Quality Excellence: A Process for Improvement

Introdu ction

Gone are the times of seemingly infinite revenue growth and new or emerging markets
around every corner. Current economic pressures make it imperative to focus on the
customer and deliver the product or service better than the competition. Truly great
leaders and managers will emerge because they understand their customers and
business drivers, and the business’ problems will not be covered up by growth and
unending customer need. Now more than ever, “how” we deliver our product or service
will bring competitive advantage - the design and implementation of the “best” processes
will not only satisfy the customers, but also bring the highest profit.

Quiality Excellence is a process for business improvement. It provides a structured and
holistic approach to assure all factors needed to put the business on an improvement
track are evaluated. It embraces Baldrige and 1SO as foundations for excellence. It
uses Six Sigma, Total Quality Management, and Re/Engineering methods and tools to
navigate the improvement process. Quality Excellence helps those to apply their quality
knowledge in improving a business by providing a process to create and manage a
business improvement program.

Quality Culture

The first step of an improvement process is to embrace a culture of quality. What does
that mean? Like Stephen J. Covey’s, “Seven Habits of Highly Effective People”, where
the road begins with oneself, it also true in business that all work, products, processes,
systems, values, cultures, goals, begin and end with people. To succeed, a culture
needs to be instituted where the customer is the focus and the people are equipped with
the tools and capabilities needed for them to perform their every day tasks. As business
leaders, we need to model the “right” behavior, i.e. the behavior we are fostering within
our culture. We need to train and educate our employees in simple quality tools and
techniques, such as process management, data analysis and investigation, statistical
process control, and data driven decision making.

Value Proposition

Why are we in business? A value proposition is the business’ statement of value that
encompasses the vision, mission and values as evaluated by the leadership, customers,
and stakeholders. The value proposition creates focus on changing the right things, not
everything. Understanding the customers, shareholders, suppliers, and employee
perspectives and applying the lessons learned to our business intent enables the
creation of a strategic statement of our value. During this exercise, external
expectations are made apparent, e.g. customers may require that we are 1SO registered
and/or certified. Conscious decisions are made about key performance characteristics
which are strategically important to excel versus those attributes where the business can
simply be competitive. This step sets the tone for the overall process improvement
program.



Baseline Current Performance

Once the value proposition is understood, an investigation and evaluation of the current
internal performance and external industry performance is undertaken. It provides a
picture of how the business is doing as compared to the competition and to the current
set of performance targets and goals. There are several ways to represent this
understanding; performance grades, scorecards, percentiles, statistics, etc. What is
important is to represent the analysis in the simplest terms that can be understood and
marketed inside and if appropriate, outside the walls of the business. The baselined
performance should support the value proposition; however, it may prompt a change in
strategic direction if the key ingredients are missing that are required to successfully
fulfill the value proposition.

End Game

Every successful improvement program must have a 2desired state® or 2end game®.
Shaking the chains of today and its limitations, the Desired State represents a
visualization of the ideal situation. The Desired State should be expressed in the same
terms and vocabulary as the performance baseline. It should contain statements of
change specific enough to be actionable, i.e. SMART objectives [1]. These expressions
will form the basis of the potential improvement initiatives which will be analyzed for
return on investment. It will also document, for everyone's benefit, where management
needs to be focused and the specific items or directions the business will look towards to
take itself to the next level.

Business Case

The business case provides a financial model of the business situation including items
such as; cost drivers, performance targets, control variables, expected outcomes,
investment returns, required data, and success indicators or criteria that will be used to
monitor the path to improvement. Depending on sound business judgment and data,
actions will be selected and documented to provide the 2biggest bang for the buck®. A
plan of action includes the critical steps and timeframes, expected outcomes and
required investments, and provides the map and guide posts in the improvement
program. During the course of the improvement program it will be important to update
and modify the business case to match what is occurring in the real world and use it to
help make the best decisions during the journey to excellence. As in the physical world
so it is in the business world, nothing is static, and we must adapt and track how things
change to make sure the program continues on the @right® path to achieve what was set
forth.

Improvement Management

Improvement management includes making decisions concerning scale of initiatives,
team structures and participation, governance for policy and escalation, and reward and
recognition programs to assure all stakeholders stay actively engaged. As was stated
earlier, people are the foundation to success, so it is very important to include all
necessary stakeholders during all steps. In addition to the appropriate operational
resources, quality resources will be very useful during this step, to assure active
participation, progress documentation and communication, and to facilitate action as it



was planned. It will also be critical to assess feedback and to understand it in context of
the business case, and to make the appropriate corrections to keep the improvement
program on track.

Conclusion

Quality encompasses systematic improvement. Have a plan, do it, check to see if what
you planned is happening, and act on the differences. Quality Excellence focuses the
classic 2Plan-Do-Check-Act® cycle on specific tasks designed to improve one's business.
It considers the business' strategy, evaluates its' current condition in context of itself and
its' competition, designs an 2End Game?®, assembles a detailed and concise business
case used for improvement decision making, and establishes a systematic improvement
management process to assure that the designed improvements meet the expectations
necessary to put the business on the right track and keep it there.

End Notes
[1] = SMART objectives are Specific, Measurable, Actionable, Responsive, and Timely.
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