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A survey of TQM practices in ttre Malaysian
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ABsrMcr Toral quality mctnctgemcnt (IQM) is one of the h4t approaches towards realizing the
goal of meeting customer satistaction. Besides efror* for quahry improoetnmt bjt large companics,
marry small and medium-sized mterprhes (SMEs) haae ako pursued their quality imprwement
efiort' but mosdy through the ISO 9000 certfficatian route. Few of these SMEs have actuallTt
implenmted a ntal approach using the TQM philosopla. This paper relaes b a suraey condurud
m investigau the lanl of practice on TQM elemenu and m find the most crithal factorc perceiaed fut
the SMEs. A questionnaire stas sst t to 248 companics in the electrital and electronics secw in
Malaysia' which resuhzd in a response ratc of 24.2%- Anemp* et finding ipificant difumces
between vnall and large companies' quality practices s)qe made and reuealed that there was a
significent diffomce between the TQM practices of large and small companics. Managemmt
leadushi$ continuous imprwement rystem and education and toining prcved to be rated among top
priorities for successful implementatimt fu large companies, comparcd with SMEs, Howaner, supptin
cuality management wcts found n be the least implemenud c,riteria by both large and small companbs.
This indicaus that a much greatq emphasis must be gioen on supplia moncrgement in future Cual;ty
imprwement programmes. The srudy has highlighted the importance of TQM adoption in SMEs to
meet future challenges in realizing the vision, of world-dass organizations. Engineering innwation
must ttot be limited rn 'hard technologt' alone but should incorporate advanced manufacturing
management techniques m susta.in the improuement effor* and in meeting the bng-term needs of the
nation. Further studies can be made focuing on other types of industy in Malaltsia, such as
automot'ive, metal-based, and food procasing, etc, to allout for a more comprehensiae TQM
frarnaaork n be btdt upon to meet the needs of SMEs in their dive nuards a mtn] quality
organizatbn,

Introduction

Quality management has been recognized and as an imponant area by organizations, as shown
by the diverse publications found in the literaturc. Quality holds the key to competitiveness in
today's global market, regardless of the size of the company. Total quality management
C|QM) programmes and practiccs are primarily embraced in large multinational organiza-
tions. Litde has been written on how TQM has been applied in Malaysian small and med.ium
sized enterprises (SMEs). Only a small number of Malaysian SMEs have reached a stage of
development where ttrey are able to apply quality managemenr (QM) effectively (I&is el c/.,
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1996). A better understanding is thcrcfore rcquired to investigate *re current status of TQM
implementation. The crurent work has focused on thc elcctrical and elecuonics sector aod
attempts to gauge how far this sector has moved towards implementing TQM. It is significant
in attempting to discover the primary necds of local SMEs trying to adopt a quality philosophy
in their business. Sfith a better understanrling of the process, it can be the basis for the
development of an appropriate TQM framework for future practical implementation by the
SMEs.

Following a brief literature review, this paper has a description of thc methodology
employed in ttre study and dris is followed by the rcsults from the survey. A general description
of the survey respondents is presented, followcd by thc lwel of practiccs in the companics.
Having analysed the first section of thc questionnaire, the results of npo tests of significance
are described. Some of the factors found lacking in practicc are highlighted, and the SMEs'
perceptions to succcssful TQM implementation are identified. The paper concludes with a
summary highlighting the important findings from this study and futurc research directions.

Llterature review

Total quality management is an established field of study wheie academics, consultants,
engineers and quality pracdtioners have contributed their ideas towards its advancement.
Numerous definitious with regards to TQM have been given by this group of people
(Besterfield, 1995). TQM has been defined as both a philosophy end a set of guiding
principles ttrat represents dre foundation of a continuously improving organization. It
integrates fundamental management techniques, existing improvcment efforts and tcchnical
tools in a disciplined approach. Berry (1991) defined the TQM process as a total corporare
focus on meeting and exceeditg customer's orpcctations and significantly reducing costs
rcsull''g from poor quallty by adopting a new management s]6tem and corporatc culture. In
short, emphasis must be given towards achieving cxcellencc in organizations. However, there
is no standard method as to how TQM should be implemented in a company. As Kanii
(1996) pointcd out, the way of lifc of an organization committed to customer satisfaction
through continuous inprovement varies from orgr.i'ation to organization and from one
country to another, but has certain principles that cen be implemented to secure market
share, increase profits and reduce costs.

