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Sky-high perspective  
on new standards  
for hands-on managers     

This article takes an original approach to introducing the next editions 

of ISO 9001 and ISO 9004. It is in the form of a story about three 

people, unknown to each other and sitting together on an aircraft heading 

for New York.

by Bob Alisic  
and José Domínguez

The cabin lighting was chang-
ing back from low to normal ; 
the “ Fasten seatbelts ” signs 
had just been switched off as 
the aircraft had completed its 
take-off procedure and the 
passengers were getting more 
relaxed in their seats.  

Laura, looking through the 
window at the disappearing 
lights of the airport, remarked 
to the neighbour on her right : 
“Good afternoon ! It’s going 

to be a rather long flight….” 
Reg, who was also looking at 
the disappearing lights, turned 
to a lady next to him : “ Yes, 
indeed ! May I ask where you 
come from ? ”

“ I’m from Torino and I going 
to meet some customers in 
New York.”

“ Really ? I’m  going back home 
to North Carolina. What line 
of business are you in ? ”

 “ I’m CEO of a company that 
designs and produces style 
furniture. You know, Ital-
ian design…and my name’s 
Laura ! ”

Reg pictured in his mind’s eye 
the furniture he had seen yes-
terday in the office he was vis-
iting : so beautiful, simple and 
elegantly designed – not to be 
compared with his own office ! 
Maybe he should try some 
changes back at home…

One afternoon, high over Europe…

SPECIAL REPORT
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“ Great ! My name’s Reg and 
I’m the Quality Manager of 
a global company that offers 
maintenance services for IT 
equipment. I was in Italy to 
assess the quality manage-
ment system of one of the out-
sourcing firms that take care 
of our customers in Europe. 
You know, the new ISO 9001 
is going to be published at the 
end of the year and I want 
to make sure these people 
are aware of it and getting 
ready.”

No major changes

“ It’s good to know you’re a 
quality expert, because we just 
got our quality management 
system certified and at my last 
staff meeting, my quality man-
ager mentioned that there will 
be huge changes to ISO 9001. 
We have several customers 
in Europe that require us to 
have certification and we don’t 
want to jeapordize our busi-
ness. Reg, if you don’t mind, 
I’d really appreciate if you can 
tell me what the new ISO 9001 
is all about.”

“ I’m always willing to help. I’ve 
got the final draft of ISO 9001 
and I’ve begun to study it. Hon-
estly, I don’t see major changes. 
What modifications I have seen 
are aimed at making some of 
the requirements clearer and 
improving the compatibility 
with ISO 14001. Also, there are 
no new requirements and the 
intent of each requirement in 
the new edition – based on my 
experience – is the same as it 
was in ISO 9001: 2000.”

L a u r a  p o l i t e l y  g a v e  t h e 
appearance of being con-
vinced, although some linger-

ing doubt could be detected 
in her voice.

“ Interesting… Have you decid-
ed to implement some changes 
in your own system ? ”

“ I had a meeting with the proc-
ess owners of our company 
before my trip to Europe to 
review how we are address-
ing each clause and to identi-

fy some actions to be complet-
ed. We decided to review two 
processes : the People Com-
petence Management Proc-
ess, due to the changes in the 
related clauses and our Sup-
plier Development and Control 
Process, because of the chang-
es in the outsourced processes 
control. 

“ This is why I came to Europe 
– to make sure that the sub-
contractors who take care of 
some processes on our behalf 
are fully aware of the changes 
and starting whatever actions 
they need to be in full con-
formity.”

“ But what specific actions are 
you taking ? ” 

“ The requirements related 
to outsourced processes are 
clearer now in Clause 4.1 and 
have a direct relationship with 
Clause 7.4 related to our Pur-
chasing Processes. We need to 
be sure that the current activ-
ities on supplier development 
and control take into account 
all subcontractors that per-
form processes or activities on 
our behalf. 

“ Regarding the competence of 
people, a change in Clause 6.2.2 
requires that after the training 
or other actions taken, peo-
ple actually achieve the com-
petence needed and that the 
owner of this specific process 
confirms whether we have been 
doing the right thing. 

