16th IFOAM Organic World Congress, Modena, Italy, June 16-20, 2008
Archived at http://orgprints.org/view/projects/conference.html


Organic operators’ satisfaction with their certification body – 
a survey in Germany

Zorn, A., Renner, H.

Key words: Organic inspection and certification, organic association, organic processors, satisfaction, Germany 

Abstract 

Organic certification represents different functions for the stakeholders involved in this process. For a producer of organic food, it is mainly a service provided by a certification body. Hardly any information currently exists on organic operators’ satisfaction with this service. In a survey of German organic processors, we examine the satisfaction and other questions connected to the relationship certification body – client and offer insights for certification bodies and organic associations. 

The market for organic inspection and certification in Germany 

The organic food market in Europe is regulated by Regulation EEC (No.) 2092/91. This regulation does not only determine the organic production process, but also the process of inspection and certification. In the case of organic food, an independent so-called 3rd party inspection is an efficient solution to guarantee organic quality, since the production process results in credence attributes that cannot be easily verified by consumers (Darby/Karni 1973). In Germany, the national legislation authorises private bodies to inspect and certify organic operators. Currently, 22 certification bodies (CBs) are operating and offering their services in Germany. 

The operator can select his CB from these 22 registered CBs - a relatively broad range compared to other European countries. An economically rational organic operator would therefore compare the service offered (the CBs’ quality) and the required remuneration (certification fee) before choosing a CB. In this competitive environment, the operator is also able to change the CB, if the offered service or price is not satisfactory. 

In the case of organic certification, choosing the appropriate service is of particular importance, since the CB is not just a service provider but also the publicly authorised institution that will guarantee the organic integrity (consumer protection), which includes disciplining organic operators, i.e. its own clients. There is potential of conflict in the neutral inspection of one’s own clients within the framework of these two roles.

Dissatisfaction as a reason for changing CB can result from insufficient support on the one hand (e.g. slow handling of requests, inspection results not transparent), but also from (perceived) captious inspections. 

That is - in short - the legal and economic environment in which German CBs are acting. This study mainly examines the importance of different criteria operators use to select their CB, then questions their current satisfaction with their CB and, finally, asks their reasons for changing their former CB. 

Materials and methods 

In the literature, the reliability of certification systems and potential shortcomings, as well as suggestions for the optimization, are regularly addressed (e.g. Jahn, Schramm, Spiller 2005, GfRS 2003). In contrast to certification systems research, hardly any literature exists on organic operators’ satisfaction with the organic certification process and their criteria for selecting a CB. 

This study is based on an online survey of organic processors conducted in July and August 2007
. The questionnaire was addressed to 1565 companies in Germany. The e-mail addresses of organic operators were gathered from organic associations’ homepages (21.5% of the contact data). Furthermore, two certification bodies disseminated the questionnaire to their clients (78.5%). The questionnaire can be structured in 3 parts: questions on a) the company profile, b) the CB selection process and c) the current satisfaction with the CB. In order to attain a higher level of response, the number of questions was limited to 23, some of which were further divided into subcategories. The statistical analysis (comparison of means) is based on 199 questionnaires from German organic operators, resulting in a response rate of 12.7%
. 

Results of the statistical analysis and their discussion
Organic food processing comprises many different branches, with very specific fields of activity. The most prevalent branches (multiple answers) in this survey are wholesale (n=46), packaging (40), baked goods/bakery (40), import (32) and restaurant (including cafeteria) (29). 58 companies are active in two or more (up to 4) branches of food processing. 

The majority (56.3%) of the respondents are running a mixed business and produce organic alongside non-organic goods. In these companies, both the average share of organic assortment (28.3%), as well as the average share of organic sales volume (28.6%), is below 30%. In the case of only 20% of the mixed companies, organic processing is more important (> 50 %) than non-organic, in terms of sales and proportion of stock. Amongst the members of an organic association the proportion of operators who exclusively produce organic (58%) is much higher than amongst the non-members, where only every fourth company produces only organic goods. 

