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Abstract
This paper presents a study on the influence of social networks among employees over service 
quality of a service sector organization in Sri Lanka. The most sought after approach for manag-
ing quality is considered to be Total Quality Management (TQM), which is all about managing 
quality with the participation of everybody in the organization. TQM studies pay attention to 
how employees voluntarily participate in accomplishing work, but not on how they collectively 
behave towards quality. Social network studies capture such collective behaviors. The tendency 
to study implications of social networks among people is increasing. This study focuses on how 
social networks among operating employees influence service quality outcomes. This investiga-
tion was carried out from theoretical lenses of Organizational Role Theory (ORT), adopting the 
phenomenological tradition and by way of an instrumental case study. Interviews with managers 
and operational workers were the main sources of data.  The research field was a leading auto-
mobile service provider in Sri Lanka having its mother company in Japan. The mother company 
is famous for introducing various TQM initiatives to the world. TQM practices and informal 
social networks are found in operation of this company creating quality implications. Findings 
were analyzed using ORT and reveal that social networks produce positive implications towards 
quality maintenance when a TQM environment exists. This research produces two outcomes 
with; (i) an extension to ORT theory and (ii) a message to the quality management practice. 

Keywords: Service Quality, Social Network, Total Quality Management, Organizational Role 
Theory

Introduction 

In literature, the attention on studying service quality practices is less compared to manufactur-
ing. In contrast, the importance of service sector in economies is greater.  For instance, in the Sri 
Lankan economic context, the service sector carries a greater contribution than the manufactur-
ing sector. In 2016, the share of services in GDP was 57.6%, whereas manufacturing showed 
only 29.8% (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2016). This study concentrates on and contributes to 
service quality knowledge. 

Managing the quality of manufacturing or services occurs at two levels: at the design stage 
(Quality of Design) and at the production stage (Quality of Conformance). Quality of design is 
handled by a specific designated group in an organization, whereas, quality of conformance is 
maintained by the people who are involved in various processes from top to bottom of the orga-
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nization. Service operations are in general, more labour intensive and therefore, service quality 
largely depends on human involvements. The involvement of everybody in the organization to 
quality is recognized in Total Quality Management (TQM) (Mohanty & Behera, 1996). TQM, 
for its focus on obtaining participation of employees, is highly relevant for service operations 
because of more human involvement.  This study investigates how social networks among co-
workers of a service organization interact with its Total Quality Management effort.  

Many TQM studies pay attention to the interrelation between managers and workers. In par-
ticular, how managers of an organization obtain maximum participation of employees towards 
the quality of the output.  Some sociological studies draw attention to how interactions among 
peers create implications on behaviors of people of an organisation (Mora, Pont, Casado, & 
Iglesias, 2015). Such interactions and interrelations among employees are recognized as Social 
Networks (Oxford Dictionary). Mora et al. (2015) shed lights on managing social networks in 
the educational process. Educational social networks enrich the teaching–learning process by 
means of building a platform where users can interact with each other to share experiences, dif-
ficulties, results, materials, comments, documents, etc. (Greenhow, 
cited in Mora et al. 2015). As per quality management studies, there is a natural tendency that 
employees develop networks which help them to adhere to fulfill quality concerns in operations 
(Broderick, 1998; Wickham & Parker, 2007). 
	
Interrelations among members in a social network are explained in Organizational Role Theory 
(ORT) (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn and Rosenthal, 1964). According to ORT, interrelations among 
members of a social network create obligations on individuals to fulfill operational require-
ments of peers in the network. Thus, the individual obligation of employees towards their peers 
in the network compels the employees to maintain quality of operations in order to maintain 
their relationship in the network.  This study inquires whether this inference is applicable to the 
quality management practice of the selected service organization in Sri Lanka.

The study has two objectives; firstly, to understand the appearance of TQM culture in the se-
lected organization, because Yapa (2012) reveals the ambiguity of understanding the existence 
of TQM context. Secondly, to understand the implications of social networking among em-
ployees on TQM outcomes, because some studies (for instance, Venkataramani, Labianca, & 
Grosser, 2013) indicate possible positive as well as negative outcomes of social networks on 
organizational outcomes.    

