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INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS A CULTURE OF QUALITY?
The advancing democratization of technology has put digital tools for productivity, innovation, and 
efficiency into the pockets of many consumers. Today’s smartphones are more powerful than the 
computers NASA used to land astronauts on the moon in 1969, so it’s no surprise that many people 
frequently look first to technology solutions for problem solving and innovation. (Grossman, 2017) 
These technological advances have given consumers much more knowledge about the products 
and services they might need, as well as the incentive to ask directly for those requirements from the 
organizations that produce them. (Freeman and Radziwill, 2018) Consumer expectations continue to 
increase, and with the likelihood of errors resulting from complex global supply chains having risen 
exponentially (Sriniivasan and Kurey, 2014), companies have far less margin for error in their produc-
tion and service delivery systems.

The advent of software and cloud-based software-as-a-service (SaaS) have made many tools for 
quality engineering and quality management easier to use than ever before. But the methods will only 
be effective if the culture of the organization natively supports quality and performance improvement. 
While many organizations assume that better tools will yield greater efficiency, organizational culture can 
be a powerful catalyst for success and efficiency or a frustrating obstacle to cohesion and innovation. 

What is culture? Schein (2004) begins his definition of organizational culture by describing it as those 
things that group members share or hold in common. These common elements are deeply embedded 
and provide stability across the entire organizational environment in the form of common behaviors, 
attitudes, and rituals. From the perspective of quality management, culture therefore means an envi-
ronment in which employees at every level have a profound dedication to their quality responsibilities 
in an organization that provides the support, training, and tools the employees require to fulfill their 
quality mission.

Since pivotal work by Womack and Jones (1990) analyzing the rise and success of the Toyota Pro-
duction System (TPS), scholars and practitioners have sought the ingredients for the perfect culture 
of quality. This Insight Report will explore systematic approaches to creating a culture of quality, 
such as Total Quality Management, the Baldrige Criteria for Performance Excellence, and the EFQM 
Excellence Model, as well as what an organization needs to do to make it happen.

SYSTEMATIC APPROACHES 
TO THE CULTURE OF QUALITY

Quality management benefits from having a vast research literature dating back nearly 100 years that 
covers its origins and applications, as well as lessons learned and best practices under many different 
conditions. Findings range from the highly theoretical to the rigorously prescriptive. For organizations 
looking to improve their quality processes and culture, that literature can be overwhelming for even 
the seasoned quality practitioner. 

This section addresses in a general way some of the most popular systematic approaches to the 
culture of quality as found in the pivotal standards and guidance documents in quality management.
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THE TOYOTA WAY/TPS
The Toyota Production System (TPS), also referred to as “lean manufacturing” or “lean production,” first 
gained international prominence when James Womack and Daniel Jones set out to determine exactly 
what factors made the Toyota corporation in Japan such a quality leader. (Womack and Jones, 1990). 
They saw lean production as the culmination of the historical evolution of manufacturing methods:
1. Craft production creates individual products that require fine-tuned skills, take considerable time 

and are often very expensive.
2. Mass production uses teams of unskilled laborers to assemble products envisioned by skilled 

designers, and uses machine manufacturing to create a larger volume of standardized products 
for a lower price.

3. Lean production uses teams of multi-skilled workers in a flexible way to produce larger volumes 
of standardized products with fewer manufacturing errors at a lower price.

The Japanese were the first to master quality approaches in mass production. Although Walter A. 
Shewhart had developed Statistical Process Control (SPC) in the 1920s, control charts had not been 
widely adopted. Having failed to gain a foothold for quality methods in American manufacturing, 
Deming gained the attention of Eiji Toyoda, who saw these methods as the route to gain competitive 
advantage against his American counterparts following World War II. (Hallam and Muesel, 2010) 
Toyoda used these methods to eliminate manufacturing waste and raise the level of product quality 
while simultaneously learning how to best meet customer and market requirements, a revolutionary 
method that subsequently became known as the Toyota Production System (TPS).

While some of the initial appeal of the TPS was its rich toolbox of methods for reducing waste and 
enforcing manufacturing consistency through statistical methods, its success was more than simply 
the sum of its tool-based parts. In fact, many other manufacturers that attempted to implement TPS 
outside of Japan, even Nissan and Honda, failed to produce the same results as Toyota. (Spear and 
Bowen, 1999) While some commentators have looked to the specific elements of Japanese culture as 
a way of explaining this, others have pointed out that it is the culture of the organization, not the country 
from which it originates, that provides the pivotal ingredient to TPS success.

