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Many companies are increasingly focusing on reducing costs and administration Keywords
connected to quality management systems (QMS), for example by transitioning to quality management
multi-site certifications, where one QMS covers multiple sites. Thus, this study aims to systems; multi-site
develop an empirically based framework with archetypes illustrating how sites”  certification; perceived
motivational drivers for QMS and perceived proximity to headquarters shape their proximity

views on multi-site QMS, as a way to guide the facilitation of a global multi-site QMS

and to support organisations that are planning to transition from single- to multi-site

QMS. Using a qualitative, embedded, multiple-case study design, the research

analyses data from interviews and documentation across four globally dispersed sites

within a company group. The study identifies four site archetypes based on QMS

motivational drivers and perceived proximity to headquarters: Independent, Sceptical,

Convinced, and Individualist. The findings suggest that understanding these

archetypes can facilitate a contextualised approach to multi-site QMS, e.g. by

implementing multi-site certifications based on clusters of sites with similar

characteristics. The research extends previous findings on QMS focusing single-site

certification, by offering a framework for facilitation of multi-site QMS in global

organisations. It further provides practical implications for companies seeking to

transition to a multi-site certified QMS.

Introduction

Elg et al. (2011) show that many quality management (QM) practices are connected to standardised and
often certified quality management systems (QMS). The ISO 9001 standard is the most widely used for
certified QMS with more than one million valid certificates worldwide (ISO, 2023). Consequently, the
benefits and challenges associated with ISO 9001 influence many organisations. Some organisations even
discontinue their QMS certification, often for reasons related to implementation challenges: ‘(the lack of)
benefits have a lesser impact on decertification motivations than the barriers that affected implementation’
(Candido & Ferreira, 2023, p. 341). Barriers to implementation can include payments to certification bodies
and an unmanageable amount of documentation (Cindido & Ferreira, 2023), lack of top management
involvement and unclear links to performance metrics (Chiarini, 2019). For certified organisations, one
way to reduce implementation-related challenges is through integrated management systems (IMS) (Ber-
nardo et al., 2015; Karapetrovic & Jonker, 2003; Zeng et al., 2010), or by multi-site QMS certifications
(Bashan & Armon, 2019). This paper focus on the latter, with a certified multi-site QMS meaning ‘an organ-
isation covered by a single management system comprising an identified central function [...] at which cer-
tain processes/activities are planned and controlled and a number of sites [...] at which such processes/
activities are fully or partially carried out’ (International Accreditation Forum, 2018, p. 7). Thus, some bar-
riers, such as certification costs, can shift from a site’s local budget to central management.

Despite practical interest in multi-site QMS, most research focus on a single company (site) QMS and its
impact on, for example finances (Sampaio et al., 2012; Sila, 2020), performance (Chatzoglou et al., 2015;
Feng et al., 2007; Khan et al., 2020; Sila, 2020), and net asset value (Ochieng et al., 2015). This study
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contributes to a better understanding of multi-site QMS to answer the call for supportive studies when mer-
ging single-site QMS into multi-site systems (Bashan & Armon, 2019; Bashan & Kordova, 2021). Moreover,
as multi-site certification provides possibilities for investigating intra-organisational aspects, this study
focuses on one company in investigating the impact of individual sites’ perceived proximity (Wilson et
al., 2008) to headquarters. Perceived proximity meaning ‘a dyadic and asymmetric construct which reflects
one person’s perception of how close or how far another person is’ (Wilson et al., 2008, p. 976), thus not
restricting proximity to geographical closeness.

A further challenge inherent in a multi-site system is that the sites must work according to the same stan-
dard quality practices despite having unique features. This can potentially create tensions between the global
and local levels in an organisation (Bashan & Kordova, 2021). These tensions and ‘challenges become more
pronounced and significant at higher levels of global development, when there are more local units, in many
environments, and more diverse interrelationships’ (Bashan & Kordova, 2022, p. 2010), hence it is arguably
even more challenging when not only working in global systems but also choosing to certify the multi-site
system (i.e. requiring higher level of global development). As employees’ perceptions of the motivational
drivers of certification impact QMS outcomes (Poksinska, 2007), it is important to understand whether
the motivation for multi-site certification driven by headquarters is perceived as internal or external (Sam-
paio et al., 2012). Generally, external motivational drivers for QMS often correlate with a coercive view of
QMS, whereas internal motivations correlate with an enabling view and focus on improvements (Prajogo,
2011; Sampaio et al., 2009; Zgirskas et al., 2021). However, even within a company, motivational drivers can
differ depending on, for example, previous experience or the relationship between a site and headquarters.
Thus, the purpose of this study is to develop an empirically based framework with archetypes illustrating
how sites” motivational drivers for QMS and perceived proximity to headquarters shape their views on
multi-site QMS, as a way to guide the facilitation of a global multi-site QMS and to support organisations
that are planning to transition from single- to multi-site QMS. The purpose is decomposed into two
research questions:

(1) How do sites’ motivational drivers and perceived proximity to headquarters shape site-level perceptions
of multi-site Quality Management Systems (QMS)?
(2) How can archetypes of sites facilitate a transition to multi-site QMS?