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. The next section provides a literature review on 
service quality and quality management in relation to social networking. This will be followed 
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by a brief discussion on ORT as the theoretical framework. This is followed by the presentation 
of methodology of the research. Next to this section is presentation of data of the research fol-
lowed by analysis. Finally, conclusion of the research is provided. 

Literature Review
Without managing quality, assuring and adding value has become an impossible proposition” 
(Peters, 1999). The nature of service quality is different from manufacturing quality, mainly be-
cause service provision is a process carried out in the presence of the customer to satisfy needs. 
‘If a service is truly fit for purpose, has had a specification set out and followed accurately; if 
we can do so consistently, know when something goes wrong, and know how to put it right and 
also fix the problem so the 

same error does not keep occurring, then we can probably say that we are managing service 
quality’. (Peters, 1999, p. 7). Thus, quality could be provided only when specifications are set 
out and when they are followed constantly. The latter requires quality of conformance, which 
is to make sure that the product or service is produced according to the design (Talha, 2004). 
Quality is finally what can delight the customer. 

“When work became more specialized and departmentalized, there came a new challenge, ad-
dressed by a wider notion of quality management called Total Quality Management (TQM)” 
(Peters 1999, p. 8). Simply, TQM is a quest for excellence, creating a “right first time” attitude, 
zero defects, and delighting the customer (Mohanty & Behera, 1996) by increasing the ef-
ficiency and effectiveness (Mohanty & Behera, 1996). TQM outcomes are evidenced in terms 
of improved teamwork, company morale and harmonious organizational climate (Dotchin & 
Oakland, 1994; Mohanty & Lakhe, 1998; Mohanty & Behera, 1996).  Taking a wider perspec-
tive necessitates seeing how all the bits of the organization interrelate as a system, and then as-
suring the quality of the output (Talha, 2004; Peters, 1999; Mohanty & Behera, 1996; Dotchin 
& Oakland, 1994; Mohanty & Lakhe, 1998). In a TQM context, all the levels of organizational 
hierarchy are involved in quality of conformance, starting from top management to the opera-
tional level (Mohanty & Behera, 1996). “The only way to achieve ‘total quality’ orientation 
is by unifying the organization’s employees’ belief systems around some unifying values. By 
doing this, people will naturally use their intelligence and effort to gravitate towards a best out-
come within these self-managed boundaries” (Peters, 1999, p. 9). 
Service quality is different from manufacturing quality (Prajogo, 2005; Yasin, et. al., 2004; 
Hartline & Jones, 1996) and the former requires more customer involvement.  According to 
Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1985) and Ladhari (2009), elements such as intangibility, 
inseparability, heterogeneity and perishability differentiate service quality from manufacturing 
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quality. Service quality is the overall assessment of a service by the customers, or the extent to 
which, service meets customer’s needs or expectations (Parasuraman et al., 1985). If expecta-
tions are greater than performance, then perceived quality is less than satisfactory and hence 
customer dissatisfaction occurs (Parasuraman et al., 1985). The consumer’s expectation is a 
critical component in service quality and is influenced by consumer’s personal needs, past expe-
rience, word-of-mouth and service provider’s communications (Parasuraman et al., 1985). This 
necessitates individual attention of service providers (Peters, 1999), which may be influenced 
by general conditions developed within a service situation such as tangibles provided, empathy, 
reliability, responsiveness, and assurances (Reimer & Kuehn, 2005; Suleyman & Kara, 2009; 
Dotchin & Oakland, 1994). These conditions illuminate the gravity of human involvements in 
a service situation.

Identifying a TQM situation is subjective. One can claim that Quality Guru Edward W. Dem-
ing’s 14 principles are in the core, but the practice of TQM is not something he has introduced. 
TQM was a concept, which Deming ‘did not use, nor tolerate use of the term “total quality 
management”. (Petersen, 1999, p. 468). The ambiguity is further reflected in some studies. For 
instance, Yapa (2012) referring to Sri Lankan service sector claims that, although there is a 
growing enthusiasm among managers to implement TQM, a lack of thorough understanding of 
TQM philosophy has become a limitation. 

Most of Deming’s 14 principles of quality management emphasize the importance of maintain-
ing an organization-wide human involvement in quality (Deming, 1981). However, they focus 
on organizational members as individuals and the principles are about measures that could be 
taken by the management in order to ensure the involvement of employees. The possibility of 
collective involvements among employees is an alternative to this. Such collective involve-
ments are discussed as social networks of employees. 

