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Few, tf any, industrial organizations today have remained 

unaffected by the quality movement, which emerged as one of 

the key management issues of the 1980s. Although the quality 

issue has a long history in most industrial organizations, dating 

from the introduction of quality control concepts in the post- 

War era and developing through quality assurance in the 1960s 

and 197Os, the quality issue gained much more importance 

and widespread acceptance in the form of total quality man- 

agement (TQM) in the I98Os. 

This article questions the relationship between marketing 

and quality as management functions and demonstrates how 

an holistic approach to the strategic management of quality 

can afleet the role that marketing plays in developing quality 

strategies and implementing quality programs in industrial or- 

ganizations. 

WHY IS QUALITY SO IMPORTANT? 

Quality as a management issue cannot be viewed sim- 
ply as another in a long line of fashionable management 
fads or “quick fixes” [ 11, which will go away if mar- 
keters ignore it long enough. The reality is that quality 
has become an important issue in the operation and strat- 
egies of many commercial organizations [2, 31. 

The emerging empirical evidence suggests that quality 
affects business performance of industrial and consumer 
organizations in three major areas. First, quality has an 
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impact on manufacturing and operations costs in pro- 
ducing both products and services. Hard evidence sug- 
gests that increasing quality can lead to significantly 
lower manufacturing costs [4-61 and increased produc- 
tivity [7-91. 

Second, there is some evidence to support a relation- 
ship between price and perceived quality, particularly in 
markets where other quality “cues” such as branding 
and product features are unavailable [lo, 111. This re- 
lationship may be viewed as bidirectional. Increasing 
product/service quality may allow higher prices to be 
charged, but price also provides a quality indicator under 
some market conditions [5, 12, 131. 

Third, much of the empirical work using the PIMS 
data base has identified a strong positive association be- 
tween quality improvements and market share gains [ 141. 
Thus, it is proposed that relative perceived product or 
service quality may be a good predictor of market share. 

Thus, increasing quality may be seen to have a poten- 
tially enormous impact on profitability, both through re- 
ducing an organization’s operations costs and improving 
its market position. The accumulating evidence concem- 
ing the relationship between quality and business per- 
formance, and the creation and continued existence of 
quality staff, line functions, and departments in many 
industrial organizations, make it likely that quality is a 
management function that will enjoy a long life. 

Given the obvious importance of quality and its re- 
flection within organizations in terms of quality functions, 
strategies, and programs, it appears vital, for a number 
of reasons, that marketers are able to understand the qual- 
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ity issue and thus to take an active role in the development 
and implementation of quality strategies and programs. 

WHAT EXACTLY IS QUALITY? 

Here we encounter the central problem that causes 
marketers to be uncertain of their role in the management 
of quality. There is no universally accepted definition or 
view about what quality actually is. There have been 
numerous attempts to tackle this issue, but these have 
resulted in different and often conflicting or competing 
perspectives [6]. 

3. People involvement. The total quality management 
(TQM) approach in particular emphasizes that all 
employees of the organization have a role to play 
in quality programs (and this is extended to en- 
compass staffs of supplier and distributor 
organizations). 

Despite the problems of defining quality, the concepts 
of quality and quality management have moved into the 
marketing and strategic management literature in the last 
decade. While no universally accepted marketing view 
of quality has emerged, there have been a number of 

There are three pillars of quality. 

Unfortunately, the definitions of quality that are most 
widely available and accessible to senior managers in 
industrial organizations come from the quality “gurus” 
and consultants. These definitions include those from 
Crosby’s “conformance to requirements” [ 151, Dem- 
ing’s “predictable degree of conformity and depend- 
ability at low cost and suited to the market” [7], Juran’s 
“fitness for purpose” [ 161, and Oakland’s “meeting the 
customer requirements” [ 171. 