Bashan and Notea (2018) have called for studies that focus on how to plan a global QMS within a multi-
site organisation, which this study does by addressing the purpose through an embedded multiple-case
study of several sites working in the same company. Further, it responds to calls for understanding of influ-
ential factors on company-wide programmes that move beyond geographical distance (Netland et al., 2012;
da Fonseca et al., 2019), and to calls for integration of other management concepts to support the value of
QMS in a global company (Bashan & Ben-Jacob, 2023). The contributions to practice are to support con-
textualised facilitation of multi-site QMS by developing practice-oriented propositions.

Theoretical background

Multi-site certifications of quality management systems
Naturally, QMS can function well without formal certification, but it is common to certify against the ISO
9001 standard, the International Accreditation Forum (IAF) that oversees accreditation for third-party cer-
tifiers introduced the IAFMD1 guideline with ISO 9001:2000, allowing companies to obtain multi-site cer-
tification. This enables audits to be conducted through site sampling rather than at every location, assuming
non-conformities and corrective actions apply across the entire company. Still, research on multi-site QMS
is scarce. However, some rather recent studies have been published focusing on QMS in global companies,
sometimes focusing on QMS in general and sometimes on those certified against ISO 9001. Table 1 provides
a summary of recent studies on multi-site QMS outlining their purposes as well as key findings. However,
the available research remains limited, highlighting the need to better understand multi-site QMS
certification.

In Table 1 there are a few themes emerging, one being to study changes and challenges to QMS during an
expansion from a local to a global company (Bashan & Ben-Jacob, 2023; Bashan & Notea, 2018) as well as in
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Table 1. Focus in current research on multi-site quality management systems (Source: authors own work).

Reference

Purpose

Main findings

Bashan and Notea (2018)*

Bashan and Armon (2019)*

Bashan and Kordova (2022)*

Agmon et al. (2022)**

Bashan and Ben-Jacob
(2023)*

Agmon and Kordova (2024)**

larger system to deliver
capabilities that are
unattainable individually.

The focus is on organisations expanding and
becoming global, and examines links between the
expansion strategies and the structure, needs and
challenges in a global QMS.

Focuses challenges related to the QMS in parent and
subsidiary companies in a context of mergers,
acquisitions and partnerships, and aims to provide
guidelines supporting a global quality strategy.

Focuses the challenge in simultaneously meeting
needs at local and global levels and describes an
approach to develop a coherent strategy to handle
this challenge.

Aiming to identify key variables in global
management, in specific to establish a theoretical
model for global QMS in global systems of systems
organisations. Focusing principles for definition and
modelling.

To understand and describe challenges related to a
global QMS in companies that goes through an
expansion that eventually result in a multi-national
company, e.g. through mergers and acquisitions.

To develop a conceptual model for global QMS in
sectors of systems of systems organisations. These
organisations have independent systems integrated
into a

A systems modelling approach in which a model for
system of system projects and their governing
organisations is established, focusing how it shapes
project structures and quality management
effectiveness. Special consideration is given to
ensure alignment with organisational and
stakeholder needs.

Models how multinational companies globalise through
different levels, and challenges that brings to a QMS.
Five levels of development of global QMS are
presented: local, single-site organisation with global
suppliers/customers; local multi-site organisation with
global suppliers/customers; emerging multinational
company; complex multinational company; and
multinational company with network structure.

Points to the strategic role of the parent company in
establishing one corporate QMS and a global quality
strategy. Key findings are to involve quality managers
in strategic decisions since they directly affect how the
QMS operates, to develop coordination and control
mechanisms at global headquarters, and to develop a
global identity of local quality systems.

Highlights challenges of balancing autonomy and
integration in inter-organisational processes, which
result in fluctuating behaviours between
independence and coordinated initiatives for
operational effectiveness. These challenges intensify
at higher levels of global development due to
increased complexity and diverse interrelationships.

Identifies factors to be considered in modelling of global
QMS, for example global QMS requiring a cooperate
management centre, homogeneity and common
language, to balance the homogeneity and
heterogeneity between organisations in the system,
and using audits as a tool to balance between sites
and create a common language.

The study identifies five key challenges in global QMS:
the dynamics of global expansion, development levels
within multi-national companies, complexities in
mutual relationships, difficulties in balancing local and
global needs, and lack of a strategic integrative
management approach. Based on these themes, a
model is proposed to further explore these challenges.

* Focus on global QMS but not necessarily, or explicitly a multi-site ISO 9001 certified QMS.
** Focus multi-site 1SO 9001 certified QMS.

established multinational companies (Bashan & Ben-Jacob, 2023). A second theme focuses on relations or
links between a parent and subsidiary companies (Bashan & Armon, 2019), and how to balance their global
and local needs (Bashan & Kordova, 2022). Finally, a different set of research focus on the modelling of
global QMS with a system theory perspective (Agmon et al., 2022; Agmon & Kordova, 2024). Multi-site
QMS is of interest to study as there is limited previous research but a rather large practical interest, more-
over multi-site certification requires central functions to be established, which could potentially respond to
challenges like ‘the lack of interconnectedness and coordination between quality systems of subsidiaries’
(Bashan & Armon, 2019, p. 1202). Another aspect to consider is to move beyond identified challenges
and models to how to transition from a single- to multi-site QMS.

