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Qual ity expert helped Jap an reb uild
BY JOHN HOLUSHA
Ne w Yo rk Times Ser vice

W. Edwards Dem ing, an exper t on quali ty in
ma n ufactur ing who helped Jap an reb uil d it s
sh att e red indust rie s after the Secon d Wo r ld
War and urged U.S. corporation s to tre at
thei r wo rke rs as associat es rat her than ad-
ve rsaries, died early yest e r day at his home
in Washington. He was 93.

Althou gh he was ill wit h canc e r in recent
ye ars, he con tin ued to wor k, con ducting the
la st of his fou r-day sem inars on quali ty
ma n agement in the Los Ang eles are a fr om
Dec. 7 throug h Dec. 10.

His theor ies were base d on the premise
that mos t product defects res ult e d fr om
ma n agement sho rtcoming s rather than care -
le ss wor kers, and that inspectio n after the
fact was infer ior to desig n ing processes that
woul d produce better quali ty.

He argue d that enlis ting the effor ts of
willing wor kers to do things pro perly the
first tim e and giv ing them the rig ht tools
we re the real secret s of improvi ng quali ty –
not teams of inspect ors.

He was an obs cure statis ti cia n in the
Un ited States in 1950 when he was aske d
by some Jap anese indust ria l le ade rs, base d
on his war tim e re search , to delive r a ser ies
of lecture s on his quali ty-con trol principles.

He and his mes sage were eag erly em-
braced by the Jap anese, who believe d that,
withou t ma ny natur al resou rces or a col o nia l
em pire, they wou ld prosper only if they
coul d sell produ cts on world marke ts.

His success in Jap an made him the lea de r
of a gene r ation of specia lis t s on produ ct du-
rability and reliability who were then sou ght

by U.S. companies trying to cat ch up to
Asia n co mpetito rs. But his ren own in the
Un ited States nev er mat che d the success he
achiev ed in Jap an.

After the appli c ation of his met hods
brou ght eno rmous com me rcia l su ccess to
so m e Ja pan es e co mpanies, the Jap anese cre-
at e d a Dem ing Prize for companies that
ma de str iking advanc es in quali ty.

Wil lia m Edwards Dem ing was bor n on Oct.
14 , 1900, in Sioux City, Iowa, and studie d en -
gi neer ing at the Unive rsity of Wyoming in
Laramie. He lat e r earned a master’s deg ree
in mat hem ati cs and phy sics from the Unive r-
sity of Col orado and was awarded a docto r-
at e in phy sics from Yale Unive rsity in 1928.

He use d the lat e r ye ars of his long career
to try to refor m U. S. management, for con-
si derable fees, sometimes as much as
$100,000 a year from a single cli ent.

He delig hted in tel ling corporate chieftain s
who aske d him to hel p solve a company’s
proble ms that they were a sig n ific a n t part of
the problem .

Althou gh the core of his met hod to im-
prov e qu ali ty was the use of statis ti cs to de-
tect flaw s in produ ction processes, he deve l-
oped a broa der management philo s ophy that
em pha sized empowe ring wor kers and using
co -operative approaches to sol ving problems.

He den oun ced management procedure s
su ch as produ ction quotas, per for manc e rat-
ings and indivi d ual bon u ses, sayi ng they
we re inherently unfair and detr iment al to
qu ali ty. He said custome rs wou ld get better
products and ser vic es when workers were
encou rag ed to use their minds as wel l as
thei r hands on the job.

His blu nt approach offende d ma ny exe cu-
tive s , who tur ned els ewhe re for advi ce. Yet
so m e co mpanies, inclu ding Ford Moto r Co.
and Xerox Corp., sent hun dre ds of their top
leve l ma n age rs to his lecture s and sem inars.

One of the first large U.S. corporation s to
se ek his assis tanc e wa s Fo r d, whose offi-
ci als broug ht him to their headquarters in
Dearborn, Mich., in 1981, when the com-
pany’s sales were falter ing and it was losing
hu ndreds of mil lio ns of dol lars.

Executiv es were expecting a sli ck pre sen-
tation on trick s to improve quali ty. Mr.
Deming, ins tea d, insis ted on que s tion ing the
co mpany’s cul ture and management philo s o-
phy. Eig hty-five per cent of quali ty prob-
le ms, he told them, are the res ult of man-
ag ement errors.

After Ford act e d upon his philo s ophy and
it s su ccess became obvious, dema n d fo r his
se rvi ces grew. He kep t his cli ent lis t sh ort
and ref use d to have any thing to do wit h
co mpanies not wil ling to make top exe cu-
tive s av a ila ble to him .

Among the companies that tur ned to Mr.
Deming and his dis ciples were Dow Chemi-
cal, Proct e r & Gamble, Ame rican Telephone
& Teleg raph and The New Yor k Times.

Un like other quali ty exper ts, such as
Jo seph Jur an and Philip Crosb y, Mr. Dem ing
neve r built a for mal organization. He con-
tin ued to wor k as a sol o practition er out of
an offic e in the basement of his modest
home in Washington.

His first wife, Agn es, died many years
ag o. His secon d wife, Lol a, die d in 1986.
He leave s two daug hters, five grandchil dre n
and three gre at-grandchil dre n.
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