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Introduction

To say th a t N lorthern  Ire la n d  is a  sm all co u n try  w ith  e n o rm o u s  p ro b lem s, 
p a rtic u la rly  of the  social an d  econom ic variety, is so m e th in g  o f a n  
u n d e rs ta te m e n t. For exam ple, as a t D ecem b er 1985, 21.3%  o f  the  w o rk in g  
p o p u la tio n , ex c lu d in g  school-leavers, w ere u n em p lo y ed  (E m p lo y m e n t 
G aze tte , D e c e m b e r 1985, seasonally  ad ju sted  figures). H ow ever, d esp ite  
the  ad v erse  econom ic  c lim ate  those em ployed in th e  P ro v in c e ’s b u s in ess  
a n d  in d u stry  have it in  th e ir  pow er to  help  them selves a n d  th e  econom y, 
a t least to som e ex ten t. T h e re  is, fo r exam ple, p len ty  o f  scope fo r 
im p ro v in g  in d u s tr ia l o u tp u t, as the  g rap h  in  F ig u re  1, re p ro d u c e d  fro m  
th e  rep o rt o f  d ie  N . I re la n d  E conom ic C o u n cil “Economic Assessment: A pril 
1 9 8 5 ” demonstrates. To quote from this report: “These figures are in line w ith other 
economic indicfctirs in showing that local manufacturing performed more poorly than 
United K in g it.n  manufacturing between 1979 and 1 9 8 3 ”.

Figure 1: M anufacturing output in Northern Ireland and the United Kingdom,
1981-84 (1980=100)

Sources: ¡D ep artm en t o f E conom ic D evelopm ent, C e n tra l  S ta tistica l O ffice.

*The author is L ed  urer in the D epartm ent of Business Studies, T he Q u een ’s U niversity  o f  Belfast. 
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T h e  task  o f econom ic recovery will n o t be  easy,' b u t it w ould  su re ly  be 
g rea tly  fac ilita ted  if b o th  sides o f in d u s try  cou ld  a b a n d o n  th e ir  tra d itio n a l 
ad v ersa ria l re la tionsh ips and  w ork to g e th e r tow ards th is end . H ow ever, if 
th is k in d  o f constructive  ap p ro ach  is ever to  b ecom e a  reality, the in itia tiv e  
m u s t com e from  m an ag em en t, w ho will have to  app ly  them selves to 
d ev is in g  som e ap p ro p ria te  m eth o d  for invo lv ing  em ployees in  th e  affairs 
o f th e ir  o rg an isa tio n s a n d  to  accept som e resp o n sib ility  for the  p e rfo rm ­
an ce  o f  these, in a  m u ch  m ore  m ean in g fu l way th a n  here to fo re . W hile  
th e re  is no  o n e  best way of ach iev ing  th is, since each  co m p an y  has its ow n 
p a r tic u la r  p rio rities  an d  constra in ts , re sea rch  ev idence  suggests th a t 
q u a lity  circles (Q C s) can  m ake a positive c o n tr ib u tio n  in  th is  reg a rd , n o t 
on ly  in  J a p a n  b u t also in  the U K  (D ale  a n d  B all, 1983).

As is well know n, the  Q C  tech n iq u e  w as developed  by the J a p a n e se  as a 
vehicle for co m b in in g  som e o f the h u m a n  re la tio n s  theory , developed  by 
A m e ric a n  b eh av io u ra l scientists in the  1950s a n d  1960s, w ith  a sta tistica l 
ap p ro a c h  to  q u a lity  contro l. T h e  u ltim a te  a im  w as, o f course, to  im prove 
th e  q u a lity  o f  Ja p a n e se  m an u fac tu res , w hich  in  th e  early  post-W ar p e rio d  
h a d  ac q u ire d  a ‘cheap an d  n a s ty ’ im age. Essentially , a q u a lity  circle is a 
sm all g ro u p  o f people, a ro u n d  8 to 10 in  n u m b er, em ployed  on s im ila r 
w ork, w ho m eet to g e th er reg u la rly  u n d e r  the  lead ersh ip  o f  th e ir  
su p e rv iso r o r  im m ed ia te  superior, to  identify , ana lyse  an d  solve w ork- 
re la te d  p rob lem s. In  this way Q C  p a rtic ip a n ts  have som e influence  over 
the  p ro b lem s an d  decisions th a t affect th em  d irec tly  a t w ork. T h e  
a ttra c tio n s  o f  the techn ique  are  th a t it is n o t o n ly  taps in to  the  w ealth  o f 
jo b  know ledge an d  ta len ts  possessed by o rd in a ry  w orkers, w hich  a re  so 
o ften  w asted  assets, b u t it does no t, o r  r a th e r  shou ld  n o t, en c ro ach  u p o n  
ex is tin g  co rp o ra te  stru c tu res  o r  tra d e  u n io n  b a rg a in in g  m ach inery . 
F u rth e rm o re , Q C s do no t req u ire  m u ch  in  the  w ay o f cap ita l investm en t 
to  set up , a n d  they do n o t have to  be  co n fined  to  th e  shop floor; in  J a p a n  
a n d  e lsew here  they  a re  to be  found  w o rk in g  successfully  in  w h ite -co lla r 
e n v iro n m e n ts , such as b an k in g , in su ran ce  a n d  ho tels (Ishikaw a, 1982).

