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ABSTRACT

In a modern global economy, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have inviolable importance 
and inclusion in the overall social development and economic growth. Regarding the high share of 
SMEs in the total number of companies, given the number of employees and the share in export 
orientation, the question of SMEs existence, as well as their market share and competitiveness in 
the global environment, represents prime relevance to any national economy. Therefore, the issue of 
quality becomes a critical component of achieving competitiveness in delivering products and services 
to their consumers (customers.) Due to this extremely delicate issue, each company establishes and 
implements a systematic process relationship or a quality management system as a part of its general 
management mechanism. This is a reason for SMEs management to strategically decide on the 
challenges of introducing a quality management system; thus, to improve their competitiveness on 
the domestic and foreign markets, which is a very demanding, exhaustive and time absorbing process 
requiring detailed preparation and collective engagement. The basic reasons for applying a quality 
management system are apostrophised in any business objectives – improving business processes, 
product quality and services, increasing spending as a factor of developing higher market share, better 
reputation (image) and sustainable business results. Due to the measurable quantitative and qualitative 
attributes and features that can significantly enhance the introduction of quality management systems 
into practice of SMEs, numerous studies have been carried out, some of which are conducted within 
the last two decades. For the authors, this was an initiative to conduct a survey, within this paper, in 
the  Primorsko-goranska county (Croatia)  during the month of July 2018, in which a number of 
SMEs were analysed in the crucial areas of quality management systems. The authors’ objective was 
to assess the viability of SMEs regarding their application of a quality management system. The basic 
hypothesis was that introducing quality management systems into SMEs contributes to their foreign 
competitiveness i.e. strengthening their export activity in general. Beside positive outputs of applying 
quality management, the authors’ research presented in this paper also established some relatively 
high and negative quantifications in relation to the application of the quality management system. Such 
outcomes represent justified reasons for future scientific research in this area.

1 Introduction

Entrepreneurship has an acceleration function for 
the entire national economy performing as a key ele-
ment in generating growth and creating new jobs, gener-
ally increasing the competitiveness of the whole society. 
Importance and complexity of entrepreneurship delivered 
by SMEs manifests in many factors from economic, tech-
nological and social, to employment, development, and 
stability of society. Development of entrepreneurship 

strengthens the economy overall output power with an 
objective of achieving high material independence and 
citizen’s life standard. It is a constant challenge to re-
main competitive, to deal with technology and the pace of 
growth in competitive countries [1]. The quality of prod-
ucts and services based on rational and efficient quality 
management of overall business processes is definitely one 
of basic competitive prerequisites. According to the latest 
report of the Centre for Small and Medium Enterprises 
and Entrepreneurship Development (CEPOR) conducted 
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in the Republic of Croatia during 2016, SMEs accounted 
for 99.7% of the total number of enterprises, with 69.2% 
of structure in total employees’ number and participat-
ing in total exports with 50.3% [2]. Respecting the given 
data, it is obvious that the importance of the SMEs for one 
economy is unquestionable, hence encouraging their fur-
ther growth, expansion and market competitiveness. To 
increase the realization of such highly valued indicators, 
it is necessary to improve and enforce the implementation 
of quality management system in Croatian SMEs.

Business practice confirms that quality management 
systems are more commonly integrated in large compa-
nies, but also that the advantages of introducing quality 
management systems are far more pronounced in SMEs, 
which by implementing these systems achieve significant 
internal and external competitive advantages [3]. The con-
cept of quality is quite broad and it may imply significant 
doubts. In order to better understanding the interpreta-
tion of the quality, theoretical views on quality are divided 
in two groups: 1) managerial perspectives and 2) critical 
points of view [4]. Managerial perspectives are interpret-
ed as a phenomenon that can be managed, while in critical 
points of view in a business form it is also derived through 
sociological and political domains. These domains there-
fore, impact business. Sometimes the prevalence of price 
in consumer’s analysis is a key factor of gaining competi-
tive advantage, while consumers also increasingly analyse 
some other business elements, especially quality manage-
ment. Consumer quality experience, therefore, becomes 
one of the company key strategic goals and the key fac-
tor of its competitiveness. The introduction of quality in 
the function of improving the business system is becom-
ing more and more frequent, so, by this analogy, the con-
cept of quality management in organizations is justified 
for analysis. Achieving a satisfactory level of quality re-
flects in the improvement of all segments of the business 
process, while their improvement results in satisfying 
the needs of all interest-influencing groups (the stake-
holders). Enterprises that incorporate quality into their 
business philosophy produce high quality outputs (for 
example Toyota), ultimately resulting in improved market 
competitiveness.

