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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the challenges exporters face when accessing certification requirements 

for different product groups and international markets. While certification is a key component 

of trade compliance, the lack of centralized, accessible, and up-to-date information often creates 

barriers, especially for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 

The research involved structured interviews with 120 firms across 10 countries, a review of 

institutional responses from the Turkish Ministry of Trade’s “Ask the Trade Attaché” platform, 

and manual analysis of official websites related to six HS codes. A structured comparative 

analysis method was used to systematically identify documentation patterns and 

inconsistencies. 

Findings revealed that SMEs frequently struggle to locate the correct certificates, interpret 

foreign regulatory sources, and manage documentation timelines. Institutional tools were found 

to be insufficiently detailed, and manual research proved time-consuming and fragmented. To 

address these issues, a prototype tool named CertifiGO was developed using Google Sheets and 

Glide. The tool enables users to select a country and HS code and instantly view the required 

and optional certificates with explanatory notes. 

Although the system was built manually, the findings underline the strong potential of 

integrating artificial intelligence in future versions to automate data extraction, translation, and 

classification. CertifiGO demonstrates how digital tools can simplify certification access, 

reduce export delays, and support SMEs in navigating international trade requirements more 

efficiently. 

 

Keywords: Certification Requirements, Export Barriers, SMEs, International Standards 

Certification, Digital Trade Tools, Artificial Intelligence 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Exporting goods to international markets involves much more than simply managing logistics 

and ensuring product quality. One of the most underrated but critical challenges is navigating 

the complex web of documentation and certification requirements that vary significantly 

between countries and even products. While significant attention has been paid to tariff-based 

trade barriers, recent literature shows that non-tariff measures (NTMs), such as health 

certificates, standards of conformity, labeling rules, and technical documentation, continue to 

impede international trade, especially for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) ( Manaf 

and Ahamat, 2022 ). These NTMs are often fragmented, poorly communicated and inconsistent 

across jurisdictions, posing a significant risk to exporters who are not fully aware of country-

specific obligations. 

In most cases, documentation requirements are not easily accessible through central platforms. 

They are usually written in the official language of the importing country, can vary depending 

on product classification (HS code) and are sometimes subject to rapid regulatory changes. This 

creates an information asymmetry that particularly affects SMEs that lack internal compliance 

capacity or international business expertise. As highlighted by Fliess and Busquets (2006), 

exporters regularly face shipment rejection, customs delays or unnecessary costs simply due to 

documentation errors or lack of appropriate certification. 

In response to this real-world challenge, this project proposes a practical and scalable digital 

solution: CertifiGO, a prototype tool developed to close the knowledge gap regarding export 

documentation. CertifiGO is designed to provide exporters with a clear, easy-to-navigate 

platform to discover certification requirements applicable to their products and destination 

countries. Built on a structured data set compiled from multiple verified sources, the system 

enables direct comparison of required and optional documents across ten countries and six HS 

codes. These product groups cover a variety of sectors, including fresh produce (e.g. green 

plums), automotive care chemicals, animal feed supplements, wooden furniture, roasted coffee 

and carpets, and provide a broad representation of both agricultural and industrial exports. 

 

The platform is built using Google Sheets and Excel with an intuitive pop-up interface. Users 

select a target country and the relevant HS code to view relevant certification obligations, with 
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brief descriptions and direct links to authorities or downloadable document templates, if 

available. The CertifiGO interface is divided into three functional parts: (1) the Lookup Table, 

which provides a backend structure that maps each country-product combination; (2) the 

Interactive Interface, where users make real-time selections; and (3) the Certification Guide, 

which explains the purpose of each certification and the authority to grant it. Since the system 

is entirely in English, it can be accessed by a global audience regardless of local business 

languages. 

The motivation behind this project stems from practical experience in the field of export 

consultancy, where many companies encounter last-minute documentation problems; These 

problems are not caused by negligence, but by lack of awareness of the necessary paperwork at 

the beginning. In some cases, even direct communication with trade offices or trade attaches 

has yielded incomplete or vague responses. The difficulty of accessing accurate, consolidated 

information continues to be one of the biggest challenges facing SME exporters. The United 

States International Trade Commission (2013) reported similar findings in its study of US 

SMEs, finding that information gaps in document compliance were one of the leading causes 

of poor export performance. 

To illustrate what a real certification document looks like in practice, a sample phytosanitary 

certificate issued by the Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) has been included below. 

(Figure1.1.) This visual example supports the discussion above by providing a concrete 

reference to the type of documentation exporters must prepare—especially in the agricultural 

sector, where compliance with plant health regulations is both mandatory and time-sensitive. 

Phytosanitary certificates are among the most critical documents required for the cross-border 

movement of plant-based goods. They serve as official confirmation that the products meet 

the importing country’s sanitary and regulatory standards. By including this figure, the aim is 

to help readers better understand not only the technical terminology but also the formal 

appearance, structure, and content of such certificates. 

This example complements the theoretical explanation provided earlier and serves as a visual 

bridge between academic discussion and real-world export practices. 
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Figure 1.1 Sample Phytosanitary Certificate Issued by CFIA 

This certificate was prepared for the export of ginseng to China and demonstrates compliance 

with the importing country’s regulations. 
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A comparative analysis methodology was used to support CertifiGO's design and functionality. 

