Understanding and applying the Kano Model properly can change the
way organizational leaders develop and deploy strategies that ensure
products and services will drive customers’ purchasing decisions and
loyalty, ensuring long-term business sustainability.
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Kano shared two essential criteria regarding
this process. “Quality activity can only begin if top
management is conscious of the critical need for
organization-wide commitment to quality and its
own responsibility for introducing such activity.”3
and “Improving all attributes of quality will not
lead to satisfied customers as not all attributes are
equal in their eyes. Some quality attributes will
increase the value to customers because they are
attractive and do not detract even when their physical fulfillment is not strong.”3

available to them when they were developing the
new model. Although there have been many published definitions of this term from academics and
professionals across the globe, the work of organizations, such as the Union of Japanese Scientists
and Engineers, has provided a well-accepted source
for distinguishing among the multiple dimensions
of quality. Understanding two concepts of quality that exist in Japanese literature is particularly
important because they provide the framework for
the Kano Model.4

Forward- and Backward-Looking at Quality

• Atarimae Hinshitsu (当たり前品質) is used to
describe a product/service that is fit for function
and is capable of doing or performing its intended
purpose (e.g., a pen will apply ink to a substrate
without smearing or other defects). This dimension is described primarily as must-be quality in
the Kano Model; however, characteristics which
exist in competitive offerings that are associated
with one-dimensional quality are likely also to
be noticed, and hopefully addressed, in conjunction with backward-looking quality initiatives.

To begin to understand the Kano Model and
how it can have a profound impact on strategic
thinking, it is first important to realize that quality can be considered from two very different
perspectives. Forward-looking quality focuses on
creating positive value by enhancing features that
lead customers to believe that the resultant products/services are superior to other options available
in the marketplace, Clearly, this approach attempts
to identify features that will create differential
customer satisfaction and increase customers’ purchases and loyalty.
On the other hand, backward-looking quality
aims to resolve product/service issues that have
occurred in the past. These include defects that have
been observed by customers, issues related to failure
of the product/service to meet customers’ expectations, and/or feedback associated with complaints.
All of these are associated with the potential loss
of customers’ sales, and they tend to receive a high
level of attention from most organizations, but this
approach is a stopgap measure that focuses on eliminating customer dissatisfaction without increasing
the perceived value of the product/service.
Obviously, backward-looking quality efforts are
essential, but they are far from sufficient. They
have little or no effect on the organization’s ability
to sustain long-term acceptable performance. If a
business limits or over-emphasizes the backwardlooking approach, it can expect to lose ground to
its competitors—the ones who are ensuring that
current products/services satisfy customers’ expectations and simultaneously are constantly looking
for and finding ways to offer unique solutions that
separate their products/services from the pack.

Definitions of Quality
Kano and his colleagues had a rich supply of
quality concepts regarding the meaning of quality

• Miryokuteki Hinshitsu (魅力的品質) refers to the
“charm of quality,” and it is associated with the
measurement characteristics such as appearance,
sound, and touch, which customers perceive
as giving “personality” to the product/service.
This dimension satisfies customers’ concepts of
features that are fascinating and are “worthy of
attraction” or “fit for love.”
This understanding of quality has broadened
management’s attention beyond the currently
produced offerings to include features that generate distinctive aesthetic qualities (e.g., such as
a pen that is pleasing to the writer during its use
and to the reader as its output is observed). This
dimension is described as attractive quality in
the Kano Model.

