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hat’s the difference between total
quality management (TQM) and busi-
ness process reengineering (BPR)?

Though the terms themselves aren’t heard much
anymore, many organizations still use the tools in
these programs to make changes. Both embrace the
same ideas and goals for organizational improve-
ments. Both encourage employee empowerment,
teamwork, quality, change and focus on the cus-
tomer. What differs, though, is the means each pro-
gram employs for achieving improvements.  

TQM is a management system that aims at long-
term continuous improvements in customer satis-
faction and real costs. BPR, on the other hand, is the
rapid and radical redesign of strategic processes to
optimize the workflow and productivity in an orga-
nization.1

The changes that take place during BPR are fast
and drastic. Its advocates argue no gain is derived
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from adding antilock brakes to a horse and buggy.
The goal is to demolish old processes to clear the
way for new ones. TQM advocates, on the other
hand, say the TQM philosophy supports a building
block approach to improvement projects and does
not resemble the clean slate approach associated
with BPR projects. Even some BPR supporters
argue the clean slate approach is a myth and is not
practical in most organizations.2

So which mechanism produces the most organi-
zational benefits? There does not appear to be a set
of objective criteria for determining the circum-
stances under which one or the other of these
approaches should be employed. Some companies
that fail with one approach just switch to the other. 

Many researchers and quality advocates support
the notion that a short-term, radical change achieved
through BPR programs should be followed by TQM’s
long-term continuous improvements. BPR could later
be used when another dramatic change is required.3, 4

Stated differently, TQM may be a natural extension of
a successful BPR program, and BPR is the turning
point of a TQM initiative. 

The best organizational change programs are
those that integrate quality and reengineering ini-

tiatives.5 Firms may customize their approach to
organizational change, combining tools from BPR
and TQM.6 In fact, TQM training, teams, commit-
ment, trust and communication are major enablers
for the successful implementation of reengineering.7

For example, Eastman Chemical’s TQM program
provided the foundation for its BPR initiatives,
prompting the organization to call its integrated
program for change breakthrough quality manage-
ment/business process reengineering (BQM/BPR).8

On the other hand, some organizations have tried
TQM and BPR interchangeably without integrating
them into a comprehensive program for change.

Study Objectives
I decided to conduct a study that took a closer

look at how companies use TQM and BPR relative to
their two major differences—TQM’s small, gradual
changes and BPR’s radical, fast changes. I examined
the impact these programs had on the profitability of
29 sample companies and explored how and why
the two programs were implemented in industry. It
was not my intent to compare the advantages or
shortcomings of these programs, or to advocate the
use of one over the other.

I tested the following four propositions:
1. There is a significant difference between the

degree of change sought from TQM and BPR
programs.

2. There is a significant difference between the
timeframes imposed for completing the
change initiatives brought about by TQM and
BPR programs.

3. There is a significant difference between the
actual time it takes to implement the change
initiatives brought about by TQM and BPR
programs.

4. There is a significant difference between the
impact of TQM and BPR on a company’s prof-
itability. 

Sample Companies
To obtain the required data, a questionnaire was

mailed to 2,000 randomly selected manufacturing
firms listed in the Dun & Bradstreet directory.9 The
letter was sent to the presidents or CEOs of the
sample companies requesting their cooperation in
completing the survey as related to one of their
plants. The CEOs were then asked to forward the
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Comparison of Total Quality
Management (TQM) and Business
Process Reengineering (BPR) Programs

TABLE 1

TQM BPR
(mean values) (mean values) T

Time since start 
(in months) 59 25.69 5.390  *

Planned implementation 
time (in months) 26.7 20.16 1.516

Actual implementation 
time (in months) 29.8 15.93 2.017 **

Magnitude of changes 
sought (1 to 7) 5.2 5.38 -0.723

Impact on profitability 
(1 to 7) 5.55 5.38 0.462

* p < 0.01
** p < 0.10
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survey to other executives if necessary.
The questionnaire included two questions asking

whether the company had initiated TQM or BPR,
without defining the terms, to allow participants to
respond based on their own understanding of the
programs. The questions read: Has your plant initi-
ated any comprehensive programs for quality
improvement (including TQM or similar programs,
but not reengineering programs)? and Has your
plant initiated any reengineering programs such as
business process reengineering (BPR)?