The TQM philosophy provides the overall concept that fosters continuous improvement
in an organization. Continuous improvements cln be achieved through internal and external
quality improvements (Dahlgaard et al., 1998). TQM calls for a cultural uansformation that
requires employee involvement at all levels and a spirit of teamwork among customers,
suppliers, employees and managers. Employee involvement, participation and empowerrnent
form the cornerstoncs of TQM (Saylor, 1992).In general, TQM can be classified based on
these six areas:

o management leadership and commitnrent
r continuous improvcment
o total customcr satisfaction
o employee involvement
. training and cducation
o reward and rccognition

Some principles and practices of TQM may differ among firms and industries, but therc
is unanimous agreement as to the importance of leadership by top management when
implementins TQM. This reguires management actively to participate in quality transforma-
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don. Management has to oudine the quality goals, quality policies and quality plans so that
employees are constantly reminded that the sustomer, not the product, is the top prioriry
(Besterfiel4 1995). A continuous improvement system gears the organization towards
attainment of the vision (Richardson, 1997). The improvement system must not only be
applied continuously, but consistendn tlroughout the orgaoization. This rcquires a disci-
plined continuous improvement system based on rrust, with everyone in the organization
stiving to improve the slntem (Crosby, 1979). IncteasinglS manufacnrring and service
organizations are using customer satisfaction as the measure of quality. This fact is rcflected
in the Malcolm Bal&idge National Quality Award, wherein customer satisfaction accounts
for 300 out ofthe total 1000 points.

An organization must givc its customers a quality product or service tlrat meets their
needs, at reasonable price, with on-time delivery and outstanding service. Ustening to thc
'sustomers' and responding quicHy to their changng necds, e:rpcctations and perccptions is

one of the basic TQM approachcs. By kceping close to their customers, companics can
establish customer needs, gather information on customer trends and benchmark thcm with
their competitors. This can be a winning strategy towards u/inning ncw customers and
retaining customer loyalty.

Total crrstomer satisfaction also means having an unwavering focus on the internal cus-
tomers. Before external customers can be satisfied, obstacles faced by internal crrstomers have
to be eliminated. This is because employees are thc asset and form an important part of the
firm's proccsses. It is crucial that good working conditions created for employees to produce
and delivcr quality outputs and that they arc providedwith the proper training, tools, informa-
tion and empowerment required for quality excellence. Only then can the entire worldorce
nuly be utilized through active involvement from committed and satisfied employees.
Dcming's 14 points for managcmcnt arc worth remembering. The basis of his philosophy is
contained in the following principles: (l) institutc training on the iob; (2) brcakdown barriers
bctwccn deparmrents to build teamwork; (3) drivc out fear in the workplace; (4) eliminarc
quotas on the shop floor; (5) create conditions that allow cmployees to have pride in their
worlqnanshipi and (6) institute a programme of education and self-improvement (Saundcrs,
lee5).

In the past, the focus on achieving such improvements was frequendy based on a 'system'
approach-tecbniques and methods of qudity control. Such a focus may overlook the fact
that operating a system depends very much on people, and no system will function efectively
with disiroterested or poorly trained employees. There must be full coordination between the
designed management system and employees.

Employee involvement is a process for empowering members of an organization to make
decisions and to solve problems appropriate to their levels in the organization (Richardson,
L997). This can be adrievcd by making the employec part of the organization, which is
essential to the success of thc organization. Employees who believe thcy are important will
be motivatcd to ensure that their efforts are consistent to the organizational goals.

Training and education provide thc necessary skills and knowledge- ttrc ability to make
it happen (Saylor, 1992). It is an investment that must be made. According to Datrlgaard
et aI. (1998)' Japan, Estonia and India are reported to allocate betwecn 65 and 80 hours per
year in uaining and education activities for every employee. They believc that workcr's
satisfaction, motivation and ability to act as a constructive part in the process of continuous
improvement depcnd very much on education and naining.

In the TQM cnvironment, everyone is required to gain additional capabilities to
improve the process. Hence, a comprehensive training programme is necessary and must be
institutionalizcd within the entire organization. Training in TQM philosophy, guiding prin-
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ciples and tools and techniques is ncver endireg. Personal and tearn interacdon skills must be

continually refined. this gaining should bc given, only as it is needed, to the people who

will use it immediatcly. It should start with spccific training for management. Oncc manage-

ment has the skills to lead ttre TQM process, the rest of the organization should be trained

to ensqre a systematic, integratcd consistent organization-widc effort (Richardson, 1997).

