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1

Striving for Perfection
in an Imperfect World

Is the goal within the organization to be perfect in
every respect? Perfection is elusive, of course, but it
can and does represent an enviable goal. More impor-

tantly, the concept of perfection helps everyone in the cor-
poration to develop a working model to maximize
excellent service at every level.

This is not a theory alone; the suggestion that you
can work with other employees and managers to improve
service is a crucial requirement in a competitive market.
Thus, Six Sigma, as an integrated approach to creating ef-
fective working models, is much more than a tool for im-
proving productivity, creating internal teamwork, or
reducing costs. In fact, it serves as a model for corporate
attitude that goes beyond the whole team approach that
has permeated corporate project work for so many years.

Two attributes need to be present in order for any
quality control program to work. First, that program can-
not be isolated or defined as a function that occurs in the
plant alone, or in the office, department, or subsidiary. It
has to be a working philosophy that applies from the
boardroom to the mail room; everyone can participate in
an overall quality control approach to corporate success.
In fact, the real success stories in the corporate world
have been able to demonstrate effective, corporate-wide
quality ideals.

Introduction
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The second attribute is that “quality” itself cannot
be applied only to one portion of the corporate environ-
ment. Quality control has its root in manufacturing,
where it was applied to develop ways to reduce defects,
increase productivity, and ensure on-time delivery of
goods. Today, quality control is just as important in the
service sector, and quality control measures can be used
effectively by applying the lessons learned in the manu-
facturing industries. Six Sigma is a quality control ap-
proach that can and should be applied to all interactions:
with customers, vendors, other employees, between
management and departments, within manufacturing or
production departments, and even between corporations
and regulatory agencies.

In other words, the idea of quality control is not sim-
ply a method by which management tries to cut costs,
squeeze out more units of production, or give employees a
voice on an internal team. While all of those benefits ac-
crue from a quality control program, they are among the
results of a more universally applied and systematic point
of view. A traditional organization has boards and officers
at the top, operational leadership, and then managers and
employees far down the line. The more complex the orga-
nizational chain of command, the more difficult it be-
comes to achieve any meaningful or effective quality
control. It becomes easy for a manager to recognize a
problem elsewhere, but to shrug it off. “It’s not my prob-
lem” is the default position.

With the universal approach to quality, we recognize
something that is both obvious and all-important. Any
problem within the company is a shared responsibility be-
cause, ultimately, defects (whether related to product or
service, customer service, communication, or compli-
ance) are going to affect the corporation and all of its em-
ployees, officers, and stockholders. In the long term,
dynamically organized and effectively managed corpora-
tions are going to succeed, and segmented, inert, disorga-
nized, bureaucratic, and ineffective corporations are going
to lose customer base. As markets decline, those compa-
nies also experience declines in vendor relations, em-
ployee morale, and internal communication.

INTRODUCTION2
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Quality, for all its mundane attributes, can be far
more than the trite concept that so many have come to
view with well-deserved cynicism. If quality control is
only an expression used to describe management’s way of
dealing with cost overruns, it has no significance beyond
that limited application. A quality control program that
demands better results without involving the worker in
the broader corporate-wide idea, can be of limited value
alone. For those corporations that prefer demanding
higher quality without creating a sense of real teamwork,
the opportunities are going to be missed. Ultimately, their
competitors—who recognize the opportunities to create
very effective and dynamic quality programs—are going
to take market share away.

Six Sigma is an effective approach to a broad-based
quality control program. It is far more than the traditional
approach, in which internal teams are created to reduce
production defects, solve problems within one depart-
ment, and address problems in isolation. Six Sigma is
more than a quality control program with another name;
it is a quality-based system for reorganizing the entire ap-
proach to work in every aspect: productivity, communica-
tion, involvement at every level, and external service.

Because Six Sigma and its guidelines improve per-
formance and communication on many levels, it changes
not only the outcome (service, production, or communi-
cation) but affects the very way that we communicate
with each other and with customers and vendors. Pro-
grams may begin with focus on a single problem, such as
errors in customer deliveries or the inability to keep
products in inventory, but the solutions are not isolated.
If a vice president responds to a problem by insisting
that it be fixed at the departmental level—and without
examining its broader implications—an opportunity is
lost. If that same vice president involves the entire cor-
poration in a study of how and why such problems
evolve, they will find more permanent solutions. This
does not mean a complex, expensive analysis has to be
used; rather, Six Sigma is designed for rapid, simple
problem solving that involves all levels and all contacts
(employee, customer, vendor).

Introduction 3
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This book is designed to show, step by step, how Six
Sigma works and how it can be used most effectively.
Whether you are an executive or manager trying to
change your approach to problem solving, or an employee
in a corporation with a Six Sigma program, this book is
structured to lead you through each step of the process. It
includes definitions in margins, placed at the point of dis-
cussion. This enables you to master the terminology as
you read along. We use many examples, checklists, and
graphics to further help you in developing a working
knowledge of Six Sigma.

If we hope to become more effective in production,
service, and communication, we need not only to improve
our internal approach; we also need to help our fellow
employees, supervisors, and managers to move along the
same path. Effectiveness on every level is the goal and
purpose to Six Sigma. The broad-based quality ideal—an
appreciation of what is needed to strive for perfection—
requires that everyone in the company understands its
importance and their part in achieving it.

INTRODUCTION4
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5

1
The Meaning
of Six Sigma

Many years ago at Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco, I saw a fisher-
man sewing up holes in his net. The net was quite large and he had lain
it out over a wide expanse of the dock. I watched him for quite some
time, noticing that he paid careful attention to even the smallest tear, me-
thodically repairing each one in turn. When he took a break I walked
over to him. “Why do you have to fix all the tears, even the little ones?” I
asked him. He explained, “It only takes one small tear for all of the fish
to escape.”

Perfection—impossible to achieve completely and all
of the time—is a goal worth keeping in mind. If we
set our sights any lower, we deserve what we get. If

we settle for 80 percent or 70 percent, we can never ex-
pect to reach 95 percent or 98 percent. As the old fisher-
man explained, even the smallest imperfection affects the
entire effort. A small tear in the net becomes a bigger tear
and the fish escape as the net is pulled in. The corporate
world works in the same way. What might seem a minor
imperfection or a flaw in a remote department affects you
and your product or service. The solution: We have to
find all the tears and repair them, methodically and com-
pletely. Yes, new tears will appear in the net, but we can-
not shrug and explain, “We found most of them.” We also
cannot just shrug and say, “It’s not my job.” Perfection is
not a requirement, but it is a goal worth setting. We can

Chapter
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then compare our outcomes to the goal, seeing improve-
ment and measuring it against that goal.

THE ORIGINS OF SIX SIGMA

Sigma is the letter in the Greek alphabet used to denote
standard deviation, a statistical measurement of variation,
the exceptions to expected outcomes. Standard deviation
can be thought of as a comparison between expected re-
sults or outcomes in a group of operations, versus those
that fail.

The measurement of standard deviation shows us
that rates of defects, or exceptions, are measurable. Six
Sigma is the definition of outcomes as close as possible to
perfection. With six standard deviations, we arrive at 3.4
defects per million opportunities, or 99.9997 percent.
This would mean that at Six Sigma, an airline would lose
only three pieces of luggage for every one million that it
handles; or that the phone company would have only
three unhappy customers out of every one million who
use the phone that day. The purpose in evaluating defects
is not to eliminate them entirely, but to strive for improve-
ment to the highest possible level that we can achieve.

Key Point We evaluate defects to improve overall per-
formance, knowing that eliminating them completely is
unrealistic.

We know that trying to achieve Six Sigma would be
impractical on a consistent basis; so while it is a desirable
goal, it presents a model against which we can measure
our performance. So rather than setting the unrealistic
goal of achieving perfection, we can observe (1) our cur-
rent Sigma level and (2) improvement in that level as
changes are made.

Table 1.1 presents an abbreviated summary of Sigma
level, defects per million, and yield, or success rate of the
outcomes.

You can identify your level of Sigma performance
and then compare it to the chart. This is where the bene-

THE MEANING OF SIX SIGMA6

sigma
the level of varia-
tion compared to
an average; the
Greek letter, 
σ used by statisti-
cians to denote
standard 
deviation.

standard
deviation
the degree of
exception, or
variation from
the average, in a
group of out-
comes, used to
describe excep-
tions to an ex-
pected result.

Six Sigma
a measurement
denoting near
perfection, repre-
senting six stan-
dard deviations
or 3.4 million
defects per mil-
lion operations;
the ideal against
which actual
performance is
measured.
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fits of Six Sigma are realized. By comparing your out-
comes to the ideal outcome of Six Sigma, you can quantify
quality itself.

Example: Your department performed 535 specific oper-
ations last month. Of these, 43 were defective (they fell
outside the acceptable range of outcomes). This means
that 492 of the operations were successful. The yield was:

492 ÷ 535 = 91.9%

Referring to Table 1.1, we discover that this outcome
represents Sigma somewhere between 2.5 and 3. If you
were able to reduce the number of defects by half, ending
up with 21, your acceptable outcomes would then grow to
514 out of 535 operations, and your yield would increase
as well:

514 ÷ 535 = 96.1%

The Origins of Six Sigma 7

TABLE 1.1 Sigma Table

Defects per
Sigma Million Yield

6.0 3.4 99.9997%

5.0 233.0 99.977

4.0 6,210.0 99.379

3.0 66,807.0 93.32

2.5 158,655.0 84.1

2.0 308,538.0 69.1

1.5 500,000.0 50.0

1.4 539,828.0 46.0

1.3 579,260.0 42.1

1.2 617,911.0 38.2

1.1 655,422.0 34.5

1.0 691,462.0 30.9

0.5 841,345.0 15.9

0.0 933,193.0 6.7
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Now the Sigma is between 3 and 4, a significant im-
provement. Of course, if you cut defects in half, you are
going to know your outcomes have improved, so what
purpose does Six Sigma provide beyond the obvious
scorekeeping? As the preceding example demonstrates,
improvement in quality can be specifically measured. In
practice, you may be dealing with a much greater volume
of outcomes, and the incremental rate of success is likely
to be smaller than that shown in the example; and Six
Sigma is far more than a measuring system. It is a way of
doing things, a change in cultural attitude that is designed
to create a company-wide team in practical terms. As far
as the scorekeeping aspects of Six Sigma go, if you begin
with an assumption that a change in procedures will pro-
duce an expected change in outcomes, you can then com-
pare actual to projected results to judge the success of
your work.

Key Point What makes Six Sigma different from most
other quality control programs? It is more than just a way
to improve performance; it is a method for changing the
corporate culture, from top to bottom.

An “operation” can be any function you perform—
delivery of goods, telephone contact, balancing accounts,
or executing a repair, for example. Any operation is
measurable in Sigma terms. The desired outcome repre-
sents satisfaction of the customer’s expectation, and 
any time that expectation is not met, the outcome is 
defective.

While measuring results is a crucial part of the
process, you will be more concerned with how Six Sigma
is applied and what role you and other employees will
perform within that process. So the idea of Six Sigma is
much more than the latest approach to quality control; it
represents a change in philosophy that affects everyone.
It is designed to bring everyone into a single team with
the same overall goals. So many corporate employees—
especially in large organizations—have a sense of isola-
tion or view their relatively small department as a realm
unto itself. Six Sigma encompasses the entire corpora-

THE MEANING OF SIX SIGMA8
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tion as a single team and is aimed at removing that sense
of isolation.

The concept of Six Sigma began at Motorola in the
1980s. An engineer named Mikel Harry began analyzing
variation in outcomes in the company’s internal proce-
dures, and realized that by measuring variation it would
be possible to improve working systems. However,
whereas other quality systems were designed at only mea-
suring performance, the Six Sigma approach that grew
from Harry’s original ideas was different. The procedures
were aimed at taking action to change procedures so that
overall performance could be improved permanently—
and at every level within the company.

Within a few years, the same idea had taken root at
General Electric and AlliedSignal. GE decided in 1995 to
implement Six Sigma throughout the entire organization.
CEO Jack Welch led the company through this implemen-
tation, and many divisions of GE experienced impressive
improvements in quality during those years. Estimates are
that cost savings from Six Sigma application exceeded
$320 million within the first two years, and more than $1
billion by 1999.1

Key Point Cost savings are an important aspect of
quality control, but they are only one aspect; a perma-
nent, effective, and rewarding quality program requires
more work.

So many quality programs have been devised,
named, and put into effect over many years. Most fail after
a while because employees lose faith in those programs. It
becomes obvious to employees that “quality control” re-
ally represents management’s attempt to cut costs and ex-
penses and get more work from its labor force. In other
words, the program applies to the worker but there is no
change in management itself. If the final result of a quality
program is to achieve increased efficiency, and that results
in layoffs, who benefits? With Six Sigma, everyone is in-
volved and everyone is expected to change (for the better)
as part of one overall team. The purpose is not assigned to
the rank and file, but is shared from top to bottom.

The Origins of Six Sigma 9
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BUSINESS PROCESS MANAGEMENT (BPM)
AS A STARTING POINT

Like all other specialized processes, Six Sigma involves
the use of a series of specialized terms. They have specific
meaning and are important in distinguishing the roles
that people play in executing the successful Six Sigma
procedure.

The concept of Six Sigma begins with a process
model and its implementation is called Business Process
Management (BPM). Using the BPM model allows us to
understand how work evolves and to move through the
organization from input to output.

To visualize how BPM helps us to (1) design, (2)
communicate, and (3) improve systems, we use a flow-
chart. Those who grew up in the computer age are accus-
tomed to seeing flowcharts that move from top to bottom.
We have come to think of work flow in similar terms; but
in practice, we can better express the workings of a proce-
dure when we express work flow from left to right. This is
not merely the mincing of words or the moving of a verti-
cal flowchart to a horizontal one. In fact, the horizontal
BMP model is a powerful tool for identifying likely prob-
lem areas within processes and then for taking steps to de-
crease defects.

The design of the basic model horizontal flowchart is
shown in Figure 1.1.

Note that there appear to be three horizontal levels
in the process area of this illustration. These represent de-

THE MEANING OF SIX SIGMA10

Input Output

Processes

Processes

FIGURE 1.1 Model horizontal flowchart.

BPM
(Business
Process
Management)
an approach to
work based on a
model (Business
Process Model)
describing how
work moves from
step to step
through the orga-
nization.
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partments, individuals, or other sub-teams that perform
specific functions. Because the exact mix of responsibility
is likely to vary from one process to another, these may be
described as areas of responsibility.

A timeline can be added along the bottom, if desired,
to indicate how timing comes into play in the process. Ad-
ditionally, any reports or other generated work documents
can be identified with drop-down boxes. This ties the in-
terim output to the area of responsibility, point in the
process, and timing of the task.

Key Point The horizontal flowchart is not just a pas-
sive work flow summary; it is a working document used
for identifying the steps in a process and, most signifi-
cantly, for highlighting the likely places where variances,
or defects, are most likely to occur.

In determining how to best improve quality, we have
to first ensure that work flow is logical and complete. The
horizontal flowchart used for BPM enables us to examine
each step along the way to make sure we understand time
requirements, steps and sequence, and specific responsi-
bility. These include determining what has to be received
in order to execute a step, and what has to be passed on
for the next step. This is a methodical and precise
method, both for defining work flow and finding likely
variables—where defects or failures are likely to occur.
Figure 1.2 highlights these points in the process.

In the figure, we have identified exact steps in the
process where we believe variances are most likely to oc-
cur, or where defects are likely to be generated. These
points are identified as black rectangles. The assumption
in a process involving multiple areas of responsibility is
that the likely variance points are strongest when
processes move from one area to another. As long as a
process is confined to a single area of responsibility, its
steps can be managed by a limited number of supervisors
or managers. When more than one area of responsibility
comes into play, we can place emphasis on the points
where a step is completed and the process then moves
elsewhere. This is where problems are most likely to arise.

Business Process Management (BPM) as a Starting Point 11
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These include a failure to act in a timely manner, process-
ing with incomplete data, interpretations containing er-
rors, and similar, common variances.

We further expand the horizontal flowchart to iden-
tify both a timeline and interim documents generated
throughout the process. This is shown in Figure 1.3.

In this expanded version of the horizontal flowchart,
we have a complete picture: Areas of responsibility,
process flow from one step to another (including changes
between areas of responsibility), likely variance and defect
points, a timeline, and interim and final reports.

Understanding the essential importance of BPM is a
starting point in Six Sigma. For example, if you have a
process riddled with defects, the best way to identify the
problem—as a starting point—is to prepare the horizontal
flowchart. By methodically speaking with each person,
department, or team involved in the process, we can put
together a complete picture of how it works and how it
should work. This highlights variance points leading to
identification of likely defect points so that appropriate
changes can be made. This is how the Sigma level is effec-
tively raised—by focusing on variance points and enforc-
ing procedures where those occur.

The flowchart approach to defining processes can be
used effectively for improving existing procedures, mak-

THE MEANING OF SIX SIGMA12

Input Output

Processes

Processes

variance points

FIGURE 1.2 Model horizontal flowchart with variance points.

ccc_thomsett_ch01_5-30.qxd  9/17/04  5:35 PM  Page 12



ing process changes, merging two or more procedures, or
developing new procedures. The flowchart also serves as
an excellent training tool. It provides new employees with
a view in the context of their roles in a larger procedure,
as well as providing steps in sequence. The flowchart
identifies each element within the process from beginning
to end so that everyone involved can view not only their
role, but the roles of others as well. When accompanied
with the more traditional procedural documentation, this
visualized form of process flow is a powerful internal
quality control and training tool. A more detailed example
of the horizontal flowchart and its practical application—
both as a Six Sigma tool and an internal document—is
provided in Chapter 6.

Business Process Management (BPM) as a Starting Point 13
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THE THREE PRIMARY ELEMENTS:
CUSTOMERS, PROCESSES, EMPLOYEES

With Six Sigma, the purpose of the whole exercise is to lo-
cate defects, identify ways to prevent them, and make im-
provements permanent. A defect is any outcome that does
not satisfy the needs of the “customer.”

Key Point In defining a customer, many people are
surprised to realize that everyone is in the customer ser-
vice business—even the clerk who never gets out of the
windowless basement office.

You may notice that we have placed quotations
around the word “customer.” This was done for a good
reason: We want to expand the definition of this word. In
the widely understood sense, a customer is someone who
buys our goods or services. It is usually someone outside
the company—a consumer, another company, or the gov-
ernment, for example. In Six Sigma, you may serve a dif-
ferent customer. Those in nonmarketing environments
are often described as people who “never see a customer,”
but this is not an accurate assumption. We all have cus-
tomers. As a basic definition of a job, we provide some-
thing of value to someone else. So your customer may be
another department or a group of employees within your
own company.

The accounting department usually has little or no
contact outside the company. However, it prepares bud-
gets, reports, and payroll checks for a wide variety of de-
partments and people. If someone does not receive their
paycheck on the day expected, it means there is a defect
in the process within the payroll accounting department.
There is little doubt that the department will hear from its
“customer” very quickly.

A shipping and receiving department deals with de-
livery services, the post office, or a trucking company, and
is responsible for making sure that any goods to be re-
ceived or delivered are expedited in a timely manner. If a
package does not show up on either end or is delivered to

THE MEANING OF SIX SIGMA14

defect
any outcome that
falls short of the
customer’s needs
or expectations.
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the wrong address, or the contents are broken in transit,
those outcomes have failed to meet the needs of the cus-
tomer. That customer could be a buyer, a vendor, a clerk
in the mail room, or the CEO. We cannot limit the defini-
tion of “customer” only to those who buy what our com-
pany sells; large numbers of employees deal with other
types of customers.

Example: The accounts payable department is responsi-
ble for making timely payments to vendors. A marketing
employee has promised payment to a valued vendor by
the 15th of the month. This promise was mentioned in
paperwork forwarded to accounts payable, with a note
explaining that the items being purchased were essential
for a marketing presentation. The vendor would not
make delivery until payment was received. The accounts
payable department scheduled payment for the 18th, not
realizing that the deadline of the 15th was critical.

In this example, a defect occurred due to a collapse in
communication. The flaw in procedure is shared by the
marketing employee who did not follow up to ensure that
the importance of the timing was comprehended. The ac-
counts payable department assigned a payment date with-
out checking the paperwork thoroughly. This type of
failure is typical when process flows from one department
to another. The defect cannot be blamed or assigned, be-
cause in each case, both sides were involved, and both
sides failed to take quality control steps to make sure the
defect did not occur. The marketing employee is aware of
the customer who requires payment by a specific date, a
requisite for timely delivery. The accounts payable em-
ployee, however, has not been made aware of his or her
customer’s needs, because that customer (the marketing
employee) did not communicate well enough to ensure a
smooth process.

Key Point For the purpose of identifying quality re-
quirements, we need to first understand the customer’s re-
quirements and expectations.
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It is not difficult to see how a relatively simply
change in procedure could eliminate virtually all defects
in this type of transaction. If anyone requesting payment
were to institute a follow-up procedure, it would improve
communication at the source (assuming they followed the
procedure, of course). If accounts payable were to check
paperwork and then follow up to eliminate any uncer-
tainty, it would also do away with the majority of defective
outcomes. This doubled-up procedure would reduce the
chances for defects. So the marketing department is ex-
pected to follow up and ensure timely payment, and ac-
counts payable is supposed to make sure it knows when
payments are to be made. If either one follows their proce-
dure, a potential defect will be avoided. The steps to
nearly foolproof procedures are often simple, and the re-
sulting changes can be dramatic as well. With human er-
ror added into the equation, some defects are going to
occur. However, by tracking the flaw, we can again bolster
up the procedures so that processes run far more
smoothly, and so that human error can be managed and
outcomes moved up to a higher Sigma.

Customers, processes, and employees are the three
primary elements in operating within the Six Sigma qual-
ity control environment. The customer (an end customer
in the traditional definition or another department or
person in the broader definition) depends on a specific
employee or department to operate within the process
and to deliver the needed and expected outcome. In this
case, the outcome was the timely payment. A late pay-
ment is a defect. In the accounts payable environment, a
timely payment may be assumed to be 30 days unless oth-
erwise indicated—remembering, however, that assump-
tions may themselves lead to defects. So if we are to
assume that it is universally understood that the 30-day
cycle is in operation unless otherwise specified, we have
a starting point. The default presumption is in operation
unless someone reads instructions on a check requisi-
tion, receives a telephone call, or—lacking any specific
information—makes a telephone call to check whether
the 30-day default is acceptable.

The interaction between customers, processes, and
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employees is complex. Every situation is different, so
every definition of a defect is different as well. The ac-
counts payable department might wish to define defects
as “late” payments, meaning a payment beyond 30 days.
So any request for a check to be issued prior to 30 days is
an exception. By this definition, the payment in the ex-
ample would not be called a defect as long as it was made
within the 30-day default period. The problem here is
that from the marketing department’s point of view, expe-
dited payment is needed and if it is not made, there is a
defect. One goal of Six Sigma is to reconcile these differ-
ent definitions of “defects” from two sides involved in the
same process.

Key Point Definition of a customer’s requirements may
not be the same on both sides of the transaction; we need
to come to an agreement about what those requirements
are before we can expect to fix or avoid problems.

This demonstrates how an effective quality control
system has to go beyond the traditional way that depart-
ments and people work with one another. If the definition
of a defect is going to be made secondary to an unrealistic
definition, then the quality control program is destined to
fail. The departmental attitude—“It’s not my problem”—
has to be replaced with a broader view. If a person chooses
to believe that the world is flat, the potential dangers of
travel are not an issue as long as that person never leaves
home. However, as long as that individual continues to
hold onto the flat-world belief, he or she will be of little
value if the task at hand is to map out an expedition to
distant lands.

Perhaps the accounts payable department is being
asked to travel to distant lands and challenge its own as-
sumptions. Under Six Sigma, the department would ac-
knowledge that the assumption based on a 30-day
timetable is unrealistic in many instances; they cannot
expect the world to conform to the view most convenient
to them: universal application of a payment cycle to all
instances where checks are to be issued. While many
payments conform to that model, the nature of accounts
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payable is to make a variety of accommodations for its
customers (including vendors, other departments, and
their fellow employees). These accommodations include
the flexibility to cut a check immediately or to accept a
variety of deadline terms as part of the payment. In this
department, a defect results from a flawed assumption. So
the very method of processing has to be examined and
modified. Instead of viewing a 30-day payment term as
the default position, the department needs to begin the
process with the question “When is the payment due?” If
most payments are due within 30 days, they can be man-
aged according to that procedure; but if some other terms
apply, the process has to be set up to manage it. Excep-
tions can be processed smoothly as long as the system
looks for them. It is invariably a mistake to allow the
rigid presumptions of a process to overrule the excep-
tions in the interest of more efficient (but flawed)
processes.

That process itself is a primary element in the cus-
tomer-process-employee interaction, and it has to work
with the customers and employees. While this require-
ment may seem obvious, it is not always put into practice.
When the process sets the rules and customers or employ-
ees have to conform to it, defects have to be expected. For
example, imagine the outcome if a vendor agreed to de-
liver on condition that payment arrives by the 15th, and
the marketing employee responded, “I cannot promise
payment until 30 days from now.”

You would expect the vendor to refuse to ship, or to
have to change the terms to accommodate the marketing
employee. These types of unsatisfactory outcomes take
place every day. In the case of the vendor and marketing
employee, the goods might be delivered, but the vendor’s
opinion of the company declines. So the defect in this
case would be invisible because the goods get delivered—
but the goodwill loss, perhaps a significant one, is not vis-
ible to anyone observing the process. Some may even
shrug it off, observing that the vendor needs the account
more than the company needs the vendor, so he or she
has to change the fast-payment procedure, “or we will use
someone else.”
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Key Point We should be concerned about losing good-
will with our customers, whether they are found outside
the company or in the department down the hall.

