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OPEN LETTER TO THE IAAR 

Regarding A Change to ISO 17021 Rule on Placement of ISO 9001 Mark on Product 

 
ISO 9001 adoption rates across the world are declining, with the shift towards economies that have less-stringent 

oversight on the issuance of nonaccredited third party certifications.  In the US, the growth of unaccredited registrars is 
undergoing a resurgence with some of these “certificate mills” boasting thousands of clients.  

 

There are many possible “fixes” which could, and probably should, be tried to reverse this reality. This Open Letter 
proposes only one, and is submitted to the IAAR because of its unique position in the industry, and its ability for IAAR 

members to influence IOS/CASCO on updates to the ISO 17021 standard. 

 
The current restriction against putting an accredited ISO 9001 mark on product is driven by a fear that doing so will 

confuse the consumer into thinking ISO 9001 is a product certification, and not a system certification. This Open Letter 

will make the argument that this opinion is not only largely irrelevant, but may be having the opposite intended effect, 

and causing the very confusion ISO is seeking to avoid. 
 

One factor limiting the adoption rate of ISO 9001 in the US and most of its European partners is the lack of awareness of 

ISO 9001 by the public consumer. In other countries, specifically those in South and Central America, the consumer has 
an awareness of ISO 9001 of such prominence that most citizens have, at least, heard of the term. A study 2014 

conducted by Oxebridge of approximately 200 random consumers showed the following results when comparing ISO 

9001 awareness in the United States versus that of Peru: 
 

 

 
 

While the study is not scientific, it provides some useful anecdotal evidence.  In general, Peruano consumers had far 

greater awareness of ISO 9001 in general, and a better understanding of what it is.  

         UNITED STATES                                     PERU 
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A final question, posed only to those Peruanos whom answered that they had heard of ISO 9001, was “Would you be 

more or less likely to purchase a product that you knew was manufactured under an ISO 9001 system?” An 
overwhelming majority of 92% responded “more likely”, with the rest split between “not likely” or “would have no 

impact on my decision.” 

 

Much of this can be attributed to a less-restrictive enforcement of the “product marking” rule, allowing accredited 
product marks to be put on packaging when the usage confers system certification, not product certification. 

 

PROPOSED LANGUAGE CHANGE 

 

Oxebridge asks the IAAR to endorse, and promote to CASCO, a simple change to ISO 17021 requiring the removal of 

only two words from clause 8.4. The current rule reads: 
 

8.4.1 A certification body shall have a policy governing any mark that it authorizes certified clients to use. This 

shall assure, among other things, traceability back to the certification body. There shall be no ambiguity, in the 

mark or accompanying text, as to what has been certified and which certification body has granted the 
certification. This mark shall not be used on a product or product packaging seen by the consumer or in any 

other way that may be interpreted as denoting product conformity. 
 
Oxebridge proposes the removal of two words, as follows: 

 

This mark shall not be used on a product or product packaging seen by the consumer in any way that or other 

may be interpreted as denoting product conformity. 
 

The two-word change would then allow product to be marked with the ISO 9001 mark provided it is clear the mark is for 

system certification, and not product certification. This change would still restrict the usage of ISO 9001 marks as 
product certification, but allow them only when the mark clearly indicates “system certification.” Since this language 

already appears on many CAB’s logos, no change would be required in actual practice.   

 
The argument for changing the current rule is compelling and comprehensive. In short, the rule is self-limiting and 

pointless, as it: 

 

● is inconsistently applied, 
● is difficult to interpret for services, 

● is not having the desired end result, but may in fact be having the opposite, 

● could be altered with little effort, and nearly no chance of confusion by the public, 
● is only enabling the growth of unaccredited certifications, and 

● is hurting the promotion of ISO 9001 to the most important demographic: the consumer. 

 

INCONSISTENT APPLICATION 

 

As is evident to anyone traveling between nations, the application of the rule is geographically inconsistent. Accredited 

registrars in one nation appear free to place the mark on products, while the same registrar operating under a different 
IAF signatory AB – or even the same one, in another economy – is restricted from doing so. This is true whether the AB 

is a government standards body, or a privately held AB not directly working as a government agency. Such inconsistent 

application not only defies the rule, but allows for some economies to benefit from greater ISO 9001 awareness (such as 
Peru, Brazil, Colombia, Chile and neighboring nations), while restricting others (such as the US and UK.) 
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CONFUSING INTERPRETATION 

 
Since the 2000 revision of ISO 9001 attempted to redefine “product” as including “services,” the rule against marking 

product becomes impossible to interpret for service providers.  Consider, for example, a dental office; would the 

restriction disallow the mark be used on the office building, even though one may interpret the office as “packaging” of 

the service? Where, exactly, would the prohibition be enforced? What is “packaging” for a service?  
 