Data was collected from publicly available sources, including national trade ministries, 

certification bodies and embassy trade websites. Additionally, for each HS code in each of the 

ten countries, at least two potential or existing customer contacts were surveyed or contacted to 

cross-check document expectations in real-life scenarios. This enriched the dataset with field-

based information and ensured theoretical compatibility with practical expectations. 

Once the data was cleaned and categorized, it was presented in a visual structure optimized for 

user navigation and operational clarity. The goal was not only to create a digital prototype, but 

also to design a repeatable and scalable framework that could be integrated into larger trade 

databases or public export portals. While the current version of CertifiGO is limited in terms of 

automation, it provides the basis for future upgrades such as multilingual support, real-time 

regulatory updates, and mobile access. 

 

Ultimately, this graduation project addresses one of the most practical yet often overlooked 

challenges in international trade: the ability to quickly and reliably determine certification 

requirements for a given product-country pairing. With the development of CertifiGO, the 

project contributes to closing the information gap, reducing procedural delays, and increasing 

the global competitiveness of small-scale exporters. As a result, this initiative aligns with the 

broader goals of trade facilitation and digital innovation in export strategy. 
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2. LITERATURE 

2.1. Certification Systems as Non-Tariff Barriers 

In today's global trade environment, certification systems have become one of the most 

common types of non-tariff barriers (NTBs), especially affecting small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs). Although certifications are designed to ensure product quality, safety, and 

standardization, they can act like invisible barriers that restrict the entry of goods into foreign 

markets. Unlike tariffs, these barriers are not direct taxes but can increase costs and delay 

transactions. 

The OECD (2006) states that NTBs such as labeling requirements, product conformity 

assessments, and mandatory certifications pose significant hurdles for firms attempting to 

expand internationally. Similarly, the World Trade Organization (2016) emphasizes that SMEs 

are particularly vulnerable to these barriers because they have fewer resources to manage 

complex documentation and certification processes. 

Recent research has also shown that the number of mandatory and voluntary certification 

schemes is growing due to globalization. According to Chen, Sousa, and He (2020), SMEs 

often feel overwhelmed by the different certification standards required by various countries, 

which can cause a phenomenon called "compliance fatigue." Moise and Le Bris (2013) also 

argue that even voluntary certifications can serve as hidden barriers if they are required to meet 

market expectations, making it difficult for smaller exporters to compete. 

In industries like food, agriculture, textiles, and manufacturing, where standards differ from 

country to country, certification is not just a formality but a condition for entering the market. 

As a result, exporters who cannot comply with these certification requirements may lose 

competitiveness and be excluded from global trade networks. 

2.2. Challenges Faced by SMEs in Certification Processes 

Certification processes present a wide range of challenges for SMEs. Due to their smaller scale, 

they often lack the financial resources, technical know-how, and human capital needed to 

efficiently manage complex certification procedures. Unlike large multinational corporations, 

SMEs rarely have specialized departments to deal with regulatory compliance. Instead, business 
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owners or managers themselves must try to understand and navigate the complicated 

certification requirements. 

Manaf and Ahamat (2022) conducted a study on Malaysian agribusiness SMEs and found that 

many firms could not complete certification because of high application costs, confusing 

procedures, and long approval times. Some SMEs even had to abandon their export plans due 

to these obstacles. The WTO (2016) similarly points out that certification-related expenses take 

up a larger proportion of revenue for SMEs compared to larger companies, putting smaller 

exporters at a financial disadvantage. 

In addition to financial and operational burdens, SMEs often suffer from information gaps. 

Grazzi and Jung (2016) state that many small businesses do not know where to find reliable and 

updated information on certification requirements. This creates an environment where SMEs 

may miss important deadlines, choose incorrect certification paths, or fail to comply with new 

regulations. 

Furthermore, Lazo and Saunders (2010) highlight that some SMEs are forced to hire external 

consultants, which increases costs even more and makes the certification process riskier. If 

consultants are not well-versed in international standards, companies may waste both time and 

money without achieving compliance. Overall, these challenges create a major barrier for SMEs 

wishing to expand into international markets. 

2.3. Timing and Operational Constraints in Certification 

For example, the GLOBALG.A.P. certification, which is especially important in fresh produce 

exports, demands that producers maintain at least three months of record-keeping before the 

first audit (GLOBALG.A.P., 2022). If a producer fails to meet this requirement, they may not 

qualify for certification and could miss an entire export season. This can cause major financial 

losses, especially in industries where products are perishable and time-sensitive. 

Henson and Humphrey (2010) also stress that perishable sectors like fruits, vegetables, dairy, 

and seafood are especially vulnerable to certification delays. Since these products have short 

shelf lives, even small disruptions in certification timing can result in spoiled goods, canceled 

shipments, and unhappy customers. 

Companies that are well-prepared often develop internal systems to track certification 

deadlines, maintain proper documentation throughout the year, and conduct pre-audits to 
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identify any potential problems. Digital tools and certification management platforms are 

becoming increasingly important for SMEs trying to stay ahead of operational constraints. 

Without early and organized planning, certification becomes a stressful and risky process. 

2.4. The Need for Centralized and Accessible Platforms 

One of the biggest problems SMEs face today is the fragmented and inconsistent nature of 

certification information. Every country has its own set of rules, and even for the same product, 

the required certifications can vary widely. This creates confusion and increases the risk of non-

compliance. 

Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen (2016) explain that exporters in developing countries suffer more 

from what they call "institutional voids," where official information on certifications is either 

missing, outdated, or too complicated to understand. Otsuki (2011) shows that when firms can 

easily access up-to-date information about international standards, their chances of succeeding 

in exports increase significantly. 

Borchert, Gootiiz, and Mattoo (2014) add that online regulatory platforms can reduce 

transaction costs and help SMEs navigate complex certification systems more efficiently. A 

centralized system where exporters can search certification requirements by product category 

(such as HS codes) and destination country would save time and lower the risk of mistakes. 

Some initiatives already exist, but many are limited in scope or difficult for smaller firms to 

use. Ideally, governments, trade organizations, and private sectors should collaborate to build 

user-friendly, multilingual, and constantly updated platforms. Such tools would not only make 

certification easier but also encourage more SMEs to participate in global trade by reducing 

their fear of regulatory complexity. 
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Table 2.1: Exporting Performance of Firms With and Without International Standards 
Certification (ISC) (Goedhuys & Sleuwaegen (2016)) 

 Non-exporting Exporting Total 

Full sample 12,352(67.12%) 6,052 (32.88%) 18,404 

Firm with ISC 2,207 (43.13%) 2,910 (56.87%) 5,117 

Firm without ISC 10,145 (76.35%) 3,142 (23.65%) 13,287 

Lower half ‘weak’ countries 

Full sample 7,997 (72.77%) 2,993 (27.23%) 10,990 

Firm with ISC 902 (42.43%) 1,224 (57.57%) 2,126 

Firm without ISC 7,095 (80.04%) 1,769 (19.96%) 8,864 

Upper half 

countries 
4,355 (58.74%) 3,059 (41.26%) 7,414 

Firm with ISC 1,305 (43.63%) 1,686 (56.37%) 2,991 

Firm without ISC 3,050 (68.96%) 1,373 (31.04%) 4,423 

As shown in Table 1, the export rate of ISC-certified firms is significantly higher than that of 

non-certified firms, particularly in developing countries. This table presents data on 18,404 

firms and analyzes their exporting behavior based on whether or not they hold international 

standards certifications (ISC). The data is further segmented by country type, distinguishing 

between ‘weaker’ and ‘stronger’ economies. 

In the overall sample, firms with ISC show a much higher export rate (56.87%) compared to 

firms without ISC (23.65%). The trend holds consistently across different country segments. In 

economically weaker countries, the export participation of ISC holding firms reaches 57.57%, 

whereas it drops to just 19.96% for uncertified firms. This implies that certification plays a 

significant role in enabling market access, particularly in environments where trade 

infrastructures are less developed. 



 

 

 

9 

 

Interestingly, in the stronger half of the countries, the export rate for ISC-certified firms 

(56.37%) is slightly lower than in weaker countries, but still substantially higher than that of 

uncertified firms (31.04%). This highlights the universal advantage of certification for trade 

performance, with a notably higher impact in developing markets. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Problem Definition and Data Collection Approach 

In the context of international trade, understanding certification requirements for products is 

crucial. However, these requirements are often fragmented across multiple sources, written in 

different languages, and not easily accessible for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 

SMEs generally lack the internal capacity and financial resources to constantly monitor 

certification changes for different countries and product categories. 

To better understand this problem and propose a practical solution, data collection was 

conducted focusing on six HS codes and ten target countries. The selected HS codes represented 

a range of sectors including fresh produce, animal feed supplements, automotive products, and 

wooden furniture, offering a diverse view of certification needs. 

Primary data was gathered through fieldwork by contacting 120 exporting companies. For each 

product-country combination, at least two companies were contacted by phone. During these 

conversations, firms were asked about the certification documents they commonly needed for 

exporting the specified product to a certain country. This method provided real-world insights 

into documentation expectations, beyond what could be found through secondary online 

research. 

Additionally, inquiries were made through the Turkish Ministry of Trade’s "Ask the Trade 

Attaché" platform, which enables exporters to seek information directly from commercial 

counselors stationed abroad. However, most responses received were general referrals to 

external websites, without detailed certification lists. This experience highlighted the 

difficulties SMEs face when trying to obtain official information in a clear and targeted manner. 

Thus, a combination of field verification (company calls) and secondary data sources 

(government websites, international certification bodies) was used to construct the database for 

the prototype. 
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3.2.Research Design 

The research design focused on building a practical, easy-to-use system that organizes 

certification requirements based on product and destination. No surveys or controlled 

experiments were conducted; instead, the project relied on real-world company interactions and 

web-based data collection. 

Initially, a static prototype was created using Google Sheets and Microsoft Excel. Dropdown 

menus were developed to allow users to select the HS code and the country, and corresponding 

certification requirements were automatically displayed through simple formula functions such 

as IF, INDEX, and MATCH. 

However, as the amount of data grew and usability became a concern, a decision was made to 

transition the prototype into a more dynamic, mobile-friendly platform using Glide. Glide is a 

no-code app development tool that converts spreadsheet data into interactive applications 

without the need for advanced programming skills. 

Using Glide, a new version of the prototype was developed, offering dropdown selection for 

HS codes and countries, instant display of required and optional certifications, a certificate 

guide that explained document purposes in user-friendly language, and mobile compatibility, 

making it easy for exporters to access information on the go. This transition from Excel to Glide 

made the tool more intuitive and practical, allowing for real-time interaction and better 

scalability in the future. 

