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Total Quality Management (TQM) has been in practice for many years now.  Several American companies and organizations worldwide have implemented various principles of TQM in their operations.  However, the effectiveness of TQM has not been clearly determined yet and a review of the TQM literature reveals some mixed results.  Some studies show a positive relationship between TQM and high performance suggesting its effectiveness, whereas others point to the doubts and apparent failures of the method.  This study takes a look at the TQM process from an effectiveness point of view and attempts to shed some light on this controversial but highly significant topic.
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A Look at Total Quality Management’s (TQM) Effectiveness





Total Quality Management (TQM) has become a major social phenomenon in American society.  Many American companies and organizations as well as several institutions worldwide have planned and implemented TQM principles and processes over the years. However, the effectiveness of TQM has not been clearly determined yet and a review of the TQM literature reveals some mixed results.  Some studies show a positive relationship between TQM and high performance suggesting its effectiveness, whereas others point to the doubts and apparent failures of the method.  This study takes a look at the TQM process from an effectiveness point of view and attempts to shed some light on this controversial but highly significant topic.





TQM in Theory





Edward Deming (1986), Joseph Juran (1969), and Kaoru Ishikawa (1985) were the pioneers of the TQM movement.  Their basic assumptions of TQM focused on quality, people, organizations, and the role of top management.  They believed that the cost of problems incurred due to poor quality is far greater than the cost of designing and developing quality products and services. People are basically concerned about their work and would be willing to improve their quality of work, when given the appropriate training.  Organizations are systems of interrelated units and for TQM to succeed, all of the components within the organizations must be collectively involved.  Finally, top management commitment to the TQM process is absolutely essential for its successful implementation.  





According to the TQM founders, TQM interventions or activities must be guided by four change principles, namely work processes, variability, analysis, and continuous improvement.  Product design and production processes must be improved; variance must be controlled to ensure high quality; data must be systematically collected and analyzed in a problem-solving cycle; and commitment made to continuous learning by the employees about their work.





Also, the five interventions of TQM include determining customer needs; improving work processes that enhance customer satisfaction; using cross-functional problem-solving teams; implementing statistical tools to monitor and improve performance; and using process-management heuristics to improve team effectiveness.





TQM in Practice





Why do some companies “breathe” TQM and believe so strongly in it whereas others criticize it as being dead and doomed to failure?  Several companies like Corning (Shapoff, 1996), AT&T (AT&T, 1992), General Motors, Motorola, IBM, Kodak, and Westinghouse (Eskildson, 1995) have implemented TQM in their organizations and have achieved glowing results in terms of performance and productivity.  In fact many of them were successful in winning the prestigious Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award for their high quality performances.  However, at the same time, several reports of TQM failures also flood the literature. Wallace Corporation filed bankruptcy shortly after winning the Baldrige Award; and Federal Express lost $1.5 billion and had to cut back its operations especially in Europe.  Florida Power & Light, the first American firm to win the Deming Award, cut back and downsized considerably as it felt that the costs of the TQM program outweighed the benefits (Eskildson, 1995).  Why does such a controversy exist with regard to TQM?  Why has TQM received so much attention from American business but in terms of effectiveness somewhat mixed results?  The problems appear to be related more to the implementation of TQM rather than the method or theory in itself.  These include:





Lack of statistical emphasis.  One of the reasons for the TQM failure among many organizations is the lack of rigor of the “scientific methods” as emphasized by the founders of TQM (Capon, Kaye, and Wood, 1995).  More emphasis is placed by organizations today on the group and interpersonal skills/techniques rather than statistical and quantitative methods.  Firms seem to ignore the statistical and experimental techniques necessary for TQM success and appear to focus more on management by fact rather than numbers.  Perhaps, the importance given to the Japanese worker’s training and expertise in statistical methods and quality control needs to be replicated among American and other organizational workers.





Individual reward system rather than group incentives.  Another reason seems to be the emphasis given to individual rewards for TQM efforts; but Deming (1993) strongly recommended that rewards need to be tied to teamwork and be system-based or departmental/group based rather than individual-based.  The Japanese model of group-based incentive system, a key to TQM effectiveness, was apparently ignored by many American and other organizations. 





High cost problems.  Further, the number one reason for organizational failure was the high cost problems and not quality problems (Eskildson, 1995).  Along with this, providing value was considered a more significant issue than providing customer and quality satisfaction.  Hence, a small company like Southwest Airlines, with its emphasis on low cost and minimal services, has been very successful whereas bigger airlines like Delta and TWA that have lost millions in bearing the high costs of providing customer satisfaction award winning services.  





Cultural differences in work environment.  Deming was successful with TQM in Japan when he implemented his statistical methods for process control, emphasized cooperation over competition, encouraged quality over quantity, and focused on prevention of quality problems in the design stages rather than at the end-of the-line inspections (Harrington, 1999).  But, replicating these aspects among the non-Japanese, especially the American, culture and organizations was sometimes very difficult – overcoming cultural work barriers in implementing TQM is easier said than done. The Japanese, for example, strongly emphasize the individual employee responsibility for self-correction of errors in their daily work and quality programs; it is not uncommon to see some of the Japanese workers still working after 5 p.m. and taking responsibility for maybe correcting some errors committed during the workday.  Such a scenario is highly unlikely to occur in an American workplace or organization as the cultural norms differ drastically between the Japanese and American cultures.   





Inappropriate implementation.  Also, Joiner (1996) and McAbe and Wilkison (1998) stated that TQM often failed because of the inappropriate implementation methods employed by firms and not because of the TQM method itself.   In fact, they believed that TQM actually could, through the proper planning and implementation, be made successful in reality. 





Misunderstanding the role of TQM.  Often, TQM is assumed as the solution for every business problem.  It is not.  Quality improvement is important to productivity and organizational performance and it is one of the major determinants of business effectiveness and success.  However, other major factors for business success such as differentiation strategy, positioning strategy, marketing, financial stability, diversification and growth strategies, and cost containment strategy are not addressed by TQM.  As valuable a tool it is, yet it is just one of the many management tools available to managers; when used where appropriate and in combination with other tools, TQM can be effective for an organization. 





Measurement – the weak link of TQM.  Capon, Kaye, and Wood (1995) found that specific measurements in a TQM program were the weakest and most difficult activities to implement.  With a variety of measurement techniques available such as percentage of failures, statistical process controls and procedural audits, attitude surveys, sampling techniques, Taguchi methods of measuring design quality, etc., it is unclear which of these is/are the most appropriate for measuring TQM effectiveness.  Also, as most TQM efforts are adapted and organization-tailored, generalizations about TQM effectiveness are difficult to make no matter how essential they may be.





Therefore, TQM could become an effective tool if implemented appropriately, along with other management tools, while addressing and perhaps overcoming the obstacles mentioned above.  Also, using the Baldrige framework of “customer perceptions of service; encouragement of continuous improvement; consistency of processes, both administrative and mechanical; cost effectiveness of the TQM program; and easy to understand and update” as measures of TQM effectiveness could be explored.  Further, as McAbe and Wilkison (1998) suggested management should make effort to ensure that the TQM vision and its practice are in harmony with each other.  However, to what extent this could be done with all the uncertainties, varieties, and complexities of organizational dynamics is an unclear, controversial issue.
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