When an Engineering Solution is not Customer Friendly

Have you had the following experience? A customer suggests a change, while
saying under his or her breath "why didn't they think this could happen?" Most
likely, the missed expectation could have been caught if only more emphasis
was placed on understanding the many ways a customer could operate the
product under usual as well as unexpected conditions.

Oh, you say, "We do this all the time. We talk with our customers and this
results in a very complete specification." But do you place yourself in your
customer's shoes? Does the technical specification consider the customer who is
not as technically savvy or as proficient as the engineers who designed the
product?

Toyota, and possibly a number of other car manufacturers, is facing just such a
problem. Over the past two years, various Toyota models have experienced
"unintended acceleration," a condition where the vehicle suddenly accelerates
out of control, and the brakes can't stop the car. In the good old days, the driver
could turn the ignition key to the accessory position, thereby killing the engine,
and bring the car to a safe stop. This is almost intuitive, having had this
experience many years ago.

However, the latest technology on these models provides a button to start and
stop the engine. A momentary touch is all it takes - no more keys. If the vehicle
is in motion, the button must be continually pressed for at least three seconds to
kill the engine. This safety feature represents the logical thinking of a design
engineer, and is noted in the vehicle's manual. But how many drivers, who are
mere mortals, read the manual, and what is the likelihood of remembering this
rule when confronted with an out-of-control vehicle?