W h e n  a co m p an y  is o p e ra tin g  in  very  d ifficu lt c ircu m stan ces , as a re  m an y  
in d u s tr ia l a n d  com m ercia l en te rp rises  in  N o r th e rn  Ire la n d , to  em b race  a 
te c h n iq u e  so innovative (w hen  view ed fro m  a local perspective) an d  
th e re fo re  po ten tia lly  risky, as q u a lity  circles, re q u ire s  g rea t courage . 
C o n seq u en tly , it com es as no  su rp rise  to  le a rn  th a t very  few o f the 
P ro v in c e ’s com pan ies have effected th is ‘q u a n tu m  le a p ’ in to  the  u n k n o w n . 
In d e e d , as th e  follow ing in fo rm a tio n  g a th e red  by  the  L a b o u r  R e la tio n s 

.A gency  (1985) from  a te lephone  survey o f  the  to p  100 firm s in  N o rth e rn  
I re la n d  te n d s  to suggest, n o t only Q C s b u t  the  w hole  issue o f em ployee 
in v o lvem en t, topical elsew here in  the  U K , h a s  left la rge  sec tions of 
N o r th e rn  Ire la n d  com m erce  an d  in d u s try  u n m o v ed . I t  m u st, o f course,



be p o in ted  ou t th a t as a t J a n u a ry  1986 the p ro v is io n s o f  th e  1982 
E m p lo y m e n t Act o f  G re a t B rita in , in c lud ing  those re la tin g  to  em ployee  
invo lvem en t s ta tem en ts , do  no t apply  to this P rovince.
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T able 1: Employee Participation/Involvement Schemes Reported by Top Companies 
in Northern. Ireland (n=91), Labour Relations Agency (L R A )  1984.

Scheme Number %

N ew s S heets 40 44
P ro fit S h a r in g  Schem es 19 21
J o in t  C o n su lta tiv e  C ouncils 18 20
W o rk s C o u n c ils /C o m m itte e s 14 15
T e a m  B rie fin g /B rie fin g
G ro u p s 13 14
Q u a lity  C ircles 9 10
G ro u p  W o rk in g 2 2
W o rk e r  D irec to rs 1 1
Co-opera-t ives 1 1
N o n e 24 26

D esp ite  the fo reg o in g , a  sm all n u m b e r  o f  com pan ies have  e s ta b lish e d  a  
Q C  p ro g ra m m e , o r  a t least have  tried  to  do so. H o w ev er, it is t ru e  to  say  
th a t a lth o u g h  Q C s  w ere  firs t in tro d u ced  to  th is  co u n try  a ro u n d  1980, th e  
Q C  concep t h as  n o t exactly  flourished  in  the in te r im . In d e e d , by  
in te rv iew in g  a ll o f  the  m a n a g e m e n t consu ltan ts  k n o w n  to h a v e  b een  
invo lved  w ith  Q C s in  the  P ro v in ce , to g e th e r w ith o th e r  in fo rm e d  p a r tie s  
such  as local t ra in in g  ad v ise rs , L R A  officials a n d  the  N a tio n a l S o c ie ty  fo r 
Q u a lity  C irc les  (N S Q C ) b ased  in  L o n d o n , the  re se a rc h e r  c o u ld  only  
u n c o v e r a  to tal of 19 N o r th e rn  I re la n d  o rg an isa tio n s ( in c lu d in g  3 in  th e  
p u b lic  sector) th a t h av e  h a d  an y  in vo lvem en t a t all w ith  Q C s. H o w e v e r , 
o f  these  19 a m ere  6 Q C  p ro g ra m m e s  rem a in ed  ac tiv e  as a t M a y  1985. 
D esp ite  th is u n fo r tu n a te  fact the m a jo rity  of those w ho  h av e  p a r tic ip a te d  
in  Q C  in itia tiv es  in  th is c o u n try  feel th a t they  have y ie ld ed  b e n e fits  fo r 
the e n te rp rise s  c o n c e rn e d , an d  th a t the Q C  tech n iq u e  has s o m e th in g  
positive  to  offer N o r th e rn  Ire la n d  in d u stry .