In the context of SMEs that are facing numerous ob-
stacles on their path of expanding on new markets, it is 
emphasized that the very establishment of a quality man-
agement system makes SMEs more competitive in inter-
national (global) environment. Opening up the European 
market to small and medium-sized entrepreneurs from 
Croatia has led to encouraging export activities and an 
increasing number of SMEs penetrating foreign markets. 
In the elements of international competitiveness, qual-
ity management systems are also considered to be a key 
driver of success. Furthermore, foreign partners expect 
from SMEs whom they cooperate with to have implement-
ed systems of general quality guarantee. The introduc-
tion of a quality management system, which is extremely 
demanding, complex and time-consuming process, makes 

it simpler later for any company to realise a solid market 
affirmation.  Acquiring quality leads to a measurable valu-
ation of products and services, as well as to the evaluation 
of quality maintenance. In Croatia, the trend of quality-
grading in business is in the upstream phase, and com-
panies that have been working on the introduction of an 
effective quality management system are experiencing a 
growing number of benefits in their operations outweigh-
ing the initial costs caused by the introduction of the sys-
tem [5]. Quality in business operations may be ensured 
by several models, most notably by implementing gener-
ally and internationally accepted standard ISO 9001:2015. 
This system is also the most commonly certified quality 
management system, and for the companies implementing 
it, it is one of the ways of improving competitiveness in the 
entire benchmark or industry sector. In this paper, the au-
thors have discussed and tested different variables related 
to certified quality systems. 

2 Correlation of Quality Management Based on 
Systematic Approach and ISO Standards

To achieve quality as an objective of business organi-
zation, certain models of managing human resources have 
also to be implemented. Efficient management models in-
clude quality issues regarding arrangement, procedures, 
processes and other means relevant for handling quality in 
a measurable manner. A regular management process and 
organization are prerequisites of achieving goals of busi-
ness quality. According to Skoko [6], quality management 
represents a broad group of activities related to general 
management functions where policies, goals and respon-
sibilities related to quality are being constantly defined. 
Achievement of these goals is based on a broad set of man-
agement activities including planning and monitoring, en-
suring and quality enhancement [6]. The term of ˝Quality 
Management˝ implies business performing related to qual-
ity objectives. In modern business, quality management 
becomes a business function as any other, highlighting the 
high level of people interacting between all departments 
in the organization [5].

Quality management is a set of processes, consisting of 
documenting operational phases, their improvement pos-
sibilities and applying quality improvements. The constant 
improvements represent a feature of successful quality 
management in the organization, where the customer and 
his satisfaction come to the first place. As previously de-
fined, quality management is a set of processes, and there-
fore it represents a process approach that is considered as 
a fundamental principle of quality management. According 
to this, for the efficient functioning of an organization, it 
is necessary to establish its interrelated processes and to 
manage them uniquely. The principle of quality manage-
ment is therefore related to the principle of regular qual-
ity outputs monitoring. According to this, it is necessary to 
constantly improve the overall operational abilities of the 
organization. This methodology of a continuous improve-
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ment is based on the principle of William Edward Deming, 
the so-called Deming Circuit or PDCA Circuit (acronym for 
Plan – Do – Check – Act). This circuit is the basic quality 
principle embedded in all management systems, including 
the ISO 9001:2015. Monitoring of PDCA circuit enables ef-
fective management and continuous improvement of the 
company efficiency. The PDCA represents a continuous 
mode of planning, implementation, verification and ac-
tion that are based on a methodical approach to solving 
problems and implementing THE appropriate solutions 
[7]. The PDCA circuit is the basis for quality manage-
ment in organizations, and at the heart of ISO 9001:2015 
Standards. Figure 1 presents the PDCA quality process as-
sessment elements [8].

Figure 1 shows key elements (official sections) of the 
ISO 9001:2015 standard i.e. from the fourth section of the 
ISO 9001:2015 standard named: 4 Organizational context 
to further on. The process approach to quality manage-
ment from section 4 to section 10 Improvement indicates 
the need for implementation of the constant improvements 
that coincide with the PDCA circle. The merger of this proc-

ess approach and the PDCA methodology leads to the estab-
lishment of a unique quality management system.

Generally, the introduction of a quality management 
system, primarily in terms of quality standards, is attrib-
uted to larger business entities. The introduction of such 
systems often causes significant costs, making the process 
more challenging for SMEs. Beside over-priced implemen-
tation, SMEs are often not organizational or administra-
tively prepared for the introduction of such a complex and 
demanding system [9]. However, the introduction of a 
quality management system for SMEs significantly initi-
ated the opening of SMEs to the foreign market, especial-
ly following Croatia’s accession to the European Union. 
Companies whose operations are certified in accordance 
with the requirements of ISO standards became more rec-
ognized and competitive on domestic and foreign markets. 
Therefore, this has also implied a trend of introducing 
a quality management system to strategic development 
within a large number of SMEs. The next figure shows the 
basic procedure when implementing a quality manage-
ment system.

