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This final section of the publication describes the more advanced analysis conducted on the data and  

the micro-narratives to better understand counterintuitive patterns and findings. 

For instance, the finding that many of the self-described younger producers intentionally targeted 

international markets, was unexpected and warranted further investigation.

8.1	 International orientation and stage of the producer
Crossing the results from two different dyads into a heatmap graph provides interesting results  

(Figure 13). The vertical axis ranges from “young and still finding our way” at the bottom, to “established 

and well on our way” at the top. The horizontal axis ranges from “mainly local” on the left, to “mainly 

international” on the right. 

The results in Figure 13 show three concentrations on the heatmap: 

•	 At the bottom left is a concentration of younger producers serving mainly local markets.

•	 At the bottom right is a concentration of younger producers mainly supplying to international markets. 

•	 The top right corner shows a concentration of more established producers serving mainly international 

markets. 

It is significant to note the large number of younger producers already targeting the international market, 

and that very few established producers target the local market.

Figure 13: Market orientation and stage of development

Closer scrutiny of some patterns8
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Two strong clusters are shown at the top of the heatmap. This indicates that both the younger and the 

more established producers reported that the assistance received to improve their oil quality made a 

substantial difference. On the top left, a large concentration of younger producers experienced the 

technical assistance as having made a significant difference. Towards the top right, a concentration 

of established producers indicated that the assistance received had made a major difference in their 

enterprises as well.

In the bottom half of the heatmap, two clusters of producers expressed that the assistance they had 

received, had a limited effect. Three younger producers (bottom left) and three established producers 

(bottom right) stated that the assistance did not help them much. To understand their situation, the 

stories of these six outliers were analysed. The stories of the three dots in the bottom-right corner revealed 

that:

•	 Two established producers expressed satisfaction with the quality of the oils they  produced, and 

indicated that they did not need any assistance. 

8.2	 Assistance received and stage of the producer 
Another heatmap combination is possible by combining the assistance received to improve the quality 

oil dyad with the self-assessed stage of the producer dyad. In Figure 14, the vertical axis ranges from 

“assistance had little effect” at the bottom, to “assistance made a big difference” at the top. The horizontal 

axis ranges from young and “still finding our way” on the left, to “established and well on our way” on  

the right. 

Figure 14: Effect of assistance received and producer stage
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•	 The third established producer desired farming equipment to expand production – and expected 

supporting organisations to grant these to the producer. 

•	 The three established producers in other signifiers indicated that they primarily relied on their 

experience and own research, and that they did not draw upon experts or events for assistance.

From the stories on the bottom-left, it was gleaned that:

•	 One of the producers already had a certified QMS and relied entirely on their own experience and 

online research. 

•	 A second producer had installed filtration equipment, and was still working toward reducing wastage. 

They had an in-house QMS.

8.3	 Assistance received to improve the quality of oil and international orientation
A final heatmap was created by combining the assistance to improve the oil quality results with the 

market the producers served (Figure 15). 

The vertical axis ranges from the “assistance had little effect” at the bottom, to the “assistance made a 

big difference” at the top. The horizontal axis ranges from serving “mainly local” markets on the left, to 

serving “mainly international” markets on the right.

Figure 15: Assistance received and market orientation

Closer scrutiny of some patterns8
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8.5	 Categorising the stories according to seven ISO 9001 principles
The ISO 9001 international standard for quality management identifies seven principles to help 

management put quality at the heart of their organisation. The table below categorises the stories into 

seven principles by the research team, based on a judgement of the story and what it meant.

