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The Spirit of Craftsmanship
Excellent results come from pride in work.
Work is sweat, toil, and sometimes danger. And work is joy, fulfillment, and the oil of progress. Work produces results. But the results are not the same as the work that produced them. They reflect a job well done or perhaps not so well done. Some results, whether they are intangible or a hard-edged product, have more quality than others. Craftsmanship describes high-quality work that produces high-quality results.

Many folks who might describe themselves as craftsmen - carpenters, plumbers, electricians - aren't. They're tradesmen. True craftsmanship is the handmaiden of quality. There are still pockets of craftsmanship, of course. They tend to cluster where there is variability in the raw materials of work. Things that are not well done by machine are the things best done by application of intellect and touch. Woodworking is an example. Although it is subjected to machine work and shaped by it, the best woodwork still demands a craftsman. Wood is complex and variable. It requires adjustment and accommodation, precisely the kind of things that human beings are good at. When raw materials get variable and complex, heartless automation won't always cut it. Somebody has to care enough to do two things: (1) do it right; and (2) do it better. At its heart, craftsmanship is about caring. But some things are more right, and there are always ways to do something better. Somewhere out there lurks the shoddiness that produces "wrong" and "worse." Such results are borne of neglect or of an apathetic spirit.

There is a museum in Auburn, Indiana, dedicated to some of America's most beautifully crafted automobiles: Auburns, Deusenbergs, and Cords. On the walls are photos and stories. They depict a time when craftsmanship mattered and it still took a human hand to smooth a panel of steel or line up a door. There was much pride that went with doing this. The museum is a quaint reminder.

The drive to do good work is ancient. It transcends the musings about the Protestant work ethic and Marxist assertions that all of history is woven from economic thread. There is in the history of humans a unifying and durable theme of pride in work. That theme is written in a clean line that runs all the way back to a time when tools were first used to chip flint, and when things of simple beauty first emerged from a combination of intellect and dexterity.

In his book Blood, Sweat and Tears, Richard Donkin captures the mysterious and enduring magnetism of craftsmanship: "Shape, form, sound, texture and the characteristics of light appeal to our emotions in a way that is difficult to emulate in the written or spoken language. Wine tasters drain the dictionary of every adjective in an attempt to communicate the difference between one vintage and another. Their designations are a poor substitute for the human olfactory senses... Only a master of the craft can effectively communicate the mystery of his or her talent. That word, mystery, ...derives from the Latin word misterium, meaning professional skill..."

At some point in the recent evolution of human work, the craft motive was trumped by the profit motive. Owners divorced from the work of their organization sought to maximize profits. Unionization became the flip side of the same coin. Extremes on either side of the coin are destructive. And poisonous to good work.

A decline in true craftsmanship has come to characterize health care. Craftsmanship depends on the judgment of those who can evaluate a result and deem it of high quality. Operating outside the light of judgment is not craftsmanship. It is too often just "seat-of-the-pantsmanship." And it is destructive not only to the result but to pride. There can be no meaningful pride of craft without comparison.

At the conclusion of World War II, Japan was a smoking hulk. But it was not an inconsequential smoking hulk. The rest of Asia was drifting toward communism and totalitarianism. Left to its own, Japan might have drifted in the same direction. But it wasn't left to its own. It was remade. Those Japanese who lived through that transformation called it a miracle, and most would agree it was. There were pivotal points in the making of that miracle. One was sending American management missionaries to Japan. They included an engineer from Western Electric named Homer Sarasohn. Sarasohn put together seminars for many of the managers who would eventually emerge as Japan's most influential business leaders. He told them that profit motive alone was insufficient. He illustrated his point with a quotation at the entrance to the Newport News Ship Building and Dry Dock Company: "We shall build good ships; at a profit if we can; at a loss if we must; but always good ships."  In this statement, which might today be described as a mission statement, Sarasohn captured the essence of an ethic that is very different from simply maximizing margins. "Inherent in these few words there is a wealth of meaning," Sarasohn said. To him, the words represented "the determination to put quality ahead of profit. A promise to stay in business in spite of adversity. A determination to find the best production methods."

The environment in which work is done often distinguishes the consequences of a job well done and a job not so well done. Overcook the hamburger and who gets hurt? But fail to keep the ice off the wings of an airliner and the consequences explode. Consequences are wrapped in human flesh. Pilots, as they are quick to remind, sometimes deal in life and death. So do health care workers. Like the pilot, a surgeon can get much of the glory and the blame for the consequences of work. But there are many people woven into the work processes who can bring down a plane or hurt a patient. In May of 1996, workers put oxygen canisters in the cargo hold of ValuJet 592. The canisters caught fire and set off the chain of events that dropped the plane into the Everglades. All it takes to spread a secondary infection in a hospital is a worker at any level whose quality of work is substandard.

In health care, the object of concern is characterized by complexity and variability; here too consequences can be explosive. Health care workers often frame their commitment in altruistic terms. They do what they do because they want to help. You won't often hear them frame their work in terms of craftsmanship. And why would they? It's been a long time since craftsmanship held sway in most work. Craftsmanship was ground away by mass production. In health care, if talk of craftsmanship ever arises, it is usually in relation to surgery. In surgery, intellect combines with agility and dexterity. The pioneering heart surgeon, Denton Cooley, was proud of his ability to tie off a suture knot with just two fingers inside a matchbox. It is the kind of skill that mattered then and still matters now.

The more intellectual work becomes, the more abstract it becomes; and the more abstract it becomes, the more difficult it becomes to judge its quality. It is easier, after all, to judge the craftsmanship of a tangible object, like a chair, than to judge the quality of an idea or a decision. This opens up a problem, of course. If it's hard to judge the quality of abstract work, it's easy to pass off bad abstract work for good. After all, who's to judge? Yet, if all things have quality, it's not that they are beyond judgment; it's just that they are difficult to judge.

It's time to embrace standards and standardization. But perhaps it's also time to rekindle something nearly lost - a spirit of craftsmanship that will be needed as long as human flesh remains complex and variable. There's an emptiness in health care today. It's an emptiness that altruism won't fill. Sainthood is its own reward after all. But craftsmen can take satisfaction from their work. They can expect to be recognized. They can expect their effort to matter and to last.  Some things will always have more quality than others. Some heads and hands will produce higher quality than others. And the push to be recognized as better will always produce better results. Craftsmanship is an ethic worth rekindling.
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