Jack’s Corner

Quality’s Role in Business
If you were to ask 20 individuals for the meaning of quality you would probably receive 20 different answers, or at least 11.  Many in our industry see it as simply staying out of trouble with the regulators so you can continue to do business.  Some see it as a means to achieve efficiency.  Still others may see it as meeting customer’s expectations.  All of these examples and many others are correct.  The focus of this article will be the role of quality in building a strong, sustainable business.
As you may be aware, the single best 10 year investment you could have made in the stock market would have been Dell Computers in 1990.  This stock appreciated over 100,000% in the following decade.  You may be tempted to dismiss this as good timing or luck.  I would suggest that few of you could have predicted this in 1990 due to the many thousands of companies competing in this industry.  While there is obviously a lot more to this story than just quality, Dell executives feel quality was a very important part of this growth.  If you researched computer companies during this time frame, you are obviously aware of the non-stop number one ratings for both reliability and technical support at Dell by most industry magazines.  Dell executives considered low ‘out of box’ failures as just the beginning of quality.  Dell further analyzed every business process to identify customer interactions and focused on improving those interactions. To put this another way, Dell worked to ensure EVERY customer contact left a good impression in their customer’s minds.

How can we all apply this to our business?  Please consider the following:

· Timeliness and accuracy of complaint reporting.  I am continually impressed with the effort put forward by our sales force to take care of our customers, including assistance at the distribution branch or at the customer’s account to evaluate or rework product.  Nevertheless, it is important to point out that timely logging of every complaint can help us resolve a problem more quickly for others in the future, not to mention the obvious benefit to your customer.

· Clear communication with your customers.  Our complaint area managers, quality managers, directors and VP are all available to speak directly with your customer at your request. 

· Provide suggestions for improvement to us or your management.  Medline does an excellent job of soliciting feedback for the semi-annual management review meetings.  Take advantage of this, or simply send a suggestion to the quality department via any avenue, including the complaint coordinators.  If your customer has had an unpleasant experience, regardless of whether it is related to a product, someone needs to look into it to prevent a re-occurrence.
On the flip side, you may also have seen a Hyundai automobile after their US launch in 1985.  There was a prevalent joke at that time that you could double the value of a Hyundai by filling the gas tank.  Hyundai had manufactured strictly for the South Korean market up until that time, a market with extreme pricing pressure and a higher tolerance for defects. You might be surprised to know that Hyundai today is the 7th largest manufacturer of automobiles in the world.  Is it a coincidence that their initial quality ratings from JD Power and Associates are at the very top along with Honda and Toyota?  Hyundai achieved this turnaround due to a near fanatical focus on quality, including upgrading electrical systems and transmissions, delaying product launches when in doubt, and emphasizing quality at all levels in their operation.  
The emphasis in Hyundai’s case is on prevention of problems.  You can help us with this by:

· Working hard up front with new customers to ensure the inevitable errors are corrected promptly through education and hands-on training.

· Rely on divisional experts when venturing into new or unfamiliar product lines to ensure the customer is receiving the benefit of our combined experience.
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