ISO Principle
Stories in this 

category

1.	 Engagement of people: Competent, empowered and engaged people at all 

levels throughout the organisation are essential to enhance its capability to 

create and deliver value

0

2.	 Customer focus: The primary focus of quality management is to meet customer 

requirements and to strive to exceed customer expectations
3

3.	 Leadership: Leaders at all levels establish unity of purpose and direction and 

create conditions in which people are engaged in achieving the organisation’s 

quality objectives

1

4.	 Process approach: Consistent and predictable results are achieved more 

effectively and efficiently when activities are understood and managed as 

interrelated processes that function as a coherent system

1

5.	 Improvement: Successful organisations have an ongoing focus on improvement 21

6.	 Evidence-based decision making: Decisions based on the analysis and 

evaluation of data and information are more likely to produce desired results
13

7.	 Relationship management: For sustained success, an organisation manages 

its relationships with interested parties, such as suppliers

0

Stories not related to a principle. 5

The table discloses that most of the stories related to continual improvement. This is not surprising,  

as the GQSP-SA is focused on providing technical assistance to producers to improve the quality of the  

oil produced. Also, the survey’s opening prompt and several triads explored how producers were 

improving their processes. 

The category with the second highest number of results is evidence-based decision-making. This would 

make sense for those producers who have made progress in designing an internal QMS that provides 

them with data to help set priorities for improvement.

What is noteworthy, is the concentration of results in the two categories where GQSP-SA focused  

its support. The survey design did not specifically test for the role of leadership, or how engaged people 

in the organisations were, or how relationship management was done. 

We used to have a problem with cleaning our oil.  

Recently we installed a filtration system which  

includes settling funnels and a 10 micron plate filter.  

This has greatly improved the quality of our final product.
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The objective of this study was to collect narratives about how producers experience the role of quality 

in supporting the sustainability of the enterprise, and about their perception of how the quality of the 

product impacts market access. 

Now that the narratives and self-interpretation analysis have been concluded, it is possible to consider ways 

that GQSP-SA could shape the landscape or options of producers to reduce the kinds of stories that are not 

so desirable, and amplify the kinds of stories that are promising and hopeful. Changing some stories might 

require minimal effort from GQSP-SA – a tweak in communications or a different emphasis during a training 

event might do very well. However, changing some stories might require coordinated actions involving different 

stories. Many stories will change over time as more producers become established, the industry grows, and the 

quality infrastructure improves.

Going forward: More stories  
like this … fewer stories like that9

We implemented an automated system in our laboratory for sample 

testing to avoid human error. A gas chromatography auto-injector was 

installed – it is now possible to obtain more accurate results when using 

auto-injection rather than manual injection. The auto-injector maintains 

the same injection speed at all times whereas the manual injection 

speed varies; this disturbs the accuracy of the GC results, and the 

retention time can be affected. 

We also installed an auto sampler on our GC which means that we can 

analyse samples 24/7 and this saves time. 

Another QC improvement: we found that some new drums contained 

contaminants, even though they were brand new, so we now rinse out  

all new drums before decanting oil into them for export.

The quality management system in measuring and 

recording data for reference and future legacy, has always 

been a problem which now, after the training, I can say it’s 

a story of the past. Being able to go back and reference 

and file procedures makes our work easy to produce the 

same and improved timeless product which will make our 

products.
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This research survey focused on producers’ narratives about their efforts to improve the quality of the 

essential and vegetable oils they produce. Although the study population is small, the survey seems to 

have reached most of the known producers.

Producing indigenous essential and vegetable oils in Southern Africa is a relatively new industry. The specific 

focus on improving quality throughout the oil production process is also very new. The survey revealed that 

producers are rapidly improving quality on various fronts. 

Several oils, like rose geranium, are already sought after internationally. The results show that most of the 

respondents are rapidly progressing with upgrading various areas of their enterprises’ cultivation/harvesting 

and distillation/cold pressing processes. 

In the past, quality was mainly thought of as the quality of the final product rather than as an enterprise-wide 

management approach. In this survey, most respondents indicated that quality was mainly about establishing 

a process that would ensure high quality oils consistently. Many respondents specifically mentioned the quality 

control points GQSP-SA was championing and advocating through webinars and training events. Producers 

reported having overcome challenges at many different quality control points in producing their oils. Most 

reported that their efforts to improve the quality of the oil they produced were paying off, irrespective of whether 

they were still finding their way or already established.