Motivational drivers of management systems certification

Delfino et al. (2024) show that companies decertifying often implemented QMS due to external motivations.
An explanation put forth by Sampaio et al. (2012) is that: ‘companies that did present internal motivations
[for the certified QMS] have perceived higher benefits than the ones that became certified based on external
motivations’ (p. 906). The potential benefits include increased competitiveness (Han et al., 2007; Prajogo,
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2011; Zgirskas et al., 2021), higher customer satisfaction (Chatzoglou et al., 2015; Zgirskas et al., 2021), and
increased overall financial performance (Chatzoglou et al., 2015; Zgirskas et al., 2021). However, there are
challenges in realising these benefits, which sometimes lead to a decision to decertify. To overcome such
challenges, Chiarini (2019) advises the necessity of top management involvement, to focus on continuous
improvement tools, and to link certification with performance measurements. The latter two tightly connect
QMS to internal drivers for improvement.

In multi-site QMS, motivational drivers may vary across sites (Bashan & Kordova, 2021). Global QMS must
consider regional differences, which introduces challenges in maintaining consistency. Further, multi-site
QMS require coordination among autonomous sites, each potentially operating under different local con-
ditions, while striving to align with overarching global standards. Some sites might perceive multi-site QMS
drivers as external when initiated from headquarters, while others as internal. This can lead to communication
gaps, delays in decision-making, and difficulties ensuring uniform quality across all locations.

Poksinska (2007) establishes two QMS approaches: coercive and enabling. Coercive views QMS as top-
down, while enabling involves stakeholders in its development. These approaches reflect QM’s control or
learning goal (Sitkin et al., 1994), with factors that influence whether a practice is perceived as enabling or
coercive including transparency, flexibility, and involvement in decision-making (Adler & Borys, 1996).
An enabling approach often relates to internal motivational drivers (Prajogo, 2011), while coercive relates
to external drivers (Prajogo, 2011; Sampaio et al., 2012). Sampaio et al. (2012) argues that for QMS to be
financially beneficial, its introduction must stem more from internal than external motivation across sites.

Perceived proximity

Bashan and Armon (2019) note that variations in relatedness between units in a multi-site organisation likely
affect the view of a global company’s aspirations for a multi-site QMS certificate. While national culture is often
associated with the degree of geographical closeness between headquarters and global sites, Netland et al. (2012,
p. 6) show that in relation to company-wide improvement programmes ‘there are other factors [organisational
culture, strategic role of plant] in the plants that by far triumph these cultural [national] dimensions.” Thus, it’s
crucial to look beyond geographical proximity when considering headquarters’ influence on various sites.
Rapidly evolving digital tools mean that physical distance is no longer the core factor for successful collabor-
ation (Boschma, 2005; Wilson et al., 2008). The concept of perceived proximity addresses this by expanding
proximity to a personal perception of distance, making it dyadic and asymmetric (Wilson et al., 2008).

Perceived proximity can be operationalised into cognitive, organisational, social, institutional, and geo-
graphical proximity (Boschma, 2005). First, cognitive proximity is important for sharing knowledge so that
the recipient of the new knowledge can put it to use (Nooteboom, 2000). Second, organisational proximity is
linked to cognitive proximity (Gilly & Torre, 2000) but encompasses a transition from the individual to the
organisational level, considering interdependencies between organisations and the balance between the
level of autonomy and control for entities within a company (Boschma, 2005). Third, social proximity
can be defined through personal relationships based on friendships and relational experiences between
coworkers (Boschma, 2005). Fourth, institutional proximity focuses on the macro level within an organisa-
tion, including a site’s status in a global company (Boschma, 2005; Netland et al., 2012). With social con-
nections and common values, an institution can achieve collectiveness (Boschma, 2005). Fifth, although
geographical proximity has a clear definition, and may support other dimensions it is insufficient on its
own to capture perceived proximity (Boschma, 2005). In other words, the idea that spatial closeness
between coworkers leads to a better understanding and closer relationships needs to be reevaluated and
investigated (Wilson et al., 2008).

Turning to multi-site QMS, there is a need to understand how the adoption of the joint standard way of
working is affected by a site’s perceived proximity to headquarters and/or other sites. Drawing on insti-
tutional theory, one explanation for why organisations in the same sector, or market, often display similar
characteristics is mimetic pressure. This pressure makes organisations take actions to influence their per-
ception among other stakeholders (Rogers et al., 2007) and mimic organisations that are perceived as suc-
cessful (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983). Yang and Kang (2020) show that mimetic pressure is significant in the
diffusion of environmental management systems (EMS) but not in the diffusion of QM practices. This
might be due to more uncertainties related to EMS as compared to the already established QMS and its
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acknowledged importance for a company’s operation (Santos et al., 2016), as mimetic pressure is a stronger
driving force under uncertainty (Yang & Kang, 2020).

Conceptual framework

In multi-site certified QMS, the headquarters with its central functions play a central role in controlling and
ensuring that the QMS of various sites are integrated (Agmon et al., 2022; IAF, 2018). In other words, the
headquarters plays a strategic role in multi-site QMS (Bashan & Armon, 2019). To further understand how
site differences influence views on a multi-site QMS within one company group, two aspects are considered
in the conceptual framework: motivational drivers and perceived proximity to headquarters. The frame-
work will be used to understand differences between sites in the same company group in their view on
multi-site QMS, to support the facilitation of an existing multi-site QMS or a transition to multi-site cer-
tification that best accommodates site differences and enhances the likelihood of learning, or even mimick-
ing (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983; Rogers et al., 2007) between sites.