Vendor service, a variation of customer service, is of-
ten ignored or overlooked in the corporate environment
that operates based on process alone. If you are not aware
of quality control in all of its aspects, then the processes
dominate the interaction. That vendor, who is a customer
in every sense, will suffer from the defect. It may be that
the goods the vendor is supplying have to be purchased
elsewhere to be processed, so the vendor has to invest a
large sum of money. This would explain why fast payment
is essential, and a reasonable requirement as well. The ac-
counts payable rule that payments go out “net 30” is not
always fair or realistic. Flexibility gives you the edge. Your
market consists of a range of different customers, and the
more you are able to provide a responsive outcome free of
defects, the higher the quality of your product.

ADDITIONAL ELEMENTS:
SUBCONTRACTORS AND REGULATORS

Vendors and other employees or departments are cus-
tomers in the quality control environment. The definition
of customers is not limited to these, either. You also serve
the needs of subcontractors and regulators, who also are
your customers.

A “subcontractor” may be another department, an
outside provider, or another operating unit within your
organization. It is an error to view the subcontractor as a
noncustomer. In fact, once you begin looking for cus-
tomers and treating all contacts as customer service op-
portunities, the quality in your department or area of
responsibility is likely to rise dramatically. As part of the
broader operating philosophy of Six Sigma, customer ser-
vice is not limited to those who buy something from us.
We are surrounded by customers, each with a variety of
expectations. Whether our product is a report, a check,
an answer to a question, or a package, we are providers to
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many, and they are our customers. If those outsiders also
adopt the attitude that in some respects, you are their
customer, the whole process takes on a new face and
quality control works throughout the organization—with
fewer defects.

We mention regulators in the same section with
subcontractors for a good reason. The usual attitude to-
ward regulators deserves a fresh look. Traditionally, we
view regulation as an imposition from the outside, and if
we did not have to submit, we would not. It provides
nothing productive or valuable. Regulation is adversarial,
an intrusion.

In the broader view, the regulatory environment can
be viewed as a customer as well. Listed companies, for ex-
ample, have to deal with stock exchange listing standards,
federal and state reporting and disclosure requirements,
and an independent audit. All of these routines provide
something of value. Stockholders would not invest with
any confidence if regulators did not examine the books of
the corporation. The independent auditor as a service
provider relates to the corporation as its customer or
client. At the same time, departments within the company
provide answers to questions, documents and files, and
process suggestions to auditors and to regulators, so in
that respect, some internal departments (such as financial
reporting and accounting departments and internal audit-
ing) may view regulatory agencies as “customers.” If it is
their responsibility to comply with the needs of an audit-
ing firm or a federal or state regulator, then those agencies
are, indeed, the department’s customers.

Key Point The idea of applying customer service to a
regulator is contrary to popular thinking, but it makes
sense. And it is also good business practice.

While the popular view of regulators is negative, you
may view the provider-to-customer approach to working
within this environment, thus improving performance. If
your job includes compliance with a regulatory agency,
taking the customer service approach is appropriate. To
the extent that you provide accurate, timely, and useful in-
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formation, you improve your performance. Even without
viewing a regulatory agency as a “customer” per se, it re-
mains a valid point that your performance should be as
excellent as possible. When it comes to regulators, we
may remind ourselves that we do not have to like the cus-
tomer to provide good customer service. You may view
regulation as a necessary evil and an inconvenience—just
as a busy retail clerk will view a customer with many
questions. That clerk performs the task with excellent ser-
vice by remaining courteous and responsive, even when
they would rather usher everyone out and lock the doors.

THE PARTICIPANTS IN SIX SIGMA

Whether you like your customer or not, your customer
service system can and should be as defect free as possi-
ble—even if only to make your job easier. Under a Six
Sigma program, members of your organization are as-
signed specific roles to play, each with a title. This highly
structured format is necessary in order to implement Six
Sigma throughout the organization, because the chain of
command in your company will not necessarily apply in
the Six Sigma environment. For the quality control pro-
gram to work well, the reporting chain has to be sus-
pended. There are seven specific responsibilities or “role
areas” in the Six Sigma program. These are:

1. Leadership. A leadership team or council defines
the goals and objectives in the Six Sigma process. Just as a
corporate leader sets a tone and course to achieve an ob-
jective, the Six Sigma council sets out the goals to be met
by the team. A checklist of some areas the council would
undertake as responsibilities is shown in Table 1.2.

By following this list, the leadership council be-
comes results oriented. You expect any leader to demand
and expect the desired outcome, in terms of quality, dead-
line and problem solving. Six Sigma can work only when
results are meaningful and improve overall customer ser-
vice. This usually will mean higher customer satisfaction
due to reduced incidence of defects.

The Participants in Six Sigma 21

leadership
council
the team or com-
mittee that de-
fines the specific
goals of a Six
Sigma process,
the provider of
goals to be met
by the team.

ccc_thomsett_ch01_5-30.qxd  9/17/04  5:35 PM  Page 21



2. Sponsor. The individual in the sponsor role acts as
a problem solver for the ongoing Six Sigma project. Usu-
ally a senior manager within the company, the sponsor
implements the leadership council’s orders and smoothes
out any conflicts that arise. The sponsor often has a keen
sense of the need for a Six Sigma process because he or
she will end up managing the process after the team has
revamped it. The sponsor’s responsibilities are listed in
Table 1.3.

3. Implementation leader or director. The implementa-
tion leader is responsible for overseeing the entire Six
Sigma effort for a team (or group of teams). He or she
supports the leadership team or council by ensuring that
their mandate is implemented; recommends people for
important roles on a Six Sigma team, either from within
the company or from outside resources; ensuring success
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TABLE 1.2 Checklist, Leadership Council Responsibilities

Responsibility Description of Duties

1. Define the purpose of Definition is the key to initiating any project; 
the Six Sigma Program the council begins by identifying the reasons 

for undertaking a specific activity.

2. Explain how the result Every Six Sigma program is aimed at meeting 
is going to benefit the the needs of the customer; improving 
customer performance; and reducing the incidence of 

defects. The program needs to be structured in 
these terms.

3. Set a schedule for work The project is broken down into logical 
and interim deadlines sequence and phases, each with deadlines for 

(1) review, (2) change, and (3) final version.

4. Develop a means for As the project progresses, work is monitored to 
review and oversight ensure it is on track and properly focused. This 

phase also ensures that each team member is 
executing responsibilities as expected.

5. Support team members The real leadership in Six Sigma is 
and defend established demonstrated by how well the council defends 
positions the process. Enthusiastic adherence to Six 

Sigma principles ensures that the team will 
remain cohesive.

sponsor
the problem
solver within a
Six Sigma pro-
ject, usually a
manager who
implements the
orders passed
down by the
council; often the
process owner, or
person who is
ultimately re-
sponsible for
completing a
process.
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of the implementation plan and solving problems as they
arise; training as needed; and assisting sponsors in moti-
vating the team.

4. Coach. The term coach implies a trainer or guide.
In the Six Sigma team, the coach serves as an expert or
consultant to the team and its members. Duties include
working as go-between for sponsor and leadership; sched-
uling the work of the team; identifying and defining de-
sired results of the project; mediating disagreements,
conflicts, and resistance to the program; and identifying
success as it occurs.

5. Team leader. The day-to-day work of the Six Sigma
team is managed by the team leader. Responsibilities in-
clude communication with the sponsor in defining pro-
ject goals and rationale; picking and assisting team
members and other resources; keeping the project on
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TABLE 1.3 Checklist, Sponsor Responsibilities

Responsibility Description of Duties

1. Maintain focus on The sponsor ensures that team members keep 
the goals defined by the the ultimate goal in mind and keep focused 
leadership toward it.

2. Supervise and train team The sponsor acts as supervisor, making sure 
members as needed that team members understand their tasks and 

know how to complete them. When extra 
training or support is needed, the sponsor 
provides it.

3. Act as representative As work progresses, the sponsor represents the 
of the team with the team and, when necessary, defends them or 
leadership speaks for them as representative.

4. Find and manage needed Six Sigma work is not always performed within 
project resources a single area or department. The sponsor acts 

as go-between when help is needed between 
departments or operating units.

5. Mediate any conflicts or Individuals within one team may find 
disagreements within themselves in conflict with one another; or the 
the team or with outside work of the team might be in conflict with 
areas another team. The sponsor is a coordinator, 

responsible for solving this problem.

implementation
leader
the person re-
sponsible for
supervising the
Six Sigma team
effort, who sup-
ports the leader-
ship council by
ensuring that the
work of the team
is completed in
the desired 
manner.
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schedule; and keeping track of steps in the process as they
are completed.

6. Team member. A team can have a number of defin-
itions within the organization. It often refers to a group of
people working together from different units or depart-
ments. The team members execute specific Six Sigma as-
signments and work with other members of the team
within a defined project schedule, to reach specifically
identified goals.

7. Process owner. The process owner ends up with an
improved procedure, or is assigned responsibility for exe-
cuting processes newly designed by the team.

It may seem that there are an unnecessarily large
number of layers in the Six Sigma process. Why the for-
mality? First, we need to clarify that these rules repre-
sent a maximum number of tiers in a Six Sigma process,
but they are not all required. Some may be combined
and executed by the same person. In a very complex
project involving many different departments and re-
quiring a long time for completion, a highly structured
procedure—with frequent review, strict oversight, and
well-defined responsibilities—is desirable. In a shorter-
term project involving only one or two departments, 
the structure of the Six Sigma organization can be more
abbreviated.

Key Point The multiple layers and titles in a Six Sigma
operation often can be reduced or combined. The formal-
ized structure allows for flexibility, so that projects of all
sizes can be managed appropriately within the Six Sigma
approach.

The organization of the overall Six Sigma system is
summarized in Figure 1.4.

PARTICIPANT WITHIN SIX SIGMA

Many labels have evolved over the years that Six Sigma
has been in use. These labels originated at founding com-
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pany Motorola, but the definitions have been extended by
other users since then.

The assignment of belt colors to various roles is de-
rived from the obvious source, martial arts. At the top of
the achievement level in karate, for example, is the Black
Belt. The person possessing this belt has achieved the
highest skill level and is an experienced expert in various
techniques. As applied to the Six Sigma program, the indi-
vidual designated as a Black Belt will have completed a
thorough internal training program and have experienced
work on several projects. The black belt holder is usually
given the role of team leader, the person who is responsi-
ble for execution and scheduling.

Participant within Six Sigma 25
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FIGURE 1.4 Organization of the Six Sigma program.
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team leader, who
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ensuring that the
benefits of Six
Sigma projects
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Another level is the Master Black Belt, a person who
is available to consult with the team or its leadership but
who is not a direct member of the team itself. This may be
the equivalent of the role played by the coach; or for more
technical and complex projects, the Master Black Belt is
available to answer procedural questions and to resolve
the technical issues that come up.

The Green Belt designation can also belong to the
team leader or to a member of the team working directly
with the team leader. Referring back to the source desig-
nations, a karate green belt is less experienced than the
black belt but is cast in a key role within the team.

These colorful names were originally intended to
add a descriptive sense to the otherwise dry roles of
leader, sponsor, and other well-known but overused cor-
porate titles. However, there is also a danger in overdefin-
ing roles. The roles performed by council, sponsor,
implementation leader, team leader, coach, and team
members should be clarified as much as possible; and
those levels combined when possible to keep the process
simple and efficient. The advantage of describing a role or
series of responsibilities in terms of belt colors may be
helpful in exhibiting an individual’s team experience and
ability. The distinction between the actual designation and
the belt color should not confuse the roles played by each
participant on the team.

Key Point The belt names are one tool for defining lev-
els of expertise and experience. They do not change or re-
place the organizational roles in the Six Sigma process.

GOALS OF THE PROGRAM

In any undertaking that is going to place demands on
time, budgets, and other resources, we need to begin
with a definition of the perceived benefits we hope to de-
rive. In the case of a corporate-wide Six Sigma program,
the intention is to change the entire corporate culture
for the better.

Beginning with the traditional customer—the re-
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ceiver or products or services that we provide—it is ap-
parent that the best internal systems cannot be devel-
oped in isolation. In some respects, we learn from our
mistakes so that an exceptional system is the result of
trial and error. However, such a system may also be de-
veloped by listening to the customer. If customer satis-
faction is the primary focus of a Six Sigma program, we
cannot ignore the customer’s expectations, because that
set of expectations defines quality and enables us to spot
defects. The questions that every corporate leader and
employee should be asking are based on acknowledging
that the customer defines quality itself. As GE’s former
CEO explained:

The best Six Sigma projects begin not inside the
business but outside it, focused on answering the ques-
tion, How can we make the customer more competitive?
What is critical to the customer’s success?2

Customer satisfaction is the essential and defining
concern for all quality programs. If we also extend that
definition so that all of us deal with a “customer” in some
manner, then the smart theories of improved customer re-
lations can be applied across the entire organization. One
of the beliefs that harms morale among nonmarketing em-
ployees is the polarizing observation that they never see
or speak to a customer. So an elite subculture arises, in
which marketing employees bring in the profits while
nonmarketing people merely shuffle paper. This is one of
the most damaging themes seen in corporations, and it is
most pronounced in companies involved with marketing
directly to customers.

Key Point The belief that there are two kinds of em-
ployees—those who see customers and those who do
not—is damaging to morale and impedes the develop-
ment of a quality control system. Everyone has a cus-
tomer, and once this is recognized, the real job of creating
a company-wide team can begin.

So as a goal, it is not enough to define the program
as aimed toward improving customer service; it should
also extend that definition so that everyone, even those
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merely shuffling papers, can adopt the same attitude fo-
cused on improved customer service. This brings us to a
second goal of any quality control program: employee
involvement. As a member of a department, an employee
is likely to be expected to focus very narrowly on spe-
cific functions, deadlines, and procedures. These
processes are often best performed in an isolated man-
ner, while a supervisor or manager worries about inter-
action with other departments or with management.
Depending on the type of department, the limitation of
processes often makes sense. When it comes to a broader
involvement in and participation in quality control, that
same employee is given a different type of incentive.
This ownership over processes—derived from develop-
ing improved, more creative, more efficient, or more
profitable methodology—is satisfying and rewarding and
may give the employee a sense of real participation. This
satisfaction may be lacking in the departmental routines
and attendant deadlines. So quality participation can do
a lot to improve employee morale. Allowing people to
define how processes can be improved is perhaps the
single most important step a company can take to im-
prove morale among its employees.

In defining customers, we may also look at employ-
ees in that light. In many respects, the employee is the
“customer” of the department supervisor or manager, the
vice president, and the CEO. Management has a responsi-
bility to the company’s employees and, if we are to include
vendors as “customers,” we should certainly extend the
same status to employees—and for good reason. If we ex-
clude the employee from the broad definition of “cus-
tomer,” then we cannot expect that employee to respond
to improved internal processes that come from Six Sigma
projects. Any project that improves service to customers
or vendors has to also improve the quality of corporate
life for employees. Positive change invariably has that ef-
fect, but we have to be aware that we need to change a
cultural attitude. Six Sigma participation is intended to
help employees—whether marketing or administrative—
to move beyond the demoralizing characterization of
some employees as having no customer contact.
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Finally, we expect Six Sigma to work universally. So
the same redefined “customer” embraces the subcontrac-
tor and even the regulator. A subcontractor may be a com-
pany that works within the corporate structure without
being a part of the formal reporting chain, such as a con-
sulting firm, for example. And while applying a standard
of customer service to those agencies within the regula-
tory environment may seem odd, it makes perfect sense.
In defining the types of defects we expect to see when
dealing with the regulatory customer, we conclude that
improved quality is beneficial to everyone.

For example, a regulator may be interested in ensur-
ing that disclosures are made properly to investors. (This
would apply to federal and state securities agencies and to
stock exchanges for companies that are publicly listed.)
So a department or team whose task is to ensure compli-
ance with the disclosure rules should be interested in dis-
covering internal defects; identifying their causes; and
making recommendations to fix the root problems. This is
the ultimate outcome at any rate, although the require-
ment often is imposed by the agency at the conclusion of
an audit. It makes more sense to look for those problems
and fix them internally as a response to the requirements
of the customer—in this case a regulator.

Six Sigma truly does apply over the whole spectrum
of the organization, not only because it is intended to create
a universal team, but also because it simply makes sense.
Quality control defined as a method for cutting costs only,
without the complete involvement of management, may be
sold as a means for improving morale. But the failure of
such programs is due to the real effect they have always
had: reducing employee morale. Once we address every
problem from the customer’s point of view, we begin to see
how and why corporate-wide quality is the most sensible
system. This is the subject of the next chapter.
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2
The Customer’s
Point of View

I was in one of the big Sears stores during the time the company was
trying to offer financial services along with retail. I overheard a lady in-
terrupting a Dean Witter representative who was in the middle of a dis-
cussion with a customer. She asked, “Where is the boys’ underwear
department?” The expression on the broker’s face revealed the problem.
Everyone within earshot realized suddenly what the problem was: Peo-
ple were uncomfortable with a single outlet offering everything. The
joke about Sears became “It is the store where you can buy stocks,
socks, and jocks.”

Is it enough to provide excellent service to your cus-
tomer? Can exceptional service or too much attention
become irritating? If “service” exceeds what a cus-

tomer wants, perhaps we need to go back to the drawing
board and look at our definitions once again.

Six Sigma is intended not only to continually im-
prove quality. Of course, that is going to be a primary aim,
but we cannot always use the manufacturing model of
units of production and degrees of defects, to identify
what changes need to be made. At times, Six Sigma
processes may reveal that in addition to needing to im-
prove what we do provide, we may also have to arrive at a
deeper understanding of the customer’s expectations—
and in some cases, back away.

Chapter
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STARTING WITH THE
CUSTOMER: DEFINITIONS

A lot of quality control systems jump right into the aspect
of improving quality—without first defining the customer.
Is this such a difficult task? The previous chapter demon-
strates that customers can be defined in many ways and
that everyone serves a customer in some way. The Ac-
counting Department issues payroll checks for its fellow
employee customer; the receptionist serves not only the
customer calling in to speak with someone, but also the
person receiving calls; the mail room clerk receives and
ships packages for its customers throughout the building.
All of these people perform functions that, while “support
routines” by nature, also fit into the definition of “cus-
tomer service.”

If we attempt to separate different types of service
and then treat them differently, what value do we
achieve? For example, we may define “customers” as
people who give us money in exchange for products or
services; and we may view everyone else as supporting
that effort. So customer service and the level of quality by
which it is executed would be separate and apart from
the support service quality we expect from the accoun-
tant, receptionist, or mail room clerk. But why? Isn’t it
possible, in fact practical, to view these employees with
the same care and attention we devote to customer ser-
vice for the cash customer?

Key Point If customer service and support service are
approached with different standards, the whole system
fails. It’s all customer service, no matter what titles are
used.

Six Sigma is designed to operate throughout the en-
tire corporation and, in fact, to alter the entire corporate
culture. Customer service, to all intents and purposes,
then becomes universal in its nature and application. We
may interpret this to mean that anyone providing support
services should recognize that their work affects customer
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service, although indirectly. This is a remote expectation
and is not likely to work. After all, if you are only an ac-
countant, and you never see a customer, how can you be
motivated to improve your customer service attitude? As
an alternative, Six Sigma is designed to treat everyone as a
frontline customer service employee; that is only practical
if and when we recognize that customers are to be found
everywhere. Even if they are expressed only in terms of
profitability, we cannot distinguish between customer-
contact employees and everyone else. The key to bridging
this gap is to make customer service a universal concept,
and to expect everyone to accept that premise. Putting it
another way, “Customer satisfaction is key to long-term
profitability and keeping the customer happy is every-
body’s business.”1

Corporate employees often hear the expression of
this idea, but without any real meaning behind it. If we
are told, “Everyone has to be concerned with customer
service,” that is a fine idea; but how do we help the non-
marketing employee to improve quality if, at the same
time, we tell that employee, “You never see a customer”?

Six Sigma enables all corporate employees to play a
role in direct customer service, because that service men-
tality should be a part of the very philosophy of how to
conduct business. The program—unlike Total Quality
Management (TQM)—is based on a few sound principles
that encourage corporate-wide customer service attitudes.
These include:

✔ Integration of quality, rather than treatment as a
separate routine. Quality systems of the past were
designed as functions on the manufacturing floor,
far from management’s view or involvement. The
programs were isolated, separate not only from
management but even from the normal functions
of the department. This is a mistake, because in
order for any quality program to work, it needs to
be integrated, to become part of the way that the
department and the company approach all of its
work process.
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✔ Requirement that Six Sigma be applied throughout
the organization. Traditional quality programs
also were generally viewed as working on the
floor where units of production were turned out.
Management saw quality control issues as prob-
lems for supervisors and foremen and gave them
the task of fixing the problem, usually expressed
in terms of defect rates. Successful quality control
programs were those in which defects were re-
duced on a particular shift or due to specific qual-
ity control changes. Because management was
not involved directly within the program, it ulti-
mately fizzled out. Lack of support by manage-
ment meant that the programs could not be
sustained. Any improvements in quality under
such a system were only temporary.

✔ Creation of management support and participation.
It is a vast improvement when management sup-
ports a quality control program, as opposed to be-
ing apathetic or hostile toward it. In many
instances, management viewed such programs as
a means for cutting costs only. The all-important
bottom line was made the responsibility of the
department. With Six Sigma, management is en-
couraged not only to support the system, but to
become an active participant within it. This uni-
versal customer service, applied to everyone,
changes the way that the task at hand is viewed,
whether by a mail room clerk or by a CEO.

✔ Specific, focused philosophy aimed at achieving spe-
cific results. So many quality control programs ex-
pressed ideals but offered no practical means for
permanent improvement. The reduction of de-
fects, for example, was the end in itself, and not
part of a larger system of doing things. Six Sigma
is a quality control program based on a focused
philosophy that is meant to change the very out-
look of all employees.

✔ Goals-based strategies in quality-related projects.
Among the failures of traditional quality control
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programs was the lack of actual goals. “Reducing
defects” is not truly a goal in the permanent
sense, because it does not address the real prob-
lems within a production department. These
problems include, among others, boredom com-
ing from repetitive work, low morale or poor atti-
tude, and lack of adequate training. When we
move beyond the manufacturing and production
model into the service industries, we run into
problems if we do not understand how to develop
and implement goals. We run into even greater
problems when a majority of employees have no
end-user customer contact. Developing specific
goals related to improving quality helps to focus
people and mold them into a customer support
point of view.

Key Point In defining solutions to problems, we need
to make sure we know not only what we would like to see
by way of improved output; we also need to make sure we
understand the full range of problems.

We may also be operating with an overly narrow def-
inition of “customer service.” We tend to think of defects
in terms of failure to meet minimum expectations; but in
practice, meeting the customer’s requirements or expecta-
tions could mean doing less in some respects. The defini-
tion of a customer’s requirements depends on the
circumstances. We cannot merely assume that meeting or
beating expectations is going to be acceptable.

Example: A bakery supplied pastries and breads to sev-
eral local stores. One store required delivery by 6 A.M.
every Monday, Wednesday, and Saturday. Initially, the bak-
ery recognized only one form of defect worth avoiding:
missing the 6 A.M. deadline. As part of its effort to main-
tain the highest level of customer service, it was able to
make on-time deliveries without fail. The system went too
far, however, when the bakery began delivering its perish-
able goods one to two days early. Because the store was
unable to sell the excess, the goods went stale and could
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not be sold at all. The customer was dissatisfied with the
bakery’s level of service. No late delivery, as the sole defin-
ition of defect-free service, had to be modified. Exces-
sively early delivery was defective as well.

Example: A car dealership followed up on its sale of every
vehicle with a telephone call to the customer, to ensure that
the experience was positive. The manufacturer also tele-
phoned each customer. Dealer and manufacturer also fol-
lowed up with a written survey, asking customers to answer
a few questions. The system was excellent for the minority
of customers who wanted to complain about service; how-
ever, with the majority who were satisfied, the excessive
contacts were irritating. While less tangible than many other
service defects, the unwanted after-sale contact was a form
of defect. It would have been adequate to invite comment
once and to coordinate between manufacturer and dealer so
that both did not necessarily contact the same customers.

In these examples, we realize that the definition of
“customer requirement” is not a simple matter. Six Sigma
is based on defining specific goals, so it is perfectly suited
to addressing the problem, beginning by defining cus-
tomer expectations. A store does not want early delivery
of bakery items, and satisfied customers do not want to be
deluged with follow-up inquiries from dealer and manu-
facturer. In whatever way you define your customer, un-
derstanding the practical requirements is a good starting
point for developing (1) your own customer service pro-
gram and (2) defining your own customer, even if you
never sell your company’s goods or services directly.

METHODS OF CUSTOMER RESPONSE

The customer—in both the traditional sense and in the
broader sense—is going to react to poor service in pre-
dictable ways. They may communicate, walk or complain.
The three alternatives, and their components, are summa-
rized in Figure 2.1.
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To summarize these possible outcomes when ex-
pectations are not met, we refer to the chart in Table
2.1, which shows variations for traditional customers
and for internal customers (such as fellow employees,
for example).

