turn, that there has been a shift in the legitimacy 

base of standards; today the legitimacy of standards relies not only on technical expertise but 

on how to manage and secure safety, health, or human rights.  In other words, the construction 

of risks has broadened both in terms of what actually is considered a risk and with what 

modes it should be managed.  

        Directly linked to the use of standards is third party verification as a type of auditing. It 

means that an independent auditor verifies that the organization complies with all 

requirements of a relevant standard. Third party verification is used by companies to convince 

stakeholders in the environment about their compliance with standards that consider values 

that may be other than economic, which are perceived important. Hence, we see the study of 

these verification practices – which are placed at the centre of attention in this paper – as an 

extension of the study of standards. More specifically, we are interested in the growing 

system of verification with a focus on the markets of inspection and certification as a societal 

mode of risk prevention. The research problem that intrigues us is to explain the paradox of 

how the fragile system of commercial inspection and certification can appear both 

authoritative and stable (cf. Power 2003). 

 

The role of risk organizers 
As noted above, the use of third party verification can be understood as a risk management 

tool at the market level of companies seeking certification. However, commercial third party 

verification based on standards can also be understood as an alternative risk prevention 

system to the traditional one based on state inspection of compliance with governmental laws 

(cf. Jacobsson 1993, 2006; Haufler 2001; Bartley 2007) – a system supported and partly 

driven by the state. One difference compared to the old system is that third party certification 
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of compliance with standards, as a control activity, in principle is voluntary. As noted earlier, 

the description of standards as voluntary may be deceiving, however, and we may also 

analyze the many organizational efforts of self-presentation and self-inspection today in terms 

of neo-liberal rule and its essence: governing at a distance (cf. Rose & Miller 1992; Higgins 

& Tamm Hallström 2007). For several reasons we may thus assume that state organizations 

are involved in stabilizing and making credible the current system of risk prevention through 

modes of verifications. 

        The tendency to de-regulate state inspections and the expanding fields regulated by 

standards and certification, as described above, in turn creates a growing space for various 

risk organizers or risk preventing actors, i.e. actors such as state organizations, standard 

setters, management consultants and various types of auditors providing services to 

organizations, which aim at handling risks. Some scholars even characterize the past decades 

as an explosion of standards that are used by organizations to demonstrate that they consider 

certain values – such as safety and sustainability – in order to prevent risks that may occur 

without such consideration (cf. Brunsson & Jacobsson 2000; Ahrne & Brunsson 2004). In 

direct connection to the diffusion of standards are endlessly proliferating ‘industries of 

checking’, that is, auditors of various kinds (e.g. financial auditors, certification auditors, 

inspection auditors) and consultants providing services to organizations, which are engaged 

for the implementation of the standards (Power 1997; Pentland 2000; Higgins & Tamm 

Hallström 2007). Hence, we will refer to the actors on these verification markets as risk 

organizers.  

        As we see risks as culturally constructed, we may assume that actors contributing to the 

organization and prevention of risks also possess the role of co-producer of risks, i.e. the 

actors seeking to solve problems (organization and prevention of risks) also contribute to 

formulating the problem (framing of risks). Thus, a risk is a constructed phenomenon that is 

constantly undergoing change – not only what is considered to be a risk is constructed but 

also what solution is appropriate including who is the legitimate risk organizer. One way to 

understand the logics and mechanisms of the expanding and growing system of third party 

verification is to analyze the work and impact of various risk organizers contributing to 

sustaining the authoritative position of commercial third party verification as a risk prevention 

system.  
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Problematics of commercial inspection and certification 
In this paper we are specifically interested in the growing system of verification with a focus 

on the markets of inspection and certification as a societal mode of risk prevention. More 

specifically, our purpose in this paper is to discuss the organizing strategies used by risk 

organizers in these two markets to stabilize the present system of verification and prove its 

credibility. In short: the purpose is to explain how the markets of inspection and 

certification are made credible through analysis of what risk organizers are involved in 

organizing these markets and what organizing strategies do they use to make these markets 

appear credible? 

        Why then is it relevant to question the credibility of commercial inspection/certification? 

A fundamental source of lacking credibility derives from the fact that auditing services 

typically are provided through commercial relationships with customers, which puts the 

provision of independent auditing services at risk. It becomes crucial for an auditor to keep a 

distance and to be critical through independence and objectivity, at the same time as it can be 

justified, from a commercial point of view, to create a close and friendly relationship towards 

customers with the hope of obtaining customer satisfaction and continued business exchanges.     

        One type of risk, observed in some studies, is that companies mainly are interested in the 

legitimizing gains of a certification audit, while less efforts are made to improve actual 

decision-making through compliance with standards (Elad 2001; Power 2003; Courville 2003; 

O’Dwyer 2005; Beck & Walgenbach 2005). Moreover, the fact that certification firms have 

expanded their services into consultancy, which is something customers tend to appreciate as 

“value added”, the independence and legitimacy of auditors is put at risk (Jeppesen 1998; 

Pentland 2000; Power 2003; Tamm Hallström & Gustafsson 2012 forthcoming). A similar 

risk can occur if the auditor has some kind of economic interest (ownership) in the 

organization being audited.  

        One negative consequence with a too friendly relationship between an auditor and an 

auditee can be the tendency of according rather than rejecting a certificate (Power 1997). 

With a historical perspective, it is not difficult to conclude that although independence and 

impartiality are crucial values guiding and legitimizing most auditing activities (Willmott & 

Sikka 1985; Wallerstedt 2009), they also imply vulnerability for the businesses providing 

auditing services. The 2001 and 2002 examples of the Enron and Worldcom bankruptcies are 

illustrative: the responsible auditing firm Arthur Andersen was severely criticized for lacking 
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auditing professionalism (independence) and lost its US licence, which was followed by a 

breakdown of the whole global group of Andersen companies, and in 2002 the American 

Congress passed the Sarabanes-Oxley Act strengthening the claims on independent auditing 

(Wallerstedt 2009). Analyses have also been made within literature on sustainability 

certification of “green-wash scandals” (Elad 2001; Courville 2003) and there are numerous 

examples of toys, food or technical devices that are presumably dangerous and where media 

and consumer organizations cry out for more supervision, more testing and inspections. The 

dynamics of failed inspections or auditing practices are large-scaled.  

