The Quality Circleprocess, if properly installed as an
organizational intervention, can be an extremely
valuable tool in your organization!

TheQuality
Control Circle
Explosion

BY EDWIN G.
YAGER

No management process has so
caught the fancy of so many organ-
izations in such a short period of
time as has the Quality Control
(QC) Circle. The impact of this
concept on U.S. industry has been
phenomenal! As recently as 1978,
few American managers had even
heard of the process. Today, its
use is becoming quite common, as
evidenced by the exposure re-
ceived via trade and news publica-
tions as well as radio and television
stations across the country.

QC Circles were born in Japan.
In the period 1946 to 1950 statisti-
cal quality control methods were
introduced in Japan through the
U.S.A. occupation forces. Dr.
W.E. Deming and other educators
and specialists introduced these
techniques throughout Japan. The
QC research group was formed as
a part of the Union of Japanese
Scientists and Engineers (JUSE).
A massive effort to educate mil-
lions of workers and their super-
visors in the basic QC methods was
introduced throughout the coun-
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try. Over the years, these involved
a series of seminars, radio and TV
broadcasts, "at-home" courses, lo-
cal, regional, national conferences
and other techniques.

The QC Circle was actually an
education tool. This is quite con-
trary to the myth that has grown
in the U.S. that QC Circles are
unique to the Japanese culture or
that QC Circles were primarily
developed as a participative tool
related to the so-called Japanese
management style. In fact, rapid
industrial expansion created a
work force needing basic training.
Thousands of new supervisors
needed training in methods of
quality control and management
technique. Perhaps this was a
factor most unique for Japan.
Quality control techniques were
seen as a tool for every supervisor
— not just quality control special-
ists. Even today QC inspectors are
employed in Japan at a rate of one
to 1,000 compared to one to 50 in
the United States. Each supervi-
sor is responsible for the quality in
his or her own department.

In 1949, the Industrial Standard-
ization Law was enforced in Japan.
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Under the provisions of this law,
companies successful in meeting
quality requirements, especially as
related to the application of statis-
tical quality control techniques as
prescribed by law, were permitted
to use the JIS symbol on their
products. The period of 1951 to
1954 saw even more rapid expan-
sion df the technique as well as the
establishment of several national
prizes for quality. The Deming
Application Prize is now awarded
nationally to companies rated ex-
cellent for their application of
statistical quality control methods.
The prize is based on the scrutiny
of the Deming Prize Committee.

Total Quality Control

From 1955 to 1960, the country
saw a growth of what they called
Total Quality Control. In the
Japanese concept, all people in the
organization hierarchy, from top
management to rank and file
workers received exposure to sta-
tistical quality control knowledge
and then jointly participated in the
upgrading of quality control prac-
tice. National Quality Month (No-
vember) was begun in 1960, and



the “Q" symbol was adopted
throughout the nation. Companies
subscribing to the QC movement
flew the “Q” flag on top of their
buildings or inside their factories.

In 1968 the following factors
were outlined by K. Ishakawa as
those contributing to the rapid
growth of the QC practice:1

1. Generally. prevalent enthu-
siasm for further education and a
general attitude in all the country
to provide continuing edueation for
all citizens.,

2. Availability of QC courses and
seminars, including massive dis-
tribution of short and long courses
in all media and at all hours,

3. Invitation of top-level foreign
educators to provide informal stim-
ulus and growth.

4. Adaptation of QC practice to
specific needs, cultural values and
industries.

5. The institutionalizing and
government support through the
Japanese Industrial Standardiza-
tion, the Deming Prize, the JUSE
and similar efforts.

6. Regular audits of quality
control by top management.

7. The faithful observance of
November as the National Quality
Month.

8. Increasingly important role of
first-line supervisors and rank and
file workers in quality.

9. Export laws and inspections
requiring a target of world first-
class quality.

Perhaps the most significant dif-
ference between Japan and the
U.S. in this regard is the national
and government support of busi-
ness and industrial practices in
Japan. This isespecially true when
one compares the Japanese prac-
tice to the illogical and adversarial
regulations that are so prevalent in
the United States between govern-
ment and industry.

