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1 - Abstract


Nowadays, in the global market place, where firms are competing for future clients and customers, the organizations must learn to be adaptable to the environmental changes as well as know about their strong and weak aspects of their process.

Considering this competition scenery, Jury [1995] states that the competitive environment of an organization is based on three variables to be managed: the customers - among their needs and expectations; the competitive environment and gaps priority identification which contribute to customer satisfaction reduction and firm profit.

The objective of this article is to show how Quality Benchmark Deployment - QBD - [Swanson, 1993] was applied at a language school to correlate customer’s requirements, strategic matters and main drivers, for evidencing the main characteristic to be benchmarked, as well as the identification of the organizations’ ability.

2 - INTRODUCTION

The importance of quality methodological tools for industry worldwide has been widely known. Methodologies such as QFD (Quality Function Deployment), Strategic Planning and Benchmarking have already got their position highlighted at the biggest corporations in the world. In Brazil, these tools have been widely used at the whole country in a very satisfactory way in manufacturing and services companies. However when private language schools are considered the implementation of quality programs is lacking behind other services companies.
The global economic age and an increasing need for communication abilities is pushing the professionals (engineers, doctors, secretaries, business men, etc.) to be able to communicate in a second language or even in a third one. This foreign language knowledge has been a key factor for career development. Therefore, the demand for foreign language courses has improved and the number of language schools had been growing throughout Brazil, including Florianópolis.

Florianópolis city, besides to be known as the Capital of tourism of the Mercosul, has an important center for academic studies at its four Universities and many courses at technical level. In order to provide a better service for foreign visitors and professional improvement, an increasing number of customers have been improving their second, even third, language. These customers usually aim to learn Spanish and English, working in international companies, hotels or travelling abroad.

The spring out of new language courses and private teaching classes in every school semester is one of the basic characteristics of this competitive segment of the market. Due to this fact - foreign language teaching – most customers easily move from a course to another. Thus, the strong competition in the market has motivated the corporations to set strategies cost related and focused over a certain customers’ group .

The corporation and target of this research, named CCAA, is an English and Spanish teaching institution, spread all over Brazil, and has three units in Florianópolis. CCAA is one of the most traditional in its market segment being over twelve years in the market. This research begun when local directory decided to investigate and point out the reasons for school abandoning set around 20% of the total enrollment.

3 - METHODOLOGY

First of all, what have been causing school abandoning? It was necessary to know, in details, organization environment and culture, customers requisites and expectations, weak and strong points of the institution, market related strategic matters (competitors, policies, etc.) and critical processes that have most influenced customers learning and satisfaction. After all, implementing an action plan to reverse the fair situation of the institution.

To harvest all data above detailed and to determine the process necessary for benchmarking, QBD technique was used [SWANSON, 1993], upon an organization diagnostic and strategic matters establishing [SABINO, 1977]. Figure 1 presents the four development phases.










Figure 1: The four phases proposed

A brief resume of each step is described as follows:

3.1 ORGANIZATIONAL DIAGNOSIS

The diagnostic aimed to feed the head staff with a resume focusing institution real situation. 

The overall organization data harvest was carried out for a staff of engineers and psychologists, to identify the main aspects to be focused concerning strategies development, human resources, customers expectation, entrepreneur processes, facilities, costs, equipment and ergonomics factors [SABINO et al, 1997]. In this way, two steps were held:

· Facilities: classrooms, equipment available for students and staff, school-books, support material, etc., were identified and inspected.

· Directors and Employees were interviewed, aiming to identify their expectation, value set, satisfaction and dissatisfaction, individual motivation and everything inherent to the organization itself that would draw institution characteristics and also its main “diseases”. 

After courses of action were set toward customers’ satisfaction and institution competitive assurance.

3.2 CUSTOMERS NEEDS IDENTIFICATION

This phase aimed to identify customers’ (students’) profile concerning their needs and expectations. Questionnaires were applied, filled with question that allowed to collect answers to questions such as social data (age, income, neighborhood), the product itself (price, staff relationship, product main use, some specific attributes and so on), besides data concerning competitiveness.

The general goal proposed in this phase was reached through: 1 - Identification of the reasons that brought the customers in; 2 - Customers’ knowledge concerning institution’s weak and strong attributes; 3 - Customers’ knowledge over competitiveness product, and their opinion about them and; 4 - Improvements proposed by the customers. All these data have been used as a basis for QBD development.

3.3
STRATEGIC MATTERS

This phase is related to the settlement of basis for a long range planning. Three workshops were held to deal with strategic aspects necessary for planning, based on a questionnaire.

The workshops contributed to establish the following aspects:

Organization proposal; value set - organization’s belief and its basic principles; the focus and mission of the organization; goals; decision-makers and market competitors identification. This data was applied on a plan of action settlement. See figure 1.

3.4 QBD APPLICATION

This phase concerns to performance identification drivers, and the correlation of these drivers with customers’ requisites and the process to be benchmarked. The former SWANSON 10 steps proposed - based on QFD methodology and Benchmarking - were then enhanced and expanded to fifteen [SABINO, 1997].

