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Promoting Industry in the Periphery by Improving Quality and Excellence in Management: The Program for Quality and Excellence in Industry in Northern Israel 
 
Abstract
The Program for Quality and Excellence program in nNorthern Israel was established in 2006 and has taken place every year since then. The mission of the program is to promote quality and excellence in small and mid-sizesize companies in the north of Israel, which is considered one of Israel’s peripheral regions. Thus far, 324 companies have participated in this program, of which 164 succeeded in reaching the final annual external assessment stage.
The program is based on the criteria and principles of the Yitzhak Rabin National Award for Quality in the Business Sector in Israel. The program in northern Israelis is not an award program but an improvement program for the participating companies. The contributors to the program are mentors from large enterprises in the north, assessors—, all of whom are quality and management experts, and public and academic colleges as interested partiesstakeholders. All the contributors are doing their part in this program as volunteers, through their commitment and responsibility to society.	Comment by Liron: Are both the mentors and assessors quality and management experts, or only the assessors? Right now it sounds as if it refers only to the assessors. If it should be both, please replace with:
“The contributors to the program are mentors from large enterprises in the north, assessors, and public and academic colleges as stakeholders. The contributors in the first two groups are all quality and management experts.” 
This study assesses the impact and the contribution of the program to participating companies, based on feedback from the participants and contributors.
The fact that the program has been running for 12 years is a sign of its strength and the diligence of the program’s contributors and participants. The study reveals the strengths and opportunities for improvement of this program. With suitable adaptations, this program can be examined for peripheral regions in other countries as well.
Introduction
Quality and excellence are pre-requisites for business success and survival in a competitive and demanding world. Excellence is achieved through management for quality and innovation as well as ongoing improvement of the organization’s activities.
Participation in a national or regional quality and excellence program is part of the process of assimilating the principles of quality management at enterprises and companies in Israel. The process of preparing for the annual program sharpensed the implementation and assimilation principles of quality management in companies.  
National quality and excellence competitions have been held in Israel since 1989 (National Program for Quality and Excellence in the State of Israel at the Prime Minister’s Office, 1994).
. In the United States, investment in managerial excellence and quality at an organization is considered an impetus for success. In comparing the value of shares of Baldrige award recipients, it was found that on average, the state of their shares was 2.7 times better than that of the top 500 companies in the market. In the case of companies participating in the program who did not win, their shares fared twice as well as those of the top 500 companies in the market. It appears that the very participation in the program leads to enhanced results, even if the enterprise does not receive the award (Hari & Zonnenshain, 1995).
Evolution of Quality Practices and Concepts
Development of Approaches to Quality Over the Yearsapproaches to quality over the years
Quality approaches have evolved, changed and developed widely throughout modern history, especially in light of industrial development. 
Until 1950, the approach to quality was mainly technical, based on inspection according to engineering specifications, and using statistical techniques of sampling and control (Shewhart, 1931). In the 1950s, human-behavioralbehavioural and managerial aspects were added to quality perception (Crosby, 1979).  Initially, these aspects focused on what was going on inside the organization. In the 1980s, they were diverted toward to the market and customers (Drucker, 1999). In the 1950s, quality in product development and engineering was added, thereby including techniques of quality engineering, reliability engineering, and experimental design (Duncan, 1986).  During these years, quality assurance was also added (Clausing, 1994). In the 1970s, the concept was widened to total quality assurance (Feigenbaum, 1991), which added the notion of empowering employees to contribute to an enterprise’s quality both as individuals and as quality improvement teams. In the 1980s, the quality approach was broadened and deepened as a strategic approach. , lLed by the upper management, this involved through implementing comprehensiveall-encompassing quality management approaches,, intended to create a culture of quality in companies (Juran, 1995). 	Comment by David.BT: למתרגמים- לנסות לקצר המשפט ולשפר התחביר
