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ABSTRACT

The population of Deming subject matter experts (SMEs) were surveyed in order to determine their beliefs regarding the causes of implementation difficulties and failures associated with Demingistic principles. The results indicate an informal conclusion that management, especially senior management or corporate leadership, represent the most common root cause of such difficulties and failures. This finding is, in general, in keeping with Deming’s posture that the commitment of leadership is requisite to successful quality management.
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
A recent review of the literature revealed only a minimal amount of formal academic research in traditional management journals regarding the Deming philosophy. In fact, only one “stream” of research in major academic management journals was located. A 1994 Academy of Management Review article presents research that proposes a theoretical model based on constructs resulting from a Delphi study involving seven experts who “had been involved professionally, and, in some cases, personally with Deming” [1]. A 1995 Decision Sciences article describes a testing of the model using path analysis on survey data collected from forty-one U.S. manufacturing plants. Statistical significance is found for six of the eight paths [2]. A 1997 dissertation hypothesized that the causal factors in that model would correlate with the outcomes expected under the Deming philosophy; only minor support was found [7]. A 1998 article in the Journal of Operations Management replicates the 1995 study, this time analyzing data from forty-four Italian manufacturing plants; five of the eight paths found support [8].

In addition to the aforementioned stream of research, a small number of unpublished dissertations and academic journal articles were identified.  In contrast, a large number of practitioner articles, magazine pieces and popular press books that could not be considered to be academic in nature were available These works tended to explain some facet of Demingism, anecdote Demingism cases with positive outcomes or attempt to transfer some part of the Deming body of knowledge to a new audience or industry.

The major implication resulting from this literature review is that the abundance of anecdotal support for Demingistic practices, when compared to the almost total absence of significant academic research regarding Demingism, in of itself effects a compelling call to conduct formal research.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY
Given the population of Deming SMEs likely represent those most experienced in attempts to implement Demingistic principles in organizations, research questions regarding those efforts were especially appropriate. In this study, the Deming SMEs were asked two specific open‑response questions regarding such efforts:

Question 1:  What are the top three causes of failure of Demingistic principles in cases where it has failed?

Question 2:  What are the three biggest problems encountered in implementing the Demingistic principles?

Fifty-five individuals were initially selected to function as Deming philosophy subject matter experts for this survey. These individuals were selected on the basis that they had relatively extensive professional contact with Dr. Deming, published on the topic of the Deming philosophy, remain centrally active in the Deming community, and/or are credited by name by Dr. Deming in his written works. These fifty-three individuals clearly represent a high percentage of the entire population of Deming subject matter experts in the context intended within thisresearch.

In order to positively affect the response rate a number of actions were taken. At least one attempt was made to contact each subject by telephone prior to the mailing of the survey in order to increase the response rate. It was explained in the cover letter that each individual received with the survey letter that they were part of a very carefully selected and very small group of individuals being surveyed and so each response was critical in order for the study to be successful. A second request letter and a ”double‑mailing” of the survey was sent to non‑respondents. Further, the cover letter was sent on departmental letterhead to imply sponsorship and authenticity. Dillman [5] gives support toward the use of all these tactics in order to increase response rate. Dillman was also consulted in a broader, more general sense for expertise in conducting this mail survey. Further, surveys were sent with stamped return postage (as opposed to “postage to be paid” mailings), a second request letter and “double mailing” was sent to non-respondents and cover letters were sent on university letterhead due to the fact that significance was found for each of those factors in a meta-analysis of the factors typically used to induce response in mail surveys [6].

Of those fifty-five individuals identified, two individuals disqualified themselves in pre-contact as not being Deming subject matter experts, one individual declined participation during pre-contact and three individuals could not be located. Of those remaining forty-seven individuals who were mailed the survey, 27 usable responses were returned. This translates into a 57.4% response rate.

ANALYSIS OF DATA
Question 1:  Demingism Failures

The responses were informally coded, resulting in a certain degree of evidence upon which at least one informal conclusion was drawn. From the answers provided by the 27 respondents, 71 responses were coded. By far, the most common response was failure of senior management or leadership. Failure of senior management and leadership accounted for seventeen of the 71 coded responses, approximately 24% of the total coded responses. In fact ten of the 27 individuals responded that failure of senior management and leadership was the leading cause of Deming prescription failure, and three of the individuals cited it as the sole cause. The most common failure attributed to senior management and leadership was a lack of commitment or constancy of purpose. Thirteen other coded responses attributed failure to “management” for various reasons, but did not specifically make reference to senior management. This data certainly offers a certain degree of informal evidence to conclude that Deming prescription failure is most often due to management, most frequently the lack of commitment by senior management. This conclusion is in general alignment with the existing management literature that finds various organizational models and outcomes are ultimately requisite upon the posture of senior management. This conclusion is also in general alignment with Dr. Deming’s known posture toward the criticality of senior management support.

Five other major codings emerged from the responses:  inadequate understanding of Demingism (nine responses), lack of long-term focus and/or short-term thinking (six responses), poor or partial implementation (five responses), lack of a good Deming consultant (three responses) and organizational culture/philosophy that conflicted with Demingism (three responses). There were fifteen other unduplicated responses that were coded as “miscellaneous.”

Question 2:  Demingism Implementation Problems

The responses were informally coded, resulting in a certain degree of evidence upon which at least one informal conclusion was drawn. From the answers provided by the 27 respondents, 79 codable responses were categorized. In general, many of the same codings seen under the preceding question emerged once again. The most common response coding was failure of “management” for various reasons, but did not specifically make reference to senior management. Failure of management accounted for twelve of the seventy-nine coded responses, approximately 15% of the total coded responses. Nine other coded responses specifically referenced failure of senior management. When these two codings are considered together, the Deming SMEs attributed implementation problems to management (or senior management) in 28% of their coded responses. 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

This data certainly offers a certain degree of informal evidence to conclude that Deming implementations problems are most often due to management, most frequently the lack of commitment by senior management. 

Again, this conclusion is in general alignment with Deming’s known posture toward the criticality of senior management support.  Deming was well known for requiring the support of top management prior to entering into a relationship with an organization.  Further, Deming made numerous statements regarding the criticality of leadership toward successful culture and cultural transformation.  The following quotations are but a small sample of such statements:

“The job of management is to replace work standards by knowledgeable and intelligent leadership. ... Wherever [this has been done], quality and productivity have gone up substantially.” [3]

“Managers must drive out fear, so that everyone may work effectively for the company.” [3]

"Plants do not close from poor workmanship, but from poor management."  [3]

"Quality is determined by the top management. It can not be delegated." [3]

"Where is quality made?  The answer is, by the top management. The quality of the output of a company can not be better than the quality determined at the top.” [3]

"Quality begins with the intent, fixed by management." [3]

“the job of management is not supervision, but leadership” [3]

 “good management helps to nurture and preserve ... positive innate attributes of people [such as] a natural inclination to learn [and] the right to enjoy his work.” [4]

“Resolution of conflicts, and removal of barriers to cooperation, are responsibilities of management.” [4]

Given Deming’s established philosophical posture regarding the criticality of top management, these results are not entirely surprising.  However, through this study, that posture finds additional support within the numerous implementation experiences of Deming experts, support that moves Deming’s posture even further beyond mere philosophy and more toward known phenomena and practice.
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