The culture of quality at Toyota is built not on tools but on adapting the scientific method to the man-
ufacturing environment. With a shared structure for data-driven decision making, and a culture that 
supports adjustment, every worker can dynamically solve problems on-the-spot, and everyone is 
empowered to use these results to improve performance. (Spear and Bowen, 1999) Far from being a 
rigid constraint, the scientific method encourages innovation, learning, creativity, and agency. Through 
the use of just-in-time (JIT) production, which requires maintaining only the minimally necessary 
amounts of stock and production supplies on hand at any given moment, production facilities can 
eliminate excess waste and costs associated with large stock.

Despite the fact that TPS establishes cultural expectations, rather than serving as a rulebook to read 
and implement explicitly, Toyota’s approach to TPS can be summarized in these four distinct principles:
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Principle 1 – Highly standardized work with trained people 
that yields desired outcomes.
• In TPS, work must be specified according to content, sequence, 

timing, and outcome. TPS enforces specific sequences for 
performing even rudimentary manufacturing tasks. In non-TPS 
environments, workers can, for example, install a series of 
identical bolts on a wheel in any sequence and assume that it 
is the end result of a bolted wheel, not the process of installing 
the bolts, that is the desired outcome. 

• This approach not only allows for uncontrolled variance, but 
obscures the possibility of rigorously interrogating the process 
to predict the desired outcome in accordance with the scientific 
method. TPS strictly prescribes the order in which the worker 
installs the bolts on the wheel. This approach both eliminates 
the possibility of variance that creeps into an unspecified 
process and continuously tests the prescribed sequence to 
ensure that it produces the desired outcome.

Principle 2 – A pull-based system where people request 
tasks and resources as needed to conduct the standardized 
work processes.
• Internal supply chains must be direct and unambiguous, with 

simple channels of communication. In TPS, a worker has a 
direct customer-supplier relationship with the person who 
provides their parts for vehicle assembly. When the customer 
requires a specific part, they send a simple communication 
using a plastic laminated card (known as a “kanban,” which 
means “sign” or “signal”) that contains specific detail about the 
quantity and specification of the part required. The customer 
is required to make additional requests for assistance imme-
diately instead of waiting to solve the problems themselves, 
which ensures that the threshold for requesting assistance 
isn’t determined by the arbitrary judgement of each individual 
line worker. 

• By maintaining communication processes and channels that 
are simple and invariable, TPS ensures that all the valuable 
information contained in the process is preserved and available 
for analysis to ensure continuous improvement. 

Principle 3 – Every process is a continuous experiment, subject 
to changes based on new information.
• In TPS, production of every product and delivery of every 

service should follow a simple and direct pathway where all 
participants add value. The pathway, which is just another 

▲

What is the Scientific Method? 

What we today call the “scientific 
method” has its origin in rational 
inquiry that dates back to Aristotle. 
In its simplest presentation, it is a 
pathway to moving from the stage 
of observation of phenomena to 
the stage of being able to make 
rationale and informed statements 
about the origins and implications 
of those phenomena. The scientific 
method is based on the principle 
of induction, attributable to Francis 
Bacon in the seventeenth century, 
in which the scientist draws conclu-
sions based on observations and 
then confirms or denies those ob-
servations through rigorous testing. 
By the twentieth century, the basic 
plan for the scientific method was:
1. Observe an event or 

phenomenon.
2. Develop a question about 

the event or phenomenon.
3. Develop a hypothesis about 

the phenomenon.
4. Conduct an experiment to 

test the hypothesis.
5. Analyze the results of the 

experiments.
6. State the conclusions to 

confirm or deny the 
hypothesis.

7. Use the conclusions to 
generate new questions.

We can also easily observe the in-
fluence of the scientific method on 
quality management, in particular, 
in the concept of continuous im-
provement. A TPS implementation 
of the scientific method is appar-
ent in the Five Whys technique, 
in which a continuous interroga-
tion of the cause of a problem by 
asking the question “why” should, 
after five iterations of the exercise, 
demonstrate to the worker that 
there is a faulty or even absent 
process that can be identified as 
the root cause.
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word for process, should require no branching or decision-making. As a result, each pathway 
is a continuous experiment that tests the hypothesis that the pathway is the most effective and 
efficient one possible. 