First, motivational drivers of introducing a QMS have been proven to be critical for the realised benefits
of a QMS (Boiral & Amara, 2009; Poksinska, 2007; Prajogo, 2011; Sampaio et al., 2012). An enabling
approach to QMS is related to internal motivational drivers such as productivity challenges, product defect
rates, and/or production quality (Sampaio et al., 2012). Underlying the coercive approach are external moti-
vational drivers such as corporate image, customer relationships, and customer communication (Sampaio
etal.,, 2012). In a company group with diverse sites (geographically, culturally, etcetera), these motivational
drivers are unlikely to be homogeneous across all sites and challenges inherent in such differences increase
at higher levels of global development (Bashan & Kordova, 2022).

Second, the introduction of a multi-site QMS certification is most often driven by headquarters. Whether
this is viewed as an external or internal driver depends on the relationship between the local site and global
headquarters. In this study, perceived proximity (Boschma, 2005; Wilson et al., 2008) is used to understand
this relationship and how it can facilitate a transition to multi-site QMS.

Materials and methods

As the purpose centres on the exploration of a contemporary issue in its natural setting, a qualitative
research approach (Meredith, 1998) with a case study design is well suited (Voss et al., 2002). The use of
multiple sites within a single company context makes an embedded multiple-case study design suitable
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The empirical case category (Dumez, 2015) focuses on perceived QMS value
in one global company, while the theoretical case categories (Dumez, 2015) examine perceived proximity
(Wilson et al., 2008) and coercive versus enabling motivational drivers of QMS (Poksinska, 2007). Figure
1 provides an overview of the study design.

Sampling

The unit of analysis (Patton, 2015) is a global company’s sites and their views on certified QMS. The sampling
criteria of the case company were: (1) globally spread sites; (2) a certified multi-site QMS covering some, but
not necessarily all, sites; and (3) all sites having a certified QMS. The sampled global company operates in the
chemical process industry with headquarters in a central European country. It only has B2B customers and
have high regulations on raw materials, for example the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restric-
tion of Chemicals (REACH) framework. The characteristics of the products allow presence in many different
markets spanning from automotive, wind, marine, heavy machinery to industries like textile and food pro-
duction. The company has 13 sites across 12 countries and has been certified to ISO 9001 for 34 years, and
has had their QMS being multi-site certified for ten years. At the time of the study eight of the 13 sites were
included in multi-site QMS. The remaining five sites had their own, local single-site certified QMS.

Four sites (Sites A-D) were selected based on four key informant interviews with headquarters employ-
ees, using a key informant sampling strategy (Patton, 2015). The key informants (n = 4), Quality and HSE
Managers, were chosen based on their experience with certified QMS and sites’ QMS usage. All four infor-
mants mapped all the company sites (n = 13) in two dimensions, as in the conceptual framework (see Figure
1): high or low perceived proximity, and external or internal motivational drivers of QMS. The sites were
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* Purpose: sampling of subsidiaries
* Number: 4

* Positions: employees at headquarters with responsibility for QMS

Key informant * Design: Open interviews, classifying subsidiaries on dimensions 1) low-high perceived proximity, and 2)
interviews at
headquarters

coercive-enabling drivers of QMS

* Purpose: main data collection to address purpose
* Number: 12
 Positions: Quality manager (n=4), Quality practitioner (n=4), and Operations practitioner (n=4)

Inter\{iG:W§ at  Design: Semi-structured interviews on drivers and views on QMS and relation to headquarters
subsidiaries

* Purpose: triangulate data, and collection of secondary data to address purpose

* Types of documents: for each site audit report from QMS audit, other reports conducted as part of the
Audit and QMS reviews

management

review reports

Figure 1. Research design (Source: authors own work).

selected to ensure maximum variation sampling (Patton, 2015), in other words the key informants agreed
on four sites with different characteristics in respect to perceived proximity and motivational drivers. This
resulted in a sample of four sites

Data collection

The data was collected from interviews (n = 12) and internal company documents. Three interviews were con-
ducted at each of the four sites (Table 2). The interviewees at each site were sampled to (1) have responsibility for
the QMS (Quality Manager), (2) be involved in the daily operational tasks of the QMS (Quality Practitioner),
and (3) have responsibility for production/logistics operations at the site (Operations Practitioner). The inter-
views were based on a thematic, semi-structured interview guide (see Appendix A). Examples of interview ques-
tions are as follows: “‘Where does change or improvement of the quality management system start at your site,
and who drives it?’, ‘What are the motivations at your site to extend the MS [management system] and include a
new standard?’, and ‘Can you describe what role you think headquarters have in relation to your QMS work?’
Two of the authors conducted the interviews online. Although traditional in-person interviews are often seen as
standard in qualitative research, recent studies suggest that video-based interviews can yield data of comparable
depth and quality. Empirical comparisons have shown no significant differences between in-person and video-
based interviews in terms of conversational involvement or breadth of themes identified (Anthony et al., 2025;
Roberts et al., 2025). Each interview lasted 45-60 min and was recorded and transcribed.

Table 2. Interviewees (Source: authors own work).

Site position Identifier Role Site characteristic

Independent I Quality manager External-Low perceived proximity
12 Health, safety and environment, operational role
13 Production manager

Sceptical 14 Quality manager External -High perceived proximity
15 Quality Operational role
16 Production manager

Convinced 17 Quality manager Internal-High perceived proximity
18 Quality Operational role
19 Production manager

Individualist 110 Quality manager Internal -Low perceived proximity
111 Quality Operational role

112 Logistics manager
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Table 3. Internal documentation checked for occurrence, conformity to guidelines, and language.