For a software developer that writes embedded code, would the mark be prohibited on the chip holding the code? Or the 

individual IC? Or the box used to ship them? Or on none of those, and prohibited nearly entirely? 
 

As such, services are granted greater privileges to use the mark without restriction, unfairly limiting product 

manufacturers. In its obsession with fearing the confusion between system and product certification, ISO has ignored the 
confusion between system and service certification. 

 

ISO and the AB’s have struggled to interpret these rules, especially when it comes to packaging.  This has led to a maze 

of vague or contradictory rules between the IAF signatory AB’s. For any CB with multiple AB accreditations this, then, 
leads to different rules depending on the AB logo used. 

 

OPPOSITE END RESULT 
 

The rule itself is likely to be having the opposite end result, and may well be leading to more confusion over product and 

system certification, or (at the very least) a wholesale ignorance of system certification.   
 

By refusing to allow products to be tagged with system certification marks, the only marks the public ever see are 

product certification marks. This means that when they do see an ISO 9001 logo used properly — whether on a website, 

truck panel or billboard — they just assume it means a product certification anyway, lacking any other context. This 
presumption is supported by the Oxebridge study above, which showed that in the Peru market, where more consumers 

“saw” the ISO 9001 mark on items in public, there was a greater awareness of the difference between product and system 

certification.  
 

If the marks were allowed on product, this would slowly educate the consumer on the concept of system certifications, 

while promoting the value of ISO 9001 itself.  

  

LOW CHANCE OF ADDED CONFUSTION OR IMPACT 

 

As indicated, the change could be made simply, provided ISO/CASCO can be convinced and the change can be 
supported by a majority of members. Only two words would need to be edited out. 

 

The additional mark on product is unlikely to cause as much confusion in the market as ISO fears; in fact, there is no 
objective data available – nor any obtained by ISO – that shows any reason to believe such confusion would be 

problematic. The opinion is based on data-less assumption and baseless fear. 

 

As Oxebridge indicated in a recent editorial on the subject, this argument assumes that consumers are so lacking in 
common sense, they might purchase “bleach” even though a package is labeled “chocolate” and therefore we should not 

label anything at all, and just sell products in blank packages.  

 
There is an important counter-argument to be made: what is the result if a consumer does make the assumption that ISO 

9001 indicates a product certification? This is already happening to some extent now, and there has been no great fallout 
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or swarm of lawsuits against CABs. The anticipated result of ISO’s worst case scenario are overblown and irrational. 

 

ENABLING THE CERTIFICATE MILLS 

 

By refusing to allow the ISO 9001 mark on product, ISO/CASCO is actually enabling the unaccredited registration firms. 

These “Certificate mills” do not abide by 17021, so allow their mark to be used however the client likes. In addition, 
failing the use of an official CAB/AB logo mark on product, companies are free to use any “generic” ISO 9001 logo they 

find from a simple Google search. This is in fact occurring now. As a result, companies are using ISO 9001 logos and 

(again) there has been no great fallout within the consumers from doing so. Instead, this gives market advantage to the 
unaccredited certificate mills, or users of generic logos. 

 

By allowing accredited marks on product, this would further hinder the growth of the certificate mills, and provide 
certified companies a way to “legally” meet a desire they already have: to promote their certification, along with their 

CAB, in the most customer-facing way possible. 

 

DAMAGE TO THE BRAND 
 

Finally, it goes without saying that the restriction further cripples the branding of ISO 9001 both among consumers and 

potential adopter organizations.   
 

In the US alone, less than 0.7% of possible commercial organizations have adopted ISO 9001; factoring in other non-

commercial entities (government agencies, municipalities, hospitals, educational institutions, etc.) results in a number 
closer to 0.06%. Since 2003 the US has lost 28,000 ISO 9001 certificates, leaving only 26,000 behind

1
.   

 

The IAAR, whose members are affected by this drastic constriction of their potential market, should spearhead the 

changes needed to improve the brand image of ISO 9001 in the US. By allowing 9001 marks on product, this would 
educate consumers and potential ISO 9001 adopter organizations, to reverse that downward trend. 

 

SUMMARY 
 

The rule, as it stands now, is a self-inflicted wound, based on no data whatsoever, that is having a profound negative 

affect on the industry.  The fears over confusion of product and system certification are baseless, and even if realized, 

will have nearly no negative impact on ISO 9001 users or their CABs.  
 

With the change of only two words in ISO 17021, this can – and should -- be corrected. ISO/CASCO should be forced to 

provide data that proves their fears, and if such data is not forthcoming, the change should be allowed. 
 

I call upon the IAAR to bring this proposal to CASCO in a formal manner. 

 
Sincerely, 

 

Christopher Paris 

VP Operations 
Oxebridge Quality Resources International 

 

April 7, 2014 
 

                                                   
1 Source: ISO Survey, 21st Cycle. 
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