• If doing work requires too many interruptions to, or diversions from, the simple pathway, this is 
evidence that the pathway requires adjustment in the service of continuous improvement. 

Principle 4 – Continuous improvement and organizational learning occur at the lowest levels 
of the organization.
• The scientific method (see Sidebar 1) is the foundation for problem-solving in TPS. Improvements 

must be effectively organized and analyzed to provide training opportunities for other employees. 
Workers are mentored in data-driven decision-making by their managers, who help them gain 
deeper insight into their methods by asking questions like:

 — How do I do this work? (Process Definition)
 — How do I know I’m doing this work correctly? (Requirements and Specifications)
 — How do I know my work is free of defects? (Quality Indicators)
 — What do I do if I have a problem? (Actions)
• A common understanding of how to pursue continuous improvement and customer satisfaction 

will encourage cohesion, learning, and rigor at every level of the organization. (Jayaram, 2010)
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▲

What is “Kaizen”?

Kaizen is a Japanese word derived from “kai” (change) and “zen” (good), suggesting positive change. In Western 
quality management, kaizen has become synonymous with the idea of continuous improvement. The term 
came to prominence through Masaaki Imai’s 1986 book Kaizen: The Key to Japan’s Competitive Success. 

There are two distinct variants of kaizen. The western variant is most closely connected to the concept of 
continuous improvement through the use of statistical tools and waste reduction, as a result of which it 
is considered to be a fundamental principle on which both Total Quality Management (TQM) and TPS are 
founded. According to this perspective, kaizen is another manifestation of the plan-do-check-act cycle 
(PDCA) made famous by Walter Shewhart and now incorporated into ISO 9001:2015.

The Japanese variant of kaizen has become more of a management approach that encourages worker par-
ticipation and learning at all levels. It incorporates tools, processes, and people together into an approach 
that empowers workers to improve processes and eliminate waste across the entire organization. (Carnerud, 
2018) More than simply a set of tools from which one can selectively choose, kaizen is a philosophy that 
draws from a large toolkit of practical applications.

Kaizen has some connections to more esoteric Japanese practices such as Zen Buddhism. In these tradi-
tions, the emphasis on mastering processes over achieving goals resonates most closely with the concept 
of continuous improvement. The most famous example of this emphasis comes from the art of archery, 
where the art of holding and drawing the bow leads to the arrow hitting the target. (Chiarini, 2018) While it 
is easy to suggest that there is therefore a Japanese proclivity towards kaizen that is difficult for western-
ers to emulate, the overall lesson of kaizen is that continuous attention to process means that the goal of 
perfection is never achieved, and that improvement is always possible through efficiency.
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TOTAL QUALITY MANAGEMENT
The concept of Total Quality Management (TQM) derives from the work of Deming, Juran, and Kaoru 
Ishikawa in his 1985 book What is Total Quality Control? The Japanese Way. It was an American 
response to the success of TPS in Japan and the resulting domination of the marketplace by Japa-
nese automobile manufacturers in the 1980s. Kujala (2004) identifies a core set of fundamental TQM 
values (Table 1):

TABLE 1

TQM emphasizes how the Voice of the Customer (VoC) must be continuously monitored to meet 
customer needs, how statistical tools and quality methodologies should be leveraged to satisfy re-
quirements and specifications, and how leadership should empower the entire organization. TQM is 
therefore far more than a set of tools for statistical measurement. Instead, it is a wide-ranging and 
rigorous approach to establishing a culture of quality.

The most frequently used approaches to operationalize TQM are ISO 9001, the Baldrige Excellence 
Framework, and EFQM, about which more will be said below. Ultimately, a TQM approach will incor-
porate four elements: quality as a key priority, customer focus, teamwork and empowerment, and 
data-driven decision making using statistical methods.

QUALITY AWARD CRITERIA
Quality award criteria are also important sources of guidance in the pursuit of excellence and a culture 
of quality. Research shows that organizations that win quality awards see a significant financial return 
compared to organizations that do not. (Hendricks and Singhal, 1996) This section will examine how 
two of the most influential award programs, Baldrige and EFQM, provide guidance on how to achieve 
a culture of quality.
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CORE VALUE DESCRIPTION

Organizational mission and 
shared objectives.

