Quality relatively speaking ...
When I last wrote about Quality, I was arguing that we have to recognise that it is a multi capacity. I quote myself:
“Do we recognise that quality is a multi capacity? Have we tried to specify our products capacity beyond the most obvious; material quality and physical functionality? Is quality relative to intended use? Have we recognised quality as lasting meaning and appeal and considered if our product makes sense and is meaningful? Or if it appears merely strange: new and cool?”

What is there to add to this discussion? Listening to an interview on the radio this summer, I realised that it is a number of arbiters who define quality. They are among others designers, journalists, trend analysts and product strategists. Continued listening made it obvious that what these arbiters define as good quality is to certain extent not attainable for a large group of people: they have had to realise that they cannot afford it!

According to reports from aid organisations working in developing countries, there is emerging consciousness about quality being a relative notion: the improvements offered to groups in these countries must be attainable, manageable as well aesthetically and culturally acceptable. It has become obvious that it is more far-seeing to allow for solutions where the improvement is small but still significant and can be offered to many than to insist on ‘high quality’ solutions, which will reach only a minority. These might theoretically imply major improvements, which often are not realised as the quality relatively speaking is inadequate.
Have we in our prospering (?) industrialised and transparent cultures realised that we have to reason in a similar manner? That we ought to be relativists if we want quality to be attainable for the many?
This brings us back to ‘making sense’ and ‘meaningful’ as mentioned in the quote above. What you need, not merely desire, but cannot afford does neither give you meaning nor is it meaningful. This is low quality life and in opposition to the popular saying, not least among professionals in the world of design, ‘that we cannot afford inferior quality’. 

Companies like IKEA have made it their business idea to provide ‘good quality at affordable prices’. This is not the place to discuss if they generally have succeeded but rather to pose the question: shouldn’t attainability be a precondition for good quality? Does it have to be a business idea?

Quality should, as argued in the quote above, be relative to intended use. I would like to add: and always designed with humans rather than users in mind. Quality is always about improving. How often to you need the highest quality? I would suggest: not very often. If you can afford it and enjoy this luxury, it is up to you. But if quality and detailing of objects as well as solutions in a wider sense are focused on intended use and specific improvements, more people could enjoy their sense of ‘good quality life’.
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