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Reviewed for AI & Society by Richard Ennals, Review Editor

The popular perception is that the Quality Movement came and went, representing a set of management fads which captured the imagination and kept consultants in business. It is rare to find a readable account of the subject which emphasises the human context while also addressing business strategy. David Hutchins brings together what may have seemed loosely connected themes in the Quality field, locating them in the unifying context of Hoshin Kanri. The concept and practice is derived from Japanese experience, but the examples are practical and international.

David Hutchins’ personal history provides the backdrop to the book. Like many of his generation, his childhood and education were disrupted by war, and his experience of National Service provided him with the opportunity to discover his academic ability. His focus has been on practice, and on shopfloor experience in manufacturing industry, followed by teaching in further education, and then founding his own international consultancy company.

In a world where breathless recitations of Quality acronyms can confuse the reader, whether from industry or academia, Hutchins is unusual in being down to earth. His references are to individuals (such as particular Quality Gurus with whom he has worked), rather than to the literature. He notes that he has written previous books, such as “Just in Time”, from the same publisher, but even they are not referenced.
For the British reader, Quality has typically been regarded as a management tool, a means of deriving improved performance from a reluctant workforce. It has been institutionalised in compliance systems, characterised by tick boxes, and typically alienating the workers whose performance was seen as in need of improvement. All too often those who impose the controls lack personal experience of the relevant areas of working life.

 Hutchins takes a wholly different approach. His key chapter concerns Quality Circles, first established in Japan in 1960 by Dr Ishikawa, as an antidote to overbearing Taylorist management. Hutchins describes a Quality Circle as:

“A small group of between three and 12 people who do the same or similar work, voluntarily meeting together regularly for about an hour per week in paid time, usually under the leadership of their own supervisor, and trained to identify, analyse and solve some of the problems in their work, presenting solutions to management, and, where possible, implementing the solutions themselves”.

Ishikawa was concerned, like many contributors to “AI & Society” since 1987, with the loss of craft skills, which seemed to have been a casualty of scientific management. He thought it was too late to reverse the processes of division of labour which had been set out by Adam Smith. However, as Hutchins puts it:

“Perhaps it would be possible to obtain the advantages of both if they could bring the concept of Craftsmanship back to work groups, rather than to individuals, with the supervisor as team leader”.

Implementing this core idea was followed by the elaboration of the “Plan – Do – Check – Act” cycle for the craftsman, a model which is now familiar in Learning Theory and Action Research. Hutchins introduces the core set of tools used by Quality Circles, which have provided common foundations for numerous Circles around the world.
The clarity of the presentation, illustrated with an overall diagram of the Hoshin Kanri process, with Total Quality Management as an implementation mechanism, enables the book to be used as a practitioner handbook. Through the personal authority derived from his own engagement in the Quality Movement over time, Hutchins is able to cite telling anecdotes. He is not so much concerned with scoring academic points as with providing a coherent strategic framework.
The book is largely located in the context of manufacturing industry, and with references back to inspirational figures whose work has been misunderstood, or distorted in the competition between contending Gurus. However, the discerning reader will note, in the Introduction, a reference to the application of Quality Circles in Education. Hutchins and American Quality Guru Donald Dewar were present in Hong Kong in 1997 when a Student Quality Circle from India, using Ishikawa’s ideas, presented at an international conference. With their encouragement, a national and international movement were established, and Hutchins is now Director-General for the UK in the World Council for Total Quality and Excellence in Education. There are annual international conventions, alternating between Lucknow India and overseas locations. In 2014 the hosts will be Kingston University, in the UK.

As we seek to progress in the Knowledge Society and Knowledge Economy, Student Quality Circles have immense potential. We have seen the transformation in confidence which they have brought to students in 20 countries, and the implications for the organisation and management of educational institutions, and of their curricula, are now being explored.
This reviewer must challenge Hutchins’ statement that this is his “last but most important book”. In this book he has built the crucial bridge between the motivation of the Japanese Quality Gurus, in particular Ishikawa, and current debates about a creative and productive future for work. As the work on Education and Knowledge Economy develops, we will need to read more from Hutchins, at the very least as a co-author.
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