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It is apparent nowadays for manufacturing companies that quality is part of business
basic norms and requirements in this competitive globalized environment. Therefore, for
decades, manufacturing companies have searched for ways to improve the quality of their
products and services. Quality initiatives (QIs) that focus on continuous processes and product
improvement turn out to be one of the solutions, and thus it is considered as one of the important
practices to boost manufacturing performance and competitive edge. Consequently, QIs
implementation, particularly in total quality management (TQM), International Organization for
Standardization (ISO) 9001, Kaizen, lean manufacturing, and Six Sigma, has become a
prerequisite for manufacturing companies to meet global demands.

There is an increasing debate with the notion that organizations’ motivation in
implementing certain practices is due to rational strategies and efficiency factors. In contrast,

institutional theory advocates the view that organizations’ sustainability depends both on




technical and symbolic aspects such as market and social legitimacy. There are a substantial
number of articles discussing QIs implementation from the lens of technical logic and efficiency.
QIs studies from a symbolic standpoint are extremely rare. Thus, the institutional theory
approach was selected to further examine the QIs implementation in order to have a better
understanding of QIs implementation from a different point of view, focusing on the mechanism
of institutional pressures imposed in the manufacturing environment in Malaysia.

A preliminary literature review was conducted to identify the research gaps, hence
narrow down the research questions. A critical review related to institutional theory findings in
the manufacturing industry was conducted to grasp the overview idea. There are three research
gaps identified from the review. The gaps are related to QIs convergence and divergence
practices, QIs institutionalization, and QIs dissemination. Therefore, this research aims to
examine the three gaps mentioned at the Japanese and Malaysian manufacturing companies in
Malaysia from the organizational (sociological) institutionalism perspective. In accordance with
the research objectives and research questions, a qualitative study that utilized a case study
approach was deemed appropriate. A research protocol based on summarized TQM elements
was established to guide the interview session and direct observation. 14 case studies were
conducted on Malaysian manufacturing companies. All the companies were ISO 9001 certified
within the three main sectors (plastic-based, machinery and equipment-based, and chemical-
based companies), covered the various categories of company size (large-sized, medium-sized,
or small-sized companies), and actively operate in several regions in Malaysia. The case study
results were coded and analyzed with Atlas.ti version 8.4.25 software.

Based on the two different focus groups (Japanese and Malaysian companies), the
outcomes demonstrated that manufacturing companies implemented numerous quality
initiatives (e.g., ISO 9001, Kaizen, lean manufacturing, and Six Sigma), especially in supporting

the effectiveness of every production process toward producing high quality products. The




important factors and their effects on QIs implementation were identified. The findings
emphasized the important role of the top management. Top management should demonstrate
their commitment by providing moral and physical support. Furthermore, QIs entrepreneurs’
competence and formal structure are required to drive and sustain QIs implementation. In
addition, this research described the reasons for convergences and divergences in practices based
on those 14 case studies.

The degree of institutionalization of companies was assessed based on five factors, which
were model, culture, education, regulative, and technical-rational. The Japanese manufacturing
companies revealed a higher degree of QIs institutionalization as compared to Malaysian
manufacturing companies, especially in regulative and technical-rational factors. As for the
dissemination of QIs in Malaysia, it was found that eight actors (four primary actors and four
secondary actors) had significant influence on the manufacturing industry in Malaysia.
Similarities exist between the Japanese and Malaysian manufacturing companies, whereby top
management, internal trainers, and customers play significant roles. However, the Japanese
manufacturing companies gained further benefits due to strong support from the headquarters.

At the national level, it was found that the “Look East Policy” served as the impetus that
stimulated QI implementation in Malaysia. Even though Malaysian government agencies
received assistance from various countries, it was found that Japan has a great influence in
disseminating the knowledge of QlIs via various programs and partnerships. However, Malaysian
companies are still having difficulties formulating the QIs implementation, cognitively
recognizing the benefits, and entrenching the improvement culture. However, from
observations, the idea of quality is becoming a norm for Malaysians because most companies
and government agencies are implementing certain QIs to demonstrate that they are capable of
meeting basic standard requirements.

From the findings, a diagram of QIs institutionalization logic was generated based on the




six propositions. The propositions suggest that the level of QIs implementation is closely related
to the nature of customer business and the origin of the driving force. In order to ensure smooth
sailing of QI institutionalization, companies need to put extra effort into garnering top
management commitment, competent QI entrepreneurs, formal structure, and embedding
employees’ quality mindset.

The present study contributed to the understanding of QIs implementation by identifying
the important practices and points of convergence and divergence between Japanese and
Malaysian companies. Recognizing the important practices of QIs implementation and its
benefits is essential for practitioners to obtain the overall picture. Practitioners are able to learn
from the detailed reviews of QIs implementation, able to gather rough ideas beforehand, and
thus prioritize the identified important practices. Besides, investigating the factors contributing
to the failure of QIs and how to prevent it is an interesting research area that attracts managers
and practitioners’ attention.

The originality and value of this research stem from the effort to identify the dynamics
of QI research in the manufacturing industry, comprehend current QI implementation, and
understand how QIs are disseminated and institutionalized in a developing country from the
perspective of institutional theory. As for the theoretical contribution, it was found that the two
factors, the complexity of the customer’s business and motivation, are essential in determining
the expected level of the QIs implementation. These two factors were rarely considered by the
previous researchers. Thus, the findings uncovered the reasons that may contribute to the
previous research equivocal findings about the effect of various contexts, which brings new
insight to the new factors effecting the QIs implementation. In addition to that, an assessment
method to assess the level of QIs institutionalization was utilized, hence improvising, and
enriching the study conducted by Zeitz et al. (1999) and Gonzalez (2011). Furthermore, the QlIs

institutional logics diagram improvises and further explains Dubey et al. (2018) findings by




relating the logics with real practices for better understanding.
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