Specific job skills training must bc provided and constandy updated to reflcct the

improved processes. All too often management exhorts employees to do things right the first
time, to be actively involved in improvement teams, and to participate in the never-ending

search for excellence. Yet, at the same time, management fails to provide the necessary

training, knowledge, quality tools, and empowerment for effective self-management. Hence,

all 6aining should be gearcd to specific, cleady dcfined objectives, must be performed as

close as possible to the timc it is required and is rcinforced to ensure the desired results.

Rewards are generally considered to be somcthing grvcn for quality work' such as money

or otlrcr tangible things of financial value. Rccogrrition is an act of acknowledgement that is

directed at an individual's self-csteem and social needs (Richardson' 1997). Most quality

gqrus, including Crosby and Juran, have indicatcd that reward and recognition be instituted

to support TQM. They feel that recogrrition, praisc, coaching and a show of concern are dl
vital forms of reward that must not b€ omined. Rewards and recogrr.ition should be givcn

according to the diferent situations encouDtered and should probably be ranked-the higher

the achievement, the higher the reward. This can be in the form of a bonus, sdary increasc,

promotion, theatre tickets, or perhaps simply a pat on the back (Besterfield' 1995).

In a TQM environment, there must be a change in the usual recognition system. One

must give rccogrrition for efforts, not just for goal attainment. This recogrrition of effort
provides a powerfrrl incentive for everyone to become involved in qualrty irnprovement. It
helps illustrate thc commitrnent from management. It is also essential ttrat employee involve-

ment be used in planning and executing any recogrrition or reward system. Programmes that

arc developed with employee involvement will most likely succeed.

Most of thc quality gurus believe that management and the system, rather than the

workcrs, are the causc of a lack in quality. These and others have synthesized each other's

ideas, and have developed two general views covering: (1) those who focus on technical
processes and tools and (2) those who focus on management dimensions (Ross' 1994). Tang

& Bauer (1995) proposed two fundamental quality approaches tlat companies should
practice. They are:

(1) conformance to specifications and standards (systems approach), and
(2) theories and practices of quality experts (rumanistic approach).

The first approach covers all business methods, practices, and procedures that should

conform to a specific sct of documented standards or specifications. Thcse quality practices

are governcd by audits, inspegtions, and tests to ensure conformance. The focus is on

products and services, and arc typically internal, with litde extension to suppliers. Quality in
this contexr is applied to physicd things-para, equipment and so on. Military specification,
American National Standards Institute (ANISI), and ISO9000 Qnternational Organization

for Standarrlization) Standards arc typical examples of this approach.
The second approach more broadly addresses tbe company and organizational aspects

of qualiry irnplementation. This approach complements standards and specifications with the

additional focus on the role of management, planning, people contributions, customer focus,

teamwork and business process. The elements tend to be less physical and more of the 'soft'
technologies, such as building and maintaining relationships and understanding the nature
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and flow of work This approach is also 'less' audit and inspection oriented and more
prcvention based.

I-au & Idris (2000) investigated the critical soft factors needed to ensure the success of
TQM implementation in Mdaysia. They found that the major influences that bring changes
in TQM tangible effect (growth, profitability, quality, market competitiveness) came from
the soft elements, such as culture and trust (12.5%) and teamwotk (ll.25o/o).

Consequendy, the philosophy and key elements form the reference points for most
discussions on TQM today. However, when one talks about guality today, ISCi 9000 will
always be part of the conversation. It is a set of standards established for tlte management of
qudity assruance. Unlike product standards, these standards are for a quality maragcmcnt
system. Each country, which has adopted the standard, has its own set of standards technically
equivalent to thc ISO serics.

For instauce, in Malaysia, SIRIM (Standards and Industrial Research Institutc Malaysia)
is responsiblc for providing certification for both thc management s5ntems and products for
Malapian industrics. It also aims to improve the quality of Malaysian industrial products,
thereby coatributing to the industrial devclopment and export promotion by upgrading the
capabilities of testing and inspection. Even though tbe ISO 9000 family of quality standards
was introduced in Malaysia in 1987, the involvement of Malaysian industries is still low,
compared with more dweloped countries such as ttre United Kingdom, France and Germany
(Idris et aI.,1996).

Methodology

The objective of this study was to investigate t}re level of implementation of TQM in
Malaysian elecrrical and electronics SMEs. To that end, a survey instrument from Yusof
(2000) was developed and modificd. A totd of eight constucts were pfoposed, which were
felt to be important for TQM implementation. For scoring puE)oses, a five-point Ijkert scale
was employed with a score of I relating to 'sEotgly disagtee' and 5 meaning 'strongly agree'.
In addition, a zero was included in the scale as an option to indicate 'no opinion' or 'not
applicable'.

