
Quality is by no means dead,
nor will it ever be. Many peo-
ple would not only disagree with
me, they would disagree strongly.
I make my living as a quality profes-
sional. This means that I may be biased
toward the ongoing, aggressive use of
quality practices and that I am essentially
obligated to support its tenets. But at the
same time, I can justify my position with
both data and logic. 

The initial reaction by many people
when they discuss the alleged demise of
quality is, ÒWeÕve been there and done
that. It just didnÕt work.Ó My response is,
ÒYou may have done Ôthat,Õ but you most
likely didnÕt do it right.Ó The stage is now
set for debate.

Most people donÕt think about quality
much, and even fewer have ever been
exposed to the tools and concepts that
people such as W. Edwards Deming and
Joseph Juran dedicated their lives to teach-
ing and promoting. When most people
think about quality, it is either as a con-
sumer or as an employee. More often than
not, the thoughts are provoked by a neg-
ative service encounter or by some man-
ager who is trying to tell you that you are
not doing your job right. In the workplace,
most people would be quite happy if qual-
ity were dead. As consumers, we expect

higher and
higher levels of it.

But quality is not dead, and the need for
it cannot be avoided. In the coming years,
our children will learn about quality in
grade school and our employees will use
it regularly and in a much more common
context. It is a reality that some compa-
nies, teams, and individuals handle qual-
ity very well. They are the successful ones,
the rising stars, the high performers. As
management guru Tom Peters points out,
ÒHigh quality is now merely the entry price
into todayÕs competitive marketplace.Ó But
perhaps my bias is beginning to show. Just
what is quality, and why do some people
believe that it is an outdated concept?

Defining quality
All companies, teams, and individuals have
quality in their lives. The word ÒqualityÓ
can be used as a noun or as an adjective.
When it is used as an adjective, it car-
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hasn’t changed as much as the 

trendy jargon might lead you to believe
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ries a positive connotation, as in, ÒThat
was a quality job you did.Ó I tend to see it
used more as a noun, and that is where
the confusion sets in. For example, all
companies have quality systems.
Unfortunately, many companies have very
poor quality systems. 

Quality is more of an attribute than it
is a set of tools. Because we are culturally
predisposed to focus on the tangible, we
tend to define quality by the tools that are
a part of any successful quality process:
checksheets, control charts, cause-and-
effect diagrams, and flow charts. Because
we have been taught about these tools
in conjunction with some type of for-
mal team process, we usually associate
teams with quality. This association is
important because quality and teams do
go together; however, the misuse of one
or both can lead to negative results that
drag both down.

Exploring and making these distinctions
is important. As a Baldrige examiner the
past two years, I have learned a great deal
about what constitutes an effective quality
system and how such a system will lead to
significant increases in performance and a
better work environment. The superior
stock performance of national quality
award winners vs. the Dow Jones average
serves as perhaps the best evidence to sup-
port this claim. Quality works, but it all
begins with how you define it.

Indicators of demise 
Those who claim that quality is dead or
that total quality management has been
replaced by new paradigms such as Six
Sigma may only be trying to rationalize
their way out of their own misapplications.
For example, consider the statement, ÒWe
tried using teams, but they were a waste
of time.Ó Better yet, consider the results
of a survey that was reported on in the
October 1997 issue of Training magazine.
Only 73 percent of the organizations sur-
veyed said that they had employees who
were on some form of team. The other 27
percent of those companies had employ-
ees that didnÕt regularly depend on others
to accomplish results. Amazing!

Once again, it depends on how you
define Òteam.Ó To me, any group of peo-

ple who depend on each other and inter-
act with each other to accomplish a goal is
a team. It might not be an effective team
and it might not meet regularly in a con-
ference room, but it is a team because the
success of the individuals in it is contin-
gent on their interdependency.

Using teams without a supportive infra-
structure, without effective quality tools
training, or on a piecemeal basis will lead
to wasted time and frustrated employees.
In those cases and companies in which
quality has gone this route, it is very likely
that teams and quality were seen as add-
ons Ñ something new that was tried
because someone read a new management
book. Few companies invest in learning
the basics of quality. Quality and team
tools are not taught in most schools and
receive very little mention in the media.
People are just not interested in quality
anymore. Or are they?

Proof of longevity 
One can use survey data to prove any point
Ñ it all depends on how you shape it.
Similarly, we get what we are looking for

when we do research or simply read an
article. Nonetheless, I was encouraged by
what I read in recent issues of IIE Solutions
and Industry Week magazines. There were
articles in both that not only supported the
use of quality tools and teams, but actually
attached their use to high performance.