Social network is a perspective, which is being increasingly adopted in understanding behav-
ioral implications of people in a given social context today. Social network is an array of people 
in a given situation, showing ‘structural characteristics and inherent relationships’ (Wichmann 
& Koufmann, 2016). A social network contains a group of actors and interrelations that link 
these actors (Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004). The investigation of a social network 
can involve dyads (i.e. two actors and their relationship), triads (i.e. three actors and their rela-
tionship), or larger relationships, 

including entire networks (Wasserman & Faust cited in Wichmann & Kaufmann, 2016, p. 742). 
Social network perspective has been applied in organizational studies to understand the signifi-
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cance of social relations as an approach to individual and organizational performance (Borgatti 
& Halgin, 2011). Persons and organizations are actively engaged in network relations in enact-
ing them, neglecting them, choosing to keep them or dissolving them (Lizardo & Pirkey, 2014). 
The interconnectedness of parts of these networks cause network effects. Employees’ centrality 
in the networks ties positively as well as negatively at work and it may influence employees’ 
organizational attachment (Venkataramani et al., 2013). 

Theories such as Actor Network Theory (ANT) and Social Role Theory (SRT) and Organisa-
tional Role Theory (ORT) theorize networks among people . ANT (Latour, 2005, 1996) offers 
a fresh approach to study corporate environments, challenging implications of conventional 
hierarchical relations (Luoma-aho & Paloviita, 2010). ANT emphasizes that what matters are 
not actors’ identities or categories they fit, but rather their interrelations and stake they hold 
(Luoma-ano & Paloviita, 2010). ANT is particularly useful for its emphasis in understanding 
the process of translation, where actors convince others to join their cause (Latour, 1996). Thus, 
the ANT focuses on seeing how one or a group of actors take others into a network to defuse an 
idea. This is different from the view point of SRT and ORT. According to SRT, social networks 
emerge from a situation as a voluntary social action. It considers that everybody in the society 
has a defined role such as mother, teacher, husband, wife or clergy and accordingly derived 
rights, duties, expectations, norms and behaviors (Broderick, 1998; Wickham & Parker, 2007). 
This phenomenon is applied to members in an organization as ORT, which focuses on the roles 
that individuals enact in a social system in an organizational context.  Thus, within an organiza-
tion every employee has a role to play (Wickham & Parker, 2007). The role of each employee 
may be pre-planned, task-oriented, and in line with their hierarchical positions (Wickham & 
Parker, 2007). As per ORT those specific roles of each employee are expected by others in the 
institution and each actor knows the possibility of repercussions against any unexpected behav-
ior within the organization (Broderick, 1998; Wickham & Parker, 2007).
 
Those enacted roles of each employee may reflect organizational culture and norms (Wickham 
& Parker, 2007). In order for an organization to function effectively, the ordered arrangement of 
roles must be effectively communicated, fully understood, and accepted by its employees (Katz 
& Kahn, 1966). The point in relation to quality management drawn from the ORT is the influ-
ence of peers on others to maintain work standards. Thus, organizational role may stimulate 
work within social networks among employees. 
Methodology
In selecting a research strategy, the nature of the perceived connection between the theory and 
the research implies the underlying epistemological and ontological stances (Bryman, 2004). 
In this research, the authors perceive the connection between ORT and its involvement within a 
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social network as the theory. The authors accordingly are interested in understanding how such 
a social network among employees form behavior as far as the service quality is concerned, 
because the latter is highly influenced by human involvement compared to manufacturing situa-
tions. The authors have a subjectivist ontology, where they believe that the reality is constructed 
by the involvements of actors as perceived by the researchers. Hence, epistemologically, this 
research needs to be an interpretive study and thereby requiring qualitative research strategy to 
be adopted.   

The study was carried out as an instrumental case study. Case study approach involves an em-
pirical inquiry to investigate contemporary events within a real-life context, especially, when 
the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not clearly evident and the investigator 
has limited control (Yin, 2003). A case study may be carried out either as a holistic study or an 
instrumental study.  In a holistic study, the case is studied in detail to understand the formation 
of the phenomenon under investigation. However, in an instrumental case study, only the phe-
nomenon under investigation is studied, locating within the context of the case (Stake, 2000). 
Since the focus of this research is to investigate how social network among employees create 
implications on quality performance, the instrumental case study method supports. 