As the demand for even more
intensive education of the foremen
increased, a move was launched in
which foremen and workers got
themselves organized to discuss
QC techniques and to study to-
gether. As this movement grew,
JUSE began encouraging such
activities and the QC Circle was
born. By 1967, 12,000 circles had
formed and were registered with

JUSE and an additional 60,000
were meeting without registra-
tion.

QC Circles in the U.S.

Since the introduction of this
concept in the United States, pri-
marily credited to Lockheed In-
dustries, hundreds of organiza-
tions have formed thousands of
circles. For example, the circle
process is now underway in Hughes
Aircraft, 3M Co., General Motors
Corp., Ford Motor Co., Westing-
house, General Electric, Bank of
America, Memorex Corp., Fore-
most Foods, Crucible Steel, Hoov-
er NSK, Eaton Corp., Polaroid
Corp., Pentel of America, Ver-
batim, and perhaps a hundred
other organizations.

A significant interest has been
shown in this country by hospitals,
banks, service organizations, ac-
counting, engineer and profession-
al firms. This same growth in non-
industrial organizations has devel-
oped in Japan in the last few years.

Unfortunately not all news re-
lated to the growth in HRD-relat-
ed effortsisgood news. It has been
interesting to me to observe the
general "bandwagon” effect in the
HRD field. Programs and concepts
which have been on the market for
years have suddenly become "pro-
ductivity" programs. It has been
al too easy for many in the field of
employee and supervisory devel-
opment to continue to sing the
same song — simply changing or
adding a few verses and calling it
productivity.

It is true that there are some
fundamental underlying issues
common to organizational change
effortsthat work and to those that
do not work. In fact, many pro-
grams that work in one area will
not work in another seemingly
similar area. The entire field of or-
ganizational development and the
behavioral sciences has tried to
answer the questions related to
the transplant effect.

A similar problem is seen in the
Quality Circle movement —that is
that Circles work in some areas,
but do not work in other areas.
The QC Circle movement is based
on known principles of the behav-
ioral sciences but is not built on
teaching those principles. Teach-
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ing organizational behavior theory
may be one strategy necessary for
preparing the organization in the
use of Circles, but it is not an
underlying factor. What appears
to occur, however, is that the QC
Circle as implementation of behav-
ioral science concepts works, whe-
ther or not managers believe or
understand those concepts,

Perhaps we have wasted too
much time in past years training
managers in concepts, and not
enough in techniques.

Basic Formation Principles

s Ishakawa outlines the basic un-
derlying principles applicable to
QC Circle formation. These may
lofck familiar and are translated
dijrectly from the Japanese.

VL Managers, engineering staff,
personnel and industrial relations
staff-must have a thorough under-
standing of the importance and
significance of the QC Circle move-
ment. They must study the feasi-
bility of impiementing this practice
in the company by getting data on
QC activities in other companies
and by adequate study and prepar-
ation.

2. They must send a core of fore-
men, around whom the QC Circle
will revolve to gain full apprecia-
tion of the process, to visit other
companies with Circles. They may
attend QC Circle conventions and
meet with others who are already
involved in the movement. (Note
that those who are involved in
Circles are encouraged to make
this investigation, not senior man-
agement or personnel and training
directors.)

3. After al such groundworks
are completed and a group realiza-
tion of the importance of the QC
movement isevident to all workers
and foremen, the company ap-
proaches to permit the formation
of QC Circles in a limited number
of workshops which are headed by
competent superiors. These su-
periors must understand the move-
ment and be able to identify which
foremen possess good QC sense
and are doing supervision. De-
pendent upon circumstances, it is
also advisable that only supervi-
sors and service workers are first
organized into a few QC Circles.
Circles can then be added in other

workshops in a fashion that or-
ganic cells keep on adding up while
disintegrating.

