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ABSTRACT

This paper examines practices for greater competitiveness used by firms that are passing from a centralized economy into a market economy environment; it evaluates the use and meanings of these practices against corresponding ones identified in world-class firms. The paper is based on the unpublished study “An Assessment of Progress Towards World Class Manufacturing: Results and Recommendations”, which explores World Class Manufacturing concepts as they apply in Romanian manufacturing. In-depth surveys in a Romanian knitting firm captured employees’ perspectives on quality management, their perceptions about quality-related issues in the overall company, and quality practices in their workplaces. The participating company is considered to be among the better-performing firms in its industry and is caught up in the midst of a national transition to a market economy. 

INTRODUCTION

A firm’s capabilities are the source of its core competencies, which in turn are the foundation for sustainable competitive advantage and competitiveness. Quality management, as an effective competitive process, emphasizes inputs (management practices) rather than just outputs (quality of products). Studies on World Class Manufacturing since the mid-1990s [Flynn(1994), Flynn(1995), Anderson] have identified practices that firms use for greater competitiveness. This paper adopts the quality practices identified in those studies and explores their salience and applicability for Romanian manufacturing.

MOTIVATION FOR THE RESEARCH

The quality management process, a pathway to sustainable competitive advantage, has often been studied in firms acting in market economies, like those in the United States and Japan, characterized by resources availability, well-established business practices, and competitive management experience. But this process and especially its main component, managerial practice, are much less studied in firms, like Romanian firms, that are passing from a centralized economy into a market economy environment.

Soon after the Second World War until the end of 1989, the Communist Party governed Romania. The centrally planned economy had long since ceased to function effectively and the Romanian economy is now going through a restructuring borne of necessity. Management practices, too, are changing, however, the extent of these changes is not documented to date. The purpose of this paper, using in-depth surveys, is to examine and evaluate several World Class Manufacturing managerial practices in a transitional firm in the Romanian business environment and to compare it against world-class performance characteristics, as they are reflected in the papers of Flynn and Anderson. Using results from the survey, the authors propose explanations for similarities and differences in the use of World Class Manufacturing practices between firms acting in market economies and firms in a transition economy. To explain the contrasts in practices, they are recast in the context of a psychological concept – social support – to reveal different interpretations for those practices.

The current research focuses on some selected human resources aspects of World Class Manufacturing practices in a Romanian firm. The participating company is not prototypic; it was selected for convenience and accessibility. Nonetheless, the authors believe it possesses the essential characteristics of other competent firms in transition regarding its orientation towards quality. Mondex is a shareholder company created out of a socks and stockings company that dates back to 1927. In its existing facilities – both on its old production lines and on the new line that is equipped with computer-driven circular knitting machines – Mondex produces a wide assortment of socks and stockings for children, women, and men. These products are sold in both domestic and major international markets, mainly in Germany, Italy, Belgium, and France. When the economic transition began at the end of 1989, Mondex, like most other Romanian firms, possessed a high degree of technical production skills, but lacked market economy experience and financial resources, as well as sales and marketing expertise.

MANAGEMENT PRACTICES LEADING TO QUALITY MANAGEMENT

Social support – defined as information that leads a person to believe that he or she is cared for, esteemed, and valued and belongs to a network of communication and mutual obligation [Kirmeyer] – is taken as a variable in this study. Different forms of social support are widely reported. Support from superiors, for example, moderates the effects of both objective and perceived workloads. Numerous studies indicate that employees behave in a reciprocal manner, either positively or not, depending on exposure to either social support or indifference. For example, subordinates try to increase their performance to “repay” supervisors for a previous positive behavior. Also, a subordinate will act in an amicable way toward other subordinates to “repay” them for previous positive social interactions. The reverse case is true as well; employees behave in a more negative manner to reciprocate what they perceive as negative behaviors toward themselves. Other researches provide evidence that social support reduces the likelihood that work demands will be perceived as overloading [Wells].

Two human-resource - related categories of quality management practices identified in a previous study [Flynn(1995)] – workforce management, and feedback and information about quality performance – are examined here. They are tapped in our survey by 10 questionnaire items that address the behaviors of employees in terms of social support. Respondents’ perceptions of the extent to which these behaviors/activities are employed are all measured on five-point Likert scales (response scales labeled as “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”). In the context of social support, an answer of 5 indicates a lack of social support for that behavior/activity, and 1 is interpreted as strong social support. Six items from among those in Flynn’s (1995) category, “workforce management”, yielded response averages ranging from 1.50 to 2.38, indicating that Mondex employees are receiving relatively high social support for those six behaviors/activities. For the questionnaire item “managers in this plant believe in using a lot of face to face contact”, for example, the mean response was 1.99. From Flynn’s (1994) category “feedback (and information about quality performance)”, four questionnaire items in the current study had response averages ranging from 1.39 to 2.59. Among the four, however, two items involving exclusively one-to-one (manager-to-subordinate) communication had response averages of 2.50 and 2.59, indicating less social support. In contrast, two items involving relatively impersonal, less individualized feedback offered greater social support (response averages of 1.39 and 1.76). These results suggest that workers perceive supervisors as stressing impersonal, less individualized feedback significantly more than personalized feedback. The dominant feedback is on group/department/plant performance rather than on telling each employee how well he is doing individually. From a communication perspective, personalized feedback provides more social supportiveness: Individualized, situation-specific feedback is more likely to gain the subordinate’s attention and to increase interest in self-development. Based on our results, we would hypothesize that impersonal and less-efficient feedback is more prevalent in transition economies and contributes more to social support than does individualized feedback. In contrast, for market economies personalized feedback does not differ from impersonal feedback in contributing to on-the-job social support. If true, then from a social-support perspective, potentially more performance improvement exists for transition economies if more personalized feedback would be used, but that same potential may not exist for market economies.

Based on the previous researches made in the United States and Japan [French], on results from the current study, and on the understanding we have about business environments in both market and “not-yet market” economies, another difference between firms operating in the two different types of markets could be supported. In firms from market economies, like that of the United States, employee feedback is people-oriented. This means that feedback in these firms tends to focus on employees’ successes and failures and to be proportional with the level of success each employee achieves, whereas for firms in transition economies the feedback tends to be measurement-oriented, related to the quality of the product and not of the employee; it emphasizes the final outcomes of his/her work activity and not how he/she worked or why his/her outcomes are bad or not good enough.
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