Having validated the questionnaire through orpcrt validation and pilot testing, a sample
of 248 etectrical and elecronics companies were randomly selectcd from the Directory of thc
Federation of Malaysian Manufacnrrers (FMM) and thc directory of the Malaysian Small
and Medium Indusuy Development Corporation (SMIDEC) 2000. The full survey, through
the mailed questionnaire, wes carried out within two months. Although the response rate
was initially not encouraging, various techniques were used to improve thc response rate
including providing a stamped self-addressed envelope, and personalization (a hand-wriacn
note) on tlte covering lctter in the follow-up suge. As a result, the final response rate was
24,2yo, which the authors felt to be reasonable for this kind of study. The responses were
analysed using the SPSS Version l0 statistical package.

Survey results

Gmad profiles of respondent

The first aspect analysed was the general profile of the respondents. The breakdown of the
respondents based on the size of the companies is shown in Table 1. A large proportion
(37.3%) of the respondents were medium-sized industries employing benveen 50 ro 250
employees. 32.2% of the organization were large industries having more than 200 employecs,
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Ql - Internal quality audit

Q2 - Quality awareness program

Q3 - Problem solving techniques

Q4 - Statistical sampling

Q5 - Statistical process conEol
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Q6 - Supplier improvement activities

Q7 - Production planning and conbol

Q8 - Quality costing

Q9 - Quality Circle

Q10 - Total Productive Maintenance

Qll - 5-S Housekeeping

Flgure 2. Resuhs of quality activities ailopteil by ISO 9000 and rcn-ISA 9000 companies.

maintain a high margin of profit. Another point worth mendoning here is that the non-
ISO 9000 companies have a higher implementation percentage as compared with certified
companies. The reason could not be ascertained. The second highest degree of practice is
split benveen Statistical Sampling (75%) arrd Quality Awareness Programme (75%), which
were mainly conducted by *re non-ISO 9000 companies.

However, the ttrree least implemented quality activities were Total Productive Main-
tenance C|PM) (35%), Quality Circles (45%) and 52.5% for initiating supplier improvement
activities. This finding concurs with other survey findings, such as Siti, (2000), ldris et al.
(1996), Beskese & Cebeci (2001) and Gulbro et al. (20OO).Idris er al. (1996), for example,
found *tat TPM was as the least preferred quality activity. Vhile a study conducted by
Yusof & Aspinwall (2000) among the UK companies also reported 'supplier involvement
programme' being placed last in the list of implemented quality initiatives. One can see that
there was quality awareness among the companies where most of them are using the shorter
and most cost-effective route to maintain their product quality, e.g. usage of production
planning and statistical sampling techniques. Nothing extraordinary was said about the
setting up of Quality Circles for a continuous approach to TQM.

To illustrate better SMEs' perception on the extent of usefulness for the various quality
activities that have been implemented, a sunrmary of the mean degree of usefulness was
made. Table 2 shows the comparison of both ISO 9000 certified and non-cerrified companies
with respect to the companies' perception on the degree of usefulness of the qualiry activities
implemented.

5-S (Seiri, Seiton, Seiso, Seiketsu and Shitsuke) housekeeping was found to be the most
useful (4.25) even *tough it was not found to be highly practised. Production and planning
control (3.97) was ranked second, followed by problem solving techniques (3.93) and internal
quality audit (3.86). It was quite surprising that statistical sampling (3.53) was found to be
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Table 2. Ibception on usefulness d $ality rctivities among SMEs companics

Qualiry activitics

Overall psms

1l$w 1rsus degree of
lSO9000 non-ISO9000 usefirlness

I
2
3

4
5

6
7

8
9

r0
tl

Internal qualiry audit
Quality awareness programme
Problem solving techniques
Statisdcal sampling
Statisticd process conuol
Supplier improvement acdvities
Production and planning conuol

Quality costing

Quality circle
Total Productive Maintenancc (IPM)
5-S Housekeeping

4.17
4.08
3.82
3.43
3.92
4.25
3.82
1.67
4.1I
4.00
4.10

?.65
1.56
4.0
3.63
3.56
3.46
4.05
3.86
3.1 l
3.50
4.36

3.86
3.77
?.93
3.53
3.7 |
3.76
3.97
3.78
3.61
3.64
4.25

4

6

3

I
8
7

2

5

.0

9

I

the most 'useless' among all the quality activities, even though it was the second most
popularly practised in the first place. It is the authors' opinion drat these companies may feel

that statistical sampling is nothing morc than just routine inspcction in manufacnrring. It is

believed that anottrer contributing factor to this perception could be the lack of understanding
and knowledge of the proper use of statistical tools.