Most respondents indicated that they were already targeting international markets, despite still finding their 

way. Even if not all the producers were already shipping their products to international buyers, they were paying 

attention to meeting the buyer’s requirements and putting the correct supporting quality documentation in 

place. The local market appeared not to be very lucrative to most respondents, despite the vast potential of 

substituting imported oils.

The stories revealed that most producers are already drawing on the quality infrastructure that GQSP-SA is 

supporting. Most producers reported the assistance they received to improve their oil quality as having made 

an enormous difference. The events, training courses or webinars proved to be essential sources of information 

about where producers had to focus their efforts to improve quality in their respective enterprises. However, a 

handful of producers still relied on their own experience and research to improve the quality of oil produced. 

Only a few producers with a certified QMS reported using experts or service providers to assist them in improving 

the quality of their oils. 

Given the expense of setting up an in-house test laboratory, the availability of external laboratories to provide 

testing services is critical to the growth of the industry. Most producers indicated they were already using 

external testing laboratories for some tests. Only a few producers reported not testing their oil. Four producers 

had in-house testing laboratories for basic tests, which were used in conjunction with external laboratories.

The findings revealed essential differences in priorities by sub-groups of producers that were often deemed 

homogenous (either established or emerging, certified or not, exporting or supplying local markets). 

Summary10

“We installed a filtration system in our packaging plant.  

This has ensured that our oils are clean of any material 

greater than 10 micron”
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Conclusion11
The producers claim that their efforts to improve the quality of their essential and vegetable oils are effective. 

They were addressing issues at various control points in their operations that improved their oil quality. 

Many producers were using evidence from their QMS to implement and measure improvements. Most of 

the producers were engaged in developing and implementing an in-house QMS.

Both emerging and established producers reported that the assistance received to improve the quality of their 

oils, had made an enormous difference. The events, training courses or webinars were valuable in assisting 

producers with information on areas they could focus on to improve the quality and consistency of the oils 

they produced. The importance of focusing on the complete production process as a means to produce a 

consistent quality of oil, was frequently mentioned in the stories.

The research revealed differences in priorities within groups often assumed to be homogenous. Producers at 

different stages of development were focused on different challenge areas. Many of the producers who were 

still finding their way, were prioritising correcting soil nutrient requirements, propagation, cutting selection and 

planting of the correct species. In contrast, the established producers indicated that those were no longer 

their priorities, as they mostly focused on training harvesters, improving their distillation/pressing processes, and 

correct labelling and sampling. However, irrespective of their stage of development, almost all the producers 

had in common their focus on improving their quality management systems. Also, most producers shared the 

importance of international markets for their oils.

The research shows that this emerging industry is increasingly drawing on the technical quality infrastructure 

available or being developed in South Africa. Most producers were already using laboratories for some tests. 

Many producers focused on putting the correct supporting documentation in place, or matching the species 

to the buyer’s physical and chemical profiles. 

The survey collected many stories that GQSP-SA and SAEOPA (and other stakeholders) would want to hear 

more of in the future, and a few stories that one would want to hear less about. The stories reveal valuable 

details of how producers identified challenges in different areas of their enterprises, and how they assessed 

progress. 

The industry appears to be beginning to recognise the role of standards, quality assurance, accreditation,  

and metrology in facilitating trade. By emphasising the fundamental pillars of the business, these producers 

should find it easier to increase the volumes of consistent quality oils, and secure new markets.

We found that oil standing for more than a year had more 

oxidation that we expected whilst standing in bottles. With 

some test results it came down to oil being in contact with 

metal. This was strange for us as we moved over to what 

we thought was all stainless steel. When we went through 

our process line from pressing to bottling, we found 

that the connections used were not stainless steel but 

galvanised. Further, there were rust present inside these 

connections, which has added to the problem.  

All our connections were with Stainless steel 304.
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