        In other words, due to the commercial relationship between auditor and auditee there is a 

tension in satisfying the customers paying for the inspection or audit, and the role of the 

inspector/auditor to conduct credible inspections/audits that states, NGOs and individual 

consumers can trust. For the company being inspected/audited the outcome of this act may be 

used as a marketing tool – a demonstration that the company acts in a correct and trustworthy 

way – whereas the general public and organizations representing the public interest perceive 

the inspection/audit as a risk preventing tool, a guarantee that the company in question really 

considers the values at hand and handles the risks involved. In turn, this means that the risk 

preventing activities we are interested in here are dependent on credibility. There is always a 

risk that bad inspection/certification behaviour, due to lacking independence between the 

buying company and the inspection/certification firm, may lead to scandals. There may be 

severe consequences of such bad inspection/certification to both individual consumers and 

society at large, in turn leading to mistrust for the whole system of verification. Hence, there 

may be good reasons for inspection/certification firms to actively work to prove a credible 

auditing/inspection activity, and there may be good reasons for states to preserve the trust for 

the current system of governing at a distance. Inspection/certification firms as well as states 

and various NGOs have reason to develop appropriate risk management strategies. 

        Although there is the dilemma that makes inspection and certification vulnerable, we see 

how commercial inspection/certification has gained high authority and its practice is 

spreading rapidly around the globe. We therefore agree with Michael Power (2003:389) in 

being puzzled by the strength of this system and we subscribe to his urgent call for research 

on the proliferating business of auditing and verification. The research question he poses is 

fundamental: “How is the communal belief that audits produce something valuable sustained 

and achieved?” In this paper we provide at least one part of the explanation by focusing on 

the organization of commercial inspection and certification as a risk prevention system. 
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For the analysis made in this paper we use examples from two empirical settings. The first is 

about the Swedish market of motor vehicle inspections, which was privatized in 2010. A 

crucial topic of debate before this political decision regarded the risks of commercial interests 

dominating the business transactions between inspection firms and car owners. One crucial 

question was: How to guarantee that the periodic inspections of motor vehicles are made in a 

way that prioritizes societal values such as road safety and decreases road accidents rather 

than maximizes profits? How can the necessary independence be assured?  

        Our other empirical case comes from the Swedish market of management system 

certification, that is, certification auditing that takes place when an organization wishes to 

demonstrate that it complies with standards such as the ISO 9001 on quality assurance, ISO 

14001 on environmental management or the Forest Steward Council (FSC) standard on 

sustainable forest management. Also on this market there are risks that the business behavior 

of one certification firm regarding lacking independence, has severe consequences on society 

at large.  

 

Framework to analyze risk management strategies 
As suggested in the introduction, in today’s risk society, the production of wealth is thought 

to be constantly accompanied by the production of risks (Beck 1992). As a result, states, 

organizations and individuals feel a need to take action to demonstrate that they identify, 

consider, and work actively to prevent risks of all sorts (Power 2004). The post-modern state 

is expected to guarantee individual freedom and prepare people for competition in a market 

society; and simultaneously to protect people from the risks posed by the very same society 

(Richter, Berking and Müller-Schmid, 2006:7). This paradox is key to the analysis made in 

this paper that is about state interference at the market level.  

        Just like organizations, markets are embedded in specific cultural and institutional 

contexts, which in turn affect the way they are realized, the expectations that are raised about 

them and what actors that participate in their shaping. One important difference between 

organizations and markets is that markets are organized only partially (Ahrne & Brunsson 

2010). For example, a market has no obvious ‘hierarchical centre’. Nor is there a given set of 

‘members’ onto whom rules and sanctions may be imposed (ibid). This implies, for example, 

that the labelling of risks and social costs associated with market practices, as well as the 

distribution of responsibility for managing such risks, are a matter for debate and organization 

involving many different types of market actors, including the state. In this paper we take a 
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market constructionist approach to our analysis of social risks and state interference in 

markets. 

        Sovereign nation-states have traditionally been expected to act on the uncertainties and 

risks to which its citizens are exposed. However, when looked at historically, the organization 

of these risks has evolved over time. As put by Richter, Berkling and Müller-Schmid, today 

there are two ideal-typical strategies for the ‘risk-society state’: prevention and precaution. 

Whereas preventive policy is based on legislation and legitimized norms and standards, 

precautionary policy emphasizes self-responsibility of the actors involved and the provision 

of state aid and support to those exposed and affected. However, as the authors clearly state, 

‘in practice both principles must mesh if an effective risk policy is to be established’ (ibid p 

9).  

        In recent decades there has been a general trend for governments to take on a 

precautionary approach - to liberalize, deregulate, to privatize markets, to delegate numerous 

responsibilities to the private sector and to otherwise use market approaches, structures and 

incentives to meet their regulatory goals (see Aman 1999, referred to in Haufler 2001 p. 1, 

21). In her book on the role of industry self-regulation in the global economy Haufler (2001 

p.2) puts her finger on the problem that publics (governments themselves) tend to have with 

the precautionary approach and the voluntary industry self-regulation: ‘Few people trust 

business to implement higher standards and stick by them […] Without the public having a 

voice, these new forms of regulation appear to be undemocratic and illegitimate’ (p. 122).     

        Industry self-regulation may be a way to raise standards and the existence of industry 

self-regulatory initiatives challenges governments to develop institutional incentives for the 

private sector to expand these activities (ibid). But because these standards are voluntary and 

difficult to enforce, they lack credibility. As a result, industry self-regulation does not relieve 

the pressure on governments to intervene - much of the responsibility for managing social 

risks still rests with governments (ibid). 

        Under what conditions would we then expect to see more industry self-regulation as a 

means to manage social risks in market settings? Haufler (ibid p. 2) demonstrates that the 

most important factors are: 

• high risk of government regulation at the national or international level; 

• high activist pressure making reputation a key asset of the company or industry 

involved; and 
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• high levels of information exchange, learning and consensus within the industry, 

brought on by institutional actors who provide training, guidance, technical 

assistance etc. 

Haufler (ibid p. 2) also demonstrates the great variety of the industry programs – ‘from 

corporate codes to monitoring systems to elaborate partnerships with nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) or governments in a form of co-regulation’ – and concludes that many 

private initiatives seek to assure credibility and commitment with reference to reputation and 

transparency, whereas  (p. 116) ‘public authorizes may have a larger role to play in 

monitoring and certification systems, to ensure that they produce public labeling that is 

trustworthy and adheres to common standards’. 

        To the extent that the auditing literature discusses strategies used to handle risks of 

lacking credibility, it is mostly the independence and legitimacy of the individual auditors that 

are focused, as opposed to the organization and legitimization of the whole market or system. 

Various image management strategies are discussed, including analyses of cultural artifacts 

and rituals that auditors use for credibility building, such as proper clothing, a shared 

language of comfort, standardized formats of working papers, and other legitimate auditing 

techniques (Pentland 1993; Power 2003). Another source of theoretical inspiration comes 

from studies of transnational governance in regard of legitimacy and authority of standard 

setters. For example, it can be expected that, in order for certification providers to survive and 

compete, they need to demonstrate that they are competent for the task and posses relevant 

expertise (input legitimacy), that they perform the work in a trustworthy way (procedural 

legitimacy), and that the outcome of certification is of value (output legitimacy) (cf. Tamm 

Hallström & Boström 2010). Similar reasoning is found in institutional organization theory 

about organizations’ application of structural, procedural and personnel conformity to 

expectations articulated in their environment (Scott 1995).  