 

3.3.Data Sources 

The data used in this project was collected from both field-based and online sources. The first 

The data for this project was gathered from both field-based and online resources. A total of 

120 phone interviews were conducted with exporting companies representing various sectors 

such as agriculture, automotive supplies, and furniture manufacturing. Each product and 

country combination was verified by contacting at least two different companies. Although 

some companies were very cooperative and provided detailed information about required 

certifications, others were reluctant to share specifics due to confidentiality concerns. In such 

cases, repeated follow-ups were necessary to obtain clear and consistent responses. 
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In addition to fieldwork, extensive research was carried out through official websites of customs 

authorities, ministries of agriculture, and food safety agencies across the ten selected countries. 

Some websites offered downloadable templates and step-by-step guides for obtaining 

certificates, while others only provided basic overviews without detailed procedures. 

Additionally, certification-related questions were submitted to the Turkish Ministry of Trade’s 

“Ask the Trade Attaché” platform for each product-country pair. However, most responses were 

vague and failed to provide detailed guidance about specific documentation. 

Instead, exporters were often redirected to foreign websites without any structured explanation 

of what certificates were needed or how to obtain them. A visual example of this process, 

including the inquiry form and one of the responses, is provided in Appendix Figure A1 and 

A2. 

Finally, global certification bodies such as GLOBALG.A.P. and ISO were consulted to 

understand internationally recognized standards. Their platforms provided clear definitions of 

certification processes, application requirements, and compliance timelines. All information 

was then translated into English, categorized based on HS codes and countries, and simplified 

for easy integration into the CertifiGO prototype. 
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Figure 3.1: Lookup Table showing HS codes, destination countries, and associated certification 
requirements 

 

As shown in Figure 1, the Lookup Table was designed to organize the collected data by linking 

HS codes and destination countries with their corresponding certification requirements. This 

systematic organization allowed for easy navigation and later integration into the Glide-based 

application. The Lookup Table serves as the primary database for the CertifiGO prototype. It 

systematically organizes the relationship between each product-country pair and the 

certifications required for export. For each entry, the table includes four critical elements: 

1. The country of destination,  

2. The HS code and product name, 

3. The specific certificate needed, 

4. Whether the certificate is mandatory or optional. 

In addition, a notes section provides details about the issuing authority for each certification, 

offering users clarity on which institution or body must validate the documents. 

By displaying this information in a structured, tabular format, the Lookup Table ensures that 

exporters can quickly find the certification requirements relevant to their products and markets 

without consulting multiple, fragmented sources. 

This table was initially created using Google Sheets and later integrated into the interactive 

Glide prototype to allow dynamic user filtering and certificate lookup. 

In addition to field-based interviews, extensive online research was conducted to identify 

certification requirements for 10 countries and 6 product groups. The process involved 

systematically reviewing the official websites of government institutions, certification bodies, 
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customs authorities, and food/agriculture ministries. A complete list of the websites consulted 

is provided under the section titled Websites Consulted for Certification Research in the 

References. 

3.4. Structured Comparative Analysis 

This project uses a structured comparative analysis method to present certification requirements 

for different countries and product categories. This approach was chosen as the most 

appropriate approach since the data in this study is not numerical and is based on categories 

such as countries, products and document types. The aim is not to make statistical calculations 

but to clearly and systematically show the differences between country regulations. 

The analysis focuses on six HS codes and ten countries. For each product-country combination, 

the required and optional certificates were identified. The certificates are briefly explained and 

classified according to whether they are mandatory or optional. When possible, notes are also 

added on when they are needed or which authority issues them. 

This method helps to compare countries in terms of their document requirements. For example, 

some countries have very detailed requirements for agricultural exports, while others accept 

more general certificates. By organizing the data in this way, it becomes easier to understand 

how complex the export process can be depending on the target market. 

The same structure is used in the CertifiGO prototype. When users select a country and HS 

code, the relevant certificates automatically appear according to this organized dataset. This 

makes the information useful not only in this report but also in actual export planning. 

In summary, the use of structured comparative analysis helped to translate field-based findings 

into a clear system that allowed exporters to see what documentation they needed and compare 

differences between markets. 

3.5. Limitations of the Study 

Although this study offers practical insights for exporters, there are certain limitations that 

should be acknowledged. First of all, the scope is limited to ten countries and six HS codes. 

Because of this, the findings cannot fully represent the entire global trade environment or cover 

every export product. 
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The prototype developed here was created using Google Sheets and Excel. While it functions 

well for demonstration purposes, it does not offer features like real-time updates or advanced 

automation. It is a basic tool and not a professional-level application, which means there is 

room for future development. 

Another point is related to the answers received from official sources such as the “Ask the Trade 

Attaché” platform. In most cases, these responses were very general, often just directing users 

to external websites. As a result, the data collected lacked consistency and detail, especially 

when trying to understand specific document requirements. 

More importantly, this project does not include any analysis of the financial consequences 

caused by certification problems. While it is well known that document issues can lead to delays 

or rejections in trade, no concrete data or published academic studies were found that calculate 

the actual monetary loss. For that reason, this project only focuses on the accessibility and 

clarity of certificate information, not the economic impact. 

Finally, the research does not use statistical models or quantitative analysis. It is based on 

practical experience, online research, and structured comparisons between countries and 

product groups. Its goal is not to make forecasts or prove a theory, but rather to help exporters 

find the information they need in a more organized way. 

