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Finding an answer to the question – what is quality? – is the first, vital step to take before establishing any quality system, which is specifically designed to measure quality. 

Michael Kendrick has noted that quality is sometimes viewed as being on a continuum from poor to excellent. In this sense, he says, it is assumed that all stages of the continuum are part of ‘quality’ in that they all express some level of attainment of quality – even if in the lower ranges. This sense is not helpful if what one wants to concentrate on what is the ‘best’ effort as distinct from all efforts. 

Nowadays the term ‘quality’ is used to refer to something done by people at a very high level of excellence, and mostly in the sense of a work of perfection as distinct from inferior or mediocre performance.  It is this shared interpretation of what constitutes excellent quality which must underpin any quality measurement system. 

Only when the individual needs of people are at the core of this interpretation of quality, together with the understanding that individual needs are not static, is a human service more likely to find the answer to the question – what is quality?– and is more likely to achieve excellent quality.  A service which recognises the changing pattern of individual needs of people, and remembers that its key purpose is to meet those needs and be of benefit and of service for every person served, is more likely to provide relevant and meaningful support to people.
When people lack clarity about what constitutes quality, or when there are conflicting opinions about quality and how to pursue quality in service provision, then it is less likely that a service of excellent quality will be achieved.
Quality derives from people rather than organisations. Those individuals who hold leadership roles within any human service striving for excellent service quality must therefore be deeply committed to the people who the organisation serves. They must be able to motivate, draw upon and blend the talents and energies of both the people who are served and those who are serving. 

The values base of a service provides the starting point for measuring quality in service provision. The values of a service should be identified and described, and put into practice. The practice of a service rests upon these values and will guide the quality of service delivery, which can best be assessed by asking the question: do the people we serve derive benefit from our efforts? 

In the words of Anne Cross from an article in Issue 12 of CRUcial Times: ‘The quest for quality must focus on better lives, and not just on better processes.’

