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Fastness testing is an aspect of performance testing, the
latter being concerned with ‘fitness for purpose” and ultimate-
ly with customer satisfaction. Fitness for purpose and the
performance testing associated with it is an attempt to ensure
that the product — whatever it may be — when purchased by
the customer, will give satisfaction when used for the
intended purpose.

To ensure fitness for purpose the product must be speci-
fied in precise terms utilizing, wherever possible, simple test
procedures that are reproducible between laboratories and
that simulate and/or reflect consumer usage. This require-
ment really encapsulates the essential difference between the
test methods and procedures of performance testing as
opposed to the quality control and testing carried out ina
factory environment. It is the not uncommon failure to
recognize this difference that has been and still is the source
of confusion and misunderstanding when the subjects of
quality and guality control are discussed.

An essential prerequisite for the development of perfor-
mance specifications is the availability of simple, reliable and
reproducible test methods that have national and, where
appropriate, international acceptance. In this context the
Society, in conjunction with BSI and also I1SQ, has been in
the forefront of developments. Notwithstanding this excellent
work, it has been necessary from time to time to develop
‘home made’ test procedures wherever and whenever it has
been necessary to evaluate a property for which there has
been no recognized or established test procedure.

However, even when a suitabie test method is available,
the much more difficult job is to establish the level of test
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results that will indicate that the product will perform satis-
factorily and consistently during its anticipated life span.

Today we start from a sound base of customer experience
stretching over many years. In the early days — i.e.immediate-
ly before and after the second world war — the only method
was to start with fabrics which, because of their well-estab-
lished good performance and customer acceptability, were
known to be satisfactory, and to assume that comparable
fabrics with the same performance levels would behave
similarly when used for the same end use. The examination
and testing of products returned by customers for some
defect or other would indicate the performance levels that
were not acceptable. A line of demarcation could then be
drawn between those levels that would and those levels that
would not give customer satisfaction — always bearing in
mind the end use.

The need to relate performance levels to the end use is
the key to all performance specifications. Furthermore, such
levels should always be regarded as flexible — able to be
adjusted and modified in response to changing social habits
and environment; this applies equally to the test procedures.
Additionally, the test methods and performance levels, as
well as the manner in which they are incorporated into the
product specification, should be such that they do not inhi-
bit or distort technological and design development.

There is a close link — indeed, some would say an insepa-
rable link — between performance testing and the after-care
treatment of textile merchandise.

From 1945 to the early 1960s many companies in the
retail, textile, washing machine and washing product indus-
tries issued their own after-care instructions and these tended
to vary — sometimes quite widely. Attempts were made to
achieve a coordinated and unified approach; one such was
that of the RTSA Wash/Clean Label Scheme which yvas issued
in 1961. In the same year, what was later to become the
Home Laundering Consultative Council was established as
a working body with representation from all the major
industries in the UK concerned with after-care, as well as
such organizations as domestic science colleges and consumer
advice centres. In 1963 the Home Laundering Consultative
Committee was established to develop an acceptable scheme,
and just such a scheme was launched in April 1966 as the
HLCC Care Labelling Scheme, and at that same time the
Committee was reconstituted as a Councii. This scheme has
been modified and amplified over the years and has been
adopted as a British Standard {BS 2747). Unfortunately,
complete international agreement has still to be achieved.

Care labelling is directly related to the laboratory test
results obtained when an item of merchandise is tested
against the relevant performance specification. The HLCC
Care Labelling Scheme was originally devised against a back-
ground of the wash-test procedures that had been developed
in preceding years by various agencies such as the RTSA
Wash/Clean Label Scheme already referred to, the Court-
aulds Tested Quality Plan, the Rinso Washahility Bureau, as
well as the procedures developed by various retailers and
fibre producers. These wash-test procedures, in their turn,
were based on methods developed by such bodies as the
Society of Dyers and Colourists and its European and



Commonwealth equivalents. It was, therefore, no coinci-
dence that the washing temperatures chosen for the HLCC
Scheme related to the temperatures used in the various SDC
and BSI wash tests.

The beauty of the HLCC Care Labelling Scheme is that it
enables the customer to know exactly what to expect of any
garment. It also allows some flexibility to both the manufac-
turer and retailer, because the care label can be adjusted to
meet most contingencies.

