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Abstract

TQM (Total Quality Management) is considered to be an important management phi-
losophy, which sustains the organisations in their efforts towards quality improvement
and satisfied customers. The fact that small organisations have been slow to implement
TQM emphasises the need for further investigation concerning why the small organisations
have problems with implementing the TQM philosophy. This paper presents the results
of a multiple-case study of nine small organisations that have received a national or
regional quality award in Sweden. The fact that the organisations have received a quality
award is used as a standard for a successful implementation of TQM. The objective was
to increase the knowledge concerning small organisations’ work towards TQM. The
main focus of the study was to analyse the difficulties related to the implementation of
the core values, which usually comprise the basis of TQM. The resulting data accounts
for the comprehension and experience from the implementation processes within the
organisations. One implication from this study is the importance of a committed leader-
ship and the participation of the co-workers. A significant problem area that appeared
from the cases was difficulties for the organisations to work towards process orientation.

Introduction

There has been widespread recognition of the role and contribution which small
organisations make to the economy (Holliday, 1995). Politicians in many countries
emphasise the importance of small organisations as a mechanism for job creation, inno-
vation and the long-term development of economies (Storey, 1994). Also in Sweden
small organisations have received greater attention and the interest and research con-
cerning small organisations have increased during the past years (Johannisson &
Landström, 1999). Studies show that small organisations have generated an important,
indeed dominant, portion of the new jobs in Sweden during the period 1985-1995
(Davidsson et al., 1994; 1996).

The increased demands, generated by the process of constant change of the international
and national competitive environment, have not just affected large organisations. Small
organisations, for example as suppliers to large organisations, are experiencing increased
demands concerning quality, productivity and flexibility of their products and services
(Huxtable, 1995). It is generally accepted that quality is as important for small
organisations as it is for larger organisations. This is due to some of the general charac-
teristics, such as their vulnerability to shifts in market trends and their need to continu-
ally satisfy customer needs. According to Hodgetts (1996), all enterprises, regardless of
size and financial status, are involved in the quality revolution. TQM is frequently men-
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tioned in discussions concerning quality and is considered to be an important manage-
ment philosophy, which sustains the organisations in their efforts to obtain satisfied cus-
tomers (Dale, 1994; Huxtable, 1995). TQM is a wide concept since it embraces the
whole organisation and its processes instead of focusing on the product. It is also, by
many, considered to be a holistic approach, which seeks to convert the culture and struc-
ture of the organisation into a total commitment to quality (Barad, 1996). TQM is gener-
ally considered to be based on a number of core values such as customer focus, decisions
based on facts, process orientation, continuous improvement, everybody’s commitment
and leadership, see Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000). Small organisations are considered to
benefit from a successful implementation of TQM (Moreno-Luzon, 1993; Hendricks &
Singhal, 1999; Lagrosen, 2000). One more reason for stressing the importance of small
organisations’ work towards TQM is that it is imperative that small businesses also adopt
TQM to support the quality initiatives of large business (Yusof & Aspinwall, 2000).

Small organisations are believed to have an advantage over larger ones in implementa-
tion of TQM, due to their flexible organisational structure, innovation ability, lack of
hierarchical positions, and strong organisational culture (Welsh & White, 1981; Haksever,
1996). In spite of these advantages, small organisations have been slow to adopt TQM
compared to large organisations (Ghobadian & Gallear, 1995). Voices are raised with
arguments referring to the fact that small organisations not should be considered as small
big organisations (Welsh & White, 1981; Ghobadian & Gallear, 1997). Research by e.g.
North et al. (1998) indicates that large organisation’s quality management strategies do
not translate well into the small organisation situation. This implies that the specific
characteristics of small organisations call for a different implementation approach and
therefore increased knowledge concerning small organisations work towards TQM is
needed.

In this paper experiences from successful TQM implementation processes in nine small
organisations in Sweden, which all have received a national or regional quality award,
are described. The paper is divided into four sections. First, the concepts at issue in this
paper, TQM, small organisations and implementation, are discussed and defined. Then
the methodology used in the present study is described. After that are the empirical
findings presented, and finally, the analysis and the conclusions are discussed in the
subsequent sections.