Internal

documentation 2020 2021 2022 2023

Site A Missing Missing Missing Missing

Site B In English and according to  In English and according to  In English and according to  In English and according to
headquarters’ guidelines, headquarters’ guidelines, headquarters’ guidelines, headquarters’ guidelines,
but with additional local but with additional local but with additional local but with additional local
versions. versions. versions. versions

Site C In English and according to  In English according and In English and according to  In English and according to
headquarters’ guidelines according to headquarters’ headquarters’ guidelines. headquarters’ guidelines.

guidelines.

Site D In local language and in their  In local language and in their In local language and in their In local language and in their

own format. own format. own format. own format.

Second, the companies’ internal documentation on the evaluation and control of management system
activities were collected to analyse site differences, see Table 3. These documents are part of fulfilling the
requirements regarding yearly performance evaluation and improvement in ISO9001:2015. For the inde-
pendent site, there were no internal company documents uploaded in the central system; thus, they were
not accessible to the central quality function at headquarters.

Data analysis

Interview data were analysed using QSR NVivo, and analysis began with an open reading of the transcripts,
followed by an iterative approach using both deductive and inductive coding. Deductive coding was centred
on concepts such as perceived proximity and motivational drivers (see Table 4). Deductive coding was
accompanied by inductive coding to allow for the identification of new variables contributing to the gen-
eration of new concepts (Miles & Huberman, 1994), such stated advantages and scepticism towards multi-
site QMS. Overall, iterative coding allowed for both the amendment of predefined codes and the addition of
new codes (Eisenhardt, 1989).

Research quality

For data collection, a triangulation approach was applied to augment the quality and reliability of the
study, as recommended by Yin (2014). The analysis integrated primary data from semi-structured inter-
views with secondary data collected from company documents. Despite potential biases and the absence
of unbiased control of secondary data provided by companies (Ellram & Tate, 2016), documentation
aligned with a certified QMS were assumed to be somewhat objective as they are subject to standard
requirements and auditing. This triangulation of data sources allowed us to develop a more comprehen-
sive and holistic understanding of the phenomena under investigation (Calantone & Vickery, 2009). To
enhance the trustworthiness of our study, the co-authors collaboratively analysed the interview data
(Meredith, 1998). Furthermore, one co-author was not involved in data collection and thus assumed
the role of an external investigator.

Results

Across the dimensions of the conceptual framework, four empirically derived site archetypes (Figure 2) are
proposed and elaborated on in the following: the Independent, the Sceptical, the Convinced, and the
Individualists

The independent: external drivers of QMS and low perceived proximity to headquarters

For this site, with low perceived proximity to headquarters, employees emphasise the need for improved
communication to strengthen relationships. There is a lack of understanding, trust, and transparency, lead-
ing to limited common ground and objectives. This distrust is e.g. evident in not providing internal docu-
mentation to headquarters’ central quality function. Moreover, some reported QMS metrics are unused;
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Figure 2. Sampled sites relating to the conceptual framework (Source: authors own work).

‘headquarters wants us to report the data [key performance indicators for the operations] and I'm going to -
but that’s an after-the-fact metric right. We can’t run our business by looking at it here.” (I1) In addition,
some reported non-conformities are ignored due to perceived irrelevance in local contexts.

A common critique of the QMS is its lack of contextualisation, crucial for perceived value. This ranges
from explicating links between multi-site and single-site QMS to understanding shop floor operations.
Questions arise about adapting the multi-site QMS to existing systems as there is a perception that contex-
tualisation is hindered by lack of operational knowledge:

they’re way over there and I think they’re trying to make a lot of decisions from now. I mean, it’s a bad way from
behind the computer, and they’ve never really been here to see what is happening on the floor and what’s actually
happening throughout the plant. (I3)

The quality manager (I1) summarises this as headquarters needing to ‘recognize your internal customer.’

Few benefits of certified multi-site QMS are envisioned in these sites, with some activities seen as token-
ism: ‘utilizing the audit process for one to identify areas for opportunity for improvement right. And we can
get us some details around that because we shouldn’t be auditing just for the sake of auditing right. It needs
to be purposeful and intentional.” (I1) However, there’s potential for a positive view if value is made explicit,
such as reduced documentation and audit preparation efforts. This could foster closer cooperation between
headquarters and sites.

I think global approaches are great. I think we still need to acknowledge and recognize and respect there are indi-
vidual things that happen at a plant where a global approach may not be one solution. [One] can’t meet all the
requirements right. [...] like not one size fits all you know, and I know that that’s a struggle sometimes when I
think about the company and, historically, the culture. (I1)

The sceptical: external drivers of QUS and high perceived proximity to headquarters

For the sceptical site, documentation is central to QMS, ensuring compliance with customer
requirements and standards. The shift to multi-site certification does not appear to change the compli-
ance-oriented view: T don’t have the impression [that] I'm having extra benefits or less work because I
am in a corporate management system.” (I4) In these sites, management is highly involved in QMS, with
top-down dissemination of improvements and changes. This approach leads to QMS being viewed as
separate from daily work, with limited employee involvement. QMS tasks are often seen as add-ons
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to established operations, resulting in redundancies. For example, a new process review standard led to
duplication: ‘now we have to introduce it [a process review advised from headquarters] with the system.
But it’s different if we do it on internally or externally [for headquarters] because they have another tool.’
(I5) The redundant work and perceived lack of benefits raise concerns about increased administration:
‘the documentation worries them [shop floor personnel], it’s not a daily tool. Maybe we can work to win
more, be more efficient.” (I5)