The l.euel of implementationfor cuality tnanagement pitripla

Having described the quality activities, the next part of ttre analysis involved the implementa-
tion of quality managcment practices: which is the focus of this survey. Table 3 shows a

srunmary of the mean score of each itcm in thc questionnairc. As can be seen, the mean
score ranges from 3.17 to 4.08, which is slighdy lowcr than the level of qudity management
practices by Singaporean SMEs, which gave a scorc of between 3.32 to 4.49 (Quazi &
Padibjo, 1998). Nevertheless, it can be argued that the quality management pracrices, as

highlighted by Quazi & Padibio (1998), werc slighdy different from those proposed in this
study, although there were some similar ones, such as stressing the importance of leadership,
customer satisfaction, human resource utilization and improvement tools and techniques.

Of these eight critical factors in Table 3, management leaderrhip gave the highest overall
mean rating of 3.65, and supplier qudity management (3.07) the lowest. One observation
was that many of the respondents have rated 'the degree of practice' at the lower end of the
scale, between 'moderate' to 'agree'. This could indicate that the companies could be still
struggling to implement TQM successfully.

Further to this, an analysis on the reliability of the result of the eight proposed constructs
was performed and is described in the nort section. A further comparative study was also
carried out to achieve a bener understanding of the level of TQM implementation among
SMEs and will be presented in the following sections.

Internal consi"stznqr analy th

Internal consistency was used to essess the reliability of the measurements (eight construcs)
depicting the degree to which they indicate a corlmon latent (unobserved) construct. It
relates to the extent to which an orperiment, test or any measuring procedure yields tlte same
results on repeated trials (Crn'ner, 1998). Cronbach's Alpha is commonly used for this
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Table 3. Tlu tnean of main facton for impbmmtatioa

Factor Item no. Mcan Overall mean

Managemcnt lcaderstrip

Continuous improverncnt system

Customer satisfaction and fcedback

Improvement tools and tedniques

Supplier quality management

Employee participation

Education and training

Work environment and culture

Fll
Ft2
Fl3
Fl4
Fl5
Fl6

F2l
F22
F23
F24
F25
F26

F3l
F32
F33
F34
F35

F4l
F42
F43
F44
F45

F5l
F52
F53
F54
F55

F6l
F62
F63
F64
F65
F66

F7l
F72
F73
F74

3.87
3.66
3.82
3.79
3.7 t
3.73

4.08
3.88
4.03
3.18
3.74
3.68

3.68
3.59
1.t7
4.O1
4.11

3.21
3.26
3.54
3.44
3.59

3,43
3.18
3.r9
?.53
3.00

3.7 |
3.90
3.56
3.60
3.64
3.81

3.55
3.72
3.17
3.69

3.39
3.58
3.82
3.6?
3.92

3.608

3.510

3.323

3.067

3.430

1.654

3.442

F8l
F82
F83
F84
F85

purpose. Values of alpha range from betwcen 0 and 1.0, with higher values indicating higher
reliability. The value of each variable, as measured by each statemcnt on the scale of I to 5,
is computed using the reliability analysis procedure shown in Table 4.

The alpha values range from 0.7066 to 0.917, which indicates an internal consistency

with the alpha value of more than 0.70, so no items were dropped from each variablc. Thesc
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Table 4. Intzrd cotttistcttry 'laruhs

Factor Qualirymanagementpiecticeg

No. of
items

Atpha
valuc

Items for Alpha if item
deletion deleted

FI
F2
F3
F4
F5
F6
F7
F8

Management leadership
Continuous improvemcnt system

Customcr satisfaction and feedback
Improvemcnt tools and tcchniques
Supplier qudity managsment
Employee participation
Fducation and training
Work environment and culture

Total

6
6
5

5

5

6
4
5

42

0.8458
0.?066
0.7838
0.901?
o.8434
0.772t
0.7924
0.7358

None
F2.2
None
None
F5.5
F6.4
Fr.4
F8.l

0.8458
o.7125
0.?838
o.9017
0.8653
0.7863
0.8533
0.7739

results are thereforc acceptable and are a reliable measure of the consuucB. However, some
of thc alpha values could bc further improved if itcms such as 'Our company always
incorporatcs quality factors in our product or service design' G2.2)r 'Our company regularly
conducts a supplicr quality audit' (F5.5), 'An appraisal system based on quality performance
is establistred' (F6.4) and 'Our employees are fully informed of ttre company's operational
perfonnance and business resuln' (F8.1) are rcmoved from the related construct. Overall,
the instrument has been proven to be an acceptable instrument through ttris test.

