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AN OVERVIEW OF CONTINUOUS QUALITY IMPROVEMENT

by John Johnston and Jim Masters

Introduction

This section explores the broad range of ideas, management processes, and management tools known by such names as Total Quality Management (TQM), Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI), Participatory Management, Empowering Management, and Japanese Management.  It also describes the seven roles people must play and the nine steps that are involved in installing these concepts in an organization.

     But first, there are those who think that the label they use for these ideas is "the" definition.  The quality movement offers us a version of the ancient story of the blind men and the elephant...what you believe depends to an extent on that portion of the elephant you happen to have grabbed onto.  This chapter will attempt to describe the entire elephant, and, to simplify matters, the elephant is referred to as QUALITY.

What's In It For You?


Your plate is already full.  You already have more to do than you have time to do it. If there is not something in QUALITY for you and your organization then there is no point in learning more about it.  What are some of the reasons that prompted other organizations to adopt quality concepts?  Here are two examples.  

     The county government of Palm Beach County, Florida suffered 10.6 percent increases in per capita costs each year between 1982 and 1986. In 1986 the county started a major management improvement initiative with TQM as the driving force.  Between 1986 and 1990 per capita operating cost increases were held to 1 percent per year while fully funding capital needs.  Since 1990 per capita costs have been reduced 8.8 percent while those of neighboring counties have gone up about 10 percent.  The county's current operating costs are about 20 percent lower than it's neighbors. ("Public Management", August, 1992)

     A division of a large American corporation had annual sales of $42 million, pre-tax profits of 11%, employed 220 salaried and 220 hourly workers, and was housed in a 100,000 square foot plant.  Key people in the division set a goal of doubling productivity in two years, and started using a variety of QUALITY concepts and techniques.  In eight months the same people in the same plant were producing 40% more products. In twelve months the company cut the price of its product 20% and sale~ volume was up 52% in a market growing at a 15% annual rate.  Two years later this division still had 220 salaried and 220 hourly workers, and it was still housed in the same 100,000 square foot plant. Its annual sales were $105 million per year and pre-tax profits were 18%. It was selling three times as many products as it had been two years earlier, and productivity was increasing at the rate of 30% per year.

     QUALITY ideas obviously can work both in the public and the widgit-making worlds.  Only you can decide how they will work in yours.

What Is QUALITY?
     First, QUALITY is not "Scientific Management."  That is, it is not a pyramidal organization of individual boxes in which the box at the top is the fount of all wisdom and knowledge.  It is not quotas, management by objectives, power and fear, us and them. It is not "my way or the highway". And, it is not "when I say jump you say how high".

     In QUALITY organizations everyone both is a customer and has customers both inside and outside the organization.  People believe in and act on the belief that QUALITY means having 100% of your customers being satisfied -- 100% of the time.  QUALITY is people involvement and people empowerment.  It is thinking "we," not "they."  It is teams, success measures, commitment, and continuous improvement.  Most simply, QUALITY is what the customer says it is.

 "Quality means delivering the value your customer paid for". (Guasari, Theory Why, 1986).

     Quality expectations is "...continually meeting customers' needs and at a price that they are willing to pay". (W.E. Deming in W.W. Scherkenbach's Deming Route to Quality and Productivity, 1986)  

     To Westinghouse QUALITY is "performance leadership in meeting customer requirements by doing the right things right the first time".  To Xerox it is "providing our external and internal customers with innovative products and services that fully satisfy their requirements".  To Corning Glass it is "delivering error-free products and services on time that meet customer requirements 100% of the time".  To the Ford Motor Company... "Quality comes first.  Customers are the focus of everything we do.  Continuous improvement is our way of life.  Dealers and suppliers are our partners.  Integrity is never compromised".


QUALITY is BAFMTRB. Admittedly, this acronym does not trip off the tongue, but it does summarize both what QUALITY is and is about.

     QUALITY is the BASIC ASSUMPTION that you exist to 100% satisfy your customers 100% of the time, now and in the future.  Organizations like mental health agencies typically are a blend of factors that must be unraveled in order to install quality concepts.  


First, the organization is mission driven.  The staff and other stakeholders often have a sense of social purpose that transcends everyday actions.  Many people in the organization share a political world view and have similar ideological beliefs.  The purpose of the organization may not be easily achievable, or achievable in the person's lifetime, but belief in the rightness of the purpose an the everyday actions that are linked to that purpose help people accept the limits created by everyday life.  As one workman said, "I'm am not hauling rocks, I am building a Cathedral."


