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Major Leadership and Management Concepts Discussed

The book revolves around a small business named Punctuation Inc., which sells punctuation:

Commas, apostrophes, periods, question marks, exclamation points, dashes, parentheses, brackets, semicolons, colons, etc.

Although an unrealistic business, the story line is humorous and the concepts real. The Boss of Punctuation Inc. wants his company to remain successful and the number one distributor of this product.  In order to achieve his goals:  he monitors his competitors, praises his workers, but most importantly he needs his company to manufacture Quality products.

For many years, different rivalries challenged Punctuation Inc.’s #1 position, but were unsuccessful.  The Boss was pleased in Punctuation Inc.’s commitment to remain victorious in its endeavor and was unconcerned with competitors.  

One day, the Boss became troubled about a new company, Process Inc., which was showing promise of taking his #1 position.  The Boss’ both “left-hand” and “right-hand man” tried reassuring him that Process Inc. would not succeed in defeating his company, but would fall to the wayside as all the others; however, the Boss remained unconvinced that the threat did not exist.  

Once Process Inc. began affecting Punctuation Inc.’s quarterly gains, the Boss decided to conduct market research to determine why Process Inc. was popular.  The market research, which consisted of the Boss surveying customers as they purchased Process Inc.’s products, revealed that customers believed that Process Inc. manufactured Quality products superior to Punctuation Inc.’s products.  

This information surprised the Boss, but what was more shocking was the response to his one survey question.

· Survey Question:

“And just how would you define Quality?”   

· Customer Response:

“I guess I’d just have to say that I know it when I see it.”

The Boss was confused by the response because it was not concrete, regardless; his quest to give his customers Quality began.  To improve Quality, the Boss implemented varying solutions one after another that were unsuccessful, such as:

· “Try harder, do better.”  The Boss’ thought was if everyone really tried harder, did better-wouldn’t Quality improve?  The Boss gave his company a pep talk and told them that the way to achieve Quality was for them (workers) to try harder and do better.  This approach did not motivate the workers, but rather made them feel that they were to blame.  

· “We’re going to overpower our Quality problems with more inspections.”  The problem with this idea was that workers were inspecting each other’s work, hence assuming the other individual who was acting as the inspector would catch the problem.  Ultimately, this solution only focused on spotting mistakes after they had already been made, but mistakes were not being caught and defects actually increased.  

· “Change from an Inspection mind-set to a Prevention mind-set.”  The idea was to develop a process to prevent defects in both the design and manufacturing departments.  This solution had limited success.  Defects continued to occur because the worker was defining the design and manufacturing specifications with no input from the customer, and if a complaint occurred the distinction could not be made if it occurred in the design or manufacturing phase. 

After three failed attempts and little progress, the Boss re-evaluated the situation.  The conclusion that he reached was that the customers didn’t care if the company is trying harder to produce a Quality product, conducting more inspections, or developing a process to prevent defects; they are interested in the answer to one simple question:  “Did the product do what I expected it to do?”  “If the answer is yes, then it’s a Quality product.  If the answer is no, then it is not…” 

Finally, the Boss realized that it is his company’s (management’s) responsibility to determine what the requirements for a Quality product are and to provide that product by listening to customers.

Significance of the Book’s Concepts to Your Work/Life Experiences

I was drawn to this book because of the title: I Know It When I See It-A Modern Fable About Quality.  The first part of the title is similar to what a Supreme Court chief justice said about pornography.  The quote by Mr. Justice Potter Stewart of the United States Supreme Court in his 1964 opinion on obscenity was “I don’t know how to define it, but I know it when I see it.” Jacobellis v. Ohio, 378 U.S. 184, 197 (1964)

This is a really good, short, and entertaining book that points out many of the pitfalls we encounter in the pursuit of quality.  The book reminds me that everyday I am confronted with defining quality in my life, for instance:  what can I do to ensure I succeed in producing quality work in my job, or determining what quality items to purchase for my family and myself.

In my job, I receive a Performance Appraisal (PA), which is used to determine if I perform my job satisfactorily.  Since the PA is based on a Pass or Fail system, can I assume since I received a Pass on my last evaluation that I produced quality work?  Can a co-worker receive a Pass on their PA and three months later be removed/reassigned from their job?  Quality is constantly being redefined in the workplace, and different people interpret standards in different manners.  My belief is that quality is achieved through best efforts of the person doing the work, and honest application of applicable customer feedback. 
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