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The word 'quality' brings out different visions and images 

in different people's minds, Some will perceive it to refer to 

established products which have become benck-marker for high quality 

eg Rolls Royce or Cadillac for oars or IBM for computers. Indeed 

these brand names have crept into the English vocabulary because 

of common usage. others will associate quality with precision 

engineering such as the satellites and space-craft that are sent 

into orbit. 

whatever his pre-conoeived idea about quality, the common 

man-in - the-street as a consumer does understand the desirability of 

quality, whether in the product he has purchased or service he has 

received. In fact, extended beyond the world of acquired goods and 

services, each and everyone of us possesses some notion of the level 

of quality we will like to have to enhance our well-being eg quality 

of education, health services, living environment, public transport, 

end other social amenities. 

Thus, it may appear odd at first sight that the organisers 

should deem it necessary to hold a Quality Congress to get across 

the message that quality is important end is necessary for growth. 

The explanation probably lies in the fact that while we, as consumers, 

expect to receive quality products which we pay for, and in fact will 

be most upset if we did not, we are less clear on how quality is built 

into these products. More precisely, we, as producers, are uncertain 

as to what needs to be done, how, by whom, and when, to ensure that 

high quality goods end services are always produced. 

During the early/.. 
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Curing the early 1950s Western product quality was regarded 
as the best. The label Wade in USA" or west Germany or Switzerland 
or England was a distinct asset to product salability. what was even 

more remarkable was that these products not only served well the 
purpose for which they were bought but many also lasted long enough 

to be handed down as heirlooms. many a young girl received hex 
mother's Singer sewing machine end the young boy his father's 
Remington typewriter, 

. 

As to be expected, the quality of Western products continued 
to get better in subsequent decades through technological innovation. 

but the quality position of the west did not keep pace with the 

quality improvements made by the Japanese in many product fields - 

audio and video equipment, automobiles, shipbuilding, to name a few. 
As a result the market shares of Japanese products increased consider- 

ably at the expense of goods manufactured in the west. The truth soon 
dawned on manufacturers that in our highly competitive world it is 

inadequate to measure quality in absolute terms. In the final analysis 

it is the 'product that is the best value for money that gets sold. 

Prior to and just after world war II, Japanese product 

quality was poor - it was widely regarded as amongst the worst. 

Such produets could be sold but only at ridiculously low prices, 

and even then it was difficult to secure repeat sales. I recall a 

local description of clocks made in Japan in the early '50s - a 

Japanese clock is inaccurate but it ticks loud enough to let you 

know that it is still going. 

Japanese products have come a long way since then. If I 

took a random survey amongst you, I would not be surprised if a good 

majority of you wear watches made in Japan. The Japanese clooks of 

old have long disappeared and have become part of their industrial 
history. Indeed in many other product lines, Japanese goods have 

attained a reputation for quality and value for money. Well-publicised 

examples in the west and in Third World countries are oolour TV and 
the automobile. In all oases, Japanese quality superiority has been 

a major reason for the dramatic shift in market share from the west 

to Japan. 

how did the/... 
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how did the Japanese manage to outrace the west in improving 

the quality of its products? Some have attributed this development 

to the ageing machinery and lack of new capital investments in the 
west . Acoording to them, almost 60% of the machine tools in the US 

metalworking industries were less than 10 years old at the end of 

Vorld war II. As a result, the industry made substantial gains in 

productivity in the early '50s. The average age of the machines, 

however, rose steadily, and, by the late ‘60s, had reached the point 

that only 36% of the machine tools in we were lees,than years 

old. This compared with 37% in the Federal republie of Germany, 

42% in Italy, 47% in Canada, end 60% in Japan. 

while the differences in the rates of new capital investments 

could partially account for the dissipation of the us lead in 

productivity relative to Japan, it could not be the sole reason for 

the decline of the US position. 

many have now come to the conclusion that the high quality 

of Japanese produets has been achieved not by one or two well thought 

out precesses'but by an integrated approach towards product improve- 

ment, It has been aohieved through innovative and cooperative 

approaches to design, manufacturing, and above all, management. 