3.6. Structure of the Prototype 

The CertifiGO prototype was developed to transform fragmented and difficult-to-access 

certification information into a centralized, user-friendly tool. Its design followed three main 

components: the Lookup Table, the Interactive Interface, and the Certificate Guide, all working 

together to support exporters in quickly identifying necessary documentation. 

The Lookup Table functions as the database backbone. It organizes the information collected 

during the research phase by matching HS codes and destination countries with the certificates 

required or recommended. Each entry is accompanied by notes explaining the certificate’s 

relevance, validity periods, and responsible authorities. This structure allows for easy 

navigation and ensures that users can access consistent information without needing to search 

multiple websites. 
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The Interactive Interface was designed with simplicity in mind. By using dropdown menus, 

users can filter data based on the selected product and target market. The system then displays 

required and optional certificates dynamically. When transferring the system to Glide, these 

logical relationships were preserved, and the app’s visual interface made it even more intuitive 

for non-technical users. 

The Certificate Guide adds further value by providing brief but essential explanations of each 

certificate type. It addresses common questions such as "Why is this certificate needed?", 

"When should it be obtained?", and "Which authority issues it?". Instead of overwhelming users 

with technical jargon, the guide uses simple language, ensuring accessibility for SMEs without 

specialized compliance departments. 

Furthermore, the prototype was intentionally developed to be scalable. If new products or 

markets need to be added, only the Lookup Table requires updating. No structural changes to 

the interface or formulas are necessary, allowing for quick adaptation to evolving export 

markets. 

In terms of usability, beta testing was conducted with a small group of users from export-related 

businesses. Feedback indicated that the prototype’s clear design, real-time filtering, and mobile 

accessibility were major strengths. However, participants also suggested adding features such 

as downloadable document templates, direct links to application forms, and a notification 

system for certificate updates. While these enhancements were beyond the scope of the initial 

project, they represent valuable directions for future development. 

Overall, the structure of the prototype demonstrated that even with limited technological 

resources, a practical, functional tool could be created to address a significant gap in the export 

documentation process. 

Once a selection is made, users are instantly presented with the relevant certification 

requirements, as illustrated in Figure 3.2. This immediate feedback reduces the need for manual 

searches and simplifies the export preparation process for SMEs. 
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Figure 3.2: Certification requirements displayed based on selected product and country in the Glide 
application  

  

This figure illustrates the interactive user interface of the CertifiGO prototype, developed using 

Glide. Users can select the destination country and HS code/product category through 

dropdown menus, which dynamically filters the database and displays relevant certification 

requirements. 

In the example shown, the user selects "Norway" as the target market and "3405.30 - Vehicle 

Cleaning Products" as the product. The system then automatically lists the mandatory and 

optional certificates required for this product in the Norwagian market, including the Certificate 

of Analysis (CoA), MSDS, and ISO 9001 certification. 

The intuitive dropdown selection and instant display of results significantly improve usability, 

enabling exporters to quickly access customized documentation information without manually 

searching through multiple regulations or websites. 



 

 

 

18 

 

This interface demonstrates how the CertifiGO app transforms static data into an accessible and 

real-time decision-support tool for SMEs. 

Beyond just listing certificates, the prototype also includes a Certificate Guide to assist users in 

understanding what each document entails. As seen in Figure 3.3., when a user clicks on a 

certificate name, a brief, easy-to-understand description appears. This feature helps exporters, 

especially those without prior compliance experience, to quickly grasp the importance and 

application procedures for each required document. 

Figure 3.3: Certificate Guide showing brief descriptions of certificates in the CertifiGO application 

 

Furthermore, the structure of the prototype allows for easy updates and scalability. When new 

products or markets are added, updating the Lookup Table automatically reflects in the user 

interface, ensuring that the tool remains relevant and efficient over time. This figure shows the 

detailed certificate description screen within the CertifiGO prototype. When users click on a 

listed certificate in the application, a pop-up description provides essential information about 

the document, including its purpose, usage, and the issuing authority. 

In the example shown, the description explains that the selected certification verifies 

compliance with the European Union’s health, safety, and environmental standards. It also 

clarifies who is authorized to issue the document (either manufacturers through self-declaration 

or accredited EU Notified Bodies). 
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By integrating certificate explanations directly into the app, CertifiGO reduces the complexity 

exporters face when navigating certification requirements. This feature enhances user 

understanding, particularly for SMEs without dedicated compliance teams, and supports 

informed decision-making during export preparation. 

The Certificate Description screen exemplifies the project's focus on user education and 

accessibility, going beyond simply listing documentation requirements. 

3.7. Summary of Methodology 

This study’s methodology combined practical field research, secondary data collection, 

structured comparative analysis, and no-code digital tool development to tackle a critical 

problem in international trade: the accessibility and organization of certification requirements. 

The research started with real-world data collection, ensuring that findings were not purely 

theoretical but rooted in the actual experiences of exporters. By interviewing 120 companies 

and consulting official government and international certification websites, the study was able 

to map real certification requirements rather than relying solely on secondary literature. 

Structured comparative analysis provided a systematic way to organize complex regulatory 

information, allowing exporters to easily compare documentation demands across countries and 

products. Classifying certificates as mandatory, optional, or conditional made the data more 

actionable for users who often struggle with understanding the relative importance of various 

documents. 