Despite these challenges, the site has established collaborations with headquarters employees in specific
operational areas, building confidence and trust: ‘[we] have this transparency; we don’t need to hide any-
thing. There is nothing to hide.” (I4) This trust may lead to acceptance of headquarters initiatives and a
belief that ‘a global quality management system has to be established from the top and not adapted.” (16)
Overall, the multi-site QMS is seen as having both simplifying and complicating effects on operations:

to become a global company, for me it’s easier to handle some processes because it does not depend only on us
but in some cases, it can also be a stopper where we want to implement some fast activities or some fast solutions,
to be honest. (I6)

The convinced: internal drivers of QMS and high perceived proximity to headquarters

The convinced site views multi-site QMS positively, emphasising guidance from headquarters and recog-
nising strategic and operational benefits. A multi-site QMS is seen as part of ‘the strategic alignment
under the unified standard. So, the headquarters, I think they should ensure that and show the interest
of the entire group instead of each site.” (I7) Thus, there is a perceived supportive link between multi-
site QMS and daily operations. A production manager (19) states:

My feeling is it works [well] in a global company. It’s better in terms of the process because I see that it’s clearer to
the operation, to the process what you need to do, how you need to do, why you need to do ... The base is more
robust.

The site values improvements deployed from headquarters, with the quality manager actively seeking
‘changes across all of the functions and the entire company.” (I7) This collaborative view extends across
the quality department, as an operative quality practitioner notes: ‘Yeah, we need to work together and
to support each other.” (I8) When needed, these sites utilise the option to escalate topics to headquarters
for support, input, or expertise. They appreciate the diversity and learning opportunities in a global com-
pany: ‘I prefer to work in a global company because this means a lot of the different cultures, a lot of the new
things we can exchange to learn.” (I7) Despite potential challenges, differences are seen as opportunities for
learning and inspiration. In sum, good communication and personal relationships foster closeness to head-
quarters and other sites: ‘If you have a problem, you have a question, you will get support from all the sites
[...] I think this is the biggest benefit, at least for me.” (16) This closeness is reflected in that the documenta-
tions submitted to headquarters cover both strengths and weaknesses of sites’ operations and are done
according to headquarter guidelines.

The individualist: internal drivers of QMS and low perceived proximity to headquarters

The individualist site values their already established single-site QMS in supporting systematic improve-
ment, e.g. with practices addressing root causes and organising training on improvement work. Autonomy
is crucial, with dedicated process owners responsible for the site’s procedures based on their experience and
operational knowledge. The site tends to perceive headquarters as inconsiderate of local needs when intro-
ducing new systems or processes. This leads to low buy-in for headquarters initiatives, such as the multi-site
QMS certification.

The local narrative suggests multi-site certification aims to save money and time while bridging local and
global QMS, but it is met with scepticism:

There are a lot of people in each area, and for example here, we’re responsible for quality certification, health and
safety certification, environmental certification, ethical certification, and so on. [...] It’s not so easy for us to fol-
low all of the things. (110)
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While acknowledging that multi-site QMS should complement single-site QMS, this site demands proof of
benefits from new systems to avoid ‘double work, for example, some stuff that I'm asked about: scorecards
or other activities. In the beginning, I was thinking that this would be everything managed by headquarters,
but no, we have to keep doing this.” (I12) This perception complicates the multi-site QMS implementation.

Finally, the site’s internal QMS documentation use local templates in the local language, deviating from
headquarters’ template. However, these reports appear effective, with detailed QMS requirement assess-
ments referencing various routines and providing evidence e.g. through photos. To maintain operational
value in a multi-site QMS, the site expects involvement in the rollout and the ability to adapt to local con-
text: ‘sometimes it’s not so easy for us to implement something that they have at headquarters because of the
capacity of the site.” (I11)

Discussion

Aiming to develop an empirically based framework with archetypes illustrating how sites " motivational dri-
vers for QMS and perceived proximity to headquarters shape their views on multi-site QMS, the result of
this study moves beyond the traditional external-internal motivational driver dichotomy (Delfino et al.,
2024; Poksinska, 2007; Sampaio et al., 2012) on perceptions of QMS. By incorporating the concept of per-
ceived proximity (Boschma, 2005; Wilson et al., 2008), it offers an understanding of additional factors
influencing perceptions of multi-site QMS in globally dispersed organisations, see Figure 3.