Instead of merely looking for technological fixes the Japanese also 

pay close attention to human and organisational problems in their 

pursuit of high quality. I feel that there is a lesson in this for us. 

The Japanese consider the organisation of quality control to 

be critical Line managers and production employees, rather than 

staff specialists, are primarily responsible for quality assurance. 

Training in quality assurance is company-wide, including top management 

which is geared to actively direct quality-control activities. Middle 

managament is largely responsible for interpartmental planning end 

coordination of such activities while production workers, through 

''quality-control Circles'', are encouraged to inspect their OWN work 

and are trained to identify and solve problems at the ShOPflOOr. 

Staff quality-assurance specialists have only a limited role as 

consultants and trainers. 

This approaoh/... 

l 
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This approach of building quality right into the design of 

the product and the manufacturing process, and having quality awareness 
integrated into the organisation itself, is a much more effective way 
of ensuring high product quality then a system of fixing the bad 

products at the end of the production line. The usual way of allowing 

workers to produce sub-standard parts and letting the final inspector 

worry about the resulting problems is in fact a more costly approach. 
It has been estimated that the conventional system of fault detectien 

in some American oar assembly plants required one out of ten workers 

to be engaged in repairing substandard items, resulting in truly 

staggering costs for scrap, rework, retest, downtime, yield losses 

and disposal of substandard components. The not result is enormous 

costs and reduced productivity from not doing the job right the first 

time. 

This system of having separate quality specialists, quality- 
control inspectors , reliability engineers, quality assurance managers 

and other personnel with equally impressive sounding designations to 

police and monitor others' performance is costly end sometimes 

ineffective. For example, in quite a few US ear assembly plants, 

they employ one full-time inspecter for every tWenty production 
workers . By comparison, Toyota and Nissan employ one full-time 

inspector for every thirty production workers, resulting in significant 

savings and increased productivity. 

The crucial point however is that reliance on inspectors 

alone without quality awareness being built into the production 

process causes other employee s to be less concerned about quality. 

This in turn leads management having to hire even more inspectors. 

sometimes problems are passed on to the dealer or agent who receives 

large ''dealer-preparation-fees'' to make final adjustments and 

operations. The Consumer often ends up with a Costlier and poorer 

quality product. This cycle reveal the disadvantaGes of separating 

quality assurance from the design and manufacture of the product. 

The success of/... 
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The success of Japanese and some Western plants have shown 

that product quality is not simply the result of statistics, 

inspectors careful rework and advanced techology. Product quality 

derives fundamentally from the application of specific management 

systems. in each of these successful manufacturing firms, every 

member of the enterprise is responsible for and cares about product 

quality not just the quality control manager, product inspector 

or the marketing manager. Doing the job right the first time is 

more than a slogan - it is built into the organisation structure 

and is part of the reflex action of every employee. 

This approach requires management to invest in training 

for all its employees and emphasise development of a labour force 

skilled in a variety of jobs. All workers are assumed to be 

capable and desirous of contributing to the enterprise and are 

made to fool like fully contributing members. moreover managers 

have to be prepared to provide workers with the tools - training 

and access to information - to participate fully in ensuring 

quality products. 

Perhaps the most publicised Japanese innovation in quality 

control is the effort to involve produetion employees in quality 

assurance through the so-called ''quality-control circles'' 

developed in the early 1960s, this practice has become standard.in 

most large manufacturing firms. For example, at Toyota there are 

4,200 quality-control circles for 477,000 employees, and at Nissan 

99 percent of eligible employees participate in 4,162 quality- 

control. circles. The circles are in principle voluntary and 

autnnomous study groups, though in practice there may be company 

pressure to participate. _ 

Circles averaging ten workers a piece, usually led by the 

supervisor or a senior worker9 meet every week or two for an hour 

to analyse and solve shop problems. Participants are taught 

elementary techniques in problem solving, incLuding statistical 

methods. In principle, workers select their own problems to work 

on such as reduction of defects and scrap, cost reduction, safety, 

absentecism, and energy conservation. 

