QUALITY CONTROL AT CLARKE ENGINEERING


You are the quality control engineer at Clarke Engineering, a small manufacturing firm.  You have before you the proto-type of a product that is safe, reliable, and (within its price range) state of the art.  Nonetheless, you have a problem.


Clarke contracted with American Brands (AB), a large retailer, to supply the product subject to the requirement that all parts are made in the United States.  Although the original design clearly specifies that all parts must satisfy this requirement, one of Clarke's suppliers failed to note that one of the components has two special bolts (among its 241 parts) that are made only in Sweden.  You discovered the origin of the bolts only because you carefully checked every part against the specs.  The chances of AB discovering the problem on its own are therefore small.  AB has no in-house quality control.  Indeed, it is unlikely that anyone else will discover the problem.  Neither bolt is visible from the outside of the sealed unit.  Clarke is under contract to do any needed repairs.  So, no one else will be looking inside.


There is no time to design a new bolt if the terms of the contract are to be met.  AB is a major customer.  Not meeting the deadline is likely to mean Clarke will look for another supplier.  A design could be developed so that American bolts will be available when, and if, replacements are needed.


But nothing can be shipped until you sign off. Do you sign off?  Should you do anything instead or in addition?

(based on Michael Pritchard,  ed. Teaching Ethics: A Case Approach (NSF Grant No. DIR-8820837), June 15, 1992.