The study demonstrates that sites with high perceived proximity to headquarters tend to value operating
within a multi-site QMS, recognising learning opportunities from both headquarters and other sites. Conver-
sely, sites with low perceived proximity view inter-site differences as problematic for multi-site certifications
and cooperation. To address this resistance, enhancing cognitive, organisational and social proximity through
improved understanding of each other’s competencies is crucial and supportive of knowledge sharing (Noo-
teboom, 2000). These findings resonate with broader themes identified in the literature (see Table 1), particu-
larly regarding challenges faced during the transition from local to global QMS structures (Bashan & Ben-
Jacob, 2023; Bashan & Notea, 2018). The struggle to coordinate quality systems across dispersed subsidiaries
reflects not only operational hurdles but also perceptual and relational ones, as evidenced by the role of proxi-
mity in this study. Moreover, the tension between global standardisation and local adaptation, as discussed in

High
Perceived
Proximity
Sceptical Convinced
Close cooperation in several Close cooperation with shared
operational areas of the goals, open communication and
organisation. Share goals and guidance from HQ. Differences
objectives. are viewed as learning
oppurtunities.
The QMS is mainly seen as a
documentation activity for The QMS is well embedded with
compliance and not value-adding. everyday tasks. No feeling of
Tasks are seen as add-ons to daily double work and internal audits
work. are seen as purposeful for the
External organisation. Internal
motivational motivational
drivers drivers
Independent Individualist
Low trust, transparency and View that local needs are often
understanding toward headquarters overlooked. Differences are seen as
lead to unclear goals and challenging.
disconnect.
QMS is integrated into daily work
New practices lack context, internal with ongoing improvements and
audits seem purposeless and QMS strong process owner responsibility.
activities are seen as certification Some scepticism toward HQ QMS
driven rather than value-adding. activities due to fear of added
workload.
Low
Perceived
Proximity

Figure 3. Conceptual framework with site characteristics per archetype (Source: authors own work).
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the context of parent-subsidiary relationships (Bashan & Armon, 2019; Bashan & Kordova, 2022) is visible in
the different opinions and views on top-down driven multi-site QMS certification.

Interestingly, the study also finds that sites with internal motivational drivers (which directly impact
QMS benefits; Sampaio et al., 2012) show greater acceptance of top-down multi-site QMS implementation.
For individualist sites already recognising QMS’s internal operational benefits, however, the key shift
involves moving from emphasising internal drivers to alignment and strengthening the proximity to the
headquarters. This responds to calls for research that move beyond describing challenges of transitioning
from single- to multi-site QMS, toward understanding the dynamics of such transitions (Agmon et al., 2022;
Agmon & Kordova, 2024). The findings suggest that perceived proximity, cognitive, organisational, and
social could be mechanisms supporting such transitions.

Theoretical implications

First, previous research on certified QMS focuses on motivational drivers and their impact on the benefits of
QMS (Murmura et al., 2024; Poksinska, 2007; Sampaio et al., 2012; Zgirskas et al., 2021) assumes that these
drivers have a critical impact. However, when moving toward multi-site certification, this study points to
differences in perceived benefits that move beyond depending solely on external or internal motivational
drivers. Thus, drawing on the concept of perceived proximity (Boschma, 2005; Wilson et al., 2008), this
study provides a more complex view of what influences the perceived benefits of multi-site QMS. For
sites with external motivational drivers of QMS, the assumption might be that a multi-site QMS would
also be met with scepticism. However, this study points to a somewhat positive view of multi-site QMS
in Sceptical and Independent sites, counter to what might intuitively be expected. Perhaps not in the
sense of a value-adding QMS but rather a QMS that does not entail extra work and as such should be clearly
‘established from the top and not adapted.’” (I6)

On the other hand, sites characterised by low perceived proximity view differences between sites as a
main problem and are sceptical toward multi-site certifications as ‘not one size fits all’ and doubt head-
quarters’ knowledge and insights into their specific operations. To overcome such resistance, the under-
standing of each other’s competencies should be strengthened to support enhanced cognitive proximity,
which is a critical basis for sharing knowledge (Nooteboom, 2000). This study further shows that a con-
vinced site that already has internal motivational drivers for QMS, which directly impacts the benefits of
a QMS (Sampaio et al., 2012), shows acceptance of the top-down design of a multi-site QMS. However,
moving beyond motivational drivers, respondents from this site expressed concern over the potential
beyond their single-site QMS; thus, there is a need to point to learning goals (Sitkin et al., 1994). The
individualist site also shares the view of QMS as beneficial for internal operations; in other words,
there is no urgency in emphasising the internal drivers and enabling characteristics of QMS when mov-
ing into a multi-site certificate. Rather, there is a need to strengthen proximity to headquarters and other
sites.

Proposition: To strengthen perceived proximity between sites and headquarters through mutual understanding
of competencies and shared learning goals enhances acceptance and perceived value of multi-site QMS.

Second, drawing on institutional theory (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983), particularly regarding how mimetic
pressure influences sites’ acceptance of multi-site QMS, this study suggests that mimetic pressure (Rogers
et al., 2007) can facilitate the transition from a single- to multi-site QMS, and also support transition from
one site archetype to another. To enhance mimetic pressure, certain sites can be communicated as best prac-
tices and have been successful (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983). For example, the Convinced site with internal and
enabling motivational drivers of QMS and high perceived proximity to headquarters could be used as a best-
practice example to learn from the case company’s transition to a multi-site QMS. However, to complicate
matters, as Yang and Kang (2020) show, mimetic pressure is not as influential on QMS as it is on EMS,
depending on the lesser degree of uncertainty related to QMS. However, contrary to a single-site QMS,
the perceived results from a multi-site QMS are highly uncertain for the included sites, especially those
with low perceived proximity to the headquarters. Thus, mimetic pressure may increase and drive actions
toward the joint practices required in a multi-site QMS.
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Proposition: Mimetic pressure increases the likelihood of site-level acceptance of multi-site QMS, particularly
when best-practice examples with strong internal motivation and high perceived proximity to headquarters
are made visible.

