
CASE 4: IMPLEMENTATION DISASTER
Summary:  When the plant manager abdicates his authority in a burst of enthusiasm for participative decision teams, he is dismayed by the results. The case involves an abysmal implementation of policy changes and decisions - that happen to deal with quality circles and productivity improvement.

John Stevens, plant manager of the Fairlee Plant of Lockstead Corpo​ration, which manufactures structural components for aircraft wings and bodies, became interested in using quality circles to improve performance in his plant. "Quality circles" was the name used to describe joint labor-​supervision participation teams operating at the shop-floor level at Lock​stead. Other companies called quality circles names such as "productivity groups," "people involvement programs," and "departmental teams." By whatever name, the purpose of quality circles was to improve the quality of manufacturing performance.

The subject of quality circles was a hot topic in the press. Stevens had seen books on Japanese management and productivity successes, which featured the use of quality circles. In these books, the slogan "None of us is as smart as all of us" was prominent.  Other books related quality circles to productivity gains. Articles on quality circles appeared often in trade journals and in business magazines, including Business Week.
Stevens also had a pamphlet from a management consulting firm an​nouncing a "new and improved" training course for quality circle leaders, scheduled consecutively in Birmingham, Alabama; Williamsburg, Virginia; and Orlando, Florida. Another consultant offered "A program that will teach your managers and supervisors how to increase productivity and efficiency without making costly investments... by focusing on tech​niques germane to the quality circle process." Stevens was impressed enough to attend an advanced management seminar at a large Midwestern university. A large part of the program concentrated on quality circles.

Professor Albert Mennon particularly impressed Stevens with his lec​tures on group discussion, team problem solving, and group decision making. Mennon convinced Stevens that employees meeting in quality ​circle teams with adequate leaders could effectively consider problems and formulate quality decisions that would be acceptable to employees. The staff conducting this state-of-the-art seminar covered five areas, including: (1) training quality circle members in the six-step problem sequence, (2) describing what leaders and facilitators should do during the quality ​circle sessions, (3) planning and writing a policy guide, (4) developing an implementation plan, and (5) measuring quality circle progress and success.

The potential benefits of a successfully implemented quality circle program were expected to affect workers and the company. The list of such payoffs included improved job satisfaction, productivity improvements, efficiency gains, and better quality of performance and labor relations. It was expected, moreover, that a reduction would occur in such areas as grievance loads, absenteeism, and costs.

Returning to his plant after the seminar, Stevens decided to practice some of the principles he had learned. He called together the 25 employ​ees of Department B and told them that production standards established several years ago were too low in view of the recent installation of auto​mated equipment. He gave the workers the opportunity to discuss the mitigating circumstances and to decide among themselves, as a group, what their standards should be. On leaving the room, he believed that the workers would establish much higher standards than he would have dared propose.

After an hour of discussion, the group summoned Stevens and notified him that, contrary to his opinion, their decision was that the standards were already too high, and since they had been given the authority to establish their own standards, they were making a reduction of 10 percent. Stevens knew these standards were far too low to provide a fair profit on the owner's investment. Yet he believed his refusal to accept the group decision would be disastrous. Stevens thought of telephoning Professor Mennon for consultation about the quality circle dilemma, but he chose to act on his own.

Options filled Stevens' mind: (1) he could accept the blame for the quality circle experiment having gone awry and tell them to begin anew; (2) he could establish incentive pay adjustment linkage between the qual​ity circle's decisions and productivity improvements; (3) he might even operate for a short while at a loss to prove that the original quality circle decision had been unacceptable; and (4) he might abandon the participative team program. Stevens knows that he needs a decision, an operational policy for the quality circle program, and an implementation plan.

SOME DISCUSSION ITEMS

1.  Critique John's implementation.

2.  What would have been a more appropriate procedure for Stevens to follow before, during, and after calling the 25 employees together for quality ​circle interaction?
3.  Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of continuing to use the quality circle technique in the Fairlee plant, given the events that have already occurred.

4.  Recommend a course of action for John Stevens now that his quality ​circle experiment is in trouble. Explain your reasoning.


Excerpted and adapted from Champion & James (1989), Critical incidents in management. Homewood, IL: Irwin.