The organization is dedicated to serving the customer, employees,  
and society and to exceeding customer requirements.

Management approach and 
organizational  
decision-making.

Management makes fact-based decisions and makes continuous  
improvement a permanent organizational focus.

Involvement of management 
and employees.

Leadership embodies the focus on quality and ensures the involvement  
of all employees.

Planning, coordination, and 
time-related performance.

The organization maintains a long-range view of the future, designs quality  
into every product and service, views all processes as contributing to the 
overall performance, and builds strong partnerships.
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The Baldrige Performance Excellence Program (BPEP)

The Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award (MBNQA) was created by the United States Congress 
in 1987, named after the late Secretary of Commerce Malcolm Baldrige. Administered by the National 
Institute for Standards and Technology (NIST), the MBNQA is the focal activity of the Baldrige Perfor-
mance Excellence Program (BPEP), which is designed to recognize quality excellence in manufac-
turing, healthcare, service organizations, small businesses, educational institutions, and nonprofits.

Organizations are assessed using the Baldrige Excel-
lence Framework, which provides criteria in the form 
of questions that allow organizations to evaluate their 
organizational efficiency and identify strengths and op-
portunities for improvement. The questions are organized 
into seven chapters. The first six focus on defining the 
organization and its processes, and the final chapter 
examines business results with those structures in place:

1. Leadership
2. Strategy
3. Customers
4. Measurement, analysis, and knowledge  
    management
5. Workforce
6. Operations
7. Results

The following are the core values and concepts that act 
as the foundation for the performance and operational 
elements that lead to quality excellence:

• Systems perspective
• Visionary leadership
• Customer-focused excellence
• Valuing people
• Organizational learning and agility
• Focus on success
• Managing for innovation
• Management by fact
• Societal responsibility
• Ethics and transparency
• Delivering value and results
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▲

What is Six Sigma?

In 1985, Motorola quality engineer Bill 
Smith wrote a report demonstrating the 
relationship between product failures in 
the field and the amount of rework that 
had taken place during the manufacturing 
process. With colleague Bob Galvin, he 
introduced Six Sigma. Six Sigma is a col-
lection of statistical tools for reducing vari-
ation and ultimately reducing defects. The 
goal for Six Sigma process performance 
is to ensure that no more than 3.4 parts- 
or events-per-million opportunities are 
problematic. (Hallam and Muesel, 2010)

Six Sigma uses two methodologies based 
on plan-do-check-act (PDCA): 
•	 DMAIC (define, measure, analyze, 

improve, and control), for optimizing 
performance and minimizing variabil-
ity, and 

•	 DMADV (define, measure, analyze, 
design, and verify), for designing new 
processes. 

Although some organizations have adopt-
ed the “Six Sigma philosophy,” which goes 
beyond applying the tools for reducing 
variability and defects, Six Sigma is less 
suited for cultural initiatives than TPS, 
TQM, or initiatives based on Baldrige or 
EFQM. Some quality experts (including 
Jim Duarte) are vocal about how Six Sig-
ma is only a small subset of TQM, and 
that a more full and rich approach to cul-
ture-building (e.g. via Baldrige) is needed.
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Figure 1 shows a representation of the Baldrige Excellence Framework.

FIGURE 1

The Baldrige Framework promotes a systems perspective for “managing all the components of your 
organization as a unified whole to achieve ongoing success.” (Baldrige, 2017, ii) It is a diagnostic 
tool, but does not dictate the methods for pursuing excellence in quality. As such, any of the quality 
improvement tools, including ISO 9001:2015, Six Sigma, and lean, can and should be used within 
the Baldrige Excellence Framework. The systems perspective promotes a vigorous culture of quality 
that extends across the organization through the core values.

