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People who are trying to  implement TQM often get caught up in the terms and methods and teams and problem solving techniques. TQM can be very confusing, especially when different people espouse different methodologies. But what is often missed is that there is a TQM way of thinking about managing: managing based totally on methods of achieving high quality and low cost at the same time. That new way of thinking about management is the first thing that must be mastered.


It is probably easier to teach TQM to a statistician than to a manager. Most managers are so steeped in traditional management thought that what is obvious to proponents of TQM and other management movements is outside the realm of imagination of most managers. Most management schools teach what is: how to manage the systems that exist rather than how to change to systems that work better. Add to this the fact that most managers have never been taught even traditional management. They absorb by osmosis only the surface aspects of management without ever considering the purpose, implications, and impact of these management practices. They learn only the most obvious, trivial, and dysfunctional aspects of management. You can see why W. Edwards Deming exhorted us to “export anything to a friendly country except American management.”


So what are the precepts of this new way of thinking about management?  First is statistical quality control. This is the basis of our decisions about what to control. We only control things that affect the ability to produce a quality outcome, and we only control them in ways that make economic sense. We use numbers and measures and analysis to help us decide where to spend our control dollars and efforts. One of the fallacies of traditional management is that control is free. When stated that way, it sounds ridiculous: nothing is free. But most managers never consider the cost/benefit analysis before putting a control system in place: it is fundamental to management that you have to control everything.

Congress loves to point to $200 hammers and $500 toilet seats as reasons for needing to put in place more and more controls. But what they fail to recognize is that 80% of that inflated cost is the cost of their control systems.

Between 50 and 80 percent of all knowledge work done in organizations today does not add any value to the outcome of the organization. Most of that waste is in control systems. 

Every time I hear the phrase, “fraud, waste, and abuse,” I shudder, because the biggest single waste in government is the 20% or more of our budget that supports the systems we put in place to reduce fraud and abuse by less than a percentage point.

TQM seeks to reduce that waste by controlling only what it makes sense to control. But many organizations that put TQM methods and teams and procedures in place also put in place more controls to keep an eye on TQM. It’s no wonder that these organizations end up throwing out TQM as “too expensive.”


This leads us to the second big idea of TQM. TQM is based on the concept of variances. The whole purpose of management, of control systems, is to control variances in the output or the outcome of the organization. Those variances that can cause loss of large amounts of money or damage the outcome of the organization or cost a lot to fix are most worth trying to control. And they are controlled in the way that costs the least. It is cheaper to train a machinist to measure and inspect her or his work than to have to rework a whole assembly with a bad part in it. This is big idea number three, controlling as close to the source of variance as possible.


Big idea number four is systems thinking. To know what variances really have an effect on our outcome, we must understand our organization as a system so that we can identify the factors that make a difference in how successful we are. Managers are responsible for two things: the regulation of results and the stewardship of organizational assets. Understanding physical asset control, human resource control, and financial resource control are all important to ensuring the system works as needed to produce the outcome.


Peter Senge has called systems thinking the Fifth Discipline. Peter Senge is the guru of the fifth fundamental concept of TQM, the learning organization. The learning organization concept is that, for control of variances to take place close to the source, everyone in the company and the company as a whole must have the ability to constantly learn: not just new job skills and methods, but what the organization is trying to get to and the best way to get there. Five disciplines are needed to create the learning organization:

Mental Models -- learning to recognize that what we see is only our mind's models of reality, and realizing that responding to the present or being ready for the future often requires changing those mental models.

Building Shared Vision -- vision from on high will not create a learning organization. If people are to take responsibility for achieving a vision, they must take part in creating it.

Team Learning -- just as individual learning takes practice, so does team learning. The discipline of team learning examines questions such as "How can the IQ of a team be lower than the lowest IQ of any individual on the team?" and "How can everyone in an organization know something and the organization not know it?"

Personal Mastery -- building the ability of the people in the organization to learn in order to increase the learning ability of the whole. Personal mastery is not learning job skills and work processes: it is the discipline of continually clarifying and deepening our personal vision, of focusing our energies, of developing patience, of seeing reality objectively.

Systems thinking -- contemplating the whole of the system and understanding how each part influences the rest, including how our actions influence the system.


Senge calls systems thinking the fifth discipline, because it is the one needed to finish off the work of the others.


Boeing almost had a successful commercial passenger plane. With monocoque body, retractable landing gear, air cooled radial engines, and variable pitch propellers, they had the speed to be able to get people from place to place faster than trains. But they couldn’t control the power: the plane was unstable on take off and landing, and they had to reduce engine power and speed. Then came the DC-3. In addition to the other four advances, Douglass added wing flaps: the ability to dynamically control airfoil characteristics to make the plane more stable on takeoff and landing and faster in cruising. The rest, as they say, is aviation history. 

By the same token, Senge sees systems thinking, the ability to see causes and effects that are widely separated from each other in time and place, the ability to manage complexity, as the discipline that makes the others work: as the knowledge that allows us to use the other tools to create beautiful and functional work environments.


