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TQM Implementation:
An Uphill Battle

By Colleen Lannon-Kim

If the decade of the *80s can be
characterized as the great boom years
of quality awareness in America, the
’90s are beginning to look like a
hangover after the big party. After
several years and millions of dollars, a
large number of companies are sober-
ing up to the fact that their quality
efforts are not amounting to much in
terms of tangible results.

A study by Arthur D. Little, which
surveyed over 500 American compa-
nies, revealed that only a third of them
felt that their Total Quality Manage-
ment (TQM) efforts produced any
competitive impact. According to
Graham Sharman, an expert on quality
with McKinsey in Amsterdam, two-
thirds of quality programs that have
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been in place in western firms for more
than two years “simply grind to a halt
because of their failure to produce the
hoped-for results.” (“The Cracks in
Quality, The Economist, April 18,
1992.)

What Went Wrong?

If TQM has been
responsible for giving
Japanese firms
their competi-
tive edge,
why is
it

not

produc-
ing results
for the majority
of Western firms?

That’s a question many managers are
confronted with today, as Total
Quality Management efforts at their
companies falter. “The majority of
quality efforts fizzle out early, or give
some improvements but never fulfill
their initial promise,” Boston Consult-
ing Group Vice President Thomas M.
Hout was quoted in Business Week
(“Where Did They Go Wrong?”,
October 25, 1991). The TQM move-
ment—viewed as the savior of Western
industry when it was introduced in the
1980s—is losing momentum in the
U.S. as many companies become
disillusioned by the lack of significant
progress.

That’s not to say that companies
aren’t seeing any benefit from using
TQM methods. Companies that have
made TQM work for them have gained
an edge of up to 10¢ on every sales
dollar, according to A.V. Feigenbaum

of General Systems Co. in
Pittsfield, Mass.

Companies such as
Motorola, Xerox,

Coming, Ford, and others
have benefited greatly from
implementing their own quality
programs. But at the same time, the
number of companies reporting
problems with TQM has also risen.

The problem is not that TQM

methods don’t work, but that most
Western companies do not fully
recognize what it takes to implement
the total package and sustain the effort.
Many do not go much beyond imple-
menting the statistical-based tools on
the production floor. Although such
tools can help pinpoint problems in a
machine or a particular process and
bring them under control, they do not
address the larger organizational issues
that need to be overcome. In fact, Dr.
Edwards Deming, considered by many
to be the father of the Japanese quality
movement, estimates that statistics-
based tools address approximately 2%
of the problem. The other 98% has to
do with management and systems
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which govern an organization’s policies
and often determine its behavior.

Limits to Success

From a systemic perspective, the
TQM implementation slowdowns and
failures appear to be a classic case of
the “Limits to Success” archetype
(covered in Toolbox, December 1990,
“Limits to Growth: When the ‘Best of
Times’ Becomes the “Worst of
Times’”).

In a Limits to Success archetype, a
growing action (e.g., marketing) drives
a performance or activity (customer
orders), forming a reinforcing cycle of
growth. When growth slows down due
to some balancing force (delivery delay
or market saturation), the tendency is to
push harder on the original growing
action that supported the growth in the
first place, rather than to try to under-
stand the sources of the balancing
forces. In the long run, this leads to
diminishing returns from the reinforc-
ing loops and increasing resistance
from the balancing loops.

Most implementation plans tend to
place their emphasis on managing the
reinforcing loops. The “Typical TQM
Implementation Model” shown below
illustrates that implementation plans
usually emphasize activities that will
help drive the growth of TQM activi-
ties. An implicit assumption is the

expectation that if one does all the
things identified in the model to drive
the reinforcing loops, the implementa-
tion process will be self-sustaining and
growing. Evidence suggests otherwise.

Making Sense of

Implementation Failures

Many reasons have been given for
the failure of quality efforts to live up
to their expectations. In some cases,
the lack of top management commit-
ment is cited as the problem; in other
cases, it’s the resistance of front line
workers and/or middle managers.
Some have complained that too much
focus on the process and not enough on
the customer has created quality
programs that are overly large and
bureaucratic. Others have pointed to an
overreliance on outside training courses
as the simple quality “fix.”

Although each of the reasons are
valid in certain cases, it is difficult to
draw any general principles from them
which will help one learn from the
experience of others. However, many
of the failures share the same basic
underlying dynamics. We can begin to
identify those structures by mapping
the experience of other companies who
have had TQM “false starts” using
systems archetypes as a diagnostic tool.
A study conducted by Jim Brown and
Scott Tse at the MIT Sloan School of
Management explored how systems
archetypes can map the experience of

individual companies into a common
framework that can help other compa-
nies identify leverage points for their
own implementations.

The study was conducted with two
companies, both of whom had well-
defined total quality implementation
“false starts.” Through a series of
interviews, key players at each of the
companies were asked to outline their
TQM implementation experience.
Using systems archetypes, the inter-
views were then translated into
systemic stories that captured the
dynamics of each company’s experi-
ence. A look at these two companics
can shed some systemic insight into
why TQM implementation programs
fail—and how future programs can
avoid the same pitfalls.