Methodology

B efore co m m en c in g  th e  s tu d y  it w as first o f  all n ecessary  to  o b ta in  so m e 
id ea  o f  the e x te n t to  w h ich  N o rth e rn  Ire la n d  co m p an ie s  h a d  b e c o m e  
in v o lved  w ith  tire Q C  te c h n iq u e . A ccord ing ly , the re se a rc h e r  in te rv ie w e d  
5 local m a n a g e m e n t co n su lta n ts , tw o tra in in g  adv isers a n d  o n e  a c a d e m ic ,
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all o f w hom  w ere believed to  have  h a d  som e d ea lin g s w ith  Q C s  in  the 
P ro v in ce . O n  the basis o f the  b a c k g ro u n d  in fo rm a tio n  o b ta in e d  from  
these  in te rv iew s, 16 m an u fa c tu rin g  o rg an isa tio n s  w hich  w ere  k n o w n  to 
h av e  e m b a rk e d  u p o n  a Q C  in itia tiv e  w ere  su rv ey ed . T h e  m a in  a im s of 
th e  su rv ey  w ere  (i) to  o b ta in  in fo rm a tio n  c o n ce rn in g  the  ex p erien ce  to 
d a te  o f  N o rth e rn  Ire la n d  m a n u fa c tu r in g  co m p an ies  w h ich  have 
in tro d u c e d  Q C s, (ii) to estab lish  w hat ob jectives these  o rg a n isa tio n s  had  
in  e m b a rk in g  u p o n  a Q C  in itia tiv e , a n d  w h e th e r o r  n o t these  w ere 
ach iev ed , (iii) to find  o u t w hat b enefits , if  an y , h av e  e m a n a te d  fro m  the 
Q C  te c h n iq u e , (iv) to  d e te rm in e  w h a t p ro b lem s, o r  d ifficu lties Q C s  have 
e n g e n d e re d  for the  o rg an isa tio n s c o n ce rn ed , (v) to  d iscover w hy som e 
Q C  p ro g ra m m e s  have su rv ived  the te s t o f  tim e , w hile o th e rs  h av e  not, 
a n d  (vi) to  a tte m p t to ascerta in  w hat c o n tr ib u tio n , if  an y , Q C s  can /co u ld  
m ak e  to  N o rth e rn  I re lan d  in d u stry . T h e  re su lts  o f  th is su rvey  a re  now  
re p o r te d  in  th is p ap er.

T h e  re sp o n d e n t com pan ies w ere d iv id ed  in to  tw o categories, A  a n d  B, the 
fo rm e r c o m p ris in g  those u n d e rta k in g s  w hich  still h a d  active Q C  
p ro g ra m m e s , and  the la tte r  co m p ris in g  those in  w hich  Q C s  h ad  ceased 
to  o p e ra te . 11 com pleted  q u es tio n n a ires  w ere re tu rn e d , 5 o f w hich  w ere 
ca teg o ry  A  (ou t o f a p o ten tia l to ta l o f  6) a n d  6 from  ca teg o ry  B (fro m  a 
p o te n tia l to ta l o f 10). In  view  o f th e  sm all size o f  th e  sam ple  th e  study  
sh o u ld  be  reg a rd ed  as an  ex p lo ra to ry  one.

Companies in the Sample

A s sta ted , th e  11 com pan ies in c lu d ed  in  th e  su rvey  are  all involved in 
m a n u fa c tu r in g  an d  it is p ro b ab ly  n o  co inc idence  th a t 10 o f these a re  local 
su b sid ia rie s  of la rg e r o rg an isa tio n s u n d e r  B ritish  o r  fo re ign  ow nership . 
O n e  w ou ld  expect this type  o f co m p an y  to  be m o re  likely to  be exposed 
to  in n o v a tiv e  m an ag em en t techn iques, th a n  locally-ow ned en terp rises. 
In d e e d , o n e  of the  co n su ltan ts  in te rv iew ed  p o in te d  o u t th a t in  tw o cases 
th e  p a re n t  com pany o u tside  N o r th e rn  I re la n d  stro n g ly  p e rsu a d e d  the 
local su b sid ia ry  to  in tro d u ce  Q C s. W h ile  a p p re c ia tin g  the  reasons fo r this 
ty p e  o f  ap p ro ach , one can  also a n tic ip a te  th e  d an g ers . S h o u ld  so m eth in g  
so novel as the Q C  tech n iq u e  be im p o sed  u p o n  a local w orkforce by 
‘d iv in e  d e c re e ’ from  elsew here, n o  d o u b t b ew ild e rin g  m a n a g e m e n t an d  
th e ir  su b o rd in a te s  alike, the  Q C s will be  re g a rd e d  a lm ost ce rta in ly  e ith e r 
w ith  ex trem e  scepticism  o r w ith  o u tr ig h t hostility. So, from  th e  o u tse t the 
p ro b a b ility  of such a firm  se tting  u p  a n d  im p le m e n tin g  a  Q C  p ro g ra m m e  
successfu lly  is likely to be  low.