Whether you are dealing with the traditional 
customer or an internal customer, the responses will 
fit. With a Six Sigma approach to quality improvements,
we want to begin by identifying defects in procedures.
By identifying all interactions as being between
providers and customers, we can also apply a customer
service-style response to all defects. This improves our
ability to understand how and why customers respond.
It also helps us to treat internal customers with the
same care and concern as we treat the traditional cus-
tomer base.
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Communicate

Walk

Complain

Ask for resolution
Write letters to explain problems
Suggest changes
Talk to a supervisor
Ask for a refund or discount
Ask for replacements or free items

Exit without communication
Exit without asking for solutions
Exit and advise

Write letter without requests
Write a venting letter
Highlight treatment by an employee
Threaten to leave

---------------------

---------------------

---------------------

FIGURE 2.1 Customer complaint responses.
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TABLE 2.1 Customer Reactions to Defects, Two Versions

Form of Response Traditional Customer Internal Customer

Communicate

Ask for resolution Ask service provider to fix Ask employee or 
the problem or replace supervisor for 
goods improvements

Write letters Write to headquarters Draft internal memos

Suggest changes Offer ideas for Suggestion program or 
improvement to eliminate quality assurance plans
problems

Talk to a supervisor Demand to speak with the Talk to supervisor of the 
employee’s supervisor employee’s department

Ask for refund Ask for money back or Request credit on inter-
for discount coupon for department allocations
future use

Ask for replacement Ask for another item or Request a different 
one of equal value employee or resource to 

be assigned

Walk

Exit without Go to competitors for Stop asking for assistance 
communication future purchases due to poor performance

Exit without asking Go to competitors and Advise of defect or do not 
for solutions inform company of your ask for solutions

decision

Exit and advise Go to competitor and Stop using internal service 
explain only if asked and explain only if asked

Complain

Write letters without Explain problem to Draft internal memo with 
requests management without no suggestions for 

asking for response change

Write a venting letter Use communication to Write memo to complain 
express anger or without suggestions for 
frustration change

Highlight treatment Name offending employee Write memo to complain 
by an employee in the letter, ask for about specific employee 

management action problems

Threaten to leave Write letter threatening to Write memo threatening 
give future business to to use other resources, or 
competitor to resign
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Key Point It is easy to assume that customers always
respond in the same way to poor service. A more danger-
ous assumption is that customers must be happy . . . be-
cause no one is hearing from them.

For example, most people already know that the
worst scenario is to fail to respond to a customer com-
plaint—whether outside the organization or within it. For
example, a company selling retail office supplies delivered
the wrong goods to a customer. The corporate headquar-
ters promised to fix the problem but never did. In this sit-
uation, you are better off not making a promise at all. An
irritated customer in such a situation started out commu-
nicating the problem, but ended up walking. So the cus-
tomer service response ensured that the customer would
be lost permanently. This presents us with at least two
separate defects. First, the original problem occurred and
is worth investigating. We would want to find out why the
wrong goods were shipped out; identify the root causes;
and figure out the cost of such mistakes. These investiga-
tive steps are part of a thorough Six Sigma project aimed
at reducing the defect as much as possible to avoid future
problems of that nature. Second—and perhaps a more se-
rious problem—was the failure to follow through with a
promise to the customer. This problem may be more diffi-
cult to identify because the actual failure was human er-
ror. How do you reduce future instances of human error
within a customer service department? The solution, of
course, is to figure out methods for documenting cus-
tomer contacts and ensuring a satisfactory (and fast) re-
sponse, including coming through with any promises
made. The cost associated with this second defect is easy
to identify: The customer is lost forever and, in fact, is out
there in the world telling everyone about the bad experi-
ence—a walking negative ad for the company.

The same arguments apply within the organization.
Our customer service should excel in order to reduce
costs and personal frustration, and to make everyone’s job
smoother. Of course, we cannot always walk when we are
dissatisfied as internal customers. For example, if the ac-
counting department promises to reimburse your travel
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expenses within a week and you have not gotten your
check three weeks later, how do you walk? Short of re-
signing, you really have no alternative but to try to re-
solve the problem directly with the people in the
Accounting Department. If those employees have no clue
about the extent of problems they are creating, and if
they do not adopt a customer service attitude, then you
are going to have a problem getting a positive response.
However, the key advantage of an effective Six Sigma pro-
gram is that it does instill a company-wide improved atti-
tude. Not everyone would call this customer service; but
by whatever name it is given, if the program does im-
prove attitude and internal response, then it is a positive
change that benefits everyone.

For example, the Accounting Department might ap-
proach the problem from a purely cost-based point of
view. The question in evaluating the problem could be:
What does it cost the Accounting Department when reim-
bursement checks are not sent on a timely basis? A study
of the time employees spend on the telephone or answer-
ing memos is costly, and prevents those employees from
doing other jobs. If the conclusion of the study reveals
that collectively, an accounting department is spending 37
hours per week dealing with employees, vendors, and
other divisions on matters of late payment or nonpayment
of bills, then the costs are easily identified. That is the
equivalent of one employee’s full-time salary. While this is
an example only, it makes the point: Every defect has as-
sociated costs, and those costs often are far greater than
we might assume at first glance. The costs can be even
more specific.

Example: The Accounts Payable Department in a corpo-
ration, which owned several retail stores as well as whole-
sale operations, was in the practice of sending out checks
to vendors at the far end of the payment cycle. The em-
ployee responsible for timing of payments spent a lot of
time on the telephone with vendors making their second
or third request for payment. This problem, recognized to
be costly in terms of employee labor time, was addressed
by the employee who dealt with the vendors directly. The
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solution: to make all payments within 10 days if vendors
offered a discount. Most of the vendors were providing
terms of “2 percent–10, net 30” and considering the dollar
volume of those payments, the savings were considerable.
The corporation had the working capital to make the im-
provement, so the idea was practical. The remainder of
payments were made within the 30-day cycle. Within two
months, the level of follow-up calls about late payments
had fallen to almost zero.

While this particular example was not the topic of a
Six Sigma project, it does demonstrate the type of think-
ing that goes into the solution-oriented approach. Rather
than spending a lot of time dealing with an ongoing prob-
lem, the employee realized that the solution was far sim-
pler. It saved money in two ways. It made his time more
productive, and it took advantage of discount offers for
timely payment.

Customers think in a particular way and expect
providers to sign on to that thinking. An example of this
is found in the practice of offering discounts for timely
payment. A vendor offers a 2 percent discount if you will
pay your bill within 10 days. The vendor expects the Ac-
counts Payable Department to take advantage of the in-
centive, knowing that 2 percent adds up to a large dollar
volume among many vendors. So when a company sends
out payments 45 or even 60 days late, it is frustrating—
not only because of the cash flow problems caused by late
payment, but also because the company has not re-
sponded to the timely payment incentive.

Key Point If you want to improve quality, you have to
first understand what the customer thinks is important,
and what the customer thinks of you. Do you measure up
to the customer’s standards?

One concept often used in Six Sigma is that of in-
cluding customer data in the process of changing systems,
developing or modifying procedures internally, and over-
all response. This is usually applied solely to traditional
customers, but the effects can be impressive when also ap-
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plied internally. Once the accountant, receptionist, and
mail room clerk accept the premise that other employees
are their customers, a very noticeable change occurs.
Those employees look at their routines in a different light.

For internal employees—at least as much as for tra-
ditional ones—the big question comes down to whether
both sides have matching priorities. For example, if you
have submitted an expense report and the Accounting De-
partment promised payment “within a week,” your expec-
tation is that you will have a check within a week.
However, the Accounting Department’s priorities may be
different. For example, the individual may have felt com-
pelled to tell you “within a week” because experience has
shown that if it takes longer, people complain. However,
the normal accounting cycle is to process payments on a
semimonthly batch cycle and a batch may have been
processed within the past few days—meaning the pay-
ment request that comes in today will not be issued for
another two weeks (followed by the need for review, sig-
nature, and ultimately sending out, a total of up to three
weeks from the day the request comes in). Anything out-
side the normal accounting payment cycle is an excep-
tion, and exceptions take time throughout the payment
system. In fact, the supervisor in that department may
have laid down a requirement that all internal payments
are to be made within the batch cycles without exception.
This is an ill-advised policy, but typical of the kinds of in-
ternal decisions that are made all the time, to great detri-
ment all around.

In this case, the expectations and requirements of
each side in the transaction do not match. So we have
identified the need to fix the problem. Under the Six
Sigma approach, all quality projects are addressed in a
five-part system called DMAIC (design, measure, analyze,
improve, control), which is explored in detail in Chapter
4. In the preceding example, we have a relatively clear-cut
problem of a disconnect in priorities between an em-
ployee expecting timely reimbursement, and an account-
ing department operating in an inflexible batch payment
system. Both sides have a point of view; they both live
with priorities; and the problem can be fixed with mini-
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mal trouble and cost. In fact, because the defect is actually
creating more cost and not saving money, the Six Sigma
solution would also demonstrate a cost savings as a bene-
fit of change.

The Accounting Department set up its batch system
in the belief that cutting individual checks would create
more work. Everyone in the company would expect their
checks to be issued while they waited, causing unending
delays and creating a system in which exceptions would
become the rule. There is a compromise, and it is remark-
ably simple. However, we often need the formality of an
objective Six Sigma evaluation—DMAIC—to recognize
the rather obvious solutions.

In this example, familiar to many, the problem
comes down to an inflexible procedure in the Accounting
Department. It appears as an unwillingness to deal with
exceptions to payment batch cycles based on the desire to
avoid extra cost. The irony, of course, is that as a conse-
quence, department employees are constantly dealing
with frustrated, angry people who do not understand the
difficulty in processing a check request with the required
approval, review, actual cutting of the check, signature,
and recording. From the Accounting Department’s point
of view, inflexibility is required in the name of efficiency.
But from the individual who was promised a check within
one week, the system is anything but efficient.

The solution to this problem involves a series of
changes, including:

✔ Employees in the Accounting Department should
not make promises they cannot keep. Because the
person expecting payment is a customer, the
worst thing Accounting can do is promise some-
thing that cannot be delivered.

✔ The batch system should be modified to a weekly
basis. The two existing batches (let us call these
“major” batches) are designed for processing the
normal volume of payments to vendors. The two
new interim batches (or “minor” batches) are not
checks needed sooner than the two- to three-
week cycle required to process a payment from
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beginning to end. With this simple change, the
actual delivery of a payment can be promised
more realistically. With weekly batches, payment
should never take more than two weeks.

✔ The nature of the payment cycle should be ex-
plained to all employees. It is not a simple matter
of cutting a check while they wait, because such
exceptions would add costs to the accounting
process; and exceptions would add considerably
to the cost of processing payments. Once employ-
ees understand what is involved in processing—
and the need for batch processing—they are more
likely to accept a maximum of a two-week wait-
ing period.

✔ An informal payment system for relatively small
payments can be initiated. This can be set up as a
petty cash fund to be used for reimbursements
under $100, for example, so that employees are
not expected to wait two weeks for small pay-
ments; and the Accounting Department does not
have to incur the costs. Processing a $30 check
costs the same as processing a $3,000 check, so
an alternative method for handling small pay-
ments saves time and money.

The value in thinking of internal employee interac-
tions as provider–customer interactions is twofold. First,
it improves communication internally. Second, it helps us
to better develop a system for working with traditional
customers. By understanding expectations and require-
ments on both sides of a transaction, we all do a better
job. If we do not understand the problem, then we are go-
ing to have difficulty arriving at a solution.

Key Point Are administrative employees in the “cus-
tomer service” business? They had better be, or you will
not be able to define expectations and requirements.

Example: Customers complained that in spite of sales
reps promising delivery of products within three days
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from receipt of orders, actual shipments were not arriving
for up to two weeks. The initial response by the Vice Pres-
ident of Marketing was, “What’s wrong with those guys
down in Shipping?” It would seem apparent that the Ship-
ping and Receiving Department was dropping the ball.
Why is it so difficult to get orders out on time?

On further analysis, it came to light that the problem
was far more complex. It included several elements:

✔ Sales reps were not delivering paperwork on
time, often not even within the promised three-
day shipping deadline.

✔ Inefficiency in the Marketing Department often
caused additional processing delays, so that a
one- to two-day lapse was occurring before Ship-
ping and Receiving got the order.

✔ Further inefficiency in inventory procedures
caused excessive backordering of goods, so that
the three-day promises could not be kept because
those goods were not on hand.

✔ Shipping problems included late receipt of basic
shipping supplies. Because ordering was not done
until the department ran out of packaging sup-
plies, delays occurred at least twice per month
while the department was waiting for their own
deliveries from the vendor.

✔ Deliveries of shipping supplies often were held
up for additional days because the vendor had
not yet been paid for last month’s deliveries—and
refused to ship until payment was received.

The extent of this problem is illustrated in Fig-
ure 2.2.

In a traditional approach to quality control prob-
lems, it is not difficult to figure out how this problem
would have been handled. The Vice President of Market-
ing would have called the manager of Shipping and Re-
ceiving and said, “You have to fix this problem. I want
those orders to go out within three days, no exceptions.”
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Assuming that the problem was being caused by one
department means that blame is never shared, the extent
of the problem is not analyzed, and ultimately, the prob-
lem cannot be fixed because it is not fully understood. It
is rare for a defect to be caused in a single department or
by one employee only. As the previous example shows,
many seemingly simple and obvious problems have a
number of components. The fix of such problems requires
a thorough study and development of the extent of the
problem. The solution has to involve fixing the problem
at all of its stages. The delays are not caused by defects in
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FIGURE 2.2 Multidepartmental quality problem.
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any one place; if we are to assign blame, there is enough
to go around. The Six Sigma structure (see Chapter 4) for
identifying and fixing problems is effective because it be-
gins with no assumptions; it is designed to study the
problem and trace it through from beginning to end. As a
result, the solution makes sense because it fixes all the de-
fects, not just the ones that are most visible.

In the example, the problems extended over several
departments and involved sales reps, marketing, shipping
and receiving, inventory control, and accounting. The en-
tire cycle contributed to the problem. In spite of the ten-
dency to see defects as being relatively simple to fix, this
demonstrates the opposite: The promise to ship goods
within three days of the sale was not a difficult idea on the
surface of it; but as we have discovered, the entire system
fell apart and the chain of defects was more than just a
problem in one department. In fact, we discovered upon
analysis that the problems were far more complex and far-
reaching than they appeared at first. The analysis of this
specific case and the solution are provided as a detailed
example in Chapter 6.

QUANTIFYING THE IDEAL

In the best of all possible worlds, we would be able to
eliminate defects once and for all, deal with other employ-
ees, customers, and vendors in harmony, and execute
transactions without any trouble whatsoever. But we also
have to remember the warning “The optimist proclaims
that we live in the best of all possible worlds; and the pes-
simist fears this is true.”2

Whether we confront problems believing in the op-
timistic view that we can fix them, or resigning ourselves
to the pessimistic view that problems themselves are go-
ing to be endless, we must return to a basic assumption:
that among our roles and duties, problem solving belongs
near the top of the list. Because problems take up our
time, cost money, and negatively affect our morale, we
need to strive for solution. Eliminating or reducing de-
fects also reduces our time commitment, saves money,
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and improves our morale. So in addition to the obvious
benefits inherent in a successful quality program, we also
expect to see personal benefits and rewards.

Key Point Problem solving should be at the top of
everyone’s priority list. In solving problems, we all deal
with quality issues daily.

In one classic best-selling book, the advice is put
forth that problems can be solved in one minute. This
theory is based on the idea that a “one-minute goal” is
focused and clarified and, like its related topics of one-
minute praise and one-minute reprimand, the purpose
is to demand that everyone get to the bottom line,
quickly.3

In some respects, one-minute managing can be quite
effective. However, in other respects, it is the antithesis of
Six Sigma. We already know that defects cannot be re-
solved with a quick and dirty one-minute review; in the
real world, we need to be more analytical and methodical,
to ensure that we thoroughly understand the elements of
a problem before we rush to a solution. In the practical
application of one-minute managing, the effect is to cut
managers out of the loop. Employees who have problems
(in other words, the manager’s “customers”) will stop
seeking help from the manager if they are limited to a
one-minute session to express the problem. There are ap-
propriate applications for one-minute managing; quality
control is not one of them.

Imagine the discussion about the problem of the
three-day delivery promise. How could an employee and
manager resolve such a problem in a one-minute discus-
sion, or in increments of a one-minute review? The con-
versation might go something like this:

Sales Rep: I have to talk to you about a serious problem.
VP, Marketing: (turning over an egg timer) You have one

minute. Begin.
Sales Rep: I’ve been promising that orders are going to be

shipping within three days from placement, you

THE CUSTOMER’S POINT OF VIEW48

ccc_thomsett_ch02_31-60.qxd  9/17/04  5:36 PM  Page 48



know, the idea we talked about at last month’s one-
minute sales meeting.

VP, Marketing: Sure I remember. How’s that going?
Sales Rep: Orders aren’t being shipped on time. In fact,

they’re taking up to two weeks, more in some cases.
VP, Marketing: What’s wrong with those guys down in

Shipping?
Sales Rep: I don’t know, but my customers are pretty up-

set. If we don’t get this problem fixed, I’m going to
start losing business.

VP, Marketing: (dialing the phone) I’ll take care of this right
now. (pause) Hi, Stan. This is Ed. I understand you’re
not getting those orders shipped within three days.
You better get that problem fixed, pronto. We’re los-
ing business up here. (pause) No, I don’t want to
hear about delays and inventory problems and don’t
try to blame this on Accounting. How hard is it to
send out an order? That’s your job; let’s get it done.
(hangs up phone)

Sales Rep: I hope that helps. I don’t see why it should be so
hard.

VP, Marketing: Well, you know, they don’t deal with cus-
tomers directly, so they just don’t get it. We have to
lean on them now and then to make sure they do
their job.

That’s one minute. Not knowing the full extent of
the problem, it seems like a harsh, but direct solution-ori-
ented management approach. It is obvious to both the
sales rep and to the Vice President of Marketing that the
Shipping and Receiving Department is the problem. As a
one-minute manager, an expedient solution is both desir-
able and effective. However, we also know from an analy-
sis of the many contributing causes to this problem that
no one-minute meeting or assertive telephone call is go-
ing to solve this problem. It is naïve to accept the premise
that all problems can be dealt with simplistically; how-
ever, that is a popular and common belief. It explains and
demonstrates why so many half-baked quality control
programs do not work.
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Key Point If you think you can solve problems quickly,
simply, and in a vacuum, then you have not yet defined
the problem. Another look is worthwhile.

In this example, the marketing and sales folks were
operating on the premise that the Shipping and Receiving
Department did not understand customer service, be-
cause they never saw a customer. Under a Six Sigma ap-
proach to quality control, this problem would have been
dealt with on an entirely different premise. Forgetting for
the moment the theoretical appeal of one-minute man-
agement, the solution would require definition of the
problem. The VP, Marketing would have started out by
contacting the manager of Shipping and Receiving and
saying, “I understand we’re having problems getting or-
ders shipped within three days. I think you and I should
meet with the head of Sales and find out why we’re hav-
ing this problem.”

This approach does not assume that the problem re-
sides solely in Shipping and Receiving. It is focused on the
problem and not on any individuals; it also leaves open
the possibility that the problem extends beyond the Ship-
ping and Receiving Department. In this variation, the VP,
Marketing recognizes that such problems are rarely so iso-
lated, and also that a one-minute strategy is not going to
resolve the difficulty or end the problem.

We might prefer the ideal world, in which problems
are easily identified and solved, and everyone interacts in
complete harmony. In our real corporate world, that is
rarely the case and, perhaps, such an ideal would be far
less interesting as well. Under a Six Sigma approach, we
suggest a different version of the “ideal world.” Under this
version, we are aware of the ideal—a defect-free environ-
ment. We also accept the reality that it is impossible to
achieve a defect-free operating environment. Processes do
not work perfectly, but if we are aware of the ideal, we can
certainly raise the defect-free outcomes by improving
processes. In the example of the problems of three-day
shipping defects, we have to cure a number of defects that
will be found in every department involved in the transac-
tion. We can assume that few transactions are going
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through defect-free because the problems are so wide-
spread. In fact, it is unrealistic under the present operat-
ing environment for the sales rep to promise three-day
delivery; it simply is not going to happen. So the many
problems have to be fixed within a single effort; it makes
no sense to put the entire problem on Shipping and Re-
ceiving because that is not the only place where the sys-
tem has fallen apart. The ideal belief that a single phone
call can fix the problem does not work in the real world,
where virtually all problems cross departmental lines,
with a cause and effect complicating the remote quality ef-
fort. Only a company-wide Six Sigma approach will per-
manently fix problems, because defects tend to have many
tentacles and to exist in many departments.

THE NATURE OF SERVICE

The concept of “customer service”—and for the purposes
of understanding Six Sigma, this means that everyone has
a customer—has been around for a long time. A cynical
point of view about customer service is that it is a
method aimed at (1) keeping customers happy, (2) im-
proving profits, and (3) minimizing the hassle of com-
plaints. A person with a more enlightened point of view
recognizes that in fact, service is an approach to work, an
attitude we bring with us each morning, and a philosoph-
ical and cultural point of view. It should achieve the three
benefits that the cynical observer believes are at the core
of a service program; and it should also achieve much
more as well.

Key Point Service—at all levels—is a point of view, a
philosophical approach that is more than responding to
complaints, improving profits, and reducing workload.
Service is, or should be, at the core of every organization.
If your company does not recognize this, your competi-
tors will.

The ability to view an issue in the same way a cus-
tomer views it is essential in order to create a high-quality
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environment. So a sales representative succeeds if he or
she is able to comprehend what motivates a customer. For
some, it is a desire to buy a quality product; for others, the
motivation is based on envy, fear, jealousy, or material
greed; and for still others, it is a desire for acknowledg-
ment from someone else. So a person buys a status auto-
mobile as a way of telling his neighbors that he is affluent;
and a family pays twice as much for a house in a different
neighborhood for the same reasons. In some cases, a cus-
tomer responds to the salesperson rather than wanting to
make an impression on someone else. So when closing the
sale, the rep may say, “You are going to be very happy with
this decision” or something along those lines. Assurance
may be what that customer wants. So the observant sales
rep is able to judge the customer.

Your internal customer also has the need for some
form of acknowledgment or satisfaction. Some want their
power and control to be recognized; others respond to
flattery or merely to being asked for something with re-
spect and courtesy. Anyone who has to work with other
people knows that figuring out what makes them tick is
the key to getting what you need and want.

Example: The Accounting Department is notoriously
slow in delivering reimbursement checks to sales reps.
The reaction among many is to speak to the accounting
supervisor abusively. “If I treated my customers this
way, I’d be out of business” or “You accountants would
never survive out there in the real world” are common
statements, made in anger. However, one rep sees that
the problem is lack of respect. He always seems to get
his check on time because he has made an effort. He has
invited the accounting supervisor to lunch, stopped to
chat with the supervisor, and always asked for speedy
payment with courtesy. He also gets his checks in half
the time that most others get theirs, and it is never mis-
routed in error.

Everyone understands the dynamic in internal rela-
tions. It is the nature of service that we all react and re-
spond in a predictable manner. This is obvious to the sales
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and marketing staff, even though they do not apply the
same approach to the internal customer in every instance;
and the internal customers and providers often are not
aware of the nature of service as it affects their perfor-
mance or their results.

A lot of time and effort is spent in evaluating levels
of service and attempting to place the attribute of good
service on a chart. This may be useful in some applica-
tions. However, with or without the engineering of quality
monitoring, the issue is the same: Service includes not
only identifying customer requirements; it also has to ex-
tend to providing excellence in product or service. We
have to ensure that our priorities and the customer’s prior-
ities match. We will run into instances where they do not
match, and in those instances there has to be some form
of adjustment in the requirements, on one side or both.
For example, the sales rep wants an expense reimburse-
ment check within one week or less, and the Accounting
Department has to conform to periodic batch processing
restrictions. This disconnect—and many others like it—
are perfect challenges for Six Sigma, because a company-
wide approach considers all departmental requirements
and participation, and identifies the various contributors
to the problem. So a solution is likely to be derived in
both functional and design elements.

In Six Sigma, the Quality Function Deployment (QFD)
refers to the conversion from a customer’s requirements,
to specific design requirements within the internal process.
For example, a customer may require a level of service or
a specific product attribute that the company does not
currently provide. The design elements and features in
manufacture, handling, processing, packaging, pricing,
and delivery of the product might need to be altered to
meet these expectations.

Example: The manufacturer of electronic equipment in-
cluded a 10-year warranty with all of its sales. One cus-
tomer—in fact, the company’s largest customer—wanted
a lifetime warranty. The problem for the company was ex-
pressed in the question “How do we label one series of
finished products with a 10-year warranty and the other
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with a lifetime warranty?” The problem included deciding
how many to label in each fashion, because the metal la-
bel was attached to each unit during the manufacturing
process itself. Having to go back later and add labeling
would add a lot of cost to the process. A Six Sigma team
studied the problem and arrived at a solution. They stud-
ied the history of the equipment and concluded that no
units had ever been returned under the warranty pro-
gram. Because the quality was so high, the team recom-
mended that the lifetime warranty should be provided on
all units. This not only satisfied the requirements of the
largest customer, it improved the service level to everyone
else as well. The functional requirements of one customer
led to a change in the design elements of the product.

Key Point A solution does not have to be complex. But
the process of defining the problem often is, because it
may not be well understood until it is analyzed.

This is a typical situation. The solution was simple
once it was studied carefully. Initially, the problem was
viewed as one of inventory management. After a study of
the situation, the team realized that the customer’s re-
quirement presented an opportunity that had not been
considered before. Their solution eliminated the need for
a different inventory tracking system or for added cost in
the manufacture process.

CORPORATE GOVERNANCE 
AS CUSTOMER SERVICE

The big changes in recent years in the field of “corporate
governance” have brought up new customer service is-
sues. Governance refers to the ways that corporations
communicate with investors, employees, and regulators
in compliance with the law, listing standards, and investor
needs. Even though corporate governance is recognized
as an important attribute in determining quality of ser-
vice, it is not often defined in terms of customer service.
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The Sarbanes–Oxley Act of 2002 changed many of
the rules under which corporations and executives were
required to provide information to investors and to oth-
ers. In many respects, the Act defined a customer service
approach that corporations would be required to adopt
(in addition to attempting to prevent a repeat of many
abuses among corporate executives, accounting firms,
and analysts that came to light in 2001 and 2002). For ex-
ample, the new law “requires steps to enhance the direct
responsibility of senior corporate management for finan-
cial reporting and for the quality of financial disclosures
made by public companies.”4

This “direct responsibility” means that the officers
of companies are required to personally certify the accu-
racy of financial statements. In a very real sense, this
represents a government-enforced form of customer ser-
vice. If we recognize that the investor is a customer of
the company whose stock he or she owns, then what are
the customer requirements and expectations? These
would include:

✔ A desire for the stock value to rise over time,
based on a perceived fundamental value in the
company and as reflected in its financial reports.
(Translation: If an investor is to make a decision,
it should be an informed decision, which often
means analyzing financial reports to identify
long-term value.)