These perspectives on what quality actually is have 
been accepted in most organizations and used as the basis 
for developing and implementing quality strategies and 
programs throughout the 1980s. Thus, the focus of the 
management of quality consists of three main pillars: 

1. Customer focus. Quality programs emphasize pro- 
viding quality in terms of customer needs and 
specifications. 

2. Process understanding. The primary quality mech- 
anism is the understanding, design, and control of 
the process by which goods and services are pro- 
duced and delivered to customers. 
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underlying conceptual developments that have been 
widely accepted and with which industrial marketers 
should be familiar. 

First, it has been widely agreed that quality is not an 
absolute, discrete concept and that the terms “high” and 
“low” quality have little meaning. Quality has come to 
be seen as important primarily in terms of customer per- 
ceptions [ 18-201. 

Second, the concept of perceived quality has been 
viewed as the product of the difference between customer 
expectations and customer perceptions of outcomes [21- 
231. This process has been likened to the disconfirmation 
paradigm approach to customer satisfaction developed by 
Churchill and Suprenant [24]. 

Finally, it has been recognized that customer quality 
perceptions are created via a quality evaluation process 
that involves not simply perceptions of outcome but also 
includes perceptions of the process by which that outcome 
has been achieved, and the context in which production 
and exchange occurs. Quality has been found to be eval- 
uated by customers and services across a number of di- 
mensions in different product/service market contexts 
[25-271. 

THE CURRENT ROLE OF MARKETING IN 
QUALITY PROGRAMS 

Despite uncertainty regarding the role of marketing in 
developing quality strategies and implementing quality 
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programs, a limited prescriptive literature has nonetheless 
emerged. In essence, the debate has thus far concentrated 
on three main areas of the relationship between marketing 
and quality: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

The marketing of quality products and services 
(i.e., using the outcome of the organization’s qual- 
ity programs, empirical and comparative data con- 
cerning specifications, reliability, performance, and 
so on, and various objective forms of quality cert- 
ification in marketing communications) in an at- 
tempt to gain non-price-competitive advantage 
[28-301. 
Applying quality improvement concepts and prin- 
ciples to the marketing function within the orga- 
nization . This involves viewing marketing 
management itself as a process that is open to im- 
provement in order to remove variations in outputs 
and to achieve quality marketing performance [3 l- 
331. This is consistent with the idea that quality is 
an organization-wide responsibility [34]. 
1,~ continuing the idea that every function within an 
organization has a role to play in quality strategies 
and programs, a number of specific roles have been 
made explicit for marketers. These roles typically 
include determining customer requirements, down- 
grading and selling some products as seconds, in- 
corporating quality messages in marketing 
communications, and analyzing competitor quality 
activities [ 17,3 1,321. 

While the prescriptive literature may be viewed as ad- 
vocating a relatively limited role for marketers in the 
management of quality, the reality of the nature of the 
relationship between marketing and quality within in- 
dustrial organizations may be even more limited. 

Experience and observation, supported by existing case 
material, suggests that quality strategies and programs in 
most organizations are developed, led, and implemented 
by staff quality specialists and technical quality depart- 
ments. In reality, the role of marketing in quality man- 
agement is dictated by quality specialists and typically 
does not involve a role for marketing in the narrow terms 
suggested in the prescriptive literature. 

Therefore, in most organizations quality has come to 
be viewed by marketers as primarily a manufacturing or 
engineering responsibility. In many cases, even the role 
of marketing in determining customer priorities, require- 
ments, and quality evaluation criteria is negated by the 
setting of quality goals and objectives based on internal 

subjective perceptions of customer needs rather than ob- 
jective market research and intelligence [35-371. Indeed, 
there is a danger of this inward-looking perspective be- 
coming a self-fulfilling prophesy, as marketing “fails” 
in its appointed task of identifying, predicting, and meas- 
uring customer needs and priorities in the terms required 
by the TQM engineer. 

