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DEMING MANAGEMENT METHOD

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Management Science, Organizational Theory, Quality Control

Proponents: W. Edwards Deming, Japanese Industrial Leaders

1. Core Principles: The Deming Philosophy

The Deming Management Method is a comprehensive philosophical and methodological

approach to achieving quality, productivity, and competitive position through profound

organizational transformation. It is fundamentally distinct from conventional management practices

by asserting that quality must be built into a product or service from the outset through scientific

process control, rather than inspected in at the end. The key insight underpinning this method,

derived directly from the source material, is its emphasis on the critical role of senior

management. Deming argued forcefully that 94% of all operational problems originate within the

system itself, a system that only senior leadership possesses the authority to change. Therefore,

the responsibility for initiating and sustaining the continual improvement of services and goods

rests squarely on the shoulders of the top echelon.

This approach mandates a shift from short-term profit maximization to long-term sustainability

achieved through the reduction of waste and the elimination of process variation. The philosophy

centers on creating a constancy of purpose aimed at continuous process improvement, often

referred to by the Japanese term Kaizen. Quality is defined not merely by product specifications

but by customer needs and expectations, necessitating a deep understanding of the market and

the design process. By viewing the organization as a cohesive system, rather than a collection of

competitive departments, the Deming Method encourages cross-functional collaboration and

optimization of the whole, ensuring that all components work toward a common, shared objective.

This holistic perspective is crucial for realizing the method's potential to simultaneously improve

quality and reduce overall costs.

Crucially, the Deming philosophy rejects management through fear, quotas, and arbitrary targets. It

posits that people are inherently motivated and want to take pride in their workmanship. When

workers fail, the system has usually failed them. Therefore, leadership's primary role is to act as

coaches who remove systemic barriers, provide the right tools (particularly statistical ones), and

foster an environment where employees can contribute their best knowledge without fear of

retribution. This focus on human psychology, when combined with rigorous statistical process

control, forms the bedrock of the entire methodology, making it a foundational element of the

broader Total Quality Management (TQM) movement.
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2. The System of Profound Knowledge (SoPK)

The theoretical framework that guides the implementation of the Deming Management Method is

the System of Profound Knowledge (SoPK). Deming insisted that the 14 Points could not be

successfully implemented without management first mastering SoPK, as it provides the necessary

intellectual lens to understand organizational reality and avoid common managerial errors. SoPK is

an integrated framework composed of four interrelated components, the mastery of which allows

managers to understand the causes of problems and predict the effects of proposed solutions.

The four components are:

Appreciation for a System: This component requires managers to see the organization as a

complex network of interdependent processes, people, equipment, and suppliers working toward a

common aim. Optimizing the system means avoiding sub-optimization of individual components;

for instance, pushing a production department to maximize output without regard for the quality of

incoming materials or the needs of the subsequent sales department harms the entire value chain.

Effective leaders must manage the connections and interactions between parts.

Knowledge about Variation: All processes exhibit variation, but not all variation is equal. This

component demands the use of statistical methods to distinguish between common cause

variation (random, inherent noise in a stable system, requiring management to redesign the

system) and special cause variation (attributable to specific, identifiable events, requiring

immediate operational intervention). Failing to distinguish between these two types of variation

leads to managerial errors, such as tampering with a stable process or failing to address a

runaway condition.

Theory of Knowledge: This component emphasizes that knowledge is built upon theory, and

theory must enable prediction. Management decisions should not be based solely on past results

or arbitrary goals, but on theories tested through iterative learning cycles, such as the Plan-Do-

Study-Act (PDSA) cycle. This component rejects management by simple imitation, requiring

leaders to test their assumptions and understand the causal relationships in their specific

operational environment.

Psychology: Understanding human motivation, intrinsic vs. extrinsic rewards, and the nature of

learning is essential for leadership. Deming recognized that fear inhibits learning and quality.

Managers must utilize psychology to create a working environment that fosters dignity, encourages

collaboration, and allows for the intrinsic motivation of workers to contribute to the organizational

aim, thereby maximizing the human potential within the system.

