
Do Your Quality Circle Leaders 
Need More Training? 

By E D M U N I ) J. M E T Z 

One of the most popular 
buzzwords of the new in-
dustrial productivity 

movement is "quality circles." 
The movement and the faddish 
desire to have quality circles is 
spreading rapidly as company 
a f t e r company races to s t a r t its 
own program. In spite of the 
growing recession within the in-
dustrial hear t of the United 
States , the momentum of the 
quality circle movement has not 
slowed. If anything, increased 
organizational pressure to cut 
costs and ensure some minimum 
profit level, if not survival, has 
fueled the desire and willingness 
of management to move even 
more rapidly into implementing 
quality circles. 

I have spoken with a number 
of managers and facil i tators who 
have privately admit ted tha t 
their quality circle p rograms a r e 
in trouble. Behind the "published 
success" which upper manage-
ment wants to hear, facilitators 
a re s t ruggling in many cases to 
keep the p rograms operat ing and 
to help circle leaders and 
members cope with a host of pro-
blems that reduce the potential 
for success. Too many companies 
appear to have been over-sold on 
the idea that quality circles a re a 
panacea for most types of 
organizational and managerial 
ills.1 

In the haste to implement 
quality circles, too many short-
cuts cause key e lements to be ig-
nored. A foundation element 
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often ignored, short-cut or poorly 
delivered is the t raining of 
managers and quality circle 
leaders. 

How are quality circles 
started? 

As vice president of the 
Greater Chicago Chapter of the 
International Association of 
Quality Circles (IAQC), I was 
curious about how some of our 
chapter members actually got 
s tar ted with quality circles. An 
informal telephone survey of 60 
member companies showed that 
3 of the (>() did not yet have 
circles, and of the remaining 57, 
42 began their own circle pro-
g rams without any professional 
consulting assistance. They did 
this by ei ther sending someone to 
one of the popular five-day facili-
ta tor t ra in ing p rograms or, in 
some instances, by simply start-
ing the program themselves. 
Although I make no claims tha t 
these numbers reflect any na-
tional statistics, they point out at 
least two significant quality circle 
implementation shortcomings: 

•Despi te the fact that organiza-
tional readiness is a necessary 
aspect of the implementation pro-
cess. the sad reality is tha t in 
most cases, it is not done at all 
or is done superficially2; 

•Training of managers and cir-
cle leaders, a key and integral 
par t of the process, is shortened, 
poorly delivered, or worse, non-
existent in a number of 
implementations. 

Is the honeymoon over? 

Middle managers a re usually 
enthusiastic about, and support ive 

of a quality circle program dur-
ing the actual planning and im-
plementation phase. This is to be 
expected because of t he " p r e s s " 
quality circles have received. Un-
fortunately, enthusiasm and sup-
port frequently begin to wane in 
a few months following the s ta r t 
of the program. Conversat ions 
I have had with facilita-
tors who managed circle pro-
g rams three to six months old in-
dicated the re were problems 
within and around circles. The 
faci I i tators believed: 

•The amount and the quality of 
the initial t raining received dur-
ing and a f t e r implementation was 
important and should be 
increased; 

•A number of the problems ap-
peared to be "gener ic , " occurr-
ing commonly in many quality 
circles regardless of the type of 
organization; 

•Management support and 
reinforcement of key circle leader 
skills was generally weak. 

In order to find out what train-
ing improvements were neces-
sary, I decided to do some basic 
diagnostic work on quality circle 
p rograms six months old. My ob-
jective was to de termine not only 
how initial quality circle t raining 
could be improved, but also to 
identify any additional specific-
skill needs of circle leaders a f t e r 
the quality circle program had 
s ta r ted . 

Training is an integral pa r t of 
quality circles. It is the key to 
how the leaders and the mem-
bers become problem-solvers. 
Although the bulk of the t ra in ing 
is given to facilitators, leaders 
and circle members , unless 
management is also trained in 
quality circle concepts, p rogram 
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design, problem-solving tech-
niques and how to positively rein-
force the leaders, the quality cir-
cle e f fo r t will soon experience 
problems with lack of adequate 
management support . 

