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ABSTRACT 

The published work in this thesis is based on a number of studies that utilise a suite of 

(related) “best practice” benchmarking tools, providing an evaluation of the North 

East England’s manufacturing and service sectors and the UK Further Education 

sector.  Within this submission, a supporting commentary in the form of a critical 

literature review is provided. 

 

The complementary review initially provides an introduction and background to the 

studies that as a whole comprise this PhD by publication.  Consideration is then given 

to the literature specific to benchmarking, particularly in terms of its role in 

facilitating organisational improvement and learning, as well as its take-up and 

applications. The studies described above relate to the implementation of related “best 

practice” frameworks, yielding data from the self-assessing participating 

organisations. This leads to the third part of the literature review where the association 

between practice and performance is assessed relating to certain connected themes.  

The final part of the commentary assesses the contribution to knowledge that is made 

by this PhD submission in terms of the literature that existed at the time the 

constituent papers and reports were developed, along with my specific contribution to 

these outputs and the potential future research that could lead from this contribution. 

 

A key contribution of this work to the benchmarking literature rests in the deployment 

of a framework in two new sectoral contexts, the regional application being 

underpinned by a novel approach to supported self-assessment.  This complemented 

the case-based literature dominant at the time, the review providing a critical 

comparison of “best practice” frameworks and the adoption of generic benchmarking 

metrics.  The empirical assessment of practice against performance suggests that the 

former does impact on the latter, but with greater influence internally.  The 

association between excellence achievement and stakeholder satisfaction is 

holistically positive, although the findings are perhaps both less than clear-cut and 

unexpected.  The contribution to knowledge provided here relates to the assessment of 

the broader service sector, including dual consideration with stakeholder perception 

and examination of additional performance areas, such as corporate social 

responsibility, thus moving this evaluation into areas under reported at that time. 
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1. INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT 

 

1.1. Background to the Studies 

The research presented in this PhD by publication is based on a number of related 

projects that sought to develop regional and sectoral profiles of organisational 

excellence attainment within specific UK-based contexts.  The submission 

commenced in 2008, hence the publications presented fall within the eight year time 

limit allowed under the University Regulations relating to a PhD by published work.  

The work was undertaken within the Centre for Business Excellence (CfBE), based in 

Newcastle Business School, from 2000 to 2007.  CfBE was set up to support the 

excellence agenda within the local and national context, contributing to research and 

providing benchmarking consultancy and included my co-authors David Yarrow, Vas 

Prabhu, Ed Mitchell and Alex Appleby.  As a central member of CfBE, my primary 

role was to provide analysis of the data generated from the projects described below.  

 

The principal research carried out within the CfBE centred on the “regional 

competitiveness project”.  This project was undertaken as a partnership between the 

region’s academic institutions and various support organisations, this being part of a 

larger development initiative in the region, the remit of which was to make more 

effective the support provided to businesses and organisations in the North East of 

England. The two research reports and Papers 1 to 5 inclusive are based on data 

collected in the late 1990s as part of this regional project, the two reports providing 

specific project details. 

 

The regional competitiveness project entailed almost 300 manufacturing companies 

and 450 service organisations located in the North East of England undertaking a 

benchmarking exercise to assess their practices and operational performance relative 

to established world-class standards.  The benchmarking process provided each 

participating organisation with a diagnosis of their operational strengths and 

challenges both in absolute and relative terms and afforded the research team an 

opportunity for publication.  An analysis of the regional strengths and challenges 

specific to the service and manufacturing sectors respectively can be found in reports 

1 and 2. 
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The second and complementary area of study, comprising papers 6 and 7, involved a 

benchmarking study centred on participants from the UK Further Education sector 

and work-based learning providers, via the “raising quality and achievement 

programme”, based on a partnership with the Learning and Skills Council (LSC).  

These participants undertook a similar exercise to the regional organisations above 

using an adapted benchmarking tool, customised to the role of this particular sector.  

Details of this project and associated findings based on 48 participating organisations 

are outlined within Owen et al. (2003). 

 

The aim of these studies, through consideration of new regional/geographical and 

sectoral contexts, was to contribute to an existing and established body of knowledge 

by providing an understanding of the levels to which excellence has been achieved 

within the sectors, the impact of practice on organisational performance both 

internally and externally and by assessing the effect of this voyage to excellence on 

key stakeholder groups.  My contribution within these projects involved the 

preparation and development of the papers, but primarily, the analysis, synthesis, 

evaluation and contextualisation which is central to the body of work presented, and 

by doing so, further enhancing the arguments related to the associated research aims.  

As such, the focus and evaluation presented within this submission relates to the 

recognisable analytical components of the published work. This significant 

contribution has led to the title of this PhD submission, The Voyage to Excellence: a 

Quantitative Study from Regional and Sectoral Benchmarking Investigations. 

 

 

1.2. Objectives of the PhD submission overview 

The academic objective of this commentary that supports the PhD submission is to 

provide a complementary, critical literature review, which supplements my explicitly 

analytical contribution in the associated papers and reports that were either led by me 

or involved joint contribution from myself and my co-authors.   

 

This critical literature review will consist of three components; an evaluation of 

benchmarking literature considering frameworks, benchmarking interventions and 

issues of implementation and best practice dissemination, an assessment of the 

regional and sectoral profiles of excellence provided in the published work against 
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academic literature as it was at the time of these studies, alongside subsequent 

research and an assessment of my personal contribution to the published work 

contained within this PhD submission.  The contents of this literature review are 

consistent with the title of the work presented.  The assessment against literature as 

available at the time of the research and the indication of the contribution to 

knowledge provided by the work presented within this submission are in line with the 

University requirements for a PhD by published work, as is the need for the submitted 

published work to represent a coherent or “whole” contribution.  The last requirement 

is met by the work contained in the PhD submission being centred on a single 

academic area. 

 

The complementary critical literature review starts with an evaluation of current 

benchmarking literature and the ongoing development and application of “diagnostic” 

or “best practice” benchmark tools.  Through the assessment of the papers that are 

central to this PhD submission, the assessment of excellence realisation and the nature 

of association between organisational practices and a range of performance indicators 

by various organisations and business sectors are also critically reviewed.  The latter 

is undertaken through reference to and comparison with, the quantitative evaluation 

developed by me within the published work presented.  The review is completed by 

means of a concluding section that summarises the contribution of the work within the 

submission at the time of its publication, my personal input and potential future 

research that could build on the research presented here. 

 

1.3. Overview of the “best practice” benchmarking tools employed 

The reports and papers that comprise this submission were based on my analysis of 

data generated using benchmarking instruments that were variants of the established 

PROBE (Promoting Business Excellence) tool (see below).  The regional data sets 

were created via two self-assessment “diagnostic” or “best practice” benchmarking 

instruments called PILOT, one for each of the manufacturing and service sectors.  

PILOT represented a simplified variant of PROBE, which was developed by London 

Business School and IBM Consulting and applied within a number of national, 

Anglo-European and Anglo-American studies, see Hanson et al., (1994, 1996), Voss 

and Johnson (1995) and Voss et al., (1997, 1998) which are referred to within a 

number of the publications considered in this submission.  The customisation from 
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PROBE to PILOT reflects the desire to implement across a large volume of 

participating organisations within a relatively short time period.  The adaptation of an 

established framework to make this happen is a key contribution of the research 

presented in this study (Paper 1), and in more general terms, the deployment of a 

“best practice” benchmarking instrument in this way represents one of the most novel 

aspects of the research work presented in this submission.  The intensive assessment 

of an individual geographical region achieved provides an example of the one of the 

greatest penetrations of an individual area’s business population within any particular 

benchmarking study.  This study realised an absolute level of participation 

comparable with the study of Voss et al. (1997), but was concentrated within a much 

smaller geographical area. 

 

The content of PILOT in terms of its measures of practice and performance and 

business overview questions is described in Reports 1 and 2, applying a range of 

scaled questions, assessment of the analysis of which is given in section 4 of this 

overview.  Using the scores for each practice and performance measure described 

above, each of the participating organisations were categorised and defined as: 

 Potential Winners or World Class – better range of practices and higher 

performance. 

 Promising- better range of practices, but modest organisational performance. 

 Vulnerable- modest range of organisational practices, but higher performance. 

 Room for improvement or could do better – both practice range and overall 

levels of performance are modest. 

 

There is recognition within Paper 1 that PILOT represents a more “light touch” 

approach to the deployment of a “best practice” framework, less in terms of what it 

assesses, but more in terms of the relatively lighter engagement of varying employees 

from the participating organisation, this being seen by the participants as a principal 

benefit of the benchmarking experience (Paper 6).  The departure from the more in-

depth and internal engagement afforded by PROBE was compensated through the 

facilitated workshop approach that underpinned PILOT regionally, which realised 

alternative benefits of external engagement and comparison with other organisations 

being assessed in tandem within an individual workshop setting (Paper 1). 
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The publications relating to the Education providers used a separate adaptation of 

PROBE, called Learning PROBE, its customisation being realised through further 

development of the tool, accounting for the participants’ sector (Owen et al., 2003, 

Paper 6). 

 

In supporting the deployment of these benchmarking instruments, the CfBE 

comprised a number of academics with an interest in organisational excellence and 

who were trained benchmarking facilitators, complemented by myself, providing 

analytical expertise, as indicated above.  In doing so, I supplied an additional and 

complementary perspective on the data sets generated, thus adding an extra dimension 

to the team’s research output not previously addressed to the same extent.  By doing 

so, my analysis provided new insights in the evaluation of “holistic TQM survey 

studies” in new sectors, principally involving service providers (Sila and 

Ebrahimpour, 2002), which is key to its contribution to knowledge provided at the 

time of its development.  This analytical provision is essential to the contribution to 

knowledge in the area and the rationale that underpins this PhD submission and is 

central to the aspects of the critical review presented in section 3 of this submission. 
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2. BENCHMARKING – WHAT IT IS, ITS ROLE AND ITS IMPACT 

 

2.1. Introduction 

Section 2 critically evaluates the relevant literature relating to benchmarking.  It 

begins with a definition of the benchmarking concept and the features of the 

benchmarking process, before moving onto consider issues related to best practice 

dissemination and associated learning opportunities for its participants, followed by 

consideration of the contents of earlier benchmarking literature, alongside 

achievements relating to the public and SME sectors. 

 

The literature review provides a critical evaluation of the “diagnostic” or “best 

practice” benchmarking interventions that underpin this PhD submission.  It will 

consider organisational priorities relating to benchmarking around what to measure, 

the scope of this measurement and desirable organisational achievement, with 

emphasis given also to an evaluation of the “best practice” approach at micro and 

macro levels, before considering a limited number of comparable benchmarking 

metrics in this area. 

 

2.2. Definition and application of Benchmarking 

In providing a critical literature review of benchmarking, it is perhaps first worth 

considering “what exactly is benchmarking?”  Within the literature, there are various, 

but similar, definitions applied to the activity referred to as “benchmarking”, with 

certain authors starting from the point of applying an everyday and accessible 

dictionary definition (Massa and Testa, 2004; Alstete, 2008; Moriarty and Smallman, 

2009).  A popular definition has been provided by Spendolini (1992:9), cited both by 

Voss et al. (1994) and Yasin (2002) as “a continuous, systematic process for 

evaluating the products, services and work processes of organisations that are 

recognised as representing best practices for the purposes of organisational 

improvement”.  Whilst the former sources typically provide a definition around the 

place reached on a journey (i.e. a measure of achievement), against which relative 

assessment can be made, the latter definition cited reinforces the extensiveness of the 

organisational investigation undertaken by identifying in addition the steps required in 

realising this position.  The quoted definition provided above accords with Moriarty 

and Smallman (2009), through their recognition of the role of two players in the 
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benchmarking process, the “exemplar” who exhibits either the best or most practically 

achievable actions, compared with the “anomalar” who wishes to move towards the 

achievements of the former, and by doing so, develop an understanding of the 

necessary interventions and investments.  Central to the academic definitions 

presented here is the assessment of both practice and achievement, alongside the 

necessity, where benchmarking is applied seriously, to focus externally particularly 

with respect to the practices employed by competing organisations in order to realise 

success, thus differentiating this engagement from preceding organisational activities 

(Yasin, 2002). 

 

In terms of the main components of the benchmarking process, Longbottom (2000) 

cites four activities; “planning”, “analysis”, “implementation” and “review”, 

concurring with Bhutta and Huq (1999).  The latter advocate a “five-step” 

implementation process, and further suggest the approach as being practical, 

adaptable, requiring fluidity in its content and ongoing application and recognition 

that errors are an understandable and within reason, an acceptable consequence of its 

implementation.  The very nature of the benchmarking process has led to the 

suggestion that it represents a clear, but in some ways, unique example of action 

research (Kyrő, 2004).   Kyrő (2004), does however, point to the necessity of many 

applications being perhaps undertaken currently in a pragmatic way, for greater rigor 

to be more apparent in their defined project stages, these stages according with those 

set out by Longbottom (2000) above.  She further suggests necessary enhancement of 

the adopted frameworks, particularly from the perspective of developing and 

embedding a theory-led underpinning, the latter having the potential to be enhanced if 

supported by rigorous action research.  The implementation of the “innovation 

framework”, for example, set out by Voss et al. (1994), arguably has parallels with the 

diagnosis described by Kyrő (2004) with regard to its detailed practice and 

performance appraisal and subsequent post-diagnosis actions, whilst Paper 7 points to 

the action research approach adopted internally by each participating organisation 

within their sector-wide study, through the deployment of the chosen benchmarking 

metric. 

 

The benchmarking concept, consistent with the definition described above, has been 

an important organisational intervention for a number of years.  It has been 
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particularly significant in larger companies, where benchmarking and related practices 

have become embedded from the 1980s (Longbottom, 2000; Hinton et al., 2000).  

Moreover, Hinton et al. (2000) in discussing their UK based research, view these 

activities as being essential to the ethos of companies within this context, although 

their survey does highlight, with clear reasons, why certain organisations do not 

participate in these activities, principally around an absence of data from similar 

benchmarking participants, availability of resources to support benchmarking, 

organisational size challenging the viability of the potential benefits and 

benchmarking being assessed as unsuitable.  In a similar survey, Zairi and Ahmed 

(1999) referred to “benchmarking maturity”, defined in terms of organisational take-

up, although concession was given about the actual concept definition, the specific 

nature of the applications that make up their encouraging survey response and the 

extent of the effectiveness of these applications for the implementing survey 

participants.  The UK organisations seem relatively well placed in terms of these 

interventions from a supportive perspective, compared with businesses located in 

Germany, with business focus dominating interventions in the former, compared with 

a relatively stronger research focus in the latter (Rohlfer, 2004). 

 

Whilst there is arguably limited quantitative assessment of the benefits of 

benchmarking engagement, Voss et al. (1997) address this by means of their 

manufacturing study involving in excess of 650 organisations based in Western 

Europe.  The proportion engaging in benchmarking concur with the findings of Zairi 

and Ahmed (1999) and Hinton et al. (2000) above, although empirical recognition is 

given that this typically this doesn’t extend beyond internal comparison, with limited 

numbers moving to external assessment relating to the highest industry standards.  In 

terms of assessing the value of this engagement, Voss et al. (1997) report that those 

participating in benchmarking to its fullest extent have better levels of practice 

implementation and performance realisation, the latter covering both operational and 

traditional business measures of assessment, they are more realistic regarding the 

worth and achievement of their organisation and they demonstrate a higher inclination 

towards learning.  With respect to identifying the differentiating characteristics 

between organisations embracing benchmarking and those resisting its intervention, 

Lee et al. (2006) signposted the influence of three key internal drivers; engaged and 

involved employees, the role of senior management and the part played by the 
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organisation’s quality function.  In contrast, the external pressure exerted and 

evaluated through customer orientation had no discriminating impact and neither did 

the perceived deficiencies of benchmarking as an organisational activity. 

 

In terms of approaches that can be adopted, there is some consensus around the 

various definitions within the suite of benchmarking frameworks.  For example, 

Longbottom (2000) sees three broad groupings around internal, competitor and 

generic or best practice frameworks, the latter connecting and facilitating cross-

industry comparison.  These also form part of the suite defined by Bhutta and Huq 

(1999) and supported by Moriarty and Smallman (2009), who further differentiate 

with regard to the timeline of implementation and complexity of the successive, 

available frameworks, but recognise that the suitability of one particular approach 

compared with any other is determined by the needs of the implementing 

organisation.   

 

Through survey assessment of organisations participating in benchmarking, Jarrar and 

Zairi (2000) counter the criticisms about its lack of applicability to smaller 

organisations (see Massa and Testa (2004) regarding time and cost); to those outside 

manufacturing and that it represents merely a management whim.  Furthermore, 

Matykiewicz (2001) has indicated the range of benchmarking frameworks available 

to, and implemented by, SMEs, as well as their relevance and the value of this 

engagement to this particular sector of business.  Moreover, a hierarchy of 

benchmarking frameworks is identified by Yarrow and Prabhu (1999), defined in 

terms of organisational and financial investment, that are assumed to positively 

impact upon both levels of understanding and possible organisational gain and are 

labelled as “metric”, “diagnostic” and “process” respectively. PILOT (see Reports 1 

and 2) and Learning PROBE (Papers 6 and 7), being central to the papers that 

underpin this PhD submission, are examples of “diagnostic” or “best practice” 

frameworks.  These afford a benchmarking organisation with an extensive diagnosis 

against pre-defined and established levels of best practice, with an important 

distinction from the “metric” frameworks being the associated assessment of practice 

alongside organisational performance, notwithstanding the potential criticism 

regarding the latter having an overwhelmingly “internal” focus. 

 



- 15 - 

 

2.3. Communication of best practice and associated organisational learning 

Organisational engagement in benchmarking activities has grown as a consequence of 

the belief that it encourages both learning and resultant innovation amongst its 

participants (Askim et al., 2008).  Even those researchers engaged in the quantitative 

assessment of “best practice” attainment, acknowledge that greater precedence should 

be given to organisational learning, associated improvement and the part played by 

the employee in these activities (Yarrow et al., 2004a).  The role of communicating 

best practice has been given recognition in the literature as being both a desirable and 

vital outcome of any benchmarking intervention, as well as being crucial to the 

embedding of ongoing organisational learning amongst those making these 

investments and seeking recognisable levels of long-term benefit.  It has been 

suggested that organisations seeking to achieve a more rigorous embedding of 

benchmarking, have a greater propensity for learning, and in turn, have a greater 

opportunity to realise improvement (Voss et al., 1997), the relationship here between 

investment, learning and achievement being inter-related. 

 

Recognition was given by Zairi and Ahmed (1999) that organisational application of 

benchmarking has been achieved using rigorous models of assessment, but they did 

argue further that the greatest achievement in their deployment business-wide relates 

to best practice recognition within the participating organisations.  This leaves an 

understandable challenge to these organisations in terms of developing organisational 

knowledge.  They advocate that further systems should be put in place to disseminate 

effectively these outcomes organisation-wide.  Zairi and Ahmed (1999) point to 

senior management’s role in developing the highest levels of knowledge management 

facilitated by appropriate internal cultural advancement as the necessary steps in 

achieving this.  This is supported by Jarrar and Zairi (2000), who from a practical 

perspective, point to certain hurdles for organisations to overcome with regard to this 

communication around senior management steer, organisational change in terms of 

structure and culture, particularly around the need to contribute to, and exchange, 

knowledge and information.  Their survey results would suggest challenges exist 

within organisations regarding their awareness of the necessity to disseminate best 

practice.  Whilst recognition is also given from their survey findings regarding the 

application of dedicated mechanisms for best practice assessment, Jarrar and Zairi 

(2000) caution, in practical terms, against excessive reliance on the casual, meeting-
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based transfer of best practice, given the associated lack of detail and accuracy, 

advocating formal written approaches and IT-based methods of dissemination.  In a 

more recent study, key obstacles focussing on the culture of the organisation are 

highlighted by Amaral and Sousa (2009) around an absence of a learning tradition, 

lack of employee involvement, a lack of willingness to share and limited 

communication, whilst from a communication perspective, Longbottom (2000) 

prescribes a number of key team players and associated roles that best support this 

transfer.  These roles cover leadership, benchmarking facilitation, team players that 

straddle functions and someone with specific responsibility for facilitating 

communication, thus addressing the barriers presented above. 

 

For organisations that are new to benchmarking, the adoption of simpler metrics, 

supported by group or club support, can act as an encouragement to the organisations’ 

senior staff, facilitate networking, including its mutual support and sharing of best 

practice, encourage application beyond the “one-off” and move organisations in the 

longer term to the more sophisticated interventions (Yarrow and Prabhu, 1999).  In 

the regional study considered here, Yarrow and Prabhu (1999) suggest that initial 

benchmarking using a relative straightforward diagnostic tool can act as a stimulant to 

organisations without benchmarking history, facilitate improvement precedence and 

encourage otherwise resistant organisational leaders.  This work, as indicated in 

section one of this review, was part of a wider “regional competitiveness project”, the 

aim of which was to enhance the competitiveness of its constituent organisations, by 

means of organisational diagnosis, recognising regional winners and promoting 

networking and sharing, with appropriate partners specific to an individual 

benchmarking participant.  At the time of this research, a number of such support 

clubs existed both in the UK and in leading economies further afield, examples 

including the “Best Practice Club” and the “Centre for Business Performance” from 

the UK,  “benchnet”, “Best Practices LLC” and the “American Productivity and 

Quality Centre” from the USA, and from a New Zealand perspective, the 

“benchmarking and performance improvement resource” (BPIR), a comparison of 

their role, features and contactability provided by Welch and Mann (2001).  The 

facilities afforded to partners interfacing with BPIR and signposted by Welch and 

Mann (2001) include breadth of performance indicators, best practice guidance, 

learning and advice resources and a well-researched self-assessment instrument, 
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suggesting a desire to move, at this time, towards comparability with established UK 

and USA initiatives. 

 

In terms of the specific contribution of this PhD submission, Paper 1 has provided an 

indication of the priorities from the participant perspective in seeking to benchmark.  

Within their organisations, these involve people development, better product/service 

development, realising orders and developing organisational vision and values.  From 

an external point of view, the most crucial developments relate to new market 

creation, networking, order creation and identifying finance to grow the organisation.  

From the position of realising benefits of participation, the clearest outcomes related 

to meeting other organisations in order to develop potential benchmarking 

relationships, a majority also indicating they would benchmark again, whilst 

internally, it allowed ordering of improvement initiatives.  Likewise, from an internal 

perspective, Paper 6 presents benefits identified by those engaging in the internal 

assessment process within the UK FE college context and how they identified specific 

advantages through their inclusion within the benchmarking activity that comprised 

this study.  An important contribution made by the work in this PhD submission that 

is distinct from the quantitative assessment that is its central component, is 

recognition of the positive benefits of benchmarking engagement in itself, Papers 1 

and 6 pointing to particular positives that were highlighted from the constituent 

studies.  The benefits realised through networking, sharing and improving through 

collaboration, and by doing so, overcoming the barriers imposed by individually 

tackling self-assessment within challenging resource constraints have subsequently 

been recognised by Saunders and Mann (2005) since these UK studies were 

undertaken. 

 

Whilst it is clearly desirable to widen benchmarking participation, from a macro 

viewpoint, caution as to the effectiveness of disseminating best practice is recognised 

by Jaques and Povey (2007).  Through surveying small-business advisors, they have 

indicated that whilst benchmarking can make best practice recognisable, its actual 

realisation is relatively debatable.  Obstructions have been identified relating to the 

lack of organisational agreement that benchmarking has the potential to direct an 

organisation towards best practice, participant desire to achieve and the view that 

benchmarking acts not as merely a diagnosis, but the end point in organisational 
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improvement.  This follows from the earlier recognition by Matykiewicz (2001), from 

an SME assessment, that benchmarking can act as a vehicle for stimulating the pursuit 

of organisational best practice and excellence, albeit it is not necessarily a unique 

intervention in this position, but the inertia for enhancement is dependent upon 

organisational ethos and associated leadership, although engagement with the former 

is highly correlated with the latter. 

 

In terms of the process approach to benchmarking and its associated in-depth focus 

typically involving only a “benchmarker” and “benchmarkee” (Langowitz and Rao, 

1995), the success of such a relationship is based around both parties gaining benefit.  

The benefits to the latter relate to stepwise development, sharing and the subsequent 

endorsement of benchmarking within the organisation, again the final two outcomes 

pointing to the necessity for effective communication of the process and its resultant 

outcomes.  In terms of internal best practice dissemination, Zairi and Whymark 

(2000a and 2000b), present a suite of case study investigations that exhibit how the 

participating organisations have engaged in benchmarking and have put mechanisms 

in place to successfully publicise good practices and ensure a continuation of 

organisational learning and development.  Whilst best practice is disseminated and 

ultimately learning is realised via the (large) organisational exemplars presented in 

this work, it perhaps remains subject to the criticism made by Askim et al. (2008) that 

the findings are not supported by relevant empirical evidence relating to the nature of 

organisations that can benefit from benchmarking and the underlying reasons for this 

success.  These achievements also may be a potential barrier for smaller organisations 

seeking to deploy benchmarking, but feeling that the exemplars demonstrated have 

little resonance with their activities, time or resources and where sector-specific 

examples would be more desirable (Cassell et al., 2001). 

 

2.4. Features of the benchmarking literature – the last 15 years 

In terms of how the benchmarking literature developed initially, Yasin (2002) 

recognised the dominance of case examples and demonstrations of organisational 

success in benchmarking implementation, albeit covering a range of applications.  In 

his critical analysis of the benchmarking literature from 1985 to 2000, Yasin (2002) 

noted the positive trend in the number of new publications, which though dominated 

by those with a practitioner base, showed evidence of a marginal increase in the 
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number of academic articles and books over the latter years of this period.  This was 

seen as an inevitable consequence of the concept’s origin and early developments and 

success in private organisations, with limited academic intervention at that time.  

Beyond reference to key organisational interventions, successes and learning 

experiences gained from the practitioner base indicated above, an important 

contribution to the literature was the development of a number of key academic texts.  

Zairi and Youseff (1995b, 1996) reviewed more than a dozen books relating to the 

benchmarking concept, recognising these as being of value to both academic and 

practitioner audiences.  Without necessarily being critically evaluative of their content 

or making comparison between the reviewed publications, they focussed on 

summarising the key content and thus provided an overview of their approach. 

 

The limited consideration of the UK public sector in the literature up to 2000 is both 

interesting and surprising, given the findings of Holloway et al. (1998), who report 

the highest proportion of benchmarking interventions covering the utility, health, 

education and government sectors, perhaps driven by politically enforced conscription 

to the methodology within these areas.  This absence of consideration of 

benchmarking within the domain of academic literature reported by Yasin (2002) is 

arguably driven by specific role of the organisations within this sector from their US 

perspective (Dorsch and Yasin, 1998), or as a consequence of the sector being 

resistant to, or relatively slower to, embrace such initiatives within their broader 

managerial activities, despite official statistics from the US suggesting the opposite.  

This shortcoming in the literature has been addressed in a recognisable way within 

this PhD submission through the explicit consideration of public services (Report 1, 

Paper 2), with consideration given to best practice attainment across key public sector 

groups as well as a comparison of sector attainment relative to the private services 

within Prabhu et al. (2002) and through explicit consideration of the UK Further 

Education sector in the same sense within Paper 6 and alongside the experiences of 

key stakeholder groups within in the latter (Yarrow et al., 2004b; Paper 7). 

 

The high proportion of case and application-based work driven by the practitioner 

arena with limited academic contribution by means of developments reported by 

Yasin (2002) concurs with the literature evaluation presented by Dattakumar and 

Jagadeesh (2003).  However, Yasin (2002) recognised a widening in the consideration 
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of organisational practices being benchmarked to embrace management systems and 

organisational strategy, whilst recognising the concept’s development was being 

inhibited by the relatively limited theoretical advancements that provide its underlying 

support, thus leading to the recommendation for stronger partnerships between 

academics and practitioners.  The greater focus on practice at the expense of a 

development in underlying theory is a criticism that has again been made in more 

recent times (Amaral and Sousa 2009; Moriarty and Smallman, 2009), and in passing 

by Kyrő (2004), whilst Rohlfer (2004) makes the criticism that benchmarking lacks 

rigorous definition, but concedes that such a shortfall affords its supporters and those 

involved in practice room for pragmatism in their interventions. 

 

A number of recognisable gaps were identified by Dattakumar and Jagadeesh (2003), 

firstly around the area of cost benefit, concurring with Yasin (2002) who points to an 

absence of cost versus benefits analysis, as well as limited mechanisms for 

benchmarking project appraisal.   Dattakumar and Jagadeesh (2003) also point to the 

necessity for further consideration being given to time investment, people 

involvement and partnership choice, although the latter was considered by Langowitz 

and Rao (1995) and further recognised by Yarrow and Prabhu (1999), the latter in 

terms of both organisations new to benchmarking and the desirability through 

networking to move, via developed partnerships, onto more sophisticated 

benchmarking interventions. Razmi et al. (2000), with reference to practice in 

organisations with a proven record of effective benchmarking engagement, have gone 

on to present a number of frameworks relating to the selection of appropriate 

benchmarking partners, including arguably accessible, but nonetheless criteria-

extensive, graphical approaches.   Moreover, the role of employees and their 

reluctance to support benchmarking interventions and resultant changes to work have 

been flagged by Holloway et al. (1998), who make the recommendation that greater 

priority is given to process and organisational awareness specific to the benchmarking 

activity. 

 

From a UK standpoint, Longbottom (2000) indicated that the number of projects was 

fewer than anticipated, that understanding of the associated approaches could be 

significantly strengthened and a number of reported benchmarking interventions 

arguably exhibited superficiality.   Projects adopting metrics, particularly amongst 
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organisations prioritising performance measurement over strategies centred on 

enhancing business practices, were seen as increasing in popularity, with the former 

having a positive impact on the outcomes measured by the latter. From a negative 

perspective, however, was the identification of the limited scope within projects, 

which often ignored the customer and didn’t evolve from the organisations’ strategic 

planning.  In contrast, projects that did originate in this way had the most positive 

conclusions, given that the deploying organisations tended to have a more supportive 

and benchmarking-friendly infrastructure in place. In support of Longbottom (2000), 

Hinton et al. (2000) suggest benchmarking of both business practices and outcomes, 

the embedding of a culture that will support benchmarking, with consideration given 

to people development in support of this being given parity to technical 

enhancements, whilst concurring with Dattakumar and Jagadeesh (2003) regarding 

the importance attached to the choice of benchmarking support organisation or 

partner. 

 

In accordance with Longbottom (2000), Davies and Kochhar (1999) point to the 

application of benchmarking being disproportionately lower than the consideration 

given to it within various mediums of academic and practitioner literature.  Again 

from a UK standpoint, barriers to take-up identified by Davies and Kochhar (1999) 

were wide-ranging and include a lack of consideration of more operational activities, 

priority given to metrics (despite their lack of specific application) without 

consideration to the embedding of associated best practice, where the benchmarking 

interventions have not been aligned to either the competitive strategies or 

improvement initiatives of the investing organisations.  The latter reinforces the need 

to consider both practices and performance indicators in combination, as well as the 

relationship between the two measures, something that a best practice benchmarking 

approach seeks to achieve (see Reports 1 and 2 from this submission).  Other 

organisational perspectives that provide a challenge relate to understanding the 

necessity of benchmarking as a worthwhile activity in the first place, certain resisting 

organisations believing that any approach may be limited with regard to their (self-

defined) “unique” organisational status and further limitations caused by many 

interventions being typically broad brush, rather than focused or in-depth in their 

application. 
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In addition to the above work, the various studies that have made use of the PROBE 

methodology (see section one) have focussed less on the philosophical or 

methodological aspects of benchmarking or on specific individual cases that have 

demonstrated good practice or “exemplar” interventions. Instead, these studies have 

considered the assessment of practice, performance and an aggregate consideration of 

their relationship, given the size of the data sets involved.  This PhD submission 

contributes to the benchmarking literature by extending this aspect of the study, 

through new sectoral contexts.  Again, an arguable limitation of this contribution is 

the limited focus on tool development and theoretical foundation (although its 

appropriateness to the local context, respondent resonance with outcome and process 

and the ability of the tool in a simplified form to generate comparable measures has 

been a recognisable research contribution in itself), but the work has contributed 

significantly to the analytical assessment described above, Paper 1 aside. 

 

2.4.1 Sectoral Developments 

In the regional study that informs this PhD submission, two important groups are the 

public sector and the SMEs, both of which are considered in the literature, despite the 

absence reported in the former (Yasin, 2002).  Size is one of a number of key barriers 

to benchmarking take-up, behind lack of both comparative data and internal resources 

(Hinton et al., 2000).  Challenges around accessibility to data from competing 

organisations and the realisation of an appropriate partner in the process have also 

been flagged by Vermeulen (2003), who balances this by pointing to the motivators 

for benchmarking engagement being principally around the assessments of activities 

compared with the established “best”, enhancement of quality as well as services and 

products.  