AN HOLISTIC APPROACH TO QUALITY 

Marketers who are not content with their role in the 
management of quality as assigned by the existing pre- 
scriptive literature and the even more myopic reality seen 
in many industrial organizations may gain greater insight 
into the quality issue and the potential role of marketing 
by adopting an holistic approach to quality such as that 
shown in Figure 1. This holistic model of quality ex- 
plicitly recognizes that (1) customer quality perceptions 
are a product of the difference between initial customer 
expectations and their perceptions of the outcomes 
achieved in buying a product or service; (2) customers 
evaluate at least two dimensions of quality: “technical” 
quality in terms of how a product or service performs 
(i.e., what a customer actually receives) and “func- 
tional” quality in terms of how the product or service is 
provided, including all interaction between the customer 
and the organization; and (3) customer perceptions of the 
technical and functional quality of the products and ser- 
vices they purchase can be affected by their image of the 
supplier organizations. 

Such an holistic approach to the quality issue suggests 
a much broader role for marketing in the management of 
quality not least because it puts into perspective the cur- 
rent role of quality departments and technical quality 
specialists. If the typical responsibilities of the quality 
department are considered alongside the common tools 
and techniques of quality management such as inspection 
tests, statistical process control, quality audits, and qual- 
ity information systems, then the focus of the quality 
strategies currently developed and implemented in in- 



Customer perceptions and expectations must 
be managed. 

dustrial organizations may be seen to be aimed at im- 
proving the technical outcome reality component of the 
holistic quality model. Process changes driven by existing 
quality strategies relate mainly to process in terms of 
physical production processes rather than process in the 
sense of functional quality related to the interaction be- 
tween customers and the organizations as a part of the 
exchange process. Thus, as a mechanism for managing 
quality, the existing reality of quality staff functions and 
quality programs may be seen as little more than enlarged 
attempts at technical quality control and assurance. 

Holistic approaches to the strategic management of 
quality as outlined in Figure 1 not only put into new 
perspective the current role of quality departments and 
technical quality specialists in the customer quality eval- 
uation process, but suggest a much broader role for mar- 
keters in quality strategies designed to affect customer 
quality perceptions. The role of marketing in the strategic 
management of quality may be viewed in two broad areas 
of responsibility: (1) the management of customer ex- 
pectations, and (2) the management of customer percep- 
tions of outcomes. 

THEMANAGEMENTOF 
CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS 

In the existing prescriptive literature, the role of mar- 
keters in the expectations side of the quality equation 
relates to the use of market research techniques to uncover 
customer expectation criteria and priorities. However, in 
the wider sense of an holistic approach to quality, this 
role may be broadened. In this wider sense, managing 
quality involves the active management of customer ex- 
pectations to prevent two common problems with existing 
quality strategies-over promising and overengineering. 

The use of quality messages and images in marketing 
communications programs is entirely consistent with the 
prescriptive literature on the role of marketing in the 
management of quality. However. this can often have 
the effect of raising the expectations of existing and po- 
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tential customers. While raising expectations may lead 
to the attraction of new customers in the short term, 
without corresponding success in raising customer per- 
ceptions of the outcome of the purchase by the same 
amount (which is much more difficult to achieve), the 
customer perceptions of quality will actually go down. 

The converse of overpromising is the problem of over- 
engineering. This is the wasting of organizational re- 
sources in providing an outcome reality that either far 
exceeds customers’ range of expectations or that delivers 
an outcome reality in terms of criteria such as features 
or performance that are simply not important to customers 
and do not make up a part of their expectations. While 
this problem may be avoided by the use of market re- 
search and intelligence in setting specifications and goals 
for quality strategies in line with the prescriptive litera- 
ture, the reality is that most quality strategy goals and 
specifications are set by quality departments and spe- 
cialists with little or no reference to the marketing func- 
tion or marketing information and research that it may 
potentially provide. 

Thus, the role of marketing in the management of 
expectations is more than the simple researching of cus- 
tomer needs and requirements using marketing research 
tools and techniques in order to avoid overengineering 
and to concentrate, via appropriate quality goal setting, 
the resources and efforts of the quality strategy on the 
highest priority customer needs and requirements in order 
to achieve the most effective impact on customer quality 
perceptions. In addition, it must also include the active 
manipulation of customer expectations to prevent over- 
promising. 

