Six Process Improvement Myths
Myth 1.  Quality costs more money.
In reality, quality processes save money through:

· reduced waste of time, knowledge, materials, etc.

· increased productivity of work processes by removal of barriers and bottlenecks

· lower employee turnover, increased employee interest in work

· improved member satisfaction, increased purchase and repurchase.

Process improvement, early on, will indeed add some overhead.  After all, you have to introduce something new into the credit union.  You are attempting to change the credit union.  This will require a degree of people, resources, energy, and investment.  But the focus of a well-done process is to reduce inefficiencies, to minimize waste.  When a process is built that way, overhead should fall.

Myth 2.  Quality is just another fad that will blow over when the next "flavor of the month" comes along.
People who tend to label these kinds of programs as flavors of the month are actually expressing their own limitations to commit to the regimen and discipline of process improvement.  The term "flavor of the month" means basically that you try something for a month and then, if it doesn't taste quite right, you throw out the recipe and start all over.  If that mix doesn't do it, you toss it out, too.  And on and on and on.  In other words, there's no time to get the mix right.  Quick results are the only proof.

To be successful, the shift to total quality practices must be presented as a permanent change in all things the credit union does.  Management behavior, at all levels, must reflect the permanence of this change.  In addition, visible change must take place in such areas as:  reward and recognition, communication, member relations and the role of the member in the credit union's daily affairs, personnel practices, especially regarding team building and support for employee-driven problem solving activities, accounting procedures, including use of accounting measures that calculate the cost of poor quality.

What's lacking is the full appreciation that process improvement takes time.  The reality is that there are no quick fixes to significant process improvement.
Myth 3.  Quality will improve if we just tighten inspection.
At a mid-west credit union, every loan booked was inspected by an employee after it was closed.  Errors were logged, corrected and reported to the Vice President of Lending.  However, nothing was ever done to prevent the root cause of the errors from occurring.  Thus, members continued to experience errors and the cost of inspection remained.  Furthermore, loan officers knew their work was being inspected, and became less attentive to making sure everything was correct.

Inspection, by itself, does not improve the quality of service.  Inspection can contribute to improved quality, but only if the results of the inspection are used to eliminate error causes or to improve processes for prevention.  Inspection tends to increase waste, drive up costs and reduce customer satisfaction.  Inspection, without continuous improvement, will pick your pocket.

Deming's third point in his 14 points for management (Deming 1986):

"3.  Cease dependence on inspection to achieve quality.  Eliminate the need for inspection on a mass basis by building quality into the product in the first place."  The key phrase is "cease dependence on inspection", not "cease inspection".

"The purpose of inspection is to eliminate the need for inspection." (Mizuno 1984).
Myth 4.  Deploying process improvement requires massive training.
It is true that formal process improvement requires some investment at the outset for training the most talented people in the credit union and converting them into "change agents".  However, it is a proven fact that the benefits of process improvement outweigh the investment costs.  A credit union can start by selecting a project that is simple and achievable within a few months.  This will involve fewer resources and can win top management commitment and faith in the philosophy.

Myth 5.  Everything's fine.
Generally, credit unions that think "everything is fine" do not measure areas such as, member satisfaction, errors, or productivity.  They really have no data to support their contention.  The other point to remember is that change is constant.  Technology changes, members expectations change, competitors change, and the environment in which you operate changes.  Those that say "everything is fine", really mean, "I don't want to change".
Myth 6.  Improving quality is primarily work for statisticians and other highly trained specialists.
With effective training, employees can learn the skills they need to continuously improve quality.  Employees know how processes work.  They just need an environment and structure to improve processes.  Quality draws on all resources of the credit union, with managers emphasizing its importance as a state of mind that can and must be shared and understood by all employees.  People, not numbers improve work processes and assure continuing member satisfaction.

© 2009 Schoenherr Consulting