In addition to the Baldrige Criteria for business and nonprofits, BPEP also publishes versions of the 
framework that are specific to the needs of organizations in the fields of education and healthcare. 
Most significantly, organizations do not have to apply for the MBNQA to benefit from the Baldrige 
Excellence Framework. Instead, they can use it to guide strategic planning, organizational design and 
governance, workforce management, or information management independently. It can also be used 
part of an organization’s strategic alignment efforts. (Radziwill & Mitchell, 2010)

EFQM

The European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) provides an excellence model based on 
the European Convention on Human Rights from 1953 and the European Social Charter from 1996, 
with the goal of supporting the United Nations Global Compact from 2000. Similar to the Baldrige 
Framework, the EFQM Excellence Model is a non-prescriptive tool for assessing the potential for 
organizations to achieve quality excellence. It provides tools for diagnosing process deficiencies, a 
common vocabulary for facilitating communication within the organization, and a method for struc-
turing the management system of the organization. (EFQM, 2013)
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Source: Baldrige Performance Excellence Program
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Like Baldrige, EFQM does not mandate any specific tools that organizations should use to achieve 
quality excellence. Instead, it provides a holistic framework for examining the entire organization and 
alignment between its parts to ensure that it can meet the needs of its people, its customers, and society.

The EFQM Excellence Model is based on a set of fundamental concepts, criteria, and logic that are 
closely integrated to allow for a rigorous analysis of an organization’s capacity for achieving quality 
excellence. Table 2 shows a summary of the three elements. To promote the scientific method, EFQM 
employs a custom form of PDCA that it calls RADAR:

TABLE 2

The EFQM Excellence Model’s foundational humanist principles make developing a culture of quality 
one of its core concerns. It places external customers (recipient of the products or services) and 
internal customers (employees, suppliers, partners, society) at the centre of its focus and advocates 
for their empowerment and recognition. (Martin-Castilla, 2002) Its holistic perspective of quality in the 
organization, and the ethical implications of the role of the organization in society as a whole, mean 
that the EFQM concept of culture of quality extends far beyond the confines of the organization, and 
can be used to support a focus on sustainability and social responsibility.
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FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS CRITERIA RADAR LOGIC

Adding Value for Customers Leadership Required Results

Creating a Sustainable Future Strategy Plan and Develop 
Approaches

Developing Organizational  
Capability

People Deploy Approaches

Harnessing Creativity  
& Innovation

Partnerships & Resources Assess and Refine 
Approaches and Deployment

Leading with Vision, Inspiration  
& Integrity

Processes, Products & Services

Managing with Agility Customer Results

Succeeding through the  
Talent of People

People Results

Sustaining Outstanding Results Society Results

Business Results
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ISO 9001:2015
ISO 9001:2015 is a management standard dedicated to quality management systems led by the 
International Standard for Organization (ISO) in Switzerland. It’s the most recent iteration of the most 
popular management standard in the world, with over 1 million certifications to the previous revision, 
ISO 9001:2008.

ISO 9001 is a framework for organizations that want to provide products or services that meet and ex-
ceed customer expectations. Like Baldrige and EFQM, ISO 9001:2015 does not dictate an organization’s 
objectives or the tools they must use to achieve them. Instead, it’s a flexible framework that encourages 
each organization to define for itself how to meet the objectives in a way most suited to its business 
model. Unlike Baldrige and EFQM, organizations can arrange for independent auditors to assess their 
ISO 9001 implementations against the standard and potentially grant a certification for ISO 9001:2015 
compliance. This certification is particularly important for organizations working in or with the public sector, 
or participating in business ecosystems with complex supply chains, such as the automotive industry.

The seven quality principles of the updated ISO 9001:2015 standard also recognize that developing 
a culture of quality is essential (Table 3):

TABLE 3

While ISO 9001:2015 does not dictate specific approaches to establishing a culture of quality, organi-
zations looking to achieve certification can incorporate a custom mix of any of the methods from TPS, 
Baldrige, EFQM, Six Sigma, lean, other statistical methods used in quality engineering, and systems 
thinking to help them meet their quality goals. 
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PRINCIPLE DESCRIPTION

Customer Focus Customer focus means meeting or exceeding customer expectations and providing 
satisfaction and value with every customer interaction. It requires an organization to link 
every business objective to customer needs, and to recognize that customers can have 
both direct and indirect relationships with an organization.

Leadership Leadership must commit to ensuring the availability of all resources for quality initiatives 
and provide training and mentorship, proactive communication of vision and strategy, 
and an openness to organization-wide cooperation to achieve quality goals.

Engaging People Organizations must engage and empower competent and motivated workers while 
encouraging everyone to contribute and collaborate.

Process Approach A process approach recognizes that processes must be part of a unified and consistent 
system that produces predictable results, illuminates elements that require improvement, 
and addresses all risks that have an impact on process outcomes.

