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As quality circles become 
more popular in the United 
S ta tes , many organiza-

tions have jumped on the band-
wagon to unde r t ake a QC pro-
g r a m . In implement ing such a 
p rogram, many d i f fe ren t 
s t r a t eg i e s have been used, and 
each has boasted of its success. 
If the organizat ion, however , is 
not ready for the e f fo r t and ef-
fect of QCs, the p r o g r a m will fail 
in spite of the best implementa-
tion s t r a t egy . 

Quali ty circles a r e pro jec ts of 
planned change and , the re fore , 
should be considered as an 
organizat ional deve lopment (OD) 
e f f o r t . This type of change will 
a f fec t management decision mak-
ing, s t ra teg ic planning, financial 
managemen t , product develop-
ment and labor relat ions. A QC 
project not considered and 
planned carefully, in t ime with 
the readiness of the organizat ion, 
will most likely fail. 

General conclusions 

Pfe i f fe r and Jones (1978) in-
dicated why a part icular organi-
zation development intervention 
might fail. The r easons include: 
unrealist ic expectat ions , inade-
qua te suppor t , fa i lure to follow 
through, ineffect ive use of con-
sul tants . managemen t resis tance, 
size of t he organizat ion, unwill-
ingness to model behavior and in-
adequa te skills. 

Frankl in (1976) cont ras ted 
organizat ions with successful and 

unsuccessful OD e f f o r t s a long 
eight dimensions: the organiza-
t ion 's env i ronment , the organiza-
tion itself, initial contact fo r the 
O P project , formal en t ry pro-
cedures and commitment , data-
ga the r ing activities, characteris-
tics of t he internal change 
agents , character is t ics of the ex-
ternal change a g e n t s and exit 
procedures . 

Organizat ions or iented toward , 
and commit ted to, planned 
change a r e more successful in 
QC pro jec ts than those who a r e 
sat isf ied with cur ren t p rogress 
and organizat ional s ta tus . Since 
QC pro jec ts involve employees 

not normally included in problem-
solving and decision making, 
organizat ions that a r e change-
oriented are most likely to have 
the cul ture necessary for ex-
per imentat ion and employee 
development . These conclusions 
a r e a helpful beginning point for 
explor ing indicators which will 
reveal if organizat ions a re ready 
to deal with the change implied 
in unde r t ak ing a QC p rog ram. 

Characteristics of successful 
QC programs 

Reiker (1976) ident ified basic 
charac ter is t ics of successful pro-
g r a m s f rom both J apan and the 
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If the organization is not ready for the effort and ef-
fect of quality circles, the program wil l fail in spite of 

the best implementation strategy. 

United S ta tes . The critical 
e lements re la t ing to this discus-
sion are : 

•People buildtruj. A QC pro-
g r a m will not work unless there 
is a s incere des i re on the p a r t of 
managemen t to help employees 
g row and develop. Any organiza-
tion whose only goals a r e gains 
for management is advised not to 
t ry quality circles. Such an e f for t 
will be seen for just wha t it is: 
ano the r a t t e m p t at manipulat ion 
by management . A p rogram 
begun on this premise will fail. 

• Voluntary. This is the second 
most impor tan t e lement of t he 
p rogram and one which seems 
difficult for management to ac-
cept . This is the visible proof to 
member s tha t the program is for 
their benef i t . Members should be 
completely f r e e to part icipate, 
not par t ic ipa te or drop out if the 
QC does not mee t their expecta-
tions or needs. 

• Training in provided to 
worker* and management. F o r 
workers to find solutions to thei r 
problems, it is no t enough to 
simply tu rn them loose to pro-
ceed in any uns t ruc tu red manner . 
They need to know effect ive 
techniques or they will become 
f ru s t r a t ed by thei r inepti tude. 
Management mus t also receive 
t ra ining for the role they a r e to 
play: a role of support without 
domination. 

•Management that is suppor-
tire. Unless t h e r e is someone in 
managemen t willing to give qual-
ity circles some time, advice and 
commitment in t he beginning, 
circles will not have the nourish-
ment they need to grow into 
ma tu re , f rui t ful p rograms. 

Readiness indicators 

The following indicators a r e 
based on my experience and used 
as the basis of the "QC Readi-
ness Check L i s t " which follows. 

