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Distinguishing Quality
Lionel Evans is a parent of three children and is involved with a number of parent-based community groups both locally and state-wide. In this piece, Lionel considers how having a quality system does not mean that quality can be guaranteed. 
Across Queensland, disability service providers are hectically attempting to comply with the state government’s agenda of establishing a uniform Quality Assurance system throughout the sector. Designated people sit in offices scanning glossy documents and preparing strategies, which they hope will meet all the new requirements. Checklists and procedures are being keyed into computers and reams of paper are being projected out of printers in order to provide documents for proof of compliance. So while this flurry of activity rolls across the state, we can ask the question: What does ‘quality’ actually mean? 

The term ‘quality’ has been defined variously as:
1. a distinguishing characteristic, property or attribute

2. the basic character or nature of something
3. a trait or feature of personality

4. a degree or standard of excellence, especially a high standard

So then, how is the characteristic, attribute, nature or trait of excellence that denotes something as having ‘quality’ decided? Quality is usually measured against a set of key criteria, which are often compiled into a checklist to be ticked or crossed. A tick in the box means that the component meets the key criteria and is deemed worthy of having its status of being a ‘quality’ item awarded. While a cross in the box shows that the item does not meet the required ‘quality’ grade. 
Does such a checklist establish quality? A checklist for a car for example could consist of: 
· Making sure it had four wheels on the road and a spare in the boot,

· That it has an engine attached firmly to some form of transmission device that transfers power from the engine to said wheels.

· A steering wheel connected to an approved steering mechanism,
· A place to sit while driving 

· An arrangement of gauges to determine the car’s speed and one to inform you about the amount of fuel in the tank is handy. 
But how effective is this list in distinguishing between the quality of any two cars? Does this checklist tell me whether one car is of a better quality that the other?    All the boxes for both cars would be ticked because they both have wheels, an engine, transmission, steering wheel, seats and gauges. Yet, this monitoring checklist has failed to establish the difference in the actual level of quality between the two cars.
Quality must therefore have a slippery nature, or possess an attribute that makes it hard to define. What has entered into our example of a car checklist is a thing called a ‘variable’. 
Variables are established by people working from perspectives which have specific meaning to them. Variables also occur in things like being able to perform tasks within predetermined times. For example, one person might consider it very important to arrive on time for an appointment, but for another person, punctuality may be less important. The variable in this case is the importance of punctuality to the two parties. 
Without knowing what the particular variables in the circumstances of a person with disabilities and their family, it might be that false assumptions are made about what is needed for that person and the family. In such instances a service provider may not recognise what would assist the person and may establish a service for the person which would not be a quality service for the person. Here is a scenario to examine - a service worker arrives late morning at the home of a person with disabilities to discover that the family are still in their pyjamas. Without asking why this is so, the service worker would not discover important information which could have an impact upon the kind of service the worker would provide for the person on that day and perhaps in the future.  
If the service worker had asked, they would have found out that the person with a disability had had a medical emergency in the middle of the night and as a result, the family had spent most of the night at the emergency room of the local hospital, only returning home in the early hours of the morning. Exhausted, they had all gone back to bed and so, were late getting up that morning.  Without this knowledge, the service worker could have even made a negative judgement about the competence of the family to provide adequate care.
What is important to remember about this example is that a quality assurance system may not capture the factors of quality which are truly relevant in a person’s life. While quality assurance may be able to measure compliance with a checklist, there are factors involved with providing care that it cannot measure. How does a quality system distinguish the amount of love and care that exists within a family home? But then again how can a ‘quality’ such as love and a ‘quality’ such as care get measured against a sterile checklist contained within a quality assurance system?
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