Some causes of fading are synergistic, e.g. the combined
effect of sunlight and chlorinated water is more marked than
the effect of these twao agents alone, and this can cause
difficulty in obtaining a good result. Additionally, the
consideration of appropriate care labelling for suede and
grained leathers is complicated by the (necessary) practice
of refinishing by dry cleaners.

It is important to be responsive to changes in social habits
and the environment, particularly where these changes
impinge on established test methods and performance levels.
Itis in response to these changes that it is sometimes necessary
to modify existing test methods or, at times, to develop
entirely new ones. It is not always possible for official bodies
to respond swiftly enough to change, and so retailers have to
undertake this task themselves, albeit on an interim basis,
until the official bodies can be persuaded to act.

One outstanding example has been in connection with the
different types of soap or detergent adopted for the range of
SDC wash-test sequences. For many years Littlewoods has
used a commercial detergent, in lieu of the standard soap, in
an attempt to simuiate more closely what the customer was
actually using in the home. It is only very recently that the
SDC has modified its test procedure to bring it into line
with consumer usage.

The same story can be told in connection with the wash-
fastness testing of finished garments and the need to develop
wash-test sequences using commercial washing machines in
the absence of a ‘standard’ universally accepted washing
machine. Many settled on the Hoovermatic and Keymatic
washing machines, but there were inevitable problems in
correlating results between laboratories, although these
machines were perfectly suitable for quality control within
any single laboratory. The recent introduction of the Was-
cator washing machine has gone a long way to overcoming
these problems, although some still remain. For example, it
is, at times, necessary to use non-standard wash programmes
for particular textile products. It has also, on occasion, been
necessary to develop non-standard drying sequences to cope
with particular conditions, such as the effect of tumble dry-
ing on knitted structures. Innovations such as chlorofibre,
polypropylene and elastomeric yarns are constantly reaching
the market, and it is necessary to evaluate the sensitivity
of fabrics incorporating these yarns to such processes as
washing and tumble drying, as well as to domestic ironing
and pressing.

The problem of the synergistic effect of two different
agents on the reliability and usefulness of the test results
and their correlation with aftercare labels has been referred
to earlier. Some attention is being paid to this problem by
the Fastness Tests Co-ordinating Committee of the Society
of Dyers and Colourists. Various combinations have been
suggested as worthy of examination. It could very well be
that, for some end uses, combined agent testing may be use-
ful. It could pose problems, however, not the ieast being the
uncertainty of the performance levels which wouid need to
be set for these entirely new combinations. A lot of work
will be necessary to correlate with existing knowledge and
experience before acceptable performance levels can safely
be specified. It remains, none the less, an interesting area
for future activity.

Whenever performance levels for any particular parameter

are first set, the tendency is always to build in some margin
of safety. This safety margin will be small or large, depending
on the perceived risk, and it is only with experience stretch-
ing over & period of time that the levels would be adjusted
one way or the other. Sometimes the setting of an initially
high performance level can be costly, particularly if a high
colour-fastness requirement necessitates the use of more
expensive dyes. At times it can be costly in another sense,
in that it may preclude the use of materials or finishes which
the manufacturer or retailer may feel is an absolute ‘must’
because, perhaps, of a fashion trend or some other marketing
need. One very well-known example of the latter has been
indigo denim. Initially, that fabric was rejected by many
retailers because of its low rub and washing fastness.
However, what they failed to realize was that the whole
object of performance testing is to satisfy the customer,
and in the case of indigo denim customer satisfaction lay in
having a garment that did, in fact, fade progressively. Many
manufacturers and retailers advertise these garments as
‘guaranteed to fade’. As Marshall Ward said many years ago
in the United States, you must ‘give the lady what she
wants’'.

We sometimes become blinkered with our own pet views
of performance requirements. We must always be on our
guard against imposing our own concepts of performance on
the consumer. Rather, we must always be very sensitive and
responsive to consumer requirements and pitch performance
levels accordingly. The main thing is to label garments clearly
with simple, precise and concise information, to tell the
customer just what she can expect. In this connection the
H1CC Care Labelling Scheme has an important part to play.

There are many areas where experience has enabled per-
formance labels to be adjusted to reflect consumer usage and
requirements more accurately. However, the performance
levels themselves do not materially affect the cost of labora-
tory testing. The tests have to be carried out whatever the
performance level. Unnecessary tests for a given end use can,
however, add to costs, especially when associated with a
labelling scheme.

