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How do you assess quality and defects for a business process when there’s no physical 

product? In the white-collar world, quality and defects must be viewed very differently. 

Ron’s conclusion: When there isn’t any physical product from a business process, quality 

and defects are purely a matter of business rules. If you’re not documenting and 

managing business rules as part of your BPM or quality management approach (or 

elsewhere) you’re missing a crucial part of the problem. 

Measuring Quality and Defects in the Knowledge 
Economy 

Everyone wants high quality from their business processes. But what exactly does quality 

mean these days? Let me tell you a quick story that recently got me thinking. 

I like to eat toasted raisin bread in the morning. I even have a favorite brand. Every 

morning when I’m at home I eat several pieces. Over the years I’ve become so 

experienced with the brand’s quality that I can spot defects. I know when they’ve laid on 

the cinnamon a little too heavily, or when the dough didn’t rise quite enough. Every 

morning I look forward to doing my little AM taste test.  

But one morning recently I suddenly realized the large majority of client processes we’ve 

worked with over the last decade are not ones I can perform any taste test for. There’s 

nothing physical from the process I can taste or hear or touch. There’s nothing 

whatsoever to directly assess quality by.  

That’s because some clients simply have no physical products at all – e.g., insurance, 

finance, taxation, etc. But a good number do – e.g., electrical equipment, trucking, 

railroads, and so on. For these latter clients the processes of immediate concern didn’t 

directly involve those physical things however – only just white-collar stuff.  

So the question becomes how do you assess quality from a business process when there’s 

no physical product? How do you identify defects when there isn’t any physical result? 

My conclusion: When there isn’t any physical product from a business process, 

quality and defects are purely a matter of business rules. If you’re not documenting 

and managing business rules as part of your BPM or quality management approach 

(or elsewhere) you’re missing a crucial part of the picture. 
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Quality must be viewed very differently in the white-collar world. The traditional view 

simply doesn’t fit.  

 

In Henry Ford’s day, for example, central to the concept of mass production was 

standardization of parts. That idea leads directly to the notion of manufacturing 

tolerances – i.e., upper and lower limits for parts in 3-dimensional space. The goal is 

to ensure physical interchangeability of physical parts. That idea is now standard 

practice, of course, across manufacturing and production sectors.  

 

But what are the ‘parts’ in white-collar work? White-collar processes simply don’t 

deal with physical things. How can you identify tolerances for them in 3-dimensional 

space? You can’t! In a very real sense, the ‘parts’ in white-collar work are literally 

just bits and bytes. 

If not tolerances as a basis for quality, then what’s the proper focus? My answer: 

consistency and reliability of results. 

For example, if I visit ten different branches of the same bank about getting a 

mortgage for my dream home, shouldn’t I get the same answer on my application 

from all 10 branches?! As you probably know, that’s not the way it works in many 

banks today. So one aspect of quality in white-collar work is the consistency and 

reliability of operational business decisions. 

 

Another aspect of quality concerns compliance. Every business is subject to ever 

growing numbers of (take a deep breath here) … acts, laws, statutes, regulations, 

contracts, MOUs, agreements, terms & conditions, deals, bids, deeds of sale, 

warranties, prospectuses, citations, certifications, receipts, legal notices … and the 

list goes on. Shouldn’t I expect consistency and reliability of results with respect to 

all those obligations and commitments? I believe we should. If it’s not about quality, 

then what?! 

 

My expanded conclusion: When there isn’t any physical product from a business 

process, quality and defects must be measured by consistency and reliability of 

results, which are in turn always purely a matter of business rules. 
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Ronald G. Ross is Principal and Co-Founder of Business Rule Solutions, LLC, where 

he actively develops and applies the IPSpeak™ methodology including RuleSpeak®, 

DecisionSpeak™ and TableSpeak 

Ron is recognized internationally as the "father of business rules." He is the author of 

ten professional books including the groundbreaking first book on business rules The 
Business Rule Book in 1994. His newest are:  

 Business Rule Concepts: Getting to the Point of Knowledge (4th edition, 

2013)  

 

 Building Business Solutions: Business Analysis with Business Rules 

 with Gladys S.W. Lam (2011, An IIBA® Sponsored Handbook) 

 

Ron can be reached at Rross@brsolutions.com  

http://www.brsolutions.com/ 

Follow Ron’s tweet’s: Ronald_G_Ross  
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