The questionnaire also asked respondents: 
• The date the company started implementing

these programs.
• The planned timeframe of the change pro-

grams. 
• The actual time it took to implement the

changes. 
• The rating, on a scale of 1 to 7, of the degree of

change/improvements sought by the company
(from fine-tuning to radical change) and the
impact of these programs on its profitability
(from very negative to very positive).

A total of 142 responses were received, and 29 of
the respondents indicated they implemented both
TQM and BPR in their companies. The analysis pre-
sented in this article is based on the data collected
from these 29 companies. Although one should be
cautious generalizing the results based on a sample
this size, the findings provide valuable information
about the way TQM and BPR are implemented by
some companies. 

Results
A paired t-test was used to test the four proposi-

tions noted earlier. As can be seen in Table 1, the
sample companies started their TQM programs
significantly earlier than their BPR programs. The
planned implementation time for BPR programs
was shorter than that for TQM programs by an
average of about six-and-a-half months, but the
difference is not statistically significant. 

The actual time it took the sample companies to
implement the desired changes, however, was
longer than the planned time for TQM programs
and shorter than the planned time for BPR pro-
grams. The actual time to implement the changes
was significantly lower for BPR than for TQM pro-
grams at p < 0.10.

The magnitude of change the companies expect-
ed from their BPR programs was slightly higher
than, but not significantly different from, the mag-
nitude of change expected from their TQM pro-
grams. Finally, the sample companies reported

some positive impact on their profitability from
both their TQM and BPR programs. Overall, the
respondents thought TQM had a more positive
impact on the bottom line, though the difference
was not significant.

The Details
Despite the reported characteristics of BPR in

terms of its speed and magnitude of change, the
data indicate the sample companies’ time and
magnitude of change expectations from BPR pro-
grams were not significantly different from those
for their TQM programs. 

Of the 29 respondents, only one reported prac-
tices and results that support all the propositions of
this study. The company started its TQM program
three years before its BPR program. It expected the
timeframe for implementing TQM to be ongoing
and for the program to result in moderate changes.
The reported impact of TQM on its profitability was
positive (6 on a scale of 1 to 7, where 1 is very nega-
tive and 7 is very positive). The company had a
timeframe of one year for its BPR program and

Many researchers and quality
advocates support the notion
that a short-term, radical
change achieved through
BPR programs should be 
followed by TQM’s long-term
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would be most beneficial to the organization. This
may partially explain why some TQM and BPR
programs have not resulted in much success.
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expected radical changes. The program had a very
positive impact on profitability. 

Another sample company reported a negative
impact from implementing TQM, while another
reported a negative impact from BPR. It looks as if
many of the companies tried TQM first, and when
it failed to meet their expectations, they tried BPR,

seeking almost the same speed and degree of
change. This is different from the practice of inte-
grating TQM and BPR to address different organi-
zational problems and initiate changes of different
magnitudes.10, 11

Although BPR is purported to focus more on
costs and improving the bottom line, the data don’t
show a significant difference between TQM and
BPR programs in terms of improving profitability.
In fact, the responding executives believed TQM
had a slightly more positive impact on their com-
pany’s profitability. 

Overall, the data collected from the sample com-
panies may indicate a lack of clear understanding
of the differences between the two change mecha-
nisms and what they can accomplish. 

Instead of integrating the two initiatives as two
complementary, but different, approaches to
change, it looks as though the sample companies
implemented them with the same expectations
regarding change and implementation time and
failed to identify where and when each approach

Although BPR is purported to
focus more on costs and

improving the bottom line,
the data don’t show a signifi-
cant difference between TQM

and BPR programs in terms
of improving profitability. 
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