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Challenges of Quality Improvement:

By Sunil Thawani

Routine repetitive work is generally composed of doing the daily work and improving the way daily work is carried out. ISO :9001 : 2000 standard has also been structured on the same lines – clause 7 “Product Realization “ pertains to doing routine work and clause – 8 “ Measurement, Analysis and Improvement “pertains to improving the way daily work is carried out. For an organisation to operate effectively and efficiently in today’s’ demanding and dynamic environment, it is important to achieve balance between carrying out routine work and improvement. Improving routine work can be through eliminating causes of delays, errors, cost of poor quality.  Improving quality does not come easily  and calls for visible commitment of leadership and dedicating resources for improvement, which unfortunately is not done whole heartedly by many organisations resulting in loosing their market leadership and/ or struggling to survive. 

Starting to investigate processes is one of the starting point for initiating quality improvement and is similar to turning up the lights in a dark room. Methodologies often used for this purpose are process and product audits, investigating customer complaints, conducting customer and staff satisfaction surveys, etc. Though the findings may be rude awakening for some Managers, but it is also an enlightening event for some people as they begin to recognise the hidden cost of poor quality and the huge potential it provides to save time and cost and thereby impacting the bottom line.  

Challenges of Quality Improvement:

Even though there are several quality improvement methodologies, but Organisations continue to experience many challenges in their journey towards quality improvement. Listed below are some of the key challenges. These are not in any particular order. 

1. Selection of the Problem for Improvement – One of the biggest factor hindering quality improvement is the concerned people have insufficient awareness of the problem itself and its magnitude. Different people from different functions perceive problem differently. As a result people are not able to define and scope the problem in clear terms.  

This situation also prohibits the concerned people about the possible level of performance which can be achieved due to quality improvement.

2. Prioritization of Problems – In absence of clear basis for prioritization of problems, organisations may end up choosing a problem which may not give the “ bang for the buck”. This leads to sub optimal use of scare resources and frustration and impatience of Managers with quality improvement.

3. Selecting the Right Process for Improvement – Quote “ Fix the process and not the problem “ is most appropriate here. For the identified and prioritized problem, selection of the right process, contributing to the problem is highly critical.

4. Involvement of People, especially at Creation Stage – Since involvement of people, including Suppliers to the process and process Customers, requires good deal of preparation and time to gain buy in, it is often overlooked leading  to subsequent difficulties in implementation.

5. Competencies Required for Quality Improvement – Some of the competencies required for quality improvement are process mapping, use of QC tools, team working, facilitation, project management and communication. These are in addition to the in depth knowledge of the process. It is not uncommon to find teams being formed without due consideration for the required skill set. 

6. Creation of Organisation for Quality Improvement – Absence of an organisation for Quality management with clearly defined roles and responsibilities for people involved in quality improvement process become a major stumbling block.     

7. Time Devoted by Team Members for Improvement  - Time taken to complete  quality improvement projects is directly proportional to the time spent by the team members. If quality improvement becomes an add on assignment to routine work and not supported by Management, the project not only gets delayed but also affects the motivation and morale of employees. 

8. Making Data Collection and Analysis Efficient  – It is a time taking, tiring, inefficient and at times  frustrating process, but highly essential. 

9. Identifying Root Cause of the Problem – Improvement can only be effected by identifying and eliminating causes of the problem and the understanding of common and special cause factors contributing to the problem. This is not easy and required patience and knowledge of application of statistical tools.

10. Capturing Voice of the Customer into the Process - Inability to understand the implied needs of the internal and/ or external customers and its application in design on new process.

11. Difficulty to Access to Best Practices.

12. Project Sign off and its Hand Over to Sponsor and Process Owner(s) – After the team has completed the project, its hand over and acceptance by Sponsor, Process Owner(s) can be an issue and affects ownership and implementation of recommendations. 

13. Evaluating Tangible Benefits of the Implemented solution – Not all improvement benefits can be quantified and converted into financial savings or other tangible metrics and certified by an independent function like Audit or by Sponsor. 

14. Integrating Proposed Process in Routine work (Holding the gains) – Improvement will be sustained only if it becomes routine repetitive work and the new controls are integrated in existing procedures/ work instructions. 

15. Getting Visible Commitment and Involvement of Executive Leadership – Many quality improvement project are started with lot of fanfare but due to lack of strong leadership support over a period of time, quality improvement is not sustained. 

16. Managing Quality Improvement Project – Quality improvement takes place project by project. Many quality improvement projects fail due to poor project management.

17. Managing Communication to all concerned at various stages of the quality  improvement including difficulties experienced, proposed solutions, benefits contribution of all concerned etc.  

18. Recognition and Reward System for Teams and its fair and transparent implementation. 

High Pay Off From Quality Improvement

Quality improvement is challenging and requires huge effort in terms of creating infrastructure to mobilize company’s resources, choosing projects to be solved, reaching specific goals, providing extensive training in variety of skill sets, monitoring progress, sustaining improvement, recognizing and rewarding people, introducing multifunctional team culture  and so on. But the return on investment on quality improvement is also among the highest as is evident from the results reported by winners of Deming Prize or Malcolm Baldrige. As per Dr. Juran (Ref.  Quality Control Handbook), for projects of US $ 100000, investment in diagnosis and remedy combined runs to about US $ 15000 i.e. returns are 6 times the investment. Six Sigma success stories have also reported similar returns. 

Rate of Quality Improvement is more Important than Improvement itself.

Japanese industry was way behind the West in 1950s & 1960s. Due to higher rate of quality improvement, Japanese industry overtook the West from mid 1970s onwards and still continue to dominate world markets in various economic segments. See figure below. Rate of quality improvement is the most decisive factor in the competition for quality leadership today. 
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Quality Gurus like Dr. Walter Shewhart, Dr. W. Edwards Deming, Dr. Joseph Juran, Prof. K. Ishikawa, Phil Crosby, Dr. James Harrington and many others  have made significant contribution to quality improvement in terms of Process Control, Plan – Do – Check – Act, Common and Special Cause Factors, Fishbone diagram . These concepts were developed some 40 – 50 years back and are still very much relevant and applicable today and are at the core of quality improvement - be it Six Sigma methodology or ISO:9001:2000.

Sunil Thawani is a Certified Six Sigma Black Belt and has served as member of the Jury and Team Leader - Sheikh Khalifa Excellence Award. He is also American Society for Quality (ASQ) Country Councilor- UAE. He can be contacted at thawanis@hotmail.com
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