Improvement An ongoing dedication to improvement reacts to changes in external and internal 
conditions to create new opportunities by focusing on root-cause determination and 
corrective actions.

Evidence-Based 
Decision Making

Making decisions based on statistical evidence provides greater objectivity, heightened 
accuracy, and a firm basis for ongoing improvement.

Relationship 
Management

Organizations must account for and manage relationships with all vendors, partners,  
and suppliers, and seek to understand the constraints, opportunities, and risks from  
all perspectives.
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CREATING A CULTURE OF QUALITY
Shared sets of behaviors, attitudes, and rituals define the foundation upon which to build a culture of 
quality. Organizations must, therefore, consider the many levels on which culture operates when im-
plementing a culture of quality. Two ways of thinking about these levels are shown in Table 4. While it’s 
easy enough to make superficial changes, the underlying assumptions and values that make or break an 
organization’s dedication to quality excellence must be examined. Executive leadership needs to model 
the values and behaviors that will support attention to quality and a focus on continuous improvement.

TABLE 4
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SCHEIN (2004) HOFSTEDE (1991)

Level Description Level Description

Artifacts Artifacts are the visible processes 
and behaviors of the organization, 
such as policies, dress codes, and 
the physical workplace. This is the 
most difficult level to assess, since 
it is the most superficial.

Symbol Symbols are the physical manifestations of 
culture that are apparent among the members. 
They include vocabulary, uniforms, and other 
physical artifacts. They are easily adopted, 
altered, disposed of, and copied by others.

Espoused 
Values and 
Beliefs

Espoused values and beliefs are 
the statements the organization 
makes about its values and 
practices. They do not always 
reflect either the superficial 
artifacts or the underlying 
assumptions.

Heroes Heroes are people or figures who represent 
ideal representations or avatars of the 
organizational culture. Founding figures and 
past influential innovators frequently function  
as heroes in organizational cultures.

Rituals Rituals are collective activities that do not 
necessarily create efficiency or productivity  
but are considered necessary to ensure cultural 
cohesion. Social activities, business meetings, 
and leadership conferences frequently serve 
ritualistic purposes.

Underlying Underlying assumptions are 
the unconscious feelings and 
perceptions upon which the 
espoused values and artifacts are 
based. They are the deepest and 
most important level of culture.

Values Values are the way individuals in an 
organization learn to see the world and  
form the foundation on which they make 
decisions. They are the deepest level  
of culture.
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FOUR TYPES OF ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
The Competing Values Framework by Cameron and Quinn (2011) is one of the most frequently used 
approaches to analyzing organizational culture, and provides one way to begin examining the optimal 
culture for quality. The Competing Values Framework is built on the idea that while not all organizations 
are the same, they can be reduced to a small number of fundamental types that share characteristics 
and perspectives. Table 5 summarizes the framework.

TABLE 5
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TYPE CHARACTERISTIC FOCUS DESCRIPTION EXAMPLES

Clan Collaboration Flexibility and 
discretion

Clan cultures value familial structures 
and relationships, teamwork, employee 
engagement, and leadership commitment 
to employees The environment is 
managed through teamwork and 
employee development, with customers 
seen as partners.

Pixar

Internal focus 
and integration

Adhocracy Creation Flexibility and 
discretion

Adhocracy cultures can configure 
themselves rapidly for flexibility, 
adaptability, and creativity. Power is not 
centralized but flows between individuals 
and teams.

Aerospace

Software 
development

External 
focus and 
differentiation

Filmmaking

Hierarchy Control Stability and 
control

Hierarchical cultures have formalized 
structures and procedures to govern 
behavior and tasks. They focus on the 
long-term stability and efficiency of the 
organization.

Fast food 
restaurants

Internal focus 
and integration

Government 
agencies 

Ford Motor 
Company

Market Compete Stability and 
control

Market cultures are oriented towards 
external transactions with suppliers, 
customers, etc. The core values are 
competitiveness and productivity.

Philips 
Electronics

External 
focus and 
differentiation

Xerox
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Cameron and Quinn (2011) also propose a progressive model specific to quality cultures, as shown 
in Table 6.

TABLE 6

An organizational culture might fit neatly into one of these categories or share characteristics with 
more than one, and while each has strengths that are well-suited to particular business models or 
markets, there is a significant amount of research that can help an organization to determine which 
characteristics are necessary to successfully build its culture of quality.