✔ An expectation that the financial reports are, in
fact, accurate. (This expectation has not always
been met in the past by corporations like Enron,
for example.)

✔ A requirement of reliance upon top executives
and the board of directors to protect the interests
of the investor (customer).

These customer requirements among investors are
logical and reasonable. The Act was designed to protect in-
vestors in public companies. The government has often
adopted a similar role. The Food and Drug Administration
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(FDA) approves drugs for public sale; the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA) inspects meat process-
ing plants to ensure that the national food supply is clean
and safe; and speed limits are intended to reduce the num-
ber of traffic accidents and fatalities.

In these various forms of government involvement,
the provider/customer interaction is complicated. The
regulatory role played by the government not only re-
quires compliance with specific standards; in many re-
spects, it adds another layer of customer service,
complicating the definition of service itself. In Figure
2.3, the interactions of the three players demonstrate
this point.

In this illustration we see that the regulators impose
standards on the product or service being offered. Virtu-
ally all the products or services bought by consumers in-
clude some form of regulatory oversight, government
licensing, or other types of standards. Even the internal
customer has such protection, in the form of laws regard-
ing employment standards and labor relations, discrimi-
nation, wrongful discharge, hostile work environments,
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and more. The involvement of a regulator creates many
levels of customer and provider, including:

✔ Service provider (originator of product or ser-
vice) and end-user customer

✔ Service provider and regulator (whose require-
ments relate to forms of compliance)

✔ Regulator and end user (whose requirements in-
clude dependence on quality assurance provider
via oversight, licensing, inspections, and enforce-
ment of the law)

Key Point To evaluate your role in customer service,
begin by defining your customer, both external and inter-
nal. Who depends on you for service?

If we are to define “service” universally, we have to
also accept a broader than usual definition of the cus-
tomer. We have to assume that anyone who receives a ser-
vice or a product (or who pays taxes, for that matter, in
exchange for certain oversight functions provided by the
government) is a customer. This includes end users, other
employees and departments, subcontractors, and regula-
tors. All of these interests receive a benefit in the form of a
product or a service, and all have to be considered in our
definition of “service.” This is a starting point for defining
the value of Six Sigma, and its purpose. We cannot view
“service” as belonging only to an external customer. If we
do that, improved quality is impossible. We have to also
ensure that the internal processes meet customer require-
ments on every level; and that to the extent an internal
service provider is also a customer, their requirements
have to be met as well. This is the only approach that will
enable a quality program to succeed.

THINKING LIKE A CUSTOMER

The concept of defining many groups or individuals as
customers is fine by itself. But how do we change our
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point of view and method of operation to understand our
customers in their various forms? How do we learn to
“think like the customer?”

This is not as difficult a task as it might seem. In fact,
everyone who works with other people already knows all
about requirements, demands, and expectations. These at-
tributes define all work-related interactions. We cannot
merely expect people to function within the corporation
in a customer service mode without providing a real
framework for that change. Six Sigma may prove the value
of service, but only when it is applied within the environ-
ment. Some leaders have tried to instill a change in the
morale and motivation of employees with words alone, or
with the institution of isolated quality control programs;
this does not work.

In order for quality control to provide real im-
provements on all levels, we also need to evaluate all
problems on a corporate-wide basis. If management as-
signs the rank and file the task of “improving quality”—
whether expressed in terms of cost savings, fewer
defects, faster response time, or other measurable re-
sults—the idea is doomed to fail. When the problem is
given to the department but management takes no part
in solving the problem, any perceived solutions will not
last; employees will correctly perceive the notion of
quality control as a method used by management to
squeeze more profit out of the bottom line and, perhaps,
to identify ways to cut expenses (translation: to lay off
employees). Such suspicions are well founded in situa-
tions where (1) management has taken the same course
in the past, (2) management expresses no desire to lead
the effort or take part in its implementation, and (3) there
exists no framework for defining the problem and its
whole scope. Consider the example provided earlier in
this chapter of the problem with getting orders shipped
within three days. If management simply views this as a
Shipping and Receiving Department problem, it cannot
solve the real problem, which includes components of de-
fects in many other departments as well: Sales, Marketing,
Accounting and, ultimately, Management. The problem
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with Management, in this application, is in the failure to
lead the quality effort. As long as Management holds onto
the traditional view—that problems are to be fixed by the
department itself—the more complex defects do, indeed,
go all the way to the top. Effective management in this sit-
uation requires, as a first step, leading the company into a
process that will be able to really fix the problem. This is
where Six Sigma becomes so effective. This idea—that
management has everything to do with creating a quality
control program—is addressed in the next chapter.
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3
Outside-In Thinking

I was thinking about the real meaning of “customer service” one day
while I was waiting in line at a very large retail store’s return desk. One
clerk was on duty and approximately 15 people were waiting; to make
matters worse, the clerk was moving as slowly as humanly possible. I
found myself imagining that this system was set up by design, to dis-
courage people from coming back for refunds. Then the one thing I was
not expecting actually happened. The clerk went on her break and was
replaced by another, who was even slower. At this point I realized that, in
fact, for that store “customer service” was viewed as a means of forcing
customers to suffer through the lengthy return procedure only if they
were willing to wait a long, long time. It was worse than going to the
Department of Motor Vehicles.

Once we begin to appreciate the true nature of in-
teraction with the customer, the Six Sigma idea
takes shape. That customer service approach,

which defines quality in all our interactions, both internal
and external, is the foundation of the quality control idea
itself. If we do not have a customer to whom we want to
improve service, then what is the purpose of trying to up-
grade quality?

A retail store should make returns easy, for example.
Why can’t items be returned at the register, for example?
Why can’t a special return desk be staffed by more than
one person? Why are the return desk employees always
the slowest-moving ones? When we have a negative cus-
tomer experience, we have to analyze the motivation of

Chapter
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the person providing that service, before we can address
the question “How can we improve it?” The reality could
be that from the point of view of the provider, no im-
provement is necessary.

One of the chronic problems in customer service is
an unawareness of the problem itself. If revenues and
earnings are on the rise, why go through the self-examina-
tion to improve customer service? Obviously, it is work-
ing. And if revenues and earnings are falling, it is easy to
blame competition, the economy, or interest rates and to
avoid needing to take a hard look at problems in customer
service. Even though a review of service problems can
make everyone’s life easier and improve the bottom line,
we usually find a lot of resistance to that idea, whether
working with cash-paying customers or the department
down the hall.

A FRESH LOOK AT INTERNAL PROBLEMS

Why is the Six Sigma process set up to begin with a thor-
ough defining process? The very approach is based on the
belief that in order to fix a problem, we have to first un-
derstand it thoroughly. In so many instances, what we be-
lieve to be the problem turns out to be nothing more than
a symptom of something far bigger. Consider the example
of the problem: “The Shipping and Receiving Department
is not filling orders within three days, as promised by our
sales representatives.” At first, this appears to be a prob-
lem isolated within one department but upon further in-
vestigation, we discover that many departments
contribute to a far larger problem. So the solution has to
be broader as well.

The real definition of any quality program has to
depend on how it is approached. If a vice president de-
mands that a single department fix its problems without
realizing the involvement of many other departments,
then the whole idea is doomed to fail. This is the status
quo in so many companies. Executives are continually
writing memos and passing them along instructing fixes
for perceived problems and, in response, some actions

OUTSIDE-IN THINKING62

ccc_thomsett_ch03_61-90.qxd  9/17/04  5:36 PM  Page 62



are taken. What is lacking in that whole process is a
true understanding of the problem. The entire approach
is inefficient.

Key Point Understanding the full scope of the prob-
lem is a starting point; if we do not go through that step,
we cannot solve the problem because we do not under-
stand it yet.

If we are interested in efficiency—in the name of
quality or just to simplify our own lives—then we can de-
fine Six Sigma as a method for simplifying efficiency. That
may take some work and the more time we spend in
defining and examining the problem before we begin solv-
ing it, the better that process is going to work. If our goal
is to put efficiency into processes, then we can begin to
develop working models for effective outcomes. These
terms—“efficiency” and “effectiveness” and other terms
like them—are used a lot internally, but without our really
defining what they mean. What is an efficient process and
what is an effective outcome?

To proceed into an examination of how Six Sigma
can help us to improve our customer service levels, we
will begin with definitions of these terms. An “efficient
process” is one that achieves the end result with mini-
mum time and effort, and for minimum cost. For exam-
ple, a retail store may use a returns desk, which means a
bottleneck of customers creates ill will. It takes too long
and does not work well. The returns desk is not staffed
adequately for the customer demand and, once they get to
the front of the line, the paperwork is excessive. This is an
inefficient process and the store needs to review its proce-
dures with the customer in mind. In an “efficient”
process, we are able to reduce paperwork and the time a
customer has to wait for what it needs from you (a refund,
a piece of paper, a return phone call, a report, or a prod-
uct, for example). The easier this process moves along,
the more efficient it will be viewed by the customer.

An “effective outcome” is one that meets the cus-
tomer’s requirements. What if you have to wait for half an
hour only to discover you have been in the wrong line the
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whole time? Obviously, you are not going to be happy
with the outcome. What if you are in the right line but,
because of something beyond your control, the person
you are waiting to see is not able to give you what you
want? Again, there is no effective outcome. By the time
you do finalize the transaction, you will be so frustrated
by the inefficiency of the process that the end result “cus-
tomer service” is lost in that process itself.

We cannot have an effective outcome without an ef-
ficient process. This is the whole point of examining cur-
rent processes with customers in mind. We need to
identify not only the procedural aspects of the process; we
also need to examine how the customer feels about the
entire matter.

Example: You discover an error on your credit card bill.
You telephone the toll-free customer service number and
you are left on Hold by three different people. After 45
minutes, you finally get someone who is able to tell you
that you need to submit a written summary.

In this case, the transaction might be defined by the
company as functionally successful. The customer got an
answer to the telephone inquiry, so by that definition it
was a successful customer service process. As the cus-
tomer, however, your frustration level was caused by sev-
eral aspects of the transaction and the inefficiencies of
the process:

✔ You spent 45 minutes on Hold.

✔ People you spoke to did not know the answers to
your questions.

✔ When the transaction ended, you still needed to
take another step; the problem was not resolved.

The process was inefficient and, from your point of
view, the outcome was not effective. So the whole transac-
tion failed from a practical point of view. Let us further as-
sume that this company tracks its telephone calls to the
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customer service center. Your telephone call might be ana-
lyzed with a rather singular question: Did the customer
get an answer to the question?

If the company assumes that your question was,
“How do I get an error removed from my statement?”
then the phone call might be defined as successful. But
perhaps a better question would be: Did the customer ser-
vice employee know the answer to the customer’s ques-
tion? Another self-critical question could be: How long
did the customer remain on the phone before the question
was answered? A third could be: Was the issue resolved,
or did the customer need to take further action? These
questions would point out the inefficiency of the process.

Too many internal analysis of customer service are
focused narrowly on outcomes. It does not matter
whether an outcome is defined in positive ways if, in fact,
the process was inefficient or the outcome only directed
the customer to another path, like writing a letter instead
of getting the problem resolved by telephone. So many so-
called customer service processes involve employees who
have not been trained adequately, who do not treat cus-
tomers with courtesy, or who have no idea about cus-
tomer service. Many companies understaff their customer
service departments so that callers spend most of the call
on Hold or speak to someone who does not know how to
address their needs. In these situations, the company is
probably unaware of the negative impression that cus-
tomers form of their company, because they are not study-
ing or analyzing the situation. They cannot fix the
problem, because they do not know that a problem exists.

Key Point Not understanding a problem is bad enough,
but it is far worse when employees do not even know the
problem exists—because they have not looked at their
own interactions critically.

How do we make effectiveness of outcomes the
working model for the job that we do? This idea is at the
core of a quality program and Six Sigma—by starting from
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a point of definition—is designed to achieve the working
model result. The steps involved are:

1. Define the problem from the customer’s point of
view.

2. Identify inefficiencies and their causes.

3. Eliminate the inefficiency to change the outcome.

4. Study the revised outcome.

Example: A mortgage company sent a customer a re-
vised escrow statement. The company made a mistake in
calculating the twice-yearly amount payable for property
taxes. Instead of listing one-half of the full year’s tax lia-
bility, it showed the full year’s tax as being due twice per
year. The revised statement included a bill of $800 for the
calculated escrow shortage, due within one month and
increased monthly payments $300 higher than before.
The borrower telephoned the mortgage company several
times and never was able to speak to the same person
twice. It took more than three weeks before the problem
was fixed.

In this situation, several process inefficiencies con-
tributed to the problem, including:

✔ Lack of review by an individual of the revised es-
crow statement before it was mailed (the problem
of dependence on automated processing, so that
errors do not get caught).

✔ Customer service employees who did not know
how to fix the problem (the caller was told vari-
ously that he had the wrong department, that
the change could not be made because the es-
crow bills were already batched, and that there
was no error).

✔ Employees—including a supervisor—were rude
to the caller and unresponsive to his require-
ments (it took three weeks before anyone was
able to comprehend the point that it was the
mortgage company’s error; several employees
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told the borrower, “This information is entered
from the bill sent to us by your local tax collec-
tor,” which is a way of saying “We didn’t make a
mistake”).

The problem in this case has many aspects, includ-
ing poorly trained employees, lack of understanding of
the problem, lack of empathy for the customer, and an
overly complex system in which their errors could not
be easily fixed. The mortgage company—like so many
other service providers—appeared to be dominated by
employees with a poor customer service attitude. In
other words, it is unlikely that management even knew
there was a problem.

If this dilemma were to be studied as a Six Sigma
project, the very first step would be to appoint the people
to the team who would be able to define the scope of the
problem. Perhaps the best way to achieve this would be
for someone within the company to simply telephone the
Customer Service Department with a question and experi-
ence the problem first-hand. This is one way to identify
the problem from the customer’s point of view: Pose as a
customer and experience what actually happens when
you telephone the customer service line.

A second step would be to measure what the prob-
lem costs the company. This is important because a qual-
ity control project can be best defined in terms of how
changes eliminate wasted time, resources, and money. So
the completion of a reformed process can be pointed to as
adding a specific amount to the bottom line. It is interest-
ing that this specific, identifiable change is limited only
to the tangible benefits. In other words, what difference
does it make in terms of profits? If the mortgage com-
pany fixed its customer service problems so that it could
be more responsive to its customers, it would cut costs.
The Six Sigma team could demonstrate that it had saved
an exact number of dollars per year. It does not also mea-
sure the intangible benefits of improved customer rela-
tions, which can be many multiples of benefit to the
company. It is those intangibles—the way that customers
view a company’s customer service—that ultimately de-
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fines how well a company is able to compete in the mar-
ket. This intangible—we can give it the name Disgust In-
dex—is difficult to quantify because companies often do
not hear from their customers; those people simply stop
doing business and shop for their products or services
with the competition.

Even when the initial transaction is inefficient, if the
process is set up to catch the problem, the transaction can
be saved and converted into an efficient transaction. If
this happens before the customer becomes frustrated,
then the process works. The most common and chronic
problems, however, occur in cases where the company is
not at all aware that inefficient customer transactions are
causing ineffective outcomes. The possible chain of events
is summarized in Figure 3.1.

Note that in this illustration, even the initially ineffi-
cient process can be corrected in the response phase. Em-
ployees have often experienced the situation in which
response is passive, unconcerned, and seemingly unaware
(or uncaring) about the customer. In those situations,
there is no hope of fixing the problem—unless that prob-
lem can be discovered and fixed. This assumes, of course,
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that the company is, in fact, interested in improving the
quality of its customer service.

Key Point A passive attitude toward customer service
will ensure one outcome: loss of that customer.

One internal attitude that often gets in the way of
improving customer service is the idea that customer ser-
vice is not important. The problem of unawareness is bad
enough; it is even worse when the employees in the com-
pany do not consider the problem worth fixing. For ex-
ample, the customer service employee in a mortgage
company might believe the consumer has no choice but
to deal with them because (1) the customers need to bor-
row the money to buy their homes, (2) everyone gets
poor service, so why change? (3) it is too expensive for
people to refinance, so those customers are not going
anywhere else, even if they wanted to, and (4) even if
customers do leave in disgust, business is on the rise;
more customers are coming through all the time; and the
whole organization is strained and understaffed. In other
words, who cares?

Every organization—even those that are today’s lead-
ers within an industry—eventually peak out and then de-
cline. As aggressive competitors begin taking away market
share, this trend cannot be changed. The common at-
tribute among companies that have grown too large too
quickly is the decline of customer service. Once that hap-
pens, it is all too easy for a leaner, better-organized com-
petitor to take away momentum.

ORGANIZING THE 
INTERNAL QUALITY PROGRAM

Most quality programs are aimed at improving service on
the way up, as revenues and earnings climb. This is
where quality begins to suffer. As volume grows, profits
tend to shrink and eventually the whole operation begins
to decline. But a quality program can also be designed so
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that the internal quality program works to prevent that
decline.

The reason that companies lose their competitive
edge has everything to do with levels of service. Growth—
often at the expense of service itself—is not going to sus-
tain the corporate structure because, sooner or later, the
decline in service works its way through to the bottom
line. Losses replace profits and a reputation for excellence
in service is replaced with one for consistently low levels
of service. “I guess they got too big” is a common observa-
tion about corporations and that observation is right on
the money. However, your company can grow without
losing its level of service. Using an internal Six Sigma pro-
gram to identify and define modes of growth (within an
excellent service model) is the way to ensure that expan-
sion does not mean the end of profitability (and along
with it, the end of positive service reputation).

There is a specific connection between managing
internal growth and maintaining excellent customer ser-
vice. It is not necessary to sacrifice service for growth, in
spite of that pattern’s being experienced time and again.
An internal program based on the Six Sigma strategy, ac-
tion plan, and service approach (to the entire culture
and not only within quality-related projects) enables a
company to expand operations in every respect—per-
sonnel, product and service lines, geographic influence,
facilities, capital—without losing quality in its customer
service program.

The three components of the internal program are
summarized in Figure 3.2.

Business Process Management, or BPM (see Chapter
1) is the corporate executive-level strategy for the corpo-
rate quality program. This is where the decision is made
to pursue a permanent change in the corporate culture by
applying Six Sigma as a methodology. In comparison,
other quality programs are viewed as functional aspects of
operations, a way to cut costs by reducing defects, im-
proving efficiency, and making management’s job easier,
but without management’s involvement within the program.
Under the Six Sigma approach to quality, management be-
gins its BPM strategic approach by also committing to the

OUTSIDE-IN THINKING70

ccc_thomsett_ch03_61-90.qxd  9/17/04  5:36 PM  Page 70



program in a participatory manner and not just by impos-
ing the program upon the rank and file.

Key Point Management can simply delegate quality to
departments or, as an alternative, management can create
an effective, working system. The second approach has
one advantage over the first: It works.

The second component is the action plan itself,
which is a revision to the organizational structure. We are
used to thinking vertically, with management at the top
and the worker at the bottom. Under Six Sigma, we main-
tain a chain of command and organizational structure, but
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we begin to think in terms of the team rather than the in-
dividual, the department, and the division. Under the tra-
ditional mode of thinking, each unit (person, department,
division) tends to think in terms of self-interest. There is
no real incentive for company-wide perspective. At this
level, that culture is revised organizationally by the cre-
ation of an analytical approach to quality. At this phase,
management determines who should take responsibility
for training, identifying project areas needing immediate
attention, and creating the actual program.

The third component is the revised internal culture
and its emphasis on service. Here, employees at all levels
within the company are trained to take on a changed
view of how things work. The internal culture, often de-
scribed as a series of departments and individuals who
do not work cooperatively with one another, can and
should work as a company-wide team; and the way to
create that is through the Six Sigma service orientation.
Management cannot simply mandate that departments
are to work together; they have to be changed using a
methodical approach. The scientific method applies in
quality programs as elsewhere. By viewing the change in
the corporate culture as the first Six Sigma project to be
undertaken, the starting point is to apply the standards
of the scientific method.

Why the scientific method? In corporate culture, so
many motives, assumptions, and conflicts are in play in
any situation, especially one where a major change is be-
ing proposed. “How is this going to affect me?” is the un-
spoken question on everyone’s mind. When the CEO
announces that the company is going to take on a new
company-wide quality control program, few people are
going to be happy about the announcement. Even though
Six Sigma is vastly different from any other quality pro-
gram the company has tried before, people are cynical and
they will initially view the program suspiciously.

The scientific method works perfectly for the inter-
nal program components previously identified: strategy,
action plan, and service. No two people are going to share
the same perceptions about corporate culture, where they
fit within that culture, and to what extent major changes
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will affect them. As a consequence, all forms of change
meet with resistance, often with concerted, fierce, and de-
termined resistance. Six Sigma is a truly revolutionary
change. It removes self-interest from the culture, not en-
tirely of course, but enough so that people discover that
working from a team approach is rewarding. By taking the
first step, management begins to mold a new, fresh point
of view. As one writer expressed this idea, “We used to
think that revolutions are the cause of change. Actually it
is the other way around: change prepares the ground for
revolution.”1

Under the scientific method, change itself is given
structure and certainty. This method has four parts:
First is observation and definition of the problem. Sec-
ond is the development of a hypothesis or theory re-
garding the required solution. Third is the calculation of
outcomes you would expect from change, such as in-
creased profits, faster process time, or fewer steps. And
fourth is the testing phase, in which the new process or
conclusion is tested.

Example: The Accounting Department takes up to
three weeks to prepare and deliver reimbursement
checks; sales reps would like to get their money within
one week. Applying the scientific method and its four
steps, the process is:

1. Observe and define: What is the problem and
why does it exist?

2. Hypothesis: How can the problem be solved?
What processes should be changed?

3. Expectations: What changes in the process would
you expect as a result of the changes proposed?

4. Testing: Does the revised procedure solve the
problem?

The four steps, summarized in Figure 3.3, show how
the scientific method is applied to a Six Sigma project.

The phases are revised one by one. If the hypothesis
does not hold up to examination, we return to the first
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step and redefine. For example, we may believe initially
that the problem of slow delivery of checks is caused by
inefficiency in the Accounting Department; when the hy-
pothesis is developed, we discover that the department
operates by necessity on a batching system, so the prob-
lem needs to be reviewed with improved information.

Expectations are similarly reviewed and, if they are
found in error, we return to the original hypothesis. For
example, we might conclude that the accounting batch
cycles need to be made more efficient so that turnaround
time is improved. However, when reviewing expectations,
we may determine that instead, we need to add additional
minor batches in the off-weeks between the two major
monthly batches. Finally, when the project changes are
tested, we may discover additional errors, requiring a re-
turn to outcome expectations.

When all four steps are completed successfully, we
will have arrived at a solution that (1) was properly de-
fined, (2) was based on a correct hypothesis, (3) was de-
veloped with realistic expectations, and (4) met those
expectations in the testing phase.
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Key Point Many organizations are focused on solutions.
It would be far more effective and satisfying if, instead,
they were taught to focus on effective solutions.

Because Six Sigma is designed on the assumption
that we all have customers to serve, this four-step system
is nothing less than a methodical way to define customer
service, identify problems, and make corrections. For ex-
ample, if a company whose customers make phone calls
assumes that “getting the answer to a question” is a satis-
factory outcome in a contact transaction, then it does not
matter if the customer ends up angry and frustrated. It
also does not matter if it takes a long time and numerous
phone calls to get that answer. Under the scientific
method, the problem would be defined and a hypothesis
formed. But the hypothesis would be challenged and
found to be flawed if, in fact, the Six Sigma team deter-
mined that the problem had more components than the
question: Did the customer get an answer to the question?
Other aspects could include speed of response, customer
service courtesy, time the customer had to spend on Hold,
and whether or not internal employees were adequately
trained. In other words, the study of the hypothesis often
demonstrates that in order to solve the problem, we also
have to identify it completely, and not just settle for the
most apparent symptom of that problem.

We have another opportunity to ensure excellence in
the “expectations” phase. If we expect the customer to (1)
get an answer on the first contact, (2) spend as little time
as possible on Hold, (3) speak to a fully trained, knowl-
edgeable, and friendly employee, and (4) come away from
the experience feeling satisfied, then we have identified a
set of expectations.

Finally, we test the improved system. One way, for
example, would be to pose as a customer, make a phone
call, and experience the customer service treatment first-
hand. This is not only efficient, it is also more reliable
than other methods like customer surveys. In a retail en-
vironment, we can visit a store to witness how customers
are treated; in a service environment, we depend on the
telephone, e-mail, and other indirect contact; and when
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products or services are sold primarily online, we need to
have easy access to web sites, including easy-to-find con-
tact information, tracking of inquiries, and other desir-
able features.

A CUSTOMER’S PERSPECTIVE

The scientific method brings order to the project. All pro-
jects have to begin with definition and without that first
step, we cannot know how to proceed. If we do not un-
derstand the problem, we cannot fix it. It is often the case
that, in the desire to rush to a solution, many projects be-
gin without proper definition. Solutions are not always
neat or simple; at times, for example, a problem mani-
fested in a single department is the result of layer upon
layer of contributing problems from other places. To truly
define the problem, we need to examine it using the scien-
tific method, accepting the possibility that the problem in-
volves far more than what is immediately apparent and
will require more work than we estimated at the begin-
ning. If we settle for the easy fix, then we probably will
not be able to truly fix the problem at all. “For every hu-
man problem, there is a neat, plain solution—and it is al-
ways wrong.”2

We need to define customer requirements and ex-
pectations as part of the initial phase in a Six Sigma pro-
ject. In fact, by emphasizing the service-related questions,
we arrive at a better understanding of what needs to be
fixed. Another aspect of the defining process is to deter-
mine what customer requirements and expectations are
not being met today. We should not limit our definitions
to what we believe today’s system could provide more
quickly or more cheaply. In fact, a better question to ask
is: Does the customer require or expect something that we
are not providing?