Developing the prototype first in Google Sheets and Excel and then transitioning it into a Glide-

based application reflected the project’s emphasis on practicality. The decision to use no-code 

tools made the project accessible even for individuals without software development 

backgrounds, demonstrating that meaningful digital solutions can be created with minimal 

technical expertise. 

However, the methodology also has limitations. The sample size of countries and products 

restricts the generalizability of the findings. Furthermore, the reliance on self-reported 

information from companies and government websites introduces potential biases and 

inconsistencies. The lack of real-time update capabilities and integration with official customs 

or regulatory databases also limits the tool’s scalability for continuous commercial use. 
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Despite these limitations, the project successfully achieved its primary objective: creating a 

simple, scalable, and practical tool to help SMEs navigate the complex world of export 

certifications. Future work could build on this methodology by expanding the data scope, 

incorporating real-time update systems, and integrating more advanced features such as 

document application workflows, cost estimations, and risk assessment tools. 

In conclusion, the applied methodology demonstrated that with careful data structuring, user-

focused design, and creative use of available technologies, even complex international trade 

challenges like certification management can be made more accessible for small and medium-

sized enterprises. 
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4. FINDINGS 

This section summarizes the main findings derived from phone interviews, institutional 

feedback, website analysis, and the development of the CertifiGO prototype. Each subsection 

focuses on a different type of observation or insight gained throughout the study. The goal is to 

highlight the real difficulties exporters face when dealing with certification and to explain how 

digital solutions can respond to those needs. 

4.1. Findings from Exporter Interviews 

During the research, 120 exporters were contacted across various sectors including food, coffee, 

chemicals, and furniture. In each conversation, the exporters were asked what kind of 

documents they prepare when exporting to selected countries, how they access certification 

information, and whether they experience problems during the process. 

The results showed that large exporters often had staff or consultants to handle certifications, 

but small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) struggled more. Most SMEs had no 

documentation department and depended on past orders, forwarding agents, or trial-and-error 

methods. While some firms had internal templates and checklists, many admitted they were 

unsure if their documentation was complete or always accurate. 

Several exporters described past incidents where missing or incorrect certificates led to delivery 

delays, customs inspections, or even product rejections. Some had to re-export or destroy goods, 

which created unexpected costs. Although this study did not gather numerical data about losses, 

the interview feedback confirms what is well-established in the literature: SMEs bear higher 

compliance burdens and often lack the tools to manage them efficiently (WTO, 2016; Manaf & 

Ahamat, 2022). 

These findings confirm that a centralized and easy-to-use certificate lookup tool could greatly 

improve exporters' ability to plan ahead, minimize risk, and avoid delays. The majority of 

companies expressed interest in using a system that would tell them exactly which certificates 

are required, when to apply, and where to obtain them. 
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4.2. Challenges with Institutional Platforms 

One part of the research involved sending questions through the Turkish Ministry of Trade’s 

online “Ask the Trade Attaché” service. The idea was to get official, product-specific answers 

about which certificates are needed for selected country and product combinations. 

However, the responses received were mostly generic. In most cases, instead of listing which 

documents were required or explaining procedures, the reply simply included links to foreign 

government websites sometimes even to homepages without a specific section for certification. 

The exporters would then have to navigate these sites in another language and search manually. 

This approach was not very effective, especially for SMEs. Many lack foreign language skills 

or time to browse unfamiliar pages. While the existence of such a platform is useful in theory, 

in practice it does not give exporters the fast, clear answers they are looking for. 

Screenshots of this process are included in Appendix A (Figure A1 and A2). These findings 

suggest that while institutional tools are available, they need to be improved in terms of 

responsiveness, specificity, and user-friendliness. Exporters are not just looking for 

encouragement, they need actionable information that fits the product and the destination. 

4.3. Why Manual Research Is Not Enough 

In addition to interviews and platform inquiries, an extensive manual web search was conducted 

for 10 countries and 6 product groups, resulting in 60 different combinations of HS code and 

target market. For each pair, official websites were reviewed in an attempt to identify required 

and optional certifications. These included customs authorities, ministries of agriculture and 

health, food safety bodies, and sometimes standardization agencies. 

The research process revealed a number of challenges. First, the websites were inconsistent, 

some countries had well-organized portals, while others presented outdated or fragmented 

information. For example, Canada’s food agency offered downloadable documents and clear 

categorization, while Lebanon or Albania had limited online details and no centralized 

certification page. 

Secondly, language barriers made the process difficult. Several sites were only available in the 

national language. This required the use of machine translation, which sometimes distorted the 

meaning or skipped technical terms altogether. 
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Third, even when information was found, it was not always clear whether a document was 

mandatory, optional, or only needed under certain conditions. In most cases, this clarification 

required combining multiple sources, which took time and effort. 

On average, each product-country pair took about 30–45 minutes to research. If this workload 

were placed on an SME, it would mean dozens of hours just to prepare basic documentation for 

a few exports. This inefficiency, combined with the risk of errors, highlights the limitations of 

manual research in the age of digital trade. 

The findings support earlier studies (Goedhuys & Sleuwaegen, 2016) that emphasize the 

institutional voids affecting exporters in developing countries, where access to organized 

certification data is weak or missing. It also shows the urgent need for smarter systems that can 

automate parts of this process. For example, by extracting and matching certificate information 

from official sites using artificial intelligence or structured datasets. 