A Tale of Two “False-Starts”

The first company, an integrated
circuit producer, embarked on its total
quality program in 1984. The
company’s false start involved efforts
to improve on-time delivery perfor-
mance at the semiconductor division.
Due to the fast-paced nature of their
clients’ business, minimizing delivery
intervals and meeting promised
delivery dates were important for the
company to retain its market leader-
ship.

When it was introduced, the
process improvement program was
well-received by upper
management. Quality

Typical TQM Implementation Model

1. Goal Setting

2. Organizational
ing
3. Training & 6. Diagnosis &
Education Monitoring
S TQM
Activities
) 5. Diffusion of

4. Promotion Success 7. Incentives &

Stories Awards

Most implementation plans emphasize activities that will help drive the growth of TOM activities.

—4—

improvement results were the
first item on the agenda at
quarterly senior management
meetings. A scorecard was
used to rank divisions by
their results and put pressure
on non-performers to “get
with the program.” Over
time, pressure from being in
the “spotlight” and the word-
of-mouth effect led to
adoption of TQM among all
the divisions, with noticeable
results. On-time delivery
performance increased from
60% in 1986 to 97% in 1990.

However, they don'’t take into account the balancing forces that may be limiting success.

In 1990, however, the
company experienced some
severe pressures. The
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company resulted in organizational
changes, while a downturn in the
electronics industry produced in a sharp
drop in the company’s stock price,
leading to threat of a takeover. As
senior management rushed to deal with
these new challenges, quality improve-
ment programs gained less and less
management attention. On-time
delivery performance slipped from a
high of 97% in 1990 to the low 90’s in
mid-1991.

The second company, a leading
manufacturer of electronic systems and
software, serves component manufac-
turers. Its “false start” took place in
one of its test equipment divisions,
which performs final assembly and
testing of the company’s equipment. In
1989, the division was suffering a
significant market share loss. At the
same time, major customers were
complaining about poor quality.

Under a directive from corporate
headquarters, the divisional manager
began a quality improvement program.
A Quality Improvement Team (QIT)
was set up, and members were sent to
the Crosby quality college for training.
Commitment to the program varied
among the QIT members, however.
Some never attended the college.
Phone calls and other meetings were
given priority over weekly QIT
meetings, and action items were
accomplished sporadically.

The team finally prepared a Total
Quality awareness seminar for division
employees. However, followup
training was never provided, due in part
to poor planning and a corporate-wide
TQM program that was being launched
at the same time. The effort eventually
fizzed out and was replaced by the
corporate-wide TQM program.

Analyzing the False Starts

Though both stories have their own
unique focus, when they are analyzed
using systems archetypes, the common
underlying structures become evident.
In the Brown and Tse study, they
identified several archetypes which
were common to both companies (also
see “Common Implementation
Themes” on page 4).

For example, both companies
experienced a “Tragedy of the Com-

mons” scenario .
(see "Tragedy of Implementation Limits: Two Examples
the Commons:
All for One and Willingness to
None for AllL" Peﬁz:fd Change
August 1991). s o\‘ J .
In a “Tragedy of Resistance by
the Commons” oM Tr ing R1 Az;gxes Middle
structure, Managers
individuals use a \—/
commonly
available but Training Capacity
limited resource D‘"{‘g‘;{ for
solely on the \ J

S Traini s
basis of indi- TQM L it
vidual need. At Importance  R2 QM B3 Deliver
first their efforts s e Training
are rewarded.
Eventually, their
returns diminish,
prompting them The most common archetype in the two implementation “false
to intensify their starts” was “Limits to Success.” In the semiconductor company,
actionsand the limit was management resistance to the TOM program (top).
leading to At the electronics firm, the limit was TOM training (bottom) {
further erosion |
of the resource.

At the integrated circuits manufacturer,
shipping activities and TQM activities
competed for a common resource—
workers’ time and attention. In the
electronics firm, software development
and TQM activities were also adding to
the total workload. In both cases,
maintaining a careful balance between
TQM activities and daily work would
be critical in preventing overload,
thereby reducing the commitment to
the TQM program.

“Limits to Success” is perhaps the
most pervasive archetype in both
stories. Of the 13 stories identified in
the study, 9 were classified as cases of
“Limits to Success.” It shows up, for
example, in resistance to Total Quality
initiatives at the semiconductor
company and the lack of training at the
electronics company (see “Implementa-
tion Limits: Two Examples™). At the
semiconductor firm, the adoption of the
TQM initiative gradually built up
resistance to the program, especially
among managers who felt they were
being labeled “non-performers” by the
poor weekly results posted for their
division in the scorecard. A continued
lack of improvements, however, also
led to frustration on the part of the
managers. Over time, this frustration
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grew enough that it overwhelmed the
initial resistance to the TQM efforts,
thereby removing the limit.

In the electronics testing division,
a lack of training capacity limited TQM
improvements. The initial training
session generated much interest
throughout the division. After some
initial success in applying the tools and
theory of TQM, however, workers
found that further improvements were
limited by a lack of ongoing TQM
training. Eventually, the TQM initia-
tive died out, and was replaced by the
corporate-wide TQM program.