 From the 1990’s onward, perspectives on advanced quality began integrating new components such as learning organization (Senge, 1990), change management, knowledge management (Gupta & Sharma, 2004), and social responsibility (Standards Institution of Israel, 2013).
Various management systems were introduced, including quality management according to ISO 9001:2015 (International Standardization Organization, 2015), environmental management according to ISO 14001:2015 (International Standardization Organization, 2015), and safety management according to ISO 45001 (International Standardization Organization, 2018). Implementation of these management systems at companies was also accompanied by accreditation and certification of organizations according to these international standards. The guidance for achieving sustained success excellence ISO 9004:2018 (International Standardization Organization, 2018) has been updated in recent years.
The development of different approaches to quality has influenced the criteria for national quality award programs by periodic update of the criteria (Baldrige Performance Excellence Program, 2019), for example, integrating environmental and social aspects, integrating information systems based on digital technology, integrating cyber protection and more.
With the development of the fourth industrial revolution, which combines the digital revolution with the transition to robots, artificial intelligence, Internet of Things (IOT), 3D printing, social networks and more, approaches to quality are expected to be updated and to adopt the innovative and positive elements of this revolution (Zonnenshain, Kenneth, Fortuna & Adres, 2018).
It should be noted that the basis for these developments in approaches to quality is the insight that quality is of strategic importance to the success of companies. This is true both in terms of the quality of products and services that the company provides to its customers and the market, and in terms of the quality of processes within the organization, which contribute to its effectiveness and success and to reducing the costs of poor quality.
In 1993-1996, the Center for Quality and Excellence was established and administered in the Israeli Prime Minister’s Office, which created a national program for promoting quality and excellence in all sectors of the Israeli economy—the governmental sector, municipal sector, industry, military, education, and healthcare (National Program for Quality and Excellence, 1994). The centercentre was an initiative by the late Prime Minister Mr. Yitzhak Rabin and a group of senior business people (Carr & Littman, 1995). As part of this initiative, the National Award for Quality program was established in the business sector, as were other programs for national quality awards, some of which will be described below (Association of Electronics and Information Industries, 2000).
Leading Approaches to Quality Management
For several decades, a variety of approaches to quality have been developed and implemented. Following are the main ones.
Deming’s approach to quality management
W. Edwards Deming was an American professor of statistics who was sent to Japan after World War II to assist with the rehabilitation of its economy. Deming’s approach to quality management included 14 principles that were adopted word-for-word by the Japanese, launching what was called the “quality revolution” in Japanese industry. Deming received extraordinary recognition in Japan, and a national quality award, which still exists, was established there in his name. Only in the 1980s did the West and the U.S. recognize and implement his approach, which was called Total Quality Management. His model is summarized in his 1982 book, Out of the Crisis (Deming 1986), and includes the following principles:
1. Set yourself a goal to improve the product and customer service and stick to it.
Adopt new behaviorbehaviour. The management must introduce behaviorbehaviour patterns that reject any compromise on imperfect quality. 
Cease dependence on inspection to achieve quality.
End the practice of awarding business based on price alone.
Steadily improve the production system.
Institute on-the-job training.
Institute leadership. It is the job of the manager to assist workers in carrying out their responsibilities.
Drive fear out of the company.
Break down barriers between departments.
Eliminate slogans that are not backed up with practical plans.
Avoid quotas.
Remove barriers that rob the worker of his right to pride of workmanship.
Institute a vigorous educational program.
Put everybody in the company to work accomplishing the transformation. Management must be committed to leading the change.
Deming’s principles, outlined above, are the same principles that stand at the core of the Rabin National Awards for Quality and Excellence.
Taguchi’s approach to robust design