“ Now, Laura, if don’t mind my 
asking – what’s your level of 
familiarity with the intent of 
the standard ? ”

Laura took a moment before 
answering : “ Well, the stand-
ard encourages us to see our 
business objectives as the main 
input to our system and to man-
age our processes to achieve 

The new ISO 9004  
is much more oriented 

towards managers
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them and, at the same time, 
ensure that our customers are 
satisfied.”

“ That’s very good ! ” 

“ Thanks ! I’m responsible for 
the Business Planning and 
Evaluation Process. The plan-
ning and management review 
requirements in ISO 9001 are 
the foundation of my daily 
review and decision-making 
activities. We believe that it’s 
working well. However, I’ll 
follow up with my staff a sim-
ilar approach as you’re cur-
rently taking. Before taking 
any action, we need to study 
the new ISO 9001 and define 
whether there is a need for fur-
ther activities.”

“ Laura, I forgot to tell you that 
there is a new Annex B that 
shows the changes between ISO 
9001:2000 and ISO 9001:2008. 
This is very helpful and facil-
itates our task. Let me check 
my notebook where I wrote 
the parts of the standard that 
have something new.” Reg 
looked in his briefcase and 

for his notebook. “ Let’s see… 
look here ! ”

While reading and noting this 
information, Laura suddenly 
thought of of another ques-
tion for Reg.

“ Reg, sorry… but due these 
changes to the standard – do 
you see training as being nec-
essary for staff ? ”

Training

“ After the result of our initial 
assessment, we decided that we 
will not need extensive train-
ing for current staff. Perhaps 
some awareness meetings will 
be needed where process own-
ers, internal auditors and qual-
ity engineers and coordinators 
will participate. And, as usu-
ally done for our new people, 
we will carry out an extensive 
training for the understand-
ing of the requirements of the 
ISO 9001, now using the new 
edition.”

“ That’s a good idea. Thank you 
very much.” 

A stewardess came along with 
hot towels and the welcome 
question : “ What would you 
like to drink ? ” Laura asked for 
some red wine, while Reg was 
obviously “ a beer man ”.

“ Reg, another question : I’m 
very sorry to bother you…but 
our quality manager is recom-
mending me to study ISO 9004 
because it has a good guid-
ance for the management of 
our whole business. What do 
you think ? ”

Laura’s neighbour on the other 
side noticed that Reg’s “ Per-
sonal Document Management ” 
was not delivering what he 
wanted and said with a typi-
cally British irony : “ My exter-
nal memory often shows the 
same failure to understand me 
– could it be a kind of Silicon 
Alzheimer ? I couldn’t help 
overhearing that you are rather 
interested in quality manage-
ment issues. Sorry, if I’m inter-
rupting your discussion, but 

Figure 1 – Purpose of the revisions to ISO 9001.

Purpose of the revised ISO 9001

•	 To provide greater clarity and ease of use 

•	 To improve compatibility with ISO 14001:2004 

•	 To improve  
translatability 

•	 The revision will not introduce new  
requirements and will not change the intent  
of current requirements.

“ Absolutely, but this standard, 
like ISO 9001, is under revision. 
Let me check some informa-
tion I have in my laptop.

While trying to locate the file, he 
said to Laura : “ I’ve read in an 
e-newsletter something about 
big changes to ISO 9004. I’m just 
looking for that e-mail.”

But, with all the e-mails Reg 
received every day, he was not 
able to find it. Even typing hard-
er and harder on the keyboard 
was not helping, but he was abso-
lutely sure that he had something 
about the ISO 9004 revision. 

for me it’s rather motivating 
to listen to a CEO speaking in 
such a manner about the actu-
al daily use of a quality man-
agement system. 

“ I can see that you’re a bit 
surprised, so I should explain. 
First of all, allow me to intro-
duce myself. My name’s Alfre-
do. I know it sounds Italian, but 
I’m from London. I think I can 
help with some facts about the 
changes to ISO 9004. It just so 
happens that I’m involved in 
the development process of the 
new version of the standard.”

Figure 2 – Clauses in ISO 9001 that have changed.