Although there is a fair degree 
of variation in the various train-
ing approaches being used, a fair-
ly common on-site t ra ining model 
which 1 have used and which is 
used by a number of consultants 
consists of essentially th ree train-
ing phases: 

P H A S E 1: 
Key Executives 1-Day 
Union Off icers) Orientation 
Steer ing 

Committee 

P H A S E 2: 
Middle 2-Day Middle 

Managers Management 
F aci I i tator(s) Workshop 

P H A S E 3: 
Quality Circle 3-Day Leader 

Leaders Training 
Faci l i ta tors) 

Following the completion of 
these training activities, the usual 
practice is to have the circle 
leaders and the facilitator train 
the circle members in the use of 
the various problem-solving 
techniques. 

An alternative and different ap-
proach which a large number of 
companies use is to select a 
facilitator, send that individual to 
one of the five-day facilitator 
training programs, and a f t e r t he 
training, this individual will have 
the responsibility of s tar t ing quali-
ty circles within the organization. 
These five-day facilitator training 
workshops are well-designed and 
in most cases are professionally 
delivered. The problem is not with 
the training but with what hap-
pens back in the organization. For 
example, facilitators are selected 
by managers who may not really 
know or understand the role of 
the facilitator or the relevant 
skills needed to be effective. Fre-
quently. these facilitators lack 
even a minimum background in 
education and training. Because 
training is such an integral part 

of implementing a quality circle 
program, it is not possible for a 
five-day workshop to give a facili-
tator die depth of skill sometimes 
needed. Even for facilitators who 
have adequate skill levels, they do 
not always have either the organi-
zational position or comfort in 
running an executive orientation 
or a middle management work-
shop. Because these management 
workshops are frequently not con-
ducted. it should not be surprising 
to understand why management 
support appears to be weak in 
such programs. 

Assessing additional training 
needs 

From the broad range of 
organizations (manufacturing, ser-
vice. Utility, sof tware and struc-
tural engineering, distribution, 
agricultural products) which I 
have worked with to implement 
quality circles, 1 selected three for 
an in-depth follow-up six-month 
training needs assessment. The 
companies I selected were chosen 
by the following criteria: 

•Different functional 
specialization; 

•Range of size (from GO people 
to 1,100); 

•Geographically distant; 
•Exper ience in different 

degrees of circle effectiveness; 
•Experience with significantly 

different training implementation 
methods. 

The final three selected are 
identified as: 

Firm A: a medium-size elec-
tronic par ts manufacturing 
company. 

Firm B: a small utility service 
organization. 

Firm < a large research and 
development corporation. 

In both firms A and B, the 
training was delivered by ex-
perienced training professionals 
who had quality circle consulting 
experience and followed the 
three-phase training model 
previously described. In firm C, 
the t raining was handled by two 
engineers who, although trained 
for five days in quality circle 
techniques, lacked other profes-
sional training experience and 

also decided to drastically shorten 
the training as follows: 

Three-Phase 
Model 
Planned Actual 
Training Training 

P H A S E 1: 
Key 

Executives 
Steering 

Commit tee 1 Day None 
P H A S E 2: 
Middle 

Managers 2 Days 4 Hours 
P H A S E 3: 
Circle 

Leaders 3 Days 1 Day 
Circle 

Members 16 Hours 8 Hours 

Because of this difference in 
training implementation, I ex-
pected to see some significant 
di f ferences at the end of the six 
months in the number of content 
and process problems existing 
between f i rms A and B versus 
firm C. 

I collected the information by 
visiting each of the firms and in-
dividually interviewing each of 
the facilitators, leaders and circle 
members. In addition, I also met 
with ent i re quality circles. As a 
control against these visits, I 
spent t ime as an observer with 
six quality circles in d i f ferent 
companies, recording actual 
leader/member behavior and 
group process da ta to compare to 
what was being reported to me 
by my pilot locations. My final 
conclusions a re made on informa-
tion I collected from four 
facilitators, 16 quality circle 
leaders and 74 quality circle 
members. 