Dr. Genichi Taguchi developed and implemented an original approach to designing a robust process or product that is not sensitive to changes in the conditions of use or production. Taguchi’s method enables the designer to test or improve a product’s robustness or production process using a minimum number of tests, to analyzeanalyse their results, and to determine optimal design. In the 1950s, Dr. Taguchi implemented his method in many enterprises in Japan, contributing to a reputation of very high quality in Japanese products. In 1960, he published his book on designing experiments as part of the design of products and processes, System of Experimental Design (Taguchi, 1987).
In the early 1970s, Taguchi developed the Quality Loss Function which helps engineers design robust products.
Garvin’s approach to competitive quality based on eight dimensions of quality
In 1988, Prof. David Garvin of Harvard University published his book Managing Quality (Garvin, 1988) in which he outlines eight dimensions involved in the quality of products and systems for them to be competitive in the global market: performance, features, reliability and conformance with specifications, durability, serviceability, aesthetics, and perceived quality. Garvin recommendeds that each manufacturer decide which dimensions to concentrate on in accordance with its target market. The value of the product rises in the eyes of the customers if the manufacturer focuses on improving the quality dimensions according to their needs and preferences.
Juran’s quality trilogy
Joseph Juran was one of the originators of the modern approaches to quality management. Like Deming, Juran helped the Japanese during the quality revolution. Juran’s 1951 book, Quality Control Handbook (Juran,1951), in which he discussed all aspects of quality control, gained him renown. The first chapter in the book describes Quality Economics, and he compares the cost of quality to “gold in the mine,” which draws the attention of managers in order to reduce the cost of non-quality through quality improvement processes. According to Juran and others, “what costs money, and lots of it, is not quality, but poor quality” (Juran, 1951). In 1979, Juran founded the Juran Institute, headquartered in the U.S. The institute is engaged in consultation and research on quality management, and has published dozens of constitutive books and articles, among them: Managerial Breakthrough (Juran, 1994), Juran on Leadership for Quality (Juran & Gryna, 1988), and Juran’s New Road Map (Juran, 1999).
Juran developed a series of important approaches to improvement, among them the “quality trilogy” of quality planning, quality control, and quality improvement. Juran recommends applying this trilogy for any quality improvement effort. He promoted the improvement project approach to raising quality and preventing chronic problems.
Essential changes in quality management approaches in order to improve organizational performance
In Critical Shift: The Future of Quality Organizational Performance (Silverman & Propst, 1999), the authors present several out-of-the-box approaches to the world of quality in the 21st century. The authors’ main argument is that modern trends are forcing major changes in the field of quality management in order for it to remain relevant.
 The challenging modern environment can be described by the acronym CHAOS:
· Changing definition of work and the workplace
· Heightened social responsibility
· Aging baby boomers
· Overarching demographics change
· Strategic growth through technology and innovation
Although this book was published in 1999, its observations on environmental challenges are just as true today, if not more so.
In response to these challenges, the authors describe five trends that are positively influencing the field of quality, summarized by the acronym SHIFT: Quality goes Softer, Quality goes into Hiding, Quality goes Integrative, Quality goes Far-flung, Quality goes Technical (Silverman & Propst, 1999).
A summary of the evolution of quality approaches
Approaches to quality have developed and evolved over the decades from simple quality control to comprehensive quality management that focuses on technical and process aspects of the product, overall managerial aspects affecting organizational excellence and quality, and general approaches to total quality management.
National and Regional Programs for Quality and Excellence Around the World
The Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award: Balridge Perfomance Excellence Program 
This U.S. program was founded in the 1980s and is the flagship of national quality awards. It serves as a model for many countries, including Israel. 
The seven criteria of the Baldrige program are: leadership for quality, strategy, customer satisfaction, human resource development, process operations, information and knowledge management, and actual results (see Figure 1, below) (Baldrige Excellence Framework, 2019).	Comment by Liron: I have moved this here because it is more acceptable to introduce the concept and then outline it in the figure
The main principles and criteria of this program are outlined in Figure 1:


[image: ]
Figure 1. Principles of the Baldrige Performance Excellence Program (Baldrige Excellence Framework, 2019)

The seven criteria of the Baldrige program are: leadership for quality, strategy, customer satisfaction, human resource development, process operations, information and knowledge management, actual results (Baldrige Excellence Framework, 2019).
The Baldrige program is managed by the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) with the support of the American Society for Quality (ASQ). Since the program’s establishment, hundreds of U.S. and international companies from a wide variety of fields have participated.
 The awards are usually presented by the U.S. president at a ceremony at the White House. 
The program’s criteria are updated every few years and are available on the NIST website (. The current set of criteria can be found at the following link: https://www.nist.gov/baldrige
). OOver the years, the Baldrige program has developed special criteria for the healthcare and education sectors. Recently, specialized criteria for organizational cyber protection have been developed.
The awards are usually presented by the U.S. president at a ceremony at the White House. 
 
Additional national quality programs and regional programs
Basing themselves on the Baldrige program, national and regional programs have been formulated in several other countries and regions. Vokuda, Standing, and Brazeal (2000) discuss a variety of national and regional programs including the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM), the Deming Award in Japan, the Canada Awards for Excellence, and the National Award in Australia. They present a comparison between the various programs in terms of objectives, quality principles, and criteria. It appears that these programs are largely similar to one another, especially in their criteria: leadership, long-term planning, customer focus, employee centrality, planning, control and improvement of processes, cultivating and improving suppliers, measuring and improving actual results. The weight of the criteria in each program differs according to the criteria emphasized within the program. For example, in the U.S. program, the weight of the “actual results” criterion is 45%, compared to 10%-25% in the other programs (Vokuda, Standing, & Brazeal, 2000).
The Deming award has been administered in Japan for decades by the Japanese Union of Scientists and Engineers (JUSE). The criteria for the award are:
1. Company policy
Organization and management
Education and training: internal (for employees) and external (for suppliers)
Use of quality data, quality indicators, quality control, and quality assurance in R&D, design, procurement, production and control, and analysis of all of these components
Actual results
Future plans
Most of the companies entering this program are Japanese. ThisIt is generally widely accepted that this isconsidered the most demanding of the awards programs around the world.
The EFQM has a unique format which entails formal study of the program material at institutions certified by EFQM. It requires a series of self-assessments using RADAR logic (Results, Approaches, Deploy and Assess and Refine) before a company can be judged in the program. The EFQM criteria include: leadership, policy and strategy, employees, partnerships and resources, processes, results for customers, results for employees, results for society and community, key performance results (EFQM, 2013).
The programs mentioned above are not implemented only at the national level. Various geographical areas initiate and operate such programs on a local level using the same criteria and adjusting for the special characteristics and needs of theparticular regions. 

Program for Excellence in Industry in Southern Israel
Based on the principles of the quality and excellence program in northern Israel, and with the initiative of the Nuclear Research Center – Negev (NRCN), the Program for Excellence in Industry in the South was established in 1996. The criteria and format are based on those of the EFQM.
A suppliers’ conference in 2016 was attended by dozens of companies. Only four suppliers actually participated in the program and tried to implement the EFQM criteria with the help of consultants.
In 2017 and 2018, an attempt was made to recruit enterprises to the program as part of the supplier meetings, with limited success. As a result, NRCN and the Southern Branch of the Manufacturers Association in Israel (MAI) formulated a peer program for quality managers at southern companies that had them meeting for lectures and discussions on quality issues of interest to them. It recently added a mentorship program in which senior quality management personnel provide mentoring to quality managers at smaller enterprises. In addition, the Israel Society for Quality holds a quality management conference in southern Israel, which is attended by most of the individuals involved in quality management at companies in the south.