This research focuses on exploring how social network among employees create implications 
on service quality in a large scale private sector business establishment.  For this, the Husserl’s 
phenomenological tradition (Eagleton, 1983) is adopted. The phenomenological tradition of 
research explores ‘lived experience’ of a phenomenon.  Martin Heidegger (1889 – 1976), a 
student of Husserl, explored the ‘lived-world’ in terms of an average existence in an ordinary 
world (Schwandt, 1997). A phenomenological inquiry can use interviews to gather the partici-
pants’ descriptions of their experience, or the participants’ written or oral self-report, or even 
their aesthetic expressions (e.g. art, narratives, or poetry). This method encourages the relevant 
participants to give a full description of their experience, including their thoughts, feelings, 
images, sensations, and memories - their stream of consciousness - along with a description of 
the situation in which the experience occurred. Boyd (2001) regards two to ten participants or 
research subjects as sufficient to reach saturation and Creswell recommends “long interviews 
with up to 10 people” for a phenomenological study (Groenewald, 2004, p. 46). 

Without proper access to the selected organization, doing an in-depth study would be impos-
sible. The company was selected as a result of a personal contact with the senior management of 
the organization. For the purpose of this research, a main branch of the company was selected, 
which is engaged in vehicle maintenance and repair services. The selected company is a well-
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known brand for quality vehicles, spare parts as well as for quality service. At the initial prepa-
ration for the data collection, a desk research was conducted to gather historical and background 
information of the company and the research context. For the desk research, the authors referred 
to related documents from the internet, web page of the company and employee handbook. To 
have a foundation and blessings to the study, the authors conducted an initial discussion with 
the General Manager - HR & Administration, and the Senior Executive HR, of the company. 
Having done that, the authors decided the specific branch of the organization as the research site 
to carry out semi-structured interviews. Accordingly, the Branch Manager and two Assistant 
Managers of the selected site were first interviewed. Having studied the operational process 
of the branch, the ‘Maintenance Service’ line, where regular maintenance services for motor 
cars are provided, was selected to study.  With guidance and help of the managers, three work 
supervisers of the line were interviewed. On the guidance of Supervisors, three worker groups 
were interveiewed. Each interview took nerely an hour. 

Discussion
The Research Cite

The selected Sri Lankan company is the trading arm and a 100% owned subsidiary of its parent 
company in Japan. The Group of companies is one of the world’s largest auto manufacturers. It 
has around 348,000 employees worldwide. The Sri Lankan company operates with 3 types of 
branches; Service I, Service II, and Service III. For the purpose of this study, one of the main 
branches in Service III category was selected, which is located within the Colombo Metropoli-
tan. The selected branch is the most famous idol for the motor car service stations among all the 
branches in Sri Lanka. Other than providing automaker service, the branch is engaged in spare 
part selling and vehicle selling. For the purpose of this study, we have selected its service sec-
tion. The branch operates with 120 total number of employees. The service section is comprised 
of 2 main service lines: vehicle maintenance and vehicle body painting, deploying  120 employ-
ees altogether. Out of the total operational employees, the majority is employed in the vehicle 
maintenance section. For this reason, we have selected ‘vehicle maintenance’ section because 
of the human involvement focus in this study. The number of operational level employees in the 
vehicle maintenance section is 50. 

The TQM Environment
As Peters (1999) elucidated, TQM environment influences people to be unified towards best 
outcomes within self-managed boundaries.  Hence, the first attempt of this study was to un-
derstand the existence of TQM environment within the selected organization. A conventional 
quality environment may not allow or support networking among operators mainly due to the 
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existence of competing quality targets among employees. This may hinder development of 
participation among employees, but only the development of rivalry among employees.  The 
inquiry about the existence of a TQM environment of this organization was made referring to 
major TQM characteristics (also known as critical success factors)  (Ahire, Golhar, & Waller, 
1996; Zeitz, Johannesson, & Ritchie, 1997), such as top management commitment, quality 
measurement and 

benchmarking, process management, product design, employee training and empowerment, 
supplier quality management, customer involvement and customer driven quality approach. 
Investigations were carried out by way of interviews referring to these identified TQM charac-
teristics. 
The top management’s commitment is implied in the statement by the General Manager HR:

	 “In our organization, we value not only the quality of vehicles and parts, but also the
	  quality of the service we deliver. Simply, quality gives the priority over the cost.”

