
22
The Faulty Switches

The tests at the end of the line for assembling switches for industrial
machines were showing more and more often that these were faulty.
They were returned to the workers for re-assembly. Soon, the work-
ers requested that the line be stopped while they tried to find out
what was wrong. They then discovered that a tiny component was
often faulty, so the charge hand sent for a production engineer. While
waiting for him, the workers assembled ten switches using faulty
components and ten using fault-free components. When the switches
were tested, the first ten turned out to be non-functional while the
last ten went through quality control without problems. However,
the production engineer did not believe in these results or the work-
ers’ explanation of the fault. He spent a lot of time going through all
the components, looking disdainful the whole time – while the line
stood still.

When the workers returned the next morning, the charge hand
told them that, in fact, it was the component they had singled out
as the culprit that was responsible for the problem and that it was
going to be scrapped. A researcher who happened to be present asked
them why they had not simply kept assembling the switches, letting
the engineer take the blame when they were returned by the cus-
tomers. Why had they bothered? The answer was that it would have
harmed the company’s reputation – and besides, who wants to do a
bad job? They had also had a break from the line while militating
against part of management’s power by demonstrating the incom-
petence of a superior; especially as it concerned the quality of the
products that management had always cherished so much.

(White, 1988)
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