Figure 1 Model of process approach in quality management system (QMS)
Source: [8]
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The quality management system is being introduced 
after an analysis that should indicate existing or potential 
business problems. After noticing these problems, a deci-
sion is made on introducing a quality management system, 
following detailed documentation respecting the business 
process as a whole. After that, a quality management sys-
tem is starting to be implemented in all phases of business 
operations. Time span of this process, including decision 
making on introducing the quality system to obtaining 
a certificate from a selected certifier, usually takes from 
six months to one year. The certification of quality man-
agement systems defines SMEs as well-organized, docu-
mented, process-oriented and functional on the principles 
of quality and, thereby, contributing to increased organi-
zational competitiveness [10]. Once a company gains the 
certificate of quality management, this system becomes 
a part of the company’s overall management hierarchy. 
This implies a constant quality monitoring and constant 
improvements on all levels, i.e. the continuous implemen-
tation of the PDCA cycle for ensuring continuous improve-
ments. After the initial implementation of a quality system, 
once a year, the efficiency of the introduced system is be-
ing tested through planned internal audits and one super-
visory audit carried out by external certification bodies. 
After three years, the certificate is renewed in the process 
of repeated certification where a company has to meet the 
quality requirements of the given ISO standard.

The introduction of a quality management system is 
part of the productivity, profit and living standards growth 
strategy [11]. The increasing number of quality manage-
ment systems being implemented in modern organiza-
tions has demonstrated that the positive effects justify 
the system introduction. Therefore, the consequence of 
these effects is the steady growth in the number of com-
panies having certified quality systems. Advantages of 
certified systems lead to higher sales, growing market 
share, improved efficiency, less scratch, higher customer 
satisfaction, lower costs, better planning and ultimately 
greater profits [7]. The given trends rapidly lead to the 
neutralization of negative effects, especially psychological 

ones, leading to obligations and pressures placed on the 
management and the employees [12]. Each (individual) 
organization is able to independently choose the qual-
ity management system that will apply in its business 
operations. As stated, the most commonly introduced 
one is the ISO 9001 quality standard. The development 
of ISO standards began in 1946 when delegates from 25 
countries made the decision to create a new international 
organization with the aim of facilitating international co-
ordination and unification of industrial standards named 
International Organization for Standardization – ISO. A 
year after, ISO started with its official operations So far, 
22,217 international standards and related documenta-
tion have been published covering almost all industry 
sectors, from technology to food safety, agriculture and 
health. The ISO standard system has been proclaimed as 
a unique system in the worldwide use since 1987, with a 

IMPLEMENTATION OF A QUALITY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

LEVEL OF PROBLEMS AND DIFFICULTIES

TIME

CHAOS DECISION DOCUMENTING IMPLEMENTING

MANAGING 
THE SYSTEM

LEADERSHIP
DECISION

GETTING
THE CERTIFICATE

FROM 6 MONTHS TO 1 YEAR

Figure 2 Implementation of a quality management system
Source: [7]

Figure 3 Number of companies in the world with ISO 9001:2015 
management quality system from 2002 to 2016  

Source: [13]
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purpose to protect the interests of the users of products or 
services. This standard highlights the importance of qual-
ity management by emphasizing that no top-quality can 
be achieved without quality management and without the 
quality management system, competencies and standard-
ized procedures [5]. That is why the next chart represents 
the positive outcomes of ISO 9001: 2015 adoption in the 
world from 2002 to 2016 [13].

Within the ISO standard family, the most emphasized 
are ISO 9000 and ISO 9001:2015. Generally, the group of 
international quality management and quality assurance 
standards ISO 9000 has been developed to help companies 
to effectively document all aspects of their quality system. 
These standards are applicable to all industries and all 
types of organizations. Although most commonly referred 
to ISO 9001:2015, this standard is part of the family of ISO 
9000 standards. The ISO 9000 family of quality manage-
ment systems standards is designed to help organisations 
to ensure that they meet the needs of customers and other 
stakeholders while meeting statutory and regulatory re-
quirements related to a product or a service [14]. The ISO 
9000 family of quality management systems standards in-
cludes the following set of norms [15]:
• ISO 9001: 2015 – Quality Management Systems 

– Requirements
• ISO 9000: 2015 – Quality Management Systems – 

Fundamentals and Vocabulary
• ISO 9004: 2009 – Quality Management Systems – 

Managing the Organization’s Sustainable Success
• ISO 9001: 2011 – Guidelines for Auditing Management 

System.
The evolution of ISO 9000 standards included a 

few versions across time: 1) the 1987 version (ISO 
9000:1987), had the same structure as the UK Standard 
BS 5750, with three “models” for quality management 
systems, the selection of which was based on the scope 
of activities of the organization, 2) the 1994 version (ISO 
9000:1994), 3) the 2000 version (ISO 9001:2000), 4) the 
2008 version (ISO 9001:2008) and 5) the 2015 version 
(current ISO 9001:2015). The 2015 version is also less 
prescriptive than its predecessors and focuses on per-
formance. This was achieved by combining the process 
approach with risk-based thinking, and employing the 
Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle at all levels in the organization 
[16]. The 2015 version focuses on performance, including 
stakeholder evaluation, risk analysis and Plan-Do-Check-
Act cycle on all company levels. This version therefore has 
included some of the following key changes [16]:

1. High-Level Structure of 10 clauses is implemented in 
all new standards released by ISO;

2. Greater emphasis on building a management system 
suited to each organization’s particular needs;

3. A requirement that those at the top of an organization 
be involved and accountable, aligning quality with wid-
er business strategy;

4. Risk-based thinking throughout the standard makes 
the whole management system a preventive tool and 
encourages continuous improvement;

5. Less prescriptive requirements for documentation: the 
organisation can now decide what documented infor-
mation it needs and what format it should be in;

6. Alignment with other key management system stand-
ards through the use of a common structure and core 
text;

7. Inclusion of Knowledge Management principles;
8. Quality Manual & Management representative (MR) 

are no longer mandatory.
The most prominent standard ISO 9001:2015 includes 

the following contents:
– Section 1: Scope
– Section 2: Normative references
– Section 3: Terms and definitions
– Section 4: Context of the organization
– Section 5: Leadership
– Section 6: PlanninSection 7: Support
– Section 8: Operation
– Section 9: Performance evaluation
– Section 10: Continual Improvement
Global statistics on the number of companies that 

have introduced quality management systems is being 
constantly updated. Hence, the ISO 9001:2015 certificate 
has been statistically analysed since 1994. The largest re-
corded growth was registered in 1995 when implemen-
tation of this standard stands up for 81% in comparison 
to certificates issued the previous year. Since 2011, the 
growth has been almost negligible at 1% per year, and, 
in 2015, the number of certificates decreased as com-
pared to the previous year. According to the latest avail-
able data, in 2016, the number of the issued certificates 
ISO 9001: 2015 increased by 6.9%. The majority of the 
total number of certificates is usually issued in Asian 
countries (about 43% in 2016) and then in Europe (with 
about 40% in 2016) [16]. 

The following table shows the number of ISO certifi-
cates in Europe and in Croatia.

Table 1 Companies with certified ISO 9001:2015 standards in Europe and Croatia

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Europe 455,303 500,286 532,896 457,654 466,929 458,814 453,628 439,477 451,415

Croatia 2,302 2,567 2,102 2,117 2,584 2,636 2,806 2,529 2,659

Source: [16]
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The number of certified companies in Europe de-
creased in 2016 compared to 2010 and 2011, but was 
higher when compared to 2015. Certified companies in 
Croatia represent only a small part of the total number 
of certified companies in Europe. Although the number 
of companies holding the ISO 9001:2015 certificate in 
Croatia increased in 2016 compared to 2008, when their 
number was also compared to 2014, there was a notice-
able decrease. Certain companies have decided to abol-
ish the quality management system, and most often their 
management has not recognized the benefits of the sys-
tem. The growing number of companies that certify ISO 
quality standards, or introduce the quality management 
system ISO 9001:2015, is a quantitative indicator of the 
importance and benefits generated by this system. The 
benefits of introducing a quality management system 
manifest in all aspects of business, from finances to man-
agement efficiency, product development, service delivery, 
sustainability and operational activities. The research car-

ried out by Miljenović [17] states that nowadays sustain-
ability is a crucial issue in general, regarding products and 
services meeting environmental, social and stakeholder 
demands. These are all issues of the quality addressed 
through the company Triple Bottom Line i.e. financial, en-
vironmental and social sustainability [17]. Sustainability 
issues may be addressed through quality assessment and 
management in these three given areas.

In addition to many advantages that are achieved with 
the introduction of certified quality management systems, 
certain disadvantages are also present. The advantages of 
introducing a certified quality management system are 
multiple. These multiple advantages include marketing, 
organizational, psychological and financial aspects (just 
like the deficiencies). An overview of the advantages and 
disadvantages of certified systems in companies, such as 
those of SMEs in maritime and coastal transport, shows 
that the greatest drawbacks relate to financial expendi-
tures, which trigger the introduction of a quality manage-

Table 2 Advantages and disadvantages of certified management quality systems 
Advantages Disadvantages

MARKETING

• Better communication with the customers
• Better understanding of customer needs
• Increased customer confidence
• High quality products and services
• Higher customer satisfaction

• Misuse of certificate through promotion
• Misunderstanding by the suppliers
• Elimination of the long-standing partners
• Temporary loss of market due to innovations in 

products or services

ORGANIZATION

• The ability to monitor and measure the rate of 
individual goals achievement

• Documentation of the business system 
• Optimization of the documentation quantity
• Adopting new methods of improvement
• Clearly defined responsibility at all management 

levels 
• Involving young professionals in the system
• Resource management
• Easier process management and higher efficiency of 

the processes

• Inadequate and sudden change of organizational 
structure

• Not understanding a part of documents related to 
quality

• Excessive production of unnecessary documents
• Misunderstanding of functional and process 

responsibility

PSYCHOLOGY

• Unambiguous procedures interpretation
• Preventive education 
• Higher level of employees satisfaction, motivation 

and engagement at all t levels
• Improved internal communication
• Better informed employees
• Higher level of corporation culture
• Higher awareness of quality (importance)

