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Professional quality

To keep your promises to customers and to manage your risks, you have to
build a joined-up organization. Michael Debenham, executive director
policy and professional affairs at the CQI, reviews the integral role of
quality in building a system that delivers

You run an organization with a multitude of functions, staff, suppliers and partners all
aiming to provide your customer with what they want, when they want it. To do this
requires a joined-up approach focused on the customer and managing risks presented
by factors such as regulation, product or service failure, and competition. This is
where quality and the chartered quality professional comes in.

Quality has come a long way during the past 20 years and now encompasses a wide
range of core activities essential to the survival and growth of business. During that
time, many organizations have made the mistake of proclaiming that ‘quality is every-
one’s business’, but not ensuring that they have the competence to deploy it. It’s like
saying that HR is everyone’s business, but not training managers in the basics and not
having an HR professional there to facilitate the process.

If you run a small or medium-sized business, it is likely that you – the CEO,
supported by some kind of external expertise – will be responsible for quality. If you
run a large organization, having a competent chartered quality professional is what
you need. However you work, you need to know that your business system works and
delivers.

This year sees the launch of the chartered quality professional qualification and it is
reasonable for businesses to ask what difference it will make to their fortunes. Let us
look at the questions that executives can put to determine whether quality is adding
appropriate value to their organization.
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Customer focus
It has now become widely accepted that:

� the customer is central not only to our business but to the future success of our
business;

� retaining existing customers is cheaper and easier than acquiring new ones;
� one dissatisfied customer will do more harm to an organization than the good

created by ten satisfied customers.

But this is much more than customer satisfaction: it is about customer focus in every-
thing that the organization does. Making sure that internal and outsourced functions
are aware of their internal suppliers and customers, and how their work impacts on
external customers, is vital if you are to really achieve customer satisfaction. The key
to getting this right is measurement, and the quality professional can turn the moni-
toring and measurement of customer satisfaction into a vital data asset to form a key
input into the process of business improvement.

More challenging than the technical competences are skills required to facilitate
this customer-focused approach between internal functions, with suppliers and with
partners: persuasion, education, diplomacy and the total support of top management
are key.

You also want to see your quality professional plugged into your marketing func-
tion as customer focus also allows your organization to identify your customers’
future needs, those requirements that the customer may well not yet be aware of, but
if discovered can provide that key information to enable you to stay one product
ahead of the competition.

Management of risk
Quality and risk can be seen as opposite ends of the same stick. An organization that
does not understand risk and has not identified those key risks to delivering the
required levels of product and service quality at the right cost is not destined to
survive.

Business risks are not, of course, simply confined to natural disasters, chemical
explosions and occupation health and safety issues. They also include a wide-ranging
series of threats such as unwarranted media attention, industrial action, unwelcome
legislation, currency value changes, insurrection, trade barriers, products liability,
hostile takeover bids, aggressive competitors, new competitors, new products, and as
many more as can be brainstormed. The list may be more or less endless. What is
important in all of these cases is that your business system identifies all of the possible
risks confronting the organization, and determines their probability of occurrence,
the consequences of occurrence and actions to take for prevention or risk reduction.

Many businesses now develop registers of risk but they include so many risks that
top management cannot keep their eye on the few essential risks that are business
critical. An effective approach to highlighting the current key risks that top manage-
ment need to monitor is another key to survival.
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Corporate care and responsibility
Organizations are now faced with the need to address the issues associated with social
responsibility and are turning to their quality professionals for support to embed CSR
policy into their business systems.

The quality professional has the competence to support the development of value
sets, policies and codes of conduct; identify stakeholders; run stakeholder engage-
ment programmes; establish objectives and targets; convert principles into practice;
establish methods for monitoring and measuring performance, a process for perform-
ance review and reporting, and the identification and review of impacts.

Business improvement
Improvement, in an increasingly competitive world, is a prerequisite, but does not
happen by accident. The quality professional brings a systematic approach to
improvement using specific tools to measure, review and change the ways things are
done. These tools range from Six Sigma to Kaizen, but the key is to have someone
competent to know which tools are best for your organization and who is able to
demonstrate the outcome of implemented improvement activities in terms of risk
management, customer satisfaction and the bottom line.

Business direction and product development
Organizations are now turning to their quality professionals to help develop their
vision, mission, targets and the plans to achieve them using the appropriate quality
tools for the task. Quality professionals are also involved in product development,
helping to establish the appropriate quality standards for new products and services
and evaluating the impact of these decisions on development and production costs
through effective quality planning.

Change management
Few, if any, successful businesses remain free from the need to change their product
lines, their management system, their processes or simply their venues. Change is
almost always resisted and needs to be carefully managed. It is no longer sufficient for
the quality professional simply to be an outstanding technician – he or she must also
be a competent change agent or project manager. The quality professional has to be
able to support the organization through the structured process of defining the
drivers for change; creating and sharing the vision for change; selecting and motivat-
ing champions for change; identifying and mentoring the resistance; implementing
the change and then assessing the effectiveness of change and making any necessary
adjustments.
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Business system analysis and design
Fundamental to the success of every thriving business is an effective management
system and efficient processes that deliver their range of products and services. The
quality professional has to be able to support process owners in designing their
processes, taking them through the structured task of specifying, defining and then
mapping processes. Helping the organization to identify the risks associated with
each stage of the process and putting in place the appropriate controls to manage
these risks is a key part of every quality professional’s role.

In conclusion
From all of this we can develop a list of questions that senior management should
expect their quality professional to be able to answer:

� Convince me that we have a business system that
– ensures that our business aims and goals are achieved;
– provides assurance of product and service quality;
– manages our exposure to risk;
– addresses our approach to CSR.

� Convince me that we have systems that ensure we learn from our customers’ and
stakeholders’ feedback, our internal controls, and that these systems are deliver-
ing measurable improvements to our processes, products and services.

� Tell me what business improvement tools are we using and convince me that
appropriate measurable improvements are being generated in terms of:
– reduced cost;
– improved efficiency of our processes;
– increased customer satisfaction.

� Convince me that we manage change effectively.
� Convince me that our people are trained and competent in quality to the levels

essential for the efficient running and improvement of our business processes.

If we can answer all these questions positively then we have the foundation to sustain
our businesses well into the 21st century.

Mike Debenham, CEng FCQI, is the CQI’s Executive Director Policy and
Professional Affairs. He is the focal point for all professional and technical
matters within the institute and in the exchange of ideas and issues (mdeben-
ham@thecqi.org).

For general enquiries contact: Vince Desmond, Executive Director Business
Development (vdesmond@thecqi.org).
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