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by Mark C. DeLuzio, author of “Flat lined:  Why Lean Transform at ions Fail and What  to Do

About  I t “

What ’s the key to t ransform ing an enterprise? Going all- in. As a leader, you m ust  adopt

one proven set  of business pr inciples as the solut ion and fully com m it  to them . I f that

solut ion is Lean — and I  recom m end that  it  is — you can’t  also be r iding the Six Sigm a

t rain (or any of the other tools that  get  confused with Lean) .

Following in the footsteps of General Elect r ic Com pany (GE)  and capitalizing on the

eagerness of com pany leaders to buy into som ething new, consult ing firm s sold Six Sigm a

as the be-all and end-all of business im provem ent  tools. However, the m ajority of

com panies that  have relied on Six Sigm a have failed to increase shareholder value. More

than a decade ago, Dr. Charles Holland of QualPro conducted a study of 58 com panies

that  had announced Six Sigm a program s. His findings? Ninety-one percent  of these

com panies t railed the S&P 500.

While Six Sigm a does have a place on the cont inuous im provem ent  spect rum , there are

five reasons not  to use it  as a cure-all:

1. It’s the Wrong Tool for the Job.

Six Sigm a is a stat ist ical problem -solving process that  fit s under the Lean um brella.

Rather than com pet ing with Lean, it  should sit  alongside all of the other tools in your Lean

toolbox. Using Six Sigm a to im prove quality and reduce variat ion seem s reasonable. But

when team s overly rely on Six Sigm a to solve problem s that  other approaches would

address bet ter, expensive issues quickly add up.

Here are two exam ples of applying Six Sigm a inappropriately:

When we worked on our benchm ark kaizen at  GE’s consum er lending division, GE Money,

we applied Lean value-st ream  m apping to their  process and reduced their  lead t im e from

63 days to one day. I n cont rast , Six Sigm a engineers had been focused on reducing the

am ount  of t im e it  took to com plete one order — a one-hour process — rather than the 63-

day lead t im e!  Our Lean breakthrough resulted in $216 m illion of addit ional revenue in

the first  year alone and gave r ise to Lean’s popular ity within GE.

For one of my consult ing firm ’s clients, Six Sigm a’s design of experim ents was the r ight

tool to correct ly set  25-plus variables in their  foundry process to assure a quality part .

However, the vice president  of corporate quality wanted to inst itute Six Sigm a across the

ent ire com pany, which would have negat ively im pacted init iat ives that  were bet ter suited

to Lean.

2. It Takes Longer.

Lean’s focus on cont inuous im provem ent  creates a sense of urgency. I m provem ents can

start  im m ediately, and the typical Lean kaizen init iat ive achieves results in a m at ter of

days. The kaizen process’s spir it  targets 70 to 75 percent  of needs, rather than addressing

every nuance. “Don’t  let  perfect  get  in the way of bet ter ”  is what  Lean pract it ioners

should keep in m ind.

Unlike Lean, Six Sigm a dem ands a m ore significant  t im e investm ent , with projects

spanning several m onths, because:

– Six Sigm a requires upfront , expensive t raining, and im provem ents cannot  com m ence

unt il cert ificat ions at  various levels are achieved (m aster black belt , black belt , green belt ,

etc.) .

– Six Sigm a tends to look at  com prehensive solut ions to address all situat ions, which adds

lead t im e before the im provem ent  process can begin.

– Six Sigm a projects require significant , t im e-consum ing data collect ion and analysis.

3. Its Goal Is 3.4 Defects per Million.

Look to Lean, not  Six Sigm a, for the total elim inat ion of defects. As one of my Japanese

senseis lectured, “Six Sigm a is no good!”  We should have a m indset  of zero defects, not

an acceptance of m any.

While Lean assures the quality of a part  or service before passing it  on to the next

process, Six Sigm a relies on stat ist ical process cont rol (SPC)  where you m ight  check one

out  of every 15 parts. Would you want  an air line to check one out  of 15 airplanes? Clearly,

there are specific indust r ies where defects are unacceptable. Yet , all com panies that  aim

to be world class should st r ive for zero defects. Cont rary to popular belief, it ’s not  cost

prohibit ive;  it ’s proven that  there’s a m uch higher cost  to poor quality.

4. It’s Not Inclusive.

While there’s a lot  to learn in both Lean and Six Sigm a m ethodologies, Six Sigm a is far

m ore technical and excludes those without  a proper stat ist ical background. When I  asked

a Six Sigm a leader how he engaged his workforce in the im provem ent  process, he said,

“Em ployees are inst ructed to fill out  a check sheet  to record quality m easurem ents.”

Nowhere were em ployees asked to cont r ibute their  ideas as to how to im prove the quality

of a product  or process. Since a com pany cannot  afford to put  all of their  em ployees

through Six Sigm a t raining, very few can engage in the process beyond basic data

collect ion.

With Lean, em ployees at  all levels can im m ediately play a significant  role in m aking and

im plem ent ing their  recom m endat ions. Your best  consultants are the em ployees who are

execut ing the work on a day- to-day basis.

5. It Retains Wasteful Processes.

I n my experience, m any Six Sigm a im provem ent  init iat ives are conducted on processes

that  Lean would at tem pt  to elim inate because they shouldn’t  exist . Lean cont inually asks:

“Am  I  doing things r ight , or am  I  doing the r ight  things?”

The bot tom  line is:

90 percent  of the problem s m ost  businesses face can be solved with Lean because it

offers a broader range of tools to address various situat ions.

Com panies should never t ry to m erge Lean and Six Sigm a together, as this derails

Lean efforts.

Six Sigm a should be used st rategically for specific problem s.

An ent ire culture should not  be created around Six Sigm a. Rem em ber what

happened to GE? Jack Welch conceded that  Six Sigm a shouldn’t  be used in every

corner of the organizat ion.

As you face even m ore challenging t im es to posit ion your com pany in support  of your

em ployees, custom ers, and shareholders, don’t  m ake the m istake of m uddling your way

forward by t rying to m eld Lean with Six Sigm a.

 

Mark DeLuzio is a pioneer of Lean and the pr incipal architect  of

the Danaher Business System  (DBS) . As a t rusted advisor to

global organizat ions, he helps leaders think different ly about  how

to opt im ize enterprises system wide. His new book is “Flat lined:

Why Lean Transform at ions Fail and What  to Do About  I t “ . Learn

m ore at  m arkdeluzio.com  and leanhorizons.com .
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