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ABSTRACT 

  In an effort toward continuously elevating the product quality, the three big automakers 

developed, over decades, numerous standards and specifications unique to their own use, which 

not only had confused many of their suppliers but also placed tremendous burden on their 

suppliers for compliance. In the past decade, this situation has resulted in severe strain in 

supplier-customer relationship in the automotive industry. Finally, all three big automakers and 

some truck manufacturers have realized the need for harmonization and internationalization of 

their standards, specifications and requirements. This led to the formulation of the QS-9000 

Quality System Requirements. The objective of this paper is:  to describe the model and 

architecture of the QS-9000 standards and the process of implementation of QS-9000 for supply 

chain quality management in automotive industry. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 In the current decade, globalization of the market and tough competition have brought a 

tremendous thrust for higher quality and productivity [13]. Many companies are moving through 

early stages of quality and productivity management, promoting quality from narrowly defined 

quality control function at lower level to becoming integrated with the overall systems of 

business management [2]. There is a growing consensus that traditional quality control based on 

inspection is outdated, and it should be replaced with customer focused, prevention based 

approaches to quality and productivity improvement [9]. The U.S. auto industry has been 

continuously striving for quality to survive in its own back yard. In this effort, each of the three 

big automakers has developed numerous standards and specifications which not only confuse 

many of their suppliers but also place tremendous burden on them for compliance [5]. Besides, it 

is not uncommon for a supplier to supply all three big automakers. In such case the supplier  has 

to comply with completely different standards, specifications, and requirements as required by 

three different customers. This creates not only confusion but also an archive of documentation 

and standards, and monuments of wasteful inspection, testing, and quality assurance activities. 

While the big three automakers are attempting to cut their cost by maintaining just-in-time 
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inventory, their suppliers are wasting their valuable resources to provide just-in-time zero defect 

quality parts. In the past decade, this situation has resulted in a severe strain in supplier-customer 

relationships in the automotive industry. In perspective of  this quality standards and 

specification confusion, all three big automakers and some truck manufacturers have finally 

realized the need for harmonization and internationalization of their standards, specifications and 

requirements. evolution of the QS-9000 series of automotive quality system requirements as a 

result of this harmonization and internationalization process. This new standard and the mandates 

by the major auto makers to have their direct suppliers registered under QS=9000 using third 

party registration imposed severe strain upon the direct(first level ) suppliers. It has been 

becoming their survival strategy to get the registration. But the registration process is very 

expensive and painstaking., as a result many auto suppliers who will not be able to get it,  may  

degenerate in the long run, and many suppliers who will get it will grow substantially. Specially 

many   

small manufacturers are vulnerable in this game of competitive survival  This research attempts 

to present the evolution of the QS-9000 quality systems requirements by the big three 

automakers, and the implementation strategy of QS-9000 as a new supply chain quality 

management . This paper also presents the results of a survey of automotive suppliers to reveal 

the impacts of this new QS-9000 quality systems requirements on the suppliers of automotive 

parts and sub-assemblies 

 

EVOLUTION  OF ISO-9000 AND QS-9000 STANDARDS 

 Suppliers seeking to serve several different customers were facing a multitude of separate 

quality requirements, and traditional methods of on site quality audit, on site inspection, , 

incoming inspection, and in plant quality control, etc. were becoming obsolete, unreliable and  

quite cost-ineffective [3,4]. This created a critical need for development of an independent, 

reliable, consistent, and economical system for assessment of suppliers quality assurance systems 

in conformance to a commonly recognized uniform quality standards, which ultimately lead to 

the development of International Standard Organization ISO 9000 series of quality standards by 

ISO Technical Committee (TC) 176 in 1987. Many nations approved them instantly, and they 

became the standards for the world market place [4,12].  This event marked a new beginning in 

Pan European trade among European Economic Community (EEC) member countries, and their 

trading partners around the world Then each participating country consequently adopted a 

equivalent version of ISO 9000 series of quality standards [8,13]. In 1987 the United States 

adopted its version ANSI/ASQC Q 90 using American terminology. The United Kingdom uses 

the same standards as BS 5750. The European countries adopted the ISO standards as EN 29000 

[11].  

 Instead of inspecting an individual product or service to see whether it meets required 

specifications, under the ISO 9000 the emphasis is on auditing the quality system of the  supplier 
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in order  to make sure that the system is capable of producing the desired quality of products 

according to its customers requirements. While ISO 9000 provides general guidelines for quality 

systems assurance, and is applicable to all types of industries, many find it too generic for more 

specific industry applications such as automotive, appliance, chemical, and health care industry.  

 The three big automakers, General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler who had already created 

monsters of standards, policies, and procedures so individualized and cumbersome that it started 

choking their suppliers with paper works and unproductive times for repetitive inspection and 

audit. Finally they realized that  they would gain substantial advantages by adopting a common 

standards for all of their supplier bases. In June 1988. the representatives from the three 

automotive original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) and the Automotive Division of American 

Society for Quality Control (ASQC) created the Supplier Quality Requirement Task Force for 

developing a common understanding on topics of mutual interest within the automotive industry 

[1].  