Test of ignificance on the difiermce of means

Having analysed the first two sections of tlte surveS it was found that some stadstical tesm

will be helpful to justi$ further thc level of TQM implementation among the SMEs. Two
sigrrificance tests were carried out to investigate whether there are any significant differences
betwecn SMEs and large companies on the extent of qualrty practices. In order to conduct
the tests, ttre following hlpotheses were set up.

(i) To test for a significant difference in the e>rtent of practice between SMEs and large
companies.
Ho: lrr - ltz:O; i.e. there is no sigrrificant difference between SME, practices (on

each of the TQM factors) and those of large companies.
Hr: trr - p2+ 0; i.e. there is a significant diference between SME practiccs (on each

of TQM factors) and those of large companies.

(ii) To test for a significant difference in the extent of practice between SME ISO 9000
and non-ISO 9000 companies.
Ho: pr -Fz- 0; i.e. there is no significant difference between the practices of

ISO 9000 (on each of thc TQM factors) and non-ISO 9000 companies.
Hr: 1l1 - Itz*0; i.e. there is a significant di:fference betwecn the practices (on each

of TQM factors) for ISO 9000 and non-ISO 9000 compaoies.

These two tests were analysed using an ordinary comparison t-test. The result of the
first t-test is given in Table 5.

It was expected that quality management practices among the large companies would be
higher and bctter established than among the SMEs, and the rcsults prove this to be true.
Statistical results indicate that tberc werc sigrrificant differences between the SMEs and large
companies' mean of practices at the 0.05 sigrrificant level. This indicates that the rnean of
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Table 5. T-ust r"sulg of quaW n oragarn t pr.a.titzs futuztr larg. otd tmal compories

Quality management practices Fvalue

sis.
sig.
sig.
sig.
sig.
sis.
si8.
sis.

FI
F2
F3
F4
P'
F6
FI
FA

Managcment leaderstrip
Continuous improvement sysrcm
Customcr satisfaction and feedback
Improvement tools and techniqucs
Supplier quality managcrnent
Employee participation
Education 3ad usining
!?ork enviro.-ent and culture

Grand mean

1.654
3.608
3.510
3.32t
3.067
3.442
3.569
t.430

3.450

4.368
4.342
4.O74
3.9t6
3.768
4.140
4.184
3-979

4.096

0.001 -3.4480.001 -3.5580.002 -3.1920.021 -2.3790.020 -2.3880.004 -2.86J0.01I -2.6t30.046 -2.043

practices of large companies are, on average, better than tle mean of practices among SMEs.
Management leadership (4.368), continuous improvement system (4.342) and education and
training (4.184) were rated among ttrc top priorities by large companies as compared with
SMEs. The towest degree of quality management practiccs by largc companiss was found to
be supplicr qualrty management (3.768). As such, this helps to e:rplnin ttrc findings in this
survey that large companies arc better at adopting TQM. For example, the grand mean of
practiccs from thc higb and large companics (4.096) is between 'high' and 'very higftIy
practiced', which is probably an indication that these companics have cmbarked on this
TQM iourney for quite some time. However, there will always be room for improvement
towards achieving business excellence.

In contast, the SMEs' mean practice of 3.45 indicate that their quality practices are
only moderate. This result concurs with Idris er al. (L996) fiodings on Malapian SME5,
which still have the 'wait and see' attitude. Based on this evidence, the results indicate that
the SMEs may face problems in compe '.g with large companies in employing continuous
improvement as a tool towards achieving total quality. One possible reason is that perhaps
thc local SMEs have been slow to implement the concepts compared with largc companies,
which have been more aggrcsivc in embracing the TQM philosophy. This is quite obvious
since most of the largc companies in the electronics sector are subsidiaries and overseas
plants of multinational companies that practiscd TQM.

The result of a second test of significance is shown in Table 6. It gives the mean of

Table 6. Reslu/irr of qtality managernent practices----compa*on berueen ISO\ON catifien agairct non-15O9000
certifien SMEr

Quality mansgemcnt practices
/sus

ISO9000

llsus
non-

ISO 9000 fwlue 4.r Regult

FI
F2
F3
F4
F5
P6
F7
P8

Management leaderstrip
Continuous improvement system
Customcr satisfaction and feedback
Improvement tools and tedrniques
Supplier quality managcment
Employeeparticipation
Education and training
!7ork environment and crrlture

Grand mean

0.837 0.207
0.742 -0.3310.E69 0.165
0.423 0.810
0.008 2.79t
0.366 0.916
0.83 8 -0.2050.468 0.753

3.689
3.556
3.533
3.4E0
3.627
3.61 l
3.533
?.587

3.577

3.633
3.640
3.496
3.225
2.7 t7
3.340
3.590
?.336

3.372

Not sig.
Not sig.
Not sig.
Not rig.

sis.
Not eig.