 

2.4.1.1 The Public Sector 

In terms of the public sector, building on the relatively high but central government 

driven take-up reported earlier (Holloway et al., 1998) and notwithstanding the 

specific challenges pertaining to benchmarking implementation and practice 

sustainability within this relatively newer setting, compared say, with the private 

(manufacturing) sector (Millar, 1998), there are a range of UK-set cases relating to 

benchmarking interventions.  Within the local authority arena, Davis (1998) inferred a 

realisation of established benchmarking implementation being reached, consistent in 
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timing with that suggested more generally by Zairi and Ahmed (1999), but recognised 

its value having modest public endorsement, with further advancement compromised 

by service characteristics, the dominance of the professional employee over the role 

of the manager, the form of information being unsuitable for transfer and comparison, 

the consciousness of failed historical projects and resource constraints.  From a more 

positive standpoint, the scope for the public sector in terms of partnership 

opportunities and the range of activities for practical organisational comparison were 

identified by Bowerman et al. (2002), tempered by the warning of potential 

implementation difficulties for benchmarking, given how the activity was dovetailed 

with various initiatives that collectively underpin the sector’s change and reform 

activities.  Moreover, Ball et al. (2000) reported that ignorance of the nature of its 

implementation by and within market-based organisations has resulted in various 

(public) sector examples of trial and error in its implementation.  However, the 

coupling of benchmarking intervention with further organisational assessment can be 

both viewed and implemented positively (Jones, 1999), who further advocates a 

measured and staged implementation of benchmarking, underpinned by a developed 

customer awareness and being driven by relevant organisational processes, further 

recognising the merits of developing these initially before embarking on comparative 

(external) assessment.  Within the UK, the “Public Sector Benchmarking Service” 

was unveiled in 2001, with association to various Government initiatives such as 

“Service First” and “Modernising Government”, although in recent years, the service 

has become much less active. 

(http://archive.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/servicefirst/2000/guidance/benchmarkingservice.htm)   

 

More recently, Askim et al. (2008) recognised, from their quantitative study, the 

learning opportunities afforded to the public sector through benchmarking 

intervention, but insisted on the inclusion of agenda development, decision making 

and resultant changes being included in any subsequent appraisal of the learning 

process.  They further recognised differences in learning achievements via 

benchmarking in terms of participant ideology (although benchmarking itself was 

seen as being politically unbiased), financial and political stability and the experience 

of the (preferably diverse) benchmarking network. 

 

http://archive.cabinet/
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The work in this PhD submission contributes to the literature relating to public sector 

as indicated above in section 2.4, by reporting on the relative achievements and 

challenges within the region faced by its public sector organisations, compared with 

other services across an extensive range of business practices and corresponding 

indicators of performance.  This work, with its quantitative sectoral assessment and 

comparison complements the more conceptual literature considered above.  Within 

this contribution, Prabhu et al. (2002) compare education providers with other public 

services from a regional perspective, alongside the private services, and in doing so; 

give an indication of what can be built upon and areas for development.  From a more 

specific point of view, Paper 6 provides an educational sector diagnosis, alongside a 

qualitative consideration of the benefits achieved from those involved in deploying a 

best practice benchmarking metric for the first time.  The work presented within this 

submission is different to the literature reviewed above in that it provides sectoral 

assessments, indicating relative advantages and issues for consideration compared 

with the private service providers as appropriate. The choice of diagnostic tool 

provides a general, rather than sector specific assessment from an organisational 

excellence standpoint, notwithstanding the reservations expressed by New and 

Szwejczewski (1995) regarding comparison between dissimilar sectors using generic 

assessment tools.  The sectoral assessment in this PhD submission has permitted 

ready comparison with private services, where arguably a culture of excellence has a 

longer tradition and existence, but by doing so, has indicated to those organisations 

from the public sector, a range of established practices on which organisational 

improvements can be built, and in turn, has made a recognisable contribution to 

knowledge in the arena of public sector benchmarking and the associated attainment 

of organisational best practice. 

 

2.4.1.2 The SMEs 

Regarding the challenges facing SMEs, and despite assurances of benchmarking 

suitability being reported for smaller organisations (Jarrar and Zairi, 2000), the take-

up by SMEs appeared relatively low after discounting applications in the area of 

financial performance measurement (Monkhouse, 1995).  Moreover, this author 

suggested that the obstacles to the wider application of competitive benchmarking 

were lead by issues of confidentiality and the reliance on informal assessment and 

associated information.  The not unexpected hurdles of time and cost for the SMEs 
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are cited by Massa and Testa (2004), whilst even more recently in their assessment of 

a range of benchmarking metrics, Maire et al. (2008) suggest that the frameworks 

available and supported either by government or business lend themselves much more 

easily to the larger benchmarkers, obstruction to the SME sector being around 

framework complexity, the need for analytical resources and the associated necessity 

for organisational dedication of adequate time. 

 

The assessment that what is appropriate for the larger benchmarking participant may 

not be as suitable for its SME counterpart is supported by McAdam and Kelly (2002), 

who suggest the route taken to the position of attaining excellence amongst the SME 

community should perhaps be specific to that sector and not simply be a re-sized 

version of that deployed by their larger counterparts.  In their assessment of the SME 

sector, they prescribe the dual deployment of the business excellence model alongside 

a chosen generic benchmarking framework, so long as appropriate attention is given 

to the development of employees in support of this, as well as enhancement of 

activities relating to customer focus, with the chosen benchmarking metric having 

both versatility and being made as easy as possible to implement.  The aid to strategy 

enhancement identified by McAdam and Kelly (2002) concurs with one of the 

positive outcomes to SME sector benchmarking identified by Matykiewicz (2001), 

whilst the latter has equally pointed to the difficulties caused by data resources (see 

also Hinton et al., 2000) as well as limitations in the full understanding of the role of 

diagnostic benchmarking and the properties of its associated frameworks.  This gap in 

understanding, together with the variable adoption rates highlighted above support the 

view given by Cassell et al. (2001) regarding the challenge of promoting 

benchmarking within the SME sector, and like McAdam and Kelly (2002), they point 

to addressing the development of the involved employees, as well as defining bespoke 

best practice for this particular sector. 

 

Particular benchmarking challenges are signposted by Deros et al. (2006) around the 

absence of appropriate benchmarking tools specific to that sector, in particular those 

tools that are championed for their support of the evaluation of practices specific to 

manufacturing.  They also indicate the absence of support tools, citing those that 

provide self-assessment, an absence of internal resources particularly to support the 

necessary development of relevant benchmarking data and the lack of available data 
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on SME practices against which organisational and sectoral comparison can be made.  

In terms of SME intervention, Deros et al. (2006) challenge the appropriateness of 

applying generic benchmarking tools to the SME sector, pointing to sectoral 

uniqueness around organisational structure and culture, alongside organisational work 

processes and availability of necessary resources to dedicate to benchmarking, thus 

concurring with Maire et al. (2008). The criticisms relating to comparison data and 

lack of SME bespoke metrics can be countered by the evidence provided by Yarrow 

et al. (2004a) in terms of the dissemination of the PROBE tool internationally, 

alongside the development of its database and the existence of its SME variant 

MICROSCOPE, recognition given to the use of the latter in the UK SME context 

being provided both by Matykiewicz (2001) and Jaques and Povey (2007) in their 

SME-based surveys, along with a number of other SME-specific benchmarking tools. 

 

With regard to organisations getting together to share, co-advise and potentially solve 

each others’ problems in a mutually supportive way, Kyrő (2003) points to the 

advantages potentially gained from participation in “networking benchmarking”, 

arguably supporting the collaboration within the facilitation process presented in this 

PhD submission in Paper 1 and described in greater detail by Yarrow and Prabhu 

(1999). Kyrő (2003) recognise this as being of particular advantage to the public 

services and the SME sector. In terms of defining these networks, Askim et al. (2008) 

urge caution from a public sector perspective.  Whilst they acknowledge network size 

to be a non-issue, they do suggest that learning is optimised from groupings of 

divergent participants, divergence being defined here in terms of finance, ideology 

and stability.  The reality of partnership selection in this sector contradicts this 

recommendation, given it typically involves comparable, sector-specific participants 

(Holloway et al., 1998). 

 

With respect to the take-up of benchmarking from a Malaysian perspective, Lee et al. 

(2006) found that organisational size just failed to be statistically significant, although 

the level of intervention was recognisably higher amongst the larger organisations 

(defined by employee numbers), with a similar result being in evidence regarding 

turnover of sales.  In contrast, benchmarking intervention by organisational origin and 

age maturity were statistically insignificant, whilst differences were recognised by 

industry category, notwithstanding the limitation recognised by Lee et al. (2006) that 
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their research could be rolled out further beyond manufacturing to consider additional 

key sectors including both private and public service providers. 

 

This PhD submission makes a clear contribution to knowledge from a regional 

standpoint, with sectoral consideration of the SMEs in the service and manufacturing 

arenas being included with reports 1 and 2 respectively.  In terms of the former, the 

SMEs are relatively well placed in terms of both practice and performance, driven by 

the relative status of the professional and consultancy services.  In contrast, the 

manufacturing SMEs trail in relative terms behind their larger counterparts.  Like the 

public sector contribution above, these reports complement the SME literature above 

developed at a comparable point in time by providing a sector wide consideration of 

the relative strengths and challenges facing these organisations, supporting the 

consideration of best practice examples or surveys centred on practitioner experiences 

or difficulties, despite the limitations suggested above by McAdam and Kelly (2002) 

and Deros et al. (2006) regarding the necessity for bespoke sectoral tools and 

associated support.  Moreover, the research presented also contributes to an 

understanding of the extent to which SMEs, both from a manufacturing and service 

sector setting, are relatively poorly placed in terms of their CSR performance (see 

Paper 5).  

 

 

2.5. Critical organisational measures to benchmark 

In terms of assessing the relative importance of what organisations need to evaluate as 

part of a benchmarking study, Zairi and Youseff (1995a) recognise the content 

consistency between various quality and excellence frameworks, suggesting each 

have been underpinned in terms of their individual composition by the “Deming Prize 

model”. With respect to other empirical work, Zairi and Youseff (1995a) point to a 

study by Black (1993), who identified ten critical factors, which again, broadly 

resonate with the recognisable features displayed within successfully deployed TQM 

initiatives, covering various aspects of organisational strategy including developing a 

long-term mindset for quality, employee involvement, organisational communication, 

customer focus, external market understanding, supplier relationship building and the 

necessity to measure, thus arguably demonstrating the need to develop a breadth of 

organisational capabilities to support an organisation’s excellence agenda.  Moving on 
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from this, Youseff and Zairi (1995) empirically assessed from both a sectoral and 

cultural context, the relevance of 22 wide-ranging “critical factors”, suggesting 

greater importance being placed across all of these measures by the US participants, 

compared with the participants located in the UK, Middle East and Asia Pacific.  The 

study does indicate consistent levels of agreement across each of the studies in terms 

of the most important of factors, referred to as “the top tier”, although Youseff and 

Zairi (1995) broadly recognise that for each of the factors assessed, not every 

individual one will be either necessary or as critical for different organisations or 

business sectors, with some interesting departures in relative relevance evident within 

the UK (NHS) context as a particular example.  This perhaps suggests that any 

approach to organisational assessment does not necessarily require any organisation 

or sector to seek the highest level of attainment across each measure or area 

considered (see both New and Szwejczewski, 1995; Davies and Kochhar, 2002; later).  

In terms of the most critical practices, the commitment of the highest levels of 

management, the necessity of an organisational mission statement and being highly 

empathetic to satisfying customers are recognised as being of greatest priority, 

alongside clear goals, planning for quality at the strategic level, a commitment to 

addressing and adapting the organisation in terms of its culture and the development 

and education of employees.  The more operational issues relating to quality have 

some level of importance attached to them, differing by location, but as argued by 

Youseff and Zairi (1995), these do not represent the heart of organisational priority in 

their assessment, being in contradiction with Davies and Kochhar (1999) who believe 

that fully successful benchmarking interventions must engage with various strata of 

the organisational hierarchy, including those responsible for the most operational of 

activities, especially those that ultimately impact on those indicators of performance 

which inform organisational strategy. 

 

As suggested above, an important feature of any benchmarking tool or standalone 

project is the range of measures of practices and indicators of performances it 

assesses.  Through their case study assessment of successful organisational 

intervention, Tanner et al. (2007) support this argument through recognition of the 

existence of eleven such “drivers”, further suggesting that their analysis supports the 

idea that a number of these will act in combination within a particular organisation in 

underpinning their realisation of higher performance levels, with one of a number of 
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these being more specific to a particular organisation and their particular needs and 

circumstances (for combined practice effects, see Davies and Kochhar, 2002). In 

terms of assessing the association between practice and performance in an aggregate 

form, Tanner (2005) confirmed the significance of association between excellence in 

leadership and organisational performance, further indicating its relevance to both 

public and private sector, with limited effect being made by organisational size.  Its 

impact was identified with certain stakeholder outcomes, the “strategic agility” of the 

organisation, which in turn, is enhanced in a positive sense over time.  Tanner (2005) 

confirms the sequential association between excellence in “leadership”, “strategic 

agility” attainment and levels of “organisational performance”, arguably providing a 

similar underlying hypothesis with that supporting the “diagnostic” or “best practice” 

benchmarking methodology employed within this PhD submission. 

 

The idea of a benchmarking assessment considering breadth of activity is proposed by 

Carpinetti and de Melo (2002), covering external issues around competitors and 

customers, decisions emanating from the strategic management of the benchmarking 

organisation, as well as internal activities centring around relevant business processes.  

In terms of benchmarking development, Carpinetti and de Melo (2002) recognise the 

need for aids to be put in place to support the prioritisation of activities and 

benchmarking implementation, alongside processes to support the amendments to the 

affected organisational decisions. 

 

2.6. Critical evaluation of the “best practice” benchmarking approach 

Criticism is made by Davies and Kochhar (2002) regarding best practice studies not 

extending to the analytical, a limitation that has been addressed within the regional 

studies presented in this submission (Reports 1 and 2), albeit in these reports, the 

assessment of the linkage between these initiatives and resultant organisational 

achievements has been limited to an aggregate analysis from a service and 

manufacturing perspective respectively and the associated analysis is not particularly 

multifaceted.  The extent to which the range of practices measured and their overall 

effect on organisational performance are considered further by Davies and Kochhar 

(2002).  They point to the existence of a practice network inter-linking various 

organisational activities rather than a set of standalone activities, the existence of a 

journey to maturity for these practices and need for an understanding of the way in 
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which they are ordered in their embedding.  Davies and Kochhar (2002) also point to 

the importance of their impact time and the location of implementation.  The former 

represent a limitation in the analysis presented in Paper 2, although the associations 

between specific variables are considered elsewhere in the submission, Papers 3, 4 

and 5 being examples. Davies and Kochhar (2002) suggest that practices need to be 

considered not only in terms of their impact on measures of performance, but also on 

the extent of the inter-relationship between these activities.  In terms of assessing and 

defining best practice, Davies and Kochhar (2002) question the applicability of 

adopting a “one-size fits all” to assessing the existence and/or extent of practice 

adoption across widely differing industrial sectors, whose levels of output (from a 

manufacturing context) and nature of products perhaps deters effective direct 

comparison, something undertaken in the two regional studies, although in the latter, 

areas of overall strength and challenges have been identified, notwithstanding the lack 

of attention to their relative intra-sectoral differences in importance. 

 

Recognition is given by Davies and Kochhar (2002) for the need to identify which 

practices facilitate staged progression through the ranges of performance attainment, 

with best practices being identified as those which aid progression between these 

various performance levels and that are appropriate to organisational sector.  This 

endorses one of the observations made by Yarrow and Prabhu (1999) that an effective 

benchmarking and networking arena will signpost to a participant potential partners or 

collaborators whose superior, but reachable practices afford a chance for learning. 

Practice maturity, intra-organisational practice linkage and maturity of engagement 

with the improvement agenda are also seen to impact upon how practice 

implementation impacts upon specific achievements, as well as their impact on 

performance range.  Whilst associations between measures could be readily assessed 

from a sector or region-wide perspective, the absence of measurement of lifespan of 

practice realisation or quality engagement represents a limitation of both diagnosis 

and associated instruments reported upon within this PhD submission. 

 

In terms of the limitations from specific cross-sector studies, New and Szwejczewski 

(1995) identified shortcomings relating to responses from chief executives remote 

from the necessary comprehensive data, the questions set being too general, the 
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limited range of performance measures evaluated, as well as problems relating to 

small numbers of participating organisations and sample vagueness. 

 

With regard to the “Made in Britain” study in particular, which forms part of the suite 

of studies, referred to on a number of occasions by the work within in this submission, 

criticism has been made by New and Szwejczewski (1995) regarding the data being 

non-factual, self-administered and thus potentially very biased, skewed positively 

towards reporting encouraging feedback for specific industry participants, given the 

content of certain questions and the associated scales included.  The “arbitrary” 

nature of the framework was commented upon, whilst as a study outcome and sectoral 

“diagnosis”, the negative evaluation afforded to a high proportion of the UK 

manufacturing participants was viewed as lacking in backing for these industrial 

contributors and for its associated measurement inaccuracy.  The negative labelling of 

the most challenged of participants is perhaps also the case with regard to the “Made 

in Europe” study (Hanson et al., 1994), which is related to the study critiqued by New 

and Szwejczewski (1995) where each of the organisational categories diagnosed 

adopted a constructively provocative “boxing analogy”, whilst the PILOT framework 

employed in the studies within this PhD submission were more measured in their 

description of “could do better” to represent those afforded with the most challenging 

organisational diagnosis.  The diagnosis labels applied within the research presented 

here are critiqued further in section 3.7. 

 

To some extent, these criticisms support the work of Hermel and Ramis-Pujol (2003), 

who through consideration of the excellence models, highlighted potential 

shortcomings around the weights allocated to the constituent criteria under 

consideration and the applicability of an individual model across a group of vastly 

different participants.  The criticisms made by New and Szwejczewski (1995) ignore 

the underpinning hypothesis of the (PROBE) framework that best practice embedding 

associates positively with operational performance realisation, through to business 

achievement.  Likewise, limited consideration is given to the underlying theory and 

models considered in the development of these applied tools.  Moreover, it is seen that 

the self-administered aspects of the research process is a strength, further reinforced 

by being team driven, capturing variety in terms of employee roles and positions 

within each diagnosed organisation and reviewed by an objective facilitator to ensure 
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consistency between survey participants (see Voss et al., 1997), this being further 

supported in this PhD submission (Papers 1 and 6).  Nevertheless, for mass 

engagement with benchmarking, the tools presented here afford a “standardised and 

simplified benchmarking process” (Rohlfer, 2004) and provide a vehicle that is 

objective in its assessment and diagnosis of business strengths and priorities.  

Moreover, Saunders and Mann (2005) report on successfully achieving diagnosis 

consistency in employing benchmarking metrics involving self-assessment, where the 

tool employed has high levels of direction and the process is underpinned by rigorous 

training of both participant and facilitator. 

 

A recognisable contribution to this PhD submission is the work undertaken by Robson 

and Yarrow in Paper 1, through their description and evaluation of the facilitation 

process that sought to ensure consistency of data between participants both within the 

regional study and between equivalent studies using related frameworks (see section 

4.3.2), as well as accurate benchmarking diagnosis at the micro-level, where 

interestingly, a clear majority of participant organisations believed their diagnosis to 

be reasonable, irrespective of the potential negativity of the overall assessment or its 

associated labelling.  In a more general sense, Porter and Tanner (2004:296-297) 

recognise the challenges associated with the scoring of organisations in any 

assessment exercise, pointing to difficulties relating to data volume, assessor 

subjectivity driven by work experiences, individual understanding of excellence, 

including the employed framework and the general levels of criticality employed in 

the execution of the chosen tool.  Whilst the claims of New and Szwejczewski (1995) 

about the negative picture being given are not being challenged here in this PhD 

submission, a high level of confidence about the consistency of data generated 

between the various mass participation studies has been assured (see Paper 1 for the 

comparison between comparable interventions), which is vital to the analysis that 

underpins the bulk of this contribution, being presented in Reports 1 and 2 and Papers 

2 to 5 inclusive. 

 

From the “Made in” studies, the feedback in terms of micro-diagnosis and intra-sector 

attainment provides absolute and appropriate relative organisational assessment, 

notwithstanding the concerns raised by New and Szwejczewski (1995) regarding 

certain inappropriate cross-industry assessments or associated relevance of specific 
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practice/performance criteria, whilst the study wide reporting gives an indication of 

the relative strengths, challenges and priorities for each participating sector.  The 

range of measures covered here is arguably extensive, despite the simplicity in 

measurement scales adopted within these studies and those which comprise this PhD 

submission, whilst the aspects of practice assessed accord with accepted areas of 

identified critical factors highlighted earlier in this evaluation of the literature. 

 

2.7. Comparison of “best practice” benchmarking tools 

There are a number of “best practice” tools in existence within the UK and further 

afield.  At the time when the research that comprises this PhD submission was 

undertaken, Matykiewicz (2001) provided a clear indication of the numerous tools 

that were in deployment within the UK SME sector, many of which are still relevant 

in more recent times (Jaques and Povey, 2007).  A number of these tools are subject 

to the criticisms and concerns expressed by Maire et al. (2008) regarding the 

suitability of various well-recognised “best practice” instruments to this sectoral 

context. Their limitations relate to complexity, knowledge required about the 

benchmarking organisation and the associated time related to the necessary data 

collection.  In addition to the above, a range of sector specific tools exist, covering 

areas such as the automotive industry (www.autoconsulting.com/benchmark.htm), 

construction (www.kpizone.com) and pharmaceuticals (www.pibg.org).   

 

In this section of the literature review, consideration will be restricted to the generic 

“best practice” tools, where a comparison will be made between the PILOT/Learning 

PROBE tools employed in the work that comprises this PhD and two other “self-

assessment” frameworks with respect to coverage, implementation, scales, and by 

doing so, an assessment is provided regarding the relative strengths and weaknesses 

of the tools employed within the research presented here.  Whilst comparison is made 

between the features of the frameworks within this section of the literature review, it 

is equally important to point to the recognition made by Yarrow et al. (2004a) that 

there is place for a number of instruments to co-exist and also for potential for an 

individual organisation committed to benchmarking to employ more than one of these 

tools on various occasions to underline their improvement commitment. 

 

http://www.kpizone.com/
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It is also debatable that “best practice” benchmarking and “self-assessment” 

undertaken against an established “excellence framework” such as the EFQM 

Excellence Model are actually significantly different, where the similarity of 

methodology and the consistency of issues explored would support the belief that they 

are equivalent.  A key difference, and hence an advantage of the former in its truest 

sense is the opportunity to evaluate both against the definition of excellence 

embedded within the framework and with competitor organisations who have 

undertaken an equivalent diagnosis in the past (see Yarrow et al. (2004a) for details).  

In terms of comparing the features of the frameworks employed within this study 

against other available tools, a broader comparison will be made by considering 

frameworks better understood perhaps as assessment tools based on the Excellence 

Model. 

  

2.7.1. EFQM Excellence Framework 

This framework is seen by the European Foundation for Quality Management 

(EFQM) as being “non-prescriptive” and is adaptable enough to encompass the vast 

array of strategies that organisations can employ in their pursuit of ongoing 

excellence.  The framework is based on nine principal sections comprising the five 

“enabler” dimensions of “leadership”, “policy and strategy”, “people”, “partnerships 

and resources” and “processes”, alongside the four categories of “results”; 

“customers”, “people”, “society” and “key performance” (www.efqm.org), although a 

very recent update is now available, with some alteration to this terminology.  These 

dimensions are built upon further by means of associated “sub-criteria” that lead to 

particular issues to prioritise for the participating organisation.  Central to this 

framework are a set of in-depth statements against which the “self-assessed” 

organisation compares its practices and associated suite of achievements. 

 

 Key to the successful implementation of the EFQM framework and the realisation of 

the associated benefits of this intervention through organisational improvement is 

self-assessment (Oakland, 2004:172).  The actual methods of implementation of the 

EFQM Excellence Model are, in practice, broad and are driven by the needs and 

resources of the implementing organisation.  This can involve “light-touch” 

assessment involving no external facilitation or evaluation at one extreme, to 

organisational participation in the “Awards” system at the other.  The latter involves 

http://www.efqm.org/
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considerable, in-depth intervention from external evaluators, which is significantly 

more demanding than the external facilitation associated with “best practice” 

frameworks such as PILOT or PROBE.  In terms of the various means of self-

assessment, details are provided not only by EFQM but a number of authors including 

Porter and Tanner (2004:317-362). 

 

Moreover, there are recognisable parallels between the “enablers” and “results” 

presented above and the framework that underpins the benchmarking instruments 

employed within the various publications in this PhD submission, with regard to the 

respective components covering the dimensions of practice and performance. In terms 

of its structure, this framework is less prescriptive and more open-ended in its 

questioning compared with PILOT/PROBE, arguably generating more questions of its 

implementing organisation than offering diagnosis.  With respect to its more rigorous 

applications, it does employ a scoring system, developed around the established cycle 

“Plan-Do-Check-Act”, called “RADAR”, comprising the elements “Results”, 

“Approaches”, “Deploy”, “Assess and Review”, thus evaluating performance in the 

former and practice from a multi-dimensional perspective of initiation, embedding 

and evaluation in the latter. This, coupled with a 100-point scale split into 5-point 

intervals provides a more in-depth evaluation of practice development than 

PILOT/PROBE, with a trade-off around the number of initiatives explicitly assessed, 

this being greater in the latter. 

 

A measure of its credibility and success in promoting organisational self-assessment, 

developing and empowering employees to engage in these activities and encouraging 

organisational self-improvement and associated learning, are the number of self-

assessment and benchmarking frameworks that have come into existence which show 

a direct relationship to the EFQM framework, beta plus™ and Rapidscore being two 

such examples employed within the UK. 

 

2.7.2. Business Excellence Through Action (beta plus ™) 

“Business Excellence through Action” (“beta plus”™) is a “best practice” self-

assessment tool that is underpinned in both its explicit nomenclature and implicit 

content by the EFQM Excellence framework, as evidenced by the nine principal 

sections presented in section 2.7.1. (beta plus™ workbook, 2004). 
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The beta plus™ framework is implemented using self-assessment within the 

evaluating organisation, consistent with PILOT and Learning PROBE (compare with 

Papers 1 and 6 respectively), whereby a combination of understanding or evidence (as 

available or appropriate) may be employed.  Externally-led facilitation, by individuals 

or parties experienced in business excellence is recommended, as is a validated 

approach to assessment, led by a relevantly qualified and experienced assessor. 

  

The documentation and workbook that facilitates the implementation of beta plus™ is 

supported by the recognised “Plan-Do-Check-Act” cycle.  In an equivalent way to 

PROBE (and its variants employed within this PhD submission), the implementation 

of beta plus™ is supported by two workshops, the first one at the “diagnostic phase” 

and the second relating to “action planning”, undertaken post-completion of the 

diagnosis, where priorities for action and development are assessed.  The equivalents 

here to PILOT are obvious, where facilitation fine-tunes the self-assessment and 

where the relative consideration of the diagnosis affords the participants with an 

understanding of their challenges and order of their consideration (Paper 1). 

 

In terms of the practices which beta plus™ assesses, participating organisations are 

required to make their assessments on a 10-point scale for each of the dimensions 

“Do”, “Plan”, “Check/Act”, thus providing the benchmarked organisation with a 

three-dimensional evaluation of practice implementation, compared with the one-

dimensional assessment afforded by PILOT and Learning PROBE.   In the latter, the 

question-specific scales built into the instruments are developed around three 

statements or “anchor points” (Voss et al., 1997), which direct the assessing team 

towards the relevant level of practice or performance.  In the more general sense, 

whilst the number of points on any measurement scale can vary according to the 

context of the measurement (Zikmund, 2000:303), by adopting 10-point scales across 

each of these dimensions, beta plus™ arguably affords greater discrimination in its 

marking and evaluation compared with the latter, notwithstanding the general dangers 

of scoring identified earlier by Porter and Tanner (2004:296-297) and Hermel and 

Ramis-Pujol (2003), particularly against non-specific assessment criteria, something 

that the PILOT/PROBE questions with associated “anchor points” would seek to 

minimise, especially when supported by external facilitation. 
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To some extent, the multi-dimensional evaluation also partially addresses the 

limitations highlighted by Davies and Kochhar (2002) regarding practice embedding 

and maturity, though not their ordering or inter-relationships.  In contrast, 

PILOT/PROBE assess against specific scales (see point above), thus ensuring the 

potential for greater inter-organisational consistency of evaluation and diagnosis, 

despite the sector-specific criticisms made of the latter by New and Szwejczewski 

(1995) and affords greater “width” in their assessment (see Carpinetti and de Melo, 

2002; Laugen et al., 2005), based on a range of organisational attributes that accord 

with Youseff and Zairi (1995) in terms of “critical factors”.  The “results” 

components within beta plus™ also employ a 10-point scale, but are uni-dimensional, 

again using a generic scale, e.g. the labels “none in place”, “some”, “many” and 

“most” to cover the scores 0 to 6 inclusive.  Arguably, this framework discriminates 

significantly using its scales between well placed organisations, with “many” 

established practices and performance achievements being scored 3-4 on the 

respective scales, compared with those genuinely reaching “world-class” attainment, 

where scores of 9 to 10 are allocated, and in doing so, the framework demonstrates 

significant strength of discrimination between the former and the latter, perhaps 

something that is much more difficult to achieve through the adoption of a 5-point 

scale that only permits integer responses.  Leading on from this, the application of 

scales from an analytical perspective in discussed in section 4.4 of this review. 

 

Alongside the scoring approaches described above, organisations implementing beta 

plus™ also provide qualitative data input, unlike PILOT/PROBE, where aspects of 

achievement and those needing greatest attention are requested in list form, which 

again, will inform the guidance provided at the workshop intervention described 

above.  The balanced request of strengths and challenges is not necessarily just driven 

by the scores attached to practices and performances, but represents key issues 

specific to the organisation, irrespective of their profile against the integral scoring 

metric employed by the tool, perhaps countering the “one-fits-all” criticism made by 

New and Szwejczewski (1995), given that a low scoring against a particular attribute 

may not necessarily be accompanied by a detailed action list.  The PILOT/PROBE 

tools do, however, afford the assessing team space next to each question to make 

accompanying notes as an aide-memoir and justification for the allocated assessment, 

these implicitly playing a part in the subsequent facilitation and end-diagnosis. 
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Moreover, like PILOT/PROBE, beta plus™ provides the benchmarked participant 

with an overall diagnosis, albeit this is optional and is uni-dimensional in its form, 

unlike the two-dimensional practice-performance assessment provide by the former.  

Beta-plus™ does afford its participants with a qualitative “gap analysis” within the 

framework, which is assessed in conjunction with the appointed advisor and as such, 

represents the “review” component of the benchmarking analysis.  This allows the 

participating organisations to potentially overcome the criticism directed at the 

diagnostic benchmark approach, that whilst it affords diagnosis and potential direction 

for enhancement, resultant planning for post-diagnosis actions is limited. 

 

In conclusion, this alternative framework employs scales like PILOT/PROBE, but 

these are perhaps open to greater interpretation, with the associated labels being more 

generic and on an individual practice or performance basis, are less prescriptive.  The 

implementation of this framework involves self-assessment, supported by advisors 

with discipline expertise, thus displaying levels of commonality between the two 

“best practice” tools.  Likewise, both frameworks assess practice and performance, 

although as indicated by Maire et al. (2008) in the more general sense, neither 

framework describes specific relationships or links between the two groups of 

organisational attributes, although beta plus™ does assess the performance measures 

in terms of how the organisation can demonstrate “cause and effect” between these 

and the underlying business practices.  Beyond the similarities demonstrated here, 

PILOT/PROBE do offer the benchmarking participant a clear advantage with respect 

to external comparison, be it by location, organisational size or sector through the 

established PROBE database (Yarrow et al., 2004a). 

 

The ability to attain external comparison in this way is also available elsewhere, an 

example being the Rapidscore instrument, which also represents an applied variant of 

the EFQM framework, as indicated above, which is supported by the British Quality 

Foundation.  This tool permits participants to score themselves by means of self-

assessment against the nine criteria in the excellence framework, but similarly to 

PILOT/PROBE, affords external comparison against equivalent organisations, again 

representing a benchmarking intervention based on the two-dimensional approach of 

both self-evaluation and competitor comparison. 
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2.8. Summary  

The academic work that comprises this PhD submission has employed related “best 

practice” or “diagnostic” benchmarking tools across three major studies (see Reports 

1 and 2, Paper 6 for details).  The aim of these studies at the micro level was to afford 

each of the participating organisations with a diagnosis covering a comprehensive 

range of practices and indicators of performance, assessing both operational and 

business achievement.  Collectively, and thus offering consideration at the macro 

level, the data has afforded the assessment of the relationship between practice 

investment and organisational achievement, which will be considered in the next 

section of the literature review, where the publications considered and included within 

this PhD submission have arguably not critically evaluated the frameworks employed 

beyond consideration of issues pertaining to the consistency of the data measurement 

(Paper 1). 