        The findings of our paper are, at a general level, anchored in theory on the dependency 

between organizations in a field and their environment. We assume that public expectations 

on both markets and states have a considerable impact on organizational behavior. In 

explaining variations regarding the organization and risk management of states and firms, we 

thus use both institutional theories and resource dependency theories, as an overarching 

theoretical framework (e.g. DiMaggio & Powell 1983, Meyer & Rowan 1977, Pfeffer & 

Salancik 1978).  



 

 10 

        To sum up – to analyze the risk management strategies used and the relation between 

state initiatives and industry initiatives we use specific theory on the options of the ‘risk-

society state’ and the conditions and drivers for industry self-regulation in post modern risk 

society. At a more general level, we apply an institutional framework to explain the degree of 

involvement. Finally, as we are interested in how the state organizes risks and risk prevention 

in the market sector (rather than in the public sector) we also find a constructionist market 

approach useful for our purposes. 

 

Methodology 
In the paper, two market cases are compared: 1) the Swedish market of motor vehicle 

inspection that was de-regulated in 2010 after decades of controversies and public debate; and 

2) the market of management system certification that has grown considerably with its 

original a market logic since the 1990s. By comparing the cases, different strategies of risk 

management and degrees of state interference can be identified by asking questions on: work 

procedures of the market actors, the formal requirements in the accreditation standard 

compared to actual strategies of self-regulation (e.g. the balance in marketing services in a 

customer friendly but yet trustworthy way; attempts to professionalize the inspection activity; 

considerations on the matter of risk and the necessity of regulating the inspection/certification 

activity).  

        The case study of the motor vehicle inspection is based on documents on formal 

legislation such as the Governmental Bill that constitutes the main political decision of this 

market, and legislative documents on criteria for the certification of inspector, issued by the 

public authority Transportstyrelsen. Three interviews have been conducted with 

representatives from the two inspection companies on the market as of today (spring 2011) 

Svensk Bilprovning (interview with the communication manager) and Carspect (interview 

with the CEO and the technical manager). For practical reasons, these interviews were made 

by telephone. The questioned posed regarded the work related to the accreditation process, 

what the companies believed to be important to emphasize in their work and the potential 

risks in the marketization of a former state run inspection. In addition, studies has been made 

of websites: Transportstyrelsen, Swedac, Carspect and Svensk Bilprovning.  

        The analysis of the second case builds on an ongoing study of the certification market in 

Sweden and of a few client organizations complying with ISO 14001 standard on 

environmental management and/or the two forest management standards issued by Forest 



 

 11 

Stewardship Council (FSC) and the Programme for the endorsement of forest certification 

schemes (PEFC). A total of 15 interviews have been conducted. Eight were made with 

auditors performing management system certification (ISO 9001, ISO 14001, FSC). One day 

of participant observation was made during a certification auditing process at a client’s 

offices. During this observation, two interviews were made with company representatives 

responsible for the certification from the client’s perspective. Moreover, one representative of 

a small, Swedish forest company has been interviewed including half a day of field visit in a 

Swedish forest together with the main forest owner, as well as interviews with two 

representatives of an association of forest owners holding a group certificate for its members 

covering three standards (FSC, ISO 14001 and PEFC), and with two officials working at FSC 

Sweden. In addition, document studies have been conducted including analysis of for 

example: the FSC standard (Swedish version of 2010); the ISO/IEC 17021 

standard:2006/2011 on Conformity assessment – Requirements for bodies providing audit and 

certification of management systems); web sites of ten certification firms; critical reports on 

forest management written by the Swedish society for nature conservation (SSNC); four 

formal complaints by SSNC towards two large, Swedish forest companies regarding non-

compliance with clause 6 in the FSC standard; documents and reports posted at the web site 

of FSC Sweden; reports written by forest owners’ on their certification activities.  

        After this introduction including our theoretical framework and methodology used, we 

now turn to our empirical cases. In the subsequent section we discuss similarities and 

differences observed in the two cases in terms of the strategies used in the two markets to 

organize for credibility. In the final section we draw conclusions about the organization and 

risk prevention in the markets of inspection and certification and end by openings for further 

research. 

 

Organizing risk in practice 
 

Case 1. Organizing risk in the Swedish market of motor vehicle inspection 
The inspection of motor vehicles is compulsory in Sweden. Since 1964, the inspection has 

been a tool to secure road safety. A high number of accidents in traffic, caused by bad cars, 

resulted in a political decision to create a uniform, compulsory inspection of vehicles, and by 

that decrease the number of accidents and increase the traffic safety consciousness of people 

(interview Svensk Bilprovning 2011-05-12, www.bilprovningen.se accessed 2011-05-13). 

http://www.bilprovningen.se/�


 

 12 

Until July 2010 the inspections were carried out by Svensk Bilprovning (SB), a state-run 

monopoly and the last of seven state-run testing sites to be de-regulated during the period 

1990–2010. The debate about this de-regulation has been intense for almost two decades, 

activated through the years by various proposals, investigations and consultancy reports. The 

arguments for a privatization have been in terms of potential efficiency gains and better 

quality in service, based on the idea that the creation of a market (by privatizing) would lead 

to a growth in the number of inspection bodies in competition, which in turn would lead to 

better service, prolonged opening hours and shorter lines for inspection. 

        The new, commercially driven inspection sites that have opened up after the 

privatization, emphasize a more service-oriented inspection, just like the political proposals 

hoped for. For example, the inspection sites are situated in the city centre, in one case even 

inside a shopping mall, providing coffee, newspaper magazines. Moreover, the inspection 

service is of a more “interactive” kind: the customer can view the entire process through a 

window from the lounge, and according to the CEO of the new inspection company, the 

consumer – the person – is the focus of attention and the internal mantra within the company 

(interview Carspect 2011-05-12). The CEO emphasizes the need to simplify the inspection 

process in order to communicate with customers in a better way, and to show that the vehicle 

inspection is a service-minded business, not a state inspection:   

(The former inspections sites during the monopoly era)… “were not customer friendly, there 
was nowhere to go as a customer” … “when we build our inspections sites, we build them as we 
would like them, it should be a nice atmosphere in the customer lounge, you should be able to 
choose whether or not you would like to accompany the inspection procedure or if you would 
like to sit down and have a nice cup of coffee and read a nice magazine, there should be big 
windows out to the inspection hall, there should be pictures showing who we are, what we want 
and what we want to give to you as a customer. We have had some very nice responses from 
customers saying ‘this does not look like an inspection site at all!’” (Interview Carspect 2011-
05-12).  

