[image: image2.jpg]


Lecture Material 

The impact of quality standards on brand 



image and firm attractiveness

The impact of quality standards on brand image and firm attractiveness 

Understanding a marketing perspective means understanding your customers; whether these customers are a supplier, your consumers or a sister company.  With increased globalisation and increased risk associated with failed business partnerships some firms are looking to quality Standards, such as ISO, to offer potential customers some security.  ISO, and other international recognised quality Standards, represent a label or feeling of high quality and help to alleviate some of the risk associated with an uncertain partnership.  

Some may argue that quality Standards do not have any impact on business performance and only increase the paperwork involved with what used to be a routine activity.  This perspective, however, does not account for the impact that a quality Standard can have on the firm’s brand image.  That is, nothing may change internally, things may even become more complex, but externally the firm is now more appealing and less risky.

Before delving into the effects of Standards on brand image it should be understood more carefully what is meant by ‘high quality’ or ‘good reliability’.  A literature review was completed to determine what other research has been done in the area of quality and reliability assurance and the following five critical success factors were created.  These five factors are a summary of extant knowledge around quality and reliability assurance and are seen as the key elements that are necessary for a firm to claim any level of ‘good quality’. 

1. Senior Management Commitment: The real commitment of senior management to a long-term focus on embedding processes and systems that improve quality and reliability and communicating these to customers.  Clear leadership and a vision that continually supports quality issues is required (Porter & Parker, 1993).  This includes active training in quality standards, active participation in quality and reliability practices and empowerment of employees to focus on quality as a central theme for the business.

2. Internal & External Customer Relationship Management: Developing long-term relationships with customers, suppliers, employees and other stakeholders and including them in the quality process (Badri, Davis & Davis, 1995).  For example, focus groups involving representatives from these groups of stakeholders that aim to increase quality levels throughout an organisation may be used.  Communication between the company and customers of objectives, goals and Standards is also key here.  The communication and delivery of promises provides a platform for open dialogue and more open relationships (Coviello et al., 2002; Grönroos, 1994).

3. Process Design: Specifically focusing on the original design of a process.  Business re-engineering is a discipline that is often used to add value in this area (Grover et al., 1995).  Removing stages of a process that involve double handling of the function is a common example.  Quality technologies may be used to allow continuous improvements to quality and reliability processes (Porter & Parker, 1993).  

4. Process Management: The management of processes using a systemised approach (e.g. using a documentation oriented quality system such as ISO 9000).  This helps organisations to manage processes in a consistent manner (Porter & Parker, 1993).  Removal of paperwork, unnecessary bureaucracy and levels of management are common tactics to improve the management of processes.  Effective training of employees is also vital at this stage.

5. Process Measurement: Continual measurement of quality and reliability. This can involve both specific process measures such as conformance to internal standards and protocols (Badri, Davis & Davis, 1995) and softer measures such as the satisfaction levels of customers (Kotler & Keller, 2006).  Measurement also provides valuable feedback on the overall design and flow of a process and how it can be improved in the future.  In particular, including customer oriented hard measures (e.g. supply chain metrics) and soft measures (e.g. satisfaction and other perception related measures) serves to communicate to customers that an organisation has a focus on quality and reliability (Kotler & Keller, 2006).

Using these five critical success factors we are able to develop a conceptual diagram of how a business may incorporate a culture of ‘high quality’.  
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From this conceptual diagram we can see that no one element is sufficient.  A manufacturing process may be designed to a world class standard, but without good process management and process measurement to ensure quality the excellent design would offer little benefits to an overall feeling of high quality assurance.  

Task (Approx 10-15 mins)
Take the conceptual diagram and apply it to your organisation.  Remember, a process does not need to be restricted to a production line or manufacturing firm, but can incorporate services and other less tangible roles.

Can you identify areas in your own organisation where an overall feeling of high quality may be lacking due to one or two critical success factors not being used to their fullest? For example, do you feel that internal and external communications dulls the senior management commitment towards quality?  Do you feel that a poor process management means that you are not receiving the maximum benefit from the creation of your product or service?

Let’s take the example of a doctor’s surgery.  The doctors may be committed to offering a high quality service to their patients (senior management commitment) and they communicate this with other employees within the surgery and patients that arrive at the surgery (internal and external customer relationship management).  The daily routine has been carefully planned to ensure all doctors have an equal workload (process design) and patients are told what is required of them when they arrive at the surgery (process management).  However, no information is kept regarding patient waiting times or indeed the satisfaction of patients once they leave the surgery (poor process measurement).  The result is the surgery continues believing everything is great, high quality is assured and that no improvements are necessary.  The reality may be that improvements are needed, but without adequate feedback surgery may be oblivious to this and suffer in the long run.

From an external customer perspective it is difficult to know whether a firm is actually doing all five critical success factors to an acceptable level.  Each one is important and without significant time and effort being spent on investigating the partner firm the risks involved with doing business with a firm that cannot assure high quality may override any bottom line cost benefits.  A brand is a solution to this dilemma.
A brand is defined as “name, term, sign, symbol or deign, or combination of them which is intended to identify the goods or services of one seller…and to differentiate them from those of competitors” (Kotler, 1991, p. 442).  From this, brand equity can be defined as “the differential effect of consumer response of brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the brand” (Keller, 1993, p. 8). That is, consumers respond differently once presented with a sign, symbol or design that they have some prior knowledge about.  The use of ISO as a symbol or sign creates a powerful brand which firms can use to leverage future business as it implicitly represents the five critical success factors presented previously.  Therefore, ISO acts as a beacon for attracting potential partners by representing a constellation of meanings (Fournier, 1998); such as, good process design, excellent process management, top down leadership of quality improvement etc.  

Rather than a firm having to communicate each of the five critical success factors individually to potential partners the incorporation of a quality Standard can be used.  Communications are often complicated and can be culturally specific; however, internationally recognised brands, such as ISO or the Baldridge award, tell outside firms (including competitors!) that your firm has defined itself as a high quality organisation.  
Quality Standards are always more appropriate in some firms than others.  For example, a pharmaceutical manufacturer may be required by law to have ISO accreditation, but chooses to adopt other international standards as well to show potential customers that not only does it reach the minimum standard, but exceeds quality expectations.  Here, quality is crucial to business success.  In other industries quality may not be as important, but a Standard can still be incorporated to help reduce customers’ perceptions of risk.  For example, Burger King would not promote its ISO accreditation to its diners, but may do so to potential suppliers or government agencies before entering a new market.  
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