 

There is confidence in the data, given its comparability with that collected from 

studies with not dissimilar participant profiles (Paper 1), as indicated earlier in section 

2.6, this being a key contribution of this submission, subsequently supported by 

further, non-related evidence that sophisticated, well constructed, self-assessment 

metrics can generate organisational data comparable with that which would yield 

from the deployment of the highly regarded quality award assessments (Saunders and 

Mann, 2005). As such, this part of the research process has been treated very much as 

“a means to an end” from my personal perspective, given that my major contribution 

to the work included within this PhD submission is in the application of the resultant 

samples of data in the assessment of the various practice-performance relationships 

that were reported on within the constituent publications. 

 

This section, dealing with benchmarking, links directly to the next section of the 

literature review, supporting the view made by Oakland (2004:199-200) that the 

connection between benchmarking intervention and organisational quality is an 

obvious one, given the former makes comparison with defined or accepted exemplar 

practice, which in turn, directs an organisation in terms of its objectives, both inside 

and outside. 
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This section of the literature review has sought to address the potential lack of 

evaluation of the benchmarking tools employed within this study through 

consideration of the benchmarking discipline, evaluation of associated literature, 

concept deployment and organisational and sectoral take-up, as well as comparison of 

the chosen framework with similar self-assessment metrics that are currently in 

existence. 

 

This part of the review has, however, demonstrated that a key contribution of the 

research presented within this PhD submission, was around its wide-scale best 

practice assessment across regions or sectors and the evaluation of practice and 

performance within the contexts presented.  This differs with the more typical 

benchmarking literature evaluated by Yasin (2002) and Dattakumar and Jagadeesh 

(2003), which typically focussed on practical case examples around good 

benchmarking practice, successful interventions and dissemination.  An ongoing 

concern expressed in the benchmarking literature relates to the relative absence of a 

philosophical evaluation and theoretical contribution to the development of 

appropriate benchmarking instruments and approaches, McAdam and Kelly (2002) 

called for a move towards more inductive research at the time of this contribution, 

with Moriarty and Smallman (2009) making similar observations more recently.  The 

work comprising this submission is open to the same criticisms, but it was never the 

intention during its development to contribute in the way proposed by these authors, 

given its alternative focus on the empirical analysis of the large survey studies. 
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3. EVALUATION OF BEST PRACTICE AND ORGANISATIONAL 

PERFORMANCE 

 

3.1. Introduction 

Although the benchmarking tools were key to this submission as the instruments that 

have provided the data from the three large-scale studies, central to my personal 

contribution within the associated publications comprising this PhD submission is the 

focus on the specific quantitative evaluation of the data, rather than on the 

mechanisms of measurement themselves.  In consideration of this, section 3 provides 

an assessment of the analytical contribution of the Papers 2, 3 and 4 and reports 1 and 

2 that comprise the PhD submission against the academic literature around issues 

relating to organisational best practice, as well as the association between practice 

implementation and performance attainment.  The literature review will then consider 

the extent of the linkage between good practice deployment and excellence attainment 

with external performance around corporate social responsibility, with reference to 

Paper 5.  Finally, the relationship between excellence attainment and satisfaction 

levels exhibited by both customers and employees is assessed with reference to Papers 

6 and 7. 

 

3.2. Business Excellence – definition and components 

The terms “TQM”, “organisational excellence” and “business excellence” are 

contested in terms of the respective definitions, however, in this commentary; they 

will be used interchangeably, indicating that they represent a similar set of 

organisational activities and achievements, consistent with the observation made by 

Porter and Tanner (1998:2).  The similarity in definition, however, between TQM and 

organisational excellence is challenged by McAdam (2000), who regards that of the 

former as being much clearer in terms of origin and pedagogical underpinning, 

covering beliefs, theory and practice, whilst the latter represents a crucial progress 

position on this associated voyage, its attainment perhaps acting as a way of assessing 

organisational development and associated achievement throughout.  McAdam (2000) 

sees greater similarity between TQM and business improvement, suggesting the latter 

overcomes the word “quality”, which may provide a barrier in certain situations, 

resonating with Oakland (2005), who despite differing in view by seeing commonality 

in background between TQM and business excellence, urges managers and specialists 



- 42 - 

 

to be positive in their consideration and application of the “quality” term.  Moreover, 

Adebanjo (2001) recognises the necessity and inevitability of quality and excellence 

being mutually supportive, with the attention given to the former being boosted by the 

focus paid to the latter. 

 

3.3. Factors crucial to achieving excellence 

A number of key factors have emerged from the literature that is seen as being crucial 

in an organisation’s achievement of excellence.  These include senior management 

commitment, stakeholder involvement, organisational learning and development 

across a range of initiatives. 

 

3.3.1. Senior Management Commitment 

Whilst there has been established academic consideration of the development and 

execution of the “hard” techniques and tools and use of “softer” management 

concepts separately over a number of years, an important development has been an 

assessment of these in combination and what is being achieved as a whole by 

organisations exhibiting “best practice” across both parts of this broader discipline 

(Motwani, 2001).  By using the EFQM self-assessment model as a framework, 

Oakland et al. (2002) provides experiential examples of best practice achievement, 

covering both “enablers” and “results”, with examples from both the public and 

private sectors, as well as those pertaining to SMEs, illustrating the relevance and 

achievability of excellence across all organisational sectors.  Oakland et al. (2002) in 

particular identifies the overarching and wide-ranging role of leadership.  This 

supports Motwani (2001), who advocates the commitment of senior management as 

the underpinning for any successful development and sustaining of a TQM culture, 

supported by appropriate investment in employee development, both of which are 

endorsed from an SME perspective by Rahman and Tannock (2005).  Motwani (2001) 

additionally points to the implementation of measurement systems, effective 

management of processes and engagement and assessment of customers, although 

potential challenges do exist within the SMEs, where despite reportedly high levels of 

this senior management endorsement and enthusiasm, gaps exist in the resultant level 

of TQM realisation, the development of employees and their rewards for participation 

and related achievement (Khamalah and Lingaraj, 2007). 
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3.3.2. Stakeholder involvement 

In evaluating the importance of various conditions for realising organisational 

improvement, Kaye and Anderson (1999) also stress the commitment of senior 

management, alongside the leadership input of everyone in managerial roles, in 

combination with the consideration of stakeholders.  These findings concur with 

Oakland et al. (2002) regarding the necessity to assess a range of organisational 

achievements, to implement mechanisms for associated reporting, to learn and to 

facilitate innovation as a consequence, in order to ensure ongoing organisational 

enhancement.  Furthermore, the “enhancement model” advocated by Kaye and 

Anderson (1999) is promoted, as a useful starting point for organisations embarking 

on the improvement journey, and as such, is potentially a useful precursor to the 

various multi-faceted and well-documented international excellence frameworks.  In 

the more general sense, Al-Marri et al. (2007) recognise a combination of crucial 

factors that cover practices and supporting infrastructure, alongside “softer” issues 

essential for successful TQM realisation. 

 

3.3.3. Organisational learning 

By pursuing excellence, it is essential that organisations can identify the “crucial” or 

“critical” factors that have the greatest influence on organisational achievement, 

notwithstanding the evidence supporting the necessity for rounded and extensive 

development.  In their comparative surveys of UK organisations with winners of the 

key international quality awards, Warwood and Roberts (2004) identified that 

organisational leadership had the greatest importance placed on it, but also an equality 

of emphasis amongst quality-award recipients between internal and external factors 

emerged from the comparison, which in relative terms is an area of focus that the UK 

organisations could seek to develop further, whilst Dayton (2001) confirmed that the 

most significantly important driver was “strategic quality management”, comprising 

the backing and recognisable enthusiasm of senior management towards the 

organisation’s quality agenda.   In order for organisations to realise effective change, 

Oakland and Tanner (2007) proposed a model comprising of “readiness for change” 

and “implementing change”, central to both being the organisation’s processes which 

fuse its strategic aims and operational implementation, all of which is underpinned by 

effective and committed senior management.  A key outcome of successful change 

and quality implementation is the development of a learning culture at individual, 
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team and company level, which collectively provide the necessary impetus for 

organisations to realise enhanced performance (Martínez-Costa and Jiménez-Jiménez, 

2008), whilst from a strategic perspective, Saunders et al. (2008) identified a range of 

implementation drivers, including communication and organisational learning. 

 

3.3.4. Development across a range of practices 

One of the key findings from this research submission is the width of practices across 

which the leading manufacturing and services exhibit advantage, and in aggregate 

sense, wide-ranging high levels of practice display significant association with 

performance (Papers 2, 3 4, 5 and 6). Interestingly, through consideration of an 

international manufacturing context, Laugen et al. (2005) concluded that the 

combination of initiatives that collectively comprise “best practice” are subject to 

variation over time, changes occurring when certain practices become commonplace, 

with not all of these “best” practices, particularly the “newer” initiatives that need 

time to become established, having significant association with organisational 

performance. 

 

The extent to which all organisations realise “excellence” in precisely the same way is 

countered to some extent by Davies and Kochhar (2002) as referred to in section 2 of 

this literature review.  They suggest associated best practices are those which permit 

organisations to achieve incremental improvement rather than jump radically and 

perhaps unrealistically, towards best in class, indicating further those combinations of 

practices that facilitate such improvement perhaps differ depending upon where an 

organisation is placed on the excellence continuum.  As such, the identification of 

which practices impact most on these key stages within the defined continuum 

represents a future area for potential research in themselves.  This view counters the 

arguably simple definitions used in the deployment of the PILOT and PROBE 

frameworks based on across-the-board levels of practice implementation and 

performance realisation in combination, with Davies and Kochhar (2002) suggesting 

that an individual organisation is more likely to be best placed focussing on a subset 

of practices which have priority for them in their movement from one point to another 

on their excellence journey, without forgetting the need to develop practices in a 

broad way and to take a wider view of performance realisation. 
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They also suggest the implementation is driven by the particular circumstances of 

sector, individual organisational maturity with respect to practice implementation and 

the specific composition of their established initiatives.  Davies and Kochhar (2002) 

suggest any assessment should consider wide-ranging organisational performance 

instead of narrowly focussed measures of achievement.  The latter is supported by 

Meers and Samson (2003), who give recognition to the necessity that these 

developments in practices are not pursued in isolation or merely on intuition.  The 

necessity for wide-ranging organisational information pre-implementation is also 

stressed, covering organisational strategy, culture, internal processes and functions, 

improvement strategies realised, quality-related employee experience and principal 

indicators of organisational performance. 

 

3.4. Organisational challenges 

In order to make significant progress on their development towards excellence 

attainment, certain organisational challenges exist in its underpinning in terms of 

associated practice developments and their execution.   These include organisational 

structure, strategy development, the role of leadership and resistance to change. 

 

3.4.1. Size and Structure 

In terms of excellence achievement, the size and structure of an organisation has a 

role to play.  Chapman and Sloan (1999) identified limited differences in 

organisational size influencing either the reason for, or content of, formal vehicles of 

continuous improvement, but did find that larger organisations made greater use of 

training, awards and promotion of the activities, as well as various techniques, the 

former contradicting Rahman and Tannock (2005) who reported a tangible 

commitment to employee enhancement within the SME sector, whilst de Cerio (2003) 

reported that size defined in terms of site employees and being within a wider 

multinational organisation displaying a positive influence on the effective embedding 

of TQM practices, alongside incidents of significant technological transformation, 

with internal impetus being more influential than factors from outside.  From a 

structural perspective, Bauer et al. (2005) recognise that flatter and less rigid company 

structures facilitate more effective excellence development, contributing in a greater 

way than the roles of leadership, organisational strategy and deployment of 

technology. 
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3.4.2. Organisational Strategy 

The findings relating to the relatively minor part played by clearly considered 

organisational strategies counter the conclusions of Huq (2005) and Zairi (1999), the 

latter through illustration by various examples of best practice, suggests that effective 

strategic implementation comprises development, followed by effectively conveyed 

operation and evaluation.  Saunders et al. (2008) recognise a range of barriers to 

successful strategic implementation, covering aspects of finance relating to both 

internal resources and the external environment, people issues comprising resistance, 

capability and workloads, internal and external communication and finally, challenges 

relating to the generation of different products and their associated production. 

 

3.4.3. Role of leadership and resistance to change 

As well as being a crucial factor in the realisation of organisational excellence, the 

role of senior management is in many cases, an organisational challenge, with 

recognition in the literature both to the positive and negative role that the leadership 

of organisations can play. Soltani et al. (2005) conclude that effective TQM is 

dependent upon the commitment from the highest level of organisational management 

irrespective of the nature of this leadership, contrasting with Martínez-Costa and 

Jiménez-Jiménez (2008) and Idris and Ali (2008) where a “learning style” is 

advocated, but this argument is expanded upon by Soltani et al. (2008), who see this 

absence of enthusiasm as being a product of limited understanding, movement of 

senior staff around roles, loosening of strategies when put into practice, an absence of 

detailed higher management TQM understanding and organisational success being 

achieved in absence of any initiatives being considered or realised. The support of 

senior managers within an organisation sympathetic to, and familiarised with, quality 

with a sympathy towards learning are essential ingredients for effective TQM 

deployment (Rad, 2006), whilst Bhat and Rajashekhar (2009) recognise poor levels of 

commitment from senior managers, an absence of benchmarking to assess against 

regarded best practice and a range of employee challenges related to inadequate 

development and opposition to change as key impediments to the effective embedding 

of TQM. 
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3.5. Leadership, people and performance measurement 

From the assessment of best practice above, senior management’s role within the 

employing organisations, through actions, commitment and visible support, is 

essential to the adoption of quality initiatives and the realisation of best practice, and 

as such, is cited as the major factor in the underpinning of organisational success 

(Kaye and Anderson, 1999; Dayton, 2001; Oakland et al., 2002; Warwood and 

Roberts, 2004; Al-Marri et al., 2007).  Building on from the idea of facilitating an 

organisational climate for learning described by Martínez-Costa and Jiménez-Jiménez 

(2008), Idris and Ali (2008) have identified that learning underpinned leadership in 

combination with the implementation and management of effective organisational 

practices has a positive influence on the financial well being of the organisation.  In 

developing a leadership capability, Sá and Kanji (2003) propose a rounded 

development where excellence in leadership is determined by a number of factors (the 

integration of an organisational vision, mission and strategy underpinned by 

disseminated and understood values), but in the sector evaluated, could be enhanced 

further by leaders exhibiting greater trust and empowerment of their employees, 

whilst Kanji (2008) proposed a model based on these criteria to quantitatively 

measure excellence in leadership.  

 

In terms of enhancing organisational performance, much has been written about the 

impact of “soft” factors.  Lau and Idris (2001) determined the positive bearing of 

various practices on a number of operational and business indicators of performance, 

the main impetus being the culture of the organisation, the levels of trust exhibited 

between different parts of the hierarchy (see Sá and Kanji, 2003) and the commitment 

to employees being located in teams.  The enhancement of business performance 

driven by a range of “soft” initiatives is reported by Abdullah et al. (2009).  These are 

principally around the combined impact of commitment from management, attention 

being placed on the customer and enhanced employees’ participation.  From the 

development perspective of the SME sector, the latter is seen as equally relevant and 

evident as those activities witnessed in bigger organisations (García-Lorenzo et al., 

2000; Rahman and Tannock, 2005).  Moreover, improvements to “internal” quality 

indicators and performance in the market can be driven to a greater extent by “soft” 

practices compared with their “hard” counterparts (Fotopoulos and Psomas, 2009).  

Although both groups of activities have their (combined) place, Yang (2006) stresses 
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the importance of training, enhancement and employee rewards and recognises the 

amalgamation of well deployed HRM practices positively driving effective TQM 

realisation, which in turn, both dovetail to enhance the experiences of employees and 

customers alike.  Training importance is also emphasised by Li et al. (2008), 

alongside the effect of service design on the mind-set of the employee, whilst the 

HRM initiatives described by Yang (2006) also help to raise employee consciousness 

of quality-related matters and their (the employees’) representation of the 

organisation. 

 

In terms of assessing organisational achievement, it is essential that organisations 

consider a range of indicators, which extend beyond the “traditional” and accepted 

financial measures that are both well established and accepted.  Kumar et al. (2008) 

and Kumar et al. (2009a) recognise the precedence in organisations that are highly 

committed to, and successful in, TQM realisation, placing greater emphasis on 

measurement pertaining to processes internal to the organisation and externally, to 

market-based measurement that extends beyond the short-term, as well as those 

measures which focus on the customer, relating to service quality and satisfaction. 

Kristensen and Westlund (2004) point to managerial unawareness of the relative role 

of non-financial information and that an absence of quality and structure within the 

related measurement systems represents a major hurdle to their successful application, 

thus presenting organisations with a practice area that can be radically enhanced, 

alongside an assimilation of the various measurement sources both by nature and 

vertically between those relating to operational and strategic assessment.  

Measurement of performance is viewed by Bauer et al. (2004) as being central to, and 

embedded within, the organisation’s ethos rather than being merely an implemented 

set of practices, and their work has led to the development of a template to assist in 

the evaluation of performance measurement around the essential steps of design, 

actioning, measuring and evaluation, based on recognised best practice.  Caution in 

the implementation of performance systems is a necessity, given the high levels of 

failure around the execution of balanced scorecard initiatives (Neely and Bourne, 

2000), with design and implementation providing two obstacles, the latter being 

hindered by organisational politics and structure pertaining to information sources and 

their management (see Kristensen and Westlund, 2004), together with an absence of 

long-term attention, arguably driven by the desire to achieve fast results.  The lack of 
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organisational achievement or indeed failure here, including the assessment of what to 

measure and how to analyse, is endorsed by Evans (2004), who reports on variation in 

measurement range and its corresponding association with established indicators of 

achievement around the customer, external market and finance.  The shortfall of 

analytical rigour and comparative analysis is also identified here, with particular 

signposting to the desirability of achieving external assessment through 

benchmarking. 

 

3.6. Assessing the association between practice and performance 

Arguably, the fundamental and most understandable reason for investment in 

organisational practices is the eventual realisation of higher levels of organisational, 

and in turn, business performance, be it assessed both internally and externally across 

a (preferably broad) range of measures.  Substantial research exists here considering 

manufacturing (Terziovski and Samson, 2000; Sila and Ebrahimpour, 2005; Lin and 

Chang, 2006), services, both public and private (Oakland and Tanner, 2001), 

assessment of organisational size (Chapman and Sloan, 1999; Terziovski and Samson, 

2000; Rahman and Tannock, 2005), as well as through an extensive consideration of 

specific types of indicators, evaluated so far in this particular literature review. 

 

The broad association is supported by Terziovski and Samson (2000), although this is 

negated for smaller organisations particularly pertaining to quality-related outcomes, 

perhaps due to an inability to allocate the necessary resources in a continued way, 

whilst Hendricks and Singhal (2001) suggest that smaller organisations can realise 

proportionately greater impact on business outcomes through effective embedding of 

these initiatives.  However, organisational senior management is recognised as the 

key driver for a range of performance measures by Hasan and Kerr (2003), with 

satisfied customers and employees playing a recognisable role.  A range of 

performance advantages are identified by Sila and Ebrahimpour (2005), although 

these are influenced directly only by practices centred on leadership and process 

management.  However, indirect influence is also exerted by initiatives relating to 

employees and the management of information. From a manufacturing context, Lin 

and Chang (2006) identify that amongst companies with thoroughly embedded TQM 

practices, achievements are higher across a range of manufacturing and productivity 

measures internally and in terms of the “traditional” indicators of share of market, 
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unit sales and profitability, similar in composition to those highlighted by Sila and 

Ebrahimpour (2005) above, whilst those organisations with better practices are being 

particularly advantaged in terms of being flexible and meeting deliveries.  The holistic 

advantage is endorsed by Yusuf et al. (2007), although caution is communicated in 

the conclusions by referring to the extent of TQM execution and that it cannot deliver 

organisational outcomes in isolation, but can underpin the realisation of enhanced 

services and outputs, which in turn, can lead to enhanced financial attainment.  

Similarly, Kumar et al. (2009b) quantified significance of association across the 

outcome range presented above, with particular impact on operational quality and 

enhanced profitability.  The findings of Kumar et al. (2009b) are tempered with 

recognition regarding the limitations in their analysis, centred on the application of 

scales rather than actual measures.  They further pointed to the desirability for any 

research investigating the nature of this type of association to be able to evaluate 

practice influence over a period of time, preferably pre- and post-TQM realisation, to 

establish the extent of its true effect on performance and sustainable influence beyond 

any immediate bearing. 

 

In terms of differing levels of influence, Prajago and Sohal (2003) recognise the 

greater impact on indicators of quality compared with innovation, whilst they 

acknowledge that the development of better management practices can lead to 

positive outcomes either desired or otherwise.  Brah et al. (2002) have indicated that 

both “hard” and “soft” initiatives in combination afford effective TQM realisation, 

but sectoral position does not influence either the extent of these investments or the 

resultant quality-related achievements.  However, organisational size, the time-

maturity of these practices and associated degree of their embedding do show 

differences in attainment for both initiatives and outcomes.  Nevertheless, the 

arguments relating to maturity are tempered to an extent by Hendricks and Singhal 

(2001), who emphasize the width and depth of its embedding, whilst further defining 

maturity less in terms of time, for which no significance is reported, but instead on 

backing by independent, third parties through realisation of awards.  In their 

assessment of excellence in leadership and its association with organisational 

performance, Oakland and Tanner (2008) identified a significant effect, with 

similarity in influence being realised both organisation-wide and within division.  

This association is pertinent to both public and private organisations, although 
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marginally more gain is realised by the larger participants.  Interestingly, the 

relationships with indicators of performance pertaining to the employee, customer and 

organisations displayed significant association, contrasting with those relating to 

corporate social responsibility, irrespective of sector. 

 

3.7. Research Contribution – excellence attainment, practice and performance 

association 

Using the “service management model” (Voss and Johnson, 1995) as a framework for 

comparison, comprising both indicators of practice and performance and assessing the 

issues of leadership, people and performance measurement as reviewed above, the 

analysis presented within Paper 2 indicates how leading services display wide-ranging 

advantage compared with their counterparts, be they “laggers”, “promising” or 

“vulnerable”.    

 

Before looking at differences in profile here, it is worth considering the definitions 

attached to the overall diagnosis afforded by PILOT.  It is obvious to see in Paper 2, 

why reference is made to the groups referred to as “leaders” or “laggers”.  Likewise, 

the use of the diagnosis “vulnerable” is also reasonable, given that these organisations 

are achieving at the point of evaluation, high levels of performance, without the 

support of effective business practices, the vulnerability being around how sustainable 

these achievements are likely to be (see 4.5 for suggestions for future research around 

re-assessment).  In contrast, the diagnosis of “promising” is worth both consideration 

and challenge, in that the constituent organisations have good practices, but have only 

seen modest organisational performance.  To some extent, this could lead to a 

challenge that those initiatives where effective implementation has taken place are not 

particularly effective drivers of performance, but further scrutiny of the definition 

provided by Hanson et al. (1994:8) highlights the key word “yet” with regard to 

performance realisation, pointing implicitly to the need for practice maturity, time for 

impact or the need for ongoing internal developments.  Moreover, the same authors 

make use of the term “inhibited” (p17) for these organisations, which alongside a 

definition such as “under achieving” may in hindsight, be a better label for this group. 

 

In terms of the contribution to knowledge made by Paper 2, the implications for the 

“lagging” organisations are unambiguous; broad and comprehensive improvements 
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are necessary given the extent of the relative disadvantages presented, although 

priorities exist and have been identified in terms of measurement, innovation and 

people strategies.  Whilst the leaders display widespread advantage as highlighted, 

their relative shortcomings are also presented, particularly for the need to introduce 

various measurement systems with an external context, considering performance 

measurement, customers and benchmarking, limitations consistent with some of those 

recognised in more recent literature (Evans, 2004; Kristensen and Westlund, 2004; 

Bhat and Rajashekhar, 2009; Kumar et al., 2009a).  These organisations need to give 

focus to employee satisfaction given the potential benefit to employee retention and 

improved customer relations (see later in the literature review) and longer term 

“business” achievement (Zairi et al., 1994; Oakland and Oakland, 1998) and address 

corporate social responsibility performance, given it affords an opportunity to engage 

and enthuse employees, particularly in the public services (Dewhurst et al., 1999), 

whilst Prabhu et al. (2002) show that the public services are relatively better placed 

here compared with the private services.  However, Paper 2 does indicate the relative 

advantage of the professional/consultancy services, particularly over their public 

sector counterparts (Prabhu et al., 2002), as well as the relative consistency within 

each sector pertaining to organisational achievement and challenges. 

 

Moreover, a clear and statistically significant aggregate score association between 

practice and performance has also been demonstrated, although like Brah et al. (2002) 

and Lin and Chang (2006), association between individual initiative execution and 

outcomes wasn’t assessed within this paper, perhaps not taking full advantage of the 

opportunities afforded by the employed metric (Davies and Kochhar, 2002), although 

this has been achieved elsewhere within this submission, Papers 3 and 5 being 

examples. 

 

The inclusion of discriminant analysis within Paper 2 was used to identify either the 

breadth or focus of the advantage held by the respective practice and performance 

leaders, and in doing so, recognised the former, although equally, the approach could 

have been applied to identify which subset of practices combine to predict overall 

achievement status, which arguably could have practical benefits in leading to the 

development and potential future implementation of a simpler diagnostic tool.  Its 

inclusion with respect to the former was in response to my research colleagues asking 
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if there were certain “killer questions” that in combination explained overall practice 

and performance attainment respectively. 

 

Region-wide, measurement and innovation represented two areas for immediate 

priority, where a major goal for organisations seeking to become more innovative is 

the extensive engagement of their employees across the organisation in this process, 

although as Tonnessen (2005) recognises, such a situation is a target everywhere 

perhaps for the distant future, whilst embedded quality practices have the potential to 

enable organisations to become more innovative, as could superior achievements in 

quality output (Prajogo and Sohal, 2003).   This significant association between 

quality practice levels and outputs related to quality is endorsed within Paper 4. 

Where the need or opportunity to be radically innovative is not relevant, alternative 

focus should be given to boosting customer relations, although in time, this could 

enhance the former (Pinho, 2008).  The potential for intra-regional support being 

welcomed is highlighted in Paper 2, given the sense of reality and honesty displayed 

amongst the non-leading organisations regarding perceived competitiveness and 

necessity for action.  This is despite the lack of applicability of the benchmarking 

frameworks available to certain organisations seeking such support in more recent 

times, contrary to increased organisational interest and demand, as well as available 

expertise within the various support groups and agencies (Jaques and Povey, 2007).  

A further and important contribution of this research submission is the demonstrations 

of enthusiasm amongst new benchmarkees for meeting, learning and changing, with 

few being deterred by the diagnosis provided, however blunt the assessment in terms 

of detail or definition (see criticisms made by New and Szwejczewski, 1995).  Mutual 

organisational support and initiatives set up by the state, particularly for SMEs and 

especially those geared towards making best practice adoption more financially 

viable, are proposed by de Cerio (2003), this subsequent recommendation being in 

line with the overall objectives of the regional competitiveness project on which this 

research submission is based. 

 

The analysis in Paper 2 identifies the relative closeness of those classified as 

“promising”, who are nearer in terms of performance to the “leaders”, hence 

suggesting they are developing as organisations, but require time and associated 

ongoing evaluation to ensure practice maturity (hence the importance of the term 
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“yet” in their diagnosis definition, see earlier comments above) and associated 

(potential) realisation of improved organisational outcomes (Kumar et al., 2009b), 

although limitations exist in the regional profile determined given the non-

measurement of practice time-maturity, alongside the specific scheduling of practice 

implementation within the organisations being limitations identified in such 

instruments (Davies and Kochhar, 2002), whilst any generic recommendation is 

tempered by the suggestions of Warwood and Roberts (2004) who point to 

organisational priorities being subject to change depending upon the length of 

engagement with the quality/excellence agenda.  This subsequent research does point 

to a key limitation of the work in this submission reflecting assessment being made at 

one point in time only, thus not permitting any longitudinal assessment of the impact 

of practice maturity on performance. 

 

In terms of focussing on the association between specific measures, Paper 3 considers 

maintenance practices within the manufacturing sector and the level of association 

with key performance indicators, suggesting that apart from perhaps the leading 

manufacturers and larger organisations, this has been less embedded compared with 

other related practices, and as such, represents a sectoral weakness.  This represents 

an important contribution to research, given its focus on operational activities that 

play a vital role within a manufacturing context, which are often ignored or devalued 

within the wider deployment of benchmarking (Davies and Kochhar, 1999).  This 

message provided by Paper 3 relates to most of the region’s manufacturing base, 

irrespective of industrial background.  It is particularly relevant to the significant 

proportion of SMEs within the sector, given their contribution to both the sectoral and 

regional economy and because they feature disproportionately amongst the “lagging” 

manufacturers, although resources could potentially remain an obstruction to the 

smaller manufacturers regarding continual practice support, a challenge identified by 

Terziovski and Samson (2000).  Paper 3 suggests the level of maintenance 

implementation represents a “significant” indicator of the overall adoption of good 

operational practices.  The findings are endorsed by Yarrow et al. (2000) who 

recognise maintenance adoption as part of a suite of relatively poorly developed, 

inter-related (in the functional rather than statistical sense) “core processes”, which 

combine to associate with relatively poor attainment in internal performance and 

external customer perception of the manufacturers assessed. 
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The need to establish a range of practices (“width”) in a highly embedded way 

(“depth”) is advocated by Laugen et al. (2005) (see also Hendricks and Singhal, 

2001), the former recognising both attributes in the better performing manufacturing 

organisations.  Laugen et al. (2005) also recognise that such manufacturers are 

dedicated to supporting such initiatives irrespective of immediate impact, practice 

range being preferable over isolated ad-hoc developments being consistent with the 

findings presented within Yarrow et al. (2000), Paper 3 and Yusuf et al. (2007), 

whilst the impact of production initiatives on “business” performance indicators 

presented in Yarrow et al. (2000) and Paper 3 provide empirical support for the 

recommendations of Davies and Kochhar (1999) to benchmark the “less glamorous” 

operational activities and in terms of associations identified, upheld by the later work 

of Lin and Chang (2006). 

 

After considering the various associations between practice and performance internal 

to the organisation, Paper 4 evaluates the association between best practice and both 

internal and external performance.  Whilst the data afforded the opportunity to assess 

the associations between organisational practices and various indicators of 

performance, internal and external, recognition was given to the scale and complexity 

of the practice data, and as such, an established process of data simplification and 

reduction through factor analysis (Field, 2000:423-470) was employed, alongside the 

use of Chronbach alpha coefficients to assess internal factor consistency (Bryman and 

Cramer, 1990:70-72) consistent with that used in various TQM and excellence related 

studies (Brah et al., 2002; Hasan and Kerr, 2003).  An interesting contribution of 

Paper 4 was that a factor explicitly representing “leadership” didn’t emerge from this 

analysis, instead being subsumed within the relevant “functional” enablers.  This is in 

clear contradiction to a substantial component of the established literature that stresses 

the importance and significance of this broad practice area on organisational 

achievement (Sila and Ebrahimpour, 2005; Oakland et al., 2008 being examples).   

The analysis in Paper 4 supports the supposition that a range of practices, exhibit 

intuitive association with various measures of performance, thus according with Lin 

and Chang (2006) in terms of higher performance being driven by effective practices 

and being realised across various categories of indicator, the significant associations 
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between practices and performance indicators relating to quality described earlier in 

this literature review being examples. 

 

An important outcome of the analysis is the identification of the most clear-cut 

associations being centred on operational performance, suggesting that organisational 

practices can have greatest effect on those performance indicators within the control 

of the organisation.  The links with business performance are recognisable, typically 

being centred on associations involving people strategies and quality systems, thus 

providing substantial quantitative support for the role played by “soft” as well as 

“hard” practices (Brah et al., 2002; Fotopoulos and Psomas, 2009; Abdullah et al., 

2009).  The associations with the “external” achievements assessed are seen in Paper 

4 to be relatively limited, and thus to some extent, the conclusions drawn from this 

evaluation challenge any potential simplicity in the argument that established 

organisational practices have to the impetus to deliver clear-cut impact across a wide 

range of performance measures.  This may further suggest that their adoption can only 

partially influence those measures of performance that are subject to the external 

environment in which the organisation operates.  In short, an important contribution to 

knowledge provided by this analysis is the recognisable order of influence well-

established business practices have on subsequent organisational performance.  It is 

also important to recognise certain limitations within this analysis, given the trend 

nature of the available data, rather than measures of an actual form.  The assessment 

presented also considers only a single, specific point in time, rather than a period, 

perhaps suppressing any potential significance being identified or TQM sustainability 

being evaluated, including assessing the association between changes in various 

measures across the considered time periods (van der Wiele et al., 2002; Kumar et al., 

2009b) and thus, stressing the need to assess in the longitudinal sense (see section 4 of 

this submission). 