Definitions and descriptions of used concepts

Total Quality Management

International research has many descriptions of the concept of TQM, but few clear defi-
nitions. For example, Oakland (1989), describes TQM as “an approach to improve com-
petitiveness, efficiency and flexibility for a whole organisation”. Dahlgaard et al. (1995)
provide two definitions of TQM. The first definition, which, according to them, is often
deployed in Europe, is that “quality is a culture of the organisation and the culture is
focused on customer satisfaction and continuous improvements”. The second definition,
which, according to Dahlgaard et al. (1995), is used in Japan, says that “TQM is a man-
agement philosophy that is characterised by the scientific base, systematic base and cov-
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ers the whole organisation”. Garvin (1988) avoids the concept of TQM and directs the
discussion towards Strategic Quality Management. The strategic approach towards quality
is, according to Garvin, more comprehensive than its predecessor’s quality inspection,
quality control and quality assurance and can be seen more as an extension than a denial
of them. Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000) declare that “TQM is a management system in con-
tinuous change, which comprises values, techniques and tools and that the overall goal
of the system is increased customer satisfaction with decreasing resources”. In this pa-
per, the definition by Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000) is used.

Implementation and organisational change

Implementing a management system, such as TQM, in most cases requires an extensive
change and development. There are many different descriptions, recommendations and
approaches concerning how to accomplish and manage a change process, see for ex-
ample Pressman & Wildavsky (1973); Tichy (1983); Beer et al. (1990); Senge (1990);
Juran (1995); Kotter (1996); Hatch (1997); Grieves (2000) and Sandström (2000). Com-
mon features for all strategies, independent of which subject they refer to are:

·Create awareness that change is necessary and needed.
·Create a common platform for the change process, achieve a common view of
how it should be accomplished and authorise changes.
·Spread the platform and educate in order to realise the change process.

There are also common features for the majority of the strategies and these are for ex-
ample the importance of monitoring and creating quick results in order to preserve the
change process.

Small organisations

In this study, the quantitative definition suggested by the European Commission is adopted
to define small organisations and to select the sample. Organisations between 10 and 49
employees are included in the study, which is equivalent to European Commission’s
small enterprise sector.

Methodology

Since the objective was to increase the knowledge concerning small organisations’ work
towards TQM, a multiple case study consisting of nine small organisations has been
carried out. With a case study, we can understand complex social phenomena (Yin, 1994),
such as small organisations’ work with TQM. In these case studies the attitudes and
approaches made by the organisations are analysed. The organisations used in the case
study are all organisations in Sweden with between 10 and 49 employees, which have
received a national or regional quality award.

The selected organisations show differences in several ways:
·The organisations are from both the public and private sector.
·Both the service sector and goods sector are represented.
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This gives possibilities of finding as many different natural cases of the phenomena as
possible, which is important in order to maximise the possibility for discovering as many
different characteristics of the phenomena as possible (Eneroth, 1986). Three different
data collecting methods have been chosen; interviews, documentation collection, and to
a certain extent direct observation. The author’s choices of analysis strategies and tools
are partly inspired by Yin (1994), Miles and Huberman (1984) and Czarniawska (1999).
The approach for the study consisted in tape-recorded interviews, one interview with the
management group, and one with two co-workers at the different case organisations.
The questions that have been asked during the interviews have concerned the
organisations’ implementation process, from when the start of the quality development
work, to the point of receiving the award. The core values, techniques and tools, de-
scribed in the TQM definition served as areas on which the questions where based. With
the core values, techniques and tools as a basis, questions were generated with the aim of
describing the organisation’s quality development process, with a focus on their experi-
ence from that process. The two groups described the successful implementation pro-
cess of TQM and the pros and cons they could recollect of their quality journey, con-
nected to their resource situation, knowledge situation and the theory of TQM. The fol-
lowing empirical findings are more thoroughly described in Hansson (2001)

Empirical Findings and Analysis

Implemented core values

The comparison between the cases, referring to which core values that have been per-
ceived, shows the similarities and differences between the cases. The principal result is
not the fact that the different cases have core values that permeate the organisation.
Since the organisations have received a quality award and therefore are considered to
have successfully implemented TQM, some of the core values are expected to permeate
the organisations. The major result is instead which of the six core values that permeate
the organisations since it indicates both which core values the organisations mainly have
been working with and which core values that presumably are advantageous to focus on
at the beginning of the implementation process. Two groups of core values can be iden-
tified namely, one group permeating all organisations and one group that permeating
some organisations, see figure 1.

Figure 1  Two different groups of core values.