 

The former monopoly actor SB has adapted to the new commercialization as well. The 

company – with 52 per cent of the shares owned by the Swedish state and the rest owned by 

NGOs (www.bilprovningen.se, accessed January 14 2011) – is still dominating the market 

with local inspections sites. Moreover, the company possesses the competent human 

resources, which makes it hard to enter the market for new actors (highlighted in newspapers 

for example Dagens Nyheter Sept 18 2010). But rather than marketing themselves as the 

service-minded alternative, SB needs to emphasize that they are not, in fact, a public 

authority, contrary to what most people in general believe: 

http://www.bilprovningen.se/�
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 “We try to emphasize that we are just another company on this market” … (referring to people 
demanding an immediate appointment for inspection, thinking that SB is a public authority with 
certain obligations): “but to be honest we do not have that obligation anymore, it is a de-
regulated market. Of course we try to do it anyway since it is in our blood, we try to live up to 
our former civic mission, but that is not, in fact, our responsibility anymore” (Interview Svensk 
Bilprovning 2011-05-12).  

 

The company is also launching a new service called Car Diagnosis, where a more in depth 

inspection is provided. It is part of the shaping of a new image of the company, “the 

company who knows cars”, an image of a company that is more than just an inspection, also 

providing consultancy services to car owners and car buyers (interview Svensk Bilprovning 

2011-05-12). A much more offensive strategy towards customers and potential customers is 

developing where the company tries to identify “non-regulated” services (that is, services 

that are not regulated in the accreditation standard). 

        What service that is regulated and what is not is corresponding to what is considered to 

be a risk and what is not. A car inspection that focuses on the consumer – an urban, service-

minded provider next door to your local grocery store – is fundamentally different from the 

vehicle inspection situated outside of town in industrial areas. An inspection carried out in a 

secluded industrial area without coffee, newspaper or extra consultancy services has one 

advantage: it appears to be trustworthy, stable and credible. As the public debate proceeded 

about the de-regulated inspection with commercial companies on a market, one concern grew 

and became the biggest issue of the debate. It relates to the means of assuring impartiality and 

independence of the inspection companies. How can a commercially driven inspection 

guarantee impartial, independent and trustworthy testing activities that result in safe vehicles 

and traffic safety? Due to the risk of failing inspections caused by dominating economic 

interests of inspection firms, which in turn may lead to damages to society at large, the issue 

of impartial inspection has been regulated in a specific paragraph in a Government Bill. The 

necessity of trustworthy inspections is also very present in the market actor’s image making:  

(on balancing the commercial aspects of inspection): “These are things that may threaten the 
business of the entire market … that is why the impartiality is so important, we have affirmed it 
a lot, it is a condition for the function of this business … the whole idea with traffic  safety falls 
if there would be any possibility that we say ‘come to us, this is where you pass your car the 
easiest way’, the entire point of doing vehicle inspections falls; the point of guaranteeing  
security and a traffic safe car. It is a condition for the entire market that this (impartiality) 
works, otherwise this market is dead” (interview Svensk Bilprovning 2011-05-12).  

 

The de-regulation of the vehicle inspection puts the credibility of the testing system at stake: 

an inspection function enjoying state authority is being replaced by a system based on market 
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logic. The risk of people getting hurt or killed in traffic accidents caused by non-safe (and 

non-inspected) cars is never a far fetched scenario, “it just cannot happen” as one interviewed 

put it (Svensk Bilprovning 2011-05-12). It is therefore not surprising that the importance of 

impartiality is addressed in the Government Bill. It is discussed in terms of objectivity, 

reliability, and the competence of the inspectors. The inspection must be carried out “in a 

serious and trustworthy way” (prop. 2009/10:32 p 51).  One measure taken to maintain the 

idea of an impartial yet commercial inspection is to prohibit the provision of certain services, 

which have been regulated in a specific paragraph in a Government Bill. The inspection 

companies are prohibited to fabricate, import, market repairs, rent or trade with vehicles or 

parts of vehicles (prop. 2009/10:32), neither should the inspection body have any commercial 

or financial relations with companies carrying out such services. One could regard these 

prohibited (regulated) services as risks to an impartial inspection. 

        In interviews with the market actors on this fairly newborn market, one specific measure 

to gain credibility and trustworthiness is emphasized: it is through the accreditation 

conducted by the Swedish public authority Swedac. Through the accreditation, the market 

actors prove their capability of balancing a commercial and service-minded business, with the 

ability of providing an objective and independent inspection. The regulation of impartiality of 

inspection bodies heavily relies on the international standard for accreditation ISO 17020. The 

standard contains three levels of independence: A, B and C where type A contains the highest 

level of demands for impartial inspections. The suggested legislative formulation concerning 

independence in the Government Bill corresponds to level A in the ISO 17020. Some 

organizations, such as the Cooperation for Traffic Insurance (Swedish: 

Trafikförsäkringsföreningen) for instance, are against such demands on impartiality as they 

believe a strict regulation makes it hard for new inspection firms to enter the market. 

        The risks of creating a market for vehicle inspections were enhanced by the fact that the 

inspections are compulsory and the inspection companies in fact are delegated the task of 

exercising public authority. When de-regulating the vehicle inspection, the state surveillance 

of the new born market was formulated as a given solution, the values at stake were 

considered too important to be handled by the market actors themselves: 

It is urgent that the quality and the trust of the vehicle inspectors is guaranteed on a de-regulated 
market (…) since the demands on a vehicle inspection must be high concerning quality and 
trust, and since the inspection is an exercise of public authority, it is necessary that the business 
is supervised by the state (prop 2009/10:32). 
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The act of accreditation is compulsory for inspection firms, just as the periodic inspection of 

vehicles is compulsory for every vehicle owner. Both companies interviewed state that the 

accreditation process is rigorous. The CEO of the new firm Carspect says that there is no need 

for additional measurements or control activities beyond the regulations in the accreditation 

standard, as the accreditation itself is thorough enough. SB on the other hand, has developed 

their own audit system to internally supervise and inspect their inspectors. The interviewed 

person from SB lists a number of things such as internal samples, a crisis management group 

and managers constantly keeping their eyes open (interview Svensk Bilprovning 2011-05-12). 

Both companies refer to zero tolerance regarding bribes, as it could hurt the impartiality of 

inspectors.  