Systems thinking is the basis of functional control systems. The opposite is the concept of individual responsibility, the basis of dysfunctional control systems. Individual responsibility is the focus on people making things happen within, without, and in spite of the organization they find themselves in. Conversely, systems thinking says that if people don’t succeed, it’s the fault of the system we put them in: the path to greater success is not exhortation but fixing the system. 


A little reflection will show that both the system and the individual have a role to play. Madness lies not in one or the other but in an either/or attitude rather than a both/and approach. Most managers have a total belief in individual responsibility. Their belief in individual responsibility is not a belief in giving individuals responsibility -- or, more properly, authority -- but rather a belief that individuals are solely responsible for their actions. Their attitude represents a total rejection of the idea that the systems the individuals function within have any responsibility for how they behave or respond or feel or believe. 


Once they have that belief, what follows very quickly on its heels is another belief: that the only way to control the behavior of those individuals is with procedures, controls, and monitoring systems: the bureuacracy that is at the center of the bloated management, crushing control systems, and strangling red tape that makes organizations cost much and do little. And as long as management believes exclusively in individual responsibility, we cannot eliminate one bit of that red tape, because every piece of it is an important part of the system of checks and balances that is mandated by that belief. And if we add empowering, responsibility-based, reengineered, team-oriented processes -- if we add TQM -- without addressing this underlying belief, we end up adding more red tape to control the new processes. We don’t get any improvement, we just put the system under greater tension.


Another  downside to individual responsibility is that top management never makes the tough resource stewardship decisions. The organization is left without direction on the tough resource management issues: structures or architectures for information resources management, human resources management, even financial management are left to technical experts who do not have the business vision to make good choices or the broad power to make them stick. Top management believes it’s only role is to create and monitor control systems to make sure everyone else is working hard.


But it is self-evident that we cannot go to total systems thinking. Peter Drucker gave perhaps the best explanation of what has to replace current management practices when he wrote, "Organizations must be built on responsibility from within, rather than on power or command and control" (italics in original). Drucker's responsibility-based organization seeks other ways of determining what work to do than waiting for The Answer to come down from On High. People, given the opportunity, the incentive, the vision, and the information they need, will make good decisions. At the same time, he refers to hierarchy as a necessary skeletal structure onto which are built the muscles and nerves of the responsibility based, information based, learning, TQM organization.


One of the problems with traditional, bureaucratic command and control is that it is designed not to work. It was invented during a time when America was in the cat bird seat. The only way we could fail to succeed was if someone really screwed up. So bureaucracy was invented as a way of making sure no one screwed up. Unfortunately, whether by intent or just by natural selection, the way it does that is by making sure that no one really accomplishes anything. The irony is that three generations of managers fooled themselves into thinking they had a system for getting something done when what they really had was a system for getting nothing done. 


Then came global competition and Japanese management and the quality epidemic (an epidemic that, if you don’t catch it, you may not survive) and we were in trouble. We knew we had to do something. So we turned to the system for getting things done that we had relied on for 50 years. It didn’t work. So we added even more of it. It didn’t work even more. It didn’t work because we didn’t realize that we weren’t adding more systems for getting something done, we were adding more systems for getting nothing done. 


What is particularly troubling are military officers who believe that military hierarchy is synonomous with bureaucracy. Bureaucracy is an invention of this century. Military hierarchy existed without it for at least 2500 years.


Systems thinking is hard work. It requires a lot of people to work together to really understand how variances in one part of the organization affect another, and how they need to all work together to optimize the outcome of the organization, not just the output of their own little piece: not just to touch base with each other, but to spend time in group problem solving and team building and relationship management, creating a truly shared vision, not just sharing their individual visions with each other. This leads to the last big idea of TQM, the teaming structure. Many people seize on this as the essence of TQM. They train some facilitators in TQM problem solving methods and charter some QATs and NWGs. But these teams can’t just be thrown together.

There is a Farside cartoon where a bunch of cowboys and their horses are lying jumbled up in the street in front of the jail. The sheriff is saying to the deputy, “So you just threw a posse together?  A posse is something that has to be ORGANIZED!”

Working together in a systems-thinking environment needs a whole new set of skills, a whole new way of thinking about your job and your responsibilities and even what you consider reality. It requires many people to master systems thinking, and to study it in detail and practice it everyday. It requires not just learning as a team but learning how a team learns. It requires a shared vision that is understood at -- and created by -- all levels. It requires people to question their mental models. It requires personal mastery on the part of all members of all teams and all managers.

If systems thinking is the fifth discipline that ties all the others together, then personal mastery is the first discipline. It is about new ways of thinking, learning,  and perceiving that makes mental models, team learning, shared vision, and systems thinking possible. But that is the subject of another paper. 


And that brings us full circle to asking what is TQM: TQM is a new way of thinking about management.