A s t ructured interview format 
and related questionnaire was 
used to collect the information. 
The s t ruc ture to the interview 
questions is listed in Figure 1. 
My primary in teres ts were 
two-fold: 

•To identify possible changes 
or additions to initial quality cir-
cle implementation training; 

•To identify the six-month 
generic task/process problems ex-
perienced by quality circle 
leaders and which could lie cor-
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rected by additional leader skill 
training. 

Implementation training 
Within firms A and B, the 

training material used was a 
complete package purchased 
from one of the major quality cir-
cle consulting f i rms. A complete 
training model was delivered l>y 
professional consultants. It was 
not surpris ing to learn that the 
facilitators, leaders and circle 
members gave the training 
materials and workshop, as well 
as their actual technique training, 
relatively high marks fo r both 
quantity and quality. The facili-
ta tors were pleased with the 
practical utility of the manuals 
and audio-visuals as a valuable 
teaching aid for the members . 
Within firm C. the training was 
shortened and the program con-
tent was developed essentially 
from other materials and was 
delivered by two individuals who 
had engineering backgrounds but 
no professional quality circle con-
sulting or t raining experience. 
My role was strictly tha t of an 
observer within this organization 
and 1 noted a number of signifi-
cant instructional e r rors which 
caused varying levels of confu-
sion and f rus t ra t ion among the 
participants. 

The top management of f i rm C 
made the decision to short-cut 
training because: 

•They believed the supervisors ' 
and managers ' t ime was too 
valuable to spend in two solid 
days of manager t raining and 
three solid days of leader 
training; 

•The circles would be com-
posed of professional level 
employees who, it was believed, 
did not need as much training as 
employees within a manufactur-
ing environment; 

•The goal was to t rain every-
one quickly in jus t the absolute 
basics and keep training costs as 
low as possible. 

Overall, within firm C, I found 
almost twice the number of pro-
blems relat ing to the application 
of the circle problem-solving pro-
cess and the use of the problem-
solving techniques within the 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS* 

Figure 1. 

ASKED OF 

1. What is the level of member participation? 
2. What has hindered participation? 
3. How has the leader encouraged parti-

cipation? 
4 What should the leader do differently to 

get more participation? 
5. How satisfied were you in the decisions of 

the group regarding: 
a. selecting a problem 
b. deciding what to do 
c. selecting a solution 

6. What has helped/hindered the group con-
sensus process? 

7. How has the facilitator helped or hindered 
you? 

8. If you were to go through the leader train-
ing again, knowing what you know now, 
what subjects should be emphasized, added 
or deleted to be more helpful? 

9. In what ways has management shown its 
help or support for the program? 

10 How would you like to see management 
show support? 

11 How has being in a quality circle helped 
you? 

12. What expectations about your involve-
ment have not been met? 

13. What do you like most/least about quality 
circles? 

14. How/what are your feelings about the 
quantity of training your circle received? 

15. How/what are your feelings about the 
quality of training your circle received? 

16. How effectively is the circle operating as 
a team? 

17. What are the three biggest factors hin-
dering teamwork? 

18. If you could change anything in the en-
tire program or organization, what would 
it be? 

*A structured and related questionnaire was also used. 

circles than I found at either 
f i rms A or B. In addition, at 
f i rms A and B. the circles had 
progressed fas te r regarding the 
actual solving and implementa-
tion of solutions to problems. At 
the six-month point of circle life, 
f i rm A had already expanded its 
circle program (and also added 
two management circles). F i rm B 
was on the verge of expanding, 
but within firm C the p rogram 

P* 

X 
X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

* 

remained in a s t a tus quo situa-
tion with thoughts of expansion a 
f u t u r e possibility only. Although 
all th ree f i rms had reported some 
level of lack of management sup-
port,. the feeling that manage-
ment did not really support the 
p rogram was almost universal 
among the leaders and members 
of firm C. It is also important to 
mention that more than 60 per-
cent of the individuals at f i rm C 
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thought that initial t raining was 
inadequate and wanted to have 
more t raining scheduled for both 
leaders and members . 