 

Formalizing and professionalization 

The organization of the actors involved in the vehicle inspection mirrors that there are some 

risks at stake when delegating inspection services to the market. From an organization of only 

one inspection actor (the former monopoly actor SB), the new system of accreditation 

involves a threefold control order. Each company entering the market needs to have an 

accreditation that in practice is similar to the management system type of control that we 

discuss in case two, i.e. a control of the company’s routines and organizational resources. In 

case there are several units of the company, the mother organization as well as all other 

inspection sites belonging to the company need accreditation. Thirdly, an additional control is 

added as every individual inspection technician needs to be certified by an accredited certifier 

(regulated in the legislation from Transportstyrelsen TSFS 2010:90). SB had an in-house 

education for their technicians during the monopoly era, however, after the de-regulation an 

inspection firm cannot educate and certify its own employees, as it may threaten the 

impartiality of both the inspectors and the inspection company. SB sold its “Auto Academy”, 

which is now owned by a private company. Just like the consultancy services within 

management certification, the education of inspectors needs to be separated from the 

inspecting actor. Hence, the organizational separation between inspection education and the 

actual operational inspection is assumed to decrease the risk of partial inspection. The 

separation of activities could also exemplify a formalization of the inspection system where 

every activity and every organizational body is emphasized as an independent part or unit.  

        The certification of inspectors, and the accreditation of the inspection company, could 

also be analyzed as measures undertaken to professionalize the inspectors as individuals. The 

market of vehicle inspections is new and so far (spring 2011) only a few companies have 
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applied for accreditation, and just two have been accredited, one company for vehicle 

inspection and one for certification of inspectors. Today there are only two employers on the 

market (SB and Carspect), and 75 per cent of Carspect’s employees come from SB (interview 

Carspect 2011-05-12). But the certification of technicians is tied to the individual and not the 

employer. Hence, when changing employer the certification follows the individual inspector. 

In addition, mechanisms are developed to control and enhance the transparency of the 

competence of the inspectors. Each specific inspection should be reported in a computer-

based system, run by the state agency Transportstyrelsen, to enable identification of mistakes 

after the inspection and to enable tracking of mistakes to individual inspectors. Based on the 

online reports, the inspection companies have created, based on statistics, estimations of how 

many inspections a technician should accord and reject, to stay within a “normal span”. If an 

inspection technician rejects or accords too many vehicles, the inspection company 

investigates the reasons for that (Interview Carspect and SB, 2011-05-12). The demands for 

becoming a certified inspector also mirrors the extra tension on this market since it regards 

delegation of a public authority task: the inspectors need to show in both technical and 

theoretical exams that they understand administrative law and principles that are fundamental 

for the public sector such and the dilemmas inherent in the exercising of public authority.  

        Our second case that now follows is about a market with a different background. 

Management system certification has been practiced as a commercial activity for several 

decades and many of the firms active in this field have a long history. However, as we show 

below, these markets also share several characteristics, both regarding the risks they are 

facing in their role as a commercial business acting as a third, independent party, and the way 

they try to handle the risks of failing independence.  

 

Case 2. Organizing risks in the field of management system certification 
Hundreds of thousands of organizations globally comply with management system standards 

today as a way to include values such as safety, sustainability, and quality into their daily 

business activities. As noted in the introduction, since the 1990s the use of management 

system standards is steadily growing as a regulatory mechanism and the values that are 

considered through such standards are also increasing. The ISO 9001 (quality assurance), ISO 

14001 (environmental management), OHSAS 18001 (occupational health and safety), the 

FSC (sustainable forestry), SA 8000 (sustainable work conditions), the ISO 26000 (social 
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responsibility), and the ISO 27000 (information security) are all examples of such 

management system standards used for certification, with the values focused in brackets. 

A management system builds on the establishment of a thought through structure of an 

organization, including appropriate departments, positions, processes and routines for its daily 

activities.  As mentioned above, various values may be emphasized in the management 

system, such as sustainability, safety, quality assurance, etc. The management standard 

usually does not state any fixed goals, or levels (like performance levels measuring quality, 

sick leave, etc), nor the methods used to engage in the values that are emphasized in the 

standard. The idea is rather that an organization should determine and document its own 

goals, organizational methods to reach those goals (e.g. routines for internal audits, for 

handling of complaints, or for identification of red listed species), and clarify how to achieve 

continuous improvements of its daily activities. ISO’s management system standards typically 

follow this logic. However, the FSC management standard for sustainable forestry differs 

somewhat, as it also includes exact levels and requirements regarding the content of the 

management of forests (e.g. the obligation to keep a certain percentage of the forest set aside 

for protection; the prohibition of logging: nature value trees; natural forests with high nature 

values; and forests with Woodland Key Habitat). Still, a founding idea of all management 

system standards is that the organization should establish appropriate structures and routines 

and in that way demonstrate that it takes necessary consideration to certain values. 

        The dominating method used to officially demonstrate compliance with management 

system standards is third party certification. This means that an organization wishing to 

demonstrate that it really works according to a certain management system, hires a 

certification auditing firm to conduct an audit of the management system established by the 

organization. The act of certification means that certain characteristics are measured against 

(often international) standards to assure that the management system of the organization: a) 

conforms to specified requirements; b) is capable of consistently achieving its stated policy 

and objectives; and c) is effectively implemented (ISO/IEC 17021:211:vi). A company’s 

compliance with a management system standard that is assessed through third party 

certification may thus be understood as a risk management strategy used at the company 

level. However, in this paper we are interested in the next level: the market of auditors 

conducting management system certification having a purpose to guarantee that the auditees 

are working correctly with their consideration to various values and risks. 

        The Swedish market of certification firms providing certification audits of management 

system standards is a mature market. It currently consists of about ten companies in Sweden, 
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some of which are large multi-nationals active in several countries; are accredited for a broad 

array of standards; and occupy certification expertise for several types of businesses. There 

are also a few, smaller ones restricting their business activities to the national, or even 

regional level, and to a few types of standards and businesses. Since the 1990s, the market has 

grown considerably in parallel to the increased popularity and use of management system 

standards such as the ISO 9001 and the ISO 14001 and the broadened scope of management 

system standards embracing values that are of a political character such as social 

responsibility, occupational health and safety and sustainability. During this period of steady 

growth we also witness several changes in the organizational landscape of firms providing 

certification services, with several mergers and acquisitions, but also a few new entries. 

