Some Prosand Consof Six Sigma

Dr Jiju Antony
Division of Management
Caledonian Business School
Glasgow Caledonian Univer sity
Glasgow, G4 0BA
E-mail: [.antony@aqcal.ac.uk

Six Sigma is a business strategy that seeks to identify and eliminate causes of errors

or defects or failures in business processes by focusing on outputs that are critical to
customers. It is a measure of quality that strives for near elimination of defects using
the application of statistical methods. A defect is defined as anything which could
lead to customer dissatisfaction. The fundamental objective of the Six Sigma
methodology is the implementation of a measurement-based strategy that focuses on

process improvement and variation reduction.

When Six Sigma was introduced to many organisations, the initial reactions varied
from a lot of enthusiasm to an absolute scepticism, with the latter mood reflected in
comments such as;

+ It is another quality improvement initiative or flavour of the month

+ There is nothing really new in Six Sigma compared to other quality initiatives

such as TQM we have withessed in the padt.

% Thistoo shall pass like others

+ |tisan‘old winein anew bottle

+ Thiswon't work in our business

+ Wearedoing Six Sigma already

%+ |t is nothing more than a hype

+ Itisnot for us as Six Sigma requires complicated statistical methods



| often ask a smple question to people in organisations who practise TQM, “what do
you understand by the term TQM?'. | often get many varying answers to this
question. However if | ask a bunch of Six Sigma practitioners, “what do you know of
the term Six Sigma?’, | often get an answer which means more or less the same thing

that | would have expected.

The following aspects of the Six Sigma strategy are not accentuated in previous

quality improvement initiatives.

nn Sx Sgma strategy places a clear focus on achieving measurable and
guantifiable financial returns to the bottonHine of an organisation. No Sx Sgma
project is approved unless the bottomline impact has been clearly identified and
defined.

an Sx Sgma strategy places an unprecedented importance on strong and
passionate | eader ship and the support required for its successful deployment

N Sx Sgma methodology of problem solving integrates the human elements
(culture change, customer focus, belt system infrastructure, etc.) and process el ements
(process management, statistical analysis of process data, measurement system
analysis, etc.) of improvement.

nn Six Sgma methodology utilises the tools and techniques for fixing problemsin
business processes in a sequential and disciplined fashion. Each tool and technique
within the Sx Sigma methodology has a role to play and when, where, why and how
these tools or techniques should be applied is the difference between success and

failure of a Sx Sgma project.



nn Sx Sgma creates an infrastructure of Champions, Master Black Belts
(MBBs), Black Belts (BBs) and Green Belts (GBs) that lead, deploy and implement
the approach.

Ay Sx Sgma emphasises the importance of data and decision making based on
facts and data rather than assumptions and hunches ! Sx Sgma forces people to put
measurements in place. Measurement must be considered as a part of the culture

change.

N Sx Sgma utilises the concept of statistical thinking and encourages the
application of well-proven statistical tools and techniques for defect reduction
through process variability reduction methods (e.g.: statistical process control and

design of experiments)

Just like any other quality improvement initiatives we have seen in the past, Six
Sigma has its own limitations. The following are some of the limitations of Six Sigma
which creates opportunities for future research.
® The challenge of having quaity data available, especiadly in
processes where no data is available to begin with (sometimes this
task could take the largest proportion of the project time)
® The right selection and prioritisation of projects is one of the
critical success factors of a Six Sigma program. The prioritisation
of projects in many organisations is still based on pure subjective
judgement. Very few powerful tools are available for prioritising
projects and this should be the major thrust for research in the
future.
® The statistical definition of Six Sigma is 3.4 defects or failures per

million opportunities. In service processes, a defect may be defined



as anything which does not meet customer needs or expectations. It
would be illogical to assume that al defects are equally bad when
we calculate the Sigma Capability level of a process. For instance,
a defect in a hospital could be a wrong admission procedure,
misdiagnosis, lack of training required by a staff member,
misbehaviour of staff members, unwillingness to help patients
when they have specific queries, etc.

Assumption of 1.5 sigma shift for all business processes does not
make much sense. This particular issue should be dealt with extra
caution as a small shift in sigma could lead to erroneous defect
caculations.

Non-standardisation procedures in the certification process of
Black belts, Green belts, etc. Research has shown that the skills and
expertise developed by Black beltdGreen belts are inconsistent
across companies and are dependent a great dea on the
certification body. Black belts believe they know all the practica
aspects of advanced quality improvement methods such as Design
of Experiments, Robust Design, Response Surface Methodology,
Statistical Process Control and Reliability, when in fact they have
barely scratched the surface.

Six Sigma can easily digress into a bureaucratic exercise if the
focus is on such things as the number of trained Black Belts and
Green Belts, number of projects completed, etc. instead of bottom+

line savings.



® There is an overselling of Six Sigma by too many consulting firms.
Many of them claim expertise in Six Sigma when they barely
understand the tools and techniques and the Six Sigma roadmap.

® The relationship between Cost of Poor Quality (COPQ) and

Process Sigma Quality Level requires more justification.

What doesthe future hold for Six Sigma?

In my opinion, Six Sigma will be around as long as the projects yield measurable or
guantifiable bottom-line results in monetary or financia terms. When Six Sigma
projects stop yielding bottom+-line results, it might disappear. One of the real dangers
of Six Sigma is to do with the capability of Black Belts (the so called technical
experts) who tackle challenging projects in organisations. We cannot simply assume
that all Black Belts are equally good and their cambility vary enormously across
industries (manufacturing or service), depending a great deal on the certification
body. Anocther danger is the attitude of many senior managers in organisations that

Six Sigmais ‘an instant pudding’ solving all their ever-lasting problems.

| would like to accentuate the point that Six Sigma does provide an effective means
for deploying and implementing statistical thinking, which is based on the following
three rudimentary principles:

4+ All work occursin asystem of intercannected processes

4+ Variation existsin all processes, and

+ Understanding and analysing the data that explains variation in processes.

The above principles of statistical thinking within Six Sigma are robust and therefore

it is fair to say that Six Sigma will continue to grow in the forthcoming years.



However the total package may change in the evolutionary process. It isimportant to
remember that Six Sigma has a better record than Total Quality Management (TQM)
and Business Process Re-Engineering (BPR), since its inception in the mid-late

1980 s.