At this moment, QBD steps may be developed in a coherent and easy way based on customers’ data. This literacy will also allow other possible actions after QBD, as methodologies on quality development.

QBD final result is the hierarchical rating of all processes that institution should put on priority, and of factors that exert a greater impact over customers.

Following, a description on how these fifteen steps was carried out.

4 - QBD STEPS

Step 0: Business Diagnostic 

QBD primary step consisted of a competitive evaluation concerning the main CCAA competitors and customers identified in the questionnaire. To go through this evaluation, the four most preferable competitors units identified in the questionnaire by the students were visited (each competitor runs three schools), and all items - that any customer would notice - were observed.

Step 1: To research customers and identify their expectations

It was used the data collected during phase 2 of the figure 1, which shows customers self-expectations. To do so, it was identified, through students’ questionnaires, their main expectations. At each questionnaire block (teaching method, facilities, relationship, school environment, price and advertising), from percentages of answers, those questions that have most influenced the customers were obtained. The main requisites are listed in table 1.

Requisite Identified

Classes’ dynamic

Students same age range special classes

Little involvement in outer classes activities

Library, Multimedia and Internet availability

Support equipment

INTERNET, Multimedia availability

Classroom

Course fare

Table 1: Customers main requisites

Step 2: Identify the reason and importance rank for each expectation

For table 2 fulfilling that correlates customers’ satisfaction and their expectation, it was necessary to establish importance rate for the many blocks of questions. Then, customers ranked from one to five what themselves considered most important for a foreign language teaching.

Weight 5 - Teaching method; Weight 4 - School environment; Weight 3 - Facilities; Weight 2 - Courtesy and Weight 1 – School fare.

In this way, all questions concerning each block were set at the same level of importance as listed below.


[image: image1.wmf]Importance  Rating


[image: image2.wmf]CCAA    Actual



[image: image3.wmf]Institution   A



[image: image4.wmf]Institution    B



[image: image5.wmf]Institution    C


[image: image6.wmf]Institution    D


[image: image7.wmf]CCAA   Target



[image: image8.wmf]Rate  of  Improvement



[image: image9.wmf]Sales  Point



[image: image10.wmf]Absolute  Weight


[image: image11.wmf]Demand  Weight



Classes’ dynamic
5
3,6
2,8
2,5
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1,1
1,5
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11,2

Special classes
5
1,0
1,0
1,0
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1,0
1,0
1,0
5,0
6,8

Outer classes activities
4
5,0
1,0
1,0
1,0
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1,0
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8,1

Library and Internet availability
4
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1,2
24
32,5

Support equipment
3
3,6
3,2
2,8
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3,4
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1,5
14,6
19,8

INTERNET availability
3
2,0
2,0
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1,0
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1,2
9,0
12,2

Classroom
3
3,4
3,9
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4,5
1,3
1,5
6,0
8,1

Course fare
1
1,8
2,5
1,7
1,5
2,0
1,5
1,0
1,0
1,0
1,0










Total
73,7
100

Table 2 – Customers Expectation and Satisfaction Rate

Step 3: Identify customers’ satisfaction level concerning CCAA, and comparing them to other institution related matters.

Keeping on the methodology use, and through questionnaire, in which the students stated to have attended to CCAA’s competitor courses, it was identified student’s satisfaction level concerning competitor institutions. To do so, its was computed an average for those questions identified as necessary requisites, to fill in table two. Those institutions which had got one of these items “special classes”, “outer classroom activities”, “Internet and library availability”, got five points, and for those which had got none of them, got just one point. 

Step 4: Goal level planning for customers’ satisfaction rate 

After the institution staff had compared its school to the competition one’s, targets were established (column CCAA institution target) in order to improve its value facing customers (table 2). These targets sprigged out mainly from strategic matters developed in phase 3. The column “Improvement Rate” was computed dividing the column “Institution x Targets” by “CCAA institution”. Concerning “outer class activities” this rate was equal to (5(5=1).

Step 5: Sales strategy identification

Sales strategy (table2) has got 1.5 point for a strong sale strategy, 1.2 for a medium one and 1 for those that did not follow or do not have any sale strategy. The institution staff considered “outer class activities” as a strong factor to be used as sale strategy, setting this item at 1.5 point level.

Step 6: Absolute weight computing

Multiplying the respective value of the columns “Importance rate” times “Improvement rate” times “Sales action” we have 4x1x1x1.5 = 6.

Step 7: Demand weight computing

The demand weight (table 2) is computed dividing the “corresponding absolute weight” by its sum and then times 100. For the item “Outer class activities” we got (6(73.7x100=8.1%).

Step 8: Performance rate identification

In another section the institution’s staff have identified those factors or activities that more impact caused over customers, in other words, the performance drivers. These drivers were identified using cause-effect diagrams. For each customers’ item were identified their possible causes.

Step 9: Correlation among performance drivers

After identifying customer’s items and performance drivers, next step established the correlation among them. Afterwards, the staff was requested to answer the question “What is the relationship between a customer item and a performance driver?” They were supposed to have marked on a card the answer for this question, using three different symbols to identify a strong, medium and fair relationship and than raising the card to show their answer. The final answer was always stated sounding to a majority or consensus. (Table 3).