1. Internal Project Staffing. 
The best s t a f f ing normally in-
volves manage r s , internal project 
s taff and ex terna l consul tants . 
Providing the equivalent of one 
full-time position to the QC pro-
ject is the most important in-
dicator of the organizat ion 's com-
mi tment . The internal project 
s ta f f might be one full-time per-

son, or a par t - t ime person, with 
several additional persons serv-
ing as g r o u p facil i tators. The pro-
ject coordinator ' s role, usually re-
quiring 50 percent of a position, 
fulfills these major activities: 

•Orienta t ion of company 
personnel; 

• Imp lemen t ing the p rog ram; 
• Ins t ruc t ing and developing 

circle leaders; 
• E d u c a t i n g and t ra ining 

members ; 
• E n c o u r a g i n g non-members to 

join; 
•Coordinat ion of circle 

activities; 
•Moni tor ing and measur ing 

results; 
•Assess ing progress ; 
• In fo rming management of 

p rogress ; 
• Scheiluling management 

presenta t ions ; 
• Publicizing and expanding the 

p rogram. 
The balance of the t ime re-

quired in the position is usually 
spen t in t he role of g roup 
facili tator or g roup process 
observer . This role requires t he 
person to a t tend each circle 
mee t ing to provide coaching and 
counseling to the leader, giving 
feedback to the circle on process 
issues, helping the circle th rough 
the process and. with the l eade r ' s 
approval, t r a in ing the circle 
members . This position should 
also be suppor ted by clerical s taff 
and may work with an advisory 
or s t ee r ing commit tee , if 
established. 

2. Opentiess from nwnagetnent. 
It is necessary that those people 
in positions of power in the 
organization open themselves to 
influence f rom below. It is 
necessary to begin the QC e f fo r t 

at the top, because it 's critical 
that top executives be knowledge-
able about and suppor t ive of t he 
p rogram and willing to open up 
the decision making sys tem. It is 
also impor t an t t ha t they under-
stand the changes required of 
them in their management style 
and their role in t he project . 
Their role involves these 
activities: 

• Unders t and the concept and 
operat ion; 

• Provide sincere and active 
suppor t : 

•Use circles to achieve goals; 
• At tend managemen t 

presenta t ions ; 
•Communica te with circle 

leaders and s tay informed; 
• Implement circle solutions 

when feasible; 
• O f f e r sugges t ions and 

feedback; 
•Provide recognit ion for 

achievements; 
•Assis t in removing organiza-

tional blocks; 
•Train leaders in the politics of 

organizat ion. 
The project should be designed 

to allow m a n a g e r s who feel un-
comfortable with a part icipat ive 
management style to pos tpone or 
not volunteer their work force 
for the projec t . If vo lunteer ing 
under p ressure f r o m senior ex-
ecutives, middle manage r s most 
often will sabotage the p rogram, 
consciously or unconsciously. 

3. Time commit ment. Is the 
t ime commitment of the organi-
zation or the manage r s of the 
organization adequa te to allow 
for the development of a mean-
ingful QC project? Another way 
to look at this point is whe the r 
the organizat ion is committed to 
all t he mee t ings necessary in QC 
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projects . Since quality circles pro-
g re s s primari ly th rough myriad 
meet ings , it is impor tant for the 
organization to he a w a r e of the 
depth of its commitment to the 
process. Organizat ions take a 
long t ime to establish operational 
norms, and a reasonable expecta-
tion of the t ime it takes to in-
itiate this planned change is at 
least six months of concentra ted 
work by employees, normally 
mee t ing one hour per week on 
organization time. In addition, 
t ime should be allowed for 
managemen t and supervisor 
training, managemen t presenta-
tions and collecting relevant da ta 
to measure improvement . To 
stabilize a QC project , normally 
one y e a r is needed. 

4. Financial commit meat. Is 
the organization able to afford 
the cost, involved in a QC ef for t , 
both indirectly in t ime taken 
away from work and directly in 
fees for external and internal 
consul tants? Is managemen t 
ready to invest suff ic ient money 
into t he project? F o r an organiza-
tion hoping to begin four to six 
circles initially, out-of-pocket cost 
is normally be tween $12-20,000, 
plus indirect costs of staff t ime, 
circle members ' t ime and train-
ing t ime, of ten doubling that 
cost. While the r e tu rns to 
organizat ions on thei r investment 
indicates a 1-1 to 10-1 re turn , the 
initial outlay will o f ten shock the 
top executives into reconsidering 
the p rogram. This reconsidera-
tion is impor tan t in t e rms of t he 
realization tha t a QC program is 
not a " f a d " approach to be taken 
lightly. 