Clauses in ISO 9001 with changes

•	 Foreword
•	 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, 0.4
•	 1.1, 1.2
•	 2 
•	 3
•	 4.1
•	 4.2.1, 4.2.3, 4.2.4
•	 5.5.2
•	 6.2.1, 6.2.2
•	 6.3
•	 6.4

•	 7.1
•	 7.2.1
•	 7.3.1, 7.3.2, 7.3.3
•	 7.5.1, 7.5.2, 7.5.3, 7.5.4, 7.5.5
•	 7.6
•	 8.1
•	 8.2.1, 8.2.2, 8.2.3, 8.2.4
•	 8.3
•	 8.4
•	 8.5.2, 8.5.3
•	 Annex B
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Reg closed his laptop and 
exclaimed : “ This is really 
quite a coincidence ! If you’re 
slap bang in the middle of 
the change process, then I’m 
all ears ! Laura, this is a great 
opportunity to get some first 
hand information ! ” 

Alfredo was obviously pleased 
to find such an attentive audi-
ence for his favourite subject : 
“ What do you want to know 
about the new ISO 9004 ? ”   

Reg was rapid with his first 
question : “ Is the new ISO 9004 
really so different from the cur-
rent one, the 2000 version, as 
some journalists are writing in 
the quality magazines ? ”

“ Yes, the new one is really dif-
ferent. It is much more orient-
ed towards managers and man-
agement teams with the aim 
of helping them to improve 
the performance of the entire 
organization, including all its 
processes.” 

Laura sipped some wine and 
added : “ What are the main dif-
ferences ? I’m not that much 
interested in the details, but 
what are the key issues ?”

“ Firstly, the structure of the 
standard has changed. It is all 
based on ‘ how to manage for 
the achievement of sustained 
success of an organization ? ’ 
In fact, answering this essen-
tial question is the main pur-
pose of the standard.”

Coming back with the answer : 
“Benefits for your interested 
parties’ would be too vague – 
he is not going to buy that one. 
There must be more ‘ meat on 
the bone ! ’ ” Reg was getting 
a bit emotional, it sounded 
as if he had already lost some 
discussions with his boss in 
this area.

Alfredo nodded, thinking about 
how to explain what was new in 
ISO 9004 without falling into 
the well known trap of trying to 
“ sell ” a product he was work-
ing on. “ Let’s try it this way. 
I’ll demonstrate it by a simple 
drawing ? Laura, may I borrow 
some notepaper from you ?

With a four-colour pen, Alfre-
do drew a big blue circle on the 
left side of the sheet : “ Imag-
ine that this is your turnover 
from your last year. This yel-
low circle represents your costs 
– all kinds, also including tax 
etc. And, in the third circle, the 

Figure 3 – Revenue, costs and surplus.

ISO 9004: how to manage 
for sustained success  

of an organization

Benefits

“ OK, but we should start with 
the question : ‘ What will be the 
benefits for my organization if 
it implements ISO 9004 ? That 
is what my CEO would ask me 
if I try to bring in such an idea. 

green part – that looks like a 
doughnut – represents your 
money surplus, in other words, 
your profit. It’s a well known 
picture, but there are four cru-
cial questions:

Question 1

“ How to divide the green 
“ cake ” – surplus – between all 
the interested parties ? Don’t 
forget that the organization 
itself is also one of the inter-
ested parties, thinking about 
the re-investment of part of 
the profit. How to do this in 
a good, balanced way is a real 
management job and is one of 
the key issues of ISO 9004. 

“ To achieve sustained success, 
you have to keep all these inter-
ested parties in mind. A bigger 
piece of cake for one means 
less cake for the others. How 
to take such decisions – are 
they based on intuition only, 
or are they supported by data 
on your environment and the 
trends ?

Question 2

“ Is it possible to make the 
cake bigger by reducing the 
cost, especially waste and oth-
er costs of non-quality ?

Question 3

“ Is it possible to make the cake 
bigger by increasing the reve-
nue – making your customers 
more satisfied ; finding new 
customers ; introducing better, 
more innovative products ?

Question 4 

“Could the guidance from ISO 
9004 help your managers and 
people in your organization to 

Green part : Surplus, money that could 
be reinvested, or “given” 
to one or more interested 
parties. 

– =Revenue or  
turnover

Costs

Surplus
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answer the first three questions 
with “ Yes ” ?        

Laura was clearly interested 
in this explanation and was 
now sitting on the edge of her 
seat to see the drawings better. 
“ You mean, we should contin-
uously monitor what is going 
on around us with a kind of 
radar ? It sounds like what my 
father did – he was captain of 
an ocean-going ship.”

Four important management questions : 

•	 How to divide the “cake”  in pieces between all these 
interested parties ?