Secondly, CAAs incorporate other kinds of belief systems that are derived from and linked to fields of study such as psychology, sociology and anthropology, that are significantly influenced be people who are outside the organization.  These beliefs are derived from theory, research and accumulated professional practice and include firmly held ideas about analysis of problems and methods for solving them.  


Thirdly, CAAs often have dozens of types of "customers" or stakeholder groups.  On any given issue some these stakeholders may agree with each other but others typically have a variety of different opinions.  


All organizations undergoing a transition to quality must identify their customers and enhance their understanding of what those customers want.  CAAs must do this too, but they have the added challenges of (1) balancing and setting priorities among the conflicting interests of customer groups, (2) sorting through the linkages between priority customer needs and their social purpose and their professional standards and procedures.


This chapter is to help you identify the components of a QUALITY organization and offers suggestions about how to manage them.  All QUALITY Organizations have two FEATURES.  They provide QUALITY products or services as defined by their customers, and they continuously improve.

     The three MUSTS of QUALITY are to: involve people; empower people; and, to communicate with customers.

     QUALITY organizations use eight TECHNIQUES. They are committed to their people.  They educate and train.  They flatten.  They create and support teams.  They devise and use success measures.  They fully and openly share information.  They base decisions on objective, relevant data.  And, they add value to everything they do.

     This leads to four RESULTS: committed, motivated people; increased productivity; QUALITY products and services; and, satisfied customers.

     Finally, the two BENEFITS of QUALITY are organizational strength and the ability to take advantage of opportunities.

     In traditionally-managed organizations decisions are made at the top with little or no input from line employees.  Authority is at the top.  Leadership is found only at the top.  Employees are controlled partly through fear and punishment.  Information trickles out and down from the top.  Success is defined in terms of effort.  There are many management layers.  And, these organization are resistant to change.

     QUALITY organizations feature broad input in decision making.  Responsibility and authority are lodged at all levels. Leadership is provided at all levels.  Control is achieved through a shared vision and positive support.  Information is fully shared and flows every possible way.  Success is defined in terms of customer satisfaction. There are few management layers.  And, these organizations are continuously improving.

     In traditionally managed organizations supervisors are traffic cops, hall monitors, plumbers and mechanics, newscasters, and mule skinners.  In QUALITY organizations they are teachers, gurus, coaches, wandering minstrels, referees, and quartermasters.  They are there to develop people, build and support teams, help teams manage their performance, and link teams with the outside world.  In Marvin Weisbord's words, they believe and act on the belief that "with every pair of hands you get a free brain."

How You Make a Transition to QUALITY
     You do not have to do it in the order listed, and you do not have to use these labels to describe them, but most people take the following nine steps in making a transition to QUALITY. 


Step 1  Think and Talk About Change 


Step 2  Decide to Change


Step 3  Determine What "Business" You Are In


Step 4  Prepare to Make a Transition To QUALITY


Step 5  Find Out Where You Are Now


Step 6  Decide Where You'd Rather Be


Step 7  Build Capacity


Step 8  Make QUALITY Improvements


Step 9  Check Progress/Continue to Improve

Step 1.  Step 1 involves helping people be open to change. That is, you will have to help people in your organization move to the point of being able to entertain the notion that change is necessary, desirable, and possible.

     The Japanese characterize this view as "Kaizen"...the conviction that there is a better way...that this way can be found...and that the search is worth the trouble.

     In doing so you will have to change the perspectives of some people who can not conceive of alternatives to the present way your organization is structured and operates.  That is, you will have to help these "it ain't bad if you ain't used to much" folks recognize that alternatives exist.

     You will also have to work with people who can conceive of alternatives but who are nonetheless convinced that change is unnecessary. These "if it ain't broke, don't fix it" folks will need clear evidence that something is, in fact, broken.

     Finally, you will have to give people who hold the view that change is necessary, desirable, but not possible in your organization reasons to think otherwise. These "the boss won't like it...no way, we tried that in 1967" folks will need evidence that it is a new day in terms of change.

     Once people are committed to change, are to the point of "Kaizen", you will need to help them through the change cycle. the start of any change effort people are typically upbeat, optimistic, certain that they can and will succeed.  Inevitably, this gives way to at least some degree of uncertainty, frustration, and doubt. If you do not help people in this stage to the point of making change happen they will either abandon the effort and return to the last point at which they felt comfortable (I'm outta here!), or the change process will become the product.

Step 2.  One possible beginning point for deciding to change is to individually explore why you think change is desirable for your organization. One way to do this is to list and prioritize reasons why you think your organization needs to change. Once you have made a list you can begin the process of formally and informally sharing it with your colleagues. Later, once sufficient interest has been generated, you can all sit down and work through this process together.