Practical implications

To effectively facilitate a multi-site QMS and address the different characteristics of the proposed archetypes
the following practical strategies are recommended. For sites identified as Independent, it is essential to
enhance all dimensions of perceived proximity, starting with social proximity to build trust and transpar-
ency. This should be followed by strengthening cognitive proximity and organisational proximity to estab-
lish a shared understanding of, and common goals for the multi-site QMS. For sites identified as Sceptical
there is a need to improve the view on QMS activities overall. Here it is important to have a better under-
standing of local ways of working to avoid introducing double work. For the sites identified as Convinced it
is advised to keep involving practitioners at the site to maintain good relationships and the shared common
ground in the views of QMS. These sites could be used as best practice to create mimetic pressure for sites of
other archetypes. Regarding sites identified as Individualists perceived proximity need to be focused. For
headquarters it is important to understand the local QMS, since it is viewed as enabling by the site, not
to risk the multi-site QMS being seen as a coercive and external system which can lead to the site developing
into a Sceptical site even after enhancing the perceived proximity.

In summary, this study has two areas of practical implications: how to enhance a multi-site QMS to
enhance transparency and involvement of the sites, and how to operationalise transitions into the multi-
site by understanding and perhaps even influencing the site archetypes. First, in multi-site certification,
QMS motivational drivers become multi-faceted. Local QMS is hopefully seen as enabling of daily oper-
ations (Poksinska, 2007), while globally induced multi-site QMS, where headquarters play a strategic
role (Bashan & Armon, 2019), may be seen as coercive. For sites valuing established single-site QMS, com-
municating and providing added value in daily operations and cross-site learning opportunities is crucial,
thus similar to a situation when integrating multiple management systems (e.g. ISO 9001 and ISO 14001)
(Bernardo et al., 2015; Karapetrovic & Jonker, 2003; Zeng et al., 2010). Low-proximity sites can enhance
enabling views of multi-site QMS through increased involvement in decision-making and internal transpar-
ency (Adler & Borys, 1996). As a support, establishing forums for sharing best practices and addressing
quality issues can be a way to create institutional pressure and mimicking (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983; Rogers
et al., 2007), making the multi-site QMS a communication platform within the company to create a com-
mon ground with frequent communication and thereby increasing cognitive, organisational and social
proximity.

Proposition: When shifting to multi-site certification, or including new sites in an existing multi-site QMS, local
sites should be involved early, with a focus on identifying daily operational benefits at the sites, and setting up
forums with extensive communication for sharing practices as a way to build buy-in.

Second, when transitioning to, or facilitating, a large multi-site QMS, a stepwise process using site clusters
might be a way forward. Moving from external to internal motivational drivers can be supported by creating
multi-site certifications based on technological similarities, strengthening cognitive proximity and knowl-
edge sharing (Boschma, 2005; Nooteboom, 2000). Further, highlighting certain sites’ strategic roles (Netland
et al., 2012) can create mimetic pressure (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983; Rogers et al., 2007). Clustering sites with
high-proximity to each other, meaning not only focusing on geographical closeness but sites with similar
products, facilities, or processes could lead to value-adding practice sharing and acceptance for standardis-
ation in a QMS (Bashan & Armon, 2019). This approach builds on cognitive and institutional proximity
(Boschma, 2005) and enhances the likelihood of multi-site QMS being viewed as enabling daily operations
(Chiarini, 2019). While clustering sites into more than one multi-site certificates may limit initial cost
reductions (Candido & Ferreira, 2023), further merging into fewer multi-site certificates can occur later.

Proposition: Start the multi-site QMS transition with clusters of similar sites to facilitate knowledge sharing and
local relevance, not only focusing on geographical closeness, before gradually scaling up as alignment and
engagement grow.
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Limitations and future research directions

Naturally, this study has its limitations. One limitation is the case-study design of one company, although
four different sites were embedded. An avenue for future research could be to move toward a more quan-
titative approach and study the drivers as well as the realised benefits of multi-site certification across several
companies. Another limitation is that this study focused on how sites perceived a multi-site QMS in relation
to their headquarters while future research could further explore the headquarters’ views on multi-site QMS.
Finally, the framework in Figure 3 is based on empirical findings that can provide guidance for the facilitation
of a multi-site QMS but has not yet been further tested or validated, thus future research is recommended.

Conclusions

First, in response to the research question on how the interplay between perceived proximity and motiva-
tional drivers shape how multi-site Quality Management Systems (QMS) are perceived, this study offers a
framework of archetypes for implementation and facilitation of multi-site QMS in global companies. It
identifies four distinct site archetypes within a multi-site certificate: the Individualist, the Convinced, the
Independent, and the Sceptical. By introducing the concept of perceived proximity, the study emphasises
the importance of the relationship between a site and headquarters during the transition to a multi-site
QMS. Second, in response to the research question on how understanding various site archetypes can facili-
tate a transition to multi-site QMS, the findings suggest that building positive perceptions of multi-site QMS
requires active site involvement and transparent decision-making processes. To increase the likelihood of a
successful transition, organisations should adopt a stepwise implementation strategy; beginning with clus-
ters of sites with high perceived proximity before expanding to the entire company. In conclusion, the study
offers both a theoretical lens and practical guidance for organisations aiming to implement a multi-site
QMS, or expand and improve their current multi-site QMS, e.g. by emphasising the importance of align-
ment between headquarters and sites.
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