The question is sometimes asked, how do performance
levels in this country compare with those in other countries?
Unfortunately, information available from other countries is
somewhat sparse and so a direct comparison is not possible.
However, from the information that we have been able to
obtain, it would appear that performance-level standards in
this country are generally higher than elsewhere.

However, it must be borne in mind that the technical
performance that is specified for an item of merchandise
relates to consumer anticipation which, in turn, has to be
viewed in the context of the social environment within any
particular country. We have in the UK a well-developed
consumer movement and, perhaps even more important, a
highly developed retail industry, significant sections of which
have adopted an enlightened approach to quality and value
which in turn has heightened consumer appreciation and
anticipation, generally leading to increased sales.

On the other hand, attention to standards of manufacture
and finish of garments has tended to assume relatively less
significance in this country compared, say, with West
Germany, where that aspect of quality appears to be more
important with the retailer and consumer.

By and large, in the current socio-economic climate in
the UK today, the performance levels are just about right.
There are, however, the inevitable differences in some
performance levels between different manufacturers and
retailers, depending, amongst other things, on the particular
sector of the market to which they address themselves.
Manufacturers and retailers in other countries will obviously
pitch performance levels to match consumer requirements in
those countries.
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How valuabie are brand names and to what extent do
they guarantee customer satisfaction? How does branded
merchandise compare with the unbranded equivalents sold
through retail outlets or the open markets? 1t is difficult to
answer these questions directly without asking what does, in
fact, comprise customer satisfaction. If we |eave aside such
factors as the quality of the store environment and the
quality of the sales and after-sales service and concentrate on
the merchandise itself, customer satisfaction is, in my view,
dependent on three main factors:

{a) The objective quality of the merchandise which is really
related to fitness for purpose, of which performance
testing is an integral part

{b) The subjective quality of the merchandise which relates
to such factors as style, design, colour, fabric aesthetics
and comfort, amongst others

{c) Price.

Some brands attempt to combine the advantage of all three,
whilst others tend to concentrate on one or two. Some un-
branded merchandise embraces on occasion possibly two of
these factors, but much of it is only usually concerned with
the third factor. All three factors can be conveniently linked
into what | would call the Value Equation which can be
expressed as:

Value = Quality
Price

where quality is expressed in this equation as a composite of
factors {a) and {b) mentioned above, together with the com-
bined effect of the quality of sales and aftersales service, as
well as of the store environment. From this equation it will
be seen that when the price is increased for the same quality,
the value declines and likewise the value is lowered when the
quality is depressed in order to hold a price level.

On balance, it can be said that branded merchandise is
usually more reliable than unbranded, although some brands

are more reliable than others. Some ‘own brands’ connected
with well-known chain groups are usually better from a fit-
ness for purpose point of view, as considerable steps are
taken to ensure this, whereas some other brands concentrate
on aesthetics (item {b) above), letting the performance take
care of itself relative to specific luxury or fashion markets.

An attempt must always be made to feed back into
future production and specification the experience that is
gained from an examination of customer returns and of
faulty production in the factories that produce the merchan-
dise. This is a crucial and supremely important aspect of the
quality control cycle. There is a continuous cyclical process
from the factory floor to the counters on which the goods
are sold, and even beyond. The cycle continues through the
experience of the customer. The manufacturer or retailer
who knows his job will place great emphasis on gleaning this
customer experience for use in future product development
and improvement.

Quality — of which fitness for purpose and performance
testing is part — is a total concept. It is everybody's business.
It cannot, indeed it must not, be compartmentalized and
turned into the preserve of specialists with its own jargon,
unintelligible to anyone but the initiated. That path leads
to stagnation and ineffectiveness. It has been the unhappy
experience in this country of many promising ideas and
concepts. History, indeed, is littered with distorted and
confused versions of originally good ideas and intentions.

We must never lose sight of the fact that quality assurance,
and with it performance testing and fitness for purpose, isa
means to an end and not an end in itself. The object is to
ensure customer satisfaction, not just the satisfaction of
quality assurance and laboratory personnel. People involved
in quality assurance and performance testing must always be
on their guard against impasing their own versions of quality
upon a product. Rather, they should continually have in
mind the safety, well-being and overall satisfaction of the
customer.