If the analysis is going to be limited to today’s
process, you will not know what is lacking. So a finely-
run project may, in fact, address only a symptom and not
the underlying problem itself. For example, if your Cus-
tomer Service Department does not always provide an-
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swers because employees are not well trained, what is the
solution? Better training will address that particular prob-
lem, so on the surface this may be one of those neat, plain
solutions. But the real problems may be far deeper. Per-
haps customers are frustrated because they have to spend
a long time on Hold; they are directed to the wrong de-
partment; and employees often do not respond directly to
what they are saying. These problems are far more serious
than lack of training; in fact, they may accelerate cus-
tomer dissatisfaction. So part of the solution may be to
identify ways that the question What is not being pro-
vided? can be answered.

Key Point The popular way to study customer service
is to begin with the question: How are we doing? This
does not address the most common flaw in service; the
right question should be: What are we not doing that we
should be doing?

How do you find out what is not being offered to-
day? Surveys are not going to reveal much, and isolated
studies that involve little or no customer contact are not
practical. The fastest way to find out what is wrong is to
go through the experience yourself. Call your own cus-
tomer service telephone number and make notes about
the experience. To expand your range of research, also
call a competitor. What do they do better? How could
your system be changed to provide better service than
the competitor’s?

These defining steps are good beginnings for a Six
Sigma project. Place your emphasis on definition at the
very beginning, to avoid spending the time and energy of
your team in fixing only a small portion of the problem.
Listen to the voice of the customer (VOC).

Gathering information for the VOC does not have
to be formalized or complex. The degree of information-
gathering should depend more on the nature of the pro-
ject, the people or departments involved, and the
complexity of the problem itself. A central question in
the VOC analysis should be: How well do we under-
stand the customer’s requirements and expectations? If
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you ask this question of most people, they are likely to
tell you that they understand their customers quite well.
Upon analysis, however, we may find that we really do
not understand the customer at all. For example, if your
company sells a product, then one attitude may be that
“customer service works as long as products are
shipped quickly.” In fact, though, even external cus-
tomers have service requirements beyond completion of
orders. They expect follow-up information, technical
support, warranty work, training, and more—after-sale
service, in fact, often determines the difference in the
consumer’s mind between “excellent service” and “poor
service.” Given the possibility that two competitors sell
products essentially identical in terms of cost and qual-
ity, the real differences are going to become apparent in
nonproduct support services. This is where a lot of
problems arise, and should be a primary emphasis in
any project whose intention it is to improve customer
service. The VOC will tell you that this is the most im-
portant area for concern.

In identifying the VOC for the purpose of improving
customer service, you will need to overcome resistance in
many forms:

✔ Opinions internally that “we already know what
the customer wants.”

✔ The assumption that service levels are already ac-
ceptable, “or we would have heard from the cus-
tomer by now.”

✔ Complete unawareness of the need to improve, or
worse, lack of concern because the customer has
no choice; “where else are they going to go?” is a
destructive attitude, but far too common.

✔ The belief that “customer service” is a waste of
time and money.

All of these forms of resistance are misguided and
successful service-oriented projects have proven over and
over that (1) many companies do not know what the cus-
tomer wants, (2) customers who are dissatisfied do not
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usually let you know, (3) everyone benefits when you im-
prove what you offer, and (4) improved service projects
save a significant amount of time and money. Six Sigma is
a profit center in this regard; projects not only pay for
themselves, they also generate revenues through im-
proved service at all levels, external and internal.

The VOC is not a one-time effort made at the defin-
ing phase of a Six Sigma process. In fact, it should be a
process that you go through continually. Understanding
customer requirements and expectations should be part of
your job, and this applies to every employee in the organi-
zation. Just as many people do not really understand what
the customer wants, we also are likely to discover that we
do not really know who our customer is at all. Asking the
question—the answer to which may seem obvious—can
help many people revise their basic assumptions about
how to relate to that customer.

Example: In a master insurance agency, a lot of process
emphasis was put on the development of product litera-
ture and support for field offices. In the minds of many
employees, the “customer” was the person who bought
insurance policies. In fact, however, it was the insurance
agent working in the field office whose requirements and
expectations really mattered. This awareness of the sales-
person—who had usually been perceived as pushy, de-
manding, constantly complaining—was not just a loud
voice interfering with home office processes. In fact, these
folks were the customers.

Once you know who the customer is and what that
customer wants, you will be able to develop internal per-
formance standards. What would you consider “mini-
mum” service and “excellent” service levels? Internally,
does the Accounting Department consider it important to
deliver checks to salespeople in a timely manner? Or is
their emphasis on account coding, balancing budgets, and
complying with internal audit standards? By defining per-
formance standards, an accountant who is preoccupied
with the process-related demands of the job may become
aware of the customer, perhaps for the first time.
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Key Point We need to re-focus the emphasis in our
thinking, away from details and processes, toward a defin-
ition of performance standards—with service in mind.

This flaw in thinking is not the employee’s fault. It is
business as usual, and commonly held opinions and atti-
tudes are difficult to change, at least using traditional
quality control methods. Under those methods, emphasis
is placed on reducing costs and on service for the external
customer only. Few corporations recognize the need for
improved customer service in the administrative offices of
the company, but once that change takes place, the entire
culture of the organization may change dramatically. This
is the goal under the Six Sigma program.

MANAGEMENT’S 
ROLE AND PARTICIPATION

Whether your Six Sigma process involves an external cus-
tomer or an internal customer, the purpose of the program
is the same: to improve levels of service to define and then
to meet customer requirements and expectations.

Everyone will speculate, of course, about how Six
Sigma will actually work. Will the corporate culture really
change? Will this change improve morale? The effective-
ness of Six Sigma depends on how committed manage-
ment is to the program. This does not mean merely
tolerating the existence of the program or requiring divi-
sions and departments to figure out how it all works.
Management—all the way to the top—has to be a part of
the Six Sigma culture, by not only supporting the con-
cepts but through active participation. So many quality
programs emphasize technical and process improvements.
Very technical processes do benefit from in-depth analysis
of machinery, efficiency, and other aspects of a broad qual-
ity program. But Six Sigma is also involved with improv-
ing the work environment for all employees. To that end,
top management must be involved in order for the larger,
cultural change to work.
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Management determines, for example, what is actu-
ally done with the information you gain from your Six
Sigma project. For example, if you identify a method for
process of work that improves service levels without in-
creasing costs or expenses, the obvious reaction is to im-
plement your recommendations. But if your CEO has
given only lip service to the whole concept of quality, then
the CEO’s involvement is nonexistent. Six Sigma and the
ideals of a changed corporate culture are viewed only as a
“vision thing.”3

What you do with the information you gain from the
Six Sigma process is going to depend largely on the dedi-
cation of the company’s leadership to the whole concept.
Management has two roles in Six Sigma. First is overall
support and participation, the philosophy that allows Six
Sigma to thrive. Second is the development of strategic
benefits and tactics—in other words, the process by
which information is developed and passed through the
process, from origination to final outcome. In Chapter 6,
we apply this principle in the development of a horizontal
process flowchart. The process of identifying how work
moves through is also known as the value chain, a term
used to describe the activities required to effectively de-
sign and deliver the necessary final result, or outcome.4

Why is it management’s job to lead the effort in
defining quality? In fact, it is management’s primary lead-
ership role to define methods that improve the quality of a
company’s service and product, at all levels. Management
sets the tone. If your executive leadership does not want
to be involved with the daily details of creating quality,
then they have no right to expect anyone else to adopt the
right attitude. Management has to lead by example, as the
saying goes. This is a thankless task in the traditional in-
teractions of corporate culture, where resistance to any
new ideas can prevent and sabotage the best of intentions.
Six Sigma enables such change while providing the tools
to management to lead the corporation out of the tradi-
tional rut and into a more enlightened, success-oriented
quality method of thinking.

The traditional corporate culture, in which manage-
ment by example is the most difficult mode of operation,
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makes change itself a difficult process. No one wants
change under the traditional mode, in which self-interest
is institutionalized. There remain few heroes in that envi-
ronment. As one author wisely observed: “A perfect ex-
ample of Management by Example and inspirational
leadership, Joan of Arc, was rewarded for her heroism by
being burned at the stake.”5

The new, more enlightened approach to manage-
ment is based on leading the entire corporation into a
changed environment. Management establishes a new set
of priorities, all based on the idea of improved quality.
When management begins making its list, it becomes easy
to prioritize those quality issues; identify likely logjams in
the system (weak links represented by time delays, ineffi-
ciency, and other breakdowns in the process that directly
harm quality); and provide managers and employees with
a clear vision of how those problems need to be corrected
and of how a new approach—one based on quality as a
top priority—can be put into effect.

Key Point Management is supposed to lead, not just
delegate. By establishing priorities based on quality, man-
agement takes a big step toward improving all processes
performed in the company, and at all levels.

One of management’s roles in this changed point of
view, involves identifying efficiency in work processes.
Many experts have tried to identify methods for improv-
ing employee efficiency. The corporate efficiency expert
(who is neither involved with efficiency in a real sense,
nor an expert) will study time required to complete tasks,
often down to the second. The alleged value in such
analysis is based on emphasis on process itself. It does
nothing to change or fix work flow problems.

In a study of the Six Sigma approach, in which we
seek to reconcile current process steps with the larger goal
of creating better quality in outcome, we find many ways
to improve efficiency itself. If the purpose in improving
efficiency is simply to cut down the cost of processing in-
formation, products, or services, it will fail. There must be
more. With quality as the overall interest in the study of
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efficiency, employees find themselves thinking in efficient
terms. Quality itself is usually the result of efficient think-
ing. When management recognizes this relationship, they
can lead corporate thinking into more efficient modes.
People begin to see various ways in which they can
achieve better quality through improvements in their own
process efficiency. This is where the efficiency expert fails.
By emphasizing the cost of process rather than critically
evaluating how processes can be changed and improved,
the expert misses the point.

One revelation that most people come upon when
thinking in quality mode is that the single most impor-
tant aspect of efficiency is the level of work in process.
In a manufacturing environment, this means “goods in
the process of being produced from raw materials
through to finished goods.” Of course, the more volume
of work in process, the less efficiently work can be per-
formed. This manufacturing concept applies to all
processes. For example, a Shipping and Receiving De-
partment is going to be less efficient when its work load
is excessive, because “work in process” takes up time,
and the more time spent not delivering the final result
of the process, the less quality there is in the entire mat-
ter, from beginning to end.

So the question becomes: How do I reduce work in
process to improve efficiency? So rather than trying to fig-
ure out how to speed up a flawed process, we get to the
point of controlling work flow itself. The result—greater
efficiency and, of course, higher quality—translates to
lowered processing costs, improved customer satisfaction,
and improved employee morale.

Management’s role in Six Sigma, in a broad sense, is
not limited to merely supporting the concept or even to
taking part. Management needs to set the tone for a new
corporate culture, one in which each and every employee
begins asking a new series of questions:

✔ How do I reduce work process in my area of re-
sponsibility?

✔ What does the customer require and expect? Am
I delivering that?
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✔ Who, in fact, is my customer?

✔ What can I do next to continue improving this
process?

SIX SIGMA: THEORY AND PRACTICE

Any organization attempting to change the basis of work
process, is going to face some resistance. To a degree, we
can define “quality” in terms of complexity. So the more
complex the processes within the company, the more diffi-
cult it becomes to identify methods for upgrading output.
For this reason, the formality that is possible under a Six
Sigma program is valuable. Remember, it is not necessary
to always use the most complex forms; but for the most
complex projects, that formality is valuable. When nu-
merous departments and people are going to play a part in
a process, the greater levels of formality are indispensable;
and when the decisions about making changes cross de-
partmental lines, support from top management is essen-
tial. Many excellent ideas have simply died because a
department supervisor or manager felt threatened by the
change, was not consulted, or believed it reduced his or
her power.

Key Point Breaking down barriers is the key to im-
proving process quality. Traditional systems are often
used to reinforce them, to make the walls thicker and
higher and, ultimately, to prevent making any changes
whatsoever.

In a very real sense, the complexity of human in-
teraction is far more complex than the complexities in-
volved with projects. That human aspect, even in the
most simple projects, is a volatile area in any company.
In the traditional departmental thinking of the corpo-
rate culture, the empire-building between departments
and divisions did more to prevent progress, curtail qual-
ity, and harm growth, than any capital or other resource
limitations.

OUTSIDE-IN THINKING84

ccc_thomsett_ch03_61-90.qxd  9/17/04  5:36 PM  Page 84



Example: The CEO assigned a manager the task of
proposing a revised floor plan for the company. With
growth, departments had outgrown their areas and em-
ployees for some areas were scattered about. The intention
of this project was to devise a means for organizing the
departments more efficiently.

The outcome, in spite of good intentions, was to
cause tremendous upset and anger among virtually all
the department managers in the company. Complaints
included:

✔ Exclusion: A manager was angry that his opinion
had not been sought prior to drawing up a pro-
posed revision plan.

✔ Loss of power: One manager measured current
versus proposed office space and concluded that
the plan would deprive her of about 20 square
feet.

✔ Change: Several people resisted the plan because
it meant moving people around.

The complexity of the human aspect of this fairly
simple proposal grew from the fact that there had been no
communication beforehand. In a Six Sigma approach to
the same issue, the team would have started by articulat-
ing the problem—inefficiency in the floor plan that arose
from employee growth. Next, they would have asked de-
partment managers for ideas. Finally, any plan would have
been identified as a preliminary and proposed solution, as
one of many ways that people and departments could be
shuffled around. The original, traditional approach was
done the way it was partly to avoid costly rewiring of the
internal telephone system. Such minor considerations
may cause great trouble elsewhere; but again, this was a
traditional approach to solving a problem; it did not con-
sider the larger picture, including the likely response to
managers who felt left out of the process itself.

If we consider all department managers as “cus-
tomers” of the manager assigned to revise the floor plan—
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even just as a sketch on one possible idea—what was the
cause of the negative response? The primary problem
with the approach was a “service vacuum,” the range of
problems that arose from a lack of communication. Virtu-
ally all the responses could have been eliminated with a
single process of definition, coupled with a request for
suggestions.

The input from various department managers cer-
tainly would not have helped to arrive at a solution that
would be universally acceptable to everyone. However,
the purpose to any project, under Six Sigma or any other
method, is not to achieve consensus; the democratic ideal
is not an efficient model. The purpose to a Six Sigma
process is to gather information so that the entire scope of
a problem may be better understood; and to then develop
solutions that address the entire range of issues so that
most of them are addressed adequately.

For example, asking managers to propose solutions
is not merely a means for avoiding anger from managers.
It is a useful process designed to better identify the prob-
lem. After the sketch had been proposed to the CEO, sev-
eral managers’ concerns came to light. Has those concerns
been known ahead of time, the plan itself would have
been much different—and better—because the whole
range of departmental placement was more complex than
the initial definition of the problem. Under that defini-
tion, the solitary goal was to get all the employees report-
ing to one manager in the same floor space area. The
manager doing the project restricted his possible design
level by also considering current telephone exchange lo-
cations. However, there were other considerations not
known in advance. These included:

✔ The Supply Department needed close access to
the freight elevator at the rear of the building, but
the proposed design moved the department to the
middle floor area, which was simply not practical.

✔ Three specialized sub-departments involved in
accounting routines had originally been placed
next to the main accounting area. Under the re-
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vised plan, the departments were scattered
around the floor. The manager doing the design
work was not aware of the need for these areas to
be situated close to one another.

✔ One department handled customer cash and, by
regulation, was required to be set apart from
other departments in what was called a “cage”
area. The proposed redesign called for moving
this department out of the cage area and, in fact,
dismantling the cage itself. The manager design-
ing the revised floor plan was not aware of the
regulatory requirement.

You would not move Shipping and Receiving to the
penthouse or anywhere else far away from the loading
dock. But that requirement is visible. Many require-
ments are not visible to an outsider. This points out the
absolute requirements for careful definition of the range
of issues involved in process quality; participation by all
of those involved; and the crafting of solutions that take
into account the visible and invisible requirements for
each participant.

Key Point Analysis, for all the value it provides, is only
as good as the input you receive from those involved in
the process. Analysis without information is quite useless.

The example points out the value of Six Sigma. Most
quality programs are focused on the idea of how processes
can be done more cheaply or more quickly. The bottom
line is at the heart of such programs. Six Sigma serves as
an analytical tool as well as a quality program. So the cor-
porate culture, when modified to be based on participa-
tion and service as essential elements for all processes,
makes it work. The theory of Six Sigma works in practice
as well, because it is designed to be much more than just
the exercise of changing processes to cut costs and make
everything faster.

While reducing costs and improving process effi-
ciency, Six Sigma requires that we identify ways to reduce
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complexity. Processes tend to become overly complex.
One person proposes a change for a specific reason, and
that change becomes permanent. A later fix, proposed by
someone else, may not consider the practical aspects of
the big picture, or its effect on other departments. For ex-
ample, in one company someone proposed preparing job
requisitions in five parts instead of in three parts. The pur-
pose: to provide follow-up documentation for back orders
(copy # 4) and to allow the CEO to track ordering trends
(copy # 5).

These requirements came about for two reasons.
First, about 10 percent of orders had to be back ordered
and the company had not developed a reliable follow-up
procedure. Second, the CEO was in the habit of borrow-
ing accounting copies of requisitions, using them to study
trends, and not returning them; it caused a lot of chaos.

However, setting a policy to create two additional
pieces of paper for all orders was not efficient. It added to
the cost of routing orders, the printing of order forms, fil-
ing and storage, and—in the final analysis—it did not
solve the problems. There remained no efficient or reliable
method for following up on back orders because no one
used the extra copy to put any working processes into ef-
fect. And the CEO continued using the accounting copy,
explaining that they were easier to read. Copy # 5 was so
light it was difficult to read, so the CEO preferred going to
the originals.

Six Sigma solved the problems created by non-solu-
tions like the ones in the example, by requiring a five-step
approach. This approach reduces complexity while result-
ing in effective and realistic improvements in processes:

1. Analysis and evaluation. All projects have to begin
with this step. No matter how simple a problem appears
at first, it is invariably more complex than anyone thinks.

2. Standardization. Simplicity of choice translates to
less work in process, easier training curve, and lower
costs for everyone. If you need extra copies of a document
for only 10 percent of cases, it is not necessary to design a
new form and create a new paper trail for 100 percent. By
standardizing processes and dealing with exceptions in
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exceptional ways, you preserve the efficiency of a well-de-
signed process.

3. Cross-process efficiency. The problems of duplica-
tion in effort, conflicts in responsibility, and uncertainty
about tasking contribute to the chaos so often experi-
enced in internal processing. Lines have to be drawn
clearly so that everyone who takes part in a specific rou-
tine understands the three process elements, which can
be expressed in the three questions: What starts the task?
(Or where do I get the information, materials, or re-
quests?) What am I supposed to do, and what is the
deadline? (Or how do I process and when does someone
else expect the outcome?) And third, What do I do with
the results? (Or where do I send it next?) The ability to
articulate the process steps for each participant is at the
heart of creating, maintaining, and ensuring ongoing
quality. (See Chapter 6 for an example of how these
forms of efficiency can be summarized using the horizon-
tal flowchart.)

4. Cross-departmental cooperation. This is the most
challenging part of a quality control program under tradi-
tional methods. Remember, those methods are based on
the assumption that departments are working models
unto themselves, by definition isolated, and by desire not
to be invaded by other departments. So if Shipping and
Receiving is unable to ship orders within three days, that
is their problem and they have to solve it. The fact that the
problem is created elsewhere does not enter into the equa-
tion because, putting it bluntly, in the traditional corpo-
rate culture, departments do not cooperate with one
another. This prevents process improvement and harms
quality; it makes the permanent success of any quality
program impossible because it is designed to fail. In the
traditional approach to quality, only a small minority of
problems—those within the exclusive control of a single
department—can be solved.

5. Follow-up. One thing that all quality programs
share is the need to follow up after changes have been
made. Most people realize that success does not just hap-
pen; it has to be monitored, cajoled, encouraged, begged,
and modified—in other words, even the most successful
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Six Sigma project does not end with the final recommen-
dation and implementation; it has to be followed up to en-
sure that it is continuing to work.

The methods for reducing complexity fit well in a
comprehensive Six Sigma program. In the next chapter,
we examine two important sub-methodologies of Six
Sigma: systems called DMAIC (define, measure, analyze,
improve, and control) and DMADV (define, measure, ana-
lyze, design, and verify).
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91

4
The Nature of Quality

I had been on Hold for several minutes when the customer service clerk
returned. My question was a simple one: “Why can’t I open my credit
card statement online?” The clerk mumbled something about trying
again, and I told her I had been trying for more than a week. “Well
maybe there’s a problem,” she said. “Can you write us a letter explaining
what you need?” I asked whether a supervisor was available, and she
replied, “I’m the supervisor.”

If we are to provide quality service, we have to ask
ourselves exactly how we will go about doing that.
Putting poorly trained employees on a telephone

and expecting them to field customer inquiries is not
enough. In fact, that may only make matters worse, be-
cause we compound a problem by adding frustration on
top of it.

THE TACTICS OF QUALITY

Six Sigma is originated from the strategic design that man-
agement creates. Once that design is passed through the
organization, the tactics to be employed are developed at
the team level and put into action. In this chapter we ex-
plain the tactical elements of the Six Sigma project, using
a system called DMAIC (define, measure, analyze, im-
prove, control).

Chapter

DMAIC
the tactical ap-
proach to Six
Sigma projects,
involving five
phases: define,
measure, ana-
lyze, improve
and control.

ccc_thomsett_ch04_91-116.qxd  9/17/04  5:37 PM  Page 91



The whole process begins when management identi-
fies top priorities of the entire Six Sigma program. These
highest-priority projects should reflect what management
considers the most urgent concerns: drains on cash flow
and profits, inefficient processes, ineffective internal con-
trols, lack of coordination between marketing and admin-
istrative sections, and declining market share. So the
strategic importance of Six Sigma will touch upon many
areas and ultimately is likely to impact every employee in
the company. The dual purpose of Six Sigma—improving
the methodology of quality improvement, while also
changing the whole corporate culture—relies on the use
of predictable and formal tactical programs. This is where
DMAIC comes into play.

Key Point The strategic definition of Six Sigma leads to
the action plan, which is articulated in the tactical phases
of DMAIC.

In the desire to create a work environment with
improved effectiveness and efficiency, we have to con-
tend with a number of realities: the political power
struggles that exist between departments and sections,
the natural resistance to change, cynicism about quality
control in general, and the high-stress demands of orga-
nizational life in which deadlines and emergencies are
constantly looming.

Employing the specific tactics of Six Sigma is a
method of bringing order and certainty to the chaotic and
stressful environment of the workplace. It is not a simple
task. Just as management has a formidable job in design-
ing a new cultural approach to work process itself, the Six
Sigma team needs to overcome the day-to-day barriers to
change and new assignments, before Six Sigma can begin
to work well. The most common response to the news
that someone is expected to take part on a quality control
team is that they are already too busy to take on the added
burden. This resistance can be overcome by explaining
that their role is not going to be time-consuming because
other members of the team will share the time burden.
Once employees come to realize that Six Sigma is a seri-
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ous program and management wants to implement it, the
usual forms of resistance will probably dissipate.

A few steps that can be taken at middle management
levels will help to reduce resistance. No one wants to be
on a team in which the team leader dictates all the
processes and then takes all the credit for the team’s suc-
cess. So while Six Sigma processes should assign greater
responsibilities to middle management, it should also en-
sure that recognition is shared by the entire team. One
tendency in quality team definition is to make the mistake
of creating large groups to tackle problems. If a problem is
especially complex, it makes more sense to focus on
smaller team groupings with better interaction, contact,
and opportunities to work together. Larger groups, by de-
finition, are not as effective as smaller groups. A complex
project does not have to be tackled all at once and can be
broken down into phases, with different teams involved in
highly specialized areas. The efforts of several teams are
then coordinated by the leadership of the Six Sigma orga-
nization working with the various sponsors overseeing
multiple teams.

If we recall that one central purpose is to improve
processes and, thus, improve overall quality, we can
structure the tactical approach with several specific goals
in mind. These vary with the exact nature of each pro-
ject. Goals may include cutting time required to com-
plete processes, changing the process to better meet the
customer’s requirements and expectations, improving
the process monitoring system, and reducing the costs of
the process.

GETTING FROM CONCEPT TO QUALITY

In all phases of developing the Six Sigma program, we
should remember to continually be aware of the cus-
tomer’s point of view. The tactics of Six Sigma are process-
oriented so it is easy to lose sight of the end purpose in
the work itself.

Little things make a big difference. From the cus-
tomer’s point of view, a step as simple as a follow-up
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telephone call to ask whether the customer was satisfied
with the transaction is both refreshing and personal.
Imagine applying the same standards to fellow employ-
ees, vendors, or the regulators who audit our books. It
is so rare for a customer service mentality to be applied
outside the direct sales contact, that when it does exist,
everyone is surprised. However, it makes perfect sense.

By the same argument, little negative things also
make a big difference. For example, the tone of signs in a
store can impress customers negatively. YOU MUST HAVE

YOUR RECEIPT posted at a return desk is authoritarian. An
alternative that is somewhat softer in tone makes a lot of
difference. PLEASE HAVE RECEIPTS READY is easier to digest
and, incidentally, should not necessarily dictate a hard
and fast policy. Many stores will allow customers to return
merchandise even if they have lost their receipts. The con-
cept that you simply cannot get your money back because
you have lost a slip of paper is a punitive and unreason-
able policy. These subtle policy matters make a big differ-
ence to customers.

Key Point We need to get beyond traditional defini-
tions of “quality” and recognize that the person on the
other side of the transaction sees quality far differently
from the way you do. And both of you are right.