•	 Is it possible to make the cake bigger by reducing the cost ?

•	 Is it possible to make the  cake bigger by increasing revenue ?

•	 Could guidance from ISO 9004 help us to answer the first  
3 questions with “Yes”?

Figure 4 – 
How to  
divide the 
cake 
between 
the  
interested 
parties?

Cost

Society
Partners

Customers

Re-invest?Share- 
holders

Employees

Suppliers






“ Exactly – and you could also 
compare your desired destina-
tion and your current position, 
to define changes necessary 
to your course. This analogy 
is also valid for the new ISO 
9004.”

“ Let’s go back to the structure 
of the new ISO 9004. After the 
chapter dealing with how to 
manage for achieving sustained 
success, the next one is related 

to the organization’s environ-
ment, giving examples of the 
interested parties and their 
needs and expectations. What 
follows is the process of formu-
lating, planning and deploying 
the strategy – and that is the 
real job of managers.

Surplus  
(profit not  

allocated yet)

“ In the chapter on resource man-
agement all kind of resources 
are covered with strong empha-
sis on people in the organization 
and partners.” 

Laura raised her hand, asking : 
“ What do you exactly mean 
under “partners” ?

“ You could treat some of your 
interested parties as your part-
ners, based on mutual interests. 
These could include some of 
your suppliers, customers and 
knowledge ‘ suppliers ’ like uni-
versities, as well as govern-
mental and non-governmen-
tal organizations.

“ If you decide to create the 
maximum possible mutual ben-
efits for your organization and 
one or more of your partners, 
than you need to share certain 
strategic plans, investments, 
revenues and losses with your 
partners.

“ There is a rather short chap-
ter on process management 
in ISO 9004 – this issue is 
already covered in ISO 9001. 
In the chapter on monitor-
ing, measurement, analysis 
and review, special attention 

Figure 5 – Charting a course for the organization.
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is given to monitoring of the 
organization’s environment 
– what’s going on, how is the 
market evolving, what are the 
trends ? In addition, issues such 
as benchmarking are covered. 
The closing chapter is, as you 
can imagine – on improvement, 
innovation and learning.”

Laura, a designer by profes-
sion and still deeply involved 
in the development process, 
reacted with some doubts : 
“ OK, but improvement and 
innovation of the products 
and processes to deliver these 
products are already covered 
in ISO 9001.”

Sustained success 

“ Yes, you’re right, but in ISO 
9004, improvement and inno-
vation of the organization as a 
whole are also covered – what 
needs to be done to build the 
capacity for achieving sus-
tained success.”

Reg, with his discussions with 
European customers fresh in 
his mind, become a little irri-
tated :  “ All my customers are 
interested is in is compliance 
with ISO 9001 requirements. 
Why should I use this new ISO 
9004 ? Does it mean another 
audit that’s going to cost us a 
lot of extra money ?”

Alfredo remained calm – it 
was not the first time that he 
has run into such opposition. 
“ If you aim to satisfy all inter-
ested parties – often referred 
to as ‘ stakeholders ’ – relevant 
to your organization and not 
only your customers, the new 
ISO 9004 could really help you 
and your teams to identify key 
issues to work. These days it is 

not enough to look only at your 
customers and shareholders to 
stay in business.

“ For an example, let’s take 
Laura’s case. If young, talent-
ed, newly graduated designers 
do not like her company and it 
becomes known as not a very 
good company to work for, then 
this could pose serious prob-
lems for her. It’s the same with 
your suppliers. Unless you treat 
them well, the good ones will 
look for other customers.”

Laura came back with a typical 
CEO question : “ Alfredo, can 
you tell me in just one sentence 
what is the purpose of this new 
ISO 9004 ? ”

 “ That’s not an easy one, but 
let’s try...”

Just at the moment, the aircraft 

circumstances by achieving sus-
tained good results.

“ Or, to put it in very simple 
language : ‘ Stay alive. Stay sol-
vent. Stay respected by stake-
holders and society at large – 
for the long time ! ’”

Reg came back with a practical 
question : “ If we have upgrad-
ed our quality management 
system in line with ISO 9004, 
could we then stop using ISO 
9001 ? ”

“ No, you will still need the 
quality management system 
elements based on the ISO 9001 
requirements, like document 
management, purchasing proc-
ess and purchasing information, 
communication with your cus-
tomers, corrective and preven-
tive actions and such.”