T h e  11 com pan ies are  located  in  five in d u str ie s , c lo th ing , textiles, m o to r 
vehicle co m p o n en ts , in d u str ia l vehicles, ru b b e r  a n d  electron ics. A s to  size,



five em ployed  m o re  th a n  500 persons, fo u r em ployed b e tw een  300 to  500, 
a n d  the re m a in d e r  em ployed  less th a n  300.
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Table 2: Objectives in Introducing QC Programmes

O bjectives N u m b e r  of
responses

Im p ro v e  q u a lity  o f o u tp u t/se rv ice  7
In c rease  em p lo y ees’ m o tiv a tio n  6
Im p ro v e  em p lo y ees’ m ora le  4
Im p ro v e  in d u s tr ia l re la tions 3
R ed u ce  costs 3
In c rease  p ro d u c tiv ity  1

24
O th e r  10

34

T a b le  2 c o n ta in s  a  su m m a ry  s ta tem en t on the o b jec tives o f  th e  Q C  
p ro g ram m es . A ll o f  th e  24 objectives specified w ere  p e rce iv ed  to  h av e  
b een  ach ieved , a t least to  som e ex ten t, even  by ca teg o ry  B re sp o n d e n ts . 
T h is  seem s to  suggest th a t  even  in  firm s w here  Q C s h a d  n o t su rv iv e d , th e  
p ro g ra m m e s  w ere  fa r from  b e in g  d ism al failures. H o w ev e r, it co u ld  also 
be th a t som e re sp o n d e n ts , expecially  those from  ca teg o ry  B, w ere  in c lin e d  
to  p o r tra y  th e ir  c o m p a n ie s ’ experiences in  the  best possib le  lig h t. I t  is also 
c lear th a t m a n y  o f the  co m p an ies  in  the  sam ple es tab lish ed  th e ir  Q C  
p ro g ram m es  w ith  several objectives in  m in d . T ab le  2, show s th re e  o f  the  
specified  o b jec tives to  b e  o f  an  in tan g ib le  o r b e h a v io u ra l n a tu re . F iv e  o f 
the ad d itio n a l ob jec tives classified as ‘o th e r ’ in th e  tab le  cou ld  a lso  be 
describ ed  as in tan g ib le . O n e  is therefo re  p ro m p ted  to  ask  — h o w  do  
co m p an ies  e s tab lish  conclusively  th a t Q C s  have in  fact h a d  a n y  e ffec t o n  
b eh av io u ra l v a riab les  such  as m ora le  an d  m o tiv a tio n ?  In d e e d , h o w  do  
firm s sep a ra te  th e  effects o f  th e ir  Q C s  p ro g ram m es o u t from  th e  effects 
o f  o th e r  v a riab les?  In  th is an d  ea rlie r research  (H ill, 1981) th e re  is 
ev idence  to  suggest th a t im p ro v em en ts  in  th is type o f  v a ria b le  m a y  o ften  
be based  u p o n  in tu itio n  ra th e r  th a n  on  em pirica l ev id en ce . T h is  a s se r tio n  
is m ad e  b ecau se  re sp o n d e n ts  w ere asked  su b seq u en tly  if  Q C s  h a d  c a u se d  
a n y  change in  the  follow ing: g rievances ra ised  by  em p lo y ees ; 
ab sen tee ism ; la b o u r  tu rn o v e r; in d u str ia l re la tio n s p ro b lem s; a n d  
acc id en ts  a t w ork . I t  w as fo u n d , fo r exam ple , th a t o n e  re sp o n d e n t w ho  
c la im ed  Q C s h a d  to  som e ex ten t im p ro v ed  em p lo y ees’ m o ra le , in c re a se d  
th e ir  m o tiv a tio n  a n d  im p ro v ed  in d u stria l re la tions, s ta ted  in  a n sw e r  to
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th e  su b se q u e n t question  th a t Q C s have  h a d  no  effect on  a n y , save o n e ,o f  
these  in d ic a to rs  o f  m orale  a n d  m o tiv a tio n . I t  th e re fo re  ap p e a rs  th a t the  
c la im ed  im p ro v em en t in  em p lo y ees’ m o ra le  a n d  m o tiv a tio n  is based  
p u re ly  o n  a  decrease in  the n u m b e r o f g rievances ra ised  by  em ployees. 
B u t one  m u s t seriously  questio n  w h e th e r a  p erce iv ed  red u c tio n  in  
em p lo y ee  grievances really  rep resen ts  an  im p ro v e m e n t in  m o ra le  an d  
m o tiv a tio n . In  could, for in stance , be an  in d ica tio n  th a t  w o rk ers , d u r in g  
a  p e r io d  o f  h igh u n em p lo y m en t, a re  a fra id  o f b e in g  b ra n d e d  tro u b le ­
m a k e rs  lest they  be inc luded  in  the  n ex t ro u n d  o f  red u n d a n c ie s . E ven  
a ssu m in g  th a t  the d ro p  in  grievances is a n  in d ic a to r  o f  an  im p ro v em en t 
in  m o ra le  a n d  m o tiva tion , how  can  the  c o m p an y  in  q u es tio n  be su re  th a t 
it is d u e  to  th e  o p era tio n  o f  Q C s as opposed  to  som e o th e r  fac to r, such 
as the  s ta n d a rd  o f food in  the  can teen?

T h e  above issues a re  ra ised  no t to  q u estio n  th e  in te g rity  o f  re sp o n d en ts  
b u t  r a th e r  to  h igh ligh t the  lack o f em p irica l d a ta  in  re la tio n  to  m an y  o f 
th e  c la im s so often m ad e  for the  Q C  tech n iq u e  by its devotees. I t  shou ld  
also be  p o in te d  ou t th a t m u ch  of the  d a ta  y ie ld ed  by th is ty p e  o f survey 
is b ased  o n  ind iv idual percep tion , w hich  m ay  o r m ay  n o t accord  w ith  
ac tu a l ou tcom es.