The IIE Solutions item (ÒStudy proves
management concept pays off,Ó November
1998) reported on the results of a five-year
study conducted by the Georgia Institute
of Technology. The performance of 600
companies that had won quality awards
was compared against a control group of
companies that had not won such an
award. In the four performance areas stud-

ied Ñ stock price, operating income, sales,
and total assets Ñ the award winners had
outperformed the control group by a two-
to-one margin on average. 

A February Industry Week article pre-
sented the management practices used by
its annual ÒBest PlantsÓ finalists. Several
quality tools and approaches were listed,
along with the percentage of the finalists
that used them extensively. One hundred
percent of the finalists used employee
problem-solving teams extensively, and 88
percent of them used total quality man-
agement extensively. Also listed were work-
place strategies, including kaizen and
employee involvement in benchmarking,
both of which were used by 92 percent of
the finalists.

While the Industry Week story showed
that quality was not dead, it also contained
an interesting and insightful indicator of
quality confusion. While 100 percent of
the finalist companies indicated that they
used employee problem-solving teams
extensively, only 48 percent reported that
they used quality circles. In my mind, they
are one and the same. 

As we look over the brief history of qual-
ity in American business, it is interesting to
note that quality and employee involvement
really took off with the introduction of qual-
ity circles in the early 1980s. This Japanese
operations-management system is based on
the use of small teams to solve problems
and make decisions. As the years went on,
quality circles were abandoned in favor of
other team types in most companies.

My belief that quality circles and prob-
lem-solving teams are the same is based
on the type of work these teams do and
how they are structured. Both team types
implement projects that are intended to
improve the organization, and they meet

Using teams without a supportive infrastructure, with-

out effective quality tools training, or on a piecemeal

basis will lead to wasted time and frustrated employees.



34 July 1999 ◆ IIE SOLUTIONS ◆ http://solutions.iienet.org

QUALITY

on a regular basis away from their work-
stations to develop and implement their
improvements. To me, they are both pro-
ject teams. The fact that twice as many
Industry Week finalists reported using
teams than quality circles shows that fads
still carry weight over simple ways of doing
business. At least TQM was still reported
to be in high use. It makes you wonder
whatÕs next, doesnÕt it?

Six Sigma vs. TQM 
The recent emergence of Six Sigma as a
popular management strategy is interest-
ing. From my perspective, it has been
around for as long as control charts have
been with us. It has only recently been pack-
aged as an organizational improvement
product (after Jack Welch and General
Electric publicized their success in using it).
Simply put, Six Sigma represents a level
of quality performance Ñ a degree of sys-
tem variation. Its packaging, however,
embraces what the successful TQM com-
panies have been doing all along and what
those who failed in their TQM initiatives
forgot or chose not to do. As a result, it is
gaining fast acceptance as the new improve-
ment fad Ñ the replacement for TQM.

The basic tenets for success with Six
Sigma include dedicating full-time
resources to project work; focusing
improvement efforts on projects that will
provide tangible, high-dollar returns; and
using a disciplined approach to problem-
solving, quality tool application, and pro-
ject selection and management. These same
three factors are the ones that are most
neglected in cases in which quality circles
fail. They are also the ones that many con-
sultants avoid when selling a set of TQM
strategies to their clients because of the sig-
nificant up-front costs that are involved.

For example, were you ever part of an
employee involvement effort in which

teams were allowed to pick their own pro-
jects even though management had done
little to share information about the costs
of doing business? How about the team
failures that were due to the team not being
given any time between their weekly one-
hour meetings for project work but were
still expected to implement a high-impact
project in a short amount of time? Six
Sigma strategies are designed to avoid these

pitfalls and others. I will not be surprised
to see great success here if these tenets are
adhered to more consistently than they
were in the past.

Is project management new?
Is project management a fad or is it too
just the rebirth of a quality approach that
works well if applied properly? I received
my industrial engineering degree in 1980,
and I remember enough of the classes to
know that project management had a place
in many of them. The successful teams and
other quality improvement efforts I have
witnessed in the almost 20 years since also
had this fundamental set of tools as their
foundation.

Tom Peters, among others, will make
a lot of money in the next couple of years
because of his renewed focus on project
management and its relationship to the
innovations that so many companies need.
I donÕt blame Peters. After all, he too is
an engineer and he is only trying to get
people to do something that he has been
advocating for years. My complaint is that
we are making a fad of it by viewing it
as a replacement for TQM instead of a
complement. Even worse, in embracing
project management in this way, we could
be failing to involve the very people who
are already well versed in using project
management tools Ñ most notably,
industrial engineers.

These examples of current fads that are
actually traditional quality tools coupled
with the measurable success of TQM indi-
cate that quality is alive and well. But a lot
of people have been confused as a result of
all the definitions that have been given to
qualityÕs tools and concepts. Putting a new
label on an old product often boosts sales.
Unfortunately, this re-labeling does not cor-
rect the real killer of quality: ego.