 

Organizing for impartiality in the field of management system certification  

The typical organizational, legal form for certification firms is the public listed company 

(Swedish: Aktiebolag, AB). However, this was not the typical form over 100 years ago when 

some of these companies were founded, in particular those in the maritime sector. One 

example is Lloyd’s Register founded already in 1760 as an independent organization lacking 

institutional or private shareholders seeking profits. Its mission is to protect life and property 

and advance transportation and engineering education and research and today management 

system certification is among the services provided by the organization. Det Norske Veritas 

(DNV) founded in 1864, is another example of an independent foundation starting in the 

maritime sector with classifications of vessels, but over the years has broaden its scope to 

include other industries and other auditing activities such as certification, verification, and 

validation. The certification services offered in Sweden for management systems today are 

provided through one of DNV’s profit-making subsidiaries, the listed company DNV 

Certification AB, but the status (of the mother organization) as a foundation has a positive 

connotation in customer relations: 

“The fact that we are a foundation means that we have no shareholders taking money out of the 
organization every year, but the money stays with the organization for research and 
development. R&D is quite important to us, not in the Swedish part of our activities but 
elsewhere… We have emphasized that we are a foundation, as it supports our independence. 
We live on our independence”. (Interview with auditor within DNV, March 2010) 

 

The fact that a foundation lacks institutional or private shareholders seeking profits 

strengthens its independent status (cf. Brunsson 1991). Yet another type of organizational 

background is found in the listed company Intertek Semko Certification AB, founded in 1993. 
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A few years later Intertek bought the company Semko that previously was a state-owned 

inspection agency (Swedish: Svenska Elektriska Materielkontrollanstalten) that enjoyed high 

state authority and was known to the public for its safety label (Swedish: S-märkning). Semko 

was privatized at the end of the 1990s during the trend of de-regulation of inspection sites in 

Sweden, described earlier, and later on integrated into the Intertek group of companies. The 

name Semko was kept, probably as it enjoyed a high symbolic value, as suggested by one 

interviewee:  

“Semko was the trademark known to the Swedish public really [compared to Intertek]. Semko 
was something Swedish, standing for security, safety, the S-label”. (Interview with auditor 
previously working for Intertek Semko Certification AB, March 2010). 

 

Unlike the market for motor vehicle inspection, there is no general requirement on 

certification firms to be accredited for the standards used for certification. One exception 

regards the sustainability field in which certification firms conducting certification based on 

the FSC and MSC (Marine Stewardship Council) standards need to be accredited by the 

Accreditation Services International (ASI), which is an international, independent 

accreditation body. ASI’s vision is to be the first choice independent accreditation body for 

those operating natural resources, environment and social certification schemes and the 

accreditation activity is based on four core values: professionalism, accountability, credibility, 

and effectiveness and efficiency. Through the use of concepts like professionalism we see that 

the issue of impartiality is crucial as in other verification situations. For example, in ASI’s 

Quality Manual below the heading “Conflicts of interest” ASI clarifies that ‘ASI takes 

conflict of interest seriously, and does not allow its personnel to perform professional 

activities where an actual or potential conflict of interest exists’ (ASI 2009:8). Unlike the 

dominant state-owned accreditation agency Swedac, ASI has the legal form of a company 

with limited liability (GmbH), which in turn is owned by the multi-stakeholder standard setter 

FSC. Through the direct link to the FSC – authoritative standard setter in the sustainability 

field (Tamm Hallström & Boström 2010) – and its independence from states, it enjoys some 

degree of moral authority. 

        As noted, there is no formal requirement to become accredited for the ISO management 

system standards. However, most other certification companies conducting management 

system certification in Sweden still have chosen to become accredited. A similarity with the 

accreditation practice in the motor vehicle inspection market, it is the state-owned agency 

Swedac conducting this accreditation. It has developed as an informal requirement in the 
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market of management system certification – a method to become trustworthy and to obtain a 

good reputation:  

“You could start a certification activity tomorrow and tell customers: I can audit your ISO 9001 
management system and give you nice certificate. But then there is no quality assurance on your 
work. And you are not allowed to join the national association for certification bodies, Swetic, if 
you’re not accredited… And customers ask about this quite often – they want a firm that is 
accredited, in order to obtain a guarantee of the quality. Otherwise you could do the audit 
yourself really, or ask your neighbour…” (Interview with auditor in an accredited certification 
firm, March 2010) 

 

The purpose of the ISO 17021 accreditation standard for certification firms providing audit 

and certification of management systems is formulated as follows: 

Observance of [the] requirements [stated in this standard] is intended to ensure that certification 
bodies operate management system certification in a competent, consistent and impartial 
manner, thereby facilitating the recognition of such bodies and the acceptance of their 
certifications on a national and international basis. (EN ISO/IEC 17021:2011:vi) 

 

As for the inspection companies described in case one, the issue of impartiality is crucial to 

certification firms conducting management system certification and a crucial dimension of the 

accreditation procedure. The problem of impartiality is described in the ISO 17021 

accreditation standard in the following way:  

It is recognized that the source of revenue for a certification body is its client paying for 
certification, and that this is a potential threat to impartiality. To obtain and maintain 
confidence, it is essential that a certification body’s decisions be based on objective evidence of 
conformity (or nonconformity) obtained by the certification body, and that its decisions are not 
influenced by other interests or by other parties. (EN ISO/IEC 17021: 2011, p 3) 

 

The standard lists four threats to impartiality: self-interest, self-review, familiarity (or trust), 

and intimidation. Emphasis of values such as independence, autonomy, impartiality and 

objectivity is, according to the standard, a way to stabilize and make credible the auditing 

practice. 

        One organizational activity that is crucial for both accredited and non-accredited 

certification firms in their efforts to handle risk and become trustworthy is the establishment 

of a certification committee, or as stated in the accreditation standard: Committee for 

safeguarding impartiality. This is a group of external experts affiliated to the organization but 

still having a critical stance to its activities. The establishment of such a committee is also one 

of the formal requirements of the accreditation standard ISO 17021:2011 used by Swedac, 

which lists the tasks of such a committee: assist development of policies about impartiality, 
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counteract any tendencies of overweight of commercial considerations, advise on matters 

affecting the confidence, and conduct annually reviews of the certification activities (p. 7). 

Another crucial dimension of the efforts of establishing a trustworthy auditing activity is the 

use of proper competence and certification expertise (often trained as engineers) and 

documented auditing experience from the type of businesses being certified. The paragraph 

on “Resource requirements” in the accreditation standard for management system certification 

firms has been substantially extended from the previous version of 2006 and the new 

accreditation standard issued in 2011, implying that the requirements on the certification 

auditors’ competence have been increased as well as professionalized – a development we 

also noted in case one. The new requirements of 2011 distinguish, for example, between 

competence needed for certification of quality management systems, environmental 

management systems, supply chain security management systems, and information security 

management systems (ISO/IEC 17021:2011:8–9). Moreover, it is required that the 

certification firm documents its processes both for determining the necessary competence of 

its personnel, and for initial competence evaluation as well as on-going monitoring of 

competence and performance of all personnel involved in the management and performance 

of audits and certification (ibid.). 