The idea of “quality” is not the same for the cus-
tomer as it is for the employee. For example, the em-
ployee may see the issue as one of needing a receipt to
document the transaction; the customer simply wants his
or her money back and has shown up at the store with the
merchandise. If a Customer Service Department operates
by telephone, staffing shortages mean that customers have
to wait on Hold, especially during peak hours. To the cus-
tomer, however, this creates the impression that the com-
pany does not consider service a high priority.

So the actual methods employed in a Customer Ser-
vice Department (or in an internal department for that
matter) define quality from the customer’s point of view. If
your Accounting Department is willing and able to get
your reimbursement check within a day or two (even
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though that creates batching exceptions), you will con-
sider it exceptional quality. But if you have to wait two
weeks because your request hit at the wrong moment in
the cycle, then you will conclude that the department
does not care about your requirements or expectations.
From your point of view, quality of service is poor. From
the Accounting Department’s side, however, the twice-
monthly batching system works quite well, so they are
providing “excellent” service. The definitions are differ-
ent. To the Accounting Department, excellence means
that everything moves along smoothly, work is done on
time, and employees are not wasting time on exceptions.

If we take these distinctions and apply them to
every instance where you interact with another person
(end user/customer, fellow employee, manager or subor-
dinate, or auditor), you realize that several important
bottom-line issues have to be considered in a tactical ap-
proach to quality:

✔ Your customer does not share your priorities.
They may be quite different.

✔ The way that you define “quality” determines
how the customer reacts. If quality is aimed at
improving your process, it may ignore the re-
quirements and expectations of their process ex-
perience. So, for example, a Customer Response
Department may successfully cut its operating
budget by reducing the number of employees on
staff, but all the customer knows is that they are
left on Hold for a long time.

✔ Processes are the means for delivering end results
(product, service, response to inquiries, follow-
up work). But processes are not end results them-
selves. For example, the efficiency of an
Accounting Department’s batch processing sys-
tem is not an end result, and in fact the rigidity of
that process may adversely affect perceptions
about the department. By the same argument,
your company may be able to get products in the
mail to customers within 24 hours from day of
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order, but if the wrong items are being shipped,
the process is flawed to the extent that the end re-
sult—delivery of the product—is also flawed.
Timely delivery is not sufficient if the wrong item
is in the box.

There are five specific phases in the Six Sigma tac-
tical application. These are collectively referred to as
DMAIC (define, measure, analyze, improve, control).
This tactical system is the core of Six Sigma, and follow-
ing its sequence determines the success of each Six
Sigma project.

The working sequence and checkpoints of DMAIC
are summarized in the process map shown in Figure 4.1.

Note that in moving forward to the measure phase,
the team may discover that it is necessary to return to de-
fine and make modifications. The same methodical step
occurs from the analyze phase back to the measure phase
and again from improve to analyze. In the analyze phase,
the team may also discover that it is necessary to return to
the define stage and restate part of the initial assumptions
of the project.

Key Point The process of performing, evaluating, and
going back ensures that the Six Sigma tactical process is
complete and focused. The same interim checking ap-
plies to process work flow itself and dramatically re-
duces defects.

Is this a lot of busy work and time wasting? We have
all seen the flowchart analysis with work loops, in which
we continually refer back to fix errors or inch forward; the
concepts often are well intended but simply do not work.
However, in Six Sigma, this exacting approach is designed
to ensure that (1) everyone understands the purpose of
the project, (2) the team has the opportunity to modify
the initial definitions upon discovery of important facts,
and (3) by the time the improve and control phases are im-
plemented, the complete problem has been addressed.
Nothing is as disheartening as finding out that a project
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has been extremely successful in fixing a problem only to
then discover that in fact, the problem that was fixed was
only one segment of a much larger problem.

The purpose of the different stages is to enable the
team to move through the process knowing that it has
taken all the right steps in the right order.
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The Define Phase

In the define phase, four specific tasks are undertaken.
These are:

1. Put together the team. Determine who needs to be
on the team and what roles each person will perform.
Picking the right team members can be a difficult deci-
sion, especially if a project involves a large number of de-
partments. In such projects, it could be wise to break
them down into smaller pieces and work toward comple-
tion of a series of phased projects. This is often easier than
trying to tackle the entire project with a single team.

2. Document the stakeholders and undertake a stake-
holder analysis. Stakeholders are individuals who will 
be affected by the changes made in the Six Sigma
process—managers, employees, customers, or vendors,
for example.

The stakeholder analysis is usually a listing intended
to anticipate the players, the resistance you are likely to
run into, the issues that determine resistance and inter-
ests, and a strategy for meeting those issues and for over-
coming resistance. A sample worksheet for this analysis is
shown in Figure 4.2.

This is a worksheet intended to help the team iden-
tify everyone who will be defined as a stakeholder—some-
one who will be affected by the outcome of the project,
who may exhibit one or more forms of resistance, and
who has real issues to be addressed. Finally, a specific
strategy needs to be devised to address those issues.

For example, a particular project may affect the
Shipping and Receiving Department. Resistance may in-
clude concern that changing the current system will add
time to the processing of both incoming and outgoing
items. The real issue, however, might be concern about
the timing of deliveries. There is a tendency for depart-
ments to show up toward the shipping deadline with large
numbers of packages; these all need to be processed im-
mediately, and it causes chaos in the department. So in de-
veloping a specific strategy, the team would need to
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understand both the reason for resistance and the real un-
derlying issues that cause it.

3. Develop a project charter. This is a document that
names the project, summarizes the project by explaining
the business case in a brief statement, and lists the project
scope and goals.

A form for the project charter is provided in Fig-
ure 4.3.
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FIGURE 4.2 Stakeholder analysis worksheet.
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Project Charter for __________________________________________________________

Business Case ______________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

Project Scope ______________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

Project Goals _______________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

Notes _____________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

Special Requirements ________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

FIGURE 4.3 Project charter worksheet.
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The worksheet is used to document the underlying
assumptions of the project, what it is intended to achieve,
and its scope.

4. Develop the SIPOC process map. This is a flowchart
documenting process steps, which also lists out the Sup-
pliers, Inputs, Process, Output, and Customer. This is a
highly detailed requirement and Chapter 6 provides a
sample of how this is organized and prepared. A “Sup-
plier” may be an outside vendor or another department,
just as a “Customer” can appear in many forms.

The SIPOC process map is essential for identifying
(1) the way processes occur currently and (2) how those
processes should be modified and improved throughout
the remaining phases of DMAIC.

Some Six Sigma define phases are by necessity more
heavily involved in documenting and discussing details of
the project. These are not always essential. The design of
the process should be determined by the scope of the pro-
ject and the need to ensure that the whole team is on the
same level of understanding about its elements. In more
advanced applications, these phases of the define phase
would include:

✔ Definition of the “customer” along with expecta-
tions and requirements.

✔ Diagrams meant to improve understanding by all
team members of the project’s purpose.

✔ Critical-to-quality (CTQ) tree, a device that
translates customer needs into product and ser-
vice action points. In Chapter 6, we demonstrate
how CTQ can be incorporated into the horizontal
process diagram (SIPOC).

Key Point Design should itself be structured based on
the complexity of the project. A flexible design is crucial
because every project is different.

At the conclusion of the design phase, you should
know who the customer or end user is, their resistance,
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issues, and requirements. You should also have a clear un-
derstanding of goals and the scope of the project (includ-
ing budget, time constraints, deadlines).

The Measure Phase

There are three parts to the measure phase. These are:

1. Data collection. The reason to collect data is to
identify areas where current processes need to be im-
proved. You collect data from three primary sources: in-
put, process, and output. The input source is where the
process is generated. For example, a sales rep delivers
orders to the Marketing Department. That is one form
of input. Process data refers to tests of efficiency: the
time requirements, cost, value, defects or errors, and la-
bor spent on the process. Output is a measurement of
efficiency.

2. Data evaluation. To evaluate how a process is
working, you will want to next arrive at the current base-
line Sigma. To do this, you need to calculate the approxi-
mate number of defects. That is divided by the sum of
units multiplied by the number of opportunities. The sum
of this calculation is then multiplied by one million to
find Sigma.

Example: To show how this works, let us use an internal
procedure. The measurement is made of the problem in-
volving packages that are supposed to be sent within three
days from the date an order is placed. Your data collection
reveals the following: In one month customer orders were
handled by three departments (number of opportunities)
and a total of 426 customer orders (units) were processed.
In studying the space between order date and shipment
date, you discover that 94 orders were shipping out later
than three days from the date of the order. Base Sigma is
calculated using this information:

94

426 3
1 000 000 73 552

×
× =, , ,
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We expand the summarized Sigma chart from Chap-
ter 1 to show the next step. This detailed chart is shown
in Table 4.1.

In finding the defects per million on this chart, we
see that 73,552 is just below a Sigma of 2.9. Now we have
a quantified quality level. With the goal being improving
the Sigma level, when we reduce defects, we would ex-
pect to see an improvement as a result, and it will be
measurable. In the preceding example, we estimated that
there were three opportunities because three departments
handled orders; and that there were 426 units processed
during a month. In that time, we experienced 94 defects.
This means that 94 packages were not shipped within
three days.

The project aimed at making this process work bet-
ter would examine procedures in the sales rep’s handling
of orders; in the Marketing Department; and in Shipping
and Receiving. If it were possible to cut the number of de-
fects in half, Sigma would be improved to:

According to the chart in Table 4.1, the Sigma would
then be about 3.3. While this would be a substantial im-
provement, we would still be experiencing 47 defects, a
number far too high.

This is the method used for measuring results as we
proceed through a project. This beginning point enables
us to locate the cause and effect of those processes and to
seek defect point so that the procedure can be improved.

3. FMEA (Failure Mode and Effects Analysis). The fi-
nal segment of the measure phase is called FMEA. This is a
fancy engineering term that refers to preventing defects
before they occur. It helps you to define exactly what can
go wrong.

The FMEA process usually includes rating possible
defects, or failures, in three ways: the likelihood that
something will go wrong, the ability to detect a defect,
and the level of severity of the defect. You may use a rat-
ing scale. For example, rate each of these three areas from

47

426 3
1 000 000 36 776

×
× =, , ,
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TABLE 4.1 Sigma Table

Defects per Defects per
Sigma Million Yield Sigma Million Yield

6.0 3 99.9997% 3.0 66,807 93.3

5.9 5 99.99946 2.9 80,757 91.9

5.8 9 99.99915 2.8 96,801 90.3

5.7 13 99.9987 2.7 115,070 88.5

5.6 21 99.9979 2.6 135,666 86.4

5.5 32 99.9968 2.5 158,655 84.1

5.4 48 99.995 2.4 184,060 81.6

5.3 72 99.993 2.3 211,855 78.8

5.2 108 99.989 2.2 241,964 75.8

5.1 159 99.985 2.1 274,253 72.6

5.0 233 99.98 2.0 308,538 69.1

4.9 337 99.97 1.9 344,578 65.5

4.8 483 99.95 1.8 382,089 61.8

4.7 687 99.93 1.7 420,740 57.9

4.6 968 99.9 1.6 460,172 54.0

4.5 1,350 99.87 1.5 500,000 50.0

4.4 1,866 99.81 1.4 539,828 46.0

4.3 2,555 99.74 1.3 579,260 42.1

4.2 3,467 99.65 1.2 617,911 38.2

4.1 4,661 99.5 1.1 655,422 34.5

4.0 6,210 99.4 1.0 691,462 30.9

3.9 8,198 99.2 0.9 725,747 27.4

3.8 10,724 98.9 0.8 758,036 24.2

3.7 13,903 98.6 0.7 788,145 21.2

3.6 17,864 98.2 0.6 815,940 18.4

3.5 22,750 97.7 0.5 841,345 15.9

3.4 28,716 97.1 0.4 864,334 13.6

3.3 35,930 96.4 0.3 884,930 11.5

3.2 44,565 95.5 0.2 903,199 9.7

3.1 54,799 94.5 0.1 919,243 8.1

0.0 933,193 6.7
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1 to 10, with 1 being the lowest FMEA level and 10 being
the highest. The higher the level, the more severe the rat-
ing. So a high FMEA would indicate the need to devise and
implement improved measuring steps within the overall
process. This would have the effect of preventing defects.
Clearly, there is no need to spend a lot of time on this pro-
cedure if the likelihood of a defect is low; because this pro-
cedure is a form of process-specific internal control, its
value is greatest when the likelihood of a defect is high.

Key Point By rating anticipated defects, we develop a
sense of how effectively the controls of the Six Sigma pro-
ject are going to work. The rating shows us where we
need to do more work.

In Chapter 6, we apply this principle in the horizon-
tal flowchart and identify “weak links” in processes.
These could also be called likely FMEA points. Knowing
that the likelihood of a defect is important, of course. It is
also important to know where that defect is most likely to
occur. In a process involving two or more departments,
the weak link—a point where the process passes from one
department or person to another—is also the most likely
point for a defect to occur. So being aware of the FMEA
rating becomes useful when you are trying to reduce de-
fects, because you would use the FMEA rating to concen-
trate on weak links.

The Analyze Phase

Some Six Sigma policies involve a complex array of com-
plex mathematical formulas, diagrams, and other forms of
analysis. However, the purpose of Six Sigma should be
kept in mind. We want to define the causes of defects,
measure those defects, and analyze them so that they can
be reduced. If it is necessary or helpful to produce visual
representations of the processes and defects being studied,
then they are worth the time and effort. However, for most
processes—as well as for most team members—a non-
technical approach will be far more effective.
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If we view Six Sigma as a participatory effort, then
the more people who are comfortable being involved in
the format of the project, the better. This assumes that
you will be able to achieve the desired result—fewer de-
fects with greater efficiency and effectiveness—without
needing to develop a series of mathematical analysis.

With this in mind, we present a non-technical ver-
sion of the analysis phase of DMAIC. We will consider
five specific types of analysis that will help to promote the
goals of the project. These are source, process, data, re-
source, and communication analysis.

1. Source analysis. Also called “root cause” analysis,
this procedure attempts to find defects that are derived
from the sources of information or work generation. In the
example of late shipment of goods from Shipping and Re-
ceiving, the problem comes from the fact that the sales rep
promised delivery within three days. However, orders of-
ten are not sent to the Marketing Department immediately.
A process delay occurs in Marketing frequently. And be-
cause the Accounting Department does not always pay
vendors on a timely basis, the supplier providing basic
shipping materials has held up delivery pending payment
from last month. In this brief view of the situation, a
source analysis reveals problems in Sales, Marketing, and
Accounting. Those problems have to be resolved before we
can expect to eliminate defects in Shipping and Receiving.

2. Process analysis. The source analysis is often diffi-
cult to distinguish from process analysis. The process
refers to the precise movement of materials, information,
or requests from one place to another. In the Shipping and
Receiving example, we can identify the sources of prob-
lems. Now, let us further check the process itself. The fact
that orders do not arrive in a timely manner is one of sev-
eral potential problems. What if the inventory is not well
organized and there are no products on hand, even
though records show that there should be? This is an ad-
ditional likely process defect that needs to be fixed.

3. Data analysis. The data may be flawed as well,
further adding to the complexity of the problem and
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generating defects. What if orders do not provide all the
needed information, such as the product to be shipped?
This would add further delays because the shipping em-
ployees would have to track the order back through
Marketing and Sales before they would be able to pro-
ceed. A problem in inventory records may cause unrea-
sonably high levels of back order or even inaccuracy in
the basic records.

4. Resource analysis. We also need to ensure that em-
ployees are properly trained in all departments that affect
the process. If training is inadequate, you want to identify
that as a cause of defects. Other resources include raw ma-
terials needed to manufacture, process, and deliver the
goods. So if the Accounting Department is not paying
vendor bills on time and, consequently, the vendor holds
up a shipment of shipping supplies, this becomes a re-
source problem.

5. Communication analysis. One problem common
to most processes high in defects, is poor communica-
tion. The classic interaction between a customer and a
retail store is worthy of study because many of the com-
mon communication problems are apparent in this case.
The same types of problems occur with the internal cus-
tomer as well, even though we may not recognize the
sequence of events as a customer service problem. The
exercise of looking at issues from both points of view is
instructive. A customer wants fast delivery, but Ship-
ping and Receiving is more concerned with lack of basic
supplies and unreliable inventory records. A vendor
wants payment according to agreed-upon terms, but 
the Accounting Department wants to make its batch
processing uniform and efficient (as defined by elimina-
tion of exceptions). The disconnect between these
groups demonstrates the importance of communication
analysis.

Analysis can take several forms. Some Six Sigma pro-
grams like to use a lot of diagrams and worksheets, and
others prefer discussion and list making. The proper pro-
cedure is the one that works best for your team, provided
that the end result is successful.
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The Improve Phase

In many efforts to improve the way that things are done,
people look for the obvious or fast fix. If goods are not
being delivered on time, if merchandise is broken during
shipment, or if the wrong items are being sent out, the
immediate response is to look for a singular cause, and
change it. The idea that the problem can be resolved in-
stantly and without in-depth investigation is naïve but
understandable. We find, over and over, that in fact,
problems tend to be complex and multifaceted. We
would expect to need to make improvements in many ar-
eas of the company, given the natural complexity of the
majority of problems.

Key Point Problem-solving people may want to rush to
solutions. But some problems are more complex and less
obvious than we would like. For this reason, the results-
oriented team member may need to slow down and follow
the process. It might lead somewhere interesting.

We approach the improve phase with these realiza-
tions in mind. In the Six Sigma project, how do we im-
prove what we discover? This is the phase where dramatic
improvement is put into action, where defect rates are
eliminated, and Sigma is raised far higher than it has ever
been before.

But for this to occur, we have to ensure that these
improvements are made at all the process segments where
defects have occurred or could occur in the future.

Improvement can involve a simple fix once we dis-
cover the causes of defects. However, in some cases, we
may need to employ additional tools as well. These include:

✔ Solution alternatives. Some creative solutions oc-
cur in team settings. While the tendency of a
group might be to overthink and thus overcom-
plicate the improvements needed to solve the
problem, an individual might arrive at the obvi-
ous but simple answer. For example, a truck is
firmly stuck under an overpass. The driver ig-
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nored the height limitations and got his rig good
and stuck. Numerous police, fire, and other ex-
perts consider many ways to force the truck out
of the wedge, but nothing works. A small child, a
passenger in one of the many cars stuck in line
behind the truck, asks one of the fire fighters,
“Why don’t you let the air out of the tires?” The
solution, so obvious and so easy, did not occur to
anyone else.

The same kinds of creative fixes apply in busi-
ness settings. In Chapter 2, we give the example
of a company asked to provide a lifetime war-
ranty by one large customer, in place of the stan-
dard 10-year warranty. After many meetings
where employees considered alternatives for
tracking inventory with this requirement in
mind, one team member suggested giving all
customers a lifetime warranty. Since no products
had ever been returned, and no complaints
about breakdown had ever been received, the
solution was obvious.

Another form of solution alternative comes up
when two different but equally viable solutions
are presented for consideration. The decision to
pick one over the other may be made on the basis
of time requirements and cost. However, these are
not always significantly different, so this leads to
the second improvement tool, experimentation.

✔ Experiments with solution alternatives. Testing of
different solution ideas fits well with the precepts
of the scientific method. If we simply do not
know what will work and what will not, we need
to conduct an objective experiment to find out.
For example, a quality team of the U.S. Navy was
given the task of figuring out how to reduce the
cost of replacing copper piping in nuclear sub-
marines. Each sub had hundreds of miles of pipe,
but at each maintenance cycle, it took a long time
to go through the replacement process. The team
concluded that the program should abandon cop-
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per pipe altogether and begin using stainless
steel. Even though the alternative material cost
more, the labor savings more than made up the
difference. Because stainless steel lasts far longer
than copper, the solution was creative and effec-
tive. Even so, command officers were dubious so
the team proposed testing the idea on a small
number of subs. In an eight-month maintenance
cycle, the results were obvious, so the entire pro-
gram was switched over to stainless steel.1

✔ Planning for future change. Most processes are dy-
namic rather than stationary. So even if today’s so-
lutions are effective, we have to also allow
flexibility for future change. In a rapidly growing
company (or changes within a specific division or
operating segment) processes may be in a constant
state of change. So the improve phase is going to be
perpetual and has to be designed to allow for addi-
tional changes in the future. To visualize this,
imagine setting up a filing system manually. We
know that a lot of additional files are going to be
needed in the letters E, M, S, and T. So the files are
set up to provide extra room for those letters.

Planning for future change is like the filing sys-
tem plan, but often with many more components.
So in the design of the work flow diagram (the
horizontal flowchart described in Chapter 6) it is
important to recognize that several points have to
be incorporated into the process improvement.
These include (1) flexibility for increased work-
load, (2) recognition that assumed deadline pres-
sure points could be worse in the future, (3)
allowance for increased defect occurrence at
identified weak link points, and (4) design of the
project itself for continual review and revision.

The Control Phase

The last phase of DMAIC is control, which is the phase in
which we ensure that the processes continue to work
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well, produce desired output results, and maintain quality
levels. You will be concerned with four specific aspects of
control, which are:

1. Quality control. The ultimate purpose in control is
overall assurance that a high standard of quality is met.
The customer’s expectations depend on this, so control is
inherently associated with quality. It does little good to get
shipments in the mail within three days if large numbers
of them arrive broken because we did not have the time to
package items correctly. It also is of no value if payroll
checks are issued on time, but for all the wrong amounts.
In each case the customer’s expectations would not be
met. Since the purpose to Six Sigma is to improve overall
process by reducing defects, quality control is the essen-
tial method for keeping the whole process on track; for
enabling us to spot trouble and fix it; and for judging how
effectively the project was executed and implemented.

Key Point Quality is at the heart of the Six Sigma phi-
losophy. Reducing defects has everything to do with striv-
ing for perfection. Whether we reach perfection or not,
the effort defines our attitude toward quality itself.

2. Standardization. One feature of smooth processing
is to enable processes to go as smoothly as possible. This
usually means standardization. In a manufacturing envi-
ronment, the value of standardization has been proven
over and over. It is the exceptions that slow the whole
process down and add costs to the output. While stan-
dardization can be damaging in and of itself (if, for exam-
ple, a process does not accept exceptions under any
circumstances), we need to devise a control feature to
processes so that the majority of work is managed in a
standardized manner. Thus, if 90 percent of purchase req-
uisitions require an original and two copies, why should
we produce a four-copy form because it may be needed 10
percent of the time?

3. Control methods and alternatives. The develop-
ment of a new process of any change to an existing
process requires the development of procedures to control
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work flow. In administrative departments, this usually
means devising a form to track information. In a manu-
facturing plant, we appoint line foremen to make sure
the line keeps moving and, at the same time, repetitive
steps are done correctly. In any process, what happens
to the exceptions? At those times when a process cannot
be managed in the normal manner, we need to come up
with alternatives short of forcing compliance to the
standardized method. The Six Sigma team will be faced
with this question and will need to develop simple but
effective methods for processing both regular and ex-
ceptional work.

4. Responding when defects occur. The final step in a
control process is knowing how to respond once a defect
is discovered. The weak links in the procedure—where
defects are most likely to occur—can and should be mon-
itored carefully so that defects can be spotted and fixed
before the process continues. This looping control feature
makes processes most effective because in this manner de-
fects never make it to the end of the line. The response to
a defect may be to prevent a discovered flaw from becom-
ing a defect at all. In the best designed systems, defects
can be reduced to near zero, so that we may actually be-
lieve that Six Sigma can be attained.

APPLYING DMAIC

The actual attainment of Six Sigma—virtually no defects
per one million opportunities—is not a realistic goal.
However, when we apply DMAIC completely and super-
impose it over a process, it is possible to experience a dra-
matic reduction in the level and occurrence of defects.

Key Point The continual checking and evaluating of
work flow to ensure quality, locates emerging defects and
fixes them during process, rather than waiting to find
them at the end. The goal, of course, is to give the end
checker nothing to do, because there will be no defects to
fix by the time the process has been completed.
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In Chapter 6, we take a relatively complex problem
involving several departments, and show how DMAIC
principles can be put to work to reduce defects, perhaps
removing them entirely (except for the inevitable de-
fect that does make it through even the best of systems).
However, before proceeding to that point, we need 
to make a distinction between process and personal 
defects.

A process defect can be defined as any defect aris-
ing out of the product or service, the source of informa-
tion or materials, and the nature of the customer. In a
production environment, a defect would be a nonwork-
ing or incomplete unit. In a service environment, a
process defect is a math error, incomplete report, up-
side-down page, or missed deadline. A personal defect
can be called human error in many cases, but it is more.
It may point out the problem of inadequate training,
problems between shifts due to hour of the day, or de-
fects arising from the boredom of performing repetitive
work. People make mistakes due to poor training, lack
of supervision, low morale, or boredom. These causes
are far more intangible than tangible defects, so a Six
Sigma project has to be flexible enough to recognize
that the way to fix one problem is not always identical
in each and every case.

Example: A Six Sigma team in a production plant was
accustomed to analyzing defect trends using highly
technical measurements. These included detailed chart-
ing of defect rates, as well as direct observation of pro-
duction line work flow. However, one defect trend did
not make sense when it first came up. The company had
recently acquired a small manufacturing company and
the team realized immediately that the third shift exhib-
ited defect rates four times higher than the first two
shifts. The team began by pursuing several theories: The
cause believed by some team members to be that work-
ing the graveyard shift caused higher levels of exhaus-
tion, for example. But in testing that theory against
similar comparisons in shifts for other divisions, no 
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rational correlation could be found. Next, the team ana-
lyzed whether line foremen were doing their jobs. And
then the team analyzed the line procedure itself, and
found no flaws. Still, defects were noticeably higher
than in other shifts and overall productivity was far
lower.