Both companies also encountered
other limits in their TQM efforts: a lack
of trained TQM facilitators; a resis-
tance to TQM by employees who
feared losing their jobs; a need for
additional capital investments; and time
needed to implement TQM activities.

Lessons for other TQM Efforts

Once a Total Quality program
fails, the temptation is to give up on
TQM entirely. However, the “Limits to
Success” archetype suggests that the
problem may not be with the methodol-
ogy itself, but the way it is imple-
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mented. Without an understanding of
the underlying dynamics shaping any
TQM program, failures can too often
be attributed to individual actors or
specific circumstances. Systems
archetypes can help to make sense of
other companies’ experience as well as
one’s own by identifying common

structures at work. They can do more
than just categorize past experiences;
they can help guide future action by
mapping out potential pitfalls and
leverage points. With “Limits to
Success,” for example, the lesson is
clear: even if you gun the engine, you
won’t get very far if you don’t take
your foot off the brake.¥

Further reading: Jim Brown and

Scott S.F. Tse, “A System Dynamics
Analysis of Total Quality Management
Implementation False Starts,” Unpublished
master's thesis, MIT Sloan School of
Management, Cambridge, MA; Daniel H.
Kim and Gary Burchill, “Systems Arche-
types as a Diagnostic Tool: A Field-based
Study of TOM Implementations,” Working
paper D-4289, MIT Organizational
Learning Center, Cambridge, MA.

The causal loop stories used to

| describe the TQOM “false starts” that
occurred in the two companies studied
all fall under seven common implemen-
tation themes. The prevalence of these
themes in the quality literature also
suggests that these are important
dynamic issues that should be ad-
dressed in any TOM effort.

Environmental Change

Most TQM programs are initiated
because of environmental changes in
the marketplace. For the electronics
company, that change was motivated
by the customers’ insistence on better
quality. In fact, many successes in
TQM implementations driven by
environmental changes are of signifi-
cant magnitude to create a company
crisis. The “conversion” to a TQM
philosophy is most complete when
existence itself is threatened.

TQOM Training

The lack of available training
directly limits TQM activities. If a
company does not continually invest in
training capacity, the organization may
fall into a “Growth and Underinvest-
ment” archetype (see this month’s
Toolbox) where underinvestment is
justified because demand tapers off as
people tire of waiting. Training may be
most effective if the capacity is in place
before implementation begins.

Cultural Change

Contemporary quality literature is
wrought with warnings that TQM is not
just another program to be adminis-
tered, but actually requires significant
cultural changes. The organization

Common Implementation Themes

embarking upon a TQM effort should
realize this and be prepared to deal with
resistance to change, especially among
middle management. Implementing an
education or communication program
early on may be the most effective at
preventing a stallout due to organiza-
tional resistance.

Job Security

Guaranteed employment is one of
the 14 points which Deming empha-
sizes are essential for driving out fear
in the workplace. Otherwise, improve-
ment will eventually slow as people
begin to realize the productivity
improvements they are achieving may
lead to layoffs down the road.

Senior Management Commitment

Senior management commitment is
a prerequisite for TQM success; it is
also another one of Dr. Deming’s
fourteen points. Senior management
commitment is required to maintain the
momentum of a TQM program through
the long period before results can be
seen. Without a long-term commit-
ment, the reinforcing loop of a TQM
process cannot develop its own
momentum. The electronics
company’s experience illustrates the
“cosmetic” approach to TQM that can
occur when solid commitment from
senior management disappears.

Metrics and Goals

Metrics (which provides a measure
of where you are currently) and goals
(which tell you where you want to be in
the future) form the quality gap which
is the engine that drives a TQM effort.
The quality gap functions like the “tilt”

of a unicycle—the larger the tilt, the
harder the rider will pedal to regain his
or her balance and the faster the
unicycle will move. If there is no tilt,
there can be no motion, because the
system is in a state of equilibrium. In
the same way, a disequilibrium needs
to be maintained in a TQM effort:

goals must be set above the current
level of performance in order to drive
the TQM improvement efforts. On the
other hand, too much tilt on a unicycle
will cause the rider to fall; just as too
much of a gap between goals and
current performance leads to feclings of
frustration and causes a TQM system to
break down.

Short-Term vs. Long-Term View

TQM is not a short-term fix; many
TQM efforts take up five years before
they begin to show significant results.
The long-term commitment required
for most TQM programs often runs into
conflict with the short-term, results-
oriented practices of traditional
American management. The loss of
senior management attention to quality
at the integrated circuit company is a
symptom of the company shifting its
focus to short-term activities in a time
of crisis. When short-term crises arise,
they should not be allowed to drive out
long-term improvement activities. The
leverage here is to schedule time for
both day-to-day activities as well as
long-term improvement activities. This
will help ensure that both activities
receive adequate attention, or that
“urgent” tasks do not overwhelm
“important” tasks.

—Adapted from Brown and Tse, 1992
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