
 

EMAIL 
ADVISOR 

  Volume 2, Number 11 June 15, 2004 

June Sponsor

This BPTrends E-mail Advisor 

is sponsored by ISSSP.

AUTHOR

Celia Wolf

CEO/Publisher

Business Process Trends

Business Process Trends

Visit the Business Process 

Trends Portal at 

www.bptrends.com - the 

place where business 

managers, vendors and 

consultants come to find 

relevant and timely news and 

information focused on 

trends, directions and best 

practices in business process 

change.

Free

Monthly Newsletters, Advisors 

and Updates are available to 

anyone who is a member of 

the BPT community.    

 
 

The Importance of Six Sigma
  In May, Reuters carried an article by Michael Flaherty titled, Six 

Sigma Is No Longer Enough. The opening line was, "Impatient 
investors and demanding industry analysts are pushing 
Corporate America's best-known efficiency program deeper into 
history." We don't think that's a fair or an accurate statement. 

Six Sigma originated at Motorola in the mid-Eighties. Bill Smith, 
a senior manager, proposed that Motorola develop a program to 
produce products that were 99.9997% free of defects. 
(Traditionally, quality control programs aimed for three 
standard deviations from the mean, or 99.0. The new goal was 
six statistical deviations - hence Six Sigma, derived from 
statisticians' use of the Greek letter Sigma to represent a 
standard deviation.) To achieve Six Sigma, Motorola established 
Motorola University and began teaching managers and 
employees how to achieve Six Sigma quality, and in 1988, 
Motorola was one of the first companies to receive the 
prestigious Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award. 

In the Nineties, Six Sigma began spreading well beyond 
Motorola as other companies began to see the positive results 
of applying Six Sigma methodologies. Allied Signal and Texas 
Instruments adopted Six Sigma for use in their organizations. 
In 1995, Jack Welch, the CEO of GE, decided to use Six Sigma 
at GE and subsequently he went on to announce that, "Six 
Sigma is the most important initiative GE has ever undertaken." 
Welch's popularity with the business press, and his dynamic 
style, guaranteed that Six Sigma would become one of the hot 
management techniques of the late Nineties. 

During this same period, Mikel Harry and Richard Schroeder 
created a new variation on Six Sigma. Called the Breakthrough 
Approach, this new approach put more emphasis on 
methodology, organizing efforts around the now nearly 
universal DMAIC methodology (Define, Measure, Analyze, 
Improve, and Control). A little later, others proposed another 
methodology - Design For Six Sigma (DFSS). DFSS 
methodologies were developed to help new product designers 
create products that more efficiently produced defect free 
products and services. Within a short time, there were dozens 
of new Six Sigma consultants and, by 2000, a survey 
suggested, that hundreds of companies were using Six Sigma. 
Today, there is a wide variety of consultants, software vendors, 
training companies and associations, new methodologies and 
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tools that support Six Sigma practitioners as they apply Six 
Sigma to the improvement of business processes and activities. 

The two most popular Six Sigma associations are the American 
Society for Quality (ASQ) and the International Society of Six 
Sigma Professionals (ISSSP). The ASQ Six Sigma Forum has 
some 20,000 members. The ISSSP has over 16,000 members. 
Each organization holds annual conferences where Six Sigma 
practitioners gather to share ideas and discuss the newest 
practices. 

I spent the first week in June in Scottsdale, AZ attending the 
ISSSP Annual Leadership Conference, and was impressed by 
the enthusiasm of the attendees, their reports of success and 
their interest in some of the newer "innovative" approaches to 
business process change. I also talked with most of the Six 
Sigma tool vendors and the consulting and training vendors, 
most of whom are focused on providing high level tools and 
methodologies as well as innovative thinking to their Six Sigma 
customers. Certainly didn't feel like a movement that is 
"disappearing into history." 

As one reads Flaherty's article, the main complaint is that Six 
Sigma doesn't lead to innovation. Instead, the article claims Six 
Sigma practitioners simply focus on improving existing 
processes. There's some truth in that assertion. Most Six Sigma 
projects in most companies are focused on improving existing 
processes. And, many Six Sigma practitioners focus on specific 
sub-processes, as opposed to focusing on making major 
changes in the design of larger, core processes. That said, 
however, there are lots of Six Sigma practitioners who are 
focused on larger redesign issues. There were presentations at 
ISSSP, for example, on the Supply Chain Council's SCOR 
methodology. SCOR takes a very broad view, and many of the 
conference attendees were very interested in determining how 
they could integrate their more specific improvement efforts 
with the higher level process changes that SCOR facilitates. This 
interest is entirely in the spirit of Six Sigma as it has continued 
to change and evolve since it was created in the Eighties.

Put differently, most companies have more than one business 
process change initiative. IT organizations are working on 
business process automation. Six Sigma groups are working on 
process improvement. Supply Chain managers are working on 
redesigning large-scale supply chain systems and linking them 
with the supply chains of company suppliers and distributors. 
Still other teams are working to develop Business Process 
Management systems, or on the redesign of inefficient sales and 
marketing systems. There's no one right approach. Too often 
companies abandon one program, that is working, for 
something else that someone hopes will work better. Most 
companies have some processes that need to be redesigned 
and other processes, already in place, that need to be 
improved. 



What most companies really need is business process 
coordination. Senior managers need to survey all the business 
process change initiatives they are supporting and then figure 
out how to coordinate them so they work effectively together to 
achieve corporate goals. 

Six Sigma programs have trained thousands of highly skilled 
business process improvement practitioners. Organizations that 
are interested in business process change would be ill-advised 
to ignore or discard their Six Sigma resources. Six Sigma isn't a 
program "disappearing into history." Instead, it's an excellent 
foundation on which to build a more comprehensive corporate 
approach to business process improvement and change 
management. Many Six Sigma practitioners and vendors are 
already moving in this direction. Our bet is that others will join 
them, soon. 

Till next time, 
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