4. Activity of QC Circles must be
closely followed to see that the
Circle is functioning, that the
foreman is providing proper lead-
ership, that workers are learning,
analyzing problems and are work-
ing cooperatively with other Cir-
cles. However, a caution must be
exercised that the management or
staff people do not supply too much
intervention with or control over
the activity of QC Circles. They
should refrain from telling the
Circles what to do or what not to
do. This tends to discourage their
spontaneous wish of achieving
something worthy of doing. This
caution must also be exercised by
the Circle leader. His or her
position in the Circle is a coordin-
ator rather than a leader. He/she
tries to be inductive in stirring up
thinking of members so they can
come up with ideas ... in no in-
stance should he or she state own
opinions nor force such opinions on
members.

5. Now that interest in QC Circle
movement has grown in the work-
shop and that everyone begins to
have keen concern over the work-
shop improvement, the scope of
Circle activities gradually expands
to include people in as many other
operating departments as possible.
When it has developed into this
stage, the company-wide standard
operating procedures of the QC
Circle, regulations of QC Circle
activity in relation to various other
company work regulations and
standards, need to be developed to
avoid confusion in work responsi-
bility and authority resulting
therefrom.

But the Circles themselves de-
pend upon — and flourish — only if
the following principles are firmly
in place.

1. Top management (all levels of
senior management) must agree to
support, encourage and listen to
Circle activities — no matter how
many or how few Circles are oper-
ating.

2. Management must not "use"
Circles to further their own pet
ideas or projects. Circle members
must be free to pursue their own
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priorities.

3. Management must be patient
— Circles do not represent over-
night change.

4. Managers must accept failures
with no recrimination or criticism
— but with encouragement.

5. The philosophy of the Circle
concept (i.e., basically a Theory Y
philosophy) must be present in
every step of the process.

A. Managers and supervisors
are given the option of being in-
volved.

B. It is recognized that this is
not a plant or organization-wide
activity. It must be allowed to
grow in aripple effect — one Circle
after another — and not be a
sweeping, new program.

6. Circle leaders and facilitators
must be carefully chosen, be well
trained and be credible (i.e., not
seen as management patsies).

7. Facilitators must be given
time and support to carry out their
activities (too many facilitators
have too many other responsibili-
ties and all the subtle messages tell
him or her that this is only if and

when she has nothing else to do).

8. Circle membership must be
voluntary. The Circle itself will
deal with membership and mem-
ber effectivenessin the same way
most peers affect the behaviors of
others.

"Not a Total OD Effort"

The Circle movement is not a
total effort in Organization Devel-
opment. As mentioned, it was
launched initially in Japan as a
training effort. Many of the moti-
vational and participative effects
emerged as the process devel oped.
Quality of Work Life, on the other
hand, is much broader and is aimed
specifically at a myriad of issues
related to communicating, organ-
ization, job enrichment, incen-
tives, working conditions, team
building, attitudes and other hu-
man factors on the job.

Neither isthe QC Circle "partici-
pative management" as we under-
stand that concept. The Circle does
not involve interdepartment ef-
forts, "linking pins," representa-
tive forms of employee involve-
ment or similar activity where

employees participate at higher
levels of management or in higher
organizational decisions. (Carried
to an extreme, these plans have
even appointed line workers to the
board of directors.)

Circle activities involve effort
only at the level of application of
the worker. Decision powers are
limited dramatically compared to
those of other participative tech-
niques. A Circle project does not
preclude these activities, however. )
Nearly every QWL effort (or OD|
effort) today uses, or at least con-/'
siders, Quality Circles as one elg"
ment of atotal project.

Quality Circles also will have”?
impact on other forms of organisa-
tional change or development ef-
forts, and other management prac-
tices. Some of these might be?