 In 1990, the Task Force released a Measurement System Analysis manual which is now 

available through Automotive Industry Action Group (AIAG).This document provides all 

automotive suppliers a common approach to calibrate measurement equipment and evaluate the 

presence of error in such devices [1].  In 1991, a Statistical Process Control Reference Manual 

was released through AIAG. This manual provides a common approach to statistical process 

control in the automotive industry. Then followed the Advanced Product Quality Planning 

(APQP) Reference Manual and Reporting Format. This manual provides guidelines for preparing 

plans and checklists for ensuring that advanced product quality planning has actually been carried 

out by the supplier. Finally, in December 1992, the Task Force was directed to harmonize the 

fundamental supplier quality systems manuals and assessment tools. As a result, the Task Force 

developed and released in August 1994, Quality Systems Requirements QS-9000, a common sets 

of requirements for all automotive suppliers [14]. By September 1994, it was announced that QS-

9000 would immediately replace all previous automotive supplier quality programs. A number of 

heavy truck manufacturers. for example,  Mack Trucks, Navistar International, Peterbilt Trucks, 

Volvo GM Heavy Trucks, Kenworth Trucks, and Freightliner Corporation, also adopted the QS-

9000. In the near future, most of the automotive original equipment manufacturers (OEM) and 

their suppliers will  adopt to QS-9000  quality systems requirements[15]. 

QS-9000 QUALITY SYSTEMS REQUIREMENTS ARCHITECTURE 

 QS-9000 defines the fundamental quality systems requirements of the big three auto 

makers General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler, Truck Manufacturers, and other subscribing 

companies. They apply to all internal and external suppliers of raw materials, components, sub-

assemblies, and service parts. QS-9000 is the outcome of internationalization of quality standards 

and harmonization of quality requirements of the auto and truck manufacturers. 

Internationalization of QS-9000 involves adoption of the ISO 9001:1994, section 4 as the core 

quality requirements of QS-9000, while harmonization occurred from blending of the existing 
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quality requirements of Chrysler’s Supplier Quality Assurance Manual, Ford’s    Q-101 Quality 

Systems Standards, General Motor’s NAO Target of Excellence, inputs from the truck 

manufacturers, and other subscribing companies. ISO 9002 instead of ISO 9001, forms the core 

requirements for those suppliers who do not design their products but manufacture them from the 

design specified or supplied by their customers. Companies providing testing and inspection 

services only such as testing laboratories likewise use ISO 9003 as core requirements instead of 

ISO 9001 or ISO 9002.  

 QS-9000 aims to provide a common basis for prevention of defects, reduction of 

variation, elimination of waste, and continuous improvement of quality. It will also develop a 

common understanding on topics of mutual interest, a closer working relationship and 

cooperation among all participants within the automotive and truck industry.  

 Thus, QS-9000 Quality Systems Requirements consists of three distinct groups of 

requirements [1]:  

 (1) Core Requirements. This includes all twenty elements of ISO 9001:1994 Section 4. 

Each element is exactly the same as provided in original ISO 9001 document, only typed in 

italics.  However, additional requirements as needed for the automotive and trucking industry are 

described in regular type following each ISO element. Thus, this section may be considered as an 

elaboration of each element of ISO 9001:1994  Section 4 as specially fitted to the needs of the 

automotive and truck industry.  

 (2) Sector Specific Requirements:  This section includes additional requirements beyond 

the scope of ISO 9001:1994 Section 4 elements but common to the automotive and truck 

industry. They include Production Part Approval Process, Continuous Improvement, and 

Manufacturing Capabilities. These programs are already in place within the automotive and 

truck industry. 

 (3) Customer-Specific Requirements: This section includes the unique specific 

requirements for each individual customer such as General Motor, Ford, and Chrysler and truck 

manufacturers  such as Mack Trucks, Navistar International, Freightliner, Volvo GM Heavy 

Truck, and Peterbilt Trucks. Each supplier must also discuss with its customer about  the unique 

specific requirements applicable to any existing or future contracts.  

QS-9000 IMPLEMENTATION AND REGISTRATION IN THE U.S. 

 The conformance to QS-9000 quality systems requirements is generally verified by 

third party audit  by a customer approved QS-9000 registrar [14]. In rare occasion a second party 

audit by the customer’s auditor is allowed. It should be noted that many existing requirements of 

automakers such as Statistical Process Control (SPC), Advanced Product Quality Planning 

(APQP), Failure Mode Effect Analysis (FMEA), etc. ,and requirements of the programs such as 

Chrysler’s  Supplier Quality Assurance, General Motor’s NAO Targets of Excellence, Ford’s Q-

101 Quality Systems Standard, and of other programs are still prevailing under QS-9000 

requirements. What have been added are the requirements of ISO 9001 or ISO 9002 and that of a 
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third party audit. The ISO 9001 or ISO 9002 based requirements and the sector-specific 

requirements are normally examined by a third party audit during  the registration process, while 

the customer-specific requirements are usually audited by the customer through a second party 

audit. The guidelines for such audits are developed by the Task Force in a document entitled 

Quality Systems Assessment (QSA). This document is also available from the Automotive 

Industry Action Group (AIAG 1994). 