 

3.8. Assessing the links between organisational excellence and corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) performance 

The nature and extent of the connection between organisational strategies or practices 

and both operational and business indicators of performance has been evaluated so far 

in the literature review in various contexts, both holistically and through consideration 

of specific measures.  The assessment of performance, however, can extend “beyond” 
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(Jonker, 2002) the confines of the organisation, where leading organisations 

potentially consider their role in, and the opinion of, their external society as crucial to 

their ongoing achievements and are committed to using a range of performance 

indicators in its assessment (Zairi and Peters, 2002).  An organisation’s quest to 

achieve excellence is seen as being fluid, given the ongoing recalibration of its 

definition, driven ever increasingly by external expectations and their enhanced role 

compared with previously established institutions (Jonker, 2002).  The MBNQA 

(Baldrige award) assesses the role of organisations to the wider society under “public 

responsibility and corporate citizenship”, within its leadership criteria, whilst the 

EFQM has a results component “impact on society” (although subsequently renamed 

“society results”), Porter and Tanner (2004:173) indicating the marginally greater and 

explicit dominance of the latter within the respective frameworks. 

 

The commonality and consistency between TQM realisation and corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) achievement is acknowledged by Ghobadian et al. (2007), albeit 

without the two disciplines necessarily being formally related, pointing to both 

frameworks attempting to find equilibrium between organisational profitability and 

behaving appropriately both internally and externally. McAdam and Leonard (2003) 

conclude that performance in the latter can improve at a faster rate if it can be built 

into existing TQM frameworks, although as Ghobadian et al. (2007) suggest, the 

latter is not in a position to evolve naturally without organisational intervention, 

which may involve adaptation of various TQM initiatives already in place.  Zur et al. 

(2009) has determined that CSR performance relates not in a direct sense to the 

performance of the organisation, but via cost or market oriented “positional 

advantage”.  In terms of benefit to organisations, Sureshchandar et al. (2002) in their 

large scale, banking sector study, determined that performance in social responsibility 

links positively to a range of service quality dimensions as perceived by the customer, 

perhaps suggesting organisations equipped to achieve in the former have in general 

more external motivation and a predisposition towards the latter. 

 

3.9. Research Contribution - excellence attainment and CSR performance 

association 

Paper 5 assesses quantitatively how sector, organisational achievement in terms of 

excellence attainment and organisational size are associated with external CSR 
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performance via the regional studies that form this PhD submission.  Its key 

contribution to knowledge is this evaluation across two large sector-based data sets, 

considering both manufacturing and service. 

 

In terms of findings, broad similarity in CSR performance is reported between 

manufacturing and service.  Both sectors in absolute terms have scope for further 

achievement, and thus exhibiting, better external commitment.  The attainment in 

terms of excellence displays some association with CSR performance, being holistic 

in nature but marginally more practice rather than performance influenced, where 

practices related to “organisational culture” exhibit recognisable association, showing 

some empirical support for the ideas presented by Ghobadian et al. (2007), who point 

to potentially desirable developments in particular relating to the individual including 

the specifics of their training provision. 

 

In the quantitative evaluations of the Baldrige (Badri et al., 2006; Jayamaha et al., 

2008) and EFQM awards (Bou-Llusar et al., 2005), the overall association between 

practices and outcomes was verified, the significance and importance of leadership 

being endorsed by both studies.  In terms of the EFQM assessment, the association 

between each of the “enablers” was found to be significant with each category of 

“results”, although significance was relatively weaker with “society results”, 

compared with those relating to employees and customers (Bou-Llusar et al., 2005). 

The findings of Oakland and Tanner (2008) are less clear-cut, who report that whilst 

excellence in leadership positively associates with outcomes relating to employees 

and customers, its association by comparison with CSR achievements is recognisably 

less.  The subsequent work presented both by Bou-Llusar et al. (2005) and Oakland 

and Tanner (2008) demonstrates consistency with the earlier contribution made by 

Paper 5 in terms of ordering the relative impact of business practices on assessment of 

performance in a relatively similar way.   

 

Clearly, any achievement here has to be underpinned and supported by effective 

measurement processes, which are central to, rather than a “bolt-on” to those systems 

employed within the principal business.  Acceptance is made that engagement in CSR 

activities may not necessarily impact positively on all established indicators of 

organisational achievement (Pedersen and Neergaard, 2008), whilst Sharma and 
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Talwar (2005), through recognition of the greater prioritisation that is likely to be 

given to these related activities, have called for associated performance measures to 

be embedded and for organisations to recognise the concept of the “multiple bottom 

line” in their performance assessment. 

 

Differences, reported in Paper 5, relating to organisational size within both 

manufacturing and service are more recognisable than differences between the two 

sectors or between levels of achievement made in terms of realising excellence, with 

medium and larger organisations (defined by number of site based employees) 

displaying higher CSR attainment levels, consistent perhaps with resource volume, 

enhanced regional prominence and associated external expectation of their role.  This 

resonates and shows some comparability with Moore (2001) who defines size by 

monetary turnover and in accordance with Brammer and Millington (2006) who refer 

to total assets, in studies that are generally more restricted in their consideration 

assessing CSR performance against financial attainment only.  From a broader 

perspective of organisational attainment, the levels of CSR achievement identified 

within this regional study (Paper 5) highlight the relative weakness of both the 

region’s “best” and “most challenged” as gauged by TQM implementation, relative to 

elsewhere in the UK (see comparison with Hanson et al., 1996 within Paper 5).  

Clearly, this earlier work and that presented in Paper 5 have sought to assess the 

impact on CSR of business performance that extends beyond the established financial 

drivers that play a part in a substantial proportion of the literature in this area, this 

alongside the demonstration of the greater role played by size, being key contributions 

of the work presented in this paper. 

 

The differences in attainment between internal and CSR performance across both 

sectors provide an important contribution to knowledge by showing the extent of the 

lag in consideration and attainment, as well as providing quantitative confirmation to 

the idea proposed by Ghobadian et al. (2007), who recognise lower maturity levels in 

the latter, whilst employee practices, particularly those focussed on training offer an 

opportunity to engage the individual to participate in these initiatives, the latter 

according with the marginally stronger association identified within Paper 5 relating 

to “organisational culture”, as indicated above.  Nevertheless, Oakland and Tanner’s 

(2008) finding would suggest practices centred on enhancing leadership are perhaps 
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more geared to realising “traditional” stakeholder outcomes pertaining to the 

customer and employee.  In the region’s public services, there is relatively greater 

attainment (Prabhu et al., 2002); consistent perhaps with such organisations 

supporting staff in CSR related activities as an effective mechanism for employee 

stimulus (Dewhurst et al., 1999).  This supports the training proposals of Ghobadian 

et al. (2007), as well as the greater levels of attention placed on them within the 

region (see Brammer and Millington, 2006 regarding “visibility”).  The regional 

recognition that a significant proportion of both manufacturing and service 

organisations have not moved beyond regulatory conformity in this area reinforces the 

view of Zairi and Peters (2002) that without compulsory systems, it will be difficult to 

move organisations from this point.  

 

3.10. Additional considerations relating to organisational achievement in CSR 

Without considering the age of the data, certain limitations are inherent in the analysis 

presented in Paper 5.  These relate to the range of measures, the absence of data in 

longitudinal form (the regional studies providing data from a single time point of 

measurement) and the lack of opportunity to assess association between CSR 

performance and the extent of its potential influence on performance in “traditional” 

financial terms (see Moore, 2001) and in doing so, evaluate the assertion alluded to by 

Zairi and Peters (2002) that performance in the former has a long term positive impact 

on the latter. Moreover, as economic circumstances have become more challenging 

(McAdam and Leonard, 2003), it would be interesting to see, had the data been part of 

a longitudinal study, if the level of CSR attainment, modest as it is regionally, has 

been sustained within the region providing the study.   

 

The impact of CSR performance with organisational outcomes of a financial nature 

has been assessed empirically and across a range of measures in the literature.  

Despite the recognisable absence in consistency in reporting environmental practices 

and the established challenge and limitation of overcoming the differences in time 

between practice realisation and the resultant impact or otherwise on achievement, 

Montaban et al. (2006) identified a number of environmental management initiatives 

that exhibited positive association with measures of performance, especially those 

centred on innovation of products and processes. In arguably a more narrowly defined 

way, and specifically through the assessment of performance in the stock market 
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against financial donations to charity, Brammer and Millington (2008) found a non-

linear association where those with the higher performance in the former have 

extremes of performance in the latter, with the better social performers exhibiting 

long term financial success (see Zairi and Peters, 2002) and those with limited CSR 

commitment displaying greater short term performance.  As well as linking CSR 

performance to financial size, Moore (2001) also found higher CSR performance 

follows good financial performance, with the converse not being realised.  However, 

the data considered here were limited both by sample size and number of points of 

measurement.  McGuire et al. (1988) determined that both financial performance and 

financial indicators of risk combined to explain levels of CSR investment.  Arguably, 

the differences in outcomes recognised here and the absence of definite evidence of 

high achievement in “external” performance being of “traditionally” tangible 

advantage to the participating organisations are potential deterrents for a number of 

organisations investing in activities in any way that radically takes them beyond their 

legal duty.  This could, however, be tempered in the longer term by organisations 

placing associated evaluations within their most central of activities (Pedersen and 

Neergaard, 2008) and being more rounded in their assessments (Sharma and Talwar, 

2005). 

 

3.11. Assessing the association with excellence achievement and the satisfaction 

of customers and employees 

As indicated earlier, this section of the review provides a synthesis of the findings 

presented in Paper 6, Yarrow et al. (2004b) and Paper 7 pertaining to the assessment 

of excellence in the college sector alongside satisfaction levels exhibited by both 

learners and employees with academic literature in the associated areas.  The aspects 

of the review pertaining to the former are typically sector-specific, whilst 

consideration of employee satisfaction and the role of the employee in supporting and 

participating in the various organisational improvement initiatives are more general in 

their considerations. 

 

3.12. Customer satisfaction – education providers and beyond 

Extensive research exists pertaining to the education sector’s experience of quality 

and improvement including the implementation of benchmarking interventions 

relating to both curricula and organisations (Jackson, 2001), excellence frameworks 
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(Davies et al., 2007) and the capture and assessment of student feedback (Rowley, 

2003; Douglas et al., 2006).  These initiatives cover the dual goals of both learner 

experience and organisational enhancement and are arguably driven by sector 

marketisation and increased government accountability (Hides et al., 2004), with the 

role of students/learners as “customers” becoming more commonplace.  With regard 

to this, recognition is given by Douglas et al. (2006) who refer to such a definition 

being in place from the early 1990s, McAdam and Welsh (2000) identified that 

students are perceived by colleges as their modal “customer” group, whilst Eagle and 

Brennan (2007) advocate a balanced “client” definition that allows organisations to 

embrace the principles of “customer orientation”, without fully compromising 

academic traditions. 

 

In the collection and assessment of “customer” feedback in this context, Rowley 

(2003) proposed the necessity to afford students with feedback mechanisms relating 

to satisfaction, but without being prescriptive, assessed the advantages and challenges 

in moving beyond standard (institutional level) mechanisms, providing both scaled 

and narrative responses and involving delivering academics in its evaluation as 

appropriate.  Rowley (2003) identified such mechanisms as forming one part of a 

suite of institutional survey instruments that exist together, whilst McAdam and 

Welsh’s (2000) further education college survey reports the paramount institutional 

importance placed on the collection of such feedback.  Aldridge and Rowley (1998) 

presented a “negative quality model” as a response framework that gives perspective 

to and provides a response mechanism and vehicle for determining organisational 

priorities in answer to the various feedback sources that have identified 

dissatisfaction.  

 

In terms of customer/learner priorities, each of the studies below considered large-

scale surveys, Hill et al. (2003) aside which involved focus groups.  The former are 

based on sole institutions permitting intra-organisation generalisability, but arguably 

being of potential for resonance across the respective education sectors. Douglas et al. 

(2006), suggest that most “customer” emphasis is placed on the learning experience 

and supporting learning infrastructure, with a similar profile for both full and part-

time students.  The least importance is given to the institution’s physical provision, 

especially the more cosmetic aspects.  Nadiri et al. (2009) provide contradictory 
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evidence regarding the impact of the physical attributes on the perceived attainment of 

service quality, whilst to a certain extent, elements of both arguments given above can 

be seen in the findings from Kuo and Ye (2009) who report significant association 

between both establishment image and quality of service with satisfaction, but 

interestingly not with customer loyalty in a direct manner.  From a postgraduate 

perspective, Angell et al. (2008) stress the emphasis on programme provision 

alongside contacts with external business, whilst Hill et al. (2003) report the greatest 

importance being attached to academic’s quality, defined in terms of delivery, 

feedback and client relationship, as well as the role played for the learner by internal 

and external support provision.  Whilst the institutions have a clear role in initiating 

improvements and enhancing customer satisfaction, the students as customers, can 

enhance their own levels of satisfaction by developing an understanding of the 

necessary processes and services through appropriate levels of interest and 

engagement (Nasser et al., 2008).   

 

From an organisational perspective, Koch (2003) and Quinn et al. (2009) through 

reference to previous literature, refer to the cultural and structural uniqueness of the 

HE location making adoption of quality frameworks relatively more challenging, with 

Hides et al. (2004) recognising the catch up required by this sector, but also 

signposting the opportunities for learning from elsewhere in the public sector where 

such investments and corresponding rewards have been realised.  Quinn et al. (2009) 

identified that success has been achieved in the support areas of such institutions 

rather than in the academic components, but this if successful for the former; it may 

act as a launch pad institution wide.  Whilst such interventions are seen as beneficial, 

avoidance of the key components of the business provision is arguably a spurned 

opportunity for an organisation’s development (Koch, 2003).  In their assessment of 

EFQM implementation within HEIs, Davies et al. (2007) recognise that managerial 

interventions have the potential for employee opposition, but achievement could be 

possible if collegiality and leadership were somehow dovetailed.  Where success has 

been achieved, Davies et al. (2007) have revealed through case study investigation, 

that differing levels of organisational achievement and a range of approaches and 

hurdles, that emphasis was given to organisational culture, success being achieved in 

an encouraging organisation where teamwork was promoted and where workshops 
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were used to facilitate EFQM implementation and training aids were put in sectoral 

context.  

 

Yarrow et al. (2004b) combine organisational assessment in a college setting with 

“stakeholder” feedback by linking learner and employee satisfaction to the 

benchmarking diagnosis afforded to their constituent colleges (see Paper 6). The 

importance of this research and the “newness” of its contribution centres on the 

unique linkage of organisational assessment with the feedback provided in terms of 

satisfaction by two of its key stakeholder groups; the customers and employees, 

making it distinct from the other research contributions considered here where 

evaluation is based on a single measurement source.  With respect to learner 

satisfaction, assessment involved scaled data with large participation from a number 

of colleges, with positive feedback identified centring on the teaching environment 

and academic and supporting guidance given to the learners, thus showing positivity 

in the area of greatest importance identified and consistency of method implemented 

by Douglas et al. (2006) and Angell et al. (2008), whilst challenges are indicated with 

respect to organisational infrastructure (see importance identified by Naidiri et al, 

2009; Kuo and Ye, 2009) and communication. 

 

In terms of how the college’s excellence status associates with learner satisfaction, 

Yarrow et al. (2004b) identified that leadership and performance management 

practices associated positively, but surprising negative association exists with levels 

of service process (the opposite being in evidence for the employees), suggesting that 

successfully established processes do benefit certain stakeholders, evidence is also 

given in Paper 7, but this, by accident hopefully rather than intent, has been at the 

expense of the institutions’ customers.  This is a significant finding in that it counters 

the established view that organisations that embed and can demonstrate effective 

operational systems are likely to satisfy their key stakeholder groups.   

 

Recognising the association with leadership above, management influence on 

customer orientation, established through the supervision of employees at the 

customer boundary is affected significantly through a suite of characteristics defined 

as “behaviours”, “approaches” and “attributes” by Strong (2006).  Here, weak, but 

statistically significant association in terms of managerial “commitment”, “style”, 
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“values” and “passion”, act in combination to affect such orientation.  Sureshchandar 

et al. (2002) recognise “service culture”, embracing a number of employee-centred 

characteristics demonstrated by responsive, team players with outward focus and a 

sense of ownership, to be the most significant enabler of multi-factor service quality 

(as defined by Sureshchandar et al., 2001a in Sureshchandar et al., 2002) and 

advocate that the “soft” elements of total quality dominate their “hard” counterparts in 

stimulating positive customer perception of quality provision in the service context.  

With respect to the interface between employees and customer, Hansemark and 

Albinson (2004) through a small number of interviews specific to one sector, identify 

parallels in the factors driving both satisfaction and customer retention, based on 

positive relationships defined by two-way confidence and discourse between 

customer and service provider, with ability of the latter to provide service and take 

care of potential complaints.  Any simplicity in these links are challenged by Cai 

(2009) who recognises the constructive effect on customers of effectively embedded 

relationship strategies and a positive orientation towards customers by the 

organisation.  However, greater priority (in the manufacturing context examined) is 

seen to be given by customers to performance in production, and without such 

recognisable and understood achievements, superior customer satisfaction will not be 

realised, irrespective of orientation towards the customer, levels of service strategy or 

the quality of the interface between customer and organisation.  Likewise, Little and 

Dean (2006) defined “service climate” as a measure of how employees perceive the 

way in which the organisation is conditioned towards the service of its customers and 

its associated quality, finding impetus for its realisation from the part played by 

management, feedback from customers and internal HR developments, but little 

influence from orientation towards customers, suggesting perhaps that the links 

between organisational strategies, including those specifically centred on the 

customer, with customer satisfaction as a primary performance goal, to be neither 

direct nor guaranteed to be effective. 

 

3.13. The customer experience – differences between expectation and 

experience 

As well as consideration of the organisational drivers of customer focus and the 

associated customer experience, attention can also be given to an assessment of the 

recipient experience from a service perspective in terms of their pre-defined 



- 66 - 

 

expectations and the extent to which the service provider meets or exceeds these, and 

in turn, satisfies them (i.e. the customer) in the process.  By looking at these two 

customer measures, an evaluation of service quality can be defined and evaluated in 

terms of the distance between pre-determined customer expectation and their 

associated assessment or understanding of the actual service provided.  An assessment 

of the distance between perception and expectation forms the basis of the 

SERVQUAL framework developed by Parasuraman et al. (1985) across a focussed 

and manageable range of customer assessed measures.   

 

In terms of the assessment of customer satisfaction presented earlier within this 

literature review, a number of authors have applied or made reference to the use of all 

or part the SERVQUAL framework with various educational institutions (Kuo and 

Ye, 2009; Nadiri et al., 2009; Quinn et al., 2009). In terms of providing a critical 

assessment of its suitability, Nadiri et al. (2009) question the attention given to 

expectation in service assessment, preferring to concentrate only on performance, an 

approach supported by Kuo and Ye (2009), both seeing customers within an 

educational environment having fluid expectations driven by ongoing service 

experiences and their timeframe within the assessed service environment.  In contrast, 

Quinn et al. (2009) reports on positive SERVQUAL interventions in this arena, both 

in terms of direct and support service provision, whilst Sureshchander et al. (2002) 

credits the framework for providing an accurate assessment of service quality 

holistically, despite the absence of measurement for certain service attributes. 

 

In contrast, the work undertaken by Hill et al. (2003), Douglas et al. (2006), Eagle 

and Brennan (2007) and Nasser et al. (2008) and reviewed above has involved 

alternative, customised or bespoke approaches to customer satisfaction assessment, 

with a clear rationale of the measures adopted being derived from their respective 

assessments of the literature.  The work presented in Paper 7 and Yarrow et al. 

(2004b) also make use of study specific questionnaires to assess stakeholder priority 

and satisfaction, and as such, represent the topical issues of the sector, perhaps at the 

expense of wider generalisability, thus being open to the criticisms made by Dotchin 

and Oakland (1994b), who also recognise that the research presented Parasuraman et 

al. (1985) sought general, rather than customised, assessment of the service 

experience.  The components of the questionnaires implemented within Yarrow et al. 
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(2004b), assess from a learner (customer) perspective, satisfaction levels covering a 

range of issues that arguably could be aligned to components defined as “tangibles”, 

“reliability”, “responsiveness” and “empathy” within SERVQUAL, without seeking 

to replicate the work presented by Parasuraman et al. (1985, 1988) either implicitly or 

explicitly, implementation of the latter being presented for example by Dotchin and 

Oakland (1994c).  The study reported in Paper 7 and Yarrow et al. (2004b), does 

however, provide an assessment of a number of comparable service experiences, 

albeit from a bespoke, sectoral perspective and provide credible assessment of the 

levels of constituent satisfaction, as demonstrated by the number of responding 

learners and employees within these constituent studies, as well as the opportunity to 

link this to an assessment of the achievement of the parent organisation, the latter 

being key to the novelty, importance and value of these two publications. 

 

An associated contribution to the area of service quality and its assessment to that 

provided by Parasuraman et al. (1995, 1988) can be found in the suite of sequential 

publications presented by Dotchin and Oakland (1994a, 1994b, 1994c), which applies 

the framework proposed by the former.  Dotchin and Oakland begin by giving 

definition to the various services that are in existence, before providing an evaluation 

of the quality drivers, characteristics and measurement frameworks that are associated 

with the assessment of service provision and finishing by assessing the relative 

differences in how the quality of this service provision is perceived depending upon 

the characteristics of the service being evaluated. 

 

Dotchin and Oakland (1994a) have considered through established literature and 

subsequent assessment of a number of service scenarios, a range of service 

characteristics based upon the relative cost of employee input, customer interface and 

intervention with the service provider, the extent to which the service is made bespoke 

to the customer, the tangibility of the service and the nature of its direct beneficiary.  

From this, five homogeneous service clusters emerge; “mass services”, “personal 

services”, “professional services”, “service factory” and “service shop”.  Recognition 

is given within Dotchin and Oakland (1994a) that each of the five clusters may be 

subject to variation in the perception of the service quality that they provide, although 

these groups are subsequently used within Dotchin and Oakland (1994c) as a basis for 

perception comparison. 
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Moving on from this, Dotchin and Oakland (1994b) assesses the benefits and 

limitations of the SERVQUAL tool.  In terms of its positives, the framework is seen 

to provide a generalised assessment of service quality perception using a manageable 

number of scales covering a focussed suite of dimensions.  Dotchin and Oakland 

(1994b) were critical of this work in terms of the limited diversity within the 

categories of service providers assessed in the development of the framework, with 

specific limited consideration of service providers who have higher levels of contact 

or involvement from their customer base or modifications to the services provided, 

this being in accordance with the reservations highlighted by Nadiri et al. (2009) 

about SERVQUAL being non-generic.  The former also point to how the inclusion of 

professional service providers, whose work typically involves expanding upon the 

service features critiqued immediately above, may potentially have led to alternative 

framework dimensions, whilst also recognising other adaptations of the framework, 

for example, the assessment of industrial services, through substitution of specific 

measures (Keirl and Mitchell, 1990; in Dotchin and Oakland, 1994b) has also taken 

place. 

 

Practical challenges are pointed to by Dotchin and Oakland (1994c) with regard to 

respondent handling of questions including negativity in their phrasing, together with 

associated intricacy, whilst perception range across an individually assessed 

organisation providing a service is also seen to expose understandable practical 

challenges, given the number of distinct service providers within.  In terms of the 

former, recognition is also given to this by Parasuraman et al. (1991) in their own re-

appraisal of the model, alongside their recognition of the need to re-package certain 

questions. 

 

Furthermore, Dotchin and Oakland (1994c) recognise the limitation of SERVQUAL 

in not assessing quality from a technical or content perspective (see Sureshchander et 

al., 2002), but instead evaluating the service deliverer, further pointing to a decrease 

in the relevance of the latter, when the former is either not established or has not been 

presented, thus effectively signposting the desirability to assess both components of 

the service experience in parallel.  Recognition is also given by Dotchin and Oakland 

(1994c) for the necessity for an assessment of quality to employ feature-specific 



- 69 - 

 

scales, which extend beyond the Likert-type employed within the framework, a 

criticism in terms of service features evaluated and associated scales adopted that 

could perhaps easily be extended to the sectoral work presented in Paper 7 and 

Yarrow et al. (2004b) which form part of this PhD submission, as well as elsewhere.  

For example, Parasuraman et al. (1994), through empirical evidence, suggested that 

adoption of semantic differentials instead of Likert scales could provide a more 

accurate evaluation of their model’s expectation and perception assessments. 

 

In terms of their empirical findings, Dotchin and Oakland (1994c) do report a number 

of specific differences according to the nature of the service provided, as well as the 

association between importance given and quality perceived being negative in 

direction, with the values of the former dependent on the extent of the realisation of 

the latter, the need for customer quality evaluation to involve a range of distinct 

measurements and that these measurements should be assessed both individually and 

in combination. 

 

In terms of the contribution of this PhD submission, Paper 7 defines, applies and 

interprets the “gap” between importance and satisfaction covering employees, whilst 

(Yarrow et al., 2004b) deals with customers (learners in the specific context 

considered) primarily from the standpoint of satisfaction, with limited holistic 

assessment of perception and potential service recommendation.  With regard to Paper 

7, this “gap” assessment exhibits similarities with the analysis that underpins the 

SERVQUAL framework, although in the latter, an overall evaluation is taken into 

account through weighting by the relative importance levels assigned by the 

respondents (Parasuraman et al., 1994). 

 

 In taking the approach presented within Paper 7, no consideration has been given to 

the potential existence of the negative relationship between the two assessments by 

service feature, as identified by Dotchin and Oakland (1994b). However, by 

considering importance level and the associated “gap” and evaluating this in 

aggregate form for the responding groups of employees and customers, the work 

presented in Paper 7 has enabled an assessment of its association with organisational 

status, defined by a wide-ranging, benchmarked diagnosis, thus moving the analysis 

beyond a one-dimensional assessment of importance versus expectation.  By doing 
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this, the analysis presented in Paper 7, alongside that in Yarrow et al. (2004b) has 

given an indication of the extent to which organisational development of thorough 

business practice and any associated realisation of enhanced performance can 

influence key stakeholder perception, hence providing a different and clear 

knowledge contribution.  In presenting these findings, this provision, with its parallel 

assessment, does offer an alternative insight to that presented elsewhere in this 

literature its dual evaluation of organisation and customer having similarity with 

Sureshchandar et al. (2002), but contrasting say with that of Strong (2006), Little and 

Dean (2006) and Cai (2009) where the assessment of organisational practice and 

customer achievement has been taken from the service provider perspective (be it 

managers or customer-interface employees) only.   

 

3.14. The employee – engagement in organisational improvement and 

associated satisfaction 

There is visible academic discussion considering the role of the employee in the 

organisational quest for excellence.  This role can be assessed in two ways, by 

employee engagement within the activities aimed at organisational advancement and 

the effect of this participation on them, as indicated specifically by their workplace 

satisfaction. 

 

In their qualitative assessment of leading service providers who have arguably well 

embedded, effective and correspondingly applauded organisational strategies, 

Oakland and Oakland (2001) identify the placing of HRM central to overall 

organisational strategy.  These organisations are able, through the implementation of 

workable and comprehensive structures, to communicate throughout the organisation.  

Oakland and Oakland (2001) report that employee involvement is promoted, with 

leading organisations making use of programmes permitting employee suggestions, 

implementing programmes to deliver change and utilising performance measurement 

indicators relating to employees.  These organisations see properly planned, executed, 

assessed and continuous training to be beneficial and they have a commitment to their 

employees engaging with, and working in, teams.  Finally, assessment both internally 

and externally against recognisable best practice is integral to the ongoing review 

processes employed.  Building on these good practices, Pun et al. (2001), albeit by 

looking at a small sample of respondents located in two business sectors, identified 
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the most significant impetus for employee involvement to be centred on the 

commitment of management to provide understandable organisational objectives and 

to ongoing enhancement, alongside employee rewards, with the most prevailing 

organisational achievement being improved satisfaction amongst the employees.  

Through reference to key service sector success stories, Zemke (2002) identified long-

term commitment to continuous employee training and development, employee 

commitment to challenging but comprehensible standards and just remuneration 

amongst the key conditions, which resonate with Jerome and Kleiner (1995) who 

recognise service profitability as being influenced by people and technology 

investment, employee training and performance-led reward, where employees have 

appropriate levels of empowerment to achieve this.  Caution, however, should be 

taken regarding the necessity for employee involvement remaining a long-term 

organisational priority, given the findings of Welikala and Sohal (2008).  Through 

their qualitative study, involving interviews at various levels in the organisational 

hierarchy, they identified, from a non-managerial perspective, that as organisations 

first embark on implementing TQM, they prioritise internally, including human 

resources, but as time goes on and external considerations gain precedence, the 

commitment to the lasting involvement of employees diminishes and along with it, 

the effectiveness of the organisation’s TQM initiatives. 

 

From an individual employee’s viewpoint, Jackson (2004) indicates such changes can 

significantly impact upon the nature of their work in terms of position characteristics, 

autonomy levels, skills range and work volume, leading positively towards their 

dedication to quality.  Fok et al. (2000) identified that employees more willing to 

commit to the type of enhanced roles achieved through these changes exhibit 

characteristics defined by “growth needs strength” and “organisation citizenship 

behaviour”, whilst Demirbag and Sahadev (2008), through comparative consideration 

of both a public and private organisation, observe that employee enthusiasm for 

quality displays significant association with that exhibited by the organisation’s 

leadership, organisational predisposition towards quality, employee teams’ success in 

executing their (re-engineered) roles and associated organisational communication.  

The roles played by leadership, teams and communication identified here are 

consistent with various HR related attributes highlighted by Oakland and Oakland 

(2001). 
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Patti et al. (2004) identified differences in the perception of how quality practices 

influenced both on the culture and performance of the organisation between line 

managers (“people” focussed) and their employees (prioritisation of “tools”) through 

paired organisational participation covering both roles, whilst Den Hartog and 

Verberg (2002), through mass response from one large organisation where employee 

turnover represents an ongoing organisational challenge, reported on a number of 

work-based actions exhibited by supervisors around employee encouragement, 

information availability, even-handedness in employee assessment and generation of 

service responsiveness having a constructive impact on the service performance of 

their employees.  Jackson (2004) also found both women and older employees were 

predisposed to displaying a commitment to quality, the latter arguably complementing 

the recognisable message that whilst all employees need to be integral to, and 

participative within quality-related initiatives, organisations may perhaps need to 

exercise flexibility and creativity in the way they engage these employees and 

customisation, specific to groups of, or on occasions, individual employees may need 

to be considered. 

 

In assessing the influencers of employee satisfaction, Slåtten (2008) has provided 

empirical evidence to assess the relationship between those challenging aspects of the 

individuals’ life, defined as “stressors”, their impact upon emotional satisfaction and 

ultimately the individual’s perception of the organisation’s quality of service.    Four 

such precursors to emotional satisfaction were identified by Slåtten (2008), namely 

workload excess, uncertainty and discord, as well as organisation/home-life tensions 

which were tested for their influence on satisfaction defined by levels of emotion, and 

in turn, perception of quality held by the employee.  Each apart from role uncertainty 

exhibited significant association in the negative sense with emotional satisfaction, the 

latter displaying positive association with quality perception.  Slåtten (2008) 

suggested a number of consequences for management from these findings; the 

necessity to formally assess emotions within any evaluation of employee satisfaction, 

consideration of the impact of excessive workloads as the biggest contributory factor 

towards employee “stress”, and in turn, an absence of emotional satisfaction in the 

positive sense and managerial awareness of both work and external causes of 

dissatisfaction. 
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By means of extensive cross-sector interviews, focussing on employees with customer 

interaction and with recognition of the impact of employee feelings on customer 

interaction, perception of quality and the influence of managerial initiatives on 

employees’ actions, Slåtten (2009) extended this work to consider the impact of 

management strategy around rewards and employee support on emotional satisfaction 

and the effect of the latter on service quality perception.  Negative and positive 

employee emotions are recognised, alongside “managerial rewards” and “managerial 

support”, where both of the latter show linkage in an expected way to both states of 

emotion, with both practices and outcomes influencing perception of service quality, 

thus supporting the emphasis placed on reward mechanisms and the well-being of 

employees. 