• Lower employees satisfaction
• Innovation, optimization, reengineering process
• The necessity of permanent education
• The impossibility of free interpretation of the 

procedures
• Fear of additional obligations
• Severance with the models of current work and 

behaving
• Ability to measure work contributions
• Fear of responsibility
• The possibility for easier detection of the error causes

FINANCES

• The possibility of quantitative analysis for all 
business operations

• Reducing the need for additional control
• Reducing production costs related to quality 

monitoring
• Increase of productivity
• The ability to predict and reduce errors
• Improving the profitability

• Excessive investments in quality after reaching the 
optimum quality

• Unnecessary excessive controls
• Changes in the structure of total costs
• Reduced financial effects due to the higher influence 

of psychological effects

Source: [18]
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ment system. There is also and inadequate knowledge, i.e. 
the need to educate employees due to the complexity of 
the system. Often, this complexity negatively reflects the 
motivation of employees, which is an additional limiting 
factor in introducing an efficient quality management sys-
tem [18].

Observing the obstacles that may emerge when intro-
ducing the ISO quality management system in SMEs, sev-
eral key types of issues have been identified: inadequate 
financial resources, insufficient or inadequate human re-
sources, insufficient knowledge of process management 
regarding quality objectives, planning not covered by stra-
tegic objectives, inadequate or even non-existent docu-
mentation for all business processes [7]. It is especially 
important to emphasize the fact that the introduction of 
a quality management system (certified or not) is not a 
guarantee of successful business. The quality management 
system certificate, according to ISO 9001:2015, enables 
companies to compete in the global market being also a 
necessary prerequisite of new business creation [19]. This 
system represents a useful tool in the organization and 
improvement of its operation. However, it is not a catalyst 
that solves and/or neutralizes quality issues and doubts 
in a short period of time. Different and global researches 
have defined some crucial negative factors that often limit 
the introduction of the ISO quality management system in 
SMEs. These factors are: high costs (consultations, reviews 
and registrations), long time of implementation, high for-
malism, a double customer ethics (regarding their insist-
ence on quality system introduction and then doubting the 
growth of the price caused by higher quality) [20].

3 Previous Research Results on Management 
Quality Systems 

In the past few years, the attention of domestic and 
foreign researchers was fixed to inputs and outputs of 
introducing the quality management system in SMEs. In 
this paper some of the results of previous researches have 
been represented chronologically. These results focused 
on some of the researches carried out in the last two dec-
ades, being based on completely different research as-
sumptions ultimately leading to interesting, segmented 
conclusions. Some of the researches reported that solv-
ing an issue of introducing a quality management system 
is based on the correlation with international competi-
tiveness of the company. This correlation showed to be 
positive in a significant number of researches, stating that 
quality management systems were introduced for the 
purpose of improving international competitiveness and 
that in practice these systems could contribute genuinely 
to the improvement of international competitiveness [9]. 
These findings, confirmed also by in other researches, 
pointed out to the existence of a positive correlation be-
tween competitiveness and the introduction of a quality 
management system [21, 22], but also more favourable ef-
fects for companies operating on foreign markets [9, 23]. 

Although quality management systems and their contri-
butions were considered to be more appropriate for large 
corporations, due to the size of SMEs and their limited 
promotion opportunities, it was important to observe and 
analyse their contributions to any type of business organi-
zation. A number of domestic and foreign authors [22, 21, 
9, 23, 24] addressed this problem. In addition, worldwide 
researches suggested that key factors why the SMEs en-
gagement in introducing quality management systems 
was constantly related to sales. This was explained by the 
pressures of the existing and potential new customers, 
larger market shares and competitive pressures [20].

Chronologically, one of the earliest researches in this 
area was carried out in 1997 including 700 Western-
European companies implementing quality management 
systems, which recognized a significant number of benefits 
from introducing it. The most important advantages were 
highlighted as: higher customer satisfaction, increased 
staff engagement, increased awareness of quality impor-
tance, cost reduction and generally improved business re-
sults [25]. One of the most time-consuming researches in 
Croatia was carried out in the period from 2000 to 2004 
relating to the business aspects of the 400 most success-
ful Croatian companies [26]. This research confirmed the 
positive effects of certified quality management systems 
on business operations i.e. on the success of economic 
entities, especially in companies with a high degree of 
export orientation. The results of the research indicated 
that companies were constantly increasing the number 
of certified quality systems with a growing number of 
companies having high export shares. The share of certi-
fied companies among the largest exporters was almost a 
quarter higher than among the largest importers [21]. A 
comparable research, dating from the year 2003, was car-
ried out on a sample of 550 companies with a total of 105 
responses and confirmed that 19% of the companies had 
introduced quality management systems [27].

The research of Ionita et al. in 2009 [22] was focused 
on identifying the efficiency and impact of the interna-
tional business operations of Romanian SMEs after the in-
troduction of a quality management system. The authors 
concluded that the dominance of SMEs in Romania’s econ-
omy required a carefully elaborated growth and develop-
ment strategy in which quality and quality management 
systems had a significant role. Opinions expressed in the 
research stated that only those companies that introduced 
certified quality management systems in their operational 
processes could offer their products and services on the 
European countries markets. Their research showed that 
companies that introduced a certified ISO 9001:2015 
quality management system were actively involved in do-
mestic and foreign affairs, and that the quality assurance 
provided by the certified system led to an increased com-
petitiveness, increased efficiency and, hence, better mar-
ket positioning among European countries [22].