According to this statement, the top management of the company understands quality and its 
importance. Top management’s understanding leads to their policies and actions towards main-
taining the intended quality. 
Perception of operational level employees could be simulated to their action to maintaining 
quality. Customer orientation in operations was illuminated in a statement made by Manager 
Service Operations:

	 “Here the quality concept not only enhances the public perception or image of the 
	 organization, but also pay off in greater customer loyalty and increased sales and 

profit.”

With the intention of maintaining quality, the management has limited the volume of operations 
to be carried out per working day. Through this initiative, the management hopes workers to 
concentrate on the quality rather than quantity to be completed. According to Service Man-
ager;

	 “The average Customer Paid Units (CPUs) per day is approximately 90. And 
another 5 vehicles with warranty would be delivered with a free service. Finally the 

throughput per day would be 95 vehicles.”

Another TQM characteristic is doing right first time without relying on inspections. The com-
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pany emphasizes on this. According to the Branch Manager; 

	 “The company has set an international standard award called; Fix It Right 
(FIR). Here we check on each job whether the award conditions have been met. 
And we have won the Gold medal for the FIR award continuously four times.”

As another practice towards TQM, the company considers the priority on customer satisfaction, 
leaving no room for disappointment for any type of customer. The company serves two types of 
customers, namely, appointment customers and walk-in customers. Appointment customers are 
those who come for services with a prior arrangement. Walk-in customers are customers who 
expect the service without prior appointment. Despite the company having customer orders 
for full capacity, its policy is not to turn any walk-in customer back with no service provided. 
Hence, at the designing phase, the company has kept adequate capacity reserved for such cus-
tomers. Thus, as per the company policy, customer service is maintained with no disappoint-
ments. The Branch Manager explained; “In the appointment register we keep 30% blank space 
for walk-in customers.”

As another initiative towards maintaining customer satisfaction, the practice of overpromising 
to the customer is avoided. Unlike in manufacturing, in service processes managers start with 
identifying ways to improve customer satisfaction by setting internal and external performance 
goals (Reijers, 2003). These goals are known as service level agreements (SLAs). According to 
SLAs, the service provider should undertake services only to the extent to which the capacity of 
the company allows. This practice avoids overpromising to customers, taking the risk of creat-
ing customer dissatisfaction. As per the Branch Manager; 

“We are trying our level best to do the job according to work strength and the capacity 
of the workstation. Then the real purpose of the appointment register will be served.”

Customer participation by allowing customers to observe whether the service is operated to 
their satisfaction is facilitated in this organization. This is different from the practice at their 
Head Office in Japan, where customers are not interested in observation of the service process. 
This company has changed the practice considering the culture in the Sri Lankan context.

Employee training is a fundamental and critical success factor in TQM. Managers of this com-
pany believe training as a compulsory element for each and every employee at any process, 
whether operational or administrative, in reaching performance goals. According to the Branch 
Manager: 
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“The training is considered as a goal in performance appraisal of each employee. 
There are 4 levels of the training; Technician, Pro Technician, Master Technician, 

& Diagnostic Master Technician. Management and technicians are trained in Japan, 
Bahrain, and in Dubai for hybrid training, diagnostic training, and for automatic transmis-

sions.”

The training process was triangulated at the interviews with worker groups. Each employee we 
contacted has had a formal training in Japan conducted by the Head Office of the company. A 
training manager explained their rationale of providing training to employees; “We analyze the 
skill gap of technicians with a matrix and send required technicians to training sessions.” An 
employee (a Technician) expressed the enthusiasm of training received:

“I have been given an adequate training to complete tasks here. I was sent for 
one week training in Bahrain once. Other than that there are around 2 training 

sessions we have to go through each year.”

