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Total Army Quality (TAQ):

Management of Process Improvement

Supplementary Reading #2

What Kind of Leader are YOU?

This reading was adapted from the following article: Berwick, D, “Continuous Improvement as an Ideal in Health Care,” The New England Journal of Medicine, Vol 320, No. 1, January 1989.

**

Imagine two motor pools monitored by two senior NCOs, SFCs Smith and Jones.

SFC Smith walks the line, watching carefully. “I can see you all,” he warns. “I have the means to measure your work and I will do so. I will find those among you who are unprepared or unwilling to do your jobs, and when I do there will be consequences. There are many sergeants available for these jobs and you can be replaced.”

SFC Jones walks a different line and he too watches. “I am here to help you if I can,” he says. “We are in this together for the long haul. You and I have a common interest in a job well done. I know that most of you are trying very hard, but sometimes things can go wrong.

My job is to notice opportunities for improvement—skills that could be shared, lessons from the past, or experiments to try together—and to give you the means to do your work even better than you do now. I want to help the average ones among you, not just the exceptional few at either end of the spectrum of competence.”

Which motor pool works better? Which is more likely to do the job well in the long run? Where would you rather work?

In management in general, there are two approaches to the problem of improving quality—-two theories of quality that describe the work climate. One will serve us well; the other probably will not.

The Theory of Bad Apples
The theory used by SFC Smith relies on inspection to improve quality.

 We may call it the Theory of Bad Apples, because those who support it believe that quality is best achieved by discovering bad apples and removing them from the lot. The experts call this mode ”quality by inspection.”

Those in management who support the Theory of Bad Apples are looking hard for better tools of inspection. This theory readily gives rise to what can be called the my-apple-is-just-fine-thank-you response on the part of the soldiers supervised by SFC Smith.

Rules of the Game
SFC Smith has defined the rules of a game called “Prove you are acceptable,” and that is what the soldiers play. The game is not fun, of course; the workers are afraid, angry and sullen, but they play nonetheless.

 They play defense with 3 tactics: kill the messenger (SFC Smith is not their friend); distort the work data, in other words control the mechanisms that may do you harm (If you are behind hide the work orders when Smith is around); and if all else fails, turn somebody else in (and divert the Smith’s attention), “PFC Newsoldier did it.”

Any good leader knows how clever a frightened work force can be. SFC Smith, the inspector, says, “I will find you out if you are deficient.” SSG Hardwork, the subject replies, “I will therefore prove I am not deficient”—-and seeks not understanding, but escape.

Bad Apple Causes and Solutions
This sad game considers that the cause of trouble is people—their corruptness, incompetence, or insufficient caution. 

According to this outlook leaders may use deterrence to improve quality: ”Reward and punishment can control people who do not care enough to do what they can or what they know is right.” The Theory of Bad Apples implies that people must be made to care; the inevitable response is the attempt to prove that one cares enough.

What a waste! The Theory of Bad Apples let American industry down for decades.

It took some visionary theorists to learn that relying on inspection to improve quality is at best inefficient and at worst a formula for failure. The Japanese learned first—from American theorists ironically—-that there were far better ways to improve quality, and the result is international economic history.  

The Theory of Continuous Improvement
What Japan discovered was a new more valid way to focus on quality. Call it the Theory of Continuous Improvement. Its principles are simple, but they are strangely alien to some basic assumptions in management today. 

The theorists found that problems, and therefore opportunities to improve quality, had usually been built into the work processes and that defects in quality could only rarely be attributed to a lack of will, skill, or benign intention. Even when people were at the root of defects the problem was generally not one of motivation or effort, but rather of poor job design, failure of leadership or unclear purpose.

Quality can be improved much more when people are assumed to be trying hard already and are not accused of sloth (laziness). Fear of the kind produced by the disciplinary approach poisons improvement in quality, since it inevitably leads to resentment, distortion of information and the loss of the chance to learn.

Improve the Process
Real improvement in quality depends on understanding and revising the production process on the basis of data about the processes themselves. For example, filling a prescription is a process.

 If the pharmacy keeps running short on penicillin at the end of the month there is a problem, not with the pharmacy tech who does the request, but with the process. What is the problem? Where is it?

Maybe the medication requests are simply being submitted too late to ensure delivery before the shelves are empty. 

What in the World is kaizen?
Modern theories of quality improvement focus on the average

producer; like SFC Jones, who cares far more about learning and cooperating with the typical worker than about censoring the truly deficient.

The Japanese call this technique kaizen—-the continuous search for opportunities for all processes to get better. An epigram captures this spirit: “Every defect is a treasure.” In the discovery of imperfection lies the chance for processes to improve. 

Of course, it would be naïve to suggest the total abandonment of surveillance and discipline. Even in Japan there are police. Regulators must continue to ferret out the dangerously incompetent. But what about the rest of us?

 How can we best be helped to try a little kaizen in our own back yards? 

How to Take Care of Soldiers
As a leader you can reestablish respect for the worker. Soldiers must be assumed to be trying hard, acting in good faith and not willfully failing to do what they know to be correct. When they are caught in complex system, of course people make mistakes; these are unintentional and the people involved cannot be frightened into doing better.

In fact, if they are afraid, they will probably do worse, since they will be wasting their time in self-defense instead of learning. Remember, just as marriages do not improve under the threat of divorce, neither in general, will “soldiering.”

Questions for You
Leaders who doubt that methods designed to improve quality can help them in daily practice may consider several questions. When quality fails in your own work, why does it fail? Do you ever waste time waiting, when you should not have to? Do you ever redo your work because something failed the first time? Do the procedures you use waste steps, duplicate efforts or frustrate you through their unpredictability? Is information that you need ever lost? Does communication ever fail? If the answer to any of these is yes, then ask why. How can it be changed: What can be improved and how?

Process not People
If you look to the “process” not the “people” as the problem, and accept that every process can be improved you will probably have better efficiency, greater effectiveness, lower cost and the gratitude and loyalty of more satisfied patients/workers.

We are wasting our time with the Theory Of Bad Apples and we can best begin by freeing ourselves from the fear, accusation, defensiveness and naiveté of an empty search for improvement through inspection and discipline. 

All in all, The Theory of Continuous Improvement is proving itself in American industries and it holds some badly needed answers for all management.
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