4.4. Insights from the CertifiGO Prototype 

In response to the difficulties observed during manual research and exporter interviews, a 

prototype tool named CertifiGO was developed. The tool was designed in Google Sheets and 

Glide, with the goal of helping users quickly find which export certificates are required for a 

selected HS code and country. 

The system consists of three linked components: 

1- A data table that connects countries, products, and certificates; 

2- An interface that allows selection from dropdown menus; 

3- A certificate guide that provides brief explanations for each listed document. 

Although the tool has not yet been tested with live users, its structure was shaped by real 

feedback collected during the study. It responds directly to the three major problems exporters 

mentioned: (1) not knowing what certificate is required, (2) not knowing where to find that 

information, and (3) not understanding what the document actually means. 

Unlike other tools, CertifiGO does not require coding knowledge. It works with basic 

spreadsheet logic and can be updated easily. If more countries or HS codes are added in the 

future, the system will still function the same way. This flexibility makes it suitable for SMEs 

that do not have access to expensive commercial platforms. 
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One of the most important insights from the prototype development process was that exporters 

do not need overly complex systems. They need simple, accurate, and fast answers. Even a 

basic tool like CertifiGO can solve 70–80% of the confusion around export documentation. In 

future versions, the system could be integrated with AI-based search tools that extract real-time 

data from official websites, further reducing human workload. 

4.5. Summary of Findings 

Overall, the research showed that exporters, especially SMEs, face several barriers when trying 

to understand which certificates are required for international shipments. They often rely on 

experience rather than reliable systems, and they lack access to consistent and up-to-date 

sources. Existing public platforms were not detailed or specific enough, and manual research 

proved to be slow and difficult. 

The CertifiGO prototype addresses many of these issues by offering a structured, user-friendly 

way to access certificate data. While it is not a complete solution, it presents a strong starting 

point. In the future, this kind of tool could be improved with AI features and linked to real-time 

databases from government portals. 

These findings support the idea that certificate access is not just a technical task, it is a key part 

of export planning and risk management. Any delay or mistake in documentation can cause 

shipment failure, especially in sensitive sectors like food and chemicals. Therefore, practical 

digital solutions are not optional, they are necessary. 
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5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This study was conducted to better understand the challenges exporters face when trying to 

access accurate and up-to-date certification requirements for international shipments. As 

international trade becomes increasingly complex and documentation standards vary by product 

and country, certification emerges as one of the most prominent non-tariff barriers. This 

situation poses greater risks for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which often lack 

specialized compliance departments and access to expert support. 

Interviews with 120 exporters revealed that while larger firms are able to manage certification 

through internal expertise or third-party consultants, SMEs typically rely on past experiences, 

customer feedback, or freight forwarder guidance. This results in uncertainty, incomplete 

documentation, and sometimes costly delays. Some exporters shared that they had faced 

customs problems, rejections, or urgent document requests due to unclear certification 

procedures. These findings support earlier studies highlighting that SMEs are more vulnerable 

to compliance-related burdens (WTO, 2016; Manaf & Ahamat, 2022). 

To verify certification requirements through official channels, the study used the Turkish 

Ministry of Trade’s “Ask the Trade Attaché” platform. While the service is designed to connect 

exporters with country-specific trade experts, the responses received were often generic and 

lacked specific guidance. In most cases, exporters were redirected to external websites without 

clear instruction, which proved unhelpful, particularly for those unfamiliar with the local 

language or administrative system. This demonstrates that although institutional support exists, 

it does not always address the practical information needs of exporters in a timely or product-

specific manner. 

In addition to interviews and institutional outreach, manual online research was carried out for 

ten countries and six product groups, resulting in sixty product-country combinations. 

Government websites belonging to customs authorities, agriculture ministries, and certification 

bodies were reviewed to collect information about required and optional export certificates. 

This process revealed several challenges. Many websites were inconsistent in structure, lacked 

English versions, or included scattered content without central documentation lists. On average, 

researching a single country-product pair took between 30 to 45 minutes, making the process 

inefficient and unsustainable for firms working with multiple markets. 
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To interpret the collected data and identify patterns, a structured comparative analysis method 

was applied. This approach enabled a side-by-side comparison of certificate types, responsible 

institutions, and documentation procedures across different countries and products. Instead of 

producing numerical outputs, the method focused on identifying qualitative distinctions that 

could inform the design of a more unified and accessible certification information tool. 

While this study was based on manual research, the process revealed how limited human 

capacity can be when faced with vast, multilingual, and often unstructured online data. 

Therefore, future developments in export documentation systems must incorporate artificial 

intelligence. Because there are more than 200 countries and over 7000 HS Codes in the system 

and manually to reach the exact information about certification system takes years and years if 

the prototype becomes a real platform for users. AI-powered tools could automatically extract, 

translate, and classify certification information from official sources. They could also track 

changes in real-time and detect inconsistencies or missing data. Although CertifiGO was built 

manually using spreadsheets and no-code platforms, the findings of this study clearly show that 

integrating AI technologies can significantly enhance both the accuracy and scalability of such 

tools. 

As a response to the identified gaps, this study developed a digital prototype called CertifiGO. 

The tool was built using Google Sheets and Glide, with a focus on simplicity, accessibility, and 

adaptability. Users can select a product by HS code and a destination country to view a 

structured list of mandatory and optional certificates, including brief explanations. While not 

yet tested with external users, the system was shaped by direct field insights and is designed to 

solve key challenges such as the lack of clarity, inconsistent access to official sources, and the 

absence of centralized data. 

