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Quality Assurance is the process of controlling quality, and Quality Control 
looks at the end product. This difference is often overlooked. In most small 
businesses usually the final product is examined to be sure it meets 
standards, while the in-process QA system is rarely employed. 

If you wait until the product is finished, then it can become very costly to 
correct. Not only does one potentially have to replace the whole product 
with a loss of materials and labor costs, it could cause delays and result in 
missed deadlines, which in turn could create a lack of confidence with the 
buyer and potentially a loss of future sales. 

So it is best to have methods in place that can ensure greater adherence to 
quality standards right from the beginning – from procurement of raw 
materials to production methods, with periodic assessments long before final 
products are presented.  This is the key to keeping error costs to a minimum. 

Following are some simple guidelines to help develop quality assurance 
throughout the whole production process:

KEEP A SAMPLE OF ALL PRODUCTS
This is something I have told every group I have worked with for 
decades, and it seems that it is one of the hardest rules to follow. I 
recommend that you keep a separate box for every buyer, and every 
item that is ordered should be labeled with the client’s name and date 
of order, and put in their box. 

A picture simply will not be a good enough reminder.  It could be a 
year before the client orders the products they sampled. There are 
details that you just won’t remember.  For example, let’s take a tote 
bag – what was the exact lining material of the bag, how the lining 
was sewn in, was there an inner-facing, what was the color of the 
topstitching, was there top stitching on the pocket, what was the size 
of  the pocket and how many cm from the top was it sewn, etc etc 
etc. 

If you have only ONE sample, don’t give it to your buyer! Even if it costs 
you a bit more to send it later.  Believe me, you simple won’t remember 
the little details that could be very important to your buyer. 

If you have a production manager or QC manager, they should also 
have a copy of the sample as well, but not the one that you keep in 
your client’s box. Never loose the original!



RAW MATERIAL CONTROL: 
This is particularly important if you have off-site production with 
other groups. If at all possible, check on raw materials before 
production begins.   Remember that weather conditions can 
gravely impact raw materials, for example, natural elements 
such as wood, grasses and leather can be adversely affected 
by damp air resulting in rot or mold.  And there is always the 
issue of keeping raw materials clean, in pre-storage, during 
production and final storage. 

Be sure that enough raw materials have been purchased to 
cover the order. I have seen many times that in mid-production 
an artisan can’t get one of the raw materials necessary to 
complete an order, even when the vendor PROMISED they 
would have it. Avoid this catastrophe, it can unduly delay 
production and result in cancelled orders!

TEMPLATES: 
Each artisan production team should have templates that are 
clear and easy to use. Often written measurements are not as 
clear as templates. Templates can be as simple as a box for the 
size of a pot. Investing in templates is important to assure 
standard sizes. 

PRODUCTION MANAGEMENT AND SCHEDULING:
When you do your production schedule, program quality 
assurance visits and assessments. It is important that the first QA 
visit be done very early on in the production so that 
discrepancies can be resolved before they become major 
problems. Often it is best that the production crews don’t know 
when QA checks will be done. 

QA/QC AGENTS: If you are working with production communities 
in your region it may be wise to assign someone in the region to 
manage QA/QC. Most often this person is a master artisan who 
is well respected.  Their stipend should cover their travel and 
communication costs as well as a benefit for them. They can be 
responsible for QA/QC as well ad making sure production is on 
schedule, helping to resolve problems, and being in 
communication with your production manager if issues do arise. 

QC INCENTIVES: Some companies offer small incentives for 
success in producing within a deadline or for flawless 
production. Incentives can go a long way in helping reduce the 
cost and lost time in resolving QC issues or managing deadlines.

COMMUNICATION: If a problem arises that cannot be resolved, 
communicate with your buyer immediately.  Most buyers 
understand that unforeseen issues can arise and if they are 
informed early enough, often they can accommodate. Many 
buyers resell your products to other stores and the information 
has to be communicated along the chain. If a buyer sells only 
direct to consumer, then it is less of an issue if there if a small 
change that is necessary. 

QA/QC COSTS: Many small companies do not have a QA/QC 
system or strategy, though they have lost money because of QC 
issues, and often do not factor into their pricing the potential loss 
because of QC issues – so this eats into their profits.  Most often 
(depending on the circumstances) I recommend that 
companies factor QA/QC costs into their overhead rather than 
‘per product’ as it should be seen as a business system, just like 
accounting or marketing. 

The stipend for a QC regional agent can be computed into the 
pricing of a product or collection. 

Establishing a QA/QC system can be quite simple for a small 
company with limited product lines, the one thing that is 
important is that the standards you expect are clearly 
communicated with the production teams. 

Templates vary 
greatly for different 

types of products, 
at right is a very 

simple card-board 
insert to measure 

size and “V”shape 
of baskets.