 

The potential associations between employee trust, satisfaction and their loyalty to the 

organisation, have been assessed by Matzler and Renzl (2006), who like Slåtten 

(2008) above focussed on a large employee survey within a utility-based case 

organisation, who further acknowledge the positive influence of satisfied employees 

on internal (productivity) and external (satisfied customers) organisational 

achievement.  Both managerial and peer trust show significant association with 

employee satisfaction, the latter being the more significant of the two interactions, the 

improvement in peer relationships as a potential by-product of TQM execution is also 

recognised by Lam (1995).  Whilst recognising the work undertaken by organisations 

in the assessment of their employees’ satisfaction, Matzler and Renzl (2006) identify 

a limitation around the absence of trust-related questions from such evaluations, much 

in the same way as emotional assessment being excluded is seen as a shortcoming in 

such assessments (Slåtten, 2008), both recognisable in their explicit absence in the 

research presented in Paper 7. 

 

In assessing the employee perception of TQM and its influence on role satisfaction, 

Ooi et al. (2007) noted the necessity for effectively placed “soft” practices within 

TQM (see Lam, 1995), giving recognition to the lack of prominence of various HRM 

and organisational behaviour activities in cases of TQM shortfall.  In order to 

underpin satisfaction amongst employees, Ooi et al. (2007) identified five influencing 

factors; “trust”, “customer focus”, “recognition and reward”, “teamwork” and 
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“organisational culture”.  “Teamwork” demonstrated the greatest individual 

association with role satisfaction, whilst in combination, all measures listed above 

provide significant explanation of satisfaction, with the exception of “recognition and 

reward”.  The absence of a significant role played by the latter interestingly 

contradicts various literature (Zemke, 2002; Jerome and Kleiner, 1995), whilst the 

presence “trust” and “teamwork” as motivating factors accords with Matzler and 

Renzl (2006). 

 

Whilst recognition was given to the exploratory nature of their investigation, Moore et 

al. (1998) addressed the importance of customer satisfaction to business performance 

alongside various employee attributes that helped in the attainment of the former, 

from the key perspective of the customer, thus complementing the internal focus of 

much of the research presented so far, as well as evaluating, pre- and post-

implementation, vehicles for facilitating improvement.  Alongside the consideration 

of quality improvement’s role, they stressed the relevance of empowerment (see 

Jerome and Kleiner, 1995), defining its success as being centred on appropriate 

authority to contribute to decisions, resource availability and provision of information.  

The model presented by Moore et al. (1998) suggested the existence of a path 

between the deployment of both TQM and empowerment programmes to 

organisational improvement, the latter showing influence on customer satisfaction.   

 

Eskildsen and Nüssler (2000) considered the impact of cultural, social and technical 

processes on the satisfaction and loyalty of employees within the Danish context, 

identifying that the social aspect of the working environment has the greatest impact 

upon satisfaction, but of greatest interest is how culture fails to associate with 

employee loyalty, with the converse being true regarding technical interventions, 

again countering established HRM thinking.  Recognition was given to superior 

private sector attainment as well as higher levels of achievement in each of these 

measures amongst those organisations with established frameworks for consultation 

and employee evaluation. 

 

Boselie and van der Wiele (2002) identified commonality in factors influencing both 

employees’ satisfaction levels and potential to seek alternative employment, 

identifying significant association between the two, with negative perception of 
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organisational practices dominating over personal characteristics, salary aside, 

including leadership, conditions within the workplace and organisational co-

operation. Like Moore et al. (1998) above, Guimaraes (1995) benefitted from a 

paired-data study from an organisation having witnessed radical restructuring and 

redundancies, with measurement undertaken pre- and post-embedding of TQM, 

suggesting that uncertainty with role definition and the desire to work elsewhere 

diminishes post-TQM implementation, with role enhancement being realised 

regarding involvement, satisfaction and commitment from the organisation, although 

in contrast to Jackson (2004), no impact is reported in terms of improving the features 

of the role.  To some extent, this is supported by Lam (1995), who reports a lack of 

increased interest, perceived role importance and employee autonomy, whilst the 

weighting given to the “hard” components within the employee’s development being 

seen to do little to boost satisfaction levels.  Ooi et al. (2006) stress the importance of 

a range of HRM-underpinned initiatives, especially the necessity for the (improving) 

organisation in advocating trust (see Ooi et al., 2007, Matzler and Renzl, 2006). 

 

 

3.15. Research Contribution – excellence attainment and stakeholder 

satisfaction 

In adding to the range of benchmarking interventions related to education provision 

(Jackson, 2001), Paper 6 provided a quantitative assessment of UK FE sector’s 

progress towards organisational excellence, providing a sectoral overview at both 

individual practice and performance level, as well as in aggregate form, recognising 

the sector to be results-led, both strengths and challenges being evident in leadership, 

people and performance measurement strategies, with evident priorities relating to 

service processes being identified.  The contribution of this research is the provision 

of a sectoral overview of the strengths and challenges faced by its constituent 

organisations from a business point of view, and by being the first “best practice” 

study of its kind within this particular sector, its recognisable contribution to research 

is thus evident. 

 

In terms of pointing to sectoral priorities, from an equivalent perspective, McAdam 

and Welsh (2000) similarly determined that service processes present a test with 

enhancement to business processes cited as the most required achievement from 
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implementation of the business excellence model, whilst areas of quality displaying 

the greatest levels of organisational dissatisfaction include training in customer care, 

enhancing customer information and target setting. This wish to further develop 

processes is interesting, given Voss et al. (2005) report the relative greater emphasis 

on processes in this sector, specifically “hard” practices pertaining to quality, 

compared with employee-related strategies, which as a consequence, has contributed 

to the relative inferiority (next to the private service sector) in terms of quality of 

service and associated customer satisfaction. Dewhurst et al. (1999) regrettably 

reported that focussing on the customer is given lower priority in public organisations, 

and in parts, the public services have traditionally not been motivated towards 

enhancing customer satisfaction. 

 

Further comparison was made with the public service in a regional benchmarking 

study (Prabhu et al., 2002, in Paper 6), where the FE sector displays relative 

advantage covering people practices and business performance, but consistency in 

terms of challenges relating to processes, performance pertaining to quality, employee 

satisfaction and the application of measurement systems, the importance of these 

findings being evidence for the sector that its organisations has strengths on which it 

can build.   

 

Paper 7 complemented Yarrow et al. (2004b) by giving sole attention to employee 

satisfaction.  It was determined that a “gap” exists between attribute importance and 

satisfaction, with significance being evident for each attribute measured, whilst in 

absolute terms of satisfaction absence, sectoral issues emerge regarding senior 

management style, communication and absence of customer orientation.  Clearly, 

direction can be taken from the leading organisations regarding management style and 

communication (Oakland and Oakland, 2001; Demirbag and Sahadev, 2008 – 

particularly with regard to quality-centred aspects) and regarding the importance of 

support from managers (Slåtten, 2009), where “trust”, “empowerment” and “two-way 

communication” are represented as reported qualitative challenges by Voss et al. 

(2005).  Satisfaction gaps covering individual roles, being able to provide opinion, 

receipt of necessary information and provision of resources suggest an empowerment 

shortfall (Jerome and Kleiner, 1995; Moore et al., 1998), whilst Ooi et al. (2006) 

recognise a combination of customer orientation, communication and empowering 
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staff as positively influencing employee retention.  Moreover, the absence of 

customer orientation associating with employee dissatisfaction in the college sector 

resonate with the findings of Karia and Asaari (2006), who point to the lack of 

properly conveyed responsibility to customer-centred improvement initiatives from 

senior management and the need to reinforce the importance of feedback, and the 

handling and resolution of complaints, from customers. The developed, empowered 

and team-oriented workforce identified by Karia and Asaari (2006) is a priority area 

for development in the college sector (Paper 6), where interestingly, the work 

presented in this submission again accords recognisably with various subsequent 

publications. 

 

The analysis in Paper 7 has further indicated the degree to which the organisation has 

embedded excellence influences marginally on the importance given to work-related 

attributes by employees, although amongst the vulnerable colleges, “overtrading” at 

the expense of employees resulting in excessive levels of work may increase 

employee consciousness and dissatisfaction (Slåtten, 2008).  Excellence attainment is 

shown, however, to display greater (positive) association with satisfaction and 

shortening of the associated “gap” defined within Paper 7.  This is perhaps consistent 

with employees from the colleges with a better excellence profile displaying greater 

enjoyment and being more likely to recommend their organisation as somewhere to 

work, in accordance with Guimaraes (1995), Boselie and van der Wiele (2002) and 

Ooi et al. (2006).   The findings presented in Paper 7 support the argument for 

comprehensive execution of good organisational strategies or practices to promote 

satisfaction levels arguably in an implicit way, although “softer” initiatives by 

definition will be more specific to the employee in their desired attention.  Paper 7 

places particular emphasis on the levels of association with leadership and service 

process activities, although the latter contradicts Voss et al. (2005), who recommend 

priority for people strategies. 

 

Clearly, the work presented in Yarrow et al. (2004b) and Paper 7 has been shown in 

this submission to have reinforced a number of findings in previous research, and in 

turn, the findings of the work presented in this PhD have been subsequently 

confirmed elsewhere.  What makes the work presented in Yarrow et al. (2004b) and 

Paper 7 different and therefore allows it to extend what has been contributed 
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elsewhere is the dual consideration of organisational diagnosis with the perceptions of 

two internal stakeholder groups by means of independent, but complementary studies. 

 

 

3.16. Satisfaction and its influence on organisational performance 

A limitation of the work presented in Yarrow et al. (2004b) and Paper 7 is that whilst 

it considers the influence of organisational attainment on its stakeholders, it does not 

assess the role that satisfaction of employees and customers play in the achievements 

of the organisation through the traditional indicators of business performance or its 

impact on organisational sustainability, given the absence of any organisational or 

sectoral measurement beyond that achieved in the single time setting considered.  The 

former limitation perhaps suggests that the execution of PILOT and Learning PROBE 

that has underpinned the publications in this PhD submission represent an in-depth 

SWOT analysis for the participating organisations than perhaps a detailed equivalent 

PESTEL investigation. 

 

There is work that has explored the effect of both satisfaction levels displayed by 

employees and customers on the attainment of the organisation in the business or 

financial sense, Zairi et al. (1994) and Oakland and Oakland (1998) being examples, 

such work clearly extending beyond the focus of the studies in this submission, 

although Paper 4 does provide an analysis of the potential linkage between best 

practice investment, internal performance attainment and business trends that provide 

external assessment relative to the participants’ competitors, indicating that this 

research submission does make some contribution in this area. 
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4. SUMMARY 

 

4.1. Introduction 

In the final section of this PhD commentary, consideration will be given to the 

contribution made by the research work presented within the reports and journal 

papers that comprise this submission, a description of my personal contribution to this 

work, and finally, suggestions for possible future research that builds upon the work 

presented. 

 

4.2. Contribution to Research 

The publications that comprise this PhD submission have contributed to an existing 

body of literature, defined within the timeframe of their publication, covering two key 

areas; namely the application of “diagnostic” or “best practice” (the terms are applied 

within this review interchangeably) benchmarking and the extent to which 

organisations are seeking and achieving excellence, alongside the dual assessment of 

practice and performance. Central to the originality of the research in this submission, 

and hence its contribution to knowledge at the time of its execution, centres on its 

actual location (the region and sector specific nature of the studies), the “newness” of 

the constituent participants to “best practice” benchmarking (both the North East of 

England and the UK Further Education Sector), with its associated sectoral 

“diagnosis” and the desire to meet the needs of its multiple stakeholders, i.e. the 

academic community (i.e. the seven academic papers within this submission), the 

participating organisations and associated support agencies who promoted the 

constituent studies (i.e. the two regional reports).   

 

In terms of the contribution made to the benchmarking knowledge base, the work 

presented complemented the existing literature in that it reported on the successful 

implementation of a suite of associated mass “best practice” benchmarking projects 

(Paper 1, Reports 1 and 2), representing one of the most penetrative studies of this 

kind in terms of organisational take-up within an individual geographical area.  The 

benchmarking assessment of the UK’s Further Education sector (Paper 6) is the first 

of its kind in this sector, complementing existing work undertaken in other areas of 

the UK’s education provision.  This contribution to the benchmarking literature 

differs from the typical subject knowledge base reported both by Yasin (2002) and 
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Dattakumar and Jagadeesh (2003), around the predominance of case examples and 

associated (bespoke) organisational applications of benchmarking.  Where survey 

work relating to benchmarking existed in the literature; Holloway et al. (1998), 

Longbottom (2000) and Hinton et al. (2000) being examples, the contribution of the 

work presented in this submission complements this by presenting an in-depth 

empirical assessment of the best practice attainment of its participants across two 

regional sectors (Reports 1 and 2) and the UK FE sector (Paper 6). 

 

In their assessment of literature relating to TQM, Sila and Ebrahimpour (2002) 

identified from publications written in English, 347 survey-based outputs, within 

which around 13% were UK based and amongst the principal areas of investigation 

identified, two, “identification of critical TQM factors” and the “link between TQM 

and performance”, had prominence within the work considered. 

 

The research presented in this submission reinforces these studies in terms of 

quantitative methods techniques applied in the data analysis found in Reports 1 and 2 

and across Papers 1 to 7 inclusive, participant origin by country and themes of 

enquiry relating to attainment of best practice and the association between practice 

and performance, be this involving specific variables or in terms of an aggregate 

analysis of the associated data.  The constituent studies also make a contribution to 

the then existing knowledge base by encompassing a wide range of assessment of 

both practice and performance, supporting Laugen et al. (2005) in terms of assessing 

“width”, with the potential for assessment in either the aggregate sense (Reports 1 and 

2, Papers 2 and 6) or through focus on specific measures (Papers 3 and 5). 

 

In their diagnosis of the published research, Sila and Ebrahimpour (2002) 

recommended the need for more comprehensive, service sector-based research, as 

well as the investigation of specific TQM related factors, including social 

responsibility and employee related issues. 

 

The body of research work presented has moved the investigation of organisational 

excellence into the service sector (Papers 2, 4, 6 and 7), especially the public services 

(both in the regional study – Report 1 and the specific sectoral study – Papers 6 and 

7).  The contribution of the research presented here, alongside additional co-authored 
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work, specifically Prabhu et al. (2002), complements the public sector assessment 

provided by authors such as Davis (1998), Ball et al. (2000) and Bowerman et al. 

(2002) who have considered the impact of benchmarking as part of a broader 

perspective of change and reform implementation and organisational learning.  The 

work presented here, gives instead, a different and thus contributing perspective 

through its empirical assessment of best practice implementation in absolute terms, as 

well as a relative assessment against private sector service providers. 

 

The work within this PhD submission has also considered its impact on attainment 

relating to social responsibility (Paper 5) in both a manufacturing and service sector 

setting, considering the impact of TQM on levels of CSR performance both in terms 

of individual measures and in an aggregate sense, complementing existing CSR 

performance attainment which has often been assessed directly against organisational 

achievements relating to financial performance (Moore, 2001; Brammer and 

Millington, 2006; Brammer and Millington, 2008), or organisational size as a by-

product of this evaluation.  Where the linkage between TQM and CSR has been 

presented in the literature, the explicitly empirical contribution made by Paper 5 is 

key to its contribution to this literature by complementing the more conceptual 

contributions provided by authors such as McAdam and Leonard (2003) and 

Ghobadian et al. (2007). 

 

A further contribution of the work that comprises this submission is found in the 

assessment of achievement in excellence at an organisational level against the levels 

of satisfaction demonstrated by their constituent customers and employees (Yarrow et 

al., 2004b; Paper 7).  Research has been demonstrated in the literature review 

presented here relating to the assessment of learner satisfaction, Douglas et al. (2006) 

and Eagle and Brennan (2007) being examples, alongside the role of organisational 

self-assessment in various educational arenas (Jackson, 2001; Davies et al., 2007).  

Moreover, examples are given regarding an evaluation of the drivers of customer 

satisfaction in more general business scenarios from the perspective of the service 

provider, which has been achieved by referencing the work of authors such as Strong 

(2006), Little and Dean (2006) and Cai (2009), alongside its linkage to TQM and 

implementation of organisational change, pointing to, for example, studies by Lam 

(1995), Guimaraes (1995) and Boselie and van der Wiele (2002).  The newness and 
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value of the research presented in Yarrow et al. (2004b) and Paper 7 is the 

combination of the parallel and objective assessments provided through the self-

assessed organisational diagnosis of excellence, facilitated externally, and the 

stakeholder assessment of self-satisfaction, thus distinguishing this contribution from 

the associated work in this area and presenting a new perspective on the association 

between organisational achievement and the self-perceived well-being of its key 

stakeholder groups. 

 

4.3. Personal Contribution to the research work presented 

The next section of this summary gives an indication of my personal contribution to 

the work that comprises this submission.  Both my major and joint contributions, 

indicated in the appendix to the submission, were evident through the lifespan of the 

joint work presented. 

 

As indicated, a key contribution of this PhD to the advancement of knowledge is its 

dual contribution to both stakeholder groups described earlier in this summary.  In 

terms of the region, sector, associated organisations and support agencies, the main 

findings in terms of organisational practice, performance attainment and the link 

between the two have been presented in the research reports 1 and 2 and Owen et al. 

(2003).  Within these regional publications, there is a substantial quantitative content, 

to which I was central.  From the perspective of both sectors, my analysis has 

considered the levels of world-class maturity recognised within the region, the 

relationships between practice and performance, lessons that can be provided by the 

leading organisations, business growth and competitiveness and future issues relating 

to the sectors.  With regard to the wider academic community, my contribution 

consists of identifying and developing potential research themes from the associated 

data sets that are evident within the seven academic papers. 

 

My personal journey started as a practitioner analyst and statistician being encouraged 

to participate in collaborative, applied research.  I developed within the work 

presented here by leading and developing the more innovative analysis and synthesis 

(Papers 2, 4 and 7) and contributing to existing knowledge regarding the assessment 

of the various relationships between practice and performance in new sectors, 

particularly the services including the public sector and the education providers.  
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This was of clear importance to the development of Reports 1 and 2, whose target 

audience was the region’s business community and associated support agencies.  My 

development of accessible descriptive and comparative analysis was essential to these 

publications, as was my ability to provide insight into two extensive data sets in as 

concise a way as possible, something that my analysis and associated writing has 

hopefully achieved. 

 

4.3.1. Impact of the research contribution 

From a research perspective, the value of my contribution to the work presented is an 

extension of existing survey-based research relating to TQM and organisational 

excellence, whilst “filling the gap” through its consideration of services including 

those in the public domain and through their inclusion, assessment of a number of 

specific aspects of organisational excellence, particular with its relationship to CSR 

performance and satisfaction levels realised both by customers (learners in the context 

assessed) and employees, as identified above.  A number of the publications presented 

in this work (i.e. Papers 3, 4, 5 and 7, as well as other associated work outside of this 

PhD submission) have been included in the Newcastle Business School 2008 RAE 

submission and have been published in peer reviewed journals of either national 

(Managing Service Quality, Managerial Auditing) or international reputation 

(International Journal of Quality and Reliability Management), as defined by the 

Association of Business Schools (Harvey et al., 2008).  I have personally been 

included within this RAE submission; my first inclusion, and as such, a measure of 

both my personal development and an independent assessment of the work’s 

contribution to knowledge. 

 

In terms of the work being recognised by a wider audience, two of the papers were 

developed in response to guest editor requests for a special journal issues (Total 

Quality Management Sustainability (Paper 4) and Quality Management and CSR 

(Paper 5), the latter complementing the other contributions with its explicitly 

quantitative investigation.   

 

Moreover, there are a number of examples where the research papers presented in this 

PhD submission have been subsequently referenced, as have various other related co-
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authored papers emanating from the research projects presented.  A list of extant 

references is provided as part of this submission. 

 

4.3.2. Specific paper contributions 

My first major contribution commenced with Paper 1, which provides a detailed 

insight into the data collection that underpins the benchmarking studies that supported 

the collection of the two, large-scale, regionally centred data sets.  The nature of this 

paper is different to the rest of the body of work in that it considers the process of data 

collection rather than a presentation of specific (quantitative) research findings.  For 

research of a quantitative nature, there is often perhaps an understandable desire to 

focus more within the research reports and journal publications on the data and 

associated analysis, perhaps at the expense of a detailed coverage of the underpinning 

methods of collection.  The approach used in Paper 1 was developed by me in order to 

demonstrate the objectivity and consistency of the data collected, and in doing so, 

counter the potential criticism “how can you trust one individual or small team 

completing an organisational self-assessment?”  (see scoring concerns raised by New 

and Szwejczewski (1995) regarding criticism of self-assessment specifically with 

regard to the “Made in Britain” studies).  In preparing Paper 1, I was responsible for 

the vast majority of the paper development and the data analysis included within, 

which made full use of participant feedback as well as assessing the data for 

consistency against previous studies, as well as by its method of completion within 

the various participating organisations.  I further determined and led the presentation 

of this paper to a practitioner audience and by giving validity to the process, it 

provided a novel and interesting contribution to knowledge by specifically providing 

a unique critique of the methodology that underpinned an extensive “best practice” 

benchmarking investigation, and in doing so, subjected the chosen methodology to a 

thorough assessment.  Key to the contribution is the finding that facilitation through 

workshops rather than in the individual organisational setting as a means of 

encouraging mass participation in a short period of time has the potential to generate 

data that is consistent with that from a best practice study based on comparable 

organisational samples but with more focussed facilitation, this being presented 

empirically within Paper 1. 
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Whilst the research that comprises this submission is underpinned by my specific 

quantitative contribution, Paper 1 provides a useful complement to the subsequent 

publications.  The aspects described address the obvious criticisms potentially aimed 

at such work, regarding data accuracy and participant objectivity.  These objectives 

and the practical nature of the developed paper lent themselves to a journal and an 

audience with a predominantly practitioner profile, a choice as indicated immediately 

above, I suggested, based on my previous role as an OR Analyst and ongoing member 

of the Operational Research Society, thus opening up the work in this submission to a 

wider academic audience in the process. 

 

The data generated using PILOT and Learning PROBE are quantitative in nature, and 

as such, I led and developed the analysis using relevant statistical measures, tests and 

techniques, permitting the theory testing associated with the underlying research 

philosophy on which this work has been developed.    The analysis I presented is 

appropriate to the data collected, the research questions presented, whilst the 

associated interpretation I developed has been set in the context of the management 

discipline under consideration. 

 

My key contribution to each of the reports and papers in this submission includes the 

selection and execution of the statistical analysis and data modelling presented 

throughout.  In the work to be considered, both research reports and six of the seven 

papers presented were quantitative in their content and my contribution to the co-

authored work was the constituent analysis, interpretation and contextualisation 

within these various publications. 

 

I also provided the lead for certain of the research work that was supported by these 

specific skills, which have been indicated by the co-authors, which covers the 

duration of the research work presented within this submission.  As well as for Paper 

1 above, I was lead-author for Papers 4, 5 and 7, in each case providing the impetus 

and leadership that underpinned the generation and development of the papers as a 

whole, contributing substantially to the papers’ focus and writing alongside the 

generation wholly of the constituent quantitative analysis.  The central analytical 

contribution to both reports and papers 2, 3 and 6 was recognised through my joint 

authorship of these various publications. 
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In terms of the contribution my work has made, this covers a range of excellence 

related issues arguably under researched in previous work (e.g. Papers 5 and 7) and 

the newness of my analysis was centred on the sectors considered, in particular Papers 

6 and 7.  My application of multivariate approaches in Papers 2 and 4 is evidence of 

the increasing innovation within my analysis.  One particular publication, Paper 7, 

provides an indication of a more novel approach to my analysis as indicated earlier in 

this submission, where parallel surveys have been assessed in combination.  Johnson 

and Harris (in Partington, 2002:108) warned of the pitfalls in quantitative research 

“for the quantitative researcher to lose perspective, focusing on the numbers and not 

their meaning”.  In contributing to this research, I ensured this did not happen, by 

providing not only the statistical analysis, but also the associated interpretation and 

contextualisation of the findings within the relevant publications, using techniques 

and evaluative writing accessible to the relevant audiences. 

 

4.4. Evaluation of the Analysis Undertaken 

The principal area of my contribution to the work undertaken within this PhD is, as 

indicated above in the quantitative analysis, which underpins almost all of the 

publications presented.   

 

Within this submission, Paper 1 is, as suggested earlier, somewhat different in its role, 

although the comparative analysis presented here seeks to confirm the extent to which 

replication can be ensured in terms of differing applications of the related 

benchmarking instruments, thus assessing measurement reliability, as well as 

indicating the extent to which the facilitation process employed within the regional 

context can overcome potential limitations associated with lone or limited group 

assessment.  This confirmation represents one particular contribution to knowledge in 

that whilst wider organisational participation in a benchmarking exercise is clearly the 

more desirable alternative, not least to embed any associated organisational learning, 

any departure from this can be compensated for through utilisation of thorough and 

effective facilitation. 

 



- 87 - 

 

Johnson and Harris (in Partington, 2002:101) identified three categories of 

quantitative analysis, “descriptive, comparative and prescriptive analysis”.  Within 

the research presented in this submission, I implemented all three of the above as 

appropriate, and within each, the specific techniques employed have ranged from the 

basic to the relatively sophisticated.  Since the “core” questions relating to 

organisational practice and performance were measured on a 5-point scale against a 

range of standards, they effectively represent a continuum scale (Curwin and Slater, 

2002:24), albeit the data are provided in discrete form subject to the scales applied 

within the benchmarking tools. The data generated for the “core” practice and 

performance measures assessed are interval in their nature (Curwin and Slater, 

2002:23, Johnson and Harris (in Partington, 2002:106).  With this in mind, I have 

applied specific statistical techniques as appropriate, within the papers comprising this 

submission. 

 

In more specific terms, the nature of the measurement scales employed within the 

benchmarking analysis has been evaluated in section 2.7 of this review.  Moreover, 

the assessment of learner and employee satisfaction presented in Yarrow et al. 

(2004b) and Paper 7 involved the implementation of 5-point Likert scales, which have 

been adopted and endorsed by Douglas et al. (2006) in an educational context, given 

their lack of complexity in terms of being supported and their accessibility for 

potential participants. 

 

The descriptive analysis found within this submission considers variables individually 

and at the simplest level, statistical tools that have been applied include summary 

statistics such as ranked tables (Paper 3), percentage frequency distributions (Paper 

6), measures of average and variation have been employed to describe the data within 

the various publications, (examples Papers 2 and 5), as well as Reports 1 and 2. 

 

Whilst the methods described are arguably simple, they nevertheless through their 

accessibility have a part to play in any quantitative research, as indicated by Chatfield 

(1988) who recognised the “exciting potential for simple ideas and techniques”.   

 

Association between various practice and performance measures has been assessed 

using correlation analysis, appropriate to the quantitative data under consideration 
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(Reports 1 and 2, Paper 6), ranked correlation (Paper 3) and the chi-squared test for 

category data (Reports 1 and 2, Paper 2), with specific reference to “association” 

rather than “causality”, being indicative of a conservative approach to the evaluation 

provided, consistent with the view of Morris (1996:301) that “correlation does not 

mean causation” and the need to measure causality by evaluating the relationship 

between changes in practice levels against movement in performance attainment 

across multiple time periods (van der Wiele et al., 2002) This approach is also 

consistent with the observations made by Maire et al. (2008) regarding a range of 

benchmarking tools, PILOT named and included, that provide an evaluation of both 

organisational practices and the resultant achievements made, but included an 

important criticism that whilst both areas are assessed by the various (sophisticated) 

frameworks in existence, they do not prescribe the specific relationship between 

practice and performance that may or may not exist in reality.  With this in 

consideration, reference to “association” rather than “causation” would appear 

consistent. To move to a more conclusive position, and thus claiming true “cause and 

effect”, would involve an assessment of the changes in both practice levels and 

performance realisation over an appropriate window of time, perhaps assessing the 

movement of performance prior and subsequent to the implementation of specific 

strategies, as recommended by Kumar et al. (2009b).  Moreover, the variables 

considered for this analysis were carefully chosen so that the assessments made and 

reported on within the various publications were intuitive and represented areas of 

organisational operations where it would be reasonable to assume investments in the 

considered practices would potentially lead to enhancements in the corresponding 

areas of performance. 

 

The association between practice and performance within Reports 1 and 2 and Papers 

2 and 6 is arguably limited in its consideration by being only in an aggregate form, 

although such assessment and presentation has its value in assessing the profile of a 

group of (benchmarking) participants (Saunders and Mann, 2005), and in the context 

of this PhD submission, this does permit assessment to be within the relevant 

publications to cover an extensive range of practice and performance indicators.  To 

some extent, this limitation is overcome within this submission, through closer and 

specific assessment of particular practice/performance associations, as indicated 
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within Papers 3, 4 and 5, through consideration of relevant individual measures to the 

issues being explored. 

 

In contrast to the simplicity of certain of the analysis indicated above, the quantitative 

input to the submission has also included the use of exploratory Factor Analysis 

(Field, 2000:423-470) in Paper 4, as indicated in section 3.7, to identify the key 

underlying enablers that support enhanced business performance, applied in tandem 

with reliability analysis to assess the internal consistency of the identified enablers 

(Bryman and Cramer, 1990:70-72). 

 

The comparative analysis employed within various publications that comprise this 

submission involve the assessment of two or more groups within the data, including 

differences based on world-class assessment, organisational size and sector (Reports 1 

and 2).  Given the size of the data sets, the relative sample sizes and assumptions 

made about population distributions (Field, 2000:37), I have employed various 

parametric tests (Papers 1 to 5), along with post-hoc tests as appropriate (Paper 1, 

Field, 2000:280-281), compared with non-parametric tests such as Wilcoxon and 

Kruskal-Wallis for scaled data (Paper 7).  Finally, I have undertaken prescriptive 

analysis centred on Discriminant Analysis (Paper 2) to determine key differentiators 

with respect to organisations based on their practice or performance attainment, and in 

so doing, predict their world-class status, again evaluated and critiqued in section 3.7. 

 

One arguable criticism perhaps of the “gap” analysis in Paper 7 was its relative 

simplicity that it didn’t afford comparison with service satisfaction research such as 

that presented within Dotchin and Oakland (1994c), in particular, assessment in a new 

service context, of the negative association between levels of attribute importance and 

their corresponding distance from the perception of quality being achieved.  However, 

consideration of each of the 38 attributes assessed in Paper 7 from the perspective of 

importance, shows relatively similar (specifically, very high) mean levels of 

importance and limited variation in the values recorded across the range of work 

aspects assessed, suggesting perhaps the more simpler approach adopted would 

indeed suffice. 
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In terms of further application, James (2007) identifies the relevance of 

“disconfirmation analysis” to the assessment of satisfaction in the arena of public 

services provision, alongside the application of “expectations anchoring”, indicating 

the differing nature of their respective effectiveness in the assessment of both 

satisfaction and dissatisfaction.  Keirl and Mitchell (1990, in Dotchin and Oakland, 

1994b) evaluate quality as a product of perception and expectation, which is criticised 

for an absence of supporting theory by Dotchin and Oakland (1994b), a criticism that 

arguably could be extended to the “gap” analysis presented in Paper 7 and Yarrow et 

al. (2004b). The differing methods of evaluation discussed here do give an indication 

of the possible range of analytical approaches that are in existence to assess the 

differences between importance (or expectation) and satisfaction, all of which have 

their merits in terms of making these required comparisons over a range of customer-

oriented or employee-focussed attributes, the “gap” approach presented here being 

one of them.  The differentiating and therefore unique feature of the work presented in 

this submission from that considered in this review for purposes of comparison is the 

linkage made between satisfaction realisation and the achievements of the employing 

or service providing organisation in terms of excellence attained, and the associated 

component adoption of business practice and realisation of operational and business 

performance, thus providing an assessment of the sector considered from two 

differing, but arguably balancing perspectives as well as offering an empirical 

evaluation that is distinctive from that provided elsewhere. 

 

A recognisable limitation in each study presented relates to the potential bias in the 

samples generated, given the self-selecting nature of the participants (Saunders et al., 

2007:233-234) and that organisations engaging in such a diagnosis are arguably more 

committed to product and service quality and organisational improvement, and as 

such, are more responsive to opportunities that would support these enhancements 

(Paper 6).  Recognition is also given to this by those implementing both PILOT and 

PROBE, who believe that even the most challenged of organisations may still have a 

practice and performance profile that is superior to a significant proportion of 

organisations in the wider manufacturing and service populations.  This is supported 

by Comparison International (2009) who state “Bear in mind that the other businesses 

in the PROBE database are a self-selecting sample, the average of which may well be 

higher than the true average of all businesses. By definition, organisations that use 
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PROBE have a somewhat positive attitude towards techniques such as benchmarking 

that can help drive continuous improvement. They represent a tough standard of 

comparison”. 