What kills quality 
Quality tools work, but if they are used
incorrectly, they can waste time, damage
workforce morale, and diminish the cred-
ibility of leaders. But the tools of quality
will not correct, let alone eliminate, the
thing that really hurts quality efforts and
hinders organizational performance
improvement. That is ego. Ego can blind
us to the potential of employees and it can
shut down our desire to learn. When we
think that we are better than others, or
that we know all we need to know, weÕre
not willing to adopt the beliefs necessary
to make quality a part of our organizational
improvement lifestyle.

For example, take the practice of
involving employees in benchmarking.
People with excessive ego see little value
in benchmarking at all and even less need
in spending the money to make front-line
employees part of the effort. And com-
panies that donÕt respect the skills of
employees often waste time and money
doing unnecessary benchmarking.

Engineers who fail to involve others in
project development serve as another
example of egos that are out of control. It
has been my experience that involving the
projectÕs stakeholders in project develop-
ment enriches the project significantly and
helps guarantee its success. I have also seen
projects fail because an engineer thought
that he knew what changes were needed
and did not want to waste time involving
others in his work. When an engineer lets
others help him develop a project, he is
applying quality and teamwork principles.

I have learned so much in recent years
by embracing a quote from Socrates: ÒThe
only thing I know is that I do not know
it all.Ó By embracing this quote, I continue
to learn from others and I realize greater

Current fads that are actually traditional quality tools

coupled with the measurable success of TQM 

indicate that quality is alive and well.
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quality improvement success. This has also
helped me to keep my ego in check. Most
importantly, it has enabled me to witness
the power and excitement that can be felt
when a group of people work together to
accomplish a common goal.

Deciding for yourself 
You have read my arguments that qual-
ity is not dead or even dying. You have also
been challenged to keep fads in perspec-
tive, to learn more about quality tools and
concepts, and to search for the success
that comes from real empowerment. We
each have a choice as to how we view this
school of thought and apply the tools that
are part of it.

Behavior change lies at the heart of any
improvement effort. The success of an
effective quality system is contingent on
behavior change and will die without it.
The same can be said for the elusive goal
of synergy, which represents the ultimate
in teamwork. In turn, we can view the shift

to exceptional quality and high perfor-
mance as being either easy or difficult.
As Tom Peters says, ÒChange can happen
in an instant, but sustaining it takes a life-
time.Ó What is your personal role in
improving the quality of your work group,
your enterprise, or your community?

In the coming years, we will have the
opportunity to see if quality and teams
become staples of business, education,
health care, and community systems. If
they do, we will all benefit. I hope that
it does not take a crisis to force this shift
and that we decide to put the buzz-
words, fads, and our own egos behind
us in favor of a set of beliefs and tools
that will make all of our lives better. The
choice is yours. ◆
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• Expect the quality tools workshop to be a cure-all.
When formal teams are initiated, organizations often provide a

one- or two-day workshop that covers all of the tools and how

they are used. While such workshops are great for creating

awareness, they rarely focus on repeated skill practice and

application to real-life problems. In turn, they are

often forgotten before the team gets three weeks

into its project.

• Fail to show how the tools should
complement each other. The true power of

quality tools comes in using them as a set

and in a certain sequence, similar to

changing the tire on a car. When you fix a

flat, you don’t just use the jack, and it is not

the first tool that you use. Teams often

become proficient at brainstorming or creating

Pareto charts, but if they can’t be used in

conjunction with other tools such as flow charts,

control charts, and cause-and-effect diagrams, they will result

only in lists of things to do or an awareness of where a

problem might be.

• Forget about simplicity when teaching how to use a
tool. Control charts offer the best example here. There are a

wide variety of control charts that can be created, but unless

people understand the basics of variation and have the requisite

math skills for constructing charts, the charts will be misused or

become nothing more than line charts with extra lines.

• Expect to be able to measure everything. Using data

to identify root causes is important, but people often forget

what Deming said: “Ninety-seven percent of what is important

can’t be measured.” There will often be cases in which good

common sense and intuition need to be relied upon as

the basis for making an improvement or solving a

problem. This is one of the primary reasons why

the people who do the job each day should be

involved.

• Use the tools only in a formal team
setting. Organizations often expect their

project teams to use quality tools religiously,

but they don’t expect their managers and

supervisors to use them as part of their daily

job. Both individuals and teams can use quality

tools to solve problems and make improvements. In

fact, it is often the case that individuals use the tools

more than teams do and count on the team to help interpret

the results.

• Fail to practice. Learning to use quality tools effectively

requires practice, just as it takes repetition and feedback to

learn to shoot a free throw. Certain quality tools, such as Pareto

charts and line charts, can be learned quickly, but others, such

as cause-and-effect diagrams and flow charts, take time and

good facilitation to realize their true value and power.

How to waste time with quality tools