» Suggestion  Programs./' /Most
Quality Circles are installed with-
out any changes to the/'existing
suggestion system. Individuals will
still have more suggestions than
the Circle can possibly process.
Any suggestions that may result in
rewards coming from Circle acti-
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vity are simply submitted by the
Circles, and the rewards are
shared by the Circle.

In many cases, Circle members
do not even submit their sugges-
tions through the formal channels,
satisfied with the intrinsic rewards
they have already achieved.

* Productivity Sharing/Impro-
Share or Other Incentive Pro-
grams: Not only will the Circle
program not interfere, it will
dramatically increase the value of
most incentive programs. One
weakness of most incentive pro-
grams is that they rely too heavily
on “working harder;” by Circle
formation, workers are also en-
couraged to “work smarter.”

¢ Job Enrichment: Despite the
fact that the formation of a Circle
is a classic example of a job enrich-
ment technique, the Circles them-
selves have a history of designing
work methods improvement that
become enriching and do fall into
the category of job design. A
weakness of many job enrichment
installations is that the focus of job
redesign comes from the engineers
instead of from the workers them-
selves.,

Focus of the Circle

Each Circle is independent. The
members of the Circle focus on
problems specific to their area of
responsibility. Circles are formed
by members who share like re-
sponsibilities. Circles may, how-
ever, call upon resources from any
other place in the organization
when cooperation or expertise is
required. For example, a Circle
might work on a problem that
involves a supplier or a supplier
department (perhaps the way a
sub-assembly is finished, or ma-
terial is being shipped). The first
Circle may call upon another
Circle, or an employee, in the
other group. They would ask for
cooperation or information. The
second Circle or employees then
analyze their own work process to
determine the feasibility and cost
to arrive at a resolution. Both
Circles may find they lack the
expertise needed to solve the
problem and may call upon a staff
engineer or another process expert
to find an answer. The focus is
always on "“the” problem which is

being solved. The Circle does not
move into decisions involving pay,
working conditions, product plans,
ete., which may be of interest —
but beyond the Circle's authority.

Some organizations have devel-
oped what they call Circles to
address organizational problems.
They seek volunteers from a num-
ber of areas to work together. This
looks much more like participative
management than a Quality Circle.
It changes the focus from Quality
Control measurements and statis-
tical techniques. Seldom do the
efforts of higher-level participant
groups or task force groups ever
use the techniques or statistical
approaches which the Circle uses.
Similarly, 9/9, participative or in-
volvement programs which include
employees in decisions at various
levels may reflect a management
style — but do not use the statisti-
cal measurements which are
unique to the Quality Circle.

The uniqueness of the Quality
Circle lies in its emphasis on mea-
surement and problem solving.
Circles focus on measurement . . .
how much, how often, how far,
where, when, ete. They also focus
on problem solving . . . why, what
can be done, and similar questions.
And Cireles also focus on experi-
mentation . . . what if this were
skipped, ignored, done less often,
done more often, ete. And they
foeus on evaluation . . . what hap-
pened with each change, what was
the result, what is the value, ete.

Because the Quality Circle pro-
cess is so frequently mentioned as
a part of an organizational devel-
opment / organizational behavior
effort, it may be interesting to
relate this process to some organi-
zational behavior thoughts. Rich-
ard Walton — in an excellent
article in the Harvard Business
Review — outlines “some lessons
from experience.”“ He relates
these lessons to the broad range of
OD types of activities and they are
especially relevant when one con-
siders QC Circles. (As Reid Run-
dell of General Motors points out
when discussing the controversial
Tarrytown Project that has been
so successful, “Remember, this
process was developed at Tarry-
town, for Tarrytown.” This owner-
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ship is critical to any efforts of
change.)