 

Johnson and Harris (in Partington, 2002:104-105) indicated the benefits of 

probabilistic sampling approaches in quantitative research, in order to permit 

generalisability, but did recognise the value and necessity for non-probabilistic 

approaches, particularly to ensure adequate sample size, which is consistent with the 

research requirements here.  Despite this limitation, the data do provide an 

opportunity to assess the relative strengths, challenges and variation, notwithstanding 

over or underassessment, within the practices and performance indicators measured, 

particularly given the number of participants in each of the three benchmarking 

studies and the two satisfaction surveys relating to employees and learners in the FE 

sector.  Reports 1 and 2 indicate the extent of the representation of the regional 

participants by size, sub-sector and geographical spread. 

 

 

4.5. Areas for future research 

For both of the regional projects that underpin this PhD submission, an external 

requirement was the desire to develop a sectoral profile of practice implementation 

and performance attainment and in turn, provide an assessment of the key 

assumptions underpinning organisational excellence within these contexts.  

Notwithstanding the limitations relating to self-selecting samples, this has been 

achieved through the analysis presented, perhaps at the expense of any in-depth 

understanding of how individual organisations have embarked on their voyage 

towards excellence, and in turn, potential competitiveness.  Within reports 1 and 2, I 

have provided a detailed insight into the strengths and challenges facing the region’s 

service and manufacturing sectors respectively, considering the association between 

practice and performance, its influence on growth and competitiveness and the 

potential future direction of the region. 

 

In terms of a number of questions that have emerged, it would be appropriate that any 

further research, as indicated above, could be also be based on a “best practice” 

benchmarking approach, thus generating potentially interesting and useful 



- 92 - 

 

longitudinal assessments (Guimaraes, 1995; Moore et al., 1998; Kumar et al., 2009b) 

of organisations in both the region and FE sector in their pursuit of organisational 

excellence, which may also consider the longer term impact of changing (improved or 

otherwise) organisational practices on stakeholder satisfaction in the college sector 

(Paper 7; Yarrow et al., 2004b), understanding how the various sectors are meeting 

the expectations of their immediate society beyond the short term (Paper 5) or how 

the long-term investment in practices (Laugen et al., 2005 – “depth”) is influencing 

performance.  By consideration of data in an aggregated way, there is some evidence 

of longitudinal comparison being made at the wider-sectoral level in the 

manufacturing arena (see Yarrow et al., 2004a), whilst the same authors stress the 

opportunities for participants who have applied this framework in making comparison 

of their own diagnosis with that provided in database form for previous participants 

across a range of countries and business sectors. 

 

The studies in this submission have suggested that a number of participants are 

potentially at a critical point in the defining their longer-term likelihood of 

approaching or realising excellence in their operations.  It would be useful to assess 

how the “lagging” and “vulnerable” organisations have responded to the diagnosis 

afforded to them via their “best practice” benchmarking experience and made 

appropriate investments in terms of business practices, with any subsequent 

reassessment of these organisations being of value in assessing the impact of change, 

especially regarding their “external” attainments against the backdrop of more 

challenging economic circumstances that have developed in recent times.  It would 

also be useful to assess how many of these organisations who reported favourably on 

their benchmarking experiences (Paper 1), have built on this through further or 

ongoing networking and collaboration and have moved onto more in-depth and 

sophisticated benchmarking interventions (Yarrow and Prabhu, 1999). Any further 

examination of these organisations, via a “best practice” assessment as suggested, 

could indicate whether those organisations, individually or collectively, who faced 

initial challenges around weak levels of practice and poor resultant performance, but 

with the desire to change, have moved on their (longer-term) journey from being 

“lagging” to “promising”, with some perhaps even onto “winning”.   This longitudinal 

consideration builds on a similar assessment described above in Yarrow et al. 
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(2004a), but complements this comparison by providing a pair-wise evaluation of 

changes in organisational status and underlying achievements. 

 

Moreover, it would be useful to assess changes realised against the relative challenges 

facing the public sector and SME organisations in the various studies (Report 1, 

Papers 2 and 6), particularly given their regional importance.  The SME perspective 

may also focus on how the sector is experiencing challenges relating to identifying 

and implementing the most appropriate and usable benchmarking frameworks, as 

reported by Jaques and Povey (2007).   It would be interesting to see if the 

development or maturing of organisational practices, as appropriate, has allowed the 

“lagging” and “vulnerable” organisations within these sectors, and generally, as 

indicated above, to both respond to change and enhance their business practices over a 

broad group of indicators. 

 

It would be worth determining how the FE sector has addressed issues in terms of 

staff and learner concerns (Yarrow et al., 2004b; Paper 7) and where wide-ranging 

practice development has taken place, it would be useful to see who has benefitted 

and to what extent.  Where practice enhancement has not been realised, it would be 

useful to assess, where relevant, the extent to which decent or higher levels of 

organisational achievement have been sustained, and if so, the ongoing impact upon 

employees and learners.  The assessment of learner satisfaction could involve either a 

bespoke measurement tool as presented in Yarrow et al. (2004b), or centre on the 

evaluation of levels of expectation and service perception using the established 

SERVQUAL framework given its recognition and applicability to the education 

setting (Quinn et al., 2009) or through its adaptation to assess only satisfaction, given 

the reservations recognised by authors such as Kuo and Ye (2009) and Nadiri et al. 

(2009). Such measurement affords comparison with other service sectors, given the 

take-up of this framework, as indicated by Dothcin and Oakland (1994b).  Likewise 

the gap evaluation of any internal or external stakeholders afforded using 

SERVQUAL can be linked to the organisational diagnosis prescribed using the “best 

practice” benchmarking tool, in a similar way to the combination of metrics presented 

in Yarrow et al. (2004b) and Paper 7. 

 



- 94 - 

 

One particular recommendation that has not come out of this study is that of adapting 

or rebuilding the “best practice” instrument on the basis of the analyses undertaken or 

the experiences gained through framework implementation.  The absence of any 

recommendation in this particular area is consistent with the conclusions made by 

Yarrow et al. (2004a) that greater emphasis should be given to enabling organisations 

in identifying payback from this engagement and that any resultant advancements are 

sustainable, with recognition that greater attention should be placed on “working on 

the business” rather than “working in it”, although resisting framework development 

does contradict the recommendation of other contributors to the benchmarking 

literature either from a practical (sector-specific) perspective (Jaques and Povey, 

2007) or from a more philosophical point of view (McAdam and Kelly, 2002; 

Moriarty and Smallman, 2009).  
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What can we learn from
`̀ leading'' service
practitioners about
business excellence?

Andrew Robson and

Vas B. Prabhu

Introduction

During the 1980s those service organisations

in the UK that were once regarded as public

sector and non-profit making have

increasingly become market and customer-

oriented businesses striving to adopt world-

class practices from leading multinationals in

the (private) manufacturing sector. High

profile changes include the introduction of

the market economy in both primary and

secondary health care, the market testing of a

variety of local authority services during the

1980s followed more recently by `̀ best value''

initiatives and the introduction of

performance league tables across all tiers of

education. These innovations have had an

enormous impact upon the service sector as a

whole (both public and private) and are all

aimed at introducing professional managerial

disciplines to both the value and quality of the

services being provided.

To what extent has this business excellence

culture really permeated the service sector within

the UK? How widespread is the use of good

practice and what impact has it had on those

organisations and their business performance?

Using empirical evidence from a large

sample of service organisations, this paper

identifies any significant differences in the

overall practice and performance attainment

levels between service leaders and the rest of

that sample. The statistical analysis

undertaken also suggests a combination of

attributes that best discriminate between the

levels of attainment indicated. A subset of

measures is derived that has the potential to

provide an insight into a service organisation's

level of practice adoption and corresponding

performance. Additional characteristics such

as size (measured by number of employees on

site), service sector, markets and type of

ownership are also considered to ascertain

what association, if any, they have with the

level of practice adoption and operational

performance amongst the service

organisations. All significant differences are

highlighted at the 5 per cent significance level

unless otherwise stated.

Research methodology

Analytical framework used

The analysis presented relates to 28 measures

of practice adoption and 19 measures of
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business performance. These have been

categorised into the broad areas of strategy,

human resources, service design and

innovation, service delivery and quality,

service value and measurement and business

performance. These groups represent the

business areas that have been used in the

service management model, applied in the

`̀ Service in Britain'' studies (Voss and

Johnson, 1995). The service management

model is shown by Figure 1.

In developing this model, Voss and Johnson

(1995) considered a number of recognised

models of service practice and performance

such as the service value chain, Chartermark

and the European/UK Quality Award. They

combined these into a model that associates

service management practice to service and

business performance. Voss and Johnson

(1995) consider that leadership drives the

service and in turn this leads to a customer/

service-oriented culture. These components

correspond to the measures referred to as

strategy and human resources in this paper.

Voss and Johnson (1995) also state that

`̀ central to good service is the service concept

and design'' (represented in this paper by

service design and innovation) and `̀ high

quality service must be delivered at low cost''

(service delivery and quality). They also state

that `̀ a well managed service organisation sets

demanding standards and ensures that these

are met through performance measurement

and feedback'' and `̀ a focus on productivity

and value will result in low costs''. These

initiatives and outcomes are considered in this

paper by measures labelled as service value

and measurement and business performance

respectively. In this paper the authors have

used a tool called PILOT (for details see

section below) to obtain measures of practice

and performance related to business

excellence and have categorised these in terms

of the established service management model.

The model can potentially highlight those

areas of service management where the

Leaders have the greatest advantage and by

referring to the work of Voss and Johnson

(1995), the findings from the north east

survey can be compared with a sample of

service organisations located throughout the

UK. This survey provides a useful

comparison (based on a single region) with

the UK wide findings. Closer to home it will

be of interest to individual service

organisations and business support agencies

in the region. It can not only help to answer

questions regarding the extent to which the

leading organisations are at an advantage,

where they can improve further and what

activities must be given priority amongst their

weaker counterparts.

Measuring instrument used

The authors have had a unique opportunity to

record current levels of best practice and

performance in nearly 450 service

organisations in the north east of England.

This was part of a much bigger benchmarking

exercise which involved over 750 businesses

studied in the late 1990s (Prabhu et al.,

2000a; 2000b). The methodology was based

on the widely recognised benchmarking

metrics used in the `̀ Service in Britain''

studies (Voss and Johnson, 1995) and

subsequently in the International Service

Study (Voss et al., 1997a; 1997b). It is now

available in the form of `̀ SERVICE PROBE'',

marketed by the CBI, London. The

University of Northumbria at Newcastle has

adapted SERVICE PROBE for the purposes

of the North East study, to be applicable to

smaller businesses and to be more readily

applied to a large sample of organisations

from both the public and private sectors. The

adapted tool, PILOT, compares an

organisation's operational practices and

performance with standards regarded as

world-class. Data were collected via a self-

assessment process using a questionnaire and

Figure 1 The service management model
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undertaken by a small group of organisational

representatives. This was facilitated by the

research team and quality assured through

benchmarking workshops (see Robson and

Yarrow, 2000 for further details).

Categorisation of service organisations
and their key characteristics

The practice and performance questions used

in the PILOT survey used scores on a scale

from 1-5, where 5 represented world class

attainment for the particular measure. For an

organisation to have achieved world class

status, they needed on average an 80 per cent

attainment in both business practices and

operational performance. The results of the

North East service study have been sub-

divided into six categories based on average

practice and performance scores, as indicated

by Figure 2.

In this paper only four broader categories

are considered: leaders, laggers, vulnerable

and promising. The small proportion of

organisations who have achieved world-class

(WC) status (based on the definition above)

and those described as potential winners

(PW), who have achieved relatively high levels

of practice and performance, have been

combined to represent the service leaders in

the sample. In contrast, the two groups, room

for improvement (RFI) and could do better

(CDB), who average below 60 per cent (i.e.

have an average score of under 3 for both

practice and performance measures from

PILOT) represent the service laggers. Two

other groups exist in the sample. The first,

vulnerable (VULN) organisations, achieve a

high overall level of operational performance

without the underlying support of good

practices. The second, promising (PROM)

organisations, adopt good to better levels of

business practice but have yet to attain

corresponding levels of high operational

performance.

When considering the properties of the

region's leading service organisations, other

factors such as ownership, markets served,

size and sector have also been considered. In

terms of the latter two categories, the

participating organisations and their

proportions are categorised as micro (up to 20

staff) (36 per cent), small (21-50) (24 per

cent), medium (51-200) (22 per cent) and

large (more than 200 staff) (18 per cent).

Additionally, the organisations considered

belong to four broad sectors. These sectors

are education and public services (27 per

cent), consultancy and professional (27 per

cent), industrial services (14 per cent), leisure

and retail (11 per cent) and other (22 per

cent).

Each of the four cohorts described above

has a `̀ typical'' attainment for practice and

performance. For example, this is represented

by an average score of 3.5 for both types of

measure for the leaders. Table I gives an

indication of these typical levels for each

group as well as their other key

characteristics, which are described below.

Sector is significantly associated to this

categorisation. Public services/education are

over represented amongst the promising and

laggers, whilst professional/consultancy tend

to be found amongst the leaders and

vulnerables, and industrial services also tend

to be vulnerable.

Size also plays a part in the attainment of

the service organisations (1 per cent level).

Large organisations are over represented

amongst the promising and laggers, whilst

medium-sized organisations are found in high

proportion amongst the leaders. Micro and

small organisations are over represented

amongst vulnerables, but a large proportion

of micros can also be found amongst the

service leaders.

Providers of services overseas are over

represented amongst the leaders, but none of

the specific locations considered (Western

and Eastern Europe, USA and Asia Pacific)

show significant association to organisation

category. Ownership is associated to world-

class attainment, where subsidiaries of larger

firms are in high proportion within the

promising group. Self-perception of their

Figure 2 Categories of service organisation defined by practice-

performance model
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competitiveness is also related to this

categorisation (0.1 per cent level).

Promising, vulnerable and lagging

organisations tend to believe they can only

compete partially at best or not compete at

all. However, the time scale for being able to

compete shows no significant association

with this classification.

Preliminary analysis of the chosen measures

indicates that the high practice adoption

levels amongst the services does lead to higher

overall performance. There is a statistically

significant association (0.1 per cent level)

between overall practice and performance

score, which is consistent with the shape of

the points in Figure 2 and consistent with the

results from `̀ Service in Britain'' (Voss and

Johnson, 1995). Equally, there is significant

association between the two aggregate

measures amongst service leaders and also

service laggers. This would suggest that where

strong underlying practices exist, there is a

resultant high level of operational

performance and the converse for low levels

of practice adoption.

A number of questions can be considered at

this point:
. To what extent are leading organisations

superior to the laggers in terms of practice

and performance?
. Which areas of the service management

model display the greatest differences

between these two groups?
. What performance indicators

discriminate leaders from promising?
. Are there any areas of practice (as defined

by the service management model) where

the leaders are significantly better?
. What underlying business practices

discriminate between leaders and

vulnerable?

. Are there any performance indicators (again

related to the service management model)

where leaders are significantly better?

Leaders vs laggers

Practices

The service leaders in the north east region

have a clear advantage on all 28 practice

measures. Each of the five components of the

service management model has measures

where the differences (in average score) are in

excess of 50 per cent, as indicated by Table II.

In terms of key enablers, the lagging

organisations are at a clear disadvantage in

terms of strategy and human resources,

particularly with respect to the former. In

terms of absolute attainment, the leaders are

particularly strong with leadership's role in

the developing service culture and quality

values. Staff are customer oriented and have

good teamwork initiatives. They listen to the

customer and have established systems for

responding to problems and failures. The

leading organisations have their greatest

relative advantage over their weakest

counterparts in terms of strategies relating to

measurement systems and quality values. HR

issues are an area of concern for the laggers.

For each measure there is at least a 40 per

cent difference in average attainment between

them and the service leaders. Emulating the

leaders would benefit the laggers given the

positive impact a formal human resource

strategy can have on raising the levels of

competitive advantage (Appleby and Mavin,

2000). In terms of the key components of

service management, the greatest disparity

between the two groups is in the area of

quality and delivery. Practices relating to

problem solving, using complaint data and

Table I `̀ Typical'' characteristics for each category of organisation

Leaders Vulnerable Promising Laggers

Boundaries of practice/performance scores (%) >60, >60 <60, >60 >60, <60 <60, <60

Typical score (out of 5) for practice/performance 3.5, 3.5 2.5, 3.5 3.5, 2.5 2.5, 2.5

Size of company (mainly) represented Micro,

Medium

Small Large Large

Service sector (mainly) represented Professional Professional

industrial

services

Public services Public

services

Ownership (mainly) represented Independent Independent Subsidiaries Independent

Provision of services Overseas

Competitiveness perception High None Low None
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Table II Relative advantage of the `̀ leading'' services

Practice measure

Laggers Promising Vulnerable

Leaders (%) (%) (%)

Strategic issues

Role of leadership in developing service culture 4.0810 38 14 21

Quality values 3.9637 53 3 33

Skill and job training and education 3.5547 47 ±7 50

Competitive positioning 3.6169 39 5 24

Benchmarks 2.6598 76 ±11 69

Performance measurement and reporting 3.1700 76 11 67

Human resource issues

Shared vision, mission and goals 3.4130 44 4 28

Customer orientation 4.0040 58 6 29

Recognition and reward 3.3984 51 17 39

Employee involvement 3.5668 41 5 24

Listening to staff 3.7247 40 4 24

Day to day teamwork 4.0207 45 ±1 35

Workforce flexibility 3.7126 40 26 18

Service design and innovation

Listening to the customer 3.9676 35 2 29

New service design and development process 3.2794 43 ±2 23

Role of support functions 3.4208 29 20 18

Management of business processes 3.4262 35 3 23

Current use of information technology 3.4939 35 1 25

Generation of innovative product concepts 2.8250 69 13 36

Service delivery and quality

Problem solving 3.4758 63 14 46

Quality mindset 3.7298 51 19 39

Quality procedures and framework 3.0121 39 0 35

Real time employee handling of service problems/

failures

3.9109 28 24 13

Use of customer complaint data 3.6976 54 8 45

Service value and measurement

Elimination of `̀ waste'' 3.0576 28 9 22

Clarity of goals 3.7642 33 5 19

Visibility and communication of service standards 3.5830 56 8 35

Customer satisfaction measurement 2.9224 73 2 60

Strategic issues

Strategy towards corporate social responsibility 3.0517 38 31 18

Human resource issues

Employee loyalty, relative to industry 4.1510 29 25 5

Employee satisfaction 3.2105 53 38 12

Service design and innovation

Innovativeness 3.2602 54 16 22

Clarity of service concept 3.6774 58 14 30

Speed of development relative to competition 3.5287 53 37 16

Service meeting customer needs 3.8750 35 18 10

Service delivery and quality

Reliability 3.9234 30 14 6

Quality performance, relative to industry 3.9798 36 23 8

Staff responsiveness 4.0243 44 21 3

Accessibility 3.8548 12 16 3

(Continued)
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developing a quality mindset amongst

employees show the greatest differences. In

addition, the laggers are particularly weak in

generating innovative product concepts and

are poor in terms of their measurement of

customer satisfaction.

While they are at a clear advantage in all

aspects of service management, the region's

leaders can still improve on a number of their

practices. Examples include weak

benchmarking practices, poor performance

measurement and reporting systems and

inadequate customer satisfaction

measurement (despite the relative advantages

described above). Their scores are

significantly lower on average compared to

the typical attainment for other initiatives and

reflect serious weaknesses. Other areas for

concern are practices for generating

innovative product concepts, the adoption of

formal quality procedures and frameworks,

and perhaps more importantly, their practices

on employee recognition and rewards.

While the laggers need `̀ across-the-board''

improvements, some of their practice adoption

levels are significantly lower than the average

expected for this group and require the greatest

and most immediate attention. Examples cover

performance measurement strategies,

employee recognition and reward initiatives,

product innovation and new service design,

empowering staff to solve problems and the use

of formal quality procedures.

Performance

Given the advantages demonstrated by the

Leaders in terms of practice adoption, their

advantage in performance is equally

considerable (all measures again showing

significance at the 0.1 per cent level). The

Leaders score highly with regard to employee

loyalty, across the board in terms of delivery

and quality, meeting customer needs and

customer retention. The greatest relative

advantage the leaders have over the service

laggers is in terms of service design and

innovation. The leaders are at an advantage in

terms of clearer service concepts, their ability

to innovate and the speed at which they can

develop new services. They also have a clear

advantage in terms of their employees'

satisfaction. The results suggest that the

laggers have focused their attention on

performance measures related to service

delivery and quality, as well as service value

and measurement, given the much smaller

differences in attainment.

There is still room for improvement for the

leaders. They need to improve their

performance on employee satisfaction

(significantly lower compared to typical

attainment despite their advantage over the

laggers), on their record of corporate social

responsibility and they need to pay attention to

specific business performance indicators, such

as return on net assets and operating costs.

Other factors

A number of other factors highlight

significant differences between leaders and

laggers. Whilst size shows no statistical

significance, there are significant sectoral

differences. Consultancy/professional

organisations are more likely to be amongst

the leaders, whilst education and public

services are found in large numbers amongst

the laggers. The leaders are more likely to

offer services overseas (1 per cent level).

In terms of self-perception, significant

differences (0.1 per cent level) are observed

Table II

Practice measure

Laggers Promising Vulnerable

Leaders (%) (%) (%)

Service value and measurement

Value (quality/price) 3.7368 34 25 12

Customer retention 3.8525 31 38 4

Level of customer satisfaction 3.7258 37 30 8

Business performance

Market share (of primary services or line of business) 3.8148 36 32 4

Cash flow 3.7676 38 41 4

Overall productivity within organisation 3.5143 29 31 7

Return on net assets 3.3692 26 51 9

Operating costs 3.0814 18 16 0
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on the extent to which organisations believe

they can compete. Leaders believe they can

mostly or fully compete, whilst laggers if they

know believe they can only partially compete

at best. The time scale for competitiveness

shows significant differences, where the

leaders believe they can compete now, whilst

the laggers expect to wait five to ten years

before they are competitive.

Leaders vs promising organisations

Practices

Promising organisations are those with strong

underlying practices, but whose performance

has yet to match the leaders. This is borne out

by the practice measures considered in

Table III.

An overwhelming majority of practices

show no significant difference between the

two groups. However, where it does occur, it

is concentrated in two specific components of

the service management model. These are

human resources, where leaders have greater

workforce flexibility and display greater levels

of staff recognition and reward, and service

delivery and quality, where the leaders again

have the edge on most practices. This

component of service management is the only

one from the model where significant

differences occur (one measure apart) in

respect to practice adoption.

Promising organisations demonstrate

particular weaknesses in several practices,

with significantly lower adoption levels than

expected. These include benchmarking and

the adoption of performance measurement

and reporting systems, including customer

satisfaction measurement. Human resources

are another area of concern in terms of shared

vision of service and in the recognition and

reward of staff achievements. Service delivery

and quality as suggested is the area with

considerable potential for further

improvement over a range of practices.

Performance

Whilst the differences in practice adoption are

limited, the Leaders have significant

advantage over the Promising organisations

for all performance indicators (all at the 0.1

per cent level). Areas for greatest

improvement for the Promising group in

relation to the service management model are

human resources and service value and

measurement and overall business

performance. However, apart from the `̀ hard''

and established measures of business

performance, Promising organisations are

closer to leaders in terms of their performance

than laggers. This suggests that superior levels

of practice adoption may have had some

impact upon operational performance,

although this impact could be improved

considerably, perhaps over time as their

practices have an opportunity to mature.

Encouragingly, the differences in performance

attainment with respect to design and

innovation and delivery and quality are

relatively close in percentage terms.

Other factors

When comparing leaders and promising alone

size proves to be a significant factor.

Promising organisations are primarily large,

while leaders are predominantly medium-

sized. Ownership is also significant (1 per cent

level), with independently owned

organisations tending to be leaders and

subsidiaries tend to be promising, although

this factor could well be related to size.

The extent to which organisations believe

they can compete is also associated to

organisation status. Promising organisations

are more likely to believe they can only

partially compete. Despite their solid

foundations in terms of established business

practices, their relatively poor levels of

operational performance is the most likely

cause for this perception.

Leaders vs vulnerable organisations

Practices

Vulnerable organisations are those who have

achieved good levels of operational

performance without the support or adoption

of solid business practices. For all practices,

the leaders have a significant advantage (all at

the 0.1 per cent level). Compared with the

sector's laggers, vulnerables are performing

better on average for each practice, but are

closer to the laggers in terms of the average

scores than they are to the leaders. This does

give an indication of the extent of work to be

done across-the-board by vulnerable

organisations if they expect to become service

leaders. The greatest percentage differences

in average scores in relation to the service

management model are in core business
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strategies (particularly those involving

measurement) and in service delivery and

quality issues. Indeed, their adoption level in

terms of measurement practices is

significantly lower than the average level of

practice adoption for this group. A similar

picture is seen with respect to adopting

quality procedures and frameworks and the

generation of innovative product concepts.

Performance

In terms of performance, vulnerable

organisations have attained good levels but

Table IV indicates that relative weaknesses

still exist when they are compared with the

leaders.

The weaknesses highlighted cover all

aspects of the service management model

with the exception of business performance. It

would appear that work has been done to

ensure good results in terms of the established

measures of business success, but much less

attention has been paid to the supporting

parts of the business process. Service design

and innovation is a key area for performance

improvement followed closely by human

resources, and service value and

measurement. Poor underlying practices in

vulnerable organisations will have had some

impact on lower performance levels. This is

supported by lower than average performance

levels on employee satisfaction, on corporate

Table III Leaders vs promising for practices

Percentage differences between leaders and promising ±

practices Sig level % diff Leaders Promising

Strategic issues

Role of leadership in developing service culture ** 14.3 4.0810 3.5710

Performance measurement and reporting 11.0 3.1700 2.8570

Competitive positioning 5.5 3.6169 3.4290

Quality values 2.8 3.9637 3.8570

Skill and job training and education ±7.0 3.5447 3.8100

Benchmarks ±11.3 2.6598 3.0000

Human resource issues

Workforce flexibility *** 25.8 3.7126 2.9520

Recognition and reward ** 17.0 3.3984 2.9050

Customer orientation 6.4 4.0040 3.7620

Employee involvement 5.5 3.5668 3.3810

Listening to staff 4.3 3.7247 3.5710

Shared vision, mission and goals 3.9 3.4130 3.2860

Day to day teamwork ±0.7 4.0207 4.0480

Service design and innovation

Role of support functions ** 20.0 3.4208 2.8500

Generation of innovative product concepts 13.0 2.8250 2.5000

Management of business processes 2.8 3.4262 3.3330

Listening to the customer 1.6 3.9676 3.9050

Current use of information technology 0.5 3.4939 3.4760

New service design and development process ±1.6 3.2794 3.3330

Service delivery and quality

Real time employee handling of service problems/failures *** 24.4 3.9109 3.1430

Quality mindset ** 18.7 3.7298 3.1430

Problem solving * 14.0 3.4758 3.0480

Use of customer complaint data 7.8 3.6976 3.4290

Quality procedures and framework 0.4 3.0121 3.0000

Service value and measurement

Elimination of `̀ waste'' 8.8 3.0576 2.8100

Visibility and communication of service standards 7.5 3.5830 3.3330

Clarity of goals 5.4 3.7642 3.5710

Customer satisfaction measurement 2.3 2.9224 2.8570

Notes: *Significant at the 5 per cent level; **Significant at the 1 per cent level; ***Significant at the 0.1 per cent level
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social responsibility, on innovation and

service design and in terms of business

measures relating to productivity, return on

net assets and operating costs.

The comparison made so far of promising

and vulnerable organisations with service

leaders highlights one key difference. Both

groups have their relative strengths and

weaknesses, but the promising organisations

are perhaps much closer to service leaders

in terms of their practices than the

vulnerable are in terms of their performance

indicators.

Other factors

The only additional factor that shows a

significant difference between leaders and

vulnerable organisations is the extent to which

they perceive they can compete. Leaders tend

to believe they can mostly or fully compete,

whilst a significant proportion of vulnerable

organisations believe they can only partially

compete at best. However, time scale for

competitiveness showed no significant

difference between the two groups.

Factors that best indicate performance

`̀ winners''

Is there a combination of performance

measures that best indicate whether an

organisation is likely to be a performance

`̀ winner''? Each of the 19 performance factors

was considered and stepwise discriminant

analysis was applied to them. The objective

was to determine the significant combination

of factors which best discriminated between

those organisations that averaged at least 60

per cent for performance and those who can

make major improvements in operational

performance. The factors identified and the

level of accuracy in the discrimination is

displayed in Table V.

The discriminating factors provide a useful

checklist to predict the status of the

organisation. The level of accuracy in terms of

predicting performance status is almost 90

per cent and nearly all of the components of

the service management model are

represented in the discriminating group. The

leading performers (i.e. leaders and

vulnerable organisations) are performing

Table IV Leaders vs vulnerable for performance

Percentage differences between leaders and vulnerable

± performances Sig level % diff Leaders Promising

Strategic issues

Strategy towards corporate social responsibility *** 17.7 3.0517 2.5930

Human resource issues

Employee satisfaction *** 11.8 3.2105 2.8723

Employee loyalty, relative to industry * 5.5 4.1510 3.9355

Service design and innovation

Clarity of service concept *** 29.5 3.6774 2.8387

Innovativeness *** 21.9 3.2602 2.6739

Speed of development relative to competition *** 16.4 3.5287 3.0320

Service meeting customer needs *** 9.6 3.8750 3.5368

Service delivery and quality

Quality performance, relative to industry *** 7.6 3.9798 3.6989

Reliability ** 6.5 3.9234 3.6842

Accessibility 2.9 3.8548 3.7447

Staff responsiveness 2.8 4.0243 3.9140

Service value and measurement

Value (quality/price) *** 11.9 3.7368 3.3404

Level of customer satisfaction ** 7.6 3.7258 3.4632

Customer retention 3.7 3.8525 3.7158

Business performance

Return on net assets * 8.9 3.3692 3.0941

Overall productivity within organisation * 6.7 3.5143 3.2947

Market share (of primary services or line of business) 4.1 3.8148 3.6632

Cash flow 3.6 3.7676 3.6380

Operating costs ±0.3 3.0814 3.0920

Notes: *Significant at the 5 per cent level; **Significant at the 1 per cent level; ***Significant at the 0.1 per cent level
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significantly better in terms of the traditional

`̀ hard'' business measures such as market

share, cash flow and operating costs but also

from staff related issues such as

responsiveness and loyalty. In turn, they are

recording significantly higher levels of

customer satisfaction. External to their

business, they are performing better in terms

of social responsibility.

Initiatives that best indicate practice

`̀ winners''

Equally, does a combination of business

practices best indicate whether an

organisation is a winner and hopefully

equipped to deal with future developments

and market changes? Each of the 28 practices

was considered and the objective was to

determine the significant combination of

factors which best discriminated between

those averaging at least 60 per cent in

adoption levels with those who do not (i.e.

leaders and promising combined versus

vulnerable and laggers). The factors identified

and the level of accuracy in the discrimination

is displayed in Table VI.

The discriminating factors again provide a

checklist to predict the status of the

organisation in terms of practice adoption.

The level of group prediction exceeds 80 per

cent and each of the areas of the service

management model is included in the

discriminating group. In comparison to their

weaker counterparts, those exhibiting high

practice-adoption levels are performing

significantly better in terms of implementing

core business strategies, in encouraging

employees to become customer oriented and

problem solvers and focusing on eliminating

operational `̀ waste''.

Discussion

Research findings

This paper presented four types of service

organisations based on their practices and

performance and other key characteristics. It

also presented a detailed analysis of the

differences between service leaders and the

other three groups, laggers, promising and

vulnerable.

Significant differences exist between leaders

and laggers in both practice and operational

performance. The differences in average

scores for each practice and performance

measure are significant at the highest level

and cover all of the components of the service

management model. Clearly, laggers have to

make widespread, across-the-board

improvements both in business practice and

corresponding performance, although an

indication has been given in the paper

regarding those initiatives and outputs which

require the greatest and most immediate

attention.

Clear discrimination between leaders and

promising exists in terms of operational

performance. However, in relation to the

service management model, these differences

are more pronounced in terms of human

resources, service value and measurement and

overall business performance. On a positive

note, promising organisations have few

disadvantages in terms of business practices,

although to become leaders, more has to be

done in terms of developing strategies in two

Table V Factors that discriminate for performance attainment

Component of service management

Discriminating factors model

Strategy towards corporate social responsibility Strategic issues

Employee loyalty, relative to industry Human resource issues

Staff responsiveness Service delivery and quality

Level of customer satisfaction Service value and measurement

Market share Business performance

Cash flow Business performance

Operating costs Business performance

Predicted group membership

Laggers/promising (%) Leaders/vulnerable (%)

Laggers/promising 63.5 36.5

Leaders/vulnerable 3.2 96.8

89.0 correctly classified
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specific areas of service management, human

resources and service quality.

In terms of business practice, the leaders

have a recognisable advantage over the

vulnerables. These differences are significant

at the highest level and cover all aspects of the

service management model. In terms of

supporting practices, vulnerable organisations

are much closer to service laggers than leaders.