While the customer expectations construct has received 
relatively little attention in the quality literature, Para- 
suraman, Zeithaml, and Berry’s [38] work in the service 
sector, based on the earlier work of Churchill and Su- 
prenant [24], identified needs, past experience, and word- 
of-mouth communications as the determinants of cus- 
tomer expectations. It may also be argued that formal 
marketing communications may play a role in the forming 



of expectations, since advertisements, promotional lit- ganizations. This marketing role of actively managing 
erature, and even word-of-mouth communication via the customer expectations is largely and pointedly ignored in 
sales force usually contains some information that cus- most industrial quality programs. Potentially, however, 
tomers can use in forming their expectations. Thus, cus- marketers adopting this role give organizations the ability 
tomer expectations may relate to at least four sources: to prevent the problems associated with overpromising 

and overengineering and help to concentrate the focus of 

I 
PAST EXPERIENCE 

quality strategies and programs onto the areas of highest 
customer priority, thus maximizing the impact on cus- 

EXPECTATIONS 

FORMAL COMMUNICATIONS CUSTOMER PERCEPTIONS 

The other side of the holistic quality equation is the 
customers’ quality perception of the technical and func- 
tional reality of the purchase of a product or service. In 

With this basic conceptual model of the customer ex- the context of the potential outcomes or consequences of 
pectation construct and the objective of actively managing a quality strategy, customer perceptions of quality are of 
customer expectations as a key part of the strategic man- primary importance, since these perceptions will drive 

Quality is more than engineering and 
manufacturing. 

agement of quality, the potential role of marketing in 
holistic quality strategies becomes much clearer. 

In a transaction-specific model of quality, then, past 
experience is not a variable that may be easily manipu- 
lated by marketers via communication. However, knowl- 
edge of customers’ past experiences in purchasing a type 
of product or service from the organization or its com- 
petitors will be valuable information for quality strate- 
gists. Similarly, marketers may have little influence over 
customer needs and requirements, but marketing infor- 
mation concerning customer needs criteria and priorities 
is essential in developing quality strategies designed to 
affect customer quality perceptions. 

In terms of actively manipulating customer expecta- 
tions, marketers play a potentially fundamental role by 
providing formal and informal marketing communica- 
tions that provide customers with bases for translating 
their needs, requirements, and past experiences into ex- 
pectations of the product or service and the supplier or- 

customer loyalty, future buying behavior, word-of-mouth 
recommendation, and price sensitivity, all of which are 
likely to directly affect the desired organizational out- 
comes of quality strategy, increased market share, and 
increased margins. 

In the context of customer quality evaluations, per- 
ception has been viewed as “the process of organizing, 
interpreting and deriving meaning from stimuli, through 
the senses” [39]. The way in which customers arrive at 
quality perceptions of products and services is usually 
viewed in terms of a multiattribute model, which includes 
sets of intrinsic attributes such as reliability, primary op- 
erating performance, durability, safety, features, purity, 
etc., and extrinsic attributes such as delivery, availability, 
variety, warranty, after-sales service, and so on [26, 401. 
Since customers view quality as a multidimensional con- 
struct and typically evaluate quality through a number of 
explicit and implicit attributes, cues, and surrogates on 
each dimension, then modelling the customer-perceived 
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quality process is both complex and extremely difficult. 
The attributes and dimensions of quality, as well as the 
types of intrinsic and extrinsic cues, are often specific to 
particular product/service categories and buyer types; 
thus generalizable models are extremely difficult to con- 
struct . 