Maintaining single supplier policy is another initiative adopted in TQM environments. Vendor 
selection in this company is based on quality of supplies rather than cost minimization.  The 
Branch Manager mentioned that they had the policy of procuring 60% of materials locally 
and the balance from imports. However, responding to customer and employee suggestions for 
quality improvement, the company has changed the policy, moving towards a more expensive 
option.  Accordingly, total supplies are obtained from a selected supplier base in the United 
Kingdom. As per the manager, although cost is higher, these materials are not hazardous to 
employees and the environment.

Avoiding individual competing operational targets is another emphasis of TQM as recognized 
in Deming’s 14 points. In the organization being investigated, no individual targets to be met on 
a daily basis are seen. However, a daily work volume to be achieved is laid down. This ensures 
the minimum standard of works by individual employees. The Branch Manager explained;

“In-built quality of a service needs to be checked by the technician himself, 
while achieving monthly targets given for them. Saved labour hours are 

paid with a bonus incentive scheme.”

In the automobile service industry, it is a common practice that customers provide ‘tips’ to 
service operators. Management of the organization observes that this practice can lead to cre-
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ate competition among employees and which may hinder the TQM culture. The managers of 
the service operation revealed that such situations are avoided through attractive compensation 
policies:
  

“Our employees are passionate; they do not entertain tips here. 
Because we look after our employee well, so they do not need tips.”

Essence of TQM outcomes is the voluntary participation and engagement of employees in 
maintaining customer satisfaction. As we observed in this TQM environment, employees have 
developed loyalty and entrepreneurship towards the service operations. Expressions of em-
ployees imply their personal interests towards customer quality so that the company operations 
could be preserved. On the other hand, labour turnover among employees is very less. Workers 
we met have been working for the company for more than five years, depending on their date 
of recruitment. Some employees are working for more than ten years. Managers explained their 
efforts to maintain employee satisfaction;  

“You know, we have made each and every employee to earn a good remuneration depending 
on 

their service performance. Everybody is drawing at least Rs. 70,000 per month. Nowhere they 
can earn 

this much of a salary. For this we don’t give tough targets. If they work achieving the allo-
cated 

work target for the day, they are eligible for the monthly incentive. Naturally, they all do it. We 
know they don’t think of leaving our company because they will not find any place to have these 

kinds of benefits.”
Thus, for the existence of situations, where top management commitment towards customer 
quality, employees having a customer need drive, emphasis on doing right first time, customer 
participation in quality assurance, employee training, single supplier focus, avoidance of com-
peting individual targets and employees satisfied of their employment, we find the existence of 
a TQM environment, referring to TQM principles mentioned before.

Having observed the existence of a TQM culture in this company, we next investigated the 
extent to which social networking among employees exists and how it contributes to the main-
tenance of quality.  
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Social Networking among Employees

Managers of the company allow social gathering among employees. 
Thus, theyhave made workplace arrangements so that ties between employees and accordingly 
informal networks among them are formed and encouraged. For example, for this purpose, 
although individual tasks are assigned, employees are allowed to be involved in helping others 
depending on the needs of the situation.  In order to encourage the formation of such informal 
networks among employees, managers schedule work break times for groups together, focusing 
on promoting their interrelationships. This enables employees, who are engaged in interrelated 
operations at different work centers in the service process, to get together and communicate or 
discuss their issues. 

The training process of employees is another point, where managers have arranged to promote 
social networking among employees. An employee expressed his view of the network forma-
tion at the training and positive implications of the network in relation to work outcomes.

“The relationship we built in the training made us fearless and made us confident, that 
we can do any sort of complex job here together as a team. We face together any issue of any 

sort.”

The Branch Manager expressed his view on implications of networking as being experienced 
in the process: “Higher the bond of the network, the complaints are hidden among employees 
themselves and do not reach the management.” 
 
Furthering on this statement, the manager expressed some implications of social networking 
among employees. Accordingly, when any defect in the service process is found at any work 
center or with an employee, in most circumstances others in the network come to help in rec-
tifying rather than taking it to the notice of the management. Managers allow such actions as 
a way of continuous improvement. This also implies the level of empowerment provided to 
employees.  

The manager further expressed that if one in the service process is late in completing the task 
for any reason, others in the network quickly gather and support their colleague to complete the 
task on time so that the overall service process is not affected. 