Laura’s next question revealed 
hersel f  to  be rather  wel l 
informed : “ What is the role 
of the quality management 
principles in ISO 9004 ?”

“ These eight quality manage-
ment principles are the foun-
dation for the whole stand-
ard. Yes, I know they are very 
generic, but if an organization 
is really adhering to these prin-
ciples, operating in line with 
them day-in day-out, there will 
be a huge difference in culture, 
in respect shown by people, 
suppliers and customers – even 
by competitors. And there will 
be a difference in performance 
and on the bottom line ! ’

Laura was getting more and 
more interested : “ What ques-
tions should I ask my manage-

entered a zone of turbulence 
and the voice of the captain 
came over the speakers : “ This 
is your captain speaking. We 
are just flying into an area of 
strong turbulence, so for your 
comfort and safety, please fas-
ten your seatbelts. Cabin crew, 
please return to your seats.”

Fastening his seatbelt, Alfredo 
pursued his argument : “ That is 
exactly the example I was 
looking for ! It’s just 
like this turbulence. 
The objective of an 
extended quality 
management sys-
tem based on ISO 
9004 is to help organizations 
survive in constantly changing 

Improvement and innovation 
of the organization as a 

whole are covered

Figure 6 – What does  
the mirror reflect ?  
Differences of perception.
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ment team before starting this 
ISO 9004 journey ?

Alfredo starts to laugh : “ Do 
you really expect a serious 
answer from me ? Do you know 
what Dr. Deming once said in 
a answer to a similar question 
by a participant in one of his 
training sessions – a partici-
pant who was a top manager 
of a rather large organization ? 
‘ Do you expect me to teach you 
what your job is ? ’”

“ OK, but forgetting the jokes, 
let’s get back to your question. 
What could be the key condi-
tions for success of such jour-
ney ? I would say : their com-
mitment ; why do they want 
to go on this journey ; would 
they be willing to ask their 
best people to put their shoul-
ders into this movement, what 
kind of benefits do they expect 
for the organization; and, not 
forgetting the last question – 
what personal benefits do they 
expect for themselves ? ”

Self-assessment

Reg was becoming a little more 
convinced, but there were still 
a lot of questions to be asked : 
“ In ISO 9004, a self-assess-
ment is mentioned. Could this 
be also done by my external 
consultants ? They have more 
experience and I’m sure they 
could do it faster. My team has 
so many things to do… if I can 
free their hands for getting on 
with the business, so much the 
better.”

This time, Laura suddenly 
jumped in the discussion : “ I 
don’t think that you should do 
it that way ! For me, it would 
be like reading an article writ-

ten by somebody else describ-
ing a beautiful painting instead 
looking at the painting by 
yourself – it will always be a 
kind of second-hand impres-
sion. A joint action between 
some independent profession-
als and your own team – that 
would be OK. 

Alfredo came up with some 
extra arguments : “ Let’s put it 
this way : self-assessment is also 
a strong, shared learning expe-
rience. People in your manage-
ment team will share their own 
individual perceptions about 
your organization – and these 
could be very different.

“ It’s like looking at your reflec-
tion in the mirror. Imagine a 
rabbit looking in the mirror. 
What does he see : a lion, a 
mouse, or just a rabbit ? That’s 
the question ! To take an exam-
ple : what perceptions of the 
strategy deployment process 
do the different members of 
your management team have ? 
Or, what are their perceptions 
of the learning process in your 
organization ? ” 

Reg was becoming more and 
more convinced : “ OK, but how 
does this self-assessment tool 
work ? ”

“ There are two parts. Firstly, 
there is an assessment against 
the key elements where you 
compare the typical situations 
you can find in an organiza-
tion – we call these ‘ scenari-
os ’ – with the situation in your 
own organization. It is a very 
compact assessment – just one 
page ! It works like a staircase : 
you climb up five levels of the 
organization’s maturity related 
to the key elements for achiev-
ing sustained success. I have an 
example here.

Monitoring means  
looking at something over 

a period of time

Figure 7 – Five maturity levels and six key elements of self-assessment. 

“ The second self-assessment 
tool is a detailed one, related to 
each chapter of ISO 9004 and 
again with the same five lev-
els of maturity. To get the most 
value of such self-assessment, 
you should consider doing the 
assessment with multifunction-
al teams, to get different per-
ceptions into the discussion.”