Based on the holistic quality model presented in Figure 
1, however, we propose a number of potential roles for 
marketing in the management of customer perceptions of 
quality. The two “reality” components of the quality 
model suggest different roles for marketing in the quality 
process. The exchange process reality component relates 
to the “how” of the exchange between customer and 
supplier. Much of the human interaction in the exchange 
process between the supplier and key customer personnel 
is likely to involve the sales force in industrial organi- 
zations, which is often within the sphere of influence, if 
not the direct control, of the marketing function. Thus, 
the way in which human interaction in the exchange pro- 
cess takes place, the context in which it takes place, and 
the content of interactive communication may be open to 
marketing influence, or even control, via sales force re- 
cruitment and training, customer care programs for con- 
tact personnel, and perhaps even facilities design. In the 
context of industrial services, the exchange process is 
likely to involve the actual service provider. Again, the 
marketing function may be able to influence the reality 
of the exchange process via marketing and communica- 
tions training of service provision staff as well as by 
customer care programs and facilities design. 

The impact and potential role of marketing in the tech- 
nical reality outcome component of the quality model is 
likely to be through the setting of product/service spec- 
ifications via marketing research. The nature of this input 
is likely to change throughout the product/service life 
cycle and will obviously be of critical importance during 
the new product development process through market 
intelligence, market research, and product/service test 
marketing. Later in the product/service life cycle it is 
likely to involve the continuous tracking of customer 
satisfaction, defections, complaints, and the use of test 
marketing and market research in product/service rede- 
sign and repositioning that often occurs later in the life 
cycle. 

However, while quality strategies (both with and with- 
out marketing input) seek to continuously improve the 
objective technical and functional reality outcomes of the 
production and exchange processes, customer percep- 
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tions of both of these dimensions of quality do not nec- 
essarily reflect the objective reality. Gronroos [25] in the 
service sector and Garvin [6] in examining industrial and 
consumer goods have both highlighted the potential im- 
pact of corporate image-i.e., how the customer per- 
ceives the supplier organization-as an intervening 
variable between the objective reality of the production 
outcome and exchange process and customer perceptions 
of these outcomes. Thus, the image of the supplier in the 
customers’ mind can affect the way in which they per- 
ceive the reality of the exchange process and its physical 
outcome. 

The responsibility for corporate image often lies within 
the domain of formally organized marketing functions in 
industrial organizations. This may provide a vehicle for 
leveraging the role of marketers in managing customer 
quality perceptions as an integral part of holistic ap- 
proaches to the management of quality. Indeed, the role 
of marketing in the management of customer perceptions 
of quality may be further enhanced by consideration of 
reinforcement communications strategies and messages 
aimed at existing customers. These may not only affect 
customer quality perceptions through corporate image, 
but may directly affect customer perceptions of outcomes 
of past transactions between the customer and the orga- 
nization by providing confidence messages, rationaliza- 
tion of the purchase choice, implicit cues through pricing, 
packaging, warranties, and so on. These even include 
competitive positioning information and messages that 
can affect customer quality perceptions by indicating the 
likely technical and functional outcomes of using avail- 
able alternative suppliers. 

Thus, the role of marketing in the strategic manage- 
ment of quality in industrial organizations may be much 
greater than the existing literature suggests. It is certainly 
greater, and of more central importance, than that dictated 
by existing quality functions, strategies, and programs 
within commercial organizations. Not only is the poten- 
tial role of marketing much greater than may have pre- 
viously been thought, but there are a number of existing 
marketing responsibilities, tools, and techniques such as 
marketing research, test marketing, marketing commu- 
nications, pricing, package design, new product/service 
development, corporate image, internal marketing, cus- 
tomer services, and even marketing training that may 
enable marketers to play a greater and more explicit role 
in the strategic management of quality in industrial or- 
ganizations. 



BENEFITS OF MARKETING LEADERSHIP IN 
QUALITY MANAGEMENT 

If we accept the potential opportunities that an holistic 
approach to the management of quality affords industrial 
organizations as a whole, and the marketing function in 
particular, then marketers may feel that “we have enough 
to do already without increasing our responsibilities.” 
However, there are a number of potential benefits for the 
marketing function in taking greater responsibility for the 
strategic management of quality. 