The research carried out by Hudson and Orviska in 
2012 [28 in 19] analysed the correlations of introducing a 
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quality management system with business features. The fol-
lowing variables were used: focus on domestic or foreign 
markets, manager experience, company size, geographic 
distribution, type of ownership structure and location. On a 
sample of 11,668 companies in Central and Eastern Europe 
and Asia, it was found that certified quality management 
systems were most common in export-focused companies 
and least frequent in companies operating only on domestic 
markets.

Tunjić et al. [21] carried out a survey in 2013 for the 
purpose of analysing the impact of quality management 
system certification on the competitiveness of Croatian 
companies. Their research has shown that SMEs are aware 
of the importance of certifying quality management sys-
tems in their business operations and that their introduc-
tion contributes to the improvement of corporate image in 
the world economy. Increasing competitiveness is the goal 
of any small business, which can be achieved, among other, 
through the high quality of business processes and their 
final products. The authors concluded that the certified 
quality management system according to ISO 9001:2015 
provides all the prerequisites for achieving defined busi-
ness goals and raising the scale to a higher level.

Zambelli and Rajić [9] in 2014 analysed the question of 
justified introduction or non-adherence to certified qual-
ity management systems. The conclusion of their research 
is that certification of the quality system is relevant for 
the development of the organizations in accordance with 
the demands of the modern market. The introduction of 
a quality management system and its certification (based 
on ISO 9001: 2015) is affecting the growth of exports. 
The existence of a company’s quality system represents a 
measure of stability and business performance on the do-
mestic market, but it also becomes a benchmark for their 
inclusion into international market mainstreams. The re-
search has supported the assumption that export-oriented 
companies are highly aware of the importance of certify-
ing a quality management system. This is understood as a 
certain proof of the acceptance of international principles 
and business standards and best quality assurance on the 
foreign markets. The authors argued that the underlying 
motive for introducing and then certifying a quality man-
agement system is precisely the company emergence on 
international markets.

In general, the effects of introducing quality manage-
ment systems to SMEs and relation to their international 
competitiveness have not been more seriously investi-
gated in available literature i.e. they stood only for cho-
sen sectors and industries. Gundić, Jugović and Čulin [18] 
explored the effects of introducing the quality manage-
ment systems in the operations of SMEs in maritime and 
coastal transport in Croatia. Their research confirmed that 
the introduction of this system increased the efficiency of 
the business and as a final result improved their market 
competitiveness along with the improvement of the end 
users’ satisfaction. Due to the specific nature of maritime 
and coastal activity, there is an extremely small number 
of SMEs that have introduced quality management sys-

tems. Based on the research results and attitudes of the 
respondents, the authors came to the conclusion that the 
introduction of a quality management system contributed 
to increasing the efficiency of SMEs by influencing their 
competitiveness and increasing the customer satisfaction.

Zambelli, Rajić and Burilović [23] explored the role 
of the Croatian export management system in 2015. The 
carried out survey proved that the introduction of the 
quality system and quality certification of the company 
increases its exports, which is confirmed by statistical 
correlations between the introduction of ISO standards 
and the increase in the company export activity. In the re-
search on introducing quality management systems, the 
authors identified the following most prominent benefits: 
increased exports, increased employee satisfaction, lower 
costs, increased market competitiveness, greater cus-
tomer satisfaction and a positive image of the company. 
Quality management systems in business operations have 
long been recognized as a way of improving business, even 
when, globally, the existing quality management systems 
(ISO) were not so present in business practices.

In 2016, Kristić [24] carried out a research on the effi-
ciency of introducing the quality management system in 
agricultural SMEs for the purpose of the doctoral thesis con-
firmation. The research showed a positive relationship be-
tween the introduction of quality management systems and 
the improvement of both quantitative and qualitative indi-
cators, among which the following are strictly highlighted: 
the positive impact on price competitiveness, competitive 
advantages in general, better and higher customer satisfac-
tion and the growth of export. In a study done by Spanish 
and American scientists, the financial performance of com-
panies that own ISO 9000 were analyzed and compared to 
companies in the same sectors with no quality management 
certificates. The research proved that a standardized (i.e. 
the regulated) quality management system led to improved 
financial performance that could also be measured with re-
turn on investment (ROI). Holistically, the research showed 
that as many as 80% of companies are doing business bet-
ter since they have adopted ISO 9001: 2015 [29].

The given research review has shown that the introduc-
tion of the quality management system has been the preoc-
cupation in many of previously segmented researches. It is 
also obvious that benefits and advantages of introducing 
quality management will represent numerous and different 
motives and challenges in future scientific researches.