It was not until the team looked deeper that they
found the answer. All trainees in the company were as-
signed to the third shift. The original policy was based on
concerns that trainees would slow down the line and effi-
ciency would suffer on all shifts. So trainees dominated
the third shift. The team concluded that lower productiv-
ity and higher defect rates were normal for the shift be-
cause trainees could not be expected to function at normal
rates for fully trained employees. The decision to place
trainees on the same shift made sense, too. Otherwise, the
entire processing for other shifts would be slowed down
due to the training curve.

This example demonstrates that what is perceived
originally as the problem is not always the problem at all.
In this case, the issue was that the newly acquired sub-
sidiary had instituted a procedure that made sense. The
specific attributes for units of production required train-
ing of a meticulous nature, so the real problem was not
one of productivity. It was lack of complete understanding
by the Six Sigma team as to the nature and mix of shifts in
the manufacturing environment.

Key Point We cannot enter a project believing that we
already know all about the problem. There will be in-
stances where our lack of understanding prevents our dis-
covery of a solution.

We cannot apply one set of standards to every prob-
lem or project. Just as process and personal problems
have to be distinguished and studied differently, we also
have to make careful distinctions between product and ser-
vice defects. We cannot apply the same engineering stan-
dards used in assembly line analysis to the work of the
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mail room, typing pool, Accounting Department, or other
administrative area. The intangible nature of many ser-
vices presents a special challenge to the Six Sigma team.
Identifying defects, monitoring them, and measuring im-
provements has to all be done based on the nature of the
process itself.
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5
Product and

Service Defects

In some foreign country a priest, a lawyer, and a Six Sigma Black Belt
are about to be guillotined. The priest puts his head on the block, they
pull the rope, and nothing happens—he declares that he’s been saved by
divine intervention—so he’s let go. The lawyer is put on the block, and
again the rope doesn’t release the blade. He claims he can’t be executed
twice for the same crime, and he is set free, too. They grab the Black Belt
and shove his head into the guillotine. He looks up at the release mecha-
nism and says, “Wait a minute, I see your problem . . .”

—Reprinted with permission, www.isixsigma.com

Defects—no matter what the cause—can be stud-
ied from several different angles, or points of
view. But there is always a reason, and once we

come to understand the reasons behind the defects, we
can eliminate the frequency of those defects—not com-
pletely, and not all the time, but enough so that the rate
of defects will fall.

Some Six Sigma processes involve the use of techni-
cal language, but it really comes down to a fairly straight-
forward process. In Six Sigma, we:

✔ Define a problem or series of problems, charac-
terized by the defects that have been experienced
in the past. (Define)

✔ Identify the causes of the defects. (Measure)
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✔ Estimate the cost of defects. (Analyze)

✔ Take steps to fix those defects. (Improve)

✔ Watch the results of our changes. (Control)

The DMAIC process is the core of the Six Sigma
working model, and whether you use highly technical
language and graphics, or simply make checklists and fol-
low the defects through the system to figure out how to
remove them, the end result should be the same. For ex-
ample, you might say that a particular defect involves
“cross functionality” or instead you might observe that a
defect involves two or more departments.

For the purpose of understanding the concepts be-
hind the Six Sigma process, we do not use terms that are
not needed. The acronyms and abbreviations we employ in
this book are widely recognized and used throughout the
Six Sigma world; because they are universal, we have used
them here as well. In your own company, the use of terms
and acronyms will probably vary depending on the point
of view of your Six Sigma leadership, the complexity of
projects, and the size and scope of the work involved.

Key Point In Six Sigma projects, simplicity of termi-
nology is preferred; in some cases, more complex terms
and tools are justified, but not always.

You will be expected to confront two broad types of
defects: tangible or intangible. A “tangible” defect is one
that can be easily quantified. For example, on an assembly
line, you can count the number of units produced in a
shift, and you can identify exactly how many of those
units were defective. If your standard is to have 5 percent
or fewer defects, but they have been running between 15
percent and 20 percent, you have a problem. Under a Six
Sigma project, it would not be adequate to say, “The shift
supervisor has to make those employees pay more atten-
tion” and then merely assume that will fix the problem.
You need to ask many other questions, such as:

✔ Are the raw materials adequate for this product?

✔ Have we changed materials or suppliers lately? Is
the raw material different?
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✔ Are employees properly trained?

✔ Is our machinery properly set? Can settings be
adjusted and if so, does the adjustment level con-
tribute to the defect?

✔ Is the 5 percent standard realistic? If not, what is
a realistic standard?

✔ What other possible contributing factors are
causing these defects?

In the tangible world, we can locate the causes of de-
fects by asking these questions. The process is itself tangi-
ble because we can easily count units of production and
spot defects. It is specific. In comparison, an intangible
product or service is much harder to measure. Both “units
of production” (or, using the Six Sigma phrase, “opportu-
nities”) and the number of defects may be far more diffi-
cult to count and, as a result, more difficult to correct.
This is the challenge for anyone on a Six Sigma team in-
volving intangible services and their defects.

MEASURING VARIANCE

The traditional measurement of defects, often expressed
as variance, requires a reliable method for computing the
normal expectations. Statisticians use a lot of formulation
to arrive at what is called standard normal outcome. This
is the normal distribution when the mean, or average,
outcome is defined as zero, and a standard deviation is 1.

This is one of many ways to calculate and to assign a
value to defects. A standard normal outcome would be the
overall expectation, based on averages, of what you would
be likely to experience in a series of tests. This type of
analysis, popular in a manufacturing and production en-
vironment where thousands of units are produced, has a
valid application. In such an environment, a change of a
small degree could mean a big difference in profitability
through reduced waste, faster production time, accuracy,
and other measurements. Cost accountants are also aware
of the big differences that small changes make.
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Key Point Attention to small details often yields big
changes. If the nature of a project involves many opera-
tions, the more attention to detail, the higher the yield.

Without requiring ourselves to become statisticians,
engineers, or cost accountants, we can still devise accu-
rate methods for measuring outcomes and for identifying
ways to reduce defects. Six Sigma may have originated as
a quality-related theory in a highly technical environ-
ment, but it is desirable to make the techniques available
to as many nontechnical people as possible.

If you work in a strictly production-related envi-
ronment, you already know how defects are measured.
Units of production and defect-free outcome define a
particular shift’s work level, or a particular line’s im-
provement over previously established levels. Statisti-
cians and accountants are obsessed with trends and
changes, and they measure the success and effectiveness
of change in terms of how those trends evolve. But it is
not just the statistician or accountant; in one way or an-
other, everyone is involved with measuring, evaluating,
and controlling trends.

For example, if your work is strictly administrative,
you have probably identified and defined a form of quality
and you understand defects. A Word Processing Depart-
ment, for example, may use several devices to ensure that
the reports, letters, and other documents they process are
fully accurate. Statistical reports have to be carefully dou-
ble-checked to make sure no math errors go through.
Spell-checkers can be run against text documents and fur-
ther edited to find errors in word usage, grammar, and
formatting of documents. Many different skills and tech-
niques can be employed to ensure that defects are held to
a minimum.

In this environment, a “unit” may be defined as a
single document or even as a page within a larger docu-
ment. A defect could be defined as any error: spelling,
word usage, grammar, math errors within the docu-
ment, formatting inconsistencies, or even a smudge on
the edge of the page. The definition of “defect” is going
to depend on the precise nature of work that is
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processed and this example—which is tangible but with
a nonspecific unit count—defines the elusiveness of
defining defect-free processes.

If we were to apply the strict standards of produc-
tion, a “unit” would be each and every word within a doc-
ument. In place of a word, a mathematical value or total
would also represent a unit. Such detail, however, makes
no sense in a statistical Word Processing Department or
secretarial pool. The “unit of production” is probably the
document and any defects in the document are important.
We would expect to create procedures to locate defects in
draft form, so that these could be fixed before documents
were released to the customer (executive, manager, super-
visor, fellow employee, committee, board, etc.). Certainly,
you would not want a math error to be found in the mid-
dle of an accounting review meeting, or an obvious
spelling error to be found by the recipient of a letter from
your CEO. Procedures should be designed to ensure that
(1) defects can be found in a consistent manner, (2) there
is a process in place to correct defects, and (3) continual
review is designed and implemented to keep the rate of
defects as low as possible. We would be misguided to be-
lieve that it would ever be possible to completely elimi-
nate those defects; it is enough to find and correct them
before output occurs.

Key Point A discovered defect can and should be cor-
rected during the process and in a proactive manner; and
not after the output has occurred, in a reactive manner.

Even in a service or administrative department, as
long as a process is predictable (meaning, of course, that
you know exactly what occurs within that process) and as
long as you know the types of defects, or errors, that are
likely to occur, then you can determine what controls will
be required to reduce defects. In the next chapter, the hor-
izontal work flowchart is set up to demonstrate the types
of control points where special care has to be given. For
example, when a manager dictates a report and delivers it
to a word processing pool, several possible defects can oc-
cur. If the report includes grammatical errors, will the
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word processor be able to catch it? Working from dicta-
tion, it is possible to misunderstand and key in the wrong
word. Consider a list of words or phrases that could be
heard wrong or easily be mistyped:

Correct Word Heard As Correct Word Heard As

a priori a priority listened listed

better bitter meant mint

costing causing nullify notify

dollar duller opinion open

east eased preference reference

familiar familial query clearly

guest guessed restitution resolution

This list points out the need for careful editing. Spell
checking is not enough. So here we have an example of
potential defects that could easily occur in the weak link
between a dictated letter and the processing of the tape. A
second defect may occur at the proofreading stage where,
instead of looking only for misspelled words, the individ-
ual does not also read the material to ensure that mistakes
do not go through. So the sentence may read “Our client
has asked for a summary of items causing this amount of
overrun, and is familial with common reasons for such er-
rors.” It should be corrected, replacing the word “causing”
with “costing” and replacing the word “familial” with “fa-
miliar.” The first error may be difficult to find in all cases,
so in order to entirely eliminate defects, we would depend
on both states of the process to work well. It demon-
strates, however, that we will not always be able to find
the defects themselves. So all a Six Sigma project can do is
to identify likely problems and do everything possible to
eliminate them.

Are some defects impossible to measure? For ex-
ample, going back to the word processing pool, what if
the need to replace the word “causing” with “costing” is
never found? If the word used accidentally conveys ap-
proximately the same idea, does this count as a defect of
the same level as a word change that completely
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changes the sentence’s meaning? This is a difficult ques-
tion, because every circumstance (like every example of
word replacement) will contain subtle degrees of sever-
ity. A word processing employee who makes a lot of
mistakes and does not find or correct them presents a
training problem, and requires double-checking by
other employees as well. So the importance a particular
employee attaches to error-free processing is an at-
tribute that is difficult to measure. This makes it even
more difficult to identify the likelihood of defects occur-
ring within a department, when every employee may
also apply different standards to their own work. What
is acceptable? What is not?

One challenge for the Six Sigma team working in an
environment with intangible processes, is to define expec-
tations and requirements of the customer. So in a word
processing pool, for example, the expectation might be
for error-free documents, and the requirement may be
that all documents are double-checked prior to release.
This may be the case for statistical reporting more than for
text documents. For example, if the Accounting Depart-
ment presents budgets, financial statements, and cost esti-
mates to be prepared, these should be checked by at least
two people in the department preparing the work, and a
draft checked again by someone in the Accounting De-
partment—all before final release.

The conflict often arises between the time needed to
thoroughly execute work and deadlines. If a math-inten-
sive document of many pages is presented for fast process-
ing, and has to be completed within a few hours, that
means (1) employees will feel pressured to work faster,
meaning that (2) more errors are going to be made, and
(3) less time will be available to double-check. So one de-
fect in this process is the time pressure involved in how
and when work has to be done. So a second challenge to
the Six Sigma team in dealing with such defects is to iden-
tify the causes beyond actual processing. In this example,
input was late enough so that output was required within
an unreasonable amount of time. As a result, either the
work cannot be delivered as demanded, or it will be on
time but probably with a greater frequency of errors. For a
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financial report, any errors are going to be unacceptable.
The individual reviewing a financial report will have both
an expectation and a requirement that the report be accu-
rate. So it would be preferable for the report to be deliv-
ered late, than it would be to make a quick deadline but
issue the report with many errors.

This example demonstrates that pinning down a def-
inition of a defect is not always going to be limited to the
specific error that becomes obvious right away. A defect
may be found in an unreasonable deadline; in poor qual-
ity of information or raw material provided (a difficult to
hear transcription, for example); or in the attitude of the
poorly-trained employee. A lot of variances come into the
picture, and a Six Sigma team should be able to consider
the full range of possible problems in its analytical ap-
proach to identifying and solving problems.

VARIANCE AND IMPROVEMENT TESTING

Anyone who has never been involved with the actual test-
ing of variances, knows that those variances themselves
can be elusive, multifaceted, and ever-changing. It is rare
to discover a variance that is (1) easily identified, (2) sta-
tionary, and (3) easily remedied. If variances did contain
these attributes, they would be easy to fix. We have to as-
sume, as a starting point in the study of variances, that the
easy ones are eliminated in due course, and that the Six
Sigma team is assigned to tackle the particularly tough
variances that remain chronically unchanged.

Key Point If finding and eliminating defects is easy,
then those changes occur during the process. Six Sigma
teamwork is needed when the problems are more complex
and when they involve many people and departments.

Applying the scientific method to variance testing,
we would have to begin with a basic hypothesis: What is
the definition of the problem we are supposed to address? In
the example previously mentioned of the late deliveries
coming from Shipping and Receiving, the initial belief is
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that the shipping employees are not doing their jobs. In a
methodical analysis of the problem, we discover that it is
far more widespread and complex, and will require
changes in many departments: Sales, Marketing, Account-
ing, Inventory Control, and Shipping and Receiving. So in
defining the problem, we discover the true scope and real-
ize that it is not a simple one to fix. We cannot simply call
the manager and say, “Send stuff out on time,” because the
issues involve other process problems, and all of those
have to be fixed before we can expect Shipping and Re-
ceiving to do their job.

The next step in the testing process is, again, another
question: What are we supposed to test? There are many el-
ements to consider, referring to the SIPOC process map:
Suppliers, Input, Process, Output, and Customers. Any or
all of these segments may involve areas requiring testing,
and as part of the definition of what to test, each of these
areas should be examined to find potential problems. Re-
turning to the example of Shipping and Receiving, a num-
ber of potential problem areas come up at each of these
segments. For example:

Suppliers: Are materials being provided on time? If
not, why not? How can this problem be corrected effec-
tively and immediately? What internal processes have to
change to facilitate timely delivery? (“Suppliers” may be
defined as outside vendors for delivery of shipping sup-
plies or the sales reps who need to deliver orders for ac-
tion, so even this phase is complex in the definition itself.)

Input: Is the Marketing Department processing orders
in a timely manner? In fact, why do they have to be involved
in processing between sales reps and Shipping/Receiving?
How can the process be improved for faster delivery of
orders?

Process: What inventory problems make it difficult to
fill orders? What is the cause of those problems? How can
back order volume be reduced? How can inventory con-
trols be improved? Do we even know what is in inventory
right now? What changes have to be made in this system?

Output: What elements prevent prompt shipment in
each point along the process? Since output involves sev-
eral increments, where do we need to make changes?
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What specific problems in Shipping and Receiving have to
be changed? What changes have to be made in the Ac-
counting Department to ensure that basic shipping sup-
plies are on hand when needed?

Customers: What expectations are not being met?
What requirements are not being met? Is three-day deliv-
ery a realistic goal? Do customers expect this? Would cus-
tomers be just as happy with a seven-day promise of
shipment, for example? Are we doing harm to ourselves
by having sales reps make unrealistic commitments? If the
three-day shipping promise is realistic, what list of
changes are needed to ensure that we meet it all the time?

The third step in variance testing using the scientific
method, is How will our proposed changes affect revenues
and earnings? The cost element is an integral part of any
customer service project. And given the Six Sigma philos-
ophy, all projects are related to customer service in some
form or another. We need to perform an analysis of how
projects increase revenues or reduce costs and expenses,
so that earnings are improved. From the corporate and fi-
nancial point of view, this is going to be the ultimate cen-
ter of judgment. Appropriately so, the CEO and CFO of
the organization and all managers in the reporting chain
have questions on their minds at all times: How does a
particular decision affect profits? Why is this appropriate?
If the company is in the business of earning profits for its
shareholders, it is a responsibility of management to pursue
ever-growing revenue volume and profits, ensuring that
costs and expenses are held to a reasonable level and other-
wise promoting the shareholders’ interests. With this in
mind, it is everyone’s job within the company to become
part of the “profit team” and to recognize this agenda as part
of everyone’s job.

Today, many people view corporate profits as dis-
tasteful or shameful but, in fact, it is the generation point
of jobs. Beyond the pure profit motive, companies have a
responsibility for the welfare of their employees, another
aspect in the well-designed Six Sigma program. If we inte-
grate the philosophies of “profit motive” and “employee
relations” into a single point of view, then we have a pow-
erful and potentially revolutionary change for the better
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in how we approach the whole question of customer ser-
vice. As GE’s well-known CEO expressed this integrated
approach, “One thing we have discovered with certainty is
that anything we do that makes the customer more suc-
cessful inevitably results in a financial return for us.”1

Key Point There really is not a conflict between good
service and the profit motive. They are different aspects of
the same corporate culture, and reflect the desire to excel.

The fourth step in variance testing is: How do we ex-
pect our changes to affect customer response, and how are we
better meeting customer expectations and requirements?
Without this critical analysis of what are, in effect, goals
to the Six Sigma project, we have no way to understand
whether our work is effective. By identifying our expecta-
tions in terms of improved customer expectations and re-
quirements, we are able to add a quantifiable element to
even the most intangible of service projects. We can pro-
duce a means for monitoring success, a budget of the pro-
ject’s results, and then compare those outcome budgets to
actual responses.

Finally, we address the question: How do our changes
effectively reduce future defects? The internal controls that
are developed as an essential element of the project, ulti-
mately determine how effectively our variance analysis
worked. In a successful outcome, future defects are re-
duced permanently, because the changes in processes
find and correct emerging variances before the output
gets into the customer’s hands. We cannot eliminate de-
fects entirely, but we can create system processes (or in-
ternal controls) that check and re-check for variances
and find them. In a sense, we can describe this concept as
“correcting emerging input or process variances before
they turn into process or output defects.” While achiev-
ing Six Sigma output—3.4 variances per million opportu-
nities—is obviously not possible, we can eliminate an
incredible number of variances under this definition, pri-
marily by creating strong, reliable, and consistent inter-
nal controls, check points, and elimination of root causes
of those variances.
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CRITICAL TO QUALITY 
(CTQ) MEASUREMENTS

In preparation for the detailed horizontal flowchart we re-
view in Chapter 6, it will be necessary to sketch out our
preliminary priorities list. We may call this list any num-
ber of things, but its purpose is to identify the elements of
the process that are essential: the customer’s major re-
quirements and expectations, the process requirements
necessary to support the customer, and any specific de-
tails that go into that process. We may think of this as a
“rough draft” of the detailed flowchart we will prepare in
the next chapter.

In Six Sigma lingo, this rough draft is called the CTQ
(Critical to Quality) tree. It is a sketch, preferably moving
left to right (rather than top to bottom) showing a cus-
tomer’s anticipated experience as he or she moves through
our process. It is especially useful to prepare a CTQ tree
when multiple departments are involved.

The CTQ tree is a graphic expression of a customer’s
expectations and requirements. Under the concepts of
Lean Six Sigma (LSS), the CTQ tree is considered an es-
sential element in identifying the customer and his or her
needs; and the customer is all important. One expert has
stated that “The customer is king in LSS. If it weren’t for
customers, an organization would not exist. Therefore,
people need to link all improvement activities, metrics,
and investments to the customer.”2

An example of a CTQ tree is shown in Figure 5.1.
In this example—which can also serve as a prelimi-

nary rough draft for the more detailed horizontal work-
sheet in the next chapter—we have attempted to zero in
on the major process areas requiring attention of the Six
Sigma team. The purpose here is to highlight areas need-
ing the most attention, the most critical process points, or
the points where we would expect to see the most severe
weak links in the process.

Key Point Like all other artists, the Six Sigma team
starts with its rough sketch—the CTQ tree—and from
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there builds its masterpiece, the elegant solution to a well-
defined problem.

We do not attempt in the CTQ tree to construct a
complete flowchart with interactive loops or check-
points for defects. The purpose is to provide the Six
Sigma team with a broad overview and outline of the ar-
eas needing attention. So a team member who is not im-
mediately familiar with the entire range of problems
(likely to be most team members) will have a good jump
on what needs to be done within the defined project.
Most team members will have a point of view about a
segment of the problem, but few if any will initially un-
derstand the full scope. For example, a Six Sigma team
for this problem could consist of one employee each
from Sales, Marketing, Inventory, Shipping and Receiv-
ing, and Accounting departments. None of these people
will necessarily appreciate the range of problems that
the sponsor (perhaps a Marketing vice president for this
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particular project) will be able to appreciate—which
brings us to the purpose of the CTQ process.

As an initial step, we can begin defining areas worth
checking. The CTQ is a good starting point because it
shows everyone on the team (1) the departments involved
in the process, (2) the likely tasking requirements in each
phase of the process, and (3) the weak links, points where
the process moves from one area to another. In this case,
we show “input” being generated when the sales rep takes
an order; first level processing involving the marketing,
inventory, and shipping processes; second level process-
ing involving accounting and the supply vendor; and final
output, the end-user customer.

Each of these levels comes with its own process-re-
lated requirements and expectations. So in this regard, the
first level departments have to consider the sales rep as a
customer. The sales rep is depending on service from all
three departments to comply with the promise for three-
day delivery to the end-user customer. The Accounting
Department (second level) should treat all first level de-
partments as its customer in addition to the obvious cus-
tomer relationship it has with the outside vendor. Finally,
the end-user customer probably is aware of a customer re-
lationship with the sales rep who, in the customer’s mind,
is “the company” with all of its internal processes. The
sales rep is the individual making the promise that “your
purchase will be shipping within three days.” The cus-
tomer does not care what is involved internally; the only
issue is whether or not that promise is kept. But while the
customer is not concerned with how the promise is kept,
the Six Sigma team certainly is concerned. The CTQ is the
starting point for identifying the players, their needs, and
their processes; the defects that grow from the process it-
self; and the changes needed to fix that process.

THE INTERNAL DEFECT 
ISSUE—IS IT IMPORTANT?

So many customer service programs emphasize end-user
customers, to a fault. If a department is concerned only
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with the first and last elements of a process—from input
to output—without regard for what goes on in between,
how can a process be improved? If the solution to a per-
ceived customer service problem is to set up a department
to respond to customer complaints, this creates more
problems than it solves:

✔ It is a reactive approach. The reactive approach is
appropriate for some kinds of problems, notably
those that we cannot anticipate. But customer
complaints are highly predictable. An analysis of
the process from input through output will point
quite specifically to areas where the internal
process can and will fail. By removing those fail-
ure points, or invitations to defects, we immedi-
ately improve overall efficiency, cost, and
end-user satisfaction. The Customer Service de-
partment that is set up to give some form of re-
muneration to an unhappy customer is often
more irritating than helpful. For example, if you
were unhappy with your room in a hotel, does it
address the problem to be presented with a
coupon for a free room in the future? If you did
not enjoy your meal at a restaurant, will a dis-
count make the problem go away? Reactive cus-
tomer service treats symptoms, often impotently,
without attacking the real causes of defects.

Key Point The reactive approach—what used to be
called Management by Exception—works in some situa-
tions, but not in service. By the time you have to react, the
damage has already been done.

✔ By design, it cannot address the underlying prob-
lems. The customer service department that oper-
ates in isolation from the internal process is
specifically designed to not solve the real problem.
If management believes this is a cheap solution to
complaints, they are quite mistaken. It is expen-
sive because it does not find and fix the problems
causing those complaints. If the problem is that
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shipments are breaking during shipping, the so-
lution is to improve packaging design, not to
send another order out. If the problem is that de-
livery promises are not being kept, the solution
is not to demand faster work from your Ship-
ping Department if, in fact, the root problems
reside elsewhere.

✔ In all likelihood, problems are going to recur and de-
fects will not be fixed. There is no real value in the
creation of a customer response team if the prob-
lems remain and are likely to recur. So many
managers believe that prompt response, courte-
ous treatment, and the combined investigation
and fix, are all that is required, and that this tactic
will create an impression in the market that your
company is responsive. It would be far better if
the market perceived the company as so depend-
able and high-quality in its customer service that
there is rarely any problem to which the company
needs to react. Let us face it: Once a customer has
to call in with a complaint, the system has already
failed. While that customer’s failed expectations
have to be fixed as quickly as possible, it is
equally important to trace the process back
through to the point of failure, and to then take
action to prevent it from recurring. This is where
most customer service systems fail.

✔ You cannot understand the causes of customer
complaints if you don’t examine how they came
about. The entire premise of customer service is
going to be based on one of two broad assump-
tions. The traditional assumption is that the
process “is what it is” and there is going to be a
level of defects. Customers complain; we fix.
The second premise is that we do not want cus-
tomer complaints, because we need to design
our processes so that variances never reach the
point of turning into defects. The Six Sigma ap-
proach is to make a distinction between a vari-
ance and a defect. A variance is an emerging
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defect that, if caught in time, can be adjusted in
the internal process loop, so that the defect is
caught and prevented in time.

Now given these observations about customer service
shortcomings, how do we apply these principles to our in-
ternal customer, the other departments and people we
deal with every day? Perhaps a more appropriate question
is: Do we give the internal customer the same level of im-
portance and the same priority as we give to the end-user,
external customer?

Is the idea of the internal customer just a quality
program theme, a way to try to get people to think in
terms of service excellence? Or in fact, does the applica-
tion of this idea mean a radical change in the way internal
departments and people deal with one another? The expe-
riences of Motorola, GE, and other companies that pio-
neered the Six Sigma idea and molded it into an effective
tool for changing the corporate culture, will insist that the
Six Sigma approach works—because it puts concepts into
action and helps everyone within the company to see cus-
tomers everywhere they look. They may not use the pre-
cise terminology of “internal customer” to describe the
change in attitude, but it is a change by whatever name we
call these relationships.