Walton warns to:

1. "Attempt work improvement
because of its intrinsic positive
values, not because it might be the
way to avoid unionization." And,
we add, to increase quality or pro-
ductivity. We have found unions to
be extremely cooperative in the
QC movement. The structure and
relationships within unions can be
very helpful to support a good
worker improvement project, if
the effort is not being used against
— but for the work force. Unions
know as well as management the
challenge that exists to increase
productivity and quality in this
country, and so long as adversarial
relationships are avoided — the
cooperation can be a powerful
asset.

2. "Recognize the basic differ-
ences between opportunities in
new facilities, and opportunities in
existing ones.”

Much more sensitivity and pro-

fessionalism, from a person know-
ledgeable in organizational behav-
ior principles is necessary in
instituting a work or decision
making process that interrupts
existing norms, cultural attitudes
or power structures. It isin these
situations where we believe an
organizational behavior consultant
can be of most help. The QC Circle
process should not be initiated
until adequate work is done to
prepare the environment and the
organization. The first Circle is so
visible it attracts undue attention.
The consultant is better able to
buffer and dampen this attention
than an insider in many cases.
(Sometimes senior managers need
to be told to stay out — and keep
quiet for a while. Insiders are sd-
dom able to do this as tenaciously
as may be necessary.)

3. "Avoid either/or concepts of
organization and management
style."

There is not one right way to
manage an organization nor to

decide. Recent publications of
JU SE focuson methods of organiz-
ing Quality Circle activities — and
they are as varied as the organi-
zations and work processes them-
selves. The organization within the
business entity should emerge
through the same Circle process as
is inherent to the Circle itself.
Neither is there one right manage-
ment style. Too much emphasis
has been placed in this country on
"style" and on "humanistic or non-
directive" forms of communication
as the way to manage. We now
know that style is but a minor part
of this process. We have spent
much too much energy playing
with personalities and not near
enough on process.

4. "Do not advocate one answer;
spread a way of looking for
answers."

Although it is clear that em-
ployee involvement does have a
positive effect in organization pro-
ductivity and quality, Quality Cir-
cles are not the only way to

More productivity boosters from
your professional resource center

If you want to increase the on-the-
job performance and productivity of
your managers and supervisors with-
out spending valuable time and money
developing extensive supervisory
skills programs, then you need
Addison-Wesley's audio cassette
programs on supervision.

Specially designed by well-known
author and training consultant
Martin M. Broadwell. they are based
on successful methods of building
supervisory skills and practices
and have proved to be practical,
economical, and effectivein avariety
of work settings.

We want you to find out for yourself
what valuable time- and money-saving
tools these programs are. Just fill out
the coupon and mail it to us today.

Please send me

e The New Supervisor Audio Cassette Pro-
gram — Fourteen audio cassettes, plus
assignment sheets (which correspond to
Broadwell's book The New Supervisor).
Complete package $225.00(00751)

e The Practice of Supervising Audio Cas
sette Program — Ten audio cassettes, a
learning guide, tests, a certificate of
achievement, and Broadwell's book The
Practice of Supervising. (ldeal as a refresher
for experienced supervisors.) Complete
package $200.00(00331)

e The Supervisor and On-The-Job Train-
ing Audio Cassette Program — Ten audio
cassettes, a learning guide, and Broadwell's
book The Supervisor and On-The-Job
Training. Second Edition Complete package
$200.00 (10910)

Your Professional Resource Center

Business & Professional Division

. 7 Addison-Wesley  Publishing Company,

Reading, Massachusetts 01867

104 — Training and Development Journal,

Inc.

Circle No. T02 on Reader Service Card

April 1981

¢ Please send me the programs | have
checked above for a ten-day preview and
examination. If 1 am not satisfied | will
return Ihe programs within ten days. Pre-
view fee: $25 for each program previewed,
deductible from purchase price.

