Take it from the top please

By Paul Herbig 

Quality—Job One


Ford Slogan.

For the last decade, Ford has produced high quality cars.  Its slogan above is representative of the cars they make.  But it wasn’t always so.  Many of my readers will remember the other acronym Ford had thirty plus years ago:   FORD—Fix Or Repair Daily.  Then it truly had a quality and image problem. Going up against the Japanese cars of the late seventies and early eighties, they desperately needed to get their quality up.  The executives had a brainstorm, put up quality posters all over the plants-- to indicate management’s wishes and preferences to Ford’s employees And up they went.  .

Imagine the managers’ surprise when quality failed to increase even as they spend literally hundreds of dollars blanketing factories with “Quality Job One” posters.  From the worker on the floor, the posters were pure bunk.  The managers’ attitudes had not changed so why should they.  They preached quality when it did not cost them anything.  But the very first time push came to shove and they had to make a choice between making their numbers and shipping quality cars, out went the quality with the increased shipments.  It was the same old response by upstairs.  Ship whatever to meet the numbers.  So why should rank and file care?  Finally managers with grit and determination arrived.  These managers did not let any poor quality out the door—no matter what it meant to shipments, to quarterly earnings, to production. They stuck to it and did not relent.  When upper management started showing they understood and meant what they said, only then did the rank and file take the quality message seriously.  The rest is history. 

The Character of a company is determined at the top. Tom Watson shaped IBM’s character by demanding a strict dress code and determined customer service. Stories about his determination have become part of the company’s culture. Was it any accident that the third army followed George Patton across Europe; he set the tone and character—aggressive, determined, hard fighting—and the men followed. The Moral and Character of a company is shaped at the top.  If you need a negative example, you need go no further than Enron, WorldCom, or Adelphi whose leaders played foot loose and fancy free and believed the company was there to serve them rather than vice versa.

Walmart.  When Sam was alive it was  “Buy America” and high moral standing. Once he died and the corporate shirts took over, it was don’t let your sense of morals stand in the way of a quick buck . . . WalMart  has quickly become “You Can’t Buy American Here if you tried.” and  Don’t let your sense of morals stand in the way of a buck. 

The top will tell you all you need to know about what a company (or any institution for that matter) is or has become. Check out the CEO/President.  What type of person is he?  Does he rally the troops behind or will he hide behind the troops and let them take the heat?   Will he die for the troops or kill them off at his pleasure?  Does He allow strong and morally conscious capable hands that may disagree with him to stay or are does he arbitrarily kill them off if they become a threat to the autocrat or disagree with him? If a mid manager is getting more publicity, coverage, and becoming better known, must he go to prevent becoming a personal affront to the almighty king?

If the CEO wants the organization involved in community affairs, he/she and the executive officers must be in the forefront of community activities, support and reward managers and employees to do so, and the word will rapidly get out that it was this company is all about.  On the other hand, if the CEO is aloof, backs off from being involved, does not reward or support (or even worse fires subordinates who are actively engaged), it becomes well established the way NOT to get ahead, the way to get a quick pass out, is to become involved.  The troops take their direction from the head person, and not from what is said but from what is done and accomplished

Check on the direction of the company by the group the top guy surrounds himself with. The top hires  cronies  in his image and they in turn do likewise.  So what is awarded and valued to the top swiftly becomes part of the corporate ladder further down.  Those that do not fit it with the new culture or object to it quickly find themselves out the door.  The troops learn not to volunteer, not to be innovative, not to say for the tides are always changing and they do not know which way the winds may be blowing today.  Their only course of action is to keep their heads above water but below the radar screen.  Eventually they must either adapt to the culture (and change their morals and personality) or remain true to oneself and be gone, one way or another.  And another organization has imploded, destroyed from within.

To see what an organization is like, you need go no further than the top.  It will tell you all you need to know about what the organization is like and where it is headed..
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