The circles are/... 



To learn from the Japaese is not only logical but also 

necessary if WC are to compete effectively in the market place. 

however this is not a matter of blind emulation but rather of 

building on our practices, discarding a few,and adapting time- 

proven approaches where useful to improve our performance. 

There are a few pre-conditions which Can help immensely 

in creating the setting for developin, g this ''let's work together 

for better quality" philosophy in our enterprises. I shall mention 

briefly only 3 pre-requisites to set you thinking. You may want 

to pick them up during your discussion sessions. 

Firstly, the decision to involve workers in decision 

making and problem solving processes assumes that workers can and 

are willing to communicate effectively. This requires production 

workers to have/... 
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The circles are geared to small-scale but continuous 
improvements and the overall results are impressive. The following 
comparisons show this clearly. General Motors receives an average 
of .84 suggestion per eligible employee each year, of which it 

adopts about 23 percent. Nissan Motors reported in 1979 a total 
of 9 suggestions per employee and an adoption rate of 85.7 percent, 

with most of these suggestions originating.from quality-control 

circles, in 1980, Toyota Motors reported 17.8 suggestions per 

employee, of which it adopted close to 90 percent. Thus, not only 

are the Japanese firms getting more suggestions, they are getting 

better ones. For these 2 Japanese car assembly plants the adoption 

of quality-control circles over the Last decade and the rapid rise 

in the number of employee suggestions are closely correlated with 

the rapid increase in their automotive quality and productivity. 

The underpinning of their success in improving quality 

and productivity has been the break through in managing human 

resources . They have successfully integrated members of their 

enterprises with modern technology, innovative production processes 

and aggressive marketing techniques to produce goods of high quality. 
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workers to have a minimal level of literacy end numeracy. The 

relatively high leve1 of education of our workforce is an advantage 

which is not readily available in many other places. however much 
can be done to improve further the level of participation. of quite 

a number of our workers particularly by raising their communicative 

ability Do be precise, ways and means must be found to help those 

in our labour force who did not complete their primary school 

education to attain a higher level of literacy and numeracy. 

The recently introduced UTUC-BEST programme (BEST -BASIE 

Education for Skill Training) is aimed at giving these Workers the 

minimal Ieve1s of literacy and numeracy. They will thus be better 

equipped to acquire more skills, and participate more actively in 

QC circles and other coordinated schemes to improve performance 

and productivity. The response to the BEST programma launched 

earlier this month has been quite encouraging. To date some 1,000 

workers have applied to participate in basic courses in English and 

Arithmetic. plans are afoot to include courses at secondary and 

lower primary levels to moot the needs of more workers But to 

really reach out to the bulk of the no&force, employers will have 

to play their part. 

A better educated worker is a more productive and trainable 

worker. It thus pays managements to increase their expenditure on 

training. Such expenditures are investments of the company in human 

resource and should be given high priority if the management is 

serious about increasing productivity and improving overall per- 

formance of the enterprise. 

A few companies have approached the NTUC about starting 

courses for their workers in their premises. This is a good start 

and more managements should follow suit, They can, if they wish, 

app1y to the Skills development Fund for financial assistance to 
meet the expenses of these courses. If the response is good end 

this is to be dons on a large scale, the VITB, the Ministry of 

Education, and the Ministry of Trade end Industry can assist in 

securing more instructors, arranging for certification, and 

designing suitable/... 
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designing suitable courses to meet the specific requirements of 

enterprises For example, concepts of QC circles, team work and 

productivity can be incorporated into the courses so that participants 

acquire skills and knowledge in addition to the ability to oommunicate. 

In the longer run, we can expect better trained and educated 

cohorts of workers to join the labour force. They will have little 

difficulty in participating in these small group activities and 

being,- of an efficient and productive teem. But meanwhile, 

unions, employers and the Government, working together, must do as 
much as possible to equip the existing workforce to be more effective 
contributers towards the national productive effort. 