Attitudes of Senior Management

V irtu a lly  all o f  the resp o n d en ts  in  th e  sam ple  p erce ived  th e  a ttitu d e  of 
sen io r  m a n a g e m e n t tow ards Q C s as b e in g  e ith e r  genera lly  o r s trong ly  
su p p o rtiv e , w ith  only  one re sp o n d en t (from  ca teg o ry  B) d esc rib in g  the 
a tt i tu d e  o f  to p  m an ag em en t as in d iffe ren t. D esp ite  th e  fo rego ing  it shou ld  
also be  p o in ted  ou t th a t the  m a jo rity  o f  m a n a g e m e n t co n su ltan ts  an d  
o th e r  ex p e rts  interview ed, iden tified  lack  o f  genuine c o m m itm e n t from  top 
m a n a g e m e n t as a p r im a ry  reason  fo r Q C  fa ilu re  in  N o r th e rn  Ire lan d . 
T h is  v iew  w as not sh ared  by category  B re sp o n d en ts  w h en  asked  to  state 
th e  m a in  reaso n s for the  te rm in a tio n  o f  th e ir  Q C  p ro g ram m es.

C o m m itm e n t from  sen io r m a n a g e m e n t can  b e  c ru c ia l to  th e  success of 
Q C  p ro g ra m m e s  an d  the  reasons for th is  are  fa irly  obvious. For exam ple, 
a n  in itia tiv e  like Q C s can  all too  easily  fall p rey  to  o th e r p rio ritie s  — 
m e e tin g s  m a y  be cancelled  due  to  p ro d u c tio n  p ressu res, specialist staff 
m ay  n o t have tim e to  p rov ide  Q C s w ith  the  in fo rm a tio n  th ey  req u ire  to 
c o m p le te  p ro jects, valid  Q C  p roposals  m ay  be p laced  o n  the  ‘b ack  b u rn e r ’ 
o r  tre a te d  in  a  cavalier fash ion  b ecau se  to p  m a n a g e m e n t beco m e cau g h t 
u p  in  sh o rt- te rm  expediencies. N o t su rp ris in g ly  if  o ccu rren ces such  as 
these  h a p p e n  at all frequently , they  can  serve to  d isillu sion  Q C  m em bers, 
w ith  th e  re su lt th a t re sen tm en t o r  a p a th y  set in  a n d  Q C s fizzle ou t. A 
c o m m itte d  to p  m a n a g e m e n t can p e rsu a d e  those  low er dow n th e  h ie ra rch y



th a t Q C s shou ld  n o t be  reg a rd ed  as a  p e rip h era l activ ity , b u t  as an  
in teg ra l p a rt o f a n  o rg an isa tio n ’s opera tions.

Attitude of Trade Union Representatives to QC Programmes

All excep t one o f the  firm s in the sam ple are  u n io n ised . O n ly  2 o f  th e  
resp o n d en ts  p erce iv ed  tra d e  u n io n  a ttitu d es tow ards the  Q C  p ro g ra m m e s  
as b e in g  o th e r  th a n  e ith e r  s trong ly  o r generally  supportive . O n e  c a te g o ry  
B re sp o n d en t co n sid e red  th a t the  trad e  u n io n  rep resen ta tiv es  h a d  b e e n  
in d iffe ren t to  Q C s, w hile a n o th e r  from  category  B c la im ed  th a t  t r a d e  
u n io n  rep resen ta tiv es  h a d  been  negative in  th e ir  a ttitu d e s  to  Q C s. 
A lth o u g h  this re sp o n d e n t la te r  c la im ed  th a t trad e  u n io n  o p p o sitio n  h a d  
b e e n  the sole cause o f the  dem ise o f his co m p an y ’s Q C  p ro g ra m m e , he 
ad d ed  th a t m a n a g e m e n t h ad  tried  to  im pose Q C s u p o n  the  w o rk fo rce  
un ila tera lly .

M o st o f  the co n su ltan ts  in terv iew ed  considered  th e  p re d o m in a n t t r a d e  
u n io n  a ttitu d  e to  Q C s to  be one o f  indifference. O n e  c o n su lta n t c la im e d  
th a t  th is  ind iffe rence  w as ac tua lly  a c red it to  the tra d e  u n io n s , w h o  w ere  
view ed as k eep in g  an  o p en  m in d  on  Q C s a n d  b e in g  p re p a re d  to  give th e  
in n o v a tio n  a. chance. O n e  o f  the  tra in in g  advisers, w ho  h as  h a d  a  fa ir ly  
extensive invo lvem en t w ith  Q C s in  the  P rovince, c la im ed  th a t  in  h is 
experience  tra d e  u n io n  rep resen ta tives have been very  su p p o rtiv e , a n d  
ad d e d  th a t w h ere  shop  stew ards have actively taken  p a r t  in  Q C  a c tiv itie s , 
th ey  have d e m o n s tra te d  a  h igh  degree  o f en th u siasm .