Not sig.
Not sig.
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practice benreen ISO9000 certified SMEs and non-ISO9000 ccrtified SMEs. It givcs no
stadstical significant diffcrcnce. As the rcsult is not significant for all thc qualiry managemcnt
factors, except for supplier quality management, there is not suIficient evidencc to reiect the
null hypothesis. This shows that there is alrnost no difference between the quality management
practice among thc SMEs, even though 37.5% of the respondents have had a cerrified qudity
system in their organization, e.g. ISO 9002. SMEs in Malaysia must put in more effort in
advocating TQM; merely implementing ISO 9000, through gening the 'certificate', cannot
guarantee success in the long term for the business.

In addition, it was obscrved that the mean of practice for supplier quality management
(2.717) for non-ISO 9000 ccrtified companies was the lowest among all thc factors presented.
This finding on supplier quality management has to bc considered seriously. Not only werc
the SMEs found lacking in implementing supplier quality, but this can also be a potential
hin&ance for large companies. It was ranked as *rc least practiscd by large companies, with
a3,77 mean practice compared with thc other factors.

Obviously' stcps have to be takcn in future quality improvement prograsrme to build
awareness among the Malaysian electrical scctor on tle importance of having supplier quality
management. If companies do not manage thcir suppliers properln the chances of gening a
high rcicct rate will be higher and can result in monetary loss. The companies should insist
that their suppliers be selected on ttre basis of quality aspects as against the low price of the
product. By doing so' SMEs and largc corlpqniss will be able to compete more effcctively.
Insisdng on qualiry in the supplier chain will assist efforts towards advancing ttre quality of
goods and services in the organization.

Having discovered these findings, the researchers hope ha1 the outcosre will prove
benefisial for those trying to build a framework to implement quality programmes in
Malaysian SMEs. The following sections ptesent a short discussion and conclusions drawn
from this survey.

Dlscussions

Having described the survey results, this section attempts to present a broad evaluation of
the current status of TQM amongst the Malapian electrical and electronics companies. The
findings are anticipated to satisff the following questions.

(a) I7hat have been *re most accepted quality activities implemented so far?

G) lfhid of *re eight constructs have the highest degree of practice?
(c) How do the findings on the level of practice compare with results from other

countries?

The frndings of tbis snrdy are examined by comparing these results with rhose from
other countries to thc closest possiblc criteria presented in guestionnaire. It was the main
purpose of this study to find out whcre Malaysian companies arc in thc quality race, compared
with other countries such as Turkey, Ausualia, Ireland and European countries.

Based on the survey results, it appear that 37.5%o of thc SMEs studicd had obtained a
certified quality assurance system, wbie 77To of the total respondents admiaed having been
involved in implementing TQM in ttreir organizations. A study conducted by Beskese &
Cebeci (2001) in Turkey revealed that almost 75% of organizations there have ISO9000
certification. Nevertheless, those which wcre found to be actively implementinS TQM
constituted 30.3o/o, and the corresponding figure was 60% in Ausualian manufacturing
companies (Mandal et aI., 1999). A study of the Iristr manufacturing iodusuy reponed 66%
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of its respondena having ISO 9000 ccrtification but only L9%o of that have implcmented
TQM (smail & Hashrni, 1999).

Malaysian SMEs have sho\rm a very kecn intcrest in implementing TQM but the rate of
regisuation for a qualiry system is still quite low compared with the studies mentioned earlier.
Most probably, these SMEs faced sisrilar obstacles to their forergn. counterpatts (Wilkinson
et al., L994',I-ee & Oakes, 1995, Ismail & Hashmi, 1999; Gulbro et a1.,2000) such as lack
of resources (e.g. financid, technical, human) while applying for certification. Another reason
could be that the number years of TQM involvement is generally lower. This can be seen
from the results of the survcy, where 55olo of the SMEs havc becn involved in TQM for three
years while 23o/ohave never been involved in TQM.

It is quite apparent nowadays that the implementation of the narious qualhy initiatives
can producc sigrrificant improvements in productivity and compedtiveness in various organiza-
tions (Mandal a al., 1999). In this case' a large portion of Malaysian SMEs (?5%) arc
actively involved in production and planning control activitics, as thc mean practice found
was3.97. This activityhas also emerged as an imponant activiry from Idris ercl's (1996)
survey amongst Malaysian SMEs, with a 60Yo tate of implemcntation from the compqnies.