Regarding quality circle im-
plementation training, 1 came to 
the following major conclusions: 

•Quality circle implementation 
t raining should not be short-cut 
or reduced. 

•Tra in ing content quality and 
program design is important , and 
commercially available p rograms 
appear to be superior to "home-
g r o w n " products. 

•Quality circle instructor skills 
and experience a re important to 
effect ive learning of facil i tators 
and leaders. Ins t ruc tors should 
be highly skilled in "model ing" 
relevant facilitator intervention 
behaviors and circle leader 
behaviors. 

•Middle managers need to 
learn not only the basics of quali-
ty circle process and techniques, 
but also how to positively rein-
force part icipative behaviors in 
their supervisors and circle 
leaders. 

•Quality circle leaders need 
more practice in modeling non-
directive leadership behaviors as 
pa r t of initial implementation 
training. 

• I t should not be assumed that 
individuals who have professional 
backgrounds will be any more ef-
fective at solving problems or 
becoming a cohesive team than 
will individuals who are blue-
collar or factory employees. All 
individuals appear to need com-
plete training in the application 
of the quality circle problem-
solving process and techniques. 

•Faci l i ta tors do need to devel-
op increased skills in two areas: 
the making of interventions into 
the quality circle task and 
process* and the ability to iden-
tify and reinforce desirable par-
ticipative behaviors of quality cir-
cle leaders. 

Although a few companies have 
also recognized the need for addi-
tional skills t ra ining for quality 
circle leaders, in most cases this 
needed t ra in ing is not happening 
as par t of a planned and syste-
matic process. While the initial 
three-day leader training process 
is adequate for ge t t ing a quality 

circle program star ted, it is not 
completely adequate to provide 
the support for needed leader 
skills impor tant for helping the 
circle succeed and grow. Based 
on the information obtained f rom 
the three study locations, there 
a re some important quality circle 
leader skills which exist and need 
to be s t rengthened. These a re 
skills which appear to be common 
and generic to all the leaders 

with whom I spoke or observed. 
Additionally, these skills should 
be s t rengthened by the six-month 
point of quality circle life. 

Although I also identified a 
number of o ther necessary skills, 
these were e i ther specific to the 
individual or the organization. 
Based on the number and type of 
problems reported, the generic 
skills fall under th ree clusters, in 
order of importance as: 

•Circle meet ing leadership 
skills; 

•Communication/l istening 
skills; 

•T ime management /p lanning 
and scheduling skills. 

Circle meeting leadership skills 

One of the most common pro-
blems reported by both 
facilitators and circle members 
was t ha t of the tendency of circle 
leaders to show too much 
dominance within the circle 
meeting. Leaders generally did 
not see that one of the conse-
quences of this dominant 
behavior was a reluctance to par-
ticipate on t he par t of the circle 
members . It became a self-
defeat ing cycle where the leaders 
showed increasing levels of domi-
nant behavior as circle members 
participated less and less. One 
way in which quality circle 

leaders could obtain more 
member participation would be to 
give more recognition to 
members who contributed ideas. 

Although the initial implemen-
tation t ra ining included the pro-
cess and some practice in how to 
set up and conduct a quality cir-
cle meeting, the circle leaders 
f requent ly failed to set meet ing 
agendas and, as a consequence, 
meetings lacked s t ruc ture and 

adequate process control. Circle 
members reported f rus t ra t ion at 
not knowing what was to be ac-
complished and in*, re were ob-
vious negative ef fec ts on circle 
member motivation. What also 
tended to compound the problem 
was the circle leader 's lack of us-
ing or having a defined cognitive 
model of a problem-solving pro-
cess. This would have helped the 
leader get circle members more 
involved and would have avoided 
"awkward silences" and wasted 
t ime because no direction or pro-
cess was clear. The development 
of problem-solving discussion and 
questioning skills in the circle 
leaders is needed and the lack of 
these skills is evident. 