64

SOCIAL NETWORKS AND SERVICE QUALITY: 
A CASE OF A SRI LANKAN SERVICE SECTOR ORGANIZATION



Analysis 
In the investigation, we attempted first to verify whether a TQM culture exists compelling 
employees to be quality conscious and provide customer satisfaction. We found that mainly, 
top management commitment towards quality, customer satisfaction and orientation, employee 
training and satisfaction, and employee quality orientation through avoiding competing targets 
among employees. Hence, we initially established the existence of TQM culture to a satisfac-
tory level in this organization, enhancing employee participation to quality of operations. 

In our observation of networking among employees, it was revealed that the most notable im-
plication of the networking among employees in this company is ‘mutual caring’ among indi-
viduals of their network. This is not found in existing relevant literature and hence is a contribu-
tion.  

The Organizational Role Theory (ORT) pays attention to employee networking. It highlights 
that in a social network, each and every individual has a defined or understood role, which is 
expected by others in the network for smooth operations (Broderick, 1998; Wickham & Parker, 
2007). Accordingly, when employees have formed network relationships, each individual in 
the network considers that the maintenance of quality in their individual task is their obligation 
towards others in the network. In such a situation, employees tend to work with care to the task 
so that their task outcomes would not create unfavorable remarks among their counterparts of 
the network. This illuminates the individualist perspective towards employee behavior in a 

social network. ORT seemingly has neglected the collective actions among the individuals in 
the network.

However, our observation in the investigation is different. In contrast to the assertion of ORT, 
we observed that the network promotes team spirit among individuals in the network in meeting 
overall quality requirements. In this situation, quality is maintained as a team and individuals in 
the network take care of peers in order to make sure that they collectively meet quality objec-
tives. 
The team spirit among employees is further promoted by the company policy of equality among 
employees, cleanliness and tidiness, communication and career management. Equality among 
each and every category of employees is maintained by the organizational management and has 
given rise to team spirit among individuals in the employee network. Employees feel less alien-
ated and instead a needed element of the organization. Such employees are more inclined to 
embrace the organization’s quality goals (Flynn, Schroeder, & Sakakibara, 1994). An Executive 
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in HR explained the intentional effort to promote equality among employees: 

“The equality has been maintained among employees throughout the day. The food 
and the tea provided for operational employees are in exact quality where executives are 

provided with. Sanitization facilities (washing rooms, dressing rooms) for operational level 
employees are provided in equal condition compared to executives. All the operational 

level employees are given the same Christmas hamper which all the executives 
are given. This is valued around Rs. 8000-10000.”

Some conditions prevailing in the organization promote team spirit among employees. Career 
management, providing equal opportunities for all employees and potential of direct communi-
cation helps creating feelings of equality among employees giving rise to positive implications 
of social networking among employees. The company maintains an open door policy, where not 
only managers but also the CEO, MD or President leave their office-door “open” to encourage 
openness and transparency among the employees. An Assistant Manager HR and Administra-
tion explained the open-door-policy of the organization. 

“Open-door policy is highly encouraged here. Any employee can meet even the 
CEO, but requested to inform the immediate senior regarding the issue.”

The workers revealed how the peers in the group take care of each other at work. Accordingly, 
if any employee finds difficulties in completing any daily assigned task, others in the network 
comes to the particular workstation and help to finish the task. Similarly, if any error has oc-
curred at a work center, the employees who work in other work centers gather and rectify the 
error without taking it to the notice of management. Thereby, the network of employees by 
helping each other maintains the final quality requirements of the company. 

Thus, the outcome of the study illuminates that the company encourages networking aong em-
ployees and which enhances the potential for maintaining quality of the service operations, by 
way of avoiding delays and errors. This team behavior is encouraged by policies of the com-
pany and the customer centererd and employee empowered context prevailing within a TQM 
environment. 

Conclusion 
This study investigated the implications of social networking among employees engaged in 
service operations on service quality management. In the service situation, human involvement 
is relatively higher compared to manufacturing situation. Hence, the potential for network-
ing among employees is high in service situations. Positive implications of social networking 
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could reasonably be envisaged only when a TQM environment exist, where employees are 
empowered, adequately trained, adequately remunerated and top management involvement by 
way of supportive policy environment is available. In order to understand the implications of 
social networking, this research used Organizational Role Theory (ORT), which explains how 
a defined role of people in an organization creates individual obligations on performing his or 
her role seeing the possible implications on the performance of the peers in the social network, 
resulting in improvements in performance of the organization. Thus, the ORT illuminates the 
‘individual obligations for better performance’ created by a social network.  

