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THE QUALITY OF HUMAN PREFERENCES

There is a growing need for quality
assured consumer products the
world over. Although the word qual-
ity might have many connotations,
quality products are generally ac-
cepted as safe and effective for their
intended use and benefits should
outweigh risks. However, the old
saying "One man's meat is another
man's poison"” still holds water, Itis
the degree of excellence of a thing
that matters. Intelligent consumers
look at specification of their pre-
ferred commodities.

Scarcity, inaccessibility and
inaffordability are the links of a
vicious circle thatlimit equitabledis-
tribution and consumption of high
quality products.

Lack of unbiased information for
the commuter in making correct de-
cisions about his needs often leads
to purchasing poor quality goods.
Due to powerful advertising cam-
paigns and unethical labelling of
goods, the common man could be
easily misled. This is a sad situation
when one considers essential foods
and drugs. In the case of drugs the
common man has little choice, as the
drug is prescribed by a doctor. Only,
over the counter drugs are available
to him for picking and choosing.
Even in this, the detailman could
influence his preferences.

The very concept of measuring
living standards in terms of what
people prefer in food, life style. cul-
ture, recreation, etc. as well as pri-
orities, differs on traditional or
other grounds among countries
in general and between peoples of
capitalist and socialist countries in
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There are preferential differences
in the higher and lower wage earners
in many countries. The wage differ-
ences are wide in the U. S. and U.K.
There are unemployed people. There
are human segments in the welfare
category oron charity. Hence, meas-
uring the average income or the GNP
per capita in order to understand
the meaningof the standard of living
of a country or community would be
less meaningful. The developing
countries need not attempt to meas-
ure their standard of living by ob-
serving, how close they approach the
U.K. or any other country’s standard
of living.

Demands and needs are numer-
ous. Economic, social, health, cul-
tural, polilical and educational needs
have to be satisfied al various stages
in one's life. Sometimes Lhe needs
become so desperate that they tum
out lobe demands. Very often politi-
cal reforms and upheavals deter-
mine the quality of human prefer-
ences. However the economic, edu-
cational and social status of a com-
munily has a crucial bearing on de-
termining its standard of living. The
crucial importance of health and

social indicators such as the infant -

mortality rate, life expectancy at one
year, maternal mortality ratio and
the literacy rate has been identified
by many social scientists in develop-
ing countries. It has been found that
econorhically poor countries could
achieve better health and social
standards by careful and prudent

implementation of socio-economic"

plans with judicious use of available
resources.

Rich industrialized societies are
now becoming victims of poor health
due to preferential over consump-

tion of aflluent diet rich in foods of
animal origin and refined cereals.
The affluent diet contains more total
fat, saturated fat and cholesterol.
However, developing countries which
still preserve the traditional vegeta-
ble and cereal ri¢h diets could enjoy
healthy lives as long as they keep
away from imitating the life styles of
the affluent nations®. Cultural an-
tecedents are equally important.

The quality of human preferences
depends on educational and
intellectiual achievements, economic
strength, and priority needs of a
mature individual. However, the
availability and accessibility of de-
sired commodities as well as the
easy understanding of unblased in-
formation are important condition-
ing factors limited to the selection of
essential items of life.

Information is cruical for satisfy-
ing one's priority needs. But misin-
formation about norms, standards,
criteria, parameters and specifica-
tions by way of coloured advanced
commercial advertising techniques
is widespread in the business ori-
ented world. There are numerous
brands of commodities for one prod-
uct with an identical formulation.
There are fake and counterfeit prod-
ucts which could mislead the con-
sumer. The same company which
produces a reputed brand product
could produce several fake and coun-
terfeit products and blame others for
it. We live in a world of show busi-
ness and imitations. Monalisas are
found everywhere for different prices
and people tend to satisfy their needs
according to their fancies and the
availability of easy money.

Quality is generally costly and
quality products should meet the
intended use of the product to meet
the desired objective. The responsi
bility of all countries and all indi
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viduals is to ensure the continuous
survival of a liveable environment

respecting the rights of all, In this
way alone the opportunity to live and
enjoy life could be respected. This
approach goes beyond our genera-
tion. Ethical limitations need to
shatter the forces of technocratic
individualism.

Missed opportunities for enjoy-
ing quality products are very com-
mon indeveloping countries, because
of problems linked todelivery of serv-
ices, policies on commercial prod-
ucts, lack of information, lack of

finances and logistics as well as due

to wrong beliefs and attitudes of the
inhabitants. The provision of low
cost quality essential services and
products is a challenge that con-
fronts poor countries. Often the
locally manufactured products can-
not reach the standards of intema-
tionally accepted product standards.
Product and process patents are the
privileges ofa few economically strong
big companies. The lack of raw
materials and the shortage of quali-
fied trained manpower and equip-
ment in poor countries to undertake
good manufacturing and distribu-
tion practices often lead to the emer-
gence of low quality products. Un-
precedented technical advancements
have opened new opportunities for

improving quality standards pertain-
ing to services and products. Knowl-
edge becomes anachronistic and
obsolete unless there is a perennial
vigilance and search for strategies
and techniques by the professionals
and academics for updating, refin-
ing and developing it. In such a
venture the accepted norms and
standards might become ethically
and scientifically unacceptable lack-
ing cohesion and consistency. Some
facile assumptions about quality
products today could become invalid
and unrealistic in the near future. In
such a setting of flux, the sensitivity
and perception about quality prod-
ucts would shift to another state of
equilibrium and human preferences
would reach new dimensions.

The establishment of an appro-
priate information generation
mechanismand information dissemi-
nation are a sine qua non to the
development of quality conscious
communities. A holistic and
multidisciplinary approachisessen-
tial to refine existing client oriented
services. When services and com-
modities become refined, human
preferences would improve,

Public interest in quality goods
and services is being expressed in
diverse ways ranging from individual
complaints to mass campaigns. In
Sri Lanka for instance lettters to the

editors of newspapers contain the
greviences of the public.

The professional monolith
antitechnology, anti-authority sen-
timents; lay concerns over abuses in
services and nonavailability of pro-
fessional services are some areas
that reveal the nature of public pre-
ferences.

Wellmotivated and informed pub-
lic preferences could pave way for
quality assurance and cost effective-
ness of essential services. If the
public demand for belter services
and refined products, the providers
have no other choice than respond-
ing to their demands. By changing
institutions and creating new pro-
grammes we can make medical care
more accessible and deliver it more

. efficiently, but the present potential

for improving health lies in what we
do and don't do for and to ourselves.
The choice is ours®,  Professor Vic-
tor Fuch’s views are applicable to
any public service not alone tohealth.
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