Scale of QC Programmes

T h e  scale o f Q C  p ro g ra m m e s  was m easu red  in  te rm s  o f  the  p e rc e n ta g e  
o f  to ta l em ployees involved in  Q C  activities. T h e  raw  d a ta  rev ea led  th a t  
in  5 instances (3 in  ca teg o ry  A  a n d  2 in  category B) th e  n u m b e r  o f  Q C  
p a rtic ip a n ts  c o m p rised  over 10% o f the  to ta l n u m b e rs  em p lo y ed . W ith  
re g a rd  to  2 ca teg o ry  B u n d e rta k in g s , Q C  m em bers as a  p e rc e n ta g e  o f  th e  
to ta l num bers; em ployed  a m o u n te d  to 17.6% and  28.9% . O n e  w o n d e rs  
w hy such a p p a re n tly  w ell-developed p ro g ram m es ev en tu a lly  p e te re d  o u t. 
T h e  2 firm s in  q u e s tio n  a re  fairly  sm all, a n d  a lth o u g h  q u ite  a  h ig h  
p ro p o rtio n  o f  th e ir  em ployees w ere involved in  Q C s, th e  to ta l n u m b e r  o f  
circles in  each  case a m o u n te d  to  only  8 a n d  9 respectively . I t  is a lso  
in te re s tin g  to  e x a m in e  w hy the Q C  p ro g ram m es te rm in a te d  in  th e se  
o rg an isa tio n s , fn  o n e  case th e  com pany  has n o t to tally  a b a n d o n e d  th e  Q C  
concep t, b u t ra th e r  has em b ra c e d  a m od ifica tio n  o f it called  ‘sm a ll 
im p ro v em en t g ro u p s’. T h e  resp o n d en t in questio n  c la im ed  th a t  th e  
fo rm alised  Q C  s tru c tu re  d e te rre d  em ployees from  p a r tic ip a tin g . T h e  
‘sm all im p ro v em en t g ro u p s ’ con seq u en tly  have a less fo rm al s t ru c tu re ,  
b u t  a lth o u g h  th e y  involve w orkers in  solv ing w ork -re la ted  p ro b le m s , th e se
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activities are carefully guided by the supervisors, and participants do not 
select for themselves the projects to be tackled. In the other firm the QC 
program m e came to an end because of a takeover by another company, 
which resulted in a major redundancy. This had the effect of decimating 
existing circles and evaporating interest in QCs.

In the other organisations the QC programmes are or were quite small, 
comprising less than 5% of the workforce in all cases. The m ain problem 
here is that when a QC programme is very small, it is likely to slip down 
a com pany’s list of priorities, and may well fall prey to everyday operating 
pressures. Furthermore, it is very vulnerable should circles be affected by 
staff transfers or departures. In addition, the achievements of just one or 
two circles will probably be fairly limited and their overall effect on 
company operations may be perceived by participants and m anagement 
alike, as so insignificant as not to be worthwhile. Indeed, one of the 
consultants claimed that expansion of QC program mes is necessary to 
dem onstrate success and commitment, although any expansion should of 
course take account of the propensity of employees to participate.

D u r a t io n  o f  Q C  P ro g r a m m es

The scale of QC programmes is of course related to the length of time 
QCs are in operation. The data revealed that 4 of the category A 
program m es were in operation for between 7 and 24 months. Research 
findings (for example Bartlett (1983) and Dale and Hayward (1984)) 
suggest that the critical period for Q C program m es is between 12 and 18 
m onths after introduction, by which time m uch of the novelty will have 
worn off, the ‘honeymoon period’ will be over, and a degree of apathy may 
set in. The future of these 4 category A program mes may therefore not 
have been assured. Regarding the defunct category B programmes, with 
an average l i fe -s p a n  o f  25 months some of these survived rather longer 
than other research evidence would have suggested.

N u m b e r  o f  S u g g e s tio n s  R e c e iv e d  fro m  Q C s a n d  P e r c e n ta g e  
I m p le m e n te d

Table 3 provides some indication of the rate at which QCs in Northern 
Ireland generate suggestions. It was not possible to calculate an output 
rate as such, that is, the length of time taken by one circle to produce one 
proposal in each case. This is because the calculations would have had to 
include individual circles which, because of prem ature term ination, 
probably were not included by either category of respondent in the total 
num ber of circles operating — either at the point in time when the survey 
was carried out (category A) or at the peak of QC program m e operation 
(category B).
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Table 3: Suggestions Received from QCs

Hum ber of Suggestions Num ber Length of time QCs in 
Received of Circles O peration — M onths

Category A
(n = 4)<1> 0 2 5

2 2 10
3 3 15

10 9 21

Category B
(n = 4yT 0 3 13

6 4 36
30 8 37
40 9 19

N O TES
1. O n e category A  respondent claim ed that ‘num erous’ suggestions have been received from  18 circles 

in 4-8 m onths.
2. Two category B respondents claim ed that ‘several’ suggestions were received from  2 and 3 circles 

in 27 and 18 momllis respectively

It is a little surprising to note from table 3 that, if anything, the output 
rate of circles in category B firms was higher at the peak of program m e 
operation, than  that of category A circles. It is difficult to state w hat a 
reasonable output rate would be, as this would depend on m any factors, 
such as the degree of difficulty of projects undertaken, the availability of 
resources and information, the occurrence of unexpected crises and so on. 
Dale and Ball (1983) reported that the average num ber of projects 
completed by the QCs in their sample organisations was 6 per circle per 
year. However, one would imgine that most firms would consider the com ­
pletion of two o r three substantial projects per circle per year as being a 
fairly satisfactory output.