The Quality and Excellence Program in the North of Israel: An Overview
As of 2006, a quality and excellence program for industrial companies as well as non-profit organizations has been operating in the Galilee region, later expanded to include all of northern Israel. The program is run entirely by volunteers and as of 2017 has managed to involve 148 organizations in long-term quality processes that aim to improve quality leadership at organizations and help promote their competitiveness in the national and global markets.
The program’s objective is to contribute to improving the quality of the products, processes, and services of northern Israel’s companies by assimilating the principles of quality and excellence that are promoted by the national quality award program in industry. It is implemented by a steering committee comprised of representatives of the partners and by a public committee comprised of leading individuals involved in industry promotion and regional development in the north of Israel.
The criteria of the program are the same as those in the Yitzhak Rabin National Award for Quality and Excellence. The seven criteria are: leadership for quality, customer and market focus, strategic planning, process improvement, human resource development, information and knowledge management, and actual results. The companies that participate in this program have the option to address selected criteria (as opposed to all of them), thus advancing in a multi-year process toward conforming to all of the criteria for quality and excellence.
Based on lessons learned from the program since its inception, most of the organizations require professional mentors’ guidance in implementing quality and excellence management. These mentors are employees of large enterprises in the north, in particular from Rafael Advanced Defense SystemsRAFAEL Ltd.
At the end of each year, two assessors perform a professional, objective assessment of organizations that feels seem mature and ready, based on the program criteria. The assessors present their feedback to the companies’ managers, emphasizing the organization’s strengths and opportunities for improvement. The scores of the assessment are converted to quality stars as presented in Table 1:
Table 1. Conversion table from external assessment score to stars of excellence
	Score
	No. of stars
	Note: Receiving 5 stars of excellence stars requires competition in all of the program’s criteria. 
Those who receive more than 800 points without competing in all the criteria receive only 4 stars of excellence. 

	Up to 200
	1
	

	400 – 200
	2
	

	600 – 400
	3
	

	800 – 600
	4
	

	1000 – 800
	5
	



The process that participating organizations undergo during the program is summarized in Table 2.

	Assessors
	Mentors
	Participants
Organizations
	Program management
	Activity

	
	
	
	+
	Program mMarketing


	
	
	+
	
	Registration for the
 program

	
	+
	
	+
	Mentor pPinning	Comment by Liron: This is not clear. Perhaps: Mentor matching?

	
	+
	+
	
	Self-assessment

	
	+
	+
	
	Selecting areas for improvement

	
	
	+
	
	Work pPlan

	
	+
	+
	
	Improvement process

	
	+
	+
	
	Description of the improvement plan and documentation

	+
	
	
	
	External assessment

	
	
	
	+
	Awarding stars of excellence in a ceremony 



Table 2. The process from mentoring to receiving stars of qualityexcellence


The participating companies provide feedback scores on the quality and contribution of various activities in the program, like the mentoring and external assessment. These scores are presented in Table 3 and are the basis for the annual “lessons learned” process:
Table 3. Feedback Scores (1-5) provided by program participants over the years

	Year
	2006
	2008
	2009
	2010
	2011
	2012
	2013
	2014
	2015
	2016
	2017

	Number of participants
	5
	8
	7
	15
	17
	21
	22
	27
	15
	9
	11

	Contribution to the company – General Director
	4.2
	4.2
	4.7
	4.8
	4.7
	4.6
	4.6
	4.5
	4.7
	4.6
	4.6

	Contribution to the company – Quality Manager
	4.8
	4.4
	4.7
	4.6
	4.8
	4.7
	4.6
	4.6
	5
	4.7
	4.5

	Quality of the evaluation
	Not asked
	4
	4.5
	4.5
	4.5
	4.4
	4.4
	4.5
	4.7
	4.4
	4.2

	Quality of the mentoring
	Not asked
	Not asked
	4.3
	4.3
	4.6
	4.6
	4.3
	4.2
	4.7
	4.4
	4.5

	Continued participation
	Not asked
	Not asked
	4.5
	4.2
	4.4
	4.5
	4.2
	3.8
	3.7
	4
	4.3


Since the program’s establishment in 2006 until 2017, 302 companies have registered to participate in the program. 148 of these companies completed followed the whole entire process, and participated in the external assessment (about 50%). One of the challenges of the program and the mentors is retaining the companies throughout the entire process. In the first years of the program, the rate of those who reached the external evaluation stage was  relatively low (20% - 40%), and in recent years it has greatly improved (50% - 90%).
[image: ]Figure. 2.  –Assessed organizations versus participant organizations	Comment by David.BT: טבלה חדשה
	Comment by David.BT: טבלה חדשה
The distribution of starts of excellencequality stars throughout the years is presented in Figure 3:

Figure 3. Distribution of stars of excellence,quality through 2006 -– 2017


 The StudyAn Examination of of the Contribution of the Quality & Excellence Program in the Northern of  Israel
Since the Quality & Excellence Program in the Nnorthern of Israel has been active since 2006 on annual basis, and it impacts hundreds of participating companies, it is natural to study and to assess the contribution of various aspects of the program to the participating companies.
The present study is based on feedback questionnaires and personal interviews with the various program participants in order to examine the impact and contribution of the program on the participating companies. The feedback questionnaires and interviews focused on identifying program strengths and contributions and looking for opportunities for improvements. 
The questionnaires were distributed to four groups: managers of participating companies and non-profit organizations, external assessors, mentors who supported the participating organizations, and interested partiesstakeholders who acted in a supporting capacity. Of the questionnaires distributed,There were 45% (51 out of 110) responses to the questionnairewere completed (51 respondents versus110 questionnaires (see Table 34), 	Comment by Liron: Correct?
Table 34. Response rate to the feedback questionnaires
	
	Total number of qQuestionnaires
	Number that Rresponded to the questionnaire
	Percentage of group that responded

	Companies and non-profits organizations
	57 
	22
	39%

	Assessors
	20
	17
	85%

	Mentors
	20
	7
	35%

	Interested partiesStakeholders	Comment by Liron: I think this is a better term and have changed ‘interested parties’ to stakeholders throughout the text for consistency
	13
	5
	38%

	Total
	110
	51
	45%


  
Feedback from Managers and Representatives of Enterprises and Non-Profit Organizations
Managers of the companies and non-profit organizations responded positively to the program (Figure 4). Most of them recommended that their peers participate in the program, indicating that management and employees are involved in the program and appreciate the contribution of the mentors. They show an understanding of the long-term impact of the program on the quality of the organization.
The managers immediate feedback scores after each year (Table 23) are higher than the feedback scores that were collected through this study. It is assumed that the immediate impact of the program on the participating companies is very positive. 
It appears that participating organizations do not find a perfect match between the contribution of the quality program for the internal processes and their improved competitiveness in the market. Most of the participating companies are from traditional industries, and the improvement in their competitiveness is dependent on innovation in their processes and products. It is possible that the companies’ managers expect the program to also support them in implementing innovative and advanced processes.

Figure 4. Summary of feedback scores: Managers of Pparticipating organizations managers

Managers of the participating organizations (Figure 5) indicate that the strengths of the program are the clear quality criteria of the program and the dedication and professionalism of the mentors and assessors. The companies do not place high value on the relationship with the academic institutions or with the contributing enterprises or to the MAI. This may be due to a lack of awareness by the participating companies of the extentdepth of the relationship with the academic institutions, to the contributing enterprises providing the mentors, and to the support of the MAI.

	Comment by Liron: Same as above, too wide	Comment by David.BT: האם אפשר להרחיב קצת את השוליים?
במקרה שכן, נוכל להגדיל קצת את גודל המלל של הגרף.
אם לא, זה יישאר כפי שזה	Comment by Liron: These are the accepted margins; I recommend leaving it like this
Figure 5. Program strengths: Feedback scores from managers and representatives of companies and non-profit organizations - % respondents who support each item

The main weakness of the program according to the managers of the companies and organizations is the significant amount of time that must be dedicated to participation in the program (see Figure 7). Managers report that they are too busy with their daily work and keeping their organization or business afloat. The quality program is directed toward long-term success but requires investment of the managers’ precious time in the short term. Some participants also noted that the criteria are liable to be too demanding for small and mid-size enterprises.