Laura was clearly thinking 
about using these tools in her 
company : “ What should we do 
after we have performed such 
a self-assessment ? ”

“ At the end of the self-assess-
ment your management team 
will have a clear, shared pic-
ture of how mature your organ-
ization is against the key ele-
ments for achieving sustained 
success.

“ The next step is to revisit your 
vision and objectives and relate 
them to the outcome of your 
self-assessment. Your team 
should decide if the stated vision 

Five levels :

Six key elements :

1. 
Basic

2. 
Proactive

3. 
Flexible

4. 
Progressive

5. 
Achieving 
sustained 
success

Focus ?

Approach ?

Triggers ?

Activities  
and systems ?

Results ?

Learning ?
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

and objectives are still feasible 
and identify the improvement 
and innovation activities to get 
you there.” 

Reg, remembering his visit to 
the subcontractor in Italy, was 
next to come up with a ques-
tion : “ Could I share my ISO 
9004 implementation activi-
ties with my suppliers?”

“The simple answer is ‘ yes’. 
Let’s look at this issue from 
the perspective of a chain – a 
chain in which you and some 
of your most important suppli-
ers, customers or other partners 
are linked. Combining efforts 
along such a massive improve-
ment journey could be seen as 
an investment with a potential 
for an extremely high return 
on investment.”

Monitoring     

Reg came up with another 
question: “You’ve mentioned 
‘monitoring’ – ? Isn’t measur-
ing enough.”

“ No, there is a difference. 
Measuring means getting data 
about something – for exam-
ple, the performance of one of 
your processes – at a certain 
moment in time. Monitoring 
means looking at something 
over a longer period of time, 
with the possibility of uncov-
ering the trends. Issues like 
behaviour of your customers 
could be extremely important 
for your sustained success.” 

Laura was already seeing some 
commercial issues on the hori-
zon : “ Could an ISO 9004-based 
QMS also get certified?

“ No. ISO 9004 is not a cer-
tification standard. You can-
not be in conformity with ISO 

9004, as you can with ISO 9001 
because ISO 9004 does not 
include clear-cut requirements 
like ISO 9001 does.” 

“ Could I communicate about 
our implementation of ISO 
9004 in our promotional mate-
rials ? ”

“ You or somebody from your 
organization could write an 
article about your journey 
towards achieving sustained 
success – as a collection of 
learning points for other organ-
izations. That would give you 
a promotional impact.” 

Maybe some other organiza-
tions will ask if they could vis-
it your own organization to 
learn from your journey, to do 
a benchmarking of your pro-
cesses. And, this could give you 
also very positive publicity.”

Figure 8 – Five maturity  
levels and areas of detailed self-
assessment

Their flight was 
nearly ending. The 
pilot announced 
that the landing 
p r o c e d u r e  w a s 
about to begin.

The aircraft was 
approaching the 
gate. Laura, Reg 
and Alfredo start-
ed to get their hand 
luggage together – 
as usual, a bit too 
early, the aircraft 
was still moving 
slowly.

While shaking the hands to wish 
her travel companions good-
bye, Laura came with her last 
question: “What are the five 
key issues to keep in my mind 
when considering the use of 
ISO 9004 ? ”

Alfredo : “ I would make it even 
less – four. Here they are : 

•	 Organizational behaviour :  
focus on meeting the needs 
and expectations of all interes-
ted parties, managers acting 
as leaders, all people fully 
involved.

•	 Organizational framework :  
the process and system 
approach are applied.

•	 Organizational tools :  
continual improvement and 
fact-based decision making.

•	 Organization’s relationships 
with suppliers and partners : 
based on mutual benefits.

That’s all – no magic, no mys-
tery.”

“ Have a good journey – 
to your next destination 
and to your sustained 
success ! Arrivederci and 
goodbye ! ” 		  •

Five levels :

Five focus areas (main chapters of ISO 9004) :

1. 
Basic

2. 
Proactive

3. 
Flexible

4. 
Progressive

5. 
Achieving 
sustained 
success

5. Strategy and policy formulation, planning & deployment

6. Resource management

7. Process management

8. Monitoring, measurement, analysis and review

9. Improvement, innovation and learning
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