Step 3.  To determine what "business" you are in you must first start with the assumption that QUALITY in what you do is a matter of customer satisfaction.  Second, you must recognize that customer satisfaction is a matter of solving customer problems.  And, third, you must acknowledge that the "business" you are in is defined by the customer problems you solve.

     If you think this sounds suspiciously like "strategic planning" you are right. It is strategic planning...with a twist. You are not planning what you want to do.  You are planning to respond to what your customers want done.  That is, what are commonly called strategic goals become a description of your expectations in terms of reducing the severity and extent of customer problems at a point in the future.  And, what are often called strategic objectives become a description of the problem solving approaches that you will use to address customer problems.


For mission driven organizations this can be quite a step.  In some organizations the mission has long ago receded into unconsciousness.  Like turning on the light switch when you go into a room without being aware that you have done it, many people get up and go two work with little conscious thought about the reasons for it.  This step of reviewing the mission and comparing what you think needs to be done with what customers want to have done will generate much excitement among your staff and other stakeholders.  

Step 4.  To make a transition to QUALITY you will need to have people playing the following seven roles.

     You will need a sponsor; someone who believes in the transition to QUALITY, who can make transition resources are available, and who has the power to protect and support your "champion" at crunch times.

     A champion does the research, thinking, and advocacy necessary to promote a transition to QUALITY. A champion pays whatever price is necessary to keep a QUALITY transition moving forward, no matter what.

     You will need mini-champions. These people support and affirm the transition process at key times in small but critical ways. They are the ones who confront and stop nay-saying and pettiness regarding QUALITY transition efforts, at lunch, in the halls, parking lot, in the group at the copy machine and in other places people gather. In addition, they are the people a champion can depend on to respond to requests and carry out assignments on short notice.

     The Quality Committee orchestrates the transition to QUALITY. These people lead the effort to assess where you are and the effort to determine where you want to go. They promote change in a variety of ways. They direct QUALITY transition problem solving, and they approve all new QUALITY systems and products.

     Work teams carry out on-going organizational activities. They make use of new systems and products. And, they recommend refinements in new systems and products

     Transition support staff provide training and consulting support, develop new systems and products, and work to solve transition problem.

     In preparing to make a transition to QUALITY it is possible to use common sense to develop at least partial solutions to the six most common transition problems before rather than waiting for after they occur. These problems include hidden or unshared agendas, waffling by leaders, limited capacity, losing track of your ultimate objectives, focusing on QUALITY products and minimizing the importance of the QUALITY process, and, getting bogged down in details, red tape, and inconsequential matters.

Step 5.  Before starting into a QUALITY transition it is necessary to carry out a Present State Analysis to determine with substantial clarity where you are now. This analysis should explore customer perceptions regarding your organization's vision, values, operations, accomplishments, strengths and weaknesses, and improvement over time.

     A Present State Analysis should: be simple to carry out; yield results in days or a few weeks; provide for confidential responses; solicit input internally; solicit input externally; and, involve sharing results with the people who provide input.

     Conducting a Present State Analysis involves identifying what you think you believe, how you think you relate to customers, and what you think you do. It also involves asking customers what they think you believe, how they think you relate to them, and what they think you do.

     Easy to complete surveys (fill in the blanks, yes/no questions, etc.) can be used to assess customer perceptions in regard to these matters, and different versions of surveys can be used with different types of customers.

Step 6.  Having determined where you are, the next step in a transition to QUALITY is to determine where you would rather be. this involves an organization-wide effort to develop a "Vision and Values" statement.

     This statement should set out your vision in terms of identifying your customers and describing the changes you are seeking to bring about in their lives. It should also describe how these changes will be effected. It should also set out your values in terms of your concerns about efficiency and effectiveness, customer relations, internal relations, external relations, and continuous improvement.

Step 7.  Organizations making transitions to QUALITY typically find it necessary to provide all employees four types of training and capacity building assistance. These include helping them familiarize themselves with QUALITY concepts and systems, develop both leadership and problem solving skills, and work effectively in teams.

Step 8.  This step consists of carefully considered, systematic efforts to make QUALITY improvements with improvements defined exclusively in terms of changes that increase customer satisfaction.

     The customer satisfaction elements typically considered in this regard include convenience, being treated right, appealing facilities and equipment, solutions for problems, and comfort or "feel".

     The places organizations look to increase customer satisfaction include: the way they define and measure success; information flow; the knowledge, skills, and attitudes of their people; relationships inside and outside the organization; structure; and, facilities and equipment.