5. Crisis status in organiza-
tion. An organization or work 
unit in which visible evidence of 
crisis is perceived by a variety of 
people at var ious levels is highly 
unlikely to have a successful in-
itial QC project . This crisis may 
take many forms, such as merg-
er, reorganizat ion, layoffs, 
budget reductions, labor disputes 
or s ta f f t r ans fe r s . A firm base 
for the project mus t be estab-
lished. Once the crisis is re-
solved. a project can be under-
taken involving those units no 
longer involved. Once the project 
is established, the circle concept 

can be continued under most 
crisis conditions. 

6. Commitment to skills train-
ing. If voluntarism is the key 
psychological factor to the suc-
cess of circles, then t ra in ing is 
the key e lement in their effec-
t iveness. Training is required a t 
these four levels: manage-
ment/union. project coordinator , 
(leader) supervisor and member . 

Management t ra ining normally 
is conducted with all manage r s 
who will come in contact with 
circles. This enables them to 
unders tand their role, the need 
for their support and how they 
can benef i t . It also allows the 
m a n a g e r s to exper ience the 
philosophy and a tmosphe re of a 
QC meet ing. Where applicable, 
union leaders a r e also encour-
aged to par t ic ipate in e i ther this 
t ra in ing or the leader t ra ining. 

The leader o r supervisor train-
ing usually covers not only the 
learning of problem solving 
techniques, but also g roup 

dynamics, the " consensus" pro-
cess, pract ice in teaching, com-
municat ions and motivat ion. It 
should p r epa re a leader to s t a r t 
and opera te a QC successfully. 

Member t ra in ing is accom-
plished dur ing regular quality cir-
cle mee t ings and is thus spread 
out over a considerable period of 
t ime. The total amount of formal 
classroom t ra ining is usually at 
least five days or more for 
m a n a g e r s and superv isors and 
may t ake the first 5-10 circle 
meet ings to complete . 

7. Voluntariness of employees. 
While it is critical for senior 
m a n a g e r s to volunteer to have a 
QC project in their division or 
d e p a r t m e n t , it is also important 
for all persons involved to feel 

they can drop their involvement, 
if they feel they a r e being mani-
pulated or their goals a re not be-
ing met . This aspect allows for 
persons feeling initial p ressu re to 
join a circle f inding o ther reasons 
not to at tend. If enough members 
of a work unit feel the same 
way, the circle may be eliminated 
until workers request its 
resumption. 

The voluntary aspect o f ten 
does not apply, however , to the 
initial t ra ining of m a n a g e r s and 
supervisors . Before they can 
volunteer for the project , a com-
plete unders tand ing of its 
benefits , problems and skills re-
quired should be obta ined . A 
complete QC t ra ining p rogram 
will also provide good basic 
management skills to the partici-
pan ts for use in any management 
role. 

8. Growth rate. At what ra te is 
the organization growing? Those 
organizat ions that a r e declining 
in size, exper iencing a slow ra te 

of g rowth or g rowing very rapid-
ly a r e less likely to be ready for 
quality circles than those organi-
zations that a r e g rowing a t a 
moderately rapid ra te . Organiza-
tions that a r e g rowing very 
rapidly may have little o r no 
energy available for QC projects; 
relatively s ta t ic organizat ions 
may be re luctant to t amper with 
the s t a tus quo. Organizat ions 
that a r e declining in growth may 
want quick cures r a the r than 
long-term planned change. 

9. Size. The size of the 
organization and the number of 
circles desired to be s t a r t ed in-
itially can be a key indicator of 
the potential success of the QC 
project . Much of the ul t imate 
success of the project will depend 

Members should be completely free to participate, not 
participate or drop out if the quality circle does not 

meet their expectations or needs. 
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upon s t a r t i n g on a pilot basis , 
with expans ion as needed o r re-
ques t ed . While s o m e organiza-
t ions have s t a r t e d p r o j e c t s with 
a s many a s 300 circles a t once, 
t h e power of th is form of in-
t e rven t ion would c a u s e incredible 
d e m a n d s fo r c h a n g e on t h e 
sys t em. Since e v e r y organiza t ion 
has i ts own un ique values, 
cu l tu re and o p e r a t i n g norms , 
beg inn ing small and developing a 
cus tom a p p r o a c h for each 
o rgan iza t ion m a k e s t h e m o s t 
sense for a successful long- te rm 
pro jec t . 