The SoPK serves as the cognitive foundation for transforming management style, moving it from

reactive firefighting to proactive, scientifically informed leadership.
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3. The 14 Points for Management

The 14 Points translate the abstract concepts of the System of Profound Knowledge into specific

directives for management action. They are prescriptive steps necessary to achieve sustained

quality and productivity and constitute the practical core of the Deming Management Method.

Point 1: Create constancy of purpose toward improvement of product and service. This

requires allocating resources for long-range planning, research, and innovation, rejecting the

pressure of short-term quarterly results.

Point 3: Cease dependence on mass inspection to achieve quality. Quality must be designed

into the process. Inspection is a costly, late-stage detection method that does not improve quality;

it merely catches defects already created.

Point 4: End the practice of awarding business on the basis of price tag alone. Instead,

minimize total cost by working toward a single supplier for any one item, building long-term

relationships of loyalty and trust based on statistical evidence of quality.

Point 5: Improve constantly and forever every process for planning, production, and

service. Continuous process enhancement, applying the PDSA cycle to every organizational

function, must become the daily focus of every employee.

Point 8: Drive out fear. No one can perform optimally when they feel threatened. Fear prevents

workers from reporting bad news or suggesting necessary systemic improvements, thereby

starving management of vital information.

Point 10: Eliminate slogans, exhortations, and targets for the workforce. These demands

place the responsibility for improvement on the worker when the system is to blame. They create

adversarial relationships and often foster cynicism without addressing the root causes of poor

quality.

Point 11: Eliminate numerical quotas for the workforce and numerical goals for

management. Quotas prioritize quantity over quality and force workers to bypass necessary

procedures to meet arbitrary targets, leading to excessive waste and poor performance.

Point 12: Remove barriers that rob people of their right to pride of workmanship. This point

specifically targets annual performance reviews, which Deming considered destructive because

they rate individuals based on outcomes often outside their control (the system) and destroy

teamwork by forcing internal competition.

These points directly challenge the traditional, command-and-control hierarchical structure,

demanding instead a management approach rooted in respect, statistical understanding, and long-

term investment.

4. Historical Development and Japanese Influence

W. Edwards Deming's concepts were developed primarily in the United States, but their
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acceptance and successful implementation first occurred in post-World War II Japan. After the

war, Japan was known for producing inferior goods. Deming was invited to lecture Japanese top

management in the early 1950s on quality control and statistical methods. Japanese industrialists,

recognizing their dire need for economic revival and competitive distinction, adopted Deming's

lectures with an unparalleled commitment that was notably absent among American executives at

the time.

This unwavering dedication to Deming's principles--particularly the systematic application of

statistical control and the concept of continuous improvement--became the foundation for modern

Japanese management theory. It led to Japan's dramatic economic resurgence and its eventual

dominance in global markets, particularly in electronics and automotive manufacturing. The

success of companies that institutionalized these methods, such as Toyota, became legendary,

validating Deming's claim that quality improvements inherently lead to cost reductions and

increased market share. In recognition of his profound influence, the Union of Japanese Scientists

and Engineers (JUSE) established the prestigious Deming Prize in 1951, awarded annually to

organizations worldwide that demonstrate excellence in quality management.

The methodology did not achieve mainstream recognition in the West until the 1980s, when

American industries, having lost significant market share to Japanese competitors, finally

recognized the strategic importance of Deming's work. This realization spurred the adoption of

various quality initiatives, frequently grouped under the heading of TQM. While TQM

implementations varied widely in effectiveness, the most successful ones retained the core

systemic and philosophical requirements established by Deming, confirming the timeless nature of

his insights regarding process variation and leadership commitment.

5. Key Methodologies: PDSA and Statistical Process Control (SPC)

Execution of the Deming Management Method relies heavily on two specific scientific

methodologies: the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) Cycle and Statistical Process Control (SPC).

These tools transform the philosophical commitment to improvement into a measurable, scientific

reality.

The PDSA Cycle (sometimes mistakenly called PDCA, though Deming emphasized "Study" over

"Check") serves as the fundamental engine of learning and change within the organization,

embodying the Theory of Knowledge component of SoPK. The cycle operates as follows:

Plan: Define the goal, formulate a theory, and design an experiment or test to observe the results

of the proposed change.