        Moreover, the length of a contract between a specific auditor and a customer 

organization is of importance and an issue that is regulated in the accreditation standard: an 

auditor should not conduct audits of the same customer practice for too long, as a long-

standing business relationship may lead to social bonds and friendship between auditor and 

auditee, which in turn may jeopardize the critical perspective of the auditor (cf. the 

familiarity/trust threats to impartiality, mentioned earlier).  Therefore, in long-term business 

relationships between a certification firm and a customer company, one auditor (or auditing 

team) should be replaced by another auditor from the same company after a few years.  

        Moreover, one crucial dimension of professional certification is about consulting and 

training, yet a similarity shared with the market of motor vehicle inspection. According to the 

accreditation standard ISO 17021 an auditor is not allowed to provide consulting services or 

training to the customer organization being audited. Related management consulting and 

training services that certification auditors could offer to a client organization before an audit 

indeed put the independence and impartiality at risk – an auditor cannot assist a client 

organization in the creation and implementation of a management system, for example, and 

thereafter be neutral in the audit of its quality. At the same time, there are drivers pushing for 

consulting services: client organizations often wish the auditor to provide advice and value 
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added in addition to just a plain conformity assessment, and consultancy services are good 

business for certification firms. In order to avoid scandals and mistrust (and lost 

accreditation), some certification firms do not offer consultancy services at all, whereas others 

provide such services through a separate (de-coupled) organization or unit and separate staff 

(cf. Meyer & Rowan 1977). Some of the auditors interviewed for this study talk about a grey 

zone in which some kind of consultation, guidance, suggestions and training may take place 

without risking the independence. One solution when it comes to training is to provide 

training on general issues (e.g. What is a management system?  How could it be 

implemented? ISO 9001 as a method for increased efficiency, What is risk management? 

What are the advantages and disadvantages with such a system? etc.) and not issues that are 

specific to an individual client. Another solution is to offer training (e.g. a workshop or open 

course) to several clients at the same time. 

        Finally, large certification firms, in particular, are also members of meta-organizations 

uniting firms in other countries, and such meta-organizations organize periodic meetings to 

exchange experiences and make efforts to influence the revision of ISO standards on 

accreditation. This may be understood as a learning strategy within the industry (cf. Haufler 

2001), but it is not an activity that is required in the accreditation standard. 

 

Discussion about risk management strategies 
 

Markets in quest of authority – accreditation as meta-testing 
The cases studied in this paper – the risk preventing actors on the markets of inspection and 

certification services – illustrate the remissions to the policies based on a structure of 

competing companies carrying out certifications and inspections. Tendencies to de-regulate 

former state obligations in combination with the spreading tendency to rely on international 

standards, has created markets for services that did not exist to the present extent a decade 

ago. Thus, the de-regulation of state-run inspections is an answer to different institutional 

demands on more of a market, less of a state. But the social risks of inspection activities have 

been considered too fundamental for the market to handle, and the public authority Swedish 

Board for Accreditation and Conformity Assessment (Swedac) was assigned the mission to 

inspect the inspections, and certify the certifiers. The strategy of an impartial, independent 

and autonomous meta-testing body by a separate public authority (Swedac) organizationally 

combines the institution of a market and the institution of a hierarchical state. On some 
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markets (case 1) accreditation is compulsory (a preventive strategy) and constitutes a market 

entrance gatekeeper. In other markets (case 2) accreditation is voluntary and the risk 

management relies more on the market actors (a precaution strategy). The phenomena of 

meta-testing could also be regarded as result of a “quest of authority”. In the first case, the 

market authority is not sufficient enough and the mandatory accreditation represents a state 

presence on the market: a state authority. In the second case, the accreditation is voluntary 

and in most cases conducted by the state (Swedac). In the sustainability field we see instead a 

NGO’s issuing accreditation (or rather the NGO-owned ASI accreditation company). In this 

case, we see that the quest of authority on the certification market is sought for not by the 

state, but by a moral authority represented by an NGO. The state interference on the market 

for risk prevention activities has been organized as a meta-testing activity – an inspection of 

inspectors or a certification of the certifier. The cases in this paper illustrate a specific way of 

organizing risk and risk prevention used by the public sector, combining preventive and 

precautionary strategies. Accreditation is thought to guarantee the values of impartial and 

independent verification by the profit-making companies. In other words, accreditation is a 

strategy used to secure the credibility and trustworthiness of a fragile system of verification 

activities. The meta-testing accreditation is thus a form to secure the hierarchical status of the 

government in a world characterized by network-like governance and governing at a distance. 

Either conducted by the state or by NGO’s, mandatory or voluntary, we may conclude that 

there is a growing need for authority in the organizing for credibility on these markets.  

In addition to the meta-testing activities to gain credibility on these markets, we see 

precautionary strategies used internally within the risk preventing actors as well.    

 

Risk organizing on the market of motor vehicle inspection 
In the first case of the vehicle inspection, the risks of creating a market was enhanced by the 

fact that the inspections are compulsory and the inspection companies are delegated the task 

of exercising public authority. Since the vehicle inspection is an exercise of public authority, 

the accreditation of both the parent company, the inspection sites and the accreditation of the 

inspection certification bodies, is obligatory. For the risk management of the vehicle 

inspection market, the accreditation is an example of a preventive strategy. But as illustrated 

in the case, there are several precautionary measures undertaken as well. In the interviews 

conducted and in the document studies, the risk of doing bad inspections and the effects of 

such inspections (traffic accidents, injuring and killing of people in traffic) is constantly 
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present. The online reporting system, the security managers, and the internal policy of 

“keeping all eyes open” illustrates a business where the risk preventing actors use precaution 

to secure credibility for their services.  

        The market of vehicle inspections is new and so far only a few companies have applied 

for accreditation. SB is still dominating the market and the risks on the market have been 

articulated by the state at a national or international level. Still, we can identify dimensions of 

different driving forces. For instance, the former monopoly actor SB will have to comply with 

pressures from other market actors, and consequently forces to rely on reputation and 

learning from and by the institutional setting of the new market. The learning takes the 

expression of a commercialization process: the identification of new customers and of new 

consultancy areas (such as Car Diagnosis). The driving force of risk, i.e. attempts by the 

market actors to lessen the state interference on the market, seems not to be a driving force in 

this present state, partly since the state present takes the form of mandatory inspection, partly 

since the market is new and that state presence is currently viewed as a necessary tool for 

guaranteeing a credible and trustworthy market.  

 

Risk organizing on the market of management certification 
As described earlier, the typical organizational, legal form for certification firms is the public 

listed company. Their purpose is to make profits to the benefits of the owners which 

somewhat strains their trust. However, this was not the typical form over 100 years ago when 

some of these companies were founded, in particular in the maritime sector with several 

certification activities established as independent foundations. A foundation lacks institutional 

or private shareholders seeking profits (cf. Brunsson 1991), which strengthens its independent 

status, which in turn can be regarded as precautionary strategy. 

