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ABSTRACT

This paper reports on the Quality Management practices of ten prominent New Zealand manufacturing companies. Case study based research examined the Quality Management practices of companies that had a known commitment to excellent quality. Key findings from the study indicated that quality management had been recently introduced, and was also relatively informal, company specific, and ISO 9000 oriented.   In addition, some factors that may be considered specific to the New Zealand environment were found.  These were the small size of New Zealand companies, cultural diversity, loyal employees and the Do-It-Yourself mentality of many New Zealanders. 

THE STUDY

Ten case studies of manufacturing companies were conducted.  In depth semi-structured interviews were carried out in each company with Quality managers and related staff..  A thorough analysis of this qualitative data provide the basis for the results.  A brief quantitative follow up study was also conducted to confirm findings from the case analysis.  

The ten manufacturing companies in the study were selected for the research because of their known commitment to quality management.  The companies ranged in size from 48 employees to over 1,000 – with an average of 400 employees.  In New Zealand terms, these companies are considered relatively large, as only 355 manufacturing companies in New Zealand employ over 100 people (Statistics New  Zealand 1996).  The companies had sales turnovers ranging from $5 million to in excess of $200 million.  Many were listed in the top 200 companies in terms of sales turnover in New Zealand in 1996.  Most of the companies were linked to a parent company, were part of a group, or had subsidiaries of their own.   Although the companies are large in the New Zealand context, in international standards they are small and compete directly with prominent multi-national giants.

APPROACHES TO QUALITY MANAGEMENT

It became clear from the case studies that each company had their own individualised approach to quality improvement and all used differing titles for their quality improvement programmes.  In the interests of clarity, the term Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) was adopted as an umbrella term to encompass the many acronyms for the various quality management programmes.  

The companies in the study had only recently introduced a formal continuous quality improvement programme.  This indicates that these New Zealand manufacturers have been somewhat slower to introduce CQI than the literature would suggest of overseas companies.  Most of the companies had introduced CQI in the period from the mid-1980’s to the mid-1990’s.   Given these companies are large, high quality companies in New Zealand, it could be assumed that many smaller, less well resourced New Zealand companies adopted CQI much later than these ten companies.  

When the companies first implemented CQI, there was an initial dependence on one or more of the quality management gurus approaches to CQI – for example, Deming, Juran and Crosby.  Generally, the companies had chosen to follow these only initially, and discovered they needed to be adapted to suit the needs of the individual company and also to New Zealand conditions.

NEW ZEALAND CONDITIONS

From the case companies, it appeared there were factors which influenced their CQI process which may be considered to be specific to New Zealand manufacturing companies.    These factors may also apply to many New Zealand companies outside of the present sample.  As outlined earlier, most New Zealand manufacturers are small, and this was seen to have both positive and negative outcomes for the CQI process.    The positive outcomes were that due to the small size of companies, CQI may be easier to manage as communication channels are often informal and responses are immediate.  However, the small size of New Zealand companies may also be an inhibiting factor as the companies indicated a lack of resources were available to devote to CQI.

New Zealand is becoming increasingly culturally diverse,  and this is reflected in the workplace.  This may pose some potential problems for New Zealand companies in implementing CQI, as problems occur with language barriers, literacy and numeracy.  

New Zealanders are renowned for having an informal Do It Yourself (DIY) mentality.  Along with Kiwi ingenuity, it may be considered as part of New Zealand’s culture.  This was found to have a positive effect on New Zealand companies as employees will take initiative and fix machinery using unconventional approaches for example.

A factor that may not be entirely specific to New Zealand is loyal employees.  To some extent, New Zealand still has many employees who have worked for the same company for many years.   In some cases, it may be the only company the employee has worked.   Employees are rewarded for this with long service leave, and in return, the companies in the study indicated this loyalty was beneficial to them as it resulted in lower hiring and training costs.  They also offered an extensive knowledge of the company’s processes and reduced turnover costs.    

The removal of many import barriers in the past decade meant many New Zealand manufacturers were forced to become more competitive.  In order to compete with inexpensive, high quality imports, manufacturers were forced to be competitive in order to survive.  Hence, the removal was an impetus for quality improvement practices to be adopted in New Zealand.    It was around this time that CQI began to be implemented at a strategic level in New Zealand.  

Together, these variables may assist in explaining the differences found in the study in comparison with overseas literature.    However, the extent to which these factors are influential is not assessed, as this would require more research specifically on this area.  

CONCLUSION
The results from the ten case companies provided an insight into CQI in New Zealand.    The companies in the study have implemented CQI in their companies in an individualised manner, and have begun to see benefits from CQI.  Although in the relatively early stages of implementation, the quality managers from the companies all agreed they experienced benefits from CQI.  However, they did face some difficulties, but these were generally outweighed by the benefits achieved.  

Overall, there were several factors which emerged from the study which indicated that some of the results may be due to certain New Zealand conditions.  These were the small size of manufacturing companies, cultural diversity, removal of import barriers, loyal employees and the Do It Yourself attitude.  These factors were deemed to have both positive and negative effects on CQI.  

It is clear from this study that CQI is in fact strategically important to New Zealand companies and assist in allowing these companies to gain a competitive advantage in an increasingly competitive world market.  This study provides a good basis from which to understand CQI in New Zealand and could be expanded upon in further research.    
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