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Abstract

The Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award criteria are offered as a guideline for organizations seeking to enhance customer-recognized value, while simultaneously improving internal efficiency.  Unfortunately, how and why adherence to the criteria should be expected to lead to the predicted results has not been explained.  A theoretical model is proposed to explain the causal links underlying the criteria.  The proposed theory suggests implications for Baldrige-inspired initiatives, including a possible explanation of the divergent results achieved by the practitioner community.

Introduction

The Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award program was created to identify and disseminate management practices worthy of emulation.  Since its inception, thirty-five organizations have received the award and they have gone on to give over 30,000 presentations on their experiences applying the award criteria.  Today, the Baldrige winners are widely viewed as management exemplars and the criteria are offered as a guideline for organizations seeking to enhance customer-recognized value, while simultaneously improving internal efficiency [Hertz, 1998]. Despite the influence of the Baldrige program, the logic underlying the award criteria remains largely unexplained.  This paper addresses the challenge of articulating the theory of quality management underlying the award criteria.  A conceptual framework is developed that represents a network of hypothesized cause-and-effect relationships between individual criteria. 

Statement of the Problem
Organizations that have undertaken Baldrige-inspired initiatives report remarkably divergent results.  Generally, lead users report dramatic results that inspire other organizations to emulate their management practices.  Unfortunately, the duplication of successful results from mentor to student is frequently elusive.  Indeed a majority of quality initiatives – estimated as high as eighty percent – fail to achieve the expectations of internal management [Leadership Steering Committee, 1992].  This paper argues that managers can only hope to predict the effect of imported management practices through the application of theory – in short, “it is a hazard to copy” without understanding why a given practice was successful in its original context [Deming, 1986].

Methodology

The conventions of theory development [e.g.: Dubin, 1978] were followed to develop the hypothesized framework.  First, the phenomenon of interest was defined.  This task was complicated by the fact that the Baldrige criteria are articulated as a series of neutral, open-ended requests for information.  Therefore rather than directly interpreting the criteria, the eleven “core values and concepts” [NIST, 1998] underlying the evaluation of applicants’ responses to the criteria were used to bound the conceptual space of interest [Heiser, 1999].  Next, the conceptual space was divided into units that could be used as building blocks for the development of theory.  At this stage, the 1999 Baldrige criteria were revisited and utilized because they represent the current state of expert consensus regarding the delineation of the phenomenon.  As a result, fourteen conceptual variables were developed that correspond to the concepts evaluated through the “approach and deployment” oriented criteria.  An additional five less abstract variables were defined to correspond with the “results” oriented criteria.  

A thorough review of the research and practitioner literature was then undertaken to catalogue the rationales offered in support of suggested relationships between the nineteen variables [e.g.: Anderson, Rungtusanatham, & Schroeder and Devarja, 1995; Blazey, 1998; Brown, 1998; Evans, 1997].  Each variable was then juxtaposed against the remaining variables to explore potential rationales supporting a hypothetical relationship.  All three hundred forty-two unidirectional pairings were analyzed.  Each rationale, either found in the literature or developed by the author, was then reviewed to determine whether it supported a hypothesis of cause-and-effect.  Two elements were considered necessary to support a causal hypothesis.  First, the cause had to temporally precede the effect.  Second, the rationale had to support the notion that the effect was directly produced by the cause – literally y = f(x). 
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Figure 1

Through this analysis, forty-four unidirectional relationships were identified as potentially causal in nature.  The path diagram of these relationships, shown in Figure 1, represents a statement of theory regarding how the system of management underlying the criteria operates to generate business results.  As such, the flow of causal influence can be traced from the customers and markets on the left, through the organizational structure and strategic planning and deployment activities of the organization, through the process and product design decisions, to the informational system design, and ultimately to results.  The focus of the theoretical network is on goal alignment through process design and deployment of strategy.  While informational and physical flows were considered, they generally did not satisfy the definition of causation described above.  It also should be noted that the proffered theory is intended to reflect the “snapshot” in time captured by an application to the Baldrige award program.  Temporal sequencing is considered through how the elements of the management system build upon each other to reflect focus and refinement of the systems examined over time.  Further, the network is recursive – while outputs from the current iteration may inform future decision-making, such influences are not necessarily causal and therefore are not captured within the illustrated framework.  

Managerial Implications
Obviously the next step is to test the proposed theory in an attempt to either confirm or disconfirm its fit with empirical reality.  However, it is useful to consider the managerial implications if the theory is ultimately found convincing.  Frequently, Baldrige-inspired initiatives begin with an attempt to “gather the low hanging fruit” through multiple projects designed to fix readily apparent problems.  Another common approach is to cascade skill training through the organization.  In the each scenario, the organization may be expending scarce resources optimizing components of the system rather than globally aligning the components into a coherent system of management.  The failure to align management intervention and the ongoing flow of causation may serve as an explanation for the divergent and disappointing results experienced by many practitioners.  If the theory is correct, business success is most efficiently achieved by leveraging management intervention with causal flow.
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