Although they perform reasonably well, there

are specific areas for concern here, particularly

in the area of service design and innovation.

To a lesser extent, there are also significant

differences between the vulnerables and

leaders in terms of service delivery, value and

measurement and human resources.

All cohorts can improve in terms of the

practices they adopt and the performances

they attain. Across the sector, significant

improvements can be sought in terms of key

human resource issues, namely recognition

and rewarding of staff and resultant employee

satisfaction. Quality procedures can also be

improved across the sector and formal

measurement systems provide a major

challenge for the north east services. There is

scope for improvement in terms of innovation

amongst the leaders and vulnerable and with

respect to delivery and quality for the

promising and laggers.

Finally, what can others from the north east

services learn from their leading

organisations? Table VII summarises their key

strengths in terms of practices that they are

good at and performance measures where

they perform best for the sector as a whole.

In terms of practices, there is a consistent

theme of quality and service with employees

at the core of service design and delivery and a

strong emphasis on meeting customer

expectations. In terms of performance, the

critical measures of success are again related

to meeting customer needs in terms of

quality, reliability and accessibility through

staff responsiveness and employee loyalty.

However, the region's leaders have a lot more

to learn themselves in terms of better

practices and higher performance levels. In

each of the business areas some further

improvements are still possible as shown in

Table VIII. Service Design and Innovation is

one such area as is the whole issue of

performance measurement and reporting.

Ideas for further study

Perhaps a limitation of this research is that it

relates to one specific region within the UK. It

would be interesting to ask whether the findings

presented are representative of service

organisations further afield. Certainly, the

characteristics shown by the region's leaders are

consistent with those seen by leading service

organisations, both in terms of major strengths

and challenges, although the north east services

seem relatively weak in terms of implementing

measurement systems and being able to design

and innovate. The results also have some

differences with regard to size being a significant

factor and also on organisational perception.

Smaller organisations in the PILOT study seem

more service oriented and the weaker

organisations from the region seem to be more

realistic than their counterparts elsewhere in

recognising their ability to compete.

In comparison to other studies (Voss and

Johnson, 1995; Voss et al., 1997b), the

leading service organisations in the north east

display a number of similar characteristics.

However, this comparison raises the issue of

the time lag between the collection of the

various data. It would be reasonable to ask

whether the services located in the north east

Table VI Factors that discriminate for practice adoption

Component of service management

Discriminating factors model

Benchmarking Strategic issues

Skill and job training and education Strategic issues

Customer orientation Human resource issues

Problem solving Service delivery and quality

Elimination of `̀ waste'' Service value and measurement

Predicted group membership

Laggers/vulnerable (%) Leaders/promising (%)

Laggers/vulnerable 69.4 30.6

Leaders/promising 8.9 91.1

82.0 correctly classified
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are performing as well as the rest of the

country or merely playing `̀ follow-my-

leader''. An interesting further study could

involve service organisations located

throughout the UK. Such a study would

permit comparisons to be made by region as

well as size and sector.

Additional studies on the participating

organisations from PILOT to determine to

what extent, if any, practice and performance

levels have improved since this benchmarking

exercise has taken place will shed further

light, given that for many participants PILOT

represented their introduction to

benchmarking. It may also be useful in future

research to concentrate on specific aspects of

service management rather than providing a

wider diagnosis. This in-depth analysis could

focus on issues such as design and innovation

and human resources that have proved

problematic for a number of PILOT

respondents.

Finally, the authors are currently

undertaking similar research with respect to

the manufacturing sector in the north east

region to identify the key characteristics of its

leading manufacturers using benchmarking

data from the manufacturing variant of

PILOT. Again, turning this into a longitudinal

study could be useful in identifying the extent

of any improvements in practice adoption and

corresponding performance.

Table VIII What can our service `̀ leaders'' learn to do bettter?

What practices are they exceptionally good at? What are their best performance achievements?

Strategic issues Strategic issues

Benchmarking Strategy towards corporate responsibility

Performance measurement and reporting HR issues

HR issues Employee satisfaction

Recognition and reward Service design and innovation

Shared vision, mission and goals Innovativeness

Service design and innovation Business performance

Generation of innovative product concepts Return on assets

New service design and development process Operating costs

Current use of information technology

Management of business processes

Role of support functions

Service delivery and quality

Quality procedures and framework

Service value and measurement

Customer satisfaction measurement

Elimination of waste

Table VII What can we learn from our leaders?

What practices are they exceptionally good at? What are their best performance achievements?

Strategic issues HR issues

Establishing quality values Employee loyalty relative to industry

Leadership in service culture Service design and innovation

HR issues Service meeting customer needs

Customer orientation Service delivery and quality

Day to day teamwork Staff responsiveness

Workforce flexibility Quality performance relative to industry

Listening to staff Reliability

Service design and innovation Accessibility

Listening to the customer Service value and measurement

Service delivery and quality Level of customer satisfaction

Quality mindset Market share (of primary services or line of business)

Real time employee handling of service problems/failures

Service value and measurement

Clarity of goals
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CSR performance: driven by
TQM implementation, size,

sector?
Andrew Robson and Ed Mitchell

Newcastle Business School, Northumbria University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to consider organisational performance relating to
“sustainability and inclusion” and to assess four related indicators across the manufacturing and
service sectors both in absolute performance terms and by level of TQM implementation and
organisational size.

Design/methodology/approach – The paper is based on two empirical studies (manufacturing
and service) undertaken in North Eastern England, involving the application of a self-assessed
benchmarking tool. Data were collected from 128 manufacturers and 428 service organisations where
performance measures relating to “sustainability and inclusion” were considered.

Findings – The findings presented in this paper indicate the level of performance in “sustainability
and inclusion”, together with the impact of size, world-class status and specific individual and
aggregated TQM enablers for both sectors. Both manufacturing and service have some way to go in
terms of their performance, whilst organisational size and world-class appear to influence attainment,
as do certain individual and aggregated measures of business practice and internal performance.

Research limitations/implications – The paper shows that further research may involve
revisiting the participating organisations to identify the extent of any improvement in their
performance relating to “sustainability and inclusion”.

Practical implications – The results in this paper indicate the extent of the room for improvement
within both manufacturing and service, but indicate how a greater level of TQM maturity and
subsequent internal performance puts an individual organisation in a better position to a certain extent
to do this.

Originality/value – The findings in the paper are based on benchmarking data, where the
implementation of certain TQM practices and measures of internal business performance have been
measured alongside a limited number of measures relating to CSR performance across manufacturing
and service as part of a wider regional study. Providing these data together has allowed the
exploration of the association between the two sets of measures.

Keywords Total quality management, Benchmarking, England

Paper type Research paper

Background to the study
The findings presented in this paper make use of benchmarking data collected as part
of two major studies that involved around 300 manufacturing companies and 450
service organisations located in the North East of England respectively (Prabhu et al.,
2000a, b) using a tool called PILOT. PILOT represents a simplified version of the
PROBE methodology that underpinned the range of “made in Europe” studies
published in the late 1990s which considered best practice relating to both
manufacturing and service (Hanson et al., 1994, 1996, Voss et al., 1997, 1998). The
results that support this work refer to four specific performance measures from both
North East of England studies that consider the participating organisations’
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self-assessment of their performance relating to “sustainability and inclusion”. These
four indicators are:

(1) Strategy towards corporate social responsibility.

(2) Involvement in the local community.

(3) Emissions and hazards.

(4) Sustainability.

Whilst these measures are perhaps not extensive in the range of issues covered relating
to corporate and social responsibility, they measure organisational performance
relative to their location and community, thus considering performance criteria similar
to those identified within the EFQM model in its section defined as “society and
results” (EFQM, 1999). The data provided by these two studies and considered here
provide an opportunity to measure the extent to which the level of TQM adoption
and/or the levels of operational performance assessed using a range of individual and
aggregate measures, have impacted on the corresponding levels of external business
performance relating to factors defined within PILOT as “sustainability and inclusion”,
which can be used as a measure of how the region’s organisations are performing with
respect to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).

Literature review
Total Quality Management (TQM) has grown from being a strict, systematic,
statistical methodology to an all-embracing philosophy of conceptual Business
Excellence. The theory that underpins TQM is well documented and supported by
considerable empirical evidence. Since the 1950s, practitioners and researchers have
been describing the positive relationship between an organisation’s depth of
deployment of TQM and the results achieved in terms of operational and financial
performance. Deming (1982) and Schonberger (1986) pointed out the benefits of TQM
in improving operational measures while Feigenbaum (1956, 1983) and Goldratt and
Cox (1984) added the external key issues of competitive positioning, customer
satisfaction and financial outcomes to the equation.

Throughout the 1990s, various descriptive literature and underpinning empirical
evidence emerged that identified the key features of world-class organisations (based
on their levels of adoption of TQM) and significant relationships between these and the
levels of competitive results achieved and sustained by them. Smith (1995) suggested
that successful companies maintained their competitive advantage through holistic
management of best practice. Large-scale studies (Womack et al., 1990; Womak and
Jones, 1996; Hanson et al., 1994; Voss and Hanson, 1993; Voss et al., 1997; DTI, 1995,
1997; CBI, 1997) have categorised organisations based on the results achieved from the
TQM practices that they have adopted. Hanson et al. (1994) proposed the hypothesis
that “the adoption of best practice will lead to improved performance” and developed a
conceptual world-class model that links TQM practices with operational and key
business performance. Voss et al. (1996, 1997, 1998) tested the relationship between
TQM and performance outcomes and showed that it appears to be generally valid
across functions, sectors and sizes of organisations. These studies have also indicated
that there is significant difference between leading (world-class) and lagging
organisations attributed to depth of deployment of TQM.
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The most recent empirical research into the relationship between TQM deployment
and company performance has continued to support strong correlation between TQM
and results. The series of studies by Hendricks and Singhal (1996, 1997, 2000, 2001)
and the combined European and British Quality Foundations’ joint study by the Centre
of Quality Excellence at the University of Leicester (2005) have indicated that “the
effective implementation of the principles of Business Excellence do make good
economic sense”.

Alongside the TQM philosophy, a number of organisations have developed
frameworks for organisational excellence based on the principle that the enabling
practice criteria relates to results achieved in operational and overall business
performance. The Deming Framework, established in Japan in 1951, led to the more
recent development of the two most prominent international frameworks that have
become the highest known form of benchmarking methodology for TQM practices and
achievement of results in modern business management. The Malcolm Baldrige
National Quality Award Framework, created in 1987, is now used to assess companies
for world-class levels of practice and performance results (NIST, 2002), whilst the
European Foundation for Quality Management’s Excellence Model was developed in
1988 and is used by organisations to benchmark and improve their practices and
competitive positioning. These TQM frameworks have been continuously developed
and now include altruistic issues such as: corporate social responsibility and
environmental responsibility as core values and concepts (Baldrige) or as a
fundamental concept (EFQM).

These issues are assessed as results criteria under the context of “stakeholders and
society” and are driven from the models’ enabling TQM drivers in common with other
operating and key performance criteria. Within the European Quality Award, there is a
section looking at “Impact on society”, which considers two aspects of this process, a
community’s perception at how the organisation meets its expectations and how the
organisation impacts upon the society in which it is located (EFQM, 1999). This impact
on society is measured from the perspective of performance, not the role of any explicit
or implicit enablers that support this process.

Given that the development of the various quality and excellence frameworks has
resulted in the inclusion of measures relating to corporate and social responsibility
alongside their more traditional measures relating to organisational practice and
performance, consideration of the extent to which TQM adoption, as measured through
practices implemented and results achieved, is associated with levels of social and
environmental attainment external to the organisations can be measured. In the “Made
in Europe 2” study, Hanson et al. (1996) identified the manufacturing leaders (based on
the top 10 percent by score from implementing the EQA model) had a an average
performance score relating “impact on society” comparable with their average
performance scores for people satisfaction and customer satisfaction and marginally
better than that relating to business results. However, these authors identified that the
bottom 10 per cent of manufacturers had a comparatively lower mean performance
score relating to “impact on society”, this having the joint lowest score of any of the
enabler or result component measured through implementation of the model.

Moreover, Hillman and Keim (2001) have tested the relationship between
shareholder value, stakeholder management and social issue participation and found
evidence that, while stakeholder management may lead to improved shareholder value,
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social issue participation is negatively associated with shareholder value. These
findings are interesting in that they challenge the core values and concepts of the
Baldrige framework and the fundamental concept that forms one of the nine criteria of
the EFQM model. Furthermore, a number of studies, including Moore (2001), identified
the positive association between organisational size and the social/environmental
performance, size being a factor which, alongside TQM implementation, may be a
potential driver of CSR performance, whilst Cottrill (1990) identified differences in
social performance between organisational sectors. Shareholder value and financial
performance will not be considered here, the other organisational characteristics will be
assessed within the study presented.

Using empirical analysis based on the North East England regional studies, which
have adopted a particular benchmarking tool, the paper wishes to identify the
following:

. The level of performance in absolute terms relating to a number of measures
connected to sustainability and inclusion.

. The extent to which level of performance relating to sustainability and inclusion
is driven by TQM adoption and/or corresponding internal business performance.

. The particular aspects of TQM adoption that places organisations in a better
position to perform regarding their sustainability and inclusion. These aspects of
TQM may relate to an organisation’s leadership and culture, the extent of its
implementation of quality frameworks, its implementation of measurement
systems or its internal levels of performance achieved.

. The extent to which the ability to exhibit a certain level of sustainability and
inclusion is dependent upon organisational size.

. The extent to which differences exist between the manufacturing and service
sector, as broad indicators of economic sector, with regard to the above.

Method of research and empirical analysis
The benchmarking data considered in this paper involved organisational
self-assessment, with facilitator support and guidance and data analysis provided
from external agencies (Robson and Yarrow, 2000), where 128 manufacturing
companies and 428 service providers employed the benchmarking metric that included
these additional measures. The data used scales from 1 to 5, and make use of
recognisable manufacturing or service standards, representing for each variable a
range of practice implementation or performance realised from the poorest levels to
world-class, consistent across the various measurements included within the
benchmarking tool employed.

In the analysis to be presented in the next part of the paper, an acceptable level of
performance is assumed to be a benchmark score of 3, i.e. the median point on the
scales adopted (values significantly lower or higher than represent poor or good
respective performance). A range of parametric tests have been undertaken to
determine significant differences from this mean score of 3, together with tests for
differences between groups. Statistically significant differences have been reported at
the 5, 1 or 0.1 percent levels of significance. Equally, correlation analysis has been used
to determine the level of significant association between various individual internal
measures of practice or performance and the four measures of “sustainability and
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inclusion”. Additionally, these internal practices or performance measures have been
aggregated to provide broad indicators of TQM implementation and internal
attainments, which have subsequently been tested for any significance in association
with the four external performance measures, in each case, significance has been
recorded at the levels indicated previously.

Differences in performance by specific sub-group (defined by TQM
adoption/internal performance levels and size by number of employees) have been
measured separately for manufacturing and service relating to the measures of
“sustainability and inclusion”. These include differences in terms of world-class status
(defined by the benchmarking scores relating to business practices and business and
operational performance measures) and organisational size (defined by number of
employees on site). In terms of the former, four groups have been identified – Potential
Winners (high practice, high performance), Promising (high practice, low
performance), Vulnerable (low practice, high performance) and Room for
Improvement (low practice, low performance), with the low/high cut-off index being
an aggregate index of 60 percent in each case. The organisational size bands have been
defined as micro (20 or fewer staff), small (21-50), medium (51-200) and large (more than
250 staff on site).

Whilst the primary aim of the two regional studies was not to focus on CSR
attainment across the two sectors, by including these four measures relating to
“sustainability and inclusion” within the benchmarking metric, opportunity was given
to the researchers and participating organisations to assess the extent in absolute
terms of CSR performance, alongside the impact of an organisation’s size and the
extent to which they have implemented good organisational practices and/or realised
high level of internal organisational performance have influenced this external
attainment.

Findings from the benchmarking survey
The findings presented here will consider the manufacturing sector, the service sector
and a comparison between the two groups of organisations.

Manufacturing
Overview
The percentage of manufacturers scoring highly (i.e. 4 or 5) for each of the measures
ranges between 13 and 28 percent, with the percentages scoring poorly (i.e. 1 or 2) is
more typical for each measure, being between 35 and 45 percent, as suggested within
Table I, with all four indicators having a mean score below 3 and apart from emissions
and hazards (no significant difference) and strategy towards corporate social
responsibility (5 percent level), these differences being statistically significant at the 0.1
percent level. There is consistency of performance between these measures, with
significant positive association existing between each pair of variables, all at the 0.1
percent level of significance. Moreover, scores for each of the four performance
measures are significantly inferior to the overall internal business performance for the
sector, as seen in Table I.
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Impact of world-class status
World-class status shows significant differences for each of the four performance
indicators relating to “sustainability and inclusion”, as indicated within Table II. For
each of the measures, manufacturers defined as PW/WC have averaged at least an
acceptable level of external performance, with two measures displaying a mean
significantly greater than 3 (both 5 percent level). The Promising manufacturers
have shown an adequate level of performance across the measures albeit based on a
small number of organisations, whilst the vulnerables and those with room for
improvement have scored significantly lower across the piece in statistical terms.
Moreover, no significant difference exists across any of the measures between the
PW/WC and promising manufacturers implying those with high levels of TQM
implementation (irrespective of internal performance) are more likely to perform
relatively well in terms of external CSR. The level of performance recorded for the
four measures is typically inferior in statistically significant terms compared with
typical levels of internal business performance and this is especially case for the
winning and vulnerable manufacturers, with both groups having achieved high
levels of internal performance.

Manufacturing
respondents

Value (1-2 ¼ “poor”, 3 – “OK”,
4-5 ¼ “good”)

Significance
from mean

Significant
difference

from overall
internal

Variable 1-2 (%) 3 (%) 4-5 (%) Mean score of 3 performance

Strategy towards corporate
social responsibility

38 34 28 2.764 ( *) ( * * *)

Involvement in the local
community

45 36 20 2.528 ( * * *) ( * * *)

Emissions and hazards 38 34 28 2.843 ( * *)
Sustainability 43 44 13 2.484 ( * * *) ( * * *)

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * * 0.1 percent level, () lower than

Table I.
Profile of manufacturing

PILOT scores

PW/WC Promising Vulnerable RFI/CDB

Strategy towards corporate social responsibility * ( * * *) ( * *)
Involvement in local community ( * *) ( * * *)
Emissions and hazards * ( * *) ( *)
Sustainability ( * * *) ( * * *)
Significant difference from overall internal
performance
Strategy towards corporate social responsibility ( *) ( * * *)
Involvement in local community ( * * *) ( * * *) ( * *)
Emissions and hazards ( * * *)
Sustainability ( * * *) ( * * *) ( * *)

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * * 0.1 percent level, () lower than

Table II.
Differences in

manufacturing mean
scores from 3.0 by WC

status and with internal
performance
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Impact of individual TQM enablers, internal performance and aggregated measures
Table III gives an indication of the impact of specific, individual TQM enablers and
individual internal performance measures on the level of CSR attainment across the
manufacturing sector. These cover the areas of Organisation and Culture, Quality
Practices and Organisational Results.

From an organisation and culture perspective, there is a clear association between
vision, strategy implementation and staff development and levels of external
performance, whilst the level of quality practice implementation is also significantly
associated. The profile relating to internal performance is less clear-cut, apart from
associations involving performance relating to productivity and performance
measurement and reporting.

Strategy
towards

corporate social
responsibility

Involvement in
local community

Emissions and
hazards Sustainability

Organisation and culture
Vision * * * * * * * *

Shared vision * * * * * * * * * *

Manufacturing strategy * * * * * * * * * * * *

Employee involvement * * * * * * *

Job flexibility * *

Benchmarking * * * * * * * * * * *

Human resource strategy * * * * * * * * * *

Skills assessments * * * * * * * * * * *

Personal development
needs

* * * * * * * *

Training and education * * * * * * * * * * *

Customer orientation * * * * * * *

Problem solving * * *

Quality practices
Quality vision * * * * * * * * * *

Quality processes * * * * * * * * * * *

Suppliers * * * * * * * *

Organisational results
Customer satisfaction *

Market share
Employee morale * *

Inventory turns *

Cash flow * * * *

Return on net assets
Productivity * * * * * * * * * * *

Product costs * * * * * * *

Performance
measurement and
reporting

* * * * * * * * * * * *

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * * 0.1 percent level

Table III.
Association between
manufacturing PILOT
questions and measures
of CSR
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Taking a holistic view on the impact of TQM implementation through aggregating the
indicators into the broad areas listed above, the association between these aggregated
indices and levels of performance are shown in Table IV.

The aggregated scores representing each of the three areas shows moderately
strong, but highly significant association with CSR performance, with the index
relating to organisation and culture showing marginally the strongest association.
This would suggest both practice implementation and internal performance have a
positive association with external CSR performance, although the earlier results
relating to world-class status would also suggest the marginally greater impact of
enablers rather than internal attainment.

Impact of size band
Organisational size clearly plays a part in explaining differences in performance across
these measures, with all four measures showing significant differences across
manufacturing as indicated in Table V. Medium and large organisations have attained

Micro Small Medium Large

Strategy towards corporate social responsibility ( *) ( * *)
Involvement in local community ( * * *) ( * *)
Emissions and hazards ( *) ( * * *)
Sustainability ( * *) ( * * *)
Significant difference from overall internal
performance
Strategy towards corporate social responsibility ( * *) ( * * *)
Involvement in local community ( * * *) ( * *) ( *)
Emissions and hazards ( * *) ( * * *)
Sustainability ( * * *) ( * * *) ( *)

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * * 0.1 percent level; () lower than

Table V.
Differences in

manufacturing mean
scores from 3.0 by size
band and with internal

performance

Strategy
towards

corporate social
responsibility

Involvement in
local community

Emissions and
hazards Sustainability

Aggregated indices
Organisation and culture 0.502 0.444 0.421 0.388
Quality practices 0.416 0.351 0.408 0.419
Organisational results 0.309 0.327 0.369 0.399

Aggregated indices
Organisation and culture * * * * * * * * * * * *

Quality practices * * * * * * * * * * * *

Organisational results * * * * * * * * * * * *

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * * 0.1 percent level

Table IV.
Associations between

manufacturing PILOT
indices and measures of

CSR

CSR performance
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an acceptable level of performance across the measures, whilst the performance for
their micro and small counterparts is significantly lower.

The extent of the significant difference between performance internal to the
organisation and that relating to “sustainability and inclusion” becomes more apparent
the smaller the manufacturer is, with limited significant differences for the medium
and larger organisations.

Service
Overview
The service sector has a comparable profile to its manufacturing counterpart, with
each performance measure relating to “sustainability and inclusion” having a mean
score below 3, significant at the 0.1 percent level, as indicated within Table VI. The
percentage of service organisations scoring highly for each of the measures ranges
between 14 and 25 percent, with the percentage scoring poorly is again more typical,
being between 29 and 45 percent across the four performance measures. Like the
manufacturing sector, significant positive association exists between each pair of
variables, all at the 0.1 percent level of significance, suggesting a similar consistency of
performance level across the service sector. For each of the four measures, the level of
CSR performance is significantly lower than that recorded for the overall levels of
internal business performance, each at the 0.1 percent level of significance.

Impact of world-class status
World-class status highlights significant differences for each of the four performance
indicators relating to “sustainability and inclusion”, as indicated within Table VII.
Unlike the manufacturing sector, even the services defined as PW/WC or Promising
have averaged poorly with regard to certain of these measures, whilst as earlier, the
vulnerables and those with room for improvement have scored significantly lower than
3 on average for each measure. Apart from Strategy towards Corporate Social
Responsibility where the PW/WC score higher (1 percent level), no significant
difference exists across any of the measures between the PW/WC and Promising
manufacturers, suggesting again that services with high levels of TQM
implementation (irrespective of internal performance) are more likely to perform
relatively well in terms of external CSR than their counterparts with poorer levels of

Service respondents
Value (1-2 ¼ “poor”, 3 – “OK”,

4-5 ¼ “good”)
Significance
from mean

Significant
difference

from overall
internal

Variable 1-2 (%) 3 (%) 4-5 (%) Mean score of 3 performance

Strategy towards corporate
social responsibility

39 35 25 2.763 ( * * *) ( * * *)

Involvement in the local
community

42 38 20 2.601 ( * * *) ( * * *)

Emissions and hazards 43 35 22 2.655 ( * * *) ( * * *)
Sustainability 55 31 14 2.265 ( * * *) ( * * *)

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * * 0.1 percent level; () lower than

Table VI.
Profile of service PILOT
scores
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practice implementation. Like the manufacturing sector, the level of performance
recorded for the four measures is typically inferior in statistically significant terms
compared with typical levels of internal business performance and again, this is
especially case for the winning and vulnerable service providers, who by definition
have performed well with regard to the latter.

Impact of individual TQM enablers, internal performance and aggregated measures
Table VIII gives an indication of the impact of individual TQM enablers and internal
performance indicators on the level of CSR attainment across the sector, covering
Organisation and Culture, Service Quality and Delivery, Measurement of Service and
Organisational Results.

Organisational practices relating to skill and job training and education, employee
involvement and listening to staff appear to have the most significant levels of
association with CSR performance, as do a range of practices relating to service
delivery and measurement. Apart from performance relating to Strategy towards
Corporate Social Responsibility, the association between internal performance and CSR
performance is non-significant, suggesting again that this external attainment is
enabler rather results driven from within the service organisations.

Table IX gives an indication of the association between external performance and
the aggregated indices, based on the broad drivers listed above.

Clearly the most significant drivers are practices relating to organisation and
culture and service measurement, which are weak to moderately strong but highly
significant in association.

Impact of size band
Organisational size again explains significant differences in performance across these
measures, with all four measures showing significant differences across the service
sector as indicated in Table X. Medium and large organisations have attained an
acceptable level of performance across the measures, whilst the performance for their
micro and small counterparts is significantly lower, giving a profile which is consistent
with that displayed by the manufacturers. Similar to manufacturing, the extent of the
significant difference between performance internal to the organisation and that
relating to “sustainability and inclusion” becomes more apparent the smaller the

PW/WC Promising Vulnerable RFI/CDB

Strategy towards corporate social responsibility ( * *) ( * *) ( * * *)
Involvement in local community ( * *) ( * *)
Emissions and hazards ( * * *) ( * *)
Sustainability ( * * *) ( * * *) ( * * *)
Significant difference from overall internal
performance
Strategy towards corporate social responsibility ( * * *) ( *) ( * * *) ( * * *)
Involvement in local community ( * * *) ( * * *)
Emissions and hazards ( * * *) ( *) ( * * *) ( *)
Sustainability ( * * *) ( * * *) ( * *)

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * * 0.1 percent level; () lower than

Table VII.
Differences in service

mean scores from 3.0 by
WC status and with

internal performance

CSR performance
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Strategy
towards

corporate social
responsibility

Involvement in
local community

Emissions and
hazards Sustainability

Organisation and culture
Leadership in developing
service culture *

Shared vision and goals * * * *

Customer orientation * * *

Quality values * *

Recognition *

Skill and job training and
education * * * * * * * * * *

Employee involvement * * * * *

Listening to staff * * * * *

Teamwork penetration * * *

Service quality and delivery
Problem-solving culture * * * * * * *

Quality mindset * * * * *

Quality procedures and
framework * * * * *

Employee handling of
service problem/failures * *

Use of customer complaint
data * * * *

Workforce flexibility * * *

Measurement of service
Non-value-adding
activities * * * * * * * * *

Vision of service quality * * * * *

Visibility of service
standards * * * * * * * * *

Benchmarks * * * * * * * *

Performance
measurement and
reporting * * * * * * * * * *

Customer satisfaction
measurement * * * * * * * *

Organisational results
Value (quality/price) * * *

Customer retention *

Level of customer
satisfaction * *

Market share (of primary
service/line of business)
Cash flow *

Overall productivity * *

Return on net assets *

Production costs * * *

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * 0.1 percent level

Table VIII.
Association between
service PILOT questions
and measures of CSR
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manufacturer is, with limited significant differences only for the larger services, the
rest for medium sized organisations and smaller having a significantly inferior level of
attainment relative to their internal performance.

Comparisons between manufacturing and service sectors
In comparison, neither sector leads overall with respect to any of these performance
measures, where no significant difference exists in the mean performance for any of the
four indicators between service and manufacturing.

If equivalent sub-groups of manufacturers and service organisations are compared
(i.e. PW/WC from each sector, micro vs. micro, etc.), only limited differences exist in
terms of mean levels of performance.

Strategy
towards

corporate social
responsibility

Involvement in
local community

Emissions and
hazards Sustainability

Aggregated indices
Organisation and culture 0.200 0.106 0.273 0.250
Service quality and
delivery

0.232 20.011 0.276 0.249

Measurement of service 0.340 0.174 0.414 0.450
Organisational results 0.211 20.033 0.139 0.048

Aggregated indices
Organisation and culture * * * * * * * * * * * *

Service quality and
delivery

*

Measurement of service * * * * * * * * * * * *

Organisational results * * * * *

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * * 0.1 percent level

Table IX.
Associations between

service PILOT indices
and measures of CSR

Micro Small Medium Large

Strategy towards corporate social responsibility ( * *) ( * * *)
Involvement in local community ( * *) ( * * *)
Emissions and hazards ( * * *)
Sustainability ( * * *) ( * * *) ( *)
Significant difference from overall internal
performance
Strategy towards corporate social responsibility ( * * *) ( * * *) ( * * *)
Involvement in local community ( * * *) ( * * *) ( *)
Emissions and hazards ( * * *) ( * * *) ( *)
Sustainability ( * * *) ( * * *) ( * *)

Notes: * Significant at 5 percent level; * * 1 percent level; * * * 0.1 percent level; () lower than

Table X.
Differences in service

mean scores from 3.0 by
size band and with

internal performance

CSR performance
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In terms of World Class status, promising manufacturers perform better than their
service counterparts with regard to Strategy towards Corporate Social Responsibility
(1 percent level) and manufacturing leads amongst the PW/WC organisations in terms
of Sustainability (5 percent level), whilst amongst those showing room for
improvement, the service sector leads in terms of involvement in the local
community (5 percent level).

Regarding organisational size, amongst micro organisations, service leads
manufacturing in terms of involvement in the local community (1 percent level),
whilst large manufacturers lead service in terms of emissions and hazards (5 percent
level).

Implication of the results
In absolute terms, both manufacturing and service sectors within the North East of
England (relative to established world-class standards) are performing typically only
poorly to adequately with respect to external CSR performance, with neither sector
dominating in terms of performance. Moreover, compared with the UK measures
relating to EFQM implementation (Hanson et al., 1996), the better organisations in
terms of world-class status for the region are relatively under performing, as are the
regions weaker organisations when comparison is made between the results presented
in this paper and the UK attainment recorded in the 1996 study cited above. Apart from
the larger organisations both in manufacturing and service, performance relating to
“sustainability and inclusion” typically lags behind that relating to internal business
performance and this is the case overall for each sector and also by world-class status
group and organisational size, the large manufacturers and service providers apart.
This suggests from the measures used in the benchmarking study, the most typical
level of attainment across the region sees both its manufacturing and service
organisations failing to view regional social responsibility as an appropriate objective,
with no policies relating to involvement in the local community, whilst policies relating
to emissions and hazards and sustainability do not extend beyond compliance with
legal requirements. In short, organisations within both sectors have prioritised internal
business performance over that relating to stakeholders in their closest environment.

This North East of England study does highlight the existence of a number of key
associations, where an organisation’s maturity in terms of implementing TQM
practices and associated values and influences (be it in manufacturing and service),
and the realisation of a corresponding high level of internal organisational
performance, has led to a relatively positive performance in terms of external
indicators relating to “sustainability and inclusion”. To a marginally greater extent,
this is enabler rather than performance driven. The analysis indicates linkage to policy
setting (shared vision, quality vision) and implementation through operational and
human resource strategies being deployed in levels of practice relating to organisation
and culture and quality concept, significant at individual enabler and recognisably
stronger at an aggregated level of implementation.

Perhaps even more clear-cut in both sectors is the association with organisational
size, where the medium and large organisations are much more likely to attain at least
an adequate level of performance relating to CSR, both in manufacturing and service.

In terms of implication for organisations, this would suggest a limited, but
significant impact of TQM implementation on external CSR performance. Combining
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these findings, this would suggest that within the region’s manufacturing and service
sectors, the winning organisations (in terms of TQM embedding and achieving
organisational performance benefits) and those with larger numbers of employees on
site are getting to the point of introducing ad hoc measures relating to regional social
responsibility, encouraging local voluntary involvement amongst their employees and
are seeking to extend performance relating to emissions and hazards and sustainability
beyond legal minimums, although without fully embedding this within their relevant
formal systems and processes. However, from an overall regional perspective this level
of attainment from both the manufacturing and service sectors appears to be relatively
low compared to that observed nationally.