Concerning the uptake of QC proposals by management, in 3 cases the 
implem entation rate was less than 60%. However, 4 respondents claimed 
an im plem entation rate of 100%, although in 3 of these cases the total 
num ber of suggestions received was 6 or less. The im plem entation of Q C  
proposals is an im portant issue as far as the survival of Q C  program m es 
is concerned. This is because QC members normally receive few, if any, 
direct rewards for their achievements. Effectively the m ajor m otivational 
element of QC activities is the management presentation, whereby Q C  
members formally present their ideas and proposals directly to 
management. It follows that the way in which these ideas are received is 
extremely im portant regarding the motivation of Q C m em bers and 
consequently the survival of QCs themselves.
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E ffe c t  o f  Q C s o n  th e  R e la t io n sh ip  b e tw e e n  M a n a g e m e n t  a n d  
N o n -M a n a g e m e n t  E m p lo y e e s

Six respondents, 2 from category A and 4 from category B, claimed that 
Q Cs did have an effect on the relationships between m anagem ent and 
non-m anagem ent employees. However, one (from category A) of the 6 
went on to say that although there had been a change for the better, it was 
difficult to assess the extent of the contribution made by QCs in this 
regard. Concerning those who believe that QCs did affect relationships 
positively, all the effects listed relate to greater mutial understanding. 
Even if Q C s were to achieve nothing else, in many undertakings an 
underm ining of the old adversarial ‘them  and us’ attitudes would be quite 
a breakthrough in itself.

T he benefits generally claimed for QCs were mainly of an intangible 
nature. The most frequently cited benefit was that QCs seem to engender 
a greater interest in production and quality amongst the workforce. O f 
course, this in itself may be no small contribution to a firm which relies 
on precision workmanship and/or is trading on a reputation for high 
quality output. Concerning tangible benefits, cost-savings were 
m entioned by 2 respondents (one from category A and one from category 
B), while another asserted that the introduction of QCs had resulted in 
a reduction in the num ber of quality inspectors required. As is well 
known, one of the aims which the Japanese had in developing QCs was 
to persuade the individual employee to accept responsibility for the 
quality of his own work, and to ensure that it was ‘right first tim e’. The 
rationale for this approach is that quality m ust be ‘m anufactured’ into a 
product in the first instance; it should not be ‘inspected’ in at a later point 
in the production process, as scrap and rectification work are both 
wasteful and costly. Accordingly, Cole (1979) found that the ratio of 
inspectors to ordinary workers in the m anufacturing plants of the Toyota 
Auto Com pany in Japan  was around 1 : 25 ,  and in the assembly plants 
it was only 1 : 30, whereas in the Am erican company General M otors at 
that time the equivalent ratios were about 1 : 10 and 1 : 7 .  Cole also 
claimed that these ratios were fairly typical of the car industries in both 
countries. The success of Japanese car m anufacturers in relation to their 
W estern counterparts, surely testifies to the wisdom of this approach to 
quality control.

P r o b le m s  a n d  D if f ic u lt ie s  E n c o u n te r e d

Despite the foregoing, quality circles can also lead to problems and 
difficulties for companies which introduce them. Predictably category B 
respondents reported a greater num ber of difficulties than those in 
category A. The majority of the itemised problems were of a behavioural,
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rather than a logistical nature, and included — opposition from trade 
union, personality clashes, m aintaining interest, and use of QCs as a 
grievance forum. It is clear that none of the problems identified could be 
classified as insurmountable. One is inclined to the view that m any could 
be readily resolved if senior m anagement were truly com m itted to m aking 
QCs work. Perhaps it is significant that, as stated earlier, the consultants 
and specialists interviewed considered lack of genuine com m itm ent from 
top m anagem ent as a prim ary reason for QC failure.
O f the six Q C  programmes which terminated (category B) one 
respondent claimed that the ‘formal’ QC set-up did not produce results, 
m ainly because employees did not want to participate. T he company then 
changed to ‘small improvement groups’ with a less formal structure, 
involving people in solving particular problems under supervisory 
guidance rather than allowing them to pick their own projects. It was 
found that this generated greater interest.