Group dynamics issues such as 
counter-productive member 
behaviors and differences of opi-
nion or interpersonal competi-
tion/rivalry were sometimes not 
identified by ei ther the leaders or 
facilitators. Most of the circle 
leaders showed some degree of 
inability to manage multiple cir-
cle member group behaviors us-
ing a non-directive style of 
leadership or. in some cases, to 
even recognize when a circle was 
encounter ing a process issue. 
Both facilitators and leaders 
would benefit by having more 
training in group dynamics in in-

One of the most common problems reported by both 
facilitators and circle members was that of the 

tendency of circle leaders to show too much 

dominance within the circle meeting. 
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itial s t a r t - up t r a i n i n g and also by 
rece iv ing s o m e addi t ional t ra in-
ing in s imple t e a m bui lding 
t echn iques a f t e r t h e circles s t a r t . 
E v e r y circle r e p o r t e d some issues 
o r e v e n t s which w e r e h i n d e r i n g 
t e a m w o r k , b u t m o s t sa id t h e y 
w e r e " s a t i s f i e d " wi th the i r 
g e n e r a l level of t e a m 
e f fec t iveness . 

Communicat ion/ l istening skills 

One i m p o r t a n t behavior which 
I no ted a s a gene ra l t endency 
a m o n g t h e qual i ty circle l eade r s 
w a s the too f r e q u e n t use of "tell-
i ng" a s a leadersh ip behav ior and 
not enough use of " q u e s t i o n i n g " 
to g e t circle m e m b e r s more in-
volved in t h e circle process . T h e 
increased use of q u e s t i o n i n g 
skills would help to increase t h e 
level of m e m b e r par t ic ipa t ion 
because m o r e m e m b e r s could 
s h a r e t h e i r ideas with the circle. 
T ra in ing in the use of quest ion-
ing techn iques would no t only be 
helpful in g a i n i n g increased 
m e m b e r par t ic ipa t ion b u t would 
also help l eade r s behave in less 
d i rec t ive or d o m i n e e r i n g ways . 
T h e use of e f f ec t ive ques t ion ing 
t e c h n i q u e s is also a critical skill 
for fac i l i ta tors who showed more 
of a t endency t o i n t e r v e n e into 
the qual i ty circles by " t e l l i n g " 
the circle m e m b e r s wha t t h e 
problem w a s r a t h e r than by 
" a s k i n g " m e m b e r s ques t ions 
which could help t h e m lea rn how 
to d iagnose and solve thei r own 
process and task problem. 

L i s t en ing is also a skill which 
more circle l eade r s need to 
d e m o n s t r a t e in circle mee t ings . 
A va r i e ty of p r e s s u r e s a p p e a r to 
be a t work on circle leaders , 
c aus ing t h e m to no t only listen 
less but d o m i n a t e o r " p u s h " the 
circle m e m b e r s t o w a r d task com-
pletion. F o r example , t h e r e is the 
p r e s s u r e of m e e t i n g only one 
h o u r pe r week and t h e r e su l t ing 
fee l ing tha t no t enough p r o g r e s s 
is be ing m a d e in solving t h e pro-
blem: t h e r e is o f t e n a " f e e l i n g " 
(usually u n s t a t e d ) of concern 
about so lv ing p rob l ems f a s t e r 
b e c a u s e it would p lease manage -
ment ; t h e r e is t h e p r e s s u r e tha t 
comes with t h e dual role of be ing 
both a g r o u p ' s formal supe rv i so r 

a s well a s a circle l eader and 
m e m b e r and t h e fee l ing t h a t the 
leader , by v i r t u e of posi t ion, is 
t h e individual who should k n o w 
mos t of the a n s w e r s t o p rob lems . 
T h e s e t y p e s of p r e s s u r e s cause 
circle l e a d e r s to l isten less and 
talk more . Al though l i s tening 
skills a r e t a u g h t and prac t iced 
briefly in quali ty circle implemen-
ta t ion t r a in ing , circle l eaders 
could bene f i t bv addi t ional skill 
t r a i n i n g in how to ana lyze both 
t h e c o n t e n t and in ten t of quali ty 
circle m e m b e r communica t ions . 