We have seen the need to train workers and give them 

sufficient skills to be able to contribute more to the enterprise. 

The extent to which this will be done and the manner of doing it 

will vary from enterprise to enterprise, depending on a variety of 

factors not least of which is its corporate philosophy, its terms and 

conditions of employment, and the quality of the labour it has 

succeeded in attracting. This brings me to the second pre-condition 

for developing a highly productive workforce in every enterprise. 

And that is the management must have sufficient flexibility to 

decide on the manner of motivating and rewarding its employees. In 
other words, options cannot be limited by decisions made by an 

uninvolved body and based on some economy-wide conditions. More 
specifically, an enterprise must be in a position to negotiate with 

its own workforce and arrive at a mutually satisfactory arrangement, 

not constrained by conditions which may be unrepresentative Of those 
, 

that exist in that enterprise. This calls for a gradual change from 

set guidelines and a reversion to normal collective bargaining at 

enterprise level. 

The flexibility built into the past 2 years' NWC guidelines 

which provided a range of wage increase has been a good start. This 

has enabled unions and management to give full recognition to the 

conditions at the enterprise level, eg company's development plans, 

product lines, workers' skills, productivity growth, oompany 

performance/... 
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performance and other factors peculiar to that enterprise. Settle- 

ments based on actual conditions at the factory level will help to 

motivate the employees there even further. This gradual move towards 

settlement at the plant level must be sustained if we are to provide 

sufficient motivation to managements and workers to improve the 

enterprise’s performance. 

This change, in turn, wi11 mean that management and workers 

in an enterprise wi11 have the need to discuss, negotiate and co- 

operate more frequently, Here the Japanese model provides a useful 

example for our considerat ion - the enterprise union. In such a 

situation unions and management consult and cooperate in all matters 

relating to the enterprise, whether it is improving quality, training 

of workers rescheduling of work, plant expansion or contraction, 

deploying of personnel or whatever. 

This joint effort has been facilitated in Japanese companies 

by the existence of the house union. The fee1ing of togetherness by 

managements and workers brought about by the climate of cooperation 

instead of the adversary idea of ‘me against ‘you’ is due to the 

absence of third parties which are not in any way associated or 

familiar with the enterprise. while there may be other factors that 

have led to the Japanese bein g highly successful in attaining its 

productivity and performance goals, we can see that this close 

understanding and working relation between the union and management 

in the Some enterprise is a strong factor. This is the third pre- 

condition for a faster increase in the enterprise’s performance 

There will be managements and workers who are cautious 

about this concept of enterprise union, but there is no reason why 

we should not be open minded and receptive to innovative ideas. 

Afterall the objective is to improve the performance of the enterprise 

and the well-being of the worker, not to preserve out-moded practices 
just because we have been used to them or feel uncomfortable with 

change, If any change is a change for the better, then we should 

not tie ourselves down to mediocrity by adhering to tradition and 

past practices. Obviously we must not change for the sake of 

changing. It must be a change for the better. 

The drive / . . . 
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The drive for higher quality and productivity has preoccupied 

the imagination and thoughts of many since time immemorial. however 

it has been only -those with the vision, foresight and imagination who 

have succeeded in converting this drive into something real and tangible, 

Unfortunately achieving these goals of quality and productivity 

is no simple matter. It is not just rewriting laws and legislation 

or merely exhorting workers and managers to work harder. These 
goals are affected by many interlocking factors, each of which is 

eseential. And this is true not only for the national enconomy but 

also for the individual company seeking to improve the quality of 

its products end productivity of its workforce. 

The key is that PEOPLE' COUNT THE MOST. _____u- The success of 

improving quality and productivity requires a conscious effort by 

everyone, managers and production workers alike. They must be able 

and willing to work as a team to improve their overall level of 

performance. In the final analysis only.those who try and dare to 

achieve will succeed. 

l 
I now take great pleasure in declaring this 1st South East 

Asia/Singapore Quality Congress open. 