We conclude that this region’s organisations are becoming aware of the effect of the
CSR practice and performance relationship. They appear to be at an awakening stage
of CSR, mainly involving the ethical principles of avoiding harm or damage to their
most immediate external stakeholders and working to legislative and regulatory
requirements for economic, financial, health, safety and environmental issues.

Using the results provided by this study, we cannot conclude categorically that the
region’s CSR performance is driven by TQM, although the relevant levels of
engagement in activities relating to the former are greater amongst those
manufacturers and service providers who have higher levels of TQM adoption and
who have attained better levels of internal business performance. However, approaches
to CSR may be emerging in a similar way to that in which quality approaches
developed towards the concept of Business Excellence. It may be following an
evolutionary pattern similar to that in which “quality awareness” developed to TQM
and Business Excellence. In maturing through phases from the “awakening” described
above to total stakeholder nurturing and philanthropy, CSR may, in the future,
establish its own place in the overall Business Excellence framework.

One limitation of the study is the data is now at least five years old; so one question
arises regarding the extent, if any, to which the region’s organisations have moved on
in terms of their external performance. If opportunities arose, it would be useful to
gauge the extent of enhancement in performance relating to CSR across both sectors as
part of a longitudinal study, where manufacturing and service participants considered
within this study could repeat the self-assessment to measure the extent to which their
external performance as measured by these CSR-related indices has changed and
moved to levels that extend beyond the ad-hoc or simple compliance to legal
requirement.
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���� �" ��� �������� �� �� ���� ��������� ���
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������� �� ���� ���������� ���� ��� ��
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���������� ��������� ���� ���� ����

����������� �� ������� ������������ ��
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������� ��� ������������ ����������

���������� �� ���� � ������ �� ����������
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�#��������' ����� ������� ����� �����
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����������� ����� �� ���� ��� �������'

������������ ��� ������� ���" ���� ��� ��

���� �� ���� � ������ ������� �����
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���������� � ����� �� ��" ���������� �����
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������������� ��� ���������" ��� ����

���������� �� ���������

����� A-- �	����	
� ��� ����� %�� ����������	 ������ 	
� ���	��


��� 2�������	 
���	 '�� ����*�����

B�����	�� 0���	����
�� ������� -��������	 �	���

#�	���� ����	���� $������ �������

(������� �		�	�� ,�%������� �������� �% ����%����

-��������	 ����������	 �� B���	�

�������
�� 3��� %�� �����

=���	� ����� (������	��� �% CC���	�DD

������� ����	����
�� ��� �	�����	� ����
�����

;	������� -��������	 �% �������� ��	��%��	���

-��������	 ������

2��*��� ����		�	 !����������	�

;�������	��� �	��	�� %�� ������� ��� �����	

����������	

#�	���� ���	 %�� �����	� ��� ��������

-��������	 �% ������� ���������

,� �� ����� %�� ��������� ���������	

,� ��	����	���

(���	����� ��������

$������ 
������� �	��	��� %�� ������� ��������

(���	��� ��� 	������� %�� B���	�

������� �����	��� ��� ������	���

!		��	��� 	� �������� �����	�

-������� CC�����	� �% 	�	
DD

3���� 0����	��� �������� 
������� �% �������� 0������	��� ��� ������

�������� ��������	��� (������� ����������	

�	��	���� ���� �% ������	���

3��'�������

����������

-��������	 �% ��	���� �����	� $��%������� ���������	 ��� �����	���

-��������	 �		��	��� 	� B���	� ������� ������	������ �����	�

#����	� �% ����� 3�������	� ��� ��������	��� �% �	�������

#�	���� ��	��%��	��� ���������	 �����	 %�� ���������

#
��������� �	������� (�	�����
�� ������� �	�������

��	���	 #��
 %��� #����	� �% ������� ������	

0�	�� �� ����	� (������� ��	��%��	���

;������ �����	���	� ��	
�� ��������	��� ,����	 �� �����	�

����� �% ��	���� ��	��%��	���

#��	���

0��������	�

3��� )B���	�<�����*

������ �� ��	���� ��	��%��	���

#�	���� ����

#�	���� ��	��	���

���

�������� %�� �������� ���������

!��+ !������� !����� 0����� ��� >��� ;���

(���	��� 2 ��������

3���� &4 � ����� 4 � 5667 � 547�588



2� ���� �� ����������' ��� �������� ���
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������ ����������� ��� ��� �������
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������  ��� �� ����� ���������� �� ����
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��������� ������ ��� � ������� ������

$���� ��� ��� �������� ��������' ��� ����"

������ ���� ��� ������������ �������� ����
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��������� ��������' ���� ���� ����������� ��
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�������� ������ �� ����� ���� ���
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�� ��" ������� �� ��� ��������� �� ���� #�����"
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Does quality drive employee
satisfaction in the UK learning

sector?
Andrew Robson, David Yarrow and Jane Owen

Newcastle Business School, Northumbria University, Ellison Place,
Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to provide empirical evidence to assess the nature and extent
of the link between employee satisfaction and organisational performance.

Design/methodology/approach – This paper examines the link between staff satisfaction and
organisational performance, presenting findings from 21 colleges of Further Education that have
participated in both a survey of staff satisfaction (covering over 2,600 staff from these colleges) and in
a diagnostic benchmarking exercise using the “Learning PROBE” methodology.

Findings – The results suggest that whilst each of the measured aspects of work are regarded as
being important by a majority of survey respondents, the level of “satisfaction” displayed in each of
these attributes is indicated by only a minority of those surveyed. The findings support the existence
of a link between staff satisfaction and organisational excellence. Staff satisfaction levels are most
strongly associated with the leadership and service processes indices, and even more so with the
overall organisational diagnosis. This suggests that colleges that are implementing “good practices”
covering a range of managerial aspects, and who are achieving corresponding organisational results,
are likely to be closer to satisfying their staff. Practices relating to people, performance management
and organizational results also show association with staff’s satisfaction gap, although not as
significantly as above. The results suggest an holistic approach to implementing business practices
appears to be more effective than concentrating only on deploying good practices in only a single area
of the managerial process.

Originality/value – The value of the paper is to the UK Further Education Sector in that it identifies
those organisational practices, which improved, can in combination address to some extent the work
satisfaction levels of their employees.

Keywords Business excellence, Job satisfaction, Further education, Benchmarking, Surveys

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Quality improvement is high on the agenda of the United Kingdom’s public services,
and the education, learning and skills sector is no exception. The general drive for
improvement has been strongly influenced by the central government, largely through
the introduction of its various performance initiatives, such as “Best Value Reviews”
and “Comprehensive Performance Assessments”, and by increases in stakeholder
awareness and expectations. There has been much encouragement for the public
services to introduce formal quality frameworks in order to enhance organisational
performance (Sanderson, 1996). McAdam et al. (2002) reported that within the public
sector the “Business Excellence Model” (BEM) and “Investors in People” (IIP) were
considered by managers as offering an appropriate set of models and performance
indicators that have relevance to the sector. There was also an indication that various
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models, particularly those cited above, were being used in combination to address both
operational and strategic issues. The UK government through the Cabinet Office (2001)
have identified BEM, IIP, Charter Mark, and ISO9000 as the four main quality schemes
being implemented across local government and were encouraging organisations
across the sector to use one or more of these tools in combination. Interestingly,
Bowden (2000) commented that both BEM and IIP have been revised in recent times to
increase their emphasis upon cultural and motivational issues, including a focus on
satisfaction levels among employees.

In terms of the public sector, Davis (1998) reported that a lack of awareness
had existed until the late 1990s regarding the potential scope of benchmarking in
local government. Within this sector, low levels of aspiration restricted the
organisations’ potential to gain from the process and formal evaluation across the
sector was limited. Davis commented that whilst benchmarking was maturing, its
public value was limited, and at the time through a combination of factors,
development was being inhibited. Moreover, Ball et al. (2000) commented that
benchmarking in local government was seen as a management tool which was
being implemented to address two separate issues: a way of challenging sectoral
processes and as a method of central government control, primarily in terms of
implementing financial constraints. Bowerman et al. (2002) argued that, in its
evolution, benchmarking more frequently responded to the requirements of the
central government than those of the implementing local authority and was
typically used for defensive purposes rather than performance gains. These
authors view benchmarking’s development and application as being quite separate
to its equivalent within the private sector.

From a different perspective, the belief that employee satisfaction is an important
consideration in relation to the delivery of high-quality services (and products) has
long been embedded in theories, models and writings on the themes of quality
improvement and organisational excellence. Deming (1993), for example, saw “Joy in
work” as an end in itself, and inextricably linked with effectiveness of the system.
Silvestro (2002) suggests that the American TQM “gurus” are “. . .unanimous and
unequivocal in the view that increasing process ownership and job satisfaction will
yield returns in both quality and productivity”, while Peters and Austin (1986) stress
the theme of “ownership”, arguing that employees with a feeling of ownership with
respect to either their organisation or role are more likely to provide better levels of
performance.

An explicit link between employee satisfaction and loyalty, and profitability, was
suggested by the architects of the “service-profit chain” (Heskett et al., 1994), who
argued that satisfied employees create value in the services provided to customers,
which in turn, has the potential to lead to customer satisfaction and subsequent loyalty.
They see that effective support mechanisms and policies internal to their organisation
as being key drivers of employee satisfaction.

Whilst the logic embodied in the service-profit chain has gained widespread
acceptance (Wirtz, 2003; Meyer et al., 1999), some authors regard it as unproven or as
an over-simplification. Sivestro and Cross (2000), for example, argue that the drivers of
business success are more complex than the chain suggests, while Silvestro (2002) calls
into question what he sees as a key assumption within TQM, HRM and service
management literature, and a component of what he calls “the received wisdom”,
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namely, the link between employee satisfaction and loyalty, service productivity and
profitability.

An interesting question that arises relates to the extent to which quality-focused
approaches implemented by organisations impact upon the work satisfaction of their
employees. Lam (1995) identified that TQM programs improve co-worker relationships
and knowledge of supervision, but they can make work more demanding in terms of
volume, skill and accuracy, thus enhancing some but not all aspects of employee
satisfaction. From Lam’s study, the overall result was to find no net increase in staff
satisfaction or personal effectiveness. In a higher educational context, Hart and
Shoolbred (1993) identified that although quality systems and measurements are
discussed widely, little has been said about the employee working experience within
organisations employing such frameworks. Rowley (1996) examined a variety of
factors that impact upon staff motivation in this sector together with strategies for
motivation, concluding that motivation is key to the culture of quality and as
movement within the sector is towards quality enhancement, employee motivation will
increase in importance. Rowley also concluded that the most important issue connected
to staff motivation is the psychological contract between staff and management.
Powell (2002) considered the flattening of structures within the education sector, but
has concluded that culture change must be addressed before restructuring in order to
maximize the empowerment of employees, recognising that motivation and
empowerment are central to education and structures need to be addressed in terms
of their empowering or restricting effects. In the wider service context, Jarrar and Zairi
(2002) commented that employee empowerment is still very much in its infancy and
organisations are still unwilling to pass on power to their employees. Oshagbemi (2001)
has identified a number of personal characteristics amongst academic staff that
combine to explain their levels of satisfaction pertaining to their managers and has
concluded that in order to increase levels of employee satisfaction, managers within the
academic sector need regular development programs to enhance their managerial
effectiveness.

In summary, the literature review suggests the hypothesis that employee
satisfaction and loyalty drive service performance has gained widespread
acceptance, influencing managers, consultants and academics. In turn, this has
influenced organisational assessments and improvement strategies so that they may
impact upon employee satisfaction. Questions have been raised, however, about the
extent to which this theory is supported by empirical evidence, and whether the link
between employee satisfaction and organisational performance is as direct and as
straightforward as we have been led to believe.

This paper examines the link between employee satisfaction and organisational
practices and performance in a specific setting. More than 2,600 staff, working in 21
colleges located throughout England who participated in an in-depth diagnostic
benchmarking exercise using the “Learning PROBE” methodology, also responded to a
staff satisfaction survey, thus creating the opportunity to identify and measure the
extent of the links between organisational excellence and employee satisfaction. The
opportunity to explore these inter-relationships in the context of a sizeable sample of
colleges and their staff therefore, has the potential to make a worthwhile contribution
to knowledge in this important area. To report upon a major benchmarking exercise
within the public sector, with implications both at the micro and macro level
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potentially offers a major breakthrough from the sectorial limitations identified by the
authors earlier in the paper as well as providing the empirical evidence to uphold or
reject the hypotheses centred around the association between organisational excellence
and employee satisfaction.

Background and research methodology
The post-16 sector of UK education has undergone substantial recent change. The
central government has stressed the need for quality improvement in the learning
sector. The Further Education Funding Council (FEFC, 1993) introduced
self-assessment into the sector in England in September 1993 and it is now a core
component of the colleges’ management. The Learning and Skills Council (LSC), which
took over the work of the FEFC in April 2002, has continued this process, providing the
sector with a number of supporting publications, including Self Assessment and
Development Plans (LSC, 2001a), which defines the roles of self-assessment and
development planning as being integral part to the organisation’s management, whilst
A Guide for Providers on Self-assessment and Development Planning (LSC, 2001b)
suggests that the main role for self-assessment is self-improvement.

At the end of the 1990s, the college sector had experience of applying metric
benchmarks, but had yet to deploy a diagnostic or process benchmarking tool. A
decision was made through partnerships involving the Learning and Skills
Development Agency (LSDA) to either develop a new diagnostic benchmarking tool
specific to the learning sector or to modify one that was readily available.

Learning PROBE is the (modified) diagnostic benchmarking tool, adapted from the
original work of London Business School and IBM consulting (Hanson et al., 1994; Voss
et al., 1997) by the LSDA and the Centre for Business Excellence (CfBE), a research
centre based in Newcastle Business School, Northumbria University. The PROBE tools
measure practice and performance in key areas of organisational activity, helping the
organisation to understand its own areas of strength, areas with scope for
improvement, and how its practices and results compare with those of other
organisations. This benchmarking exercise provided a number of colleges with their
first experience of diagnostic benchmarking, and has given the LSDA an opportunity
to identify, on behalf of the FE colleges, sector wide strengths and limitations in terms
of management, deployment of good practices and performance achievements. The
LSDA’s remit and activities also extend to designing and implementing surveys of
staff and learner satisfaction, providing opportunities for complementary insights to
corroborate, challenge or refine the PROBE findings.

At the micro-level, the research process undertaken within the participating colleges
can be described as “action research” in that both the deployment of the diagnostic
benchmarking tool within the colleges and the administration of an employee
satisfaction survey were intended primarily as aids to the colleges’ management teams
as they reflect upon their organisations’ current status and plan for further
developments. This involves some of the key features of Lewin (1948) approach to
action research, summarised by Abraham (1997), where the features include the
research being focused on real problems, action being taken to redress problems and
professional researchers collaborating with the organisations who are the research
subject. Dick (2002) describes this methodology as having two aims: action to bring
about changes in a community or organisation and research to increase understanding
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for both researcher and client. In this case, such research was based on the individual
college, where critical self-evaluation of its practices and performance indicators was
undertaken and subsequently validated independently against the available evidence
and compared relative to the sector, thus identifying strengths and challenges and
agreeing upon strategies for improvement.

At the aggregate level, which more explicitly underpins the work presented in this
paper, the aim of the research was to gather data from a large number of colleges which
could be analysed collectively in order to understand patterns and inter-relationships
which could inform policy and thinking across the Further Education Sector and
beyond. This represents a quantitative approach to research, based on sector wide
data, which has been used in the development of this paper to test the key hypothesis
set out in the literature review, that various associations potentially exist between
organisational excellence and employee satisfaction.

Some work has been undertaken to investigate the reliability of diagnostic
benchmarking as a research method, and the robustness of the data that the technique
gathers. The Made in Europe study (Hanson et al., 1994) identified a tendency for
stronger performers to self-assess somewhat pessimistically, while conversely those
who are furthest from world-class standards tend to be a little optimistic. Robson and
Yarrow (2000) identified a number of issues concerning data validity and consistency,
concluding that on balance the diagnostic benchmarking approach, properly managed,
can provide reliable data and generate valuable lessons for a sector, region, or other
corporate community of practice. The issue of data reliability within, and consistency
across, the participating colleges was addressed by them being led through the
benchmarking process by a facilitator within the environment of a diagnostic
workshop. The facilitator’s role was to evaluate the college team’s self-assessment
against available evidence within the organisation, and subject to discussion and
consensus, provide a range of amended measures and relevant written feedback
(Appleby et al., 2002).

The overall findings relating to the sector are described by both Appleby et al.
(2002) and Owen et al. (2003). These results confirm that high levels of practice
implementation do lead to high levels of operational and business performance, and
areas of strength and opportunities for improvement that invite attention on a
sector-wide basis have been identified. Twenty-one of the colleges benchmarked
through Learning PROBE also participated in a staff satisfaction survey, offering the
authors a useful opportunity to determine the extent to which key findings from
the institutional survey map onto the perceptions of the staff employed within them.
The large number of participants (more than 2,600) gives this associated staff survey a
high level of credibility.

Overview of the analysis
From the benchmarking data, five PROBE indices are examined in detail: leadership,
service processes, people, performance management and results, each assessed
through an aggregate index of scores assigned to a number of connected business
practices or aspects of performance. The outputs of the analysis are categorized into
three groups:

(1) an index score below 60 represents practices or results which at face value are
priorities for attention;
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(2) an index score between 60 and 70 is labelled as “good”; and

(3) an index score of 70 indicates practice or results that can be considered to be
moving towards excellence.

Colleges can be categorized as “winning” (world-class and potential winners, which
have high practice and performance indices), “promising” (high practice, but low
performance), “vulnerable” (low practice, but high performance) and “room for
improvement” (low practice and performance indices). Each of the four categories of
organisation has been covered amongst the colleges considered within this paper.

The staff survey invited staff to indicate their level of satisfaction with respect to a
wide range of aspects of their working life and attributes that their college might
display, by indicating their level of agreement with a series of “positive” statements
using a five-point Likert scale strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree and strongly
disagree. In order to determine a measure of staff’s priorities, they were also asked to
indicate the level of “importance” that they would attach to each of the 38 attributes,
again using the scale above. The gap between “importance” and “satisfaction” has
been determined for each of the 38 work-related attributes, which is referred in this
paper as the staff’s “satisfaction gap”. For example, if they strongly agree about an
attribute in terms of importance, but were neutral in terms of satisfaction, the
“satisfaction gap” would have a value of two (i.e. five minus three) on this scale. The
38 attributes cover six key areas, as shown in Table I. The survey respondents
consisted of:

. 10 per cent aged under 30, 22 per cent 30-40, 37 per cent 41-50 and 32 per cent
aged 51 and over;

. 65 per cent of respondents were female and 35 per cent male;

. 9 per cent came from ethnic minority groups;

. 67 per cent were employed full time;

. 11 per cent of respondents were in management posts; and

. 58 per cent were employed in academic positions.

Whilst differences exist in employee perceptions in terms of age, gender, ethnicity, job
status, managerial status and job function, they have not been reported in this paper.
Instead, the focus of the paper is on the associations of employee perception with the
implementation of “good practices” and resultant organisational performance of the
employing college. It should be emphasised that “organisational performance” is
assessed within the PROBE benchmarking process through examination of a broad
and balanced basket of measures of external outcomes and internal performance
indicators.

Given the size of the sample, each of the key sub-groups listed have been
represented in the sample by a meaningful number of employees. To consider the
overall results, percentage frequency distributions (focusing on the extent of the overall
negative and positive responses for each of the 38 staff satisfaction attributes) and
weighted scores have been used. To look at the differences between importance and
agreement for each measure across the sector, and the extent of any association
between staff importance and their satisfaction gap with the key PROBE indices,
relevant non-parametric tests have been applied. Where significant results have been
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Table I.
Staff satisfaction survey:
levels of importance and
satisfaction attached by

staff to 38 attributes
reflecting aspects of

their working life
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identified from these tests, these are indicated, and in turn explained, at the 5, 1, or 0.1
per cent significance levels.

Results
The staff satisfaction survey involved staff from a large number of colleges (Owen and
Davies, 2003). Table I summarises the findings from staff of the 21 colleges that
participated in both Learning PROBE benchmarking and the staff satisfaction survey.
The percentage of negative respondents is those who either strongly disagree or
disagree with the statement, and likewise, the positive percentage is those who
strongly agree or agree with the statement. The level of negativity and positivity has
been indicated for each statement with respect to both importance and satisfaction.

Most of the attributes included in the staff survey are regarded as important by a
clear majority of the respondents, particularly in the areas of customers, the college and
communication. These areas tend to focus on work related issues with either an
external or organisational focus, whereas areas with a more personal focus (my own
role and staff of the college) are still regarded as important, but relatively less so sector
wide.

Interestingly, the three aspects displaying the lowest importance ratings across the
sample are opportunity for progression, loyalty to the college and staff being
encouraged to take risks.

It is clear from Table I that the level of importance attached to each of the 38
attributes considered is greater than the corresponding levels of satisfaction. In almost
all cases, satisfaction has a weighted score of below 3 (weighted using 1 ¼ strongly
disagree up to 5 ¼ strongly agree). Moreover, for each attribute, the difference between
importance and satisfaction cited by each survey respondent is significant at the 0.1
per cent level, indicating that for each attribute, the college staff are displaying a
“satisfaction” gap. The gap between staff’s rating of the importance of each attribute,
and their satisfaction with the extent of its implementation or realization, has been
examined and taken to be a measure of this “satisfaction gap”. Figure 1 shows the
extent of the gaps for the 38 attributes considered, comparing a weighted score for each
attribute in terms of its importance with a weighted score relating to satisfaction.

The two areas of measurement which consider organisational characteristics,
style of senior management and communication, display particularly low levels of
staff satisfaction regarding the level of effectiveness with which these aspects are
being implemented within their college. Only one attribute from these two areas
has a weighted score for satisfaction exceeding three and the satisfaction gaps are
large across all of the parameters in these areas, identifying these as the areas in
which the college staff are relatively least satisfied. Staff have pinpointed
effectiveness of management decision making and being able to say what they
think as aspects that are of particular concern. This negativity towards senior
management contradicts the impact senior management commitment can
potentially have on organizational excellence (Prabhu and Robson, 2000b) and
the latter characteristic also identifies the extent of the work needing to be done
relating to employee empowerment, upholding the findings of Jarrar and Zairi
(2002) and Powell (2002).

The staff of the college is a less clear-cut area, although relatively high levels of
satisfaction are reported regarding staff working well in teams and staff commitment
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to quality improvement. In contrast, greater levels of absolute and relative (as indicated
by the “gap”) satisfaction exist with respect to staff views being sought and
considered, involvement in planning improvements and setting targets, shared goals
between academic and support staff, and most of all, job security. The latter point
concurs with one of the key findings from International Survey Research Ltd (1997),
which identified that job security was one of the main drivers in the downturn of
employee morale amongst UK workers in the 1990s. The three areas described so far
each have a majority of measures with a weighted satisfaction score below three,
identifying these as the areas in absolute terms as requiring the greatest attention.

My own role is a more positively-rated area, with more aspects displaying greater
satisfaction than dissatisfaction; and customers displays a similar profile, although

Figure 1.
Gaps between staff’s

importance and satisfaction
ratings – based on

weighted scores
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large satisfaction gaps exist in terms of how the colleges act upon feedback and how
effectively they deal with complaints. It appears that the colleges are doing a good job
of encouraging feedback from their customers, at least in the view of their staff, but a
much poorer job of exploiting the feedback’s messages as drivers for improvement.

In the area the college, there is a high level of relative satisfaction about the
implementation of equal opportunities, but dissatisfaction and relatively large
satisfaction gaps relating to adequate workspaces, adequate resources and genuine
employer care about staff welfare.

The data have been tested to identify the extent of any association between staff
importance, satisfaction and satisfaction gaps with the key benchmarking indices.
Little association exists between the level of management practices implemented by
the colleges or the organisational results they have achieved and the level of
importance attached by the college staff to the particular aspects of their working life.

The indices relating to leadership and service processes display no significant
association with the levels of staff importance attached to any of the 38 aspects
considered in the staff survey. Some associations are apparent between the people
index and several of the parameters – staff from colleges with a score in the higher
bands (i.e. an index of 60 or more) attach more importance to the significant questions
compared with those staff from colleges in the lower score band. The same patterns of
association exist for performance management and results. It seems that in colleges in
which people management and performance management are strengths, staff attach
more importance to factors such as equal opportunities and availability of information
about the college. This could be interpreted as a manifestation of greater identification
with those colleges that are managing these aspects better.

Where associations exist in terms of the overall benchmarking diagnosis, it is staff
from “vulnerable” colleges who attach the greatest importance to the significant
questions. Staff from “promising” colleges also attach greatest important to adequate
workspaces.

In summary, these results suggest that the extent and effectiveness of strategies in
place and the organisational success of the college in themselves do not strongly
influence the levels of importance attached to aspects of their working life by college
staff.

In contrast, Table II shows that large numbers of significant associations have been
identified between the benchmarking indices and the levels of staff satisfaction, and in
turn, with the satisfaction gap between importance and satisfaction. With regard to the
indices relating to leadership, service processes, people, performance management and
result, the lower the index band of the college, the higher the satisfaction gap for the
significant questions.

In terms of overall benchmarking diagnosis, the smallest gap for the significant
questions can be found amongst staff from the “promising” colleges followed by those
from colleges labelled as “winning”. The only exception relates to the question
pertaining to staff workspaces, where the staff from the “promising” colleges shows
the biggest gap between importance and agreement. Both of these categories of
colleges have stronger levels of business practices, which suggest that colleges with
well-implemented management systems that cover a wide range of managerial
practices have a greater chance of moving towards satisfying their staff. In contrast,
staff from colleges labelled as having “room for improvement” or as “vulnerable” show
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the biggest satisfaction gaps for the significant questions, the latter predominating in
questions relating to staff of the college, style of senior management, communication
and customers. These two groups of colleges have weaker implementation of practices
and the statistically significant results suggest that the better the implementation of
the good practices, or the better the organisational performance, the smaller the
satisfaction gap.

Table II shows that the greatest levels of association with the various indices relate
to measures corresponding to customers and the college, and the fewest associations
relate to my own role and the staff of the college.

The most widespread levels of association with indicators of staff satisfaction relate
to the PROBE indices leadership and service processes, and even more so to the overall
diagnosis or outcome. This suggests that by implementing a broad range of good
practices, and by achieving corresponding organisational results, the individual
college is more likely to satisfy its staff with respect to a number of work-related issues.
The indices relating to people, performance management and results also show
association with the “satisfaction gap”, although not in as widespread a way as the
other benchmarking indices.

The areas showing the greatest “gap”, style of senior management and
communication, have component measures displaying the most statistically
significant levels of association with the overall benchmarking diagnosis. The
satisfaction gaps for parameters relating to style of senior management are also
significantly associated with the colleges’ implementation of practices relating to
service processes, whilst the gap for the communication parameters are significantly
associated with leadership practices. These additional findings suggest that practices
relating to specific aspects of the managerial process can be put in place to work
towards satisfying staff in these particular areas. This is important given the findings
of International Survey Research Ltd (1997), which identified that organisations
emerging from a process of “transformational change” (which the FE colleges arguably
are) are likely to show one of a number of improvements including an improvement in
the rating of senior management’s leadership and improvements in communications.

Most striking of all in Table II are the comprehensive associations between the staff
satisfaction parameters relating to customers and all of the benchmarking indices.
There is a clear message here – when a college’s staff think highly of its approach to
seeking and acting upon customer feedback and complaints, that college is likely to
have well-implemented practices and to achieve strong results. To put this another
way “high-achieving colleges are in touch with their customers, and responsive to the
feedback their customers are providing”.

It is also evident that the indices relating to performance management and results
display fewest associations with staff satisfaction and the satisfaction gaps. It seems
that the increased focus on managing the performance of colleges, while it may impact
substantially upon other stakeholders, is having relatively little impact on the
satisfaction of colleges’ own staff.

Discussion of the findings
Across the FE college sector, there appears to be a consistent difference between the
levels of importance placed on 38 attributes of their working life by a sample of staff
and the corresponding level of agreement by the individual that their college has
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effectively implemented these attributes. In each case, a significant gap exists,
suggesting that colleges have some way to go in terms of satisfying their staff. This
gap appears to be across the board, covering aspects of work relating to the individual,
the organisation and to the colleges’ external stakeholders. Table III identifies areas
displaying substantial satisfaction gaps for staff across the sample of colleges.

The results suggest that effective college leadership and good business operations
play a part in helping to work towards satisfying their staff. Conversely, less impact
upon meeting staff satisfaction is evident through explicit strategies relating to people,
the measurement of organisational performance or the organisation’s results
themselves, whilst an holistic approach to implementing strategies and initiatives is
apparently more effective than concentrating on any individual aspect of good practice,
e.g. concentrating on business operations alone. That said, associations do exists
between staff’s “satisfaction gaps” and the college’s attainment for certain measures of
organisational practice or performance. The holistic approach to implementing
practices and delivering organisational results helps colleges come closer to satisfying
their staff, particularly in terms of senior management style, communication, the
customers and the college.

However, the move towards organisational excellence helps reduce rather than
eliminate this “satisfaction” gap, thus supporting the claim of a number of authors that
the association between organisational excellence and employee satisfaction is not
completely direct. This satisfaction gap obviously has an impact on staff enjoying their

Area Attributes displaying substantial satisfaction gaps

My own role I feel valued in this organisation
My views are sought and considered
I feel I have job security
There is an opportunity for me to progress within the
organisation

The staff of the college Staff feel they have job security
Style of senior management Staff are not afraid to say what they really think

Staff are encouraged to take risks or try new things
without fear of failure
Management see complaints as opportunities for
improvement rather than as threats
Management are effective in making decisions about
the organisation

Communication Communication is effective in the college
Staff are given the information they need to do their
job effectively

Customers The college acts upon feedback from all its
customers
Complaints are dealt with effectively within the
college

College Adequate resources are provided by the college for
staff
Staff workspaces are adequate
The college genuinely cares about the welfare of its
staff

Table III.
Substantial gaps between
staff’s ratings of
importance and
satisfaction
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work and recommending the college as a place of employment. Whilst importance has
only limited association with the extent to which staff claim to enjoy their work or
would recommend their college as a place to work, the levels of satisfaction for all 38
measures have significant association with both of these factors. Moreover, the level of
importance attached to all aspects of senior management style is negatively associated
with levels of recommendation (i.e. those who attach less importance to these issues are
more likely to recommend their college as a place to work), but recommendation is
positively associated with the college’s diagnosis relating to leadership, service
processes, performance management and results. Finally, the most cited individual
actions that staff would take to improve their working life are communication (20 per
cent), management style (18 per cent) and resources (10 per cent), results that are
consistent with the gaps reported earlier in the paper.

Staff satisfaction is an important issue across the public services in the UK and the
education sector is no exception. In this study of the UK’s further education colleges,
Appleby et al. (2002) identified that the weaker colleges exhibit limitations in some of
the following characteristics: job training, employee involvement, recognition and
reward, flexibility and innovation; with employee involvement and recognition and
reward being the most problematic sector wide. In regional studies across the wider
service sector, Prabhu et al. (2001) identified that staff satisfaction was the performance
outcome requiring greatest attention for each category of organisation, the public
services included. Concentrating on the public sector alone, Prabhu et al. (2002) found
that employee satisfaction is significantly lower for the public services compared with
a number of key service groups from the private sector, although levels of employee
satisfaction are significantly greater for the education-based organisations compared
with their counterparts from the rest of the public services. This result concurs with
those reported by Kristensen et al. (2002) from their Nordic 2001 study.

This paper has highlighted some issues where the gap between staff’s ratings of
importance and satisfaction can be bridged to some extent, and in turn, identified some
areas which appear problematic for the whole sector. In both cases, indication has been
given to the extent to which effective business practices and organisational results, in
isolation or collectively, can help to bridge these gaps. However, it appears that
business practices and organisational outcomes either individually or collectively will
not completely address these differences, confirming the conclusions of Crow and
Hartman (1995) that in terms of happiness and satisfaction, management have only a
partial role in carrying out change, but do have the opportunity for some impact in
this area.

Finally, the research method that underpins these findings uses a combination of
diagnostic benchmarking and an extensive staff survey. This method appears to offer
significant potential for further exploration of the mechanisms through which this and
other sectors can continue to develop and improve. The two techniques have offered
complementary “lenses” through which to view both an organisation and its sector,
and the combined effect provides a potentially powerful set of insights into the current
status of the sector and its opportunities for improvement. Clearly, there is potential for
greater benefit to be derived through longitudinal studies applying the same or similar
approaches, through which the impact of various interventions and changes to practice
could be evaluated over time, and this could be further enhanced by combining these
results with additional data about the same organisations, such as data pertaining to
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customer and stakeholder satisfaction, learners’ educational achievements and other
quantitative results achieved by the colleges.
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