The share of companies that are members of an organic association is 54.3% (non-members 45.7%). Membership is mainly of the two associations Demeter (63.2% of affiliates) and Bioland (42.5%). 15% of the companies are members of two or more associations. German organic associations play an important role in the national organic sector, which is also reflected in the process of finding a CB; for every third respondent, their initial awareness of the CB can be attributed to an organic association
. Of course, this link is more important in case of member operators, but every tenth non-member company also referred to this link, with respect to the search for a CB. In both groups, recommendations or hints from already certified companies are very important; for non-members, this is the most important lead when contacting a CB (25.6% of responses), followed by internet research (24.4%). For member companies, information from organic operators is second in importance (19.6% of responses), after the association’s recommendation (56.1%). In this respect, professional consultants, professional associations, CBs’ advertising and public administration play minor roles. Overall, information from personal acquaintances is very important, with regard to the choice of a CB. This conclusion is reinforced by the answers to the question for the criteria selecting a CB; the most important criterion is that of having a capable contact in the CB – information that only an insider can provide. 
Generally, respondents are satisfied with their CB’s work, with 40% considering themselves as very satisfied and 49 % as satisfied, for a total of nearly 90% of the operators
. Only 2.5% are slightly dissatisfied, while no respondent is completely dissatisfied with his CB. The itemized question on satisfaction with the CB’s service (e.g. inspection procedure, comprehensibility of the inspection report - in total 12 questions) showed that, in 9 out of 12 cases, satisfaction was stated by over 79% of the respondents. In the other three items the number of satisfied operators lies at 46% (information on current legal changes, support in case of residues or suspicion concerning the organic integrity) and 67% (ratio price – performance). 
Table 1: Comparison of means – members of an organic association versus non-member organic operators and their satisfaction with the respective certification body.
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A comparison of means between the satisfaction of operators that are members in an organic association such as Bioland, Demeter or Naturland, and the satisfaction of non-members, shows significant differences. Non-member operators are generally more satisfied with the overall service of their CB than those that are members of an organic association. A detailed analysis of the itemized questions shows that the greater satisfaction in the non-member group results from a significantly higher degree of satisfaction concerning the price-performance ratio, the promptness of the inspection report, the inspection procedure, the personal manner of the inspector, and finally the appropriateness of the inspection report (see Table 1). These findings are not intuitively plausible and require further research. One explanation could be that German organic associations have higher standards than the EU regulation, i.e. higher potential not to fulfil the certification requirements. This might lead to additional work for operators to meet the standard. Furthermore, the certification procedure for an association certification is twofold, hence more complex and more costly. This may lead to lower satisfaction rates in the items of Table 1. 
Severe dissatisfaction, along with economic and also formal reasons can lead operators to change their CB, something 11.9% of the respondents had done in the past. 18 of the 23 operators that changed CB gave concrete reasons: 22% changed for economic reasons, such as high prices or synergy effects; 22% were forced to change, e.g. because their CB had closed; the remaining 56% switched due to dissatisfaction with the CB itself, e.g. because of poor cooperation or discord with the CB, poor availability or inspectors’/CBs’ “arrogance”. 

Conclusions 
The overall satisfaction with the organic certification bodies considered in this study can be regarded as very good. Significant differences between the groups of member and non-member operators with regard to their satisfaction with the certification process became apparent, but could not be further explained by the existing data; here further research seems pertinent. When choosing a CB, operators take personal acquaintance and links, e.g. of other companies or organic associations, into particular consideration. 
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Means between the two groups are different: * significant for p<0.05, ** significant for p<0.01; means are calculated from a 5-point Likert-scale from 1 “very satisfied” to 5 “very dissatisfied”. 
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� 	The original survey also included Swiss operators. Since the number of addresses and subsequently the number of responses was limited, the corresponding data was not included in this study. 


� 	Questionnaires finished after the first questions were excluded from further explorations. This applies for 11 questionnaires. Reliable information on the response rate of the two sources of contact data (organic associations, CBs) is not available, since the survey was conducted anonymously. 


� 	Historically, some German CBs were part of an organic association (e.g. Bioland). The requirements of ISO 65 led to the separation of CBs and associations. However, an affinity still exists between organic associations and these independent CBs. 


� 	The top two ratings on the 5-point Likert scale have been combined as “satisfied operators” in order to give a better indication of the overall satisfaction. 