First, the holistic approach to quality may offer mar- 
keters an alternative mechanism for achieving a market 
orientation within their organizations. The holistic quality 
model is conceptually very similar to the market orien- 
tations proposed by Kohli and Jaworski [41] and Narver 
and Slater [42]. Many writers and analysts have com- 
mented on the lack of market or marketing orientation in 
industrial organizations. In this context, holistic quality 
management with marketing leadership may provide an 
organization-wide vehicle for focussing the organiza- 
tion’s quality efforts on the central issues of real customer 
needs, requirements, and expectations, a notion that is 
implicit in the marketing concept. Implicit in the TQM 
approach that currently dominates the management of 
quality in industrial organizations is the notion that qual- 
ity is a responsibility shared by every individual, business 
unit, and management function within an organization. 
This idea is congruent with the organization-wide re- 
sponsiveness to market intelligence that is central to 
achieving a market orientation. When this is considered 
alongside the emerging evidence of the effects of inter- 
functional conflict on the effectiveness of marketing in 
organizations [43], then quality may be viewed as a ve- 
hicle for increasing communication and cooperation be- 
tween marketing and other functions. In particular, the 
holistic management of quality may increase connect- 
edness and reduce conflict between marketing and en- 
gineering, production, and manufacturing. Increasing 
communication and lowering conflict may serve to in- 
crease the potential effectiveness of marketing in indus- 
trial organizations. 

Second, it has been suggested that in manufacturing 
organizations the marketing function may be in the ma- 
ture stage of its life cycle and moving toward the dis- 
aggregation of traditional marketing responsibilities and 
the break-up of integrated marketing departments [44]. 
With the creation of trade marketing departments and the 

separation of sales force management, customer service, 
etc., marketing leadership in the management of quality 
may extend the life cycle of integrated marketing func- 
tions . 

There are also some obvious benefits for industrial 
organizations as a whole in adopting the holistic approach 
to the strategic management of quality. The effectiveness 
of quality programs is likely to be enhanced if marketing 
leadership enables the organization to manage customer 
expectations and perceptions of outcomes as well as the 
reality of exchange process and technical outcomes that 
presently constitute the core of quality management in in- 
dustrial organizations. 

Enhancing the effectiveness of quality programs by 
concentrating more directly on customer quality percep- 
tions may well enable the organization to improve its 
business performance through strengthening market po- 
sition and decreasing costs in the ways suggested by 
Garvin [6] and Phillips et al. [5]. If nothing else, the 
greater involvement of marketing in quality management 
should reduce the problems of overpromising and over- 
engineering that characterize many quality strategies. 

In reality, the ability of marketers to gain a leadership 
role in the strategic management of quality will depend 
on the particular context of individual organizations. It 
may be that in the industrial sector, organizations in 
which formalized marketing departments are relatively 
new, and organizations that have yet to create a formal- 
ized response to the quality issue, will provide the greatest 
opportunities for marketers to achieve “ownership” of 
the quality issue. However, the potential benefits of the 
holistic approach to quality may also be attractive to 
organizations that already have quality staff functions and 
formalized quality strategies and programs, particularly 
if marketers can show top management the problems with 
traditional approaches to quality as they relate to their 
own organization. 

Based on the arguments contained here, we propose a 
“market-led quality strategy” that encompasses the hol- 
istic viewpoint [45]. It may also legitimize the enlarged 
role of marketing in the quality issue and counter the 
long-term tendency to introspection contained in opera- 
tions-driven TQM programs. 

Certainly, the quality issue is likely to remain impor- 
tant to senior managers in industrial organizations 
throughout the 1990s. While marketers’ response to qual- 
ity management has been minimal to date, the holistic 
approach to the management of quality outlined here pro- 
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vides marketers with some ideas and potential guidelines 
that may benefit both the marketing function and the 
entire organization. 
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