Step 10: Correlation computing evaluated by demand

In this step, it was used correlation: Correlation rate (9.3 or 1) times Demand weight. For the item “Outer classroom activities” and performance driver “Teacher supervising lack” (table 3), multiplying the correlation attribute (strong), times the respective demand weight (table 2), in other words, 9x8.1=72.9. Correlation determined through demand is then set in the respective frame.

Five tables were then created concerning the items: Teachers, Methodology, Teacher’s self-characteristics, Institution and Classrooms facilities. Table 2 presents one of the tables related to “teachers” performance.
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Total
519
437
203
589
547
239
898
3431


(%)
15,12
12,73
5,91
17,16
15,94
6,96
26,17
100%

Table 3: Correlation among customers’ requisites and “teachers” performance driver.

As seen in table 3, the item customer “classes’ dynamic” is the most important due to its strong linked to all performance drivers. Special attention must be focused over “special classes” and “course fare”, since they exert a strong influence over those items teachers’ related. On the other hand, the most important item related to the questionnaire block “teachers” is that teachers do not follow appropriate program. This performance driver is showed to be strongly linked to customers’ expectation and has got 26.17%. If a teacher put down students’ motivation, does not follow an appropriate program, does not go to teachers’ meetings, etc., students will have a negative impact. The same way, institution must awake concerning the items “Special classes for students at the same age range” and “course fare”, since they play an import role for teaching performance.

Step 11: Drivers that exert a greater impact

These drivers are those which have received the higher percentage value among tables, that in this sense, teachers do not follow appropriate program had got 26.17% (898 divided by 3431 times 100%).

Step 12: Performance key determination

At this QBD step, a table showing some performance measurement on main competitor of the CCAA is built. The goal of this table is to verify how some measurements are related to customers’ requisites besides establishing goals to reach the improvement of institution performance.

Step 13: Drives implementation procedures

To end this step suggested by SWANSON [1993], it is necessary to fill in a table that compares performance drivers among all institutions compared. Once it was not possible to collect this sort of information at other compared institutions, this table will not be filled in.

Step 14: Action plan

The last step consists of a master action plan, which will lead institution toward its objective. This planning – that is filled in a self-form – has got as information basis all data previously identified in the former steps.

5 - ANSWER FOR A FORMER PROBLEMATIC FORMULATED

The results obtained through the proposed methodology use, allowed to identify a set of causes strongly linked to: institution internal culture, its policy, the staff, its own teaching method, and some other that would be causing unpleasant, complains and an imminent course abandoning. Based on this data, we got to the conclusion that institution did not have the right perception of its students dissatisfaction concerning institution, mainly concerning facilities, teaching methodology and fare. For a percentage of 20% of the total students enrolled, the amount charged for classes was far above reality, face the fewer offered versus high the fare charged. Also due to the total lack of long-range planning and customers’ expectation, the school under analysis did not plan long-term goals or policies to improve and support customers’ satisfaction and students stay at the institution.

6 - CONCLUSION

· At the end of the research, it was found the following main performance drivers related to five tables: teachers’ restriction, management staff, equipment for students, lack or fewer authority or planning. These points are the main points for a benchmarking process, according to the correlation gathered from schoolteachers and staff.

· QBD’s use allowed not only identify main point for benchmarking process, as SWANSON [1993] has proposed, but also overviewed the whole business and internal and external, critical processes on customers vision, market forces strength identification and possibilities of setting of target direction under a well structured plan of action. These actions also allowed a comprehensive organizational learning easing institution main competitor identification.

· It was also noticed the possibility of applying the methodology based on QFD and benchmarking at an institution that deals with such subjective matter as teaching. The use of this brought up not only an answer for the school’s problematic, but also a set of improvements at all institutions levels.

· To comprehend the table referred as competitive table, it was used information concerning institution main competitor. Some data that should be in his table (such as total of students, and give up each semester) was not described due to all difficulties encountered gathering such data at competitor institution. The same way to go through QBD last step (implementation of the answer drivers), was necessary to count on data, that competitor did not feel like releasing, has caused some prejudice to this technique development.

· The drivers’ identification (unimagined until then, due to how they had been conceived) will allow the staff a new overview, to improve their work. Since they cause impact over almost on all sector of the institution, these drivers will contribute for other technique development and quality improvement.

7 - FINAL COMMENT

A year after finishing the research, it was verified that the plans of action were lead mainly toward facilities, teaching method and customers attendance. The following improvements were done since then.

· One of the schools was totally rebuilt;

· Now, Internet is accessible for all students;

· More pedagogical advisors have been hired;

· Staff training with emphasis on quality;

· Multimedia for English teaching;

· Directors have been improving their literacy attending to business management courses;

· New partnership has been running to bring in more customers.

Running these actions, not only institution self-image has improved face its customers’ and competitors, but also the amount of enrollments, besides a reduction on school abandoning from 20% to 8%. 
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