Permeating all organisations Permeating some organisations

Process
orientation

Continuous
improvements

LEADERSH
IP

Everybody’s
commitment

CUSTOMER
FOCUS

Fact based
decisions
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One significant similarity is that the three core values, leadership, everybody’s commit-
ment and customer focus are permeating all organisations. The fact that all organisations
had implemented these core values implies that they both are necessary and suitable to
start with when implementing TQM.

Problematic core values

During the implementation process, some of the core values were problematic to imple-
ment in the organisations. One significant similarity between the cases is the problems
related to the core value process orientation, see table 2.  All respondents in all cases,
except one respondent in one case, describe process orientation as problematic. In all of
the cases these problems with the process orientation concept were related to the prevail-
ing knowledge situation. The branch that the organisation belongs to can mainly explain
the different result from the case where one respondent stated process orientation as non
problematic, since work with processes was a quite familiar activity according to the
respondents.

Table 2 Problematic core values in the different cases.

Problematic core values
according to the management

Problematic core values according
to the co-workers representative

Råtorp Nursery School
Everybody’s commitment

Process orientation
Everybody’s commitment

Process orientation

Bulten Automotive
AB

Process orientation Process orientation

 Broman Upper
Secondary School

Process orientation Process orientation

The Wisby Hotel Process orientation
Everybody’s commitment

Process orientation

Visby Arkitektgrupp
Continuous improvement

Process orientation
Continuous improvement

Fact-based decisions

Aesculapen Company
Health Service AB

Process orientation
Continuous improvement

Process orientation

Björknäs Dental Care
Centre

Process orientation
Process orientation

Continuous improvements

Hällbyskolan
Process orientation

Fact based decisions
Fact based decisions
Process orientation

Pulmonary Clinic
Process orientation

Fact based decisions
Process orientation

Fact based decisions

Recommended succession when introducing the core values

The recommended succession for implementing the core values can be considered as
subjective statements based on experiences from a successful implementation process.
The similarities between the nine cases can best be described for the core values leader-
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ship, everybody’s commitment and customer focus, see figure 2. In all cases the respon-
dents stated that these three core values should be among the four first to be imple-
mented among the six available. For the remaining core values the author cannot see any
clear connection between the different cases.

    RECOMMENDED CORE

        Leadership         Customer focus
Everybody’s commitment

Figure 2  The three core values that are recommended to be among the four first to
be implemented.

Advantages and disadvantages with the resource situation

The experienced pros and cons in the organisations concerning the resource situation are
divided into two aspects, the time and funds aspects. One could distinguish two common
occurrences. Firstly, the available assets during the implementation process have not
brought any distinct stated obstacles to the organisations. This occurrence is mainly due
to the management’s awareness of the importance of the quality development work.
Secondly, the problematic factor during the implementation process has been the amount
of available time.

Advantages and disadvantages with the knowledge situation

The knowledge situation in the studied cases has affected the implementation process
both positively and negatively. The advantages concerning the actual knowledge situa-
tion during the implementation process can roughly be divided into three areas. Firstly,
all organisations stressed the availability of education, as being the most important fac-
tor for the favourable knowledge situation. Secondly, the main part of the organisations
stressed that the work in cross-functional teams affected the understanding of the TQM
concept positively. Thirdly, many of the organisations experienced that people had a pre-
understanding for some of the core values due to which line of business the organisation
was in. The prevailing knowledge situation during the implementation process has in all
cases brought obstacles concerning the core value process orientation and also the self-
assessment process in connection with the quality award process. Here the unanimity is
total.

Conclusion

The analysis of the cases has shown considerable similarities concerning the described
areas between the different cases. This implies that many of the experiences concerning
the implementation process of TQM are unanimous. This is, in the author’s opinion,
especially interesting concerning the recommended succession of the core values, the
mentioned problematic core value and the effects of the knowledge and resource situa-
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tion. The recommendations from this study concerning small organisations’ work with
implementing TQM is therefore to start with the core values leadership, everybody’s
participation and customer orientation and also to pay special attention to educational
efforts concerning process orientation.

On a wider basis the organisations were positively affected by the low number of em-
ployees in relation to the visibility of management actions, the extension of training and
education, the ability to create a common view of the quality concept and apparent ef-
fects of the quality development work. In the some of the studied organisations with a
joint ownership the employee participation and management commitment were particu-
larly high.
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