This research investigated how social networks operate in a service situation in the Sri Lankan 
context. For this, an organization engaged in providing motor vehicle services was selected. 
This organization operates at a large scale and has policy directions from its parent company 
in Japan. In order to study the operation of social networks within the organization, literature 
suggests that there should be a TQM context prevailing. This is because in a TQM environment, 
employees are empowered and trusted as well as their loyalty to the organization is purposefully 
built up. 
The prevalence of a TQM environment is a question, because in some cases managers misun-
derstand TQM environment (Yapa, 2012).  Hence, we first investigated whether the selected 
organization has a TQM environment. For this, critical success factors for TQM (Curry and 
Kadasah,2002) were used as criteria. Investigations revealed that the selected organisation dem-
onstrates TQM characteristics such as, top management commitment towards quality, cutomer 
oriented quality culture, employee empowerment and training, supplier partnership and team 
based work culture, rejecting individual competing targets. These conditions, are furthered by 
the provision of better financial and environmental conditions for employees. This situation 
taken together, support worker mindset of loyalty to the organisatin and interest in working 
in teams for the organisational achievements rather than individual. Next, we investigated 
how social networks among employees perform for quality of the service operations of the orga-
nization. Investigations found that the company intentionally arrange opportunities, for instance 
in work breaks and training, for employees to construct network. The employemnt culture and 
policies promote equality among employees to support the formation of social networks among 
them. For example, career management providing equal opportunities for career propects of 
employees and ‘open-door’ policy. In addition, the company maintains cleanliness and tidi-
ness of the work situation with hopes of maintaining healthy mindset of employees. Mainly, 
the company’s focus on preventing competition and rivalry among workers highly support the 
potential networking behavior. According to the policy of the company, everybody in the team 
is entitled for the same incentive if they achieve the daily target. This situation stimulates any 
person who has spare time to help the other to complete the target, encouraging employees in 
the network to help each other in order that the overall quality is maintained. 
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Compared to ORT, which emphasise individual obligations as the drive towards better perfor-
mance, the social network among operational level employees of this organization operates dif-
ferently. Mainly in this context, the network operates for caring among peers. Whenever there 
is a delay or any error occurred at any workstation, peers in the network come to help and save 
the colleague. In this manner, quality is assured to the final customer. On the other hand issues in 
operations are sorted out by the employees together by themselves rather than taking to the no-
tice of managers. This enables quality improvements on a voluntary basis among employees.  

ORT has not captured the collective behavior among people in a social network in an organiza-
tion and instead focuses on individual obligations. However, we find that when employees work 
in an informally constructed social network, with the support of the management and other sup-
portive conditions of the organization, the individuals in the network create a caring relationship 
so that they collectively support each other, resulting in the maintenance of organizational qual-
ity plans. The ORT does not consider the existence of a TQM culture and collective interactions 
of employees of a social network in an organization. 

Hence, we conclude that social networks in organizations, if supported by Total Quality culture, 
where mainly top mangagement commitment towards quality, employee empowerment, train-
ing and emphasis on team work culture as against competing individual performance targets, 
can work positively towards enhancement of quality, avoiding delays and wastes. In another 
way, we suggest that social network among employees is a supportive element for TQM. 

We have a few suggestions for further research. In contemporary studies, it is highlighted that 
network relations rather than hierarchical relations effectively work within organizational con-
texts. On the other hand, when the conditions are conducive, social networks among employees 
emerge naturally without managerial involvements. The network observed was also such a vol-
untary one blessed with the support of managers. However, when conditions are not up to the 
level mentioned in this study, implications of such networks could be different. Yapa (2012), re-
ferring to Sri Lankan context, has found that TQM is not in existence as an identifiable category 
of practice. Instead, different elements supporting TQM could exist in different degree among 
different organizations. Hence, further research is needed to identify how social networks oper-
ate in such diverse organizational conditions. 
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