Do: Execute the test on a small scale, ideally under controlled conditions, and collect objective

data about the process and outcomes.

Study: Analyze the data collected, compare the actual results against the initial predictions, and
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summarize what was learned about the theory.

Act: Standardize the successful change across the organization, or if the test failed, abandon the

plan or iterate by starting a new Plan phase based on the new knowledge acquired.

This iterative, scientific approach ensures that all changes are based on reliable evidence and

learning, preventing management from implementing costly, untested ideas based on mere

assumption or anecdotal evidence.

Statistical Process Control (SPC) is the essential mechanism for managing the variation inherent

in processes, addressing the second component of SoPK. By utilizing tools like control charts

(developed by Deming's mentor, Walter Shewhart), SPC provides a visual, objective means for

managers to determine if a process is stable (predictable) or unstable (unpredictable). This clarity

allows management to avoid the deadly errors of process tampering--adjusting a stable process

unnecessarily--and over-adjustment--failing to recognize a serious, assignable cause. By focusing

on maintaining stable processes and reducing common cause variation through system

improvement, SPC ensures that the quality gains achieved are measurable, repeatable, and

sustainable over time, reinforcing the constant improvement of services and goods.

6. Applications Across Industries

While celebrated initially for its revolutionizing impact on manufacturing, the Deming Management

Method is recognized as being universally applicable to any sector where processes and human

interaction exist. Its systemic focus extends seamlessly into non-manufacturing environments,

including service industries, healthcare, education, and government agencies.

In service industries, the application often targets process flow and consistency. For example,

financial institutions or telecommunications companies use PDSA and SPC to minimize waiting

times, standardize transaction processes, and reduce error rates in customer interactions. By

driving out fear (Point 8) and promoting teamwork (Point 9), service organizations empower

frontline employees to report flaws in the system that frustrate customers, leading directly to higher

service quality and customer retention.

In healthcare, Deming's concepts have been adopted to address critical issues of patient safety

and efficiency. Healthcare quality initiatives often view hospital processes--from patient admission

to discharge--as complex systems subject to variation. By applying SPC to track infection rates,

medication errors, or surgical outcomes, organizations can distinguish between isolated mistakes

and systemic failures, leading to the standardization of protocols that save lives. Furthermore, the

rejection of individual performance ranking (Point 12) supports collaborative clinical environments

where multidisciplinary teams can improve care pathways without the destructive internal

competition of traditional metrics.

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=62564
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


DEMING MANAGEMENT METHOD 7

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

7. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite the proven efficacy of the Deming Method, its implementation faces significant practical

and cultural hurdles, leading to several common criticisms.

The most substantial criticism revolves around the cultural resistance to implementing the 14

Points fully. Many Western corporate environments are deeply reliant on short-term financial

performance metrics, Management by Objectives (MBO), and individual performance appraisals.

Deming's absolute mandate to eliminate these practices is often viewed as too radical, particularly

in publicly traded companies beholden to quarterly earnings reports. Organizations frequently

attempt partial implementation--adopting tools like SPC or PDSA--without embracing the

necessary philosophical commitment from senior management (Point 1 and 14), leading to failed

or superficial quality programs.

A secondary limitation is the high demand for statistical literacy. The effective application of SPC

and the proper understanding of variation require extensive training and education across all

levels of management and engineering staff. Organizations that lack the resources or commitment

to provide this rigorous statistical education often misapply the tools, leading to incorrect

interpretations of process data and flawed decisions (the error of "tampering").

Furthermore, some critics argue that the rigorous standardization and focus on reducing variation

inherent in the Deming Method may inherently limit radical innovation. While the method excels

at incremental, process-driven improvement (sustaining innovation), environments requiring rapid,

disruptive product or market shifts may struggle under the discipline of eliminating all variation.

Proponents, however, argue that Deming's philosophy simply requires that the process of

innovation itself--the research and development pipeline--be managed as a stable, learning

system, ensuring that inventive ideas are tested and deployed efficiently and reliably.

Further Reading
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