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Total Quality Management and leadership


The role of the leader is always discussed in a management training program. Leadership is vitally important in relation to introducing and implementing Total Quality Management (TQM), and effective goal-oriented leadership is in fact a prerequisite for the long-term survival of the organisation.


Four phases for TQM


In general, launching a process for Total Quality Management can be seen as comprising four phases.


The first phase involves insight into quality, as top management defines the company's concept of quality.


The second phase involves strategic quality planning, which requires defining various areas of operations that should be improved. (such as, leadership, information and analysis, strategic planning, employee development, business processes, business results and customer satisfaction). These areas are linked to the company's three major goals, i.e. satisfied customers, satisfied owners and satisfied personnel.


The third and fourth phases of launching TQM involve education & training for everyone in the company from top management to all employees and continuos improvement both in the respect of business process improvement as well as daily work improvement.
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Fig 1. The Quality Improvement process





The right type of leader


It should be emphasised that the success of a TQM process is largely dependent on a total commitment from management, as well as on management's perception that the right sort of leadership must be provided. It is management and management alone who have the ultimate responsibility for preparing and implementing TQM. The process of selecting leaders for TQM should be carefully weighed with respect to the leadership qualities described below.


Leadership in implementing quality process calls for someone who is totally quality-conscious, and who understands that quality permeates every activity and task. In other words, those who lead quality work must have a personal, active and highly visible involvement in quality improvement. Without setting an example through persistence and a determination to get things right from the start, a quality leader will not be able to inspire the employees with the proper feeling for quality.


Leading a program for quality also requires many of the traits that are generally associated with leadership, such as experience, competence, consistency and high credibility.


In addition, a good leader has the skills to communicate with people, and the flexibility to handle different types of personnel so that they achieve results that correspond to their capacities. Leadership must also be based on an ability to handle conflicts and make decisions at the right time.


Strategic quality development


In practical terms, leading a TQM program requires defining a vision that everyone in the company can understand, as well as setting up sub-goals that the employees can realistically be expected to achieve. Targets should be set up within the framework of a timetable that is integrated in the strategic plan.


Tracking the progress of quality improvement work is facilitated by selecting a limited number of key indicators. The quality leader should ensure that there is a clear and consistent procedure for monitoring these indicators.


It is very important that the feedback from monitoring procedures is utilised properly. The employees should be informed of the results, so that the process of quality improvement becomes a reality for them. 


Activities should be presented to the employees in pedagogical steps. The number of activities presented should be limited, and they should be described and visualised clearly. Each specific activity should be explained briefly and in practical terms.


A well-designed training program can be a highly effective tool in quality work. The program's main objective should be to inform, involve and stimulate the employees to ensure that the concept of Total Quality Management is understood and accepted by everyone.
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Fig 2. Strategic Quality Planning Model





How quality benefits employees


As indicated above, the three main goals of a company can be defined as customer satisfaction, owner satisfaction and employee satisfaction. It may appear to some employees that the introduction of Total Quality will mean less satisfaction for them, as it may cut down on overtime and allowances.


In this context it is important to clarify right from the start that higher quality actually benefits everyone in the company. Improved quality should be seen in the light of more satisfied customers and owners, as well as the long-term survival of the organisation. Employees must understand that their jobs depend on the company's survival, and that this survival in turn depends on higher quality.


It can also be explained that while higher quality will mean less burdensome overtime, it can also lead to greater job satisfaction as well as tangible benefits in the form of bonuses.


Keeping customers satisfied


Focusing on the customer involves listening to the customers expectations, and the employees of the Telco must maintain a dialogue about quality with the customers they serve.


One prerequisite for maintaining this dialogue is that the company must satisfy its internal customers, i.e. its employees. Satisfied employees find it easier to overcome fear or hesitance in meeting customers. They are better prepared to show understanding of customer needs, to represent their own company with pride and to act in accordance with the company's quality policy.


It is important to approach customer complaints from a number of different angles. For example, all employees may not be fully motivated to listen, understand and act on a specific complaint.


In this case, the role of the quality leader will be to support the employees and find ways of rewarding actions that improve quality. The leaders should be authorised to give monetary rewards for action that enhances quality. 


Here as well, the employees must have a clear grasp of how to improve quality and of the results or quality activities. This means that they must learn to identify and associate themselves with the company's primary goals as well as the entire concept of quality.


Process-oriented approach


Process orientation means seeing the company's activities as a continuous flow, not as a set of separate departments with different working tasks. For example, the billing process will involve several organisational units in everything from reading a customer's meter to invoicing and recording of payment. 


This is not always so easy, as many employees are accustomed to wait for orders, and will only do what they are told or what they are used to.


The leader has to identify the employees who understand the process-oriented approach, and persuade them to encourage their colleagues to participate. Properly designed training programs and special projects can aid in spreading the understanding of the process-oriented approach. 


Persistence


Leadership requires persistence not only in implementation, but in rewarding progress in the quality process. Persistence is expressed in consistently giving rewards and acknowledgements to behaviour that enhances quality as well as in consistently pointing out behaviour that has the opposite  unwanted effects. 


It can often be difficult to overcome pressure from informal groups or leaders who act exclusively in their own interests. The leaders in the TQM process should take the initiative in preparing ways and means to neutralise this pressure.


Rewarding verified quality improvements


The rewards provided for verified quality improvements vary between cultures, but in most cases the entire spectrum of available rewards must be used. It should be remembered that regular payments will come to be seen as a natural component of salary and will lose their effects in the long run. At the other extreme, words of praise without tangible rewards will have a similar negative effect in the long run.


Appropriate rewards can take the form of certificates of recognition, promotion, financial bonuses, and publicity about the person or persons who have achieved results.


It is important to make these rewards as personal as possible, so that individual employee will derive individual satisfaction. Teams should also naturally be given rewards. This will in the long run foster the team concept and make quality efforts a part of the day to days duties.


Legal aspects and responsibility


Throughout the telecommunications sector, there is a growing pressure for compliance with standards such as the ISO 9000 series. Many customers are already demanding that suppliers comply with one or more of these standards. Companies without ISO certification are finding that they are sometimes not entitled to submit tenders, and thus have obvious problems when it comes to survival.


Customers demand ISO certification because they believe that procuring products, systems and services from ISO-certified companies helps guarantee a high standard of quality in their own organisations. Job descriptions can include the obligation to meet the standards for which the company is certified.


It is also highly probable that service agreements between customers and a telecom organisation will be based on compliance with ISO standards. Personnel in the telecom organisation will have to follow standards, or else penalties will have to be paid to customers who are experiencing faults. 


In the long run, the legal aspect of quality and follow up may have more impact than management programs 


Quality is part of leadership


It can be seen from the above that leadership and quality management are two concepts that are mutually inseparable. A Quality process is not isolated activities in a company's  business operation - it comprise an absolutely essential element of it.


On the one hand, quality cannot be improved without appropriate, effective leadership as defined by top management.


On the other hand, the very fact that quality is an integral part of operations means that quality is also a mean of managing the company. Above all, quality is a means of achieving the company's primary goal of satisfying customers, owners and its own personnel.





_____________________
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