Editorial: Exploring the rightful place of quality assurance in human services
The word ‘quality’ is a word and a concept that we in human services must understand consciously, critically and carefully. Notions of ‘quality’, ‘quality control’ and ‘quality assurance’ originated in the engineering and manufacturing industries, and are now used by the broader business and commercial sectors. Their original intent was to standardise products and increase efficiency and effectiveness through the reduction of undesirable or faulty elements in the products themselves or in the manufacturing processes. Quality systems in this commercial sense are exercises of regulation and standardisation; they reduce complex matters to simple elements. Therefore it follows that standardisation cannot meet the absolute individual requirements of all customers. Such a standardised, inflexible response is the antithesis of what would be required in quality assurance for human services which should endeavour to meet the individual requirements of the people who receive the service.

 Quality is more likely to be achieved when a human service is designed to be coherent with the needs of the people it serves. When designing a high quality service, we must start with the people and their needs, not with a building that needs to filled, nor with the size of the grant that is available. Such considerations happen after it is clear what the needs of the people served are and what the ideal service response should be. It is only then that compromises about what is possible can happen.

CRU believes strongly that unless human services are designed and delivered in ways that are coherent with the real needs of the people being served, and in the context of supporting people to live as citizens and in the regular community, then it is very difficult to claim to have achieved quality. If, for example, someone needs a home, but all they get is to live in a residence with people they have neither chosen to live with nor even knew previously, then we cannot pretend that their needs are truly being met – a home is much more than just a form of shelter. If someone needs a reason to get out of bed in the morning, but all they get is a series of visits to shops and coffee drinking rather than work, recreation or leisure, then there is a mismatch between what that person needs and what they actually get. 

We must also be conscious that merely providing a service does not mean that the needs of the people who receive the service are necessarily being met. A service meets a range of other needs including the needs of its workforce to have secure employment and the needs of society which typically chooses to avoid, ignore and even dump those people who are perceived to have low or no valued status. 

When a service truly understands the identity of each person it serves and delivers a service which  is highly relevant to those needs, does not waste people’s time and actually leaves the person better off as a result of being involved with the service, then we could say that the service is more likely to be offering something of good quality to that person.

Quality is also more likely when both what is achieved and the ways that are used are both consistent with what is valued in ordinary community life. For example, the use of demeaning and time wasting activities is less likely to constitute quality than the use of activities that contribute to the person developing to their fullest potential, just like the aspirations of all people.
The pursuit of quality is also the pursuit of ethical behaviour. We are in danger of losing sight of the real intention of human services if we equate notions and ideals of quality with activities about efficiencies, effectiveness, policy documents, audits and indicator, rather than with heart and commitment and consciousness.

An ideal service design will be underpinned by, and complimented by, a set of ethics that include being highly committed to:

· re-visiting the assumptions that are made about people with disabilities in terms of what is possible in someone’s life, how capable they are, and the extent to which they belong in ordinary life rathe than service life;
· continually evolving the service to better meet the needs of people;

· employing people with values and attitudes that foster community belonging, and that help services evolve to more progressive forms;

· re-inventing the power relationship between paid people and people who are reliant on a service;

· standing in the shoes of the person with a disability when making any decisions about the service that are likely to affect the people receiving a service; 

· seeing disability issues as a civic issue and working towards the liberation of people with disabilities from societal stigma, marginalisation in society and dependence on service.

Measurements of quality can be either a paper exercise or a vehicle that is useful in the pursuit of quality. Quality systems can be a bit like the application of a coat of house paint. They can make something look good, but it might only be superficial unless the preparation is done well and unless the foundations are in solid condition.

Having compliance with standards neither guarantees that quality exists nor that quality will endure over the long term. At worst, it could result in a flurry of policy-writing and record-keeping, and at best will simply embed minimum standards of service. However, the pursuit of quality can be assisted by complying with standards and accomplishing accreditation, if these systems are seen as vehicles towards quality and not as ends in themselves.

It is vital that we recognise that quality is a voyage, not the destination. Questions of quality must be visited again and again. Quality is not a fixed point. The end point, like a horizon, will never be reached. Indeed, if one approaches quality with humility and questioning, we would always be seeking to offer something better to the people who rely on human services. 

It is yet to be seen whether quality in human services will survive in these days when community agencies are expected more and more to act like corporate bodies or arms of government and to treat people as human commodities.  The pursuit of quality asks us to look at what life is really like for people, without the blinkers that reinforce the ‘different-ness’ of people.  If we always try to do our best as a commitment to vulnerable people and to the community living movement, we might begin to understand the true meaning of quality. 