Statistical sampling and the quality awarencss programme were also found to be the top
five most popular quallty activitics in Idris et al.'s (1996) survey. Howwer, both of these
activities were found to be less useful for the SMEs in ttris study although both were rared
the second most implemented among SMEs companies. Thus, the researchers feel that thesc
findings ought to be highligbted to ensure that mcasures are taken so that SMEs will benefit
from implementing these activities. Total Productive Maintenance C[PM) has always bccn
the least favoured quality activities adoptcd in Malaysian manufacturing companics (Siti,
2000; Idris et aI.' 1996). TPM is a system of maintenance covering the entirc life of the
equipment in every division' iagluding planning, manufacturing, maintcnance and all other
divisions (flamzah & Ho, 1994). It is imponant for SMEs and should not be ignorcd, and
SMEs must be girren more exposurc to TPM.

In terms of the implementation of quality managcment practices, the authors have
investigatcd the level of adoption. This study has proposed eight construcrs modelled from
the cxtant literature. It is not surprising that many of the Malaysian SMEs surveyed
understand *re importance of top management involvement and commiunent and *rey
actively practised it (3.65). These figures, however, reflect a lower degree of practice as
compared with a similar study on Singaporean SMEs, which produced an overall mean rating
of 4.36 (Quazi&Padibio, 1998),andtheuKSMEs of 3.75 (Yusof &Aspinwall,2000).In
Australia, 82% of the companies havc also identified the active involvemcnt of top manage-
ment as the most important factor in implementinS quality concepts in their organizations
(Mandal et aJ,' 1999). This findings indicatc to some eftent that Malapian SMEs still have
a long way to go in their journey towards TQM.

Subsequendy, in this study continuous improvement systcm appeared to be the second
highly practiscd (3.61), a figure that is a litde higbcr than for UK companies (3.35). However,
this is well bchind SMEs in thc US where the figure appears to be as high as 4.01. Many
research results have revealed that education and training are the most imponant elements
in a successful implemenration of TQM (Menn & Kehoe, 1994; zhens et at.,2ooo).79o/o of
the AusEdian manufacturing companies stated that they have an on-going qualiry-uaining
programme, which suggests that they consider quality as an important business strategy
(Mandal et al., 1999} Findings from a European survey in the UK Portugal and Finland
dso indicate that adequate training determines the likely effectiveness of the quality initiativcs
undertaken. Among the three countries surveyed, UK companies werc found to provide the
most training, followed by Pornrgal, and Finland the least training (Matthews et al.,2OOl).
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However, as direct comparisons cannot be made from these fin.li.gs, it can be said that
Malaysian SMEs are not behind in this initiative based on a mean practice of 3.57.

Finally, therc is evidence that should raise some concerns on supplier quality maDage-

ment, sincc many studies have found a low pracrice level. In the case of this work, supply
quality management gave the lowest practice (3.07) from *re eight constructs. Similar survey

results were obtained in Ausrralian and UK manufactuuing companies. In Ausualia, only

47o/o of the respondents have conducted supplier evaluation, while UK companies recorded

a mean of 3.26 on ttre five-point Likert scde. These findings suggest that some immediate

measures should be taken to increase awareness amongst organizations. Supplier quality

managemenr is an irnponant aspect of TQM since materials and purchased parts are often a

major source of quality problems (Zhang et al., 2000). Therefore, organizations that pursue

good supplier quality mnnagement will be able to reduce total quality costs and improve
product quality in the long run.

Conclusions

This paper has presented the results of a survey conducted on Malaysian elecuonics and

clectrical SMEs, which had the prime purpose of investigating the lcvel of quality managemcnt
practices in these companies. From the rcsults presented and discussed, the levcl of TQM
implementation among these Malaysian SMEs has been oudined. Although some of these

results may not be directly comparable, they have undoubtedly provided some indications on

the extent of achievements for Malaysian SMEs in their iourney towards excellence. The
paper has also indicated and identified crucial issues for organizations to consider, especially

in areas found to be lacking in implementation. Future research should concentrate on

identifting a systematic approach towards TQM so that SMEs can sustain the changes in the

new era of the global business environment. A survey is curendy underway to exend the

work to include manufacnring SMEs in Malaysia so as to make a comparison bet'rvcen thc
different manufacturing sectors. This would hopefully pave the way towards creating a bener

understanding of TQM irnplementation issues and help to irnprove success rates of TQM
implementation in the Malaysian context.
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