QS-9000 THIRD PARTY REGISTRARS AND ACCREDITATION BODIES 

 QS-9000 third party registrars are an independent company who are accredited by a 

national accreditation body to verify compliance with QS-9000 Quality Systems Requirement 

through a third party independent audit. They maintain a register of names of the companies who 

have  achieved QS-9000 registration through them. Accreditation body for registrar is either  

chartered or appointed by the government of the country where it is located. For example, in the 

United Kingdom, all registrars must be accredited by the National Accreditation Council for 

Certification Bodies (NACCB) which must issue certificates with the Crown Stamp of the 

NACCB. The accreditation body in The Netherlands is Raad voor de Certificatie (RvC). 

Similarly, most European countries has their own accreditation body [10]. In December 1991 

American National Standard Institute (ANSI) and American Society for Quality Control jointly 

set up the Registration Accreditation Board (RAB) for accrediting American registrars of quality 

systems according to European Norm (EN) 45000 series of standards which govern all 

conformity assessment activities. When choosing a registrar, it is also important to find out 

whether its certificate will be recognized by the customers [6]. 

QS-9000 REGISTRATION MANDATES BY U.S, AUTOMAKERS 

 General Motor Corporation mandated that  all its suppliers must had been registered 

under QS-9000 by a third party Quality Systems Registrar no later than December 31, 1997. 

Since this deadline has already passed without much success, GM has been currently examining 

the status of its vendors on a case by case basis before renewing their contracts. For all new 

suppliers General Motors began Potential Supplier Audit since January 1, 1995 based on Quality 

Systems Assessment (QSA) document. and since  January 1, 1996, third party registration to the 

QS-9000 Quality Systems Requirements has been required of all new suppliers by General Motor 

[14].  

 Ford Motor Company expected all its suppliers to be registered to QS-9000 Quality 

Systems Requirements on or before December 31, 1996. But Ford also announced that it will 

perform second party assessment on an exceptional basis.   

 Chrysler Corporation had laid down a demanding schedule for QS-9000 implementation 

by its suppliers. All Chrysler’s suppliers were asked to complete a self-assessment to QS-9000 by 

July 7, 1995, and all production and service part suppliers to Chrysler were asked to  register to 

QS-9000 by a third party registrar by July 31,1997 [14].  



  page 6 of 9 

©2000 Copyright by Dr. J.Bandyopadhyay    

First appeared in International Journal of Management Vol. 18 No.2 June 2001  

Printed with permission from the author and the editor of the Journal 

 

 QS-9000 qualified auditor shortage, and looming 1997 deadline as mandated by the three 

big auto makers created so much strain on their tier-one and sub-tier suppliers, that the big three 

automakers set up  the Supplier Quality Requirements Task Force(SQRTF) to examine the 

situation and improve supplier relation. At a presentation in May 1996 Quality Congress in 

Chicago, sponsored by American Society for Quality (ASQ), the taskforce admitted that they 

might not had foreseen that implementation of QS-9000 would prove to be even more 

challenging than its conception. Severe shortage of  QS-9000 qualified auditors, combined with a 

lack of industry consensus on several implementation issues, has been continuously raising 

questions among suppliers and auditors as to whether the third party certification of QS-9000 is 

fatally impractical (11). or not. Although the taskforce always stre Bandyopadhyay, J. K.(1994), 

ISO 9000 ssed that those  deadlines for registration would not be extended, and that the 

requirement of the third party certification would also not be waived,  the taskforce indicated that 

the Chrysler Corp. had  a plan to going ahead and asking their tier-one suppliers to rate their 

progress towards certification in 10 stages, beginning with seeking and getting a registrar on 

board. The task force also indicated that it had been considering some alternative means to QS-

9000 certification for their multi-plant tier-one suppliers,  whereby the quality system would be 

audited at the supplier's head quarters, along with spot-check sampling of individual plants, For 

more current information regarding QS-9000 certification may be obtained by visiting Quality 

on-line (http://qualitymag.com). A recent (1997) AAIG/ASQ Quality Survey  revealed that only 

7% of the large / multi-plant suppliers surveyed (with  sales dollars more than 500 million) are 

registered under QS-9000, whereas, only 16% of small suppliers surveyed ( sales dollars less 

than $10 million) are QS-9000 certified. At the same time, many of those suppliers who had gone 

through painstaking and expensive process of registration, have indicated that they will be 

willing to do it again, as their business have significantly increased after QS-9000 registration 

(1). 

CONCLUSION 

 Due to lack of consensus on third party registration by big three automakers(Ford does 

not require it), and lack of uniformity in certification requirements ( multi-plant tier-one suppliers 

are allowed to take short cuts, and other issues, suppliers are getting confused, and wondering, if 

the big three auto makers are seriously committed to the QS-9000 as a common supplier standard 

that applies to all their suppliers equally.  
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