Finding the Ideal Organizational Culture for Quality

Of the four models in the Competing Values Framework, the Adhocracy and Clan cultures are the 
ones most closely associated with a successful culture of quality in several research studies. The 
autonomy of the workforce, flexibility of structure, and easy availability of information typical of 
these organizational cultures are those characteristics most frequently cited as conducive to quality 
excellence. (Gimenez, 2013). Flexibility is a characteristic frequently associated with higher Baldrige 
scores, and its presence in both the Adhocracy and Clan cultures should be seen as evidence of its 
importance for a culture of quality. (Dellana, 1999) Customer orientation and continual improvement 
are also cited as important characteristics. (Gimenez, 2013).
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CULTURE TYPE ORIENTATION DESCRIPTION

Absence of quality 
emphasis

Products The organization does not measure, prioritize, or strategically 
emphasize quality.

Customers The organization is not focused on, or responsive to, the Voice of the 
Customer (VoC).

Emphasis on error 
detection

Products The organization works to avoid mistakes, reduce waste and rework, 
detect problems, and focus on outputs.

Customers The organization works to avoid annoying its customers, responds to 
complaints effectively, assesses customer satisfaction, and focuses 
on customer needs and requirements.

Emphasis on error 
prevention

Products The organization focuses on processes and root causes to prevent 
errors and produce zero defects.

Customers The organization exceeds expectations by addressing problems in 
advance, listening to the VoC during the product design phase, and 
focuses on “nice-to-have” attributes.

Emphasis on 
creativity

Product The organization works towards continuous process improvement, 
emphasizing breakthroughs, and concentrating on successful 
implementations.

Customers The organization strives for lifelong customer loyalty by listing to 
the implied and silent VoC to anticipate expectations, create new 
preferences, and surprise and delight customers.
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An organization’s success creating a culture of quality 
will rest on the extent to which it values quality over other 
considerations, like cost and effort. Quality cultures that 
emphasize creativity, as shown in Table 6, demonstrate 
the cultural behaviors at all levels that best support a 
culture of quality. (Cameron and Sine, 2011) According 
to this analysis, organizations that emphasize collecting, 
organizing, and analyzing the internal and external VoC, 
data-based decision making, cross-functional coordina-
tion, and the utilization of employee potential are those 
most likely to resonate with the Clan and Adhocracy 
cultures and therefore successfully institute a culture of 
quality. These organizations are also more likely to have 
leaders who prioritize quality and customer satisfaction. 
Information management, effective use of human resourc-
es, and strong leadership, all of which are present in the 
Clan and Adhocracy organizational types, are therefore 
the qualities most closely associated with successful 
cultures of quality. 

The failure of the Hierarchical and Market-oriented ap-
proaches to achieve quality success suggests that fo-
cusing on the quality toolbox does not automatically 
build a culture of quality. (Gimenez, 2013) This applies 
to organizations that focus solely on error detection and 
reduction as well. When organizations believe that just 
using the tools will bring about a culture of quality, and 
further reinforce that myopic perspective with authoritar-
ian leadership, vital elements such as improvement and 
innovation tend to disappear. (Spear, 1999) The “pride 
of place” in TPS provides one example of an approach 
that empowers workers with knowledge and informa-
tion instead of simply using them as lever-pullers that 
implement statistical measurement tools. (Spear, 1999) 

Organizations with the best quality cultures recognize 
that people build that culture best when they can co-
operate with one another and participate as active and 
empowered agents whose biological, psychological, and 
even spiritual needs are met through strong leadership, 
meaningful work, and a positive work environment with 
the principles of quality excellence as its core values. 
(Jaca, 2018; Radziwill & Benton, 2013)
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▲

How do Organizations Form?

While some specialists may deem an or-
ganization’s culture as “good” or “bad,” 
it’s perhaps more useful to see culture 
as something that either is, or has the 
potential to be, conducive to performance 
excellence. Schein (2004) says that culture 
originates in the leadership that imposes 
its vision, values, and assumptions on the 
group. If this is successful, the culture is 
solidified through physical cultural trans-
mitters such as policies, training, codes of 
conduct, and motivational activities over 
the long term.