Name
Organization
Address

City

Sate Zip
Telephone

Pric es subject to change without notice
351)73 Dept OG



accomplish this. Look carefully at
the alternatives before deciding
whether Circles, compared to some
other job enrichment, productivity
sharing or goal setting process is
more appropriate, and whether or
not this is the best time in your
organization's history to initiate an
effort.
Implementing the Process

One organization's experience
serves well to describe the po-
tential and the limits of the QC
Circle effort. This company is most
interested in solving complaints
and improving quality in an inte-
grated consumer product service
division. The product is processed,
packaged and delivered to "at-
home" customers through an ex-
tensive route delivery system. The
concept of Circles was introduced
to senior management and the
middle management in two separ-
ate sessions. All managers partici-
pated in a workshop focusing on
employee involvement in consen-
sus management processes. Volun-
teer departments, limited to six
initially, were then sought to
implement Circles. (Six is very
high limit for an initial project.)

Two production, one purchasing,
one long-haul trucking, and one
shipping department, and one local
delivery Circle were formed. A
facilitator was trained, and so
were Circle leaders. Once the
Circles began, the facilitator work-
ed closely with each as they got
started learning the techniques of
data collection, brainstorming,
problem solving, cause and effect
diagrams, histograms, Pareto
techniques and other statistical
methods.

One Circle began on the problem
of "bottle caps." Discarded bottle
caps in the unloading area created
hazardous and inconvenient condi-
tions. By designing away to collect
the discarded caps they also found
that they could be recycled, saving
hundreds of dollars per day.

A second Circle of drivers work-
ed on some issues related to errors
in the formsthat they were using,
especially asit related to collection
o refundsand bottle deposits. The
purchasing department Circle be-
gan working on paperwork errors
and the truckers and delivery

route workers began working on a
problem of broken bottles in de-
livery.

In all cases, the Circles became
highly motivated and highly in-
volved. Within a matter of months,
each was contributing significantly
to cost reduction and improved
guality within the organization.

As a second plant was brought
on line in the installation of the
Quality Circle process, the facilita-
tor was not given adequate time
away fromthe job in order to serve
the Circles that had been formed.
In addition, a new plant manager
joined the organization during the
implementation phase and was not
adequately brought on board as a
participating member in the Cir-
cles. His subsequent lack of sup-
port and the competitive pressure
for time of the facilitator began to
destroy the Circles almost before
they had begun.

In one instance, a supervisor
who found the Circle meeting time
to be inconvenient for something
that he had to do personally arbi-
trarily changed the meeting time.
In this case, the Circle read this as
a very definite signal regarding
the importance of their work and
immediately changed what were
very productive Circle sessions
into gripe sessions and general ex-
cuses for being away from work.
The Cirele soon folded, perhaps a
vietim of its own success.

Summary

All the data suggests that the
Quality Circle process, if installed
as an organizational intervention
— which it most certainly is —
with the proper preparation and
communication and the commit-
ment and ownership of senior man-
agement can be an extremely
valuable tool in nearly any organi-
zation. Managers and workers
alike are continually amazed at the
value of the intrinsic rewards that
accrue from participation in the
Circle, as well as the cost returns
from the Circle's activities.

Nearly every evaluation study
that has been done to date has
demonstated anywhere from 4:1 to
8:1 return on investment within
the first year of Circle activities.
Implementation of a Circle process
requires patience and recognition

Training and Development

that it is a change in the manage-
ment system and is not a program
or a package to bring about
dramatic effects but rather is a
long term commitment aimed at
significant changes over aperiod of
time.

EDITOR'S NOTE: To obtain examples
of employee reports of QC activities and
a number of models of QC installations,

please contact: Training and Develop-
ment Journal, P.O. Box 5307, Madison,
WI 5S705.
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Sometimes they call it common sense,
moxie or real understanding. Call it
what you want. It's often the differ-
ence between success or failure of

future plans, interpersonal relation-
ships, or financial security.
Immediate application of the PFA

model makes Insight a matter of fact,
re ality rather than an illusive intangible.

W'ite for free information about PFA
workshops and cassette tape programs.
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