Figure 76. Program weaknesses: Feedback scores from managers and representatives of companies and non-profit organizations - % respondents who support each item	Comment by Liron: Change OK? Same wording as above
organizations managers - % respondents who support each item

Contributors Feedback
In this program, the main contributors are the external assessors, the mentors, and the interested partiesstakeholders. In the tables below, we show the unified analysis of the responses from these three groups of contributors.
It appears that the contributors’ assessment of the program is relatively high (see Figure 7). In their opinion, the criteria are a good roadmap to excellence, the program contributes to improving competitiveness and has a long-term impact on the participating organizations, and they certainly recommend participation in the program to other organizations. Furthermore, the contributors indicate that participating there is good cooperation with the companies participating in the programcooperate with the program, including support from their management. The contributors are satisfied with their role in the program and as witnesses to a productive learning process. 


Figure 7. Summary of contributors’ feedback scores: assessors, mentors and interested partiesstakeholders 



Figure 8. Program strengths: Contributors’ feedback scores - % respondents who support each item

According to the contributors, the strengths of the program (see Figure 8) are the clear criteria of the program, the option to work on only some of the criteria, and the dedication and professionalism of the mentors and assessors (see Figure 8). The contributors do not see much added value in the relationship to the academic institutions through the program. It seems that the contributors do not have enough information about the relationship between the academic institutions and the program. On the other hand, they see a certain value in the relationship with the participating and contributing enterprises and the MAI.

Figure 9. Program weaknesses: Contributors’ feedback scores- % respondents rs who support these items

The contributors mainly indicate (Figure 9) that the amount of time that must be invested in the program is liable to be a weakness. They also mention as weaknesses that the criteria may be too demanding for small and mid-sized enterprises, and they indicate their own difficulty in gaining a clear understanding of the needs of the company. 

Discussion
Gaps Between the Assessments of Company Managers and Program Contributorsbetween the Assessments of Company Managers and Program Contributors
One of the insights from the questionnaire responses stems from the differences in the assessments between participating companies’ management and the other three groups of contributors (mentors, assessors, interested partiesstakeholders). It appears that all those involved in leading and contributing to the program value the program more highly than the “customers”—the managers of participating companies and organizations, who are meant to be the beneficiary throughfrom improved quality in their organizations. 
It seems to us that this discrepancy is natural, based on the different backgrounds and guiding interests of program contributors versus company managers.  The mentors, assessors, and interested partiesstakeholders have a professional perspective and background in quality management, bringing this to their overall opinion on the program. Managers of the companies and organizations, on the other hand, are focused on the day-to-day challenges and obligations of their work.
The program’s key strengths that emerge from our findings are: Clear criteria for advancing quality in the organizations, dedication and professionalism of mentors and assessors, and the option to focus on only some of the criteria.
The main opportunities for improvement that were identified are: Understanding the contribution of the relationship with an academic institution, understanding and appreciating the support of the MAI.
The main weaknesses identified were: Significant time investment by the companies’ managers, highly demanding criteria for small and mid-size companies, and mentors’ difficulty in understanding a company’s specific needs. Moreover, company managers feel that their investment in quality in the context of the program is not sufficiently repaid in terms of improved competitiveness.
Recommendations for Possible Improvements Based on Questionnaire Findings: 
Examine the possibility of adjusting the program criteria for small and mid-size companies.
· TogetherExamine with a small group of enterprise directors, examine how to reduce the amount of time that companies invest in the program.
Train the mentors to understand the needs and expectations of participating companies, and to implement innovation and advanced manufacturing. Assessors should also be exposed to possible contributions of advanced manufacturing.
Formulate and clarify the value added by academic institutions and the MAI for participating organizations.
Involve more managers of participating companies in the program steering committee.
Together with program contributors, examine the possibility of providing further assistance in the program, focusing on improving the competitiveness of the participating companies, such as by including innovation and advanced manufacturing in the program criteria. For example, the evaluation questionnaire on readiness of enterprises for advanced production formulated by Tthe Samuel Neaman Institute formulated an evaluation questionnaire on the readiness of enterprises for advanced production (Zonnenshain et al., 2018) ; this questionnaire could assist the companies in improving competitiveness via innovation. ORT Braude College of Engineering recently won a tender to establish an institute for advanced manufacturing in the north, which could perhaps support the companies in this direction.
Summary and Conclusions
This study examined the contribution of the Program for Quality and Excellence in Northern Israelthe North to participating organizations and to the industrial ecosystem in this regione north of Israel. The program is based on the evolution of quality approaches over the years and the national and regional quality award programs in Israel and around the world. It involves an assessment of companies based on criteria of the Yitzhak Rabin National Award for Quality in the Business Sector in Israel. Unlike the Rabin award, the Program for Quality and Excellence in the Northern Israel is not an awards competition, but a program meant to improve the quality of participating companies, which are awarded stars based on external assessment according to their progress in conforming with the mentioned quality criteria. 
The contributors to this program do so on a voluntary basis; the volunteer roles include the program management, steering committee, mentors, and assessors. The program is also a community project in the corporate social responsibility program of large enterprises in the north such as Rafael. In this context, Rafael quality and management staff volunteer as mentors in the program. Part of the program’s strength is the fact that it draws on the social and community roots of its leaders and the contributors.
The Program for Quality and Excellence in the Northern Israel has been held every year since 2006. Over the years, 324 companies have participated in the program, 164 of whom have reached the external assessment stage. In recent years, the percentage of companies reaching this stage has been improved (50%-90%).
In this study, we examined the added value of the program for participating organizations by analyzinganalysing the findings of follow-up assessments conducted each year by the program management since 2006 as well as the feedback questionnaires filled out through this study during the last year by participating company managers, assessors, mentors, and interested partiesstakeholders in the last five years. These findings include assessment of strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities for improving the program.
The fact that the program has been operating consistently for the pastheld for 12 years until now is an indication of its strength power and the persistence of its contributors, partners, and participating companies and organizations.
The program described in this study can be considered a success for all participating partners. We suggest that adapting and implementing similar programs in peripheral areas of other countries could contribute to improving the quality of local industrial ecosystems: in working to improve quality in local companies, the program can create networks between large, mid-size, and small companies, increase employment for young qualified people, and empower the regional economy.
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Average score (Stars)