Another respondent, claimed that opposition from the trade union was 
the main reason for the term ination of the programme, and stated that 
this was partly occasioned by the behaviour of senior m anagem ent, who 
had tried to force the implementation of QCs upon the workforce 
unilaterally. A fall-off in interest by QC members was identified by one 
respondent as the cause of the program m e’s demise. T he literature would 
tend to suggest that, though not unheard of, this reason is uncom m on. 
Moreover, it is rather interesting that in this case the QC program m e had 
been operating for around 3 years before it finally ceased. As stated above, 
where this does arise, it may well do so as early as 12-18 m onths after the 
commencement of the programme, when the novelty and initial euphoria 
have worn off. At this point, therefore, special attention may be required. 
Robson (1982) suggests that a new wave of overt comm itm ent from senior 
m anagement can help at this stage, while Collard and Dale (1985) feel that 
skillful facilitation is critical in m aintaining the m otivation of m atu ring  
QC programmes. Alternatively, where circles have perhaps run  out of 
suitable projects to tackle, it may prove necessary to tem porarily d isband 
an individual circle, or even to suspend the whole program m e for a 
period. By seizing the initiative in this way before total apathy and 
disillusionment have set in, management may retain the option of 
reintroducing circles at a later, more propitious date. W here Q C s are 
allowed to peter out, the possibility of rekindling enthusiasm  for a second 
attem pt is fairly remote.

Turning to those cases where redundancy and transfers had the effect of 
splitting circles up, clearly redundancy can also have another, perhaps 
even more dam aging outcome, namely that of underm ining employees’ 
morale. It is generally accepted that where redundancy or short-tim e
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working appear a possibility, QCs should not be introduced in the first 
instance, until the situation has stabilised. It is obviously unrealistic to 
expect employees to embrace an initiative such as QCs with any degree 
of enthusiasm  or conviction where they are seriously concerned for the 
security of their employment. In the event of redundancy overtaking an 
established programme, again it may be prudent to suspend it 
tem porarily until the overall situation improves. Staff transfers and 
departures should only prove a major problem  where QC programmes 
are very small. This also serves to highlight the point that the smaller the 
program m e, the more vulnerable it is likely to be to this type of 
occurrence.

C o n c lu s io n s
It was stated in the introduction that there are very few active QC 
program m es in Northern Ireland, and it is true that progress has been 
slow, not only in the Province, but in the U K  generally. The National 
Society of Quality Circles, for example, estimates that there are only 
about 200 programmes operating in the whole of the UK. This may have 
som ething to do with the fact that the technique is so closely associated 
with the Japanese, who are still regarded as rather eccentric by many in 
the West. However, prejudice should not be allowed to cloud the 
judgem ent. It is true that QCs were developed in Japan; however, the 
quality circle is only a vehicle for harnessing or packaging organisational 
behaviour and quality control theory which the Japanese originally 
im ported from the US, and which can be applied in both East and West. 
Q C s were developed as one way of capitalising upon the job knowledge 
and ideas of the individual employee, and in Jap an  these circles, which 
are thought to involve some 8 million working people, (Ishikawa, 1982) 
are credited with making a major contribution to that country’s industrial 
and economic achievements.

The results of the survey have shown that it is possible for quality circles 
to survive and achieve in Ireland. However, the quality circle technique 
is not a panacea; nor is it appropriate for all industrial organisations. For 
example, it is unlikely to operate successfully in a firm where industrial 
relations are poor or where the future, in term s of jobs, is uncertain. 
W here the environment does appear suitable, it would also be inadvisable 
to expect too much too quickly. As was stated earlier, an output of two or 
three m ajor project completions per circle per year would appear to be a 
reasonable expectation. So what could a company prepared to experiment 
with Q C s reasonably expect from them? The survey results suggest the 
following:
— some improvement in the relationship between m anagement and 

employees, which could lead to better industrial relations generally;
— a greater awareness of the importance of quality amongst the work-
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force, possibly some actual improvement in the quality of output/ 
service and a reduction in costs;

— greater involvement of employees in the affairs of the organisation and 
some sharing of responsibility for its performance;

— alleviation of some of the symptoms of poor morale and m otivation 
(for example, grievances, absenteeism etc.) and maybe a genuine 
improvement in both morale and motivation, although the evidence 
for this claim is not entirely convincing.

It is clear that like any other form of change QCs can also give rise to 
problems and difficulties, although based on the experiences of the local 
companies in t ie  survey, these will probably not be insurm ountable. It is 
unlikely, for example, that the introduction of QCs p er  se will lead to trade 
union hostility — except where industrial relations are poor already, or 
where m anagem ent attempts to impose QCs upon the workforce 
unilaterally. Furthermore, the inevitable problems and difficulties are 
more likely to be successfully overcome where there is genuine com m it­
m ent to the Q C  technique on the part of senior m anagem ent. T he p ro ­
blem is, many company executives may not fully appreciate that the in tro ­
duction of quality circles may well necessitate a change in m anagem ent 
style — at the extreme, a change from an autocratic approach to 
m anagement to a m ore open or democratic style. W here top m anagem ent 
is not prepared, or feels unable to effect such a change in the whole 
m anagement team  (or most of it), it would probably be pruden t to avoid 
quality circles altogether.
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