4 Application of the Quality Management System 
in Small and Medium-sized Enterprises in 
the Primorsko-goranska County – the 2018 
Research Results 

Encouraged by the results of the previous research and 
by personal research motives, the authors of this paper 
carried out a survey, during the period from 7th to 20th July 
2018 in the   Primorsko-goranska County (Croatia) within 
export oriented SMEs, some of which had not implement-
ed the quality management system ISO 9001:2015. The 
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research was carried out by using an online questionnaire 
form, which greatly facilitated its completion, thus offering 
a much simpler procedure for statistical data processing. 
A total of 137 companies were surveyed, of which only 
one survey was invalid (unfulfilled), and of the remain-
ing number only 42 companies have introduced a quality 
management system ISO 9001:2015. Out of a total of 136 
respondents, 111 were small and 25 were medium-sized 
companies. Out of the given sample, 94 companies have 
had a quality management system, while the remaining 42 
companies have implemented a quality management sys-
tem. Nevertheless, all the respondents’ answers were eval-

uated in the survey, as they justified the potential reasons 
for introducing a quality system that was evaluated pre-
cisely by this research. Due to this, the number of respond-
ents’ answers to certain questions was higher than the 
number of respondents. On the other hand, in the created 
questionnaire, there was a possibility for the respondents 
to give multiple-choice answers i.e. one question could be 
answered to by more than one answer (respecting man-
ager’s attitudes related to the introduction of the quality 
systems). The empirical representativeness of the survey 
was achieved due to the number of respondents ranging 
from 44 to 49 respondents, after the initial filter.

Table 3 Application of a quality management system in SMEs of the Primorsko-goranska County in 2018 – research results

Questions Number of 
respondents

Responses 
(percentage share and number of responses)

1. What’s the size of an enterprise/a 
company

136 Small 
81.6% = 111 responses

Medium
18.4% = 25 responses

2. Is there an existing quality management 
system in your company?

136 NO
69.1% = 94 responses

YES
30.9% = 42 responses 

3. What are your reasons for introducing a 
quality management system?

49 - self-initiative for the purpose of improving the quality of a business 
process (65.3% = 32 responses)

- self initiative due to market penetration (24.5% = 12 responses)
- customer initiative (4.1% = 2 responses)
- other reasons (6.1% = 3 responses)

4. What benefits do you recognize from 
introducing a quality management 
system?

48 - improvement of quantitative and qualitative business indicators 
(41.7% = 20 responses)

- improvement of qualitative indicators (22.9% = 11 responses)
- improvement of quantitative indicators (2.1% = 1 response)
- we have not recognized any benefits (33.3% = 16 responses)

5. What is the highest degree of present 
benefits from introducing the quality 
management system in company business 
(by ranking list)?

48 - increasing customer satisfaction (18 responses)
- benefit from increasing interest in the quality of the company (16 

responses)
- cost reduction (16 responses)
- introducing new products (16 responses)
- export growth (15 responses)

6. Have you noticed any changes in market 
competitiveness after the introduction of a 
quality management system?

48 YES 
64.6% = 31 response

NO
35.4%=17 responses

7. What changes did you notice regarding 
market competitiveness after the 
introduction of a quality management 
system?

47 - increased interest of foreign entrepreneurs for cooperation (27.7% = 
13 responses) 

- increased interest of domestic entrepreneurs for cooperation (12.8% 
= 6 responses) 

- better position compared to large enterprises (21.3% = 10 responses)
- easier financing by financial institutions (8.5% = 4 responses) 
- we did not notice any benefits (48.9% = 23 responses)

8. In what markets do you recognize a 
higher interest in quality management 
system?

48 - foreign (39.6% = 18 responses)
- domestic (12.5%   = 6 responses)
- both markets (14.6% = 7 responses)
- none of the above (33.3% = 16 responses)

9. Do you recognize the benefits of 
introducing a quality management system 
in international business?

48 YES
50% = 24 responses

NO
50% = 24 responses

10. What are the benefits for your 
company from introducing the quality 
management systems in international 
business?

44 - increased interest of foreign companies (29.5% = 13 responses)
- increased export value (11.4% = 5 responses)
- simplified export process on foreign markets (29.5% = 13 responses)
- decrease of operating costs in foreign relations (11.4% = 5 responses)
- I did not recognize benefits (45.5% = 20 responses)

Source: Authors research carried out in the SMEs of the Primorsko-goranska County in July 2018
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The research objectives were to define the quality man-
agement systems in the SMEs of the Primorsko-goranska 
County, with a special emphasis on the precise definition of 
the ISO 9001:2015 standards. The general objective was the 
confirmation of the underlying hypothesis of the research 
stating: Quality management in SMEs contributes to their 
foreign competitiveness as well as to the strengthening of 
their export activity. Following the main hypothesis, the fol-
lowing sub-hypotheses were investigated and confirmed: 1) 
quality management systems in SMEs result in the improve-
ment of qualitative and quantitative business indicators; 2) 
the introduction of quality management systems contrib-
utes to the increased competitiveness of SMEs on domestic 
and foreign markets; 3) the implementation of quality man-
agement systems significantly contributes to the growth of 
SMEs on foreign markets. The relevant share of the enter-
prises confirming the reliability of the research is also re-
flected in the answers presented in the table 3.