Key Point One thing we can learn from the team ap-
proach to Six Sigma: Everyone is in the customer service
business.

If we are to permanently improve the way we relate
to the end-user customer or client, we need to take the
improved attitude all the way through our internal
processes, and overlap a service mentality on each and
every point in that process where one person or depart-
ment deals with another. Whether delivering or receiving
information, products, reports, statements, requests, or
other forms of input and output, the whole process
counts as service.

Once we begin to recognize the universal aspects of
the service mentality, the whole idea of Six Sigma makes
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sense. It becomes obvious that the big question, Are inter-
nal customers important? is the same question as, Are
customers important? We can only serve our customers
by removing those defects and by preventing their recur-
rence by improving processes. That may require continual
monitoring, change, improvement, modification, and ulti-
mately, revamping entire processes as growth occurs. To-
day’s working system may be obsolete tomorrow; in fact,
the nature of growth itself requires constant change in in-
ternal systems. The translation of this may well be “Cus-
tomer service is a constantly changing aspect of the
corporate culture.” Even if your work involves little hu-
man contact, that customer is out there. If you did not
have customers, you would not have a job.

REEXAMINING INITIAL 
ASSUMPTIONS—ARE YOU CORRECT?

A final step in the analytical process of defining where
variances and defects are likely to occur is to once again
question your initial assumptions. In so many quality pro-
jects, a team begins under the assumptions that a particu-
lar problem has to be fixed, only to discover that in fact
the problem originally defined to create the project is not
the problem at all. For example, let us say that your Six
Sigma team is given the project to “Find out why so many
check requests arrive in the Accounting Department out-
side of normal match cycles.” In other words, the team’s
job is to figure out how to get sales reps, other depart-
ments, and individuals to understand the accounting cy-
cle and to time check requests accordingly. However,
upon examination of the realities of the process, your
team discovers that this is not a problem of people need-
ing to comply with twice-monthly batch cycles; the real
problem is that the Accounting Department does not run
cycles often enough. We have previously mentioned the
idea of having two major cycles per month timed for the
second and fourth weeks, and then adding two minor cy-
cles to occur in between. In this simplified example, the
initial problem of noncompliance by everyone in the com-
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pany, is replaced (and, in fact, solved) by the practical idea
of changing the cyclical limitations employed by the Ac-
counting Department. This type of evolution in problem
solving (including the change from initial assumption to a
more expanded realm of problems) is typical of the kind
of process you can expect in a Six Sigma project environ-
ment. It allows individuals to look at problems creatively,
to bring different aspects of the problem to bear in design-
ing solutions, and, of course, to constantly question un-
derlying assumptions.

Key Point Rushing to find the answers is premature,
especially if you do not yet understand the right questions
that you should be asking.

The “assumption”—that thing or series of things
that we believe are the problem or the cause of the 
problem—is a difficult matter to contend with. So many
so-called quality programs are designed with a solution-
focused mentality, without giving consideration to the
possibility that the problem itself is not the right issue
to address. This is especially true when a sacred cow is
in the way of a solution. For example, if the unofficial
word is that whatever solutions a team arrives at, the
top executives are to be treated as exceptions—meaning
you cannot impose rules to change their behavior—
then the original assumptions of the quality effort are
flawed. The assumption should be that a problem exists
and has to be fixed, and that the recommendations pro-
vided by a Six Sigma team apply to everyone. Other-
wise, why waste our time?

A related problem arises when someone, often a man-
ager, is so committed to an original assumption that he or
she cannot let go of it, even when the Six Sigma team pro-
duces proof that the problem is something else, more com-
plex, or that the original assumption itself is wrong.

These problems are dispensed with when the Six
Sigma approach is based on the scientific method. As long
as the leadership council and sponsor accept the premise
that analysis is going to begin and then proceed on a fact-
finding basis, the project will have a far better chance of
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success. The scientific method is free of political, power,
or other self-interested motives. It is designed to examine
the facts and to draw conclusions without any underlying
assumptions getting in the way. The reason that assump-
tions cause so many problems is that they are usually de-
veloped with lack of a factual base. For example, we see
assumptions all the time in the corporate world, and be-
fore we can improve links between operating units, de-
partments, and individuals, we have to get rid of those
assumptions. For example:

Marketing Department assumption: “Those accoun-
tants have no idea what it’s like out here because
they never see a customer. To them, it’s all about the
numbers.”

Accounting Department assumption: “Sales reps couldn’t
document their way out of a wet paper bag. Their fo-
cus is shallow; all they want is to get paid right now,
no matter what point we’re at in the cycle.”

Shipping and Receiving Department assumption:
“Everyone thinks we have it so easy, and they yell
at us when things go out late—even though they
bring everything down here at ten to five on Friday
afternoon.”

Word Processing Pool assumption: “No one under-
stands that it takes time to input a lengthy docu-
ment. This ‘hurry up and wait’ attitude is what
causes errors.”

All of these observations, assumptions, and beliefs—and
others just like them—are outgrowths of poor internal
communication. The Six Sigma project is designed not
only to solve the real, well-defined, and thoroughly-re-
searched problem. It also provides people from different de-
partments to take part in a broader-view effort to fix
problems. It lets people recognize how problems really de-
velop, to see that they usually involve the participation
and contribution of many departments, and rarely just
one. The less complex problems are easily fixed and proba-
bly never make it to the Six Sigma project team level. This
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is where everyone in the company has the chance to ex-
pand their “corporate view”—the company-specific ver-
sion of the world view. Since the corporation is the world
for many employees, this exposure to many different
points of view of the same problem (often like the parable
of the blind men and the elephant) is enlightening.3 All are
correct insofar as their experience and exposure allow; but
all points of view are also incomplete. Involvement in Six
Sigma allows each individual to see the whole problem
and, thus, qualifies them to better work together to arrive
at effective and permanent solutions.

Key Point The typical problems a Six Sigma team is
asked to tackle are a lot like an elephant being described
by blind men. We need all of their observations in order
to understand what the problem looks like.

This is essential because, in order to arrive at a valid
answer, we need to ensure that our assumptions are cor-
rect to begin with. This is an important concept in market
testing and in statistics, as it is in project analysis. For ex-
ample, a testing company wants to test market a new
product. So it sets up a sample stand in a local super mar-
ket between 5:30 and 6:30 P.M. for three weekdays in a
row. Based on promising responses from a majority of
shoppers, the product is mass produced and placed in
stores all around the country. But sales are very poor and
the company loses millions. Why? Upon reevaluation of
the initial assumptions, the company finally realizes its er-
ror. By limiting its test hour to the 5:30 to 6:30 P.M. hour,
most shoppers were not the family’s primary shopper. The
majority of people in the stores at that hour are buying
items on the way home from work. The primary shopper
is more likely to arrive at the store in the early afternoon,
a time period that was not tested.

In this example, the market test was performed on
the wrong audience. So an initial assumption, when deter-
mined to be in error, can cost millions in product invest-
ment and lost revenue. If we take this example and apply
it to a variety of projects, we can easily see how initial as-
sumptions are easily misdirected because information is
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incomplete, or because the assumed problem is only a
symptom of a much larger problem. So if the Marketing
vice president begins to analyze late delivery problems
with the assumption that “Those guys in Shipping are
messing up our marketing plan,” and a project proceeds
on that basis, the real problem is not going to be solved.
The project defined as How do we make Shipping more
efficient? will evolve into a more comprehensive expres-
sion: How can we improve processes in Sales, Marketing,
Inventory Control, Accounting, and Shipping so that end-
user shipments can be made in a timely manner? This is
an entirely different project because the initial assumption
has changed.

The next chapter moves these ideas and observa-
tions to the next step: developing the work flow on the
horizontal diagram to (1) identify the key elements on 
the SIPOC process map, (2) analyze likely weak links
where variances are likely to occur, (3) develop ways 
to catch variances in order to prevent them from be-
coming defects, and (4) monitor the improved process
to permanently eliminate the most common occurrences
of defects.
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139

6
Improving

Process Systems

Watching the old I Love Lucy shows as a child, I remember a conversa-
tion with my mother. In the famous scene in the chocolate packing plant,
the conveyor belt is moving too quickly and Lucy begins stuffing choco-
lates into her mouth. I asked my mother, “Why don’t they slow down that
belt?” My mother replied, “Sometimes, these things just happen. Just
watch the show.”

Of course, these things do “just happen.” But in spite of the set-up
for the sake of the comedy, I still find myself wondering Why don’t they
slow down that belt?

Once a Six Sigma team is formed and given a pro-
ject to perform, several elements of the project
have to be defined, in addition to the exact prob-

lem. These elements include a budget (if applicable),
schedule, and deadlines. If the problem is that a produc-
tion belt moves too quickly, then it would not make sense
to analyze worker exhaustion, manufacturing standards,
or packaging. The problem is that the belt is going too
quickly. In the complexities of the workplace, not every
problem is so easy to spot; that’s why we need processes to
define problems, hopefully before we begin solving them.

The budget is set to specify what costs and expenses
will be incurred in completing the project tasks. For ex-
ample, it might be necessary to hire an outside consul-
tant, pay for research materials, and assign employee
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time to the team’s work. (If the corporate policy is to set
up an employee labor budget as a separate operating
function outside the employee’s department, this can be a
major segment of the budget. The Accounting Depart-
ment would assign a portion of each team member’s
salary and benefits, to the team’s effort to come to a rea-
sonable cost total. In this way, management can measure
the cost of Six Sigma projects, versus estimated cost re-
duction benefits.)

The schedule has to be based on a realistic estimate
of how much time will be needed to complete the pro-
ject. Considering that team members need to continue
performing the functions of their fulltime jobs, schedul-
ing for team projects may be particularly difficult, politi-
cally sensitive, and subject to change. If and when other
priorities arise, it may be necessary to either delay meet-
ings or work around a department’s schedule. So the Six
Sigma project schedule has to be quite flexible. It should
have built-in flexibility so that the team can work
around each team member’s conflicts without causing
excessive delays.

At the conclusion of the schedule is a deadline. Suc-
cessful projects should include progress deadlines as well
as a final deadline. Each deadline should define what the
team hopes to achieve by a particular point. Without a
deadline, there is no incentive to push forward and com-
plete the tasks assigned to the team. If we think of the
deadline as a “time budget,” it helps to understand the
importance of setting time limits, both for segments of the
project and for final completion. Some segments may be
overlapping, so when different team members are as-
signed specific tasks, it does not always mean that the
work of other members has to stop completely.

Key Point Building deadlines into the process analysis
helps to budget time effectively, and to test the efficiency
of current processes.

One of the primary tasks for the team is to identify
work flow in the process. This is essential for identifying
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where and when variances are likely to occur; how those
variances can be managed before defects occur; and what
other actions are needed. For example, some processes
fall apart because input is inaccurate, and others fail be-
cause processes are delayed. In either case, these variances
are predictable. There are points in every process where
they are likely to occur, and the key to improving
processes is to review all steps and then make changes to
ensure a better overall process—meaning managed vari-
ances, reduced defects, identified weak links, and new ele-
ments to the process. In this chapter, we develop a
detailed horizontal to document procedures involving de-
livery of customer orders. We first develop a worksheet
showing how the process works currently, and then make
specific recommendations to remove variances and im-
prove the overall process.

FORMS OF VISUAL PROCESS PLANNING

Some Six Sigma processes depend heavily on a variety of
charting tools. While some of these are essential, partic-
ularly in technical and complex projects, the actual level
of charting you use in your project should be dictated by
the requirements of the assignment. You should avoid
dependence on charts in place of practical solutions.
Charting is a valuable tool in identifying problems, ana-
lyzing trends, and figuring out where to fix what is not
working. Your efforts should be geared toward develop-
ment of the work flow process chart, which can also be
called the horizontal flowchart. This tool is designed to
methodically identify all the important elements of
processes: who performs the work, a timeline, documen-
tation that flows from the process, points where work
process moves from one person or department to an-
other (the weak links of the process), and loops in the
process (decision points as well as points where vari-
ances appear and can be looped back to previous steps
for correction).

The tools that you can encounter in your own internal
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Six Sigma process may include any number of charts. All
should be used primarily as tools to help develop the hori-
zontal flowchart. These other charts may include:

✔ CPM (Critical Path Method)—a chart involving
identified steps connected with lines to help visu-
alize steps in the process.

✔ PERT (Program Evaluation and Review Tech-
nique)—a charting system used to identify mini-
mum and maximum time requirements.

✔ Vertical flowcharts—traditional top-to-bottom
procedural summaries, a format more comfort-
able for many people than the horizontal method
(and useful for serving as a transitional work
process descriptive tool).

✔ Organizational charts—a tool used to explain a
hierarchy within a company or department, use-
ful for explaining how and why processes flow
the way they do.

✔ Frequency distribution charts—usually consist-
ing of a series of x’s in a distribution field, a visual
tool showing the number of times events occur
over a period of time.

✔ Pie charts—circular visual aids showing how
parts of a whole are distributed, often used in
presentations. For example, Where a Dollar of
Revenue Goes would be a chart showing how
money is spent. For project purposes, a pie
chart can be helpful in selling ideas to decision
makers.

✔ Checklists—primarily narrative tools listing sin-
gular or comparative elements, useful for deci-
sion making and for brainstorming work.

✔ CTQ trees (see Chapter 5)—a visual representa-
tion of work flow, used for overview before more
detailed flowcharting begins.

✔ Tradition-based coded flowcharts—whether ver-
tical or horizontal, this flowchart uses particular
shapes to denote actions or events. These often
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are called “activity flow” summaries. An oval in-
dicates the start or stop points. Decisions are
shown as diagonal squares. Steps are rectangular.
Arrow boxes may be used to show direction.
These varying shapes are useful in flowcharts be-
cause they help us to distinguish among different
types of operations, especially in very complex
processes. For example, if we wish to find the de-
cision points, we can simply seek out the partic-
ular shape used for that operation, and then
review what occurs before, during, and after the
decision itself. This is a convenient way to zero
in on potential problem areas within the work
flow. The typical uses of shapes are summarized
in Figure 6.1.

✔ Line graphs—a square or rectangular box with
one or more lines moving across from left to right.
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A common example is a stock price chart, which
may show prices as well as a moving average.

✔ Bar charts—a rectangle with fixed value “bins”
shown for set values, often over time or in com-
parison to one another (such as revenues by divi-
sion for a quarter, for example). A bar chart can
be presented with the “bin” values shown hori-
zontally (left to right) or vertically (top to bot-
tom). Some applications of bar charts are also
called “histograms.”

✔ Pareto charts—combined line and bar charts.
Typically, the bar portion would show relative
value levels or trends, and the line portion would
demonstrate moving averages or accent differ-
ences between the bar portions.

✔ Cause and effect flowcharts—horizontal repre-
sentations of elements affecting a process (shown
above or below a central process line. Each ele-
ment (commonly equipment, employees, ven-
dors, etc.) are connected to the central process
line with a grid listing the effects each creates.
This is useful in the same way as CTQ trees, be-
cause it enables the Six Sigma team to visually
identify all the process elements that need to be
addressed.

✔ Scatter diagram—a chart showing how events oc-
cur over time, commonly using symbols to de-
note events or frequency. For example, a
singular-symbol scatter diagram may consist of
small squares; or a multievent depiction might
use x’s and o’s to show relative events. (For exam-
ple, an x may denote increase and an o may de-
note decrease.)

✔ Matrix charts—demonstrate cause-and-effect or
other comparative data. The format consists of
many possible configurations; a popular one is to
draw a rectangle and divide in into four equally
sized segments. The divisions may be identified
as moving from easy to hard or from low to high
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time requirement; expensive to cheap; high priority
to low; and other binary distinctions. The purpose
of the matrix form is to identify how occurrences
fall within a process, and what types of variances
should be expected to occur. The matrix format is
also called an “affinity diagram.”

✔ Narrative/flowchart combinations—an effective
tool for documenting new procedures. More is
presented on tools like these in Chapter 7.

✔ Data collection forms—come in a variety of de-
signs, but their purpose is the same: to gather es-
sential information relating to processes, budgets,
time constraints, and other important elements
the Six Sigma team has to consider in its work.

✔ Outline format lists—a popular method for orga-
nizing data is the use of the outline form, in
which primary steps can be broken down into
any number of sub-groupings. This is a useful
tool in gathering information on how processes
work.

Visual tools are popular in organizations because they
convey information more effectively than pure narrative
or lists of numbers. In the computerized world, data can
also be organized and quickly converted into chart form.
Excel and Word programs include charting functions that
enable you to present charts in any number of formats, in-
cluding 3-D if desired.

Key Point Graphics are powerful tools for communi-
cating ideas and identifying how things are done. How-
ever, the graphic tools used in a project should reflect
requirements above all else.

Overuse of graphics is tempting, partly because it is
so easy and partly because it is one way to present infor-
mation without having to do a lot of basic research. The
flaw is that graphics are not a replacement for hard, reli-
able facts. Graphics are excellent educational tools and
presentation tools (for example, the use of PowerPoint in
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presentations and meetings), but underlying those graph-
ics, you also need to develop the solid work to back up
what those pictures reveal. The graphic is not the product;
it is only one of many tools for training, conveying infor-
mation, and demonstrating trends.

ELEMENTS OF THE FLOWCHART

The horizontal flowchart is the ideal vehicle for (1) iden-
tifying even the most complex processes as they are per-
formed today, (2) locating likely weak links (decision
points, transfer of process from one person or department
to another), and (3) probable solutions. If we view process
variances as the starting point of defects—a nontraditional
definition, but appropriate for our purposes—then we
also isolate the methods for removing those variances. A
“variance” has a specific definition in statistics, so we will
use the term “process variance” to define what we are
talking about in the process flowchart. This is the core el-
ement of Six Sigma: finding those emerging process vari-
ances and creating self-audit loops to stop the variances
and to prevent them from producing process and output
defects.

The second key to finding and correcting variances
is to develop an understanding of who has actual respon-
sibility for processes. We cannot really understand a
process by merely listing the steps involved. We have to
assign a responsibility for each and every step in that
process, so that we can develop a sense of who has the
ability to find and correct variances.

Some processes (or segments of larger processes) oc-
cur within a single department. Even then, we cannot
merely say that the department executes steps in the
process. One individual in the department or one area or
title is responsible for each step. Other processes are com-
plicated because the work is performed by two or more
people or teams, sometimes in different departments. For
example, a committee, board, or other team may be as-
signed the responsibility for a process. While the mem-
bers will assign functions to sub-teams or individuals, we
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still need—in our process flowchart—to identify the re-
sponsible group. To avoid the confusion of using depart-
ments, job titles, or individuals in our descriptions, we
instead use the term area of responsibility to describe re-
sponsibility for process steps. This may be an individual, a
department, board, committee, team, or even a subcon-
tractor, separate division, or consultant. The area of re-
sponsibility, in whatever configuration, executes the step
in the process, and also is able to find and correct vari-
ances before the process moves forward.

Is this an important distinction? Why can we not
simply come up with some descriptive term without
spending a lot of time with such fine-tuning of defini-
tions? The answer also identifies the method for perma-
nently increasing the Sigma and approaching Six Sigma in
our process improvements: The area of responsibility is
able to spot variances and to loop the process to eliminate
those variances before the process moves forward. No one else
can perform this function.

We cannot assign someone outside the area of re-
sponsibility with the task of variance oversight. It simply
is not practical. Anyone who works on a process knows
that much of the work proceeds in a relatively isolated
manner. Each employee processes work alone most of the
time, even when the effort is coordinated among many
other people. So the area of responsibility (whether a per-
son or a group of people) has to take on the task of check-
ing their own work to find variances. Also within
processes, we want to build internal controls enabling
each process step to verify the accuracy of the previous
step to the degree possible, as a further test of variances.

Key Point Including a timeline with the flowchart
helps us grasp the delays that are likely to occur, and how
those can be reduced.

Also with the format of the horizontal flowchart is a
time line. This provides us with a view of not only what
steps are involved (process steps) and who does them
(area of responsibility), but also how long it all is sup-
posed to take. So the time line is placed along the area
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below process steps, with identified dates or times in-
volved in the process.

The overall configuration of the horizontal flow-
chart shows us all the elements of the process, including
the weak links. Any place in the flowchart where the line
of process moves from one area of responsibility to an-
other, you have a weak link. Errors occur whenever one
area of responsibility passes information, documents, or
requests to someone else. This is where we will find the
majority of errors, delays, and outright defects. Even
when a variance has become a defect, it is still not too
late to find it and make corrections. Ultimately, a process
defect is not going to affect the outcome as long as it is
caught in time. Our Sigma rating is going to be based on
output, so catching problems during the process is a
valuable internal control mechanism.

As processes are completed, various documents are
produced and used by subsequent areas of responsibility.
As processes and time lines move left to right, we also
highlight the document production step by connecting
the process step to an identified document, shown below
the process steps and time line. Examples of this are
shown later in this chapter.

The horizontal flowchart is an excellent tool for doc-
umenting multiphased processes. As everyone in business
knows, some processes move from one step to another
and are easy to follow; but most processes involve multi-
ple areas of responsibility and many concurrent operations.
The horizontal flowchart enables us to track as many of
these concurrent operations as possible. We can follow
several areas of responsibility, each moving along its sepa-
rate process sequence and time line and—when applica-
ble—interacting with other areas of responsibility along
the way. Some processes involve concurrent operations
along with interaction between two or more of these ar-
eas. To fully document how this works, we have to be pre-
pared to use the horizontal flowchart to follow all the
process links from beginning to end.

Yet another reality we have to be prepared for in doc-
umenting processes is the multiple SIPOC level. In the
purely theoretical application of Six Sigma, we can com-
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prehend SIPOC as a single series of steps, leading from sup-
pliers all the way through to end-user customers. In prac-
tice, though, processes tend to involve tiers and levels of
SIPOC. In reviewing the phases of a process, we realize that
few of our processes are singular. So the horizontal flow-
chart is valuable in identifying the process steps. SIPOC—as
a theory and defining tool—is useful in our initial Six Sigma
project phase. However, when it comes to explaining who
does what, why, and where the process flows, we discover
that the actual work flow is far more complicated. Few
things are done with singular SIPOC elements, and few
processes move from beginning to end in singular lines.

Even with all of these complexities, we can manage any
process, no matter how complex, by using the horizontal
flowchart and by following each process from origination to
execution. We can also identify likely variance points by the
use of various types of loops. The loop is a familiar device in
flowcharting from top to bottom. For example, in processing
a number of records, the loop is used to identify steps that
have to be repeated, and once the loop has been completed,
the process moves to the next step. There are three specific
types of loops that can be used within a process: (1) decision,
(2) repetition, and (3) verification. These are shown in Fig-
ure 6.2. We have used the circle as the box to identify the
loop. In the decision loop, we have superimposed the deci-
sion box over the loop box, indicating that this step involves
both operations. This is a key highlight; it implies the high
possibility that a variance can occur at this phase.

In the decision loop, we determine a binary out-
come—yes or no. If the answer to the decision is no, the
process loops back to the previous step. This is a typical
verify-and-proceed checking process. In the repetition
loop, a series of steps are repeated until the whole task
is done, at which point the process proceeds to the next
step. And in the verification loop, we are most likely to
discover and fix variances. If data is correct, we pro-
ceed; if incorrect, we go back to the previous step. This
type of loop can and should be inserted anywhere in the
process where verification is required. The decision and
verification steps are different. A decision refers not to
incorrect data, but to the possibility that some elements
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are incomplete, missing, or uncertain. The decision to
proceed is based on whether the process has to con-
tinue. For example, some processes would end if the de-
cision went one way, or proceed if it went the other.
Such processes may be abbreviated, or extended. For
example, in a procedure to check inventory levels, the
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decision question is: Are there at least 400 units in
stock? If the answer is yes, the process ends. If it is no,
the process goes forward to another step, ordering more
units. (In our illustration, the decision is a loop, which
would be applicable when the decision requires repeti-
tion, returning to the previous step to fill in missing
data, for example. In the case of inventory, the decision
is whether to continue to another series of steps, or to
end the process.)

Key Point The decision loop is the most common,
showing where a process moves in one of two directions.

In comparison to the decision, verification refers to
internal checking, seeking out of possible variances and,
if found, returning to the previous step to make correc-
tions. If the verification loop is used in the critical steps of
the process, you will be able to prevent variances (thus
stopping their outgrowth, defects) within the process.
This has a dramatic effect on overall Sigma, with defects
falling dramatically.

Key Point The verification loop is a visual representa-
tion of how variances are found and fixed before the
process goes forward. This is a very important internal
control point in every process.

A final note concerning the horizontal flowchart be-
fore going to a detailed example: This flowchart is a pow-
erful training tool for new processes or for revised
processes. In addition to the detailed flowchart itself, we
can break out specific process steps and combine these
with step-by-step narratives for employees to use. In the
narrative, each segment of the process (area of responsi-
bility, movement of process steps, description of proce-
dures, time line, documents, and internal verification
steps) can be described in as much detail as required. The
repetition of flowchart boxes aids in helping employees
follow the flow and reminds them where in the overall
process a series of steps resides. In Chapter 7, we provide
examples of the combined narrative and process steps.
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A DETAILED EXAMPLE

The example we use to demonstrate how problem solving
evolves, is that of late shipments of products to cus-
tomers. This example was introduced earlier in the book.
The initial problem was expressed as:

Sales reps promise customers that orders will be
shipped within three days from placement of orders.

This promise is not being kept by the Shipping and
Receiving Department.

The assignment: To improve the system so that or-
ders go out within the three-day period.

We realize upon a fuller investigation that the problem is
not isolated to slow processing in Shipping and Receiving.
In fact, there are at least five distinct causes for the delay.
To summarize the problems:

1. Sales reps do not always deliver order paperwork
on time. In some instances, delivery of orders has
occurred even beyond the three-day