This description suggests that organiza-
tional culture is fixed and stable, and that 
community members are expected to ad-
here to its permanently stable criteria. Yet 
this is far from the case. Schein suggests 
that understanding organizational culture 
requires an evolutionary perspective in 
which leaders define the culture, that cul-
ture defines the criteria of the successive 
leadership regimes it can accommodate, 
and, as external changes force the culture 
to adapt to a changing marketplace, lead-
ership once again becomes the catalyst 
for cultural change. (Schein, 2) 

Hernes (2008) describes this type of 
system as “tangled,” in which the in-
finite strands of influence among agents 
evolving in relation to one another produce 
a complex system that defies analysis. 
Hernes also points out that organizations 
often appear stable because we analyze 
them as snapshots in time and not as 
the constantly evolving processes they 
actually are. Every organization exists as 
the result of the convergence of tangled 
processes over time that have not evolved 
neatly or even necessarily optimally. Every 
organizational culture could, therefore, 
have evolved very differently than it did 
to produce a drastically different orga-
nization than currently exists, and that, 
in all likelihood, will continue to evolve in 
often unpredictable ways. (Hernes, 2008)
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CONCLUSION
In a culture of quality, the desire to meet or exceed expectations, the practices of engaged learning 
and continuous improvement, and the pursuit of excellence are fundamental values of the organization. 
This manifests in behaviors at all levels of the organization, and in artifacts such as tools, processes, 
and practices for ensuring quality. The mindset of the quality culture will touch every leader, customer, 
employee, and stakeholder.

This Insight Report has provided a history of the concept of the culture of quality, as well as some 
possible starting points for organizations that want to understand how their quality management 
system and software can be optimized for excellence.
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▲

When Quality Neglects People: The Wrong Approach to Culture of Quality

People are the foundation of a culture of quality. Organizations that focus on efficiency and defect elimination 
through the use of quality tools must avoid the danger of neglecting the individuals who build and support 
the culture on a daily basis. 

Lean manufacturing and TPS have been criticized for focusing too closely on process and customer satis-
faction, sometimes at the expense of the employees on the manufacturing floor. While many in the west have 
celebrated these methods for process efficiencies because they require less manufacturing space and lead 
to high productivity and waste reduction, some research has explored the human cost of these successes. 
Safety hazards created by machinery in close proximity, dangerously high speeds on the production line 
that leave no room for error or rest, and workers being bullied into silence regarding safety violations are a 
few of the abuses that have been chronicled in at least one Japanese automobile manufacturer aggressively 
implementing the lean approach. (Mehri, 2006)

The smooth workflows and streamlined communications channels of TPS also have a dark side. While they 
are data driven, reduce waste, and can empower individual workers, they can also be used for surveillance 
-- exposing workers to the gaze, punishment, and potential shame of collective control. Principles 2 and 3 of 
TPS can be used to pinpoint the precise point of failure in a process. In an ideal environment, that information 
would be used to educate the worker and encourage them to achieve greater process effectiveness. Unfor-
tunately, this information could also be used to punish and shame people for their mistakes, or, in extreme 
cases, relieve them from duty. (Boje and Winsor, 1993) 

A true culture of quality must ensure that workers are truly valued and are seen as vital and dynamic com-
ponents of a complex system, not just as replaceable parts whose value is measured by productivity alone.
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Disclaimer
This material provided by the Intelex Community and EHSQ Alliance is for informational purposes only.  
The material may include notification of regulatory activity, regulatory explanation and interpretation, 
policies and procedures, and best practices and guidelines that are intended to educate and inform you 
with regard to EHSQ topics of general interest. Opinions are those of the authors, and do not necessarily 
reflect the opinion of Intelex. The material is intended solely as guidance and you are responsible for any 
determination of whether the material meets your needs. Furthermore, you are responsible for complying 
with all relevant and applicable regulations. We are not responsible for any damage or loss, direct or 
indirect, arising out of or resulting from your selection or use of the materials.

Academic institutions can freely reproduce this content for educational purposes.

About Intelex
Intelex Technologies is a Toronto, Canada-based provider of Environmental, Health & Safety, and Quality 
(EHSQ) Management and workflow software for organizations of all sizes. The company is a leader in 
software-as-a-service solutions and serves customers from across a wide range of industries, located 
around the world. The Intelex platform is a mobile solution and provides integrated tools for front-line 
EHSQ professionals. We can be found at www.intelex.com.
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