A significant contribution of this study initially tar-
geted at SMEs was identifying that 30.9% (out of a total 
of 137) have some kind of an implemented quality man-
agement system. Although the majority of respondents 
(64.6%) noticed changes in market competitiveness af-
ter the introduction of quality management systems, the 
concrete definition of benefits in international business 
after the introduction is just semi-significant (50%). It is 
interesting to note that 41.7% of the respondents have the 
most benefits from introducing quality management sys-
tems related to an objective of long-term improvement of 
quantitative and qualitative business performance indi-
cators. An increased interest in business cooperation af-
ter the introduction of quality management systems has 
been observed by foreign business partners (confirmed 
by 39.6% of the respondents) along with an increased 
consumer satisfaction of the analyzed SMEs products and 
services, which is highlighted by the respondents as the 
most important benefit.

On the other hand, it is indicative that 33.3% of the 
respondents did not benefit from the introduction of a 
quality management system and that 48.9% did not no-
tice any changes in the market competition relations af-
ter the introduction of a quality management system. 
Furthermore, 45.5% of the respondents did not see any 
benefits from introducing a quality management system 
in their international business relations. Given all the ap-
parent advantages and disadvantages that have come out 
from the research results confirming the main hypoth-
esis and the sub-hypotheses, it is obvious that the scope 
for further evaluation and implementation of the quality 
management system certainly has a relevant and growing 
potential. This is likely to contribute to a larger number 
of enterprises (SMEs primarily) that will implement the 
quality management system in future business practice.

5 Conclusion

Small and medium-sized enterprises are exposed to an 
increasing market pressure on a daily basis due to the fact 

that they represent a significant aggregate and genera-
tor of the economic activity, social growth and develop-
ment. Therefore, a struggle for existentiality puts SMEs 
in front of new demands where competitiveness and the 
increase of the market share certainly has a specific sig-
nificance. Accomplishments based on efforts to achieve 
and maintain these prevalent significances are multiple, 
and appreciation of the quality of products and services 
is certainly a critical component of the company added 
value. The question of quality is only one-dimensional 
called the “consequential” aspect, while the question of 
the system of process quality management, is a part of 
the control mechanism and is a matter of a “causative” 
character. Quality management systems in SMEs must 
converge in order to realize their planned goals and ob-
jectives – improving business processes, further perfect-
ing the products and services that increase satisfaction 
and consumer needs. The ultimate objective is to in-
crease the company’s business performance and custom-
er added value in products and services. Accordingly and 
in order for SMEs to be competitive and compatible on 
a global scale (export-oriented), they have to implement 
standards and protocols respected in the world’s most 
important economies.

The quality of products and services has become one of 
the crucial prerequisites for the integration within the EU 
member states and the global market in general, acquir-
ing the introduction of quality management system for 
increased competitiveness. As a result, quality itself and 
the introduction of a quality management system have be-
come both the theoretical and the practical part of many 
scientific researches confirming different causes, reasons 
and importance of implying quality management systems 
in everyday business operations and society. The results 
of these researches carried out by foreign and Croatian 
researchers have been complemented by the results of 
the study presented in this paper and carried out by the 
authors during the month of July 2018, in the SMEs of the 
Primorsko-goranska County and based on the analysis of 
137 respondents made out of the total of 150 distributed 
questionnaires. The empirical method has confirmed a 
high level of correlation regarding the results of the re-
viewed previous research. The results of this research 
have undoubtedly confirmed the main hypothesis stating 
that the introduction of a quality management system in 
SMEs contributes to their foreign competitiveness as well 
as to the strengthening of their export activity. The main 
hypothesis is based on the sub-hypotheses that have been 
confirmed by this research stating that: 1) quality man-
agement systems in SMEs result in the improvement of 
qualitative and quantitative indicators of business opera-
tions; 2) the introduction of quality management system 
contributes to increasing the competitiveness of SMEs on 
domestic and foreign markets; and 3) the implementation 
of quality management system significantly contributes to 
the growth of SMEs on foreign markets. Certain discussion 
issues in terms of this research relate to the realistically 
high participation of the respondents who have confirmed 
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that they have not recognized any benefits from the intro-
duction of the quality management system (33.3% of the 
respondents) and a high participation of the respondents 
who have not noticed any changes in market competi-
tiveness after the introduction of a quality management 
system (48.9% of the respondents). There is also a great 
number of respondents who have not seen any benefits 
from introducing a quality management system in interna-
tional business (45.5% of the respondents). These recent 
findings in each case oblige all relevant factors to re-exam-
ine their ambiguities and possible omissions in each of the 
quality management domains, so that the introduction of 
an appropriate management system really justifies stra-
tegic quality goals, which will certainly represent new re-
search challenges in the upcoming research regarding this 
topic.
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