Step 9.  Organizations making QUALITY transitions typically select one problem analysis and problems method, train every employee in its use, and insist this method be followed. The following example is modeled directly on the thinking of W. Edwards Deming.

Plan Format 
1.  Measure customer satisfaction (Convenience, Being Treated Right, Appealing Facilities/ Equipment, Solutions For Problems, "Comfort") 

2.  Select an improvement opportunity...an aspect of relative customer dissatisfaction to address.

3.  Analyze/chart the product/service delivery process relating to this improvement opportunity (Who, What, Where, When, How, Why, How Much, How Often) 

4.  Identify improvements that will increase customer satisfaction (Success/Success Measurement, People, Information Flow, Facilities/Equipment, Structure, Relationships) 

5.  Set a measurable goal or goals for increased customer satisfaction


Do
6.  Identify barriers to making improvements (see #4).

7.  Select barriers to address and make improvements.

                              Study
8.    Examine effects of improvement effort (see #5)

                               Act
9.    Accept, adapt, abandon improvement effort

10/1. Go back to # 1.  Do it all over again!

     In addition to giving careful thought to each individual improvement effort, organizations making a transition to QUALITY also periodically assess their overall efforts. The following assessment tool is based on the BAFMTRB concepts outlined above.

             QUALITY Transition Status Assessment Instructions: 

Use a scale of 1-10 to assess the extent to which your organization/unit makes use of QUALITY Management (10) rather than Traditional Management principles (1).
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Seven Transition Products
     A number of transition to QUALITY products are mentioned above, but there are others. The seven most common ones are listed below as an aid in both understanding and in helping you determine whether or not a transition to QUALITY might be of interest to your organization.

Product #1: Strategic Problem Solving Goals/Objectives

     Strategic problem solving goals describe expectations in terms of the nature and extent of customer problems at a point in the future. Strategic objectives describe the approaches that will be used to address customer problems.

Product #2: Transition to QUALITY Blueprint

     A Transition to QUALITY Blueprint is a brief "why to", "what-to", and when-to" guide. It describes why change is necessary, indicates how a QUALITY transition will be of benefit, commits an organization to the transition, describes transition roles and responsibilities, lists and describes key events and products, and includes a timetable for events.

Product #3: Present State Analysis

     A Present State Analysis explores customer perceptions regarding an organization's vision and values, accomplishments, and strengths/weaknesses. It should be simple to carry out. It should yield results in days or a few weeks. It should provide for confidential responses. It should involve solicitation of input from internal and external customers. And, it should involve sharing results with interested persons.

Product #4: Vision/Values Statement

     The vision elements of vision/values statements should identify and describe customers, customer problems that will be addressed, and problem solving approaches that will be used.

     Values elements should identify and describe how well an organization will function, assumptions about customers, assumptions about employees, interaction with persons outside the organization, and continuous improvement commitments.

Product #5: Capacity Building Objectives/Timetable

     This brief statement should describe what will be done, when, and by whom to help persons acquire knowledge, skills, and attitudes relating to QUALITY awareness, leadership, problem analysis and problem solving, teams, and measuring success.

Product #6: Improvement Target(s)/Timetable

     This work sheet lists an improvement target or targets, identifies the person or persons responsible for designing and testing improvements, and establishes a timetable for these efforts.

Product #7: QUALITY Transition Status Assessment

     This product uses comparative measures to assess the extent to which an organization is making use of QUALITY management as opposed to traditional management principles.

Summary
     QUALITY ideas and systems are not for every organization.  You may be accomplishing the same results or achieving the same benefits from a different management philosophy or system.  However,  management systems wear out.  People get tired of them.  Problems that cannot be dealt with or that are created as a function of the inherent limits in the existing system begin to accumulate, and the irritation level with the system begins to increase.  


It is no accident that there are a dozen major management systems or that some of those that were popular in the past have waned. Remember the Planning Programming Budgeting System (PPBS) from the early 1970s?  Remember zero-based budgeting?  Remember management-by-objectives?  All are tool kits designed to help us to manage the relationships between our purposes, our resources and the people with whom we interact -- to achieve as large an impact as we can on the world around us.  Many human service organizations are designed to help individuals and communities to change themselves.  QUALITY concepts offer another way that CAAs can also change themselves.  

     However, QUALITY does hold the promise of significant and sustained improvement for your organization in terms of the changes you bring about in the lives of the people you serve IF (1) you can find people capable of playing the roles sketched out above, and (2) if you can effectively use the approaches described.  


QUALITY is a journey, not a destination, but it is a journey your customers would be delighted to see your organization take.