CertifiGO transforms fragmented certification data into a single, interactive platform that can 

be updated and expanded without technical expertise. It serves as a practical model for how 

technology can be used to simplify one of the most complex and time-consuming aspects of 

trade. In the future, this model can be improved through the use of AI, multilingual automation, 

and live database connections with government portals, offering exporters real-time, product-

specific documentation support. 

In conclusion, this research has shown that certification is not a peripheral concern in 

international trade, but a central operational challenge. Delays, missed markets, and added costs 
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often stem from difficulties in accessing clear and reliable certification guidance. Existing 

platforms and manual methods fall short of meeting exporters' needs, especially those of SMEs. 

CertifiGO offers a starting point toward solving this problem. It is not a final product, but a step 

toward a more inclusive, efficient, and transparent system. Digital solutions that organize, 

explain, and deliver certification information are no longer optional. They are necessary to 

ensure that businesses of all sizes can compete fairly and confidently in global markets. 

Trade today is not only about moving goods, but also about moving knowledge. And when 

this information becomes accessible to everyone, the doors to fair, rapid and full participation 

in global trade will open, and SMEs will be able to increase their share in exports by 

obtaining just-in-time information. 
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7. APPENDIX 

Sequential screenshots are grouped under the same appendix figure to illustrate different parts 

of the Lookup Table and the Glide prototype interface. 

7.1. APPENDIX A: Inquiry and Response from the “Ask the Trade Attaché” Platform 

The following visuals demonstrate the exporter’s interaction with the Turkish Ministry of 

Trade’s “Ask the Trade Attaché” online platform, which was used to obtain country- and 

product-specific export certification information. Despite being an official support tool, the 

responses received were found to be generic and not particularly helpful for exporters seeking 

concrete documentation requirements. 

Appendix Figure A1. Certification Inquiry Submitted via the “Ask the Trade Attaché” Platform 

This figure shows the official online form used to submit a certification-related question to the 

Turkish Ministry of Trade’s “Ask the Trade Attaché” platform. Exporters selected the product 

(by HS code), the country, and submitted their question about required export documentation. 

Due to screen size limitations, the full view is divided into multiple parts. 
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Appendix Figure A2. Example of a Generic Response from the Platform 

The figure illustrates the vague and non-specific response received from the platform. Instead 

of listing concrete certification requirements, the response simply redirects the user to a general 

foreign trade website, lacking any actionable or clear documentation details. Here some 

examples: 

  

 

 
 

 
Appendix Figure A2. (continued) 
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7.2. APPENDIX B: Screenshots from the CertifiGO Prototype 

This appendix includes additional screenshots from the CertifiGO prototype, which was 

developed to simplify export certification access based on product type (HS code) and 

destination country. These visuals demonstrate the core interface components and user 

experience of the tool. (Bundesamt für Verbraucherschutz und Lebensmittelsicherheit – BVL. 

(2024), Canadian Food Inspection Agency – CFIA. (2024), Emirates Authority for 

Standardization and Metrology – ESMA. (2024), Federal Service for Veterinary and 

Phytosanitary Surveillance – Rosselkhoznadzor. (2024), Food Standards Agency – United 

Kingdom. (2024), German Customs – Zoll. (2024), GLOBALG.A.P. (2024), Halal 

Certification Services. (2024), Industrial Research Institute – Lebanon. (2024), International 

Organization for Standardization – ISO. (2024), Lebanese Ministry of Agriculture. (2024), 

Ministry of Climate Change and Environment – UAE. (2024), Ministry of Public Health – 

Qatar. (2024), National Food Authority – Albania. (2024), Netherlands Enterprise Agency – 

RVO. (2024), Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety Authority – NVWA. (2024), 

Norwegian Customs – Tolletaten. (2024), Norwegian Food Safety Authority – Mattilsynet. 

(2024), Qatar Chamber of Commerce. (2024), Republic of Türkiye Ministry of Trade. (2024), 

Russian Export Center. (2024), Turkish Food Codex – GTHB. (2024), UK Government. 

(2024)) 
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Appendix Figure B.1. Full View of the Lookup Table Showing HS Codes, Products, Countries, and 
Certification Requirements 

This figure provides the complete Lookup Table developed during the data collection phase. It 

presents a comprehensive mapping of the product-country-certification relationships, showing 

not only the HS codes and destination markets but also the mandatory or optional nature of each 

certificate along with issuing authority notes. 

Due to screen size limitations, the full view is divided into multiple parts. 
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Appendix Figure B.1. (continued) 
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Appendix Figure B.1. (continued) 
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Appendix Figure B.2. Complete Dropdown Selection Interface for Country and Product in Glide 
Application 

This figure displays the full dropdown selection interface in the CertifiGO prototype, where 

users can choose the destination country and the product HS code. The clear and organized 

design enables quick navigation and minimizes the complexity of accessing certification 

information. 
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Appendix Figure B.2. (contunied) 

 

 

Appendix Figure B.3. Expanded Certificate Listing Display in Glide After Selection 

After selecting the country and product, the application dynamically displays the mandatory 

certifications. This full listing view highlights the real-time filtering functionality and 

demonstrates how exporters can instantly see relevant certification requirements without 

manual searching. 

 