Learning What Really Matters to Customers
So quality is both the content of a product/
service that is provided to customers and a process
for identifying and developing new or substantially
improved characteristics which increase the value
proposition for customers and improve their overall experience. The three components of the Kano
Model—must-be, one-dimensional, and attractive
quality—not only capture immediate customer
needs but also drive the innovation that ensures
future success. The process steps associated with
designing and delivering quality, therefore, must
www.asq.org/pub/jqp
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makes the customer willing to purchase it. When
the must-be quality dimension is fulfilled, actual
purchasing decisions actually are driven by price.
• Improvement efforts are used to maintain onedimensional quality (competitive quality in the
figure), which positions the product/service as
being competitive within its particular market.
Customers see the offering as equivalent to competitors’ options. This generates head-to-head
comparisons and results in purchasing decisions
that are based on a more comprehensive evaluation of all the features.
• Attractive quality only can be attained when
the organization seeks excellence, going beyond
current requirements and competitive products/services. Imaginative designs that appeal to
customers previously unrecognized or unconsidered features separate these products/services
from the pack and establish a whole new standard for comparison. It is represented by the
“differentiated quality” track in this adaptation
of the model.
Organizational competence is the result of the
synergistic combination of individual staff members’ skills and experiences as they pursue the
business’s purpose. Encouraging and developing
individuals’ application of knowledge and skills
that support collaboration, improve interactions,
and increase personal and organizational capabilities is instrumental to being able to design features
properly within the Kano Model’s framework.
Being able to perceive emerging requirements of
targeted customers and anticipate new directions
for development pleads to enduring competitive
advantage. Obtaining an intimate understanding of
customers’ uses of the product/service builds critical
relationships and captures customers’ insights that
can drive designs.
The ability to innovate is too important to be left
to chance. Management must stimulate new ideas
and encourage experiments that apply appreciative
inquiry to understand the ‘’hidden knowledge” that
is not yet known but might be exploited to improve
customers’ experiences when using the product/
service in order to enhance the value proposition.
Sustainable excellence, however, occurs only
when the organization’s processes are able to
meet the required quality level reliably on a continuing basis, ensuring competitive advantage is
maintained despite the effects of unavoidable variation. Achievement of a state of control requires
12
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management to support appropriate adjustments
to processes that reflect changing customer expectations. In other words, true process control occurs
when this strategic approach to quality management and product/service leadership is recognized
as being dynamic. They need to support changes
that are associated with process externalities and
natural process variation. This results in a sustainably positive experience for customers that
enhances brand recognition. When management
develops a system to provide attractive quality
persistently, there must be components that assure
reliable control over process variables (both controllable and uncontrollable) and simultaneously
maintains consistent, robust quality of deliverables
despite changes in the process variables.
It’s important to reiterate that for the organization to continue to meet its purpose in a dynamically
changing environment involves successful development and deployment of two systems—strategic
planning and the daily management system, which
must operate in tandem with proper direction and
coordination, as mentioned earlier in this article.
The application of various quality approaches differs between these two systems and the objectives
that are present. Highly successful organizations
that have been studied have been found to have
a clear understanding of how to integrate these
two systems to create agile performance that stays
abreast with newly recognized opportunities and
issues. Their senior managers make conscious decisions related to both systems and the integration of
those systems.
The two descriptions below are intended to
clarify the objectives of each of these systems:
• The strategic quality management system is
intended to deliver breakthrough transformation by conducting projects that either will
advance the process performance capability of
the daily management system significantly or
will provide a substantial leap in the capability
of product/service performance. The projects that
identify the changes necessary to achieve these
breakthroughs require revolutionary thinking,
including innovative insight into the customer’s
application. Notice, however, that realization
of the findings of these critical projects actually
occurs through the processes associated with the
daily management system.
• On the other hand, the objective of a daily
management system is to maintain a discipline
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services. A CTS quality characteristic should take
advantage of the intimate customer insights and
improve performance relative to competitive
market offerings. Their performance requirements are clearly superior to alternatives and will
create higher perceivable value to customers.
• Critical to motivation (CTM)—These create the
“charm of a product” through differentiated
innovation that triggers emotional responses
to latent customer desires and, thereby, creates
customer delight that results in a “killer product/service” or “hot application” that disrupts
the marketplace.
Of course, organizations cannot design and
deploy these worthwhile systems overnight. Instead,
those businesses that see the value of this integrated
approach increase the maturity of their systems
over time. Diligent leadership attention and appropriate support, including allocation of necessary
resources, is essential for progressing from initial
efforts to implementation and continual improvement of comprehensive, high-performing systems.

Summary
The most common application of the Kano
Model is for analysis of customer requirements;
however, a strategic application can be made by
understanding the dynamics inherent in the model.
Features degrade throughout time. What was attractive yesterday becomes competitive the next day,
and it may ultimately revert to being a must-be feature. Additionally, the amount of quality designed
into a feature that is characterized by any of the
paths shown in the model for those three dimensions may vary on a relative quality scale from
good-to-bad as interpreted by customers. If an organization intends to sustain its market and continue
to develop its business, it needs to apply the Kano
Model findings in a disciplined manner that integrates customer insights with the overall business
strategy. This approach relies on the application of
quality principles to develop and maintain the associated competitive advantage that occurs.
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