        One strategy used by most certification firms to become trustworthy (cf. reputation 

strategy), despite their profit-making form, is to seek accreditation by Swedac for the 

standards used for certification. Although there is no such formal requirement it has become 

an informal requirement. Large certification firms are members of meta-organizations uniting 

firms in other countries, and such meta-organizations organize yearly meetings to exchange 

experiences and make efforts to influence the revision of ISO standards on accreditation (cf. 

learning within industry). 

        Yet another reputation strategy is to establish a certification committee, which is a 

group of external experts affiliated to the organization but still having a critical stance to its 



 

 25 

activities, and to use certification expertise (often trained as engineers with long auditing 

experience). Moreover, the length of a contract between a specific auditor and a customer 

organization is often limited in time in order to avoid too strong social bonds over time. 

Finally, management consulting and training services that certification auditors could offer to 

a client organization before an audit put the impartiality at risk – an auditor cannot not assist a 

client organization in the creation and implementation of a management system, for example, 

and thereafter be neutral in the audit of its quality. Some certification firms solve this situation 

through provision of such services through a separate (de-coupled) organization or unit and 

separate staff (cf. Meyer & Rowan 1977). 

 

Table 1 below summarizes the strategies undertaken by the risk preventing actors studied in 

this paper.  

Strategies of Motor Vehicle Inspection  Strategies of Management Certification 
Prohibition to offer side services (repairs, 
trade cars or components) 

Offer no side services (consulting, 
training); alternatively de-couple such 
services to a separate organization (e.g. 
subsidiary) 

“Good reputation” (requirement stated in 
Bill) 

Trustworthy legal form (historically 
foundations, today public listed company) 

Expertise (specific requirements on 
inspectors competence/education) 

Expertise (often engineers, strict firm-
specific requirements on auditing 
experience from various types of 
businesses) 

Accreditation compulsory (due to the 
exercise of public authority) 

Accreditation voluntary in most areas 
(however informal requirement in the 
market). Compulsory in the market niche 
specialized in sustainability. 

Reports on each inspection for ex-post 
identification of inspector 

Limited length of contract between 
individual auditor and client organization 

Certain geographical /regional regulations 
regarding locations of new inspection sites 

Creation of certification committee (group 
of external experts keeping a critical 
perspective on certification activity) 

Three-fold inspection of inspectors: 
accreditation of each company, of each 
inspection site and of each individual 
inspector 

Learning within industry through 
membership in meta-organizations and 
participation in standard-setting work on 
accreditation standards 

Table 1 Risk management strategies in the markets of motor vehicle inspection and management 
system certification 
 

Conclusions and opening for further research 
Our purpose in this paper was to discuss the organization and prevention of risks in terms of 

risk management strategies used to stabilize the present system of commercial 
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inspection/certification and to prove its credibility. In the discussion we concluded that 

although the markets examined differed in several ways – not least regarding the act of 

inspection constituting an exercise of public authority and management system certification 

being a voluntary tool of verification – they also shared many characteristics. One could even 

note a convergence between the role of inspection and certification, as management 

certification increasingly is used as a regulatory tool serving political purposes, such as 

demands on organizations to consider social responsibility, sustainability and occupational 

health and safety. As the markets of commercial inspection and certification have expanded 

substantially during the past two decades, we see increased formalization as well as increased 

professionalization engaging numerous risk organizers using various risk management 

strategies to stabilize this system. In this paper we have stressed the role of both market actors 

themselves – the inspection and certification firms – and the state as risk organizers. 

        A central risk issue engaging risk organizers in both market settings examined, was the 

concern about the risk of failing independence, or impartiality that is the concept used by the 

practitioners themselves. Most strategies described in Table 1 regarded the issue of 

independence and most of them were also stated as requirements in the accreditation 

standards. Put differently: Although accreditation was not compulsory to all certification 

situations, the requirements stated in the accreditation standards more or less corresponded to 

the strategies used in both the inspection and certification markets. The system of meta-testing 

– the label we use for the type of accreditation procedure discussed in this paper – can be seen 

as an overarching strategy used for both market settings.  

        As we touched upon in the above analysis, there is interesting variation to be further 

explored, such as the type of authority used to legitimize an accreditation order: state-based 

authority (e.g. Swedac) versus moral authority (e.g. ASI). Another variation regards the object 

of accreditation: the organization (e.g. management system) versus the individual (e.g. 

inspection technician). Most strategies discussed in this paper are about the organization of 

the inspection/certification activity – its structural and procedural conditions (e.g. separation 

between inspection/certification and consultancy and training; establishment of a certification 

committee; legal form of inspection/certification firm; and requirements on the documentation 

of appropriate procedures for the work). It is thus the organization (firm) that is targeted by 

the accreditation. However, in both markets we noticed a professionalization tendency 

implying a greater focus on the individuals conducting the acts of inspections and 

certifications and the formal requirements on the competences of these individuals, thus the 

role of personnel conformity and expertise. The focus on the individuals as the objects of 
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accreditation is a similarity shared with auditors within the field of accountancy and finance. 

Professional accreditation of accountants and auditors – as in labels such as ‘chartered’ and 

‘certified’ accountants for example – has a long tradition with professional associations such 

as The Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (1880), the Institute of 

Certified Public Accountants (1887) and the Swedish Society of Registered Accountants 

(1899). Professionals in this sense base their professionalism on a professional ground in a 

traditional way including for example academic degrees and membership in professional 

associations (cf. Abbott 1988; Tamm Hallström 2004; Botzem & Quack 2006; Wallerstedt 

2009; Botzem 2011 forthcoming). In our pilot studies of professionalization of inspection 

technicians and certification auditors we have mainly noticed requirements established either 

by the inspection/certification firms themselves (firm-specific rules) or by standard-setting 

committees developing the standards that are used for accreditation (e.g. the new version of 

17021 of 2011 discussed earlier) used by Swedac and ASI.  

        In future studies it would indeed be interesting to further examine professionalization 

efforts as an example of collective (self-regulating) efforts made by the certification firm 

industry (cf. Bartley 2007; Haufler 2001). With such analyses we may continue to uncover the 

mechanisms and risk management strategies used by various risk organizers to stabilize and 

make credible the highly dynamic and globally diffusing system of commercial inspection 

and certification. The analyses made in this paper is to a great extend based on the critical 

perspective on auditing. In the introduction we cited Powers (2003) fundamental question on 

how the belief that the practices of verifications produces something valuable is sustained and 

achieved. We believe that we have contributed to parts of the explanation by showing how a 

different organizational solution made by the risk organizers constructs the appearance of 

trustworthy and stabile system of verifications.  
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