Time management /p lanning 

and scheduling skills 

A qual i ty circle mus t mee t 
regular ly a s a problem-solving 
g r o u p if t h e p rocess is to work . 
A problem r e p o r t e d by all the 
circle l eade r s w a s the schedu l ing 
of circle m e e t i n g s . Al though 
m e e t i n g cancel la t ions w e r e infre-
quen t , opera t iona l p r e s s u r e s 
caused r e g u l a r schedu l ing con-
fl icts and increased t h e t ime 
p r e s s u r e s and t h e perceived work 
load on t h e circle l eaders . 

S o m e circle l eade r s did not 
know how to develop a per-
sonalized work sh i f t plan based 
on es tabl i shed planning/schedul-
ing pr inciples . A few did no t 
even k n o w how the i r d e p a r t m e n -
tal p roduc t ion p lans w e r e 
developed by, fo r example , a 
p l ann ing d e p a r t m e n t . S o m e circle 
l eaders r e p o r t e d vir tual ly no in-
put in the m a k i n g of the i r pro-
duct ion p l ans and o t h e r s felt 
power less to inf luence t h e pro-
cess. F o r t y p e r c e n t of the circle 
l eaders r e p o r t e d f r u s t r a t i o n a t 
the f r e q u e n t schedule c h a n g e s 
and unexpec ted d e m a n d s m a d e 
by the i r m a n a g e r s . 

A l though the ma jo r i ty of t h e 
circle l eade r s had a regu la r ly 
scheduled circle m e e t i n g t ime, 
t h e p r e s s u r e of schedul ing 
a round this t ime and keep ing a 
product ion o r of f ice opera t ion 
func t ion ing in t he i r absence 
c r e a t e d some schedu l ing 
d e m a n d s . Addi t ional skills t ra in-
ing in both t ime m a n a g e m e n t 
and p l a n n i n g f o r both m a n a g e r s 
and circle l eaders would a t leas t 
a s s u r e t ha t t h e skills could be 

used . In addi t ion , some a t t e n t i o n 
to t h e p lann ing p rocess and the 
work s y s t e m s would show w h e r e 
modi f ica t ions or c h a n g e s could 
r e d u c e t h e schedu l ing p r e s s u r e s 
f e l t by circle l eaders . In some in-
s tances , it w a s ev iden t t ha t m o r e 
e f f ec t ive commun ica t i ons b e t w e e n 
m a n a g e r s and the i r superv i sors / 
circle l eade r s could resul t in 
b e t t e r work p lans and improved 
t i m e m a n a g e m e n t f o r both. 

Conclusion 

W e a r e still in t h e honeymoon 
phase wi th qual i ty circles in t h e 
U n i t e d S t a t e s . T h e m o v e m e n t . 
still re lat ively new, is m a t u r i n g 
quickly. F o r t hose o rgan iza t ions 
which have been involved wi th 
qual i ty circles f o r t h e p a s t f ew 
yea r s , it h a s b e c o m e ev ident t h a t 
it t a k e s m o r e work , skill and 
m a n a g e m e n t s u p p o r t t h a n w a s 
initially perce ived to have an ef-
fect ive p r o g r a m . T h e s a m e reali-
ty a p p e a r s t o exis t r e g a r d i n g t h e 
t r a in ing of m a n a g e r s , leaders , 
m e m b e r s and fac i l i t a tors . Tra in-
ing is vital and should be p lanned 
a s a n in tegra l and ongoing pro-
cess to help improve the skill 
levels of m a n a g e r s , l eaders and 
fac i l i t a tors and t h e long- te rm 
heal th and e f f e c t i v e n e s s of quali-
ty circles . — T D J 
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