Memo: Standardize the Outcome, Not the
Judgment

A strong shop is not one where every job looks identical; it is one
where standards make good judgment more reliable without taking
judgment away.

To: Mechanics and service managers Subject: Using standards to improve efficiency
without flattening skilled work Purpose: Establish a practical approach to
standardization, book times, specialization, diagnostics, and apprentice
development.

Bottom line

We should standardize the outcomes, safety requirements, diagnostic discipline, and
accountability of our work-but not pretend that every sound repair must follow one
rigid path or look identical at every stage. A workshop becomes stronger when its
systems support skilled judgment rather than replace it.

The useful distinction is between external form and living practice. A visible
procedure, checklist, book time, or diagnostic tool is only part of the work. The
other part is the judgment behind it: observing the actual condition, understanding
the underlying problem, adapting to variation, and taking responsibility for the
result. Mistaking a few recognizable procedures for the whole craft would be like
mistaking a pointed arch for the whole character of Gothic architecture.

What this means operationally

Keep standards where consistency protects the customer and the shop. Safety checks,
required diagnostic steps, documentation, quality checks, and clear handoffs should
be dependable. These are the equivalent of the underlying structure: they carry the
work and make the result accountable.

Do not confuse exact finish with good work. A system can produce technically
precise, repeatable work while reducing the mechanic to a machine. Precision matters
when it prevents error or protects reliability. It becomes empty when exact

conformity is demanded for its own sake. The question should be: *Does this
requirement improve the repair, the diagnosis, or the customer’s confidence-or

merely make the process look uniform?*
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Allow purposeful variation. Real jobs differ. A useful standard should tell a

mechanic what must be established and what result must be achieved, while leaving
room to respond to the actual vehicle and evidence. Variation is not automatically
sloppiness. Sloppiness is failure to meet the required result, failure to

investigate, or failure to explain the decision. Professional judgment is a reasoned
adaptation within accountable limits.

Protecting skill while improving efficiency

The strongest work keeps thought and labor connected. When those who perform the
work are separated from the reasoning behind it, the process may become easier to
measure but harder to improve. Mechanics should understand why a diagnostic sequence
exists, what evidence can overturn the expected path, and when a book time or

standard procedure no longer fits the job in front of them.

This also gives specialization and automation a proper role. A diagnostic system can
increase capability without becoming the final authority. A specialist can bring

depth without becoming a replacement for shop-wide judgment. The tool or role should
strengthen observation and decision-making, not eliminate them.

For apprentices, this means teaching principles alongside procedures. They should
learn the standard path, but also how to recognize when the facts do not fit it, how
to explain a deviation, and how to judge whether the final result is sound.
Repetition can build competence; understanding is what makes competence
transferable.

A practical test for proposed systems

Before adopting a tighter book time, automated diagnostic step, or new
specialization rule, ask:

1. What outcome or risk does this standard control?
2. Which parts must be consistent, and where is informed variation legitimate?

3. Does the system preserve the mechanic’s ability to observe, think, and
improve the work?

4. Can a mechanic explain and defend a deviation when the actual job requires
one?

5.  Would removing this step damage the result, or only make the process look
less tidy?

A strong composition is one in which each part is necessary to the whole. The same
test applies here: every checklist item, approval step, and time target should earn
its place by improving the work-not by adding complexity that nobody can justify.
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Recommended operating stance

Proceed with efficiency improvements, but define them as standards with judgment,
not rigid scripts. Measure reliable outcomes, sound diagnosis, customer trust, and
responsible explanations-not uniform motion alone. Preserve room for purposeful
irregularity, because living work changes with the job, the evidence, and the person
doing it.

The goal is not a perfectly mechanical shop. It is a disciplined, accountable shop
in which systems make skilled people better at producing work customers can trust.
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