Some sugges t the best ap-
proach is to limit t h e organiza-
tional in te rven t ion t o organiza-
tion uni ts wi th 500 o r f e w e r 
employees . My expe r i ence in-
d ica tes th is is t h e most viable of 
a l t e r n a t i v e s a s a beg inn ing point , 
a l though QCs have been s t a r t e d 
in o rgan iza t ions f r o m 80-2,000 
employees . 

II it is de t e rmined that an 
organiza t ion d o e s not have the 
requis i te QC read iness , wha t 
s t r a t e g y is open? T h e mos t f r e -
quent a n s w e r is t r a i n i n g a s a 
readiness - inducing s t r a t e g y 
within o rgan iza t ions . S o m e of the 
ind ica tors previously d iscussed , 
such a s size, r a t e of g r o w t h and 
cris is in an organiza t ion , a r e 
beyond the e f fec t of t ra in ing . 
O t h e r impor t an t indicators , 
however , a r e a m e n a b l e to a 
mean ingfu l educa t ion p r o g r a m . It 
is possible t h a t the conceptual 
skills and persona l skills t h a t a r e 
requ is i t es of QC r ead ines s can be 
t a u g h t in a var ie ty of formal and 
in formal organiza t iona l t r a in ing 
p r o g r a m s . 

By e x a m i n i n g t h e individual 
f ac to r s fo r a g iven organiza t ion , 
success can be p red ic t ed reason-
ably well. If those ind ica tors do 
not predict success, and if they 
cannot be deal t wi th in a t r a i n i n g 
educa t ion model , t h e consu l tan t 
should be d i r ec t and simply say 
t h a t the cu l tu re is too s t r o n g fo r 
t h e success of change , or t ha t 
the sense of complacency in the 
organiza t ion is too high fo r com-
m i t m e n t to change , or t ha t the 
internal h is tory of t h e organiza-
tion is such t h a t a new pro jec t 
will not be t aken ser iously. To 
u n d e r t a k e a QC ef for t in the face 

of p red ic ted fa i lure is unwise— 
both for the consul tan t and the 
organiza t ion . 

QC readiness check list 

T h e brief i n s t r u m e n t t h a t 
follows s u m m a r i z e s t h e chief in-
d i ca to r s of QC read iness , 
weighing each indica tor accor-
d i n g to its r e la t ive cr i t ica lness . 
T h e checklist m a y be used as t h e 
bas is fo r a sub jec t ive a s s e s s m e n t 
of an organiza t ion to d e t e r m i n e 
the d e g r e e to which t h e organiza-
tion is likely to suppor t a QC ef-
for t . Th is a s s e s s m e n t can be 
made by a g r o u p cons i s t ing of 
key m a n a g e r s , in t e rna l c h a n g e 
a g e n t s and ex t e rna l consu l t an t s . 

—TDJ 
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Quality Circle Readiness 

This instrument summarizes the chief indicators of organization readiness for 
QCs and weighs each indicator according' to its relative degree of criticalness. 
The following interpretations of scoring can be helpful to organizations consider-
ing implementation of a QC program: a score of less than 34 suggests doing 
training or small-scale projects before full implementation; 31-46 indicates ex-
ploring with management their actual readiness, concerns about the program 
and their development needs: 48 and higher indicates the organization is willing 
to commit itself to a QC effort. 

INSTRUCTIONS: Using the following checklist, indicate the degree to which 
each of the nine dimensions is a concern in regard to the organization's 
readiness for quality circles. Circle the number under the appropriate heading 
for each factor. Each dimension has been scaled according to its relative impor-
tance in predicting the organization's receptivity to QCs. Total the scores for an 
overall score. 

General Considerations 
No Mild Moderate Significant Critical 

Concern Concern Concern Concern Concern 

Internal Project Staffing 
Openness from Management 
Time Commitment 
Financial Commitment 
Crisis Status in Organization 
Commitment to Skills Training 
Voluntariness of Employees 
Growth Rate 
Size 

12 9 6 3 0 
12 9 < ; 3 0 
12 9 6 3 0 
8 6 1 2 n 

8 6 4 2 0 
s (> 4 2 n 
s 6 4 2 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
I 3 2 1 0 

TOTAL SCORE 

Atliiptwl I'll /{•Htfiiit**. .1. William I'fcilTor ami .Mm K . JOIN*. Annual Hamlin mk &>r Crimp 
Fni'iliialon-. l-i .Mia. 1'iilffnni'ni, I'.fTS 
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