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uality management

New business practice reqg focuses on needs of client

By Bernard Tate
Headquarters

Few concepts are more difficult to define than
quality. Torephrase an old saying, we can’t define
quality, but we know it when we see it. And we
darn well know when it’s absent.

But those days are over. From now on, everyone
in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers will know what
quality is and how to provide it, whether it’s a five-
minute request over the phone, or a multi-million-
dollar construction project spanning decades.

Just to get it up front, the Corps now defines qual-
ity as products and services that meet or exceed
clients’ stated and implied expectations. The qual-
ity management philosophy is to do the right things,
the right way, for the right reasons, and to con-
stantly strive for improvement.

Behind that simple statement is a team of people
who were determined “to do the right things, the
right way, for the right reasons,” even if it meant
doing them differently.

New definitions

“The new quality management team was char-
tered last September,” said Cynthia Nielsen, USACE
Project Manager. “Corps policy is usually devel-
oped within individual stovepipes at the Headquar-
ters, with little or no field involvement. We have
numerous regulations related to quality, but noth-

ing that transcends stovepipes and aligns with our

business process.”

To remedy this, USACE leaders sought to develop
a new approach to quality that would apply to all
work in the Corps. “They pulled together a small
team of respected field practitioners, mostly chiefs
of engineering and construction divisions from
throughout the Corps, who all had a passion for
quality. I was the only Headquarters person on the
team.”

The team came up with a definition of quality
that was radically different for the Corps.

“Traditionally, the Corps has defined quality from
a functional, technical point of view,” Nielsen said.
But the Corps’ leadership believed we need a broader
approach. As Steve Browning, Chief of Programs
Management Division in Military Programs, said,

“We needed an overarching philosophy on quality

that would cover everything the Corps does, an
umbrella that all our other policy and guidance
would fall under.”

And they wanted a definition that would align
with and support USACE’s primary business pro-
cess, the Project Management Business Process
(PMBP). “Quality, defined as meeting or exceeding
our clients’ expectations, is the primary objective of
the PMBP, and the PMBP is the key process for
attaining that quality,” said Browning.

New quality regulation

So a team was chartered to create a new quality
management regulation.

“We read a lot of other people’s stuff,” Nielsen said.
“If you look at the International Organization for
Standardization, or the Army Performance Improve-
ment Criteria and Malcolm Baldridge criteria, they
all talk about focusing on the client and what the
client needs. Meeting or exceeding client expecta-
tions is the prevailing cutting-edge thinking about
quality. Sothat’s what we put into our draft regu-
lation. It’s a pretty radical departure from the idea
that quality is something you can touch.”

This new concept of quality supports the PMBP’s

client-focused teamwork goal.

“Our approach to quality management is team-
work centered around the PMBP,” said Dwight
Beranek, Chief of Engineering and Construction Di-
vision at Headquarters. “Each team member has
capabilities that add to the quality of USACE prod-
ucts and services. In the past, we benchmarked
and evaluated those capabilities strictly within a
functional context, not within a project delivery team
context. By changing the paradigm from a func-
tional assessment of quality to a customer assess-
ment of quality we can provide meaningful purpose
to our QM strategy and use QM to help reshape our
culture to be team-driven.”

Fred Caver, Chief of Programs Management Di-
vision in Civil Works, notes that focusing on meet-
ing clients’ expectations doesn’t relieve us of attend-
ing to national interests. “We still have that na-
tional taxpayer representation role, in addition to
meeting the more immediate client (i.e., the local
sponsor) expectations,” said Caver. “The draft regu-
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lation states ‘We employ a balanced approach to
quality.” We balance the needs and expectations of
clients and stakeholders, considering available re-
sources and life-cycle requirements. As stewards of
the public trust, there are certain minimum pro-
fessional standards we will not compromise. This
baseline level includes legal, environmental, and life
safety requirements.”

Review process

Nielsen’s team also took a radical approach to re-
viewing their draft regulation.

“Normally, copies of a draft regulation are sent
out to the division offices via a given stovepipe, then
it trickles down to the districts and, hopefully, even-
tually most people in that stovepipe see it. Some-
one at the district filters and consolidates the com-
ments, then they are filtered and consolidated at
the division, and the results are probably screened
again before being presented at Headquarters.

“So a person commenting on a regulation never
knew what happened to his or her comment, or if it
even made it out of their office,” Nielsen said. “We
wanted to change that. We felt every voice in USACE
should be heard equally. Not only that, we wanted
the review process to be more of a dialogue, with ev-
eryone able to see the comments other people made.

“So we developed a way to review the document
over the Internet,” Nielsen said. “If you were re-
viewing a paragraph of the draft regulation, you
could jump off to a comment page and see all the
comments everyone in USACE had submitted.
Then you could add your own with no screening or
censorship. It was wide open.

“And the team responded to every single comment
received,” Nielsen added. “Every comment got a
response, which was also posted on the website. So
if you made a comment, you not only knew that the
team got it, we told you whether or not we incorpo-
rated it, and why. That was pretty radical as well.”

Rewriting regulations

Throughout the process, Nielsen said that she and
her team felt like they were rewriting ER 5-1-11,
Program and Project Management.

“It was curious how often we referred to ER 5-1-
11, and felt like we were clarifying parts of it,” she
said. “We felt like quality management was a miss-
ing piece of the project management business pro-
cess.”

The instincts of Nielsen and her team were right
on the money.

“We cleaned up our draft after the review and felt
pretty comfortable with it, and we were looking for-
ward to seeing it published,” Nielsen said. “I was
invited to speak on this topic at ENFORCE. The
Chief of Engineers introduced this topic, and after I
spoke he said, ‘We’re not going to make this a sepa-
rate regulation. We’re going to roll this into ER 5-
1-11. Quality is an integral part of our business
process, and it should not be addressed separately.’

“So that’s where we are now,” said Nielsen. “The
Chief was so pleased with the concepts in our draft
that he issued it as interim guidance while ER 5-1-
11 is rewritten and re-issued to include these con-
cepts. Another team will rewrite ER 5-1-11 and de-
velop an implementation strategy. That team will
include members from my quality management
team, as well as members of the PMBP reassess-
ment team that was led by Bill Sorrentino from Nor-
folk District. So these two efforts will come togetthI‘
in this rewrite, and I look forward to seeing their
draft soon.”

