Average score	
2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	3.75	3.1428571428571428	3	2.5789473684210527	3.4285714285714284	3.2608695652173911	3.9375	3.8666666666666667	3.375	3.0909090909090908	year	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	




Contribution to competitiveness	The criteria are a road map	The mentors provide added value	Recommend the program	Management involvement	Employee involvement	Long-term impact of the program	3.0454545454545454	3.6818181818181817	3.7727272727272729	3.8181818181818183	3.9545454545454546	3.6190476190476191	3.4090909090909092	



Clear criteria	Dedication and professionalism of mentors and evaluators	Option to focus on only some of the criteria	Support and appreciation of the program centers	Relationship with an academic institution	Relationship with contributing enterprises	Relationship with the MAI 	0.77272727272727271	0.68181818181818177	0.45454545454545453	0.54545454545454541	0.31818181818181818	0.40909090909090912	0.31818181818181818	



Criteria are too demanding for small and mid-size enterprises	Time investment is too high	It is difficult for mentors and evaluators to understand the company’s needs	0.36363636363636365	0.81818181818181823	0.18181818181818182	



Contribution to improved competitiveness	The criteria are a road map	Long-term impact of the program	The mentors are a valuable contributors to the program.	I recommend participation in the program	4.2413793103448274	4.4827586206896548	4	4.0344827586206895	4.5862068965517242	



Clear criteria	Dedication and professionalism of mentors and evaluators	Option to work on only some of the criteria.	Support and appreciation of the program leaders	Relationship with an academic institution	Relationship with prominent guiding enterprises 	Relationship with the MAI	0.68965517241379315	0.72413793103448276	0.65517241379310343	0.44827586206896552	0.27586206896551724	0.48275862068965519	0.37931034482758619	



Criteria are too demanding for small and mid-size enterprises	Time investment is too high	It is difficult for mentors and evaluators to understand the company’s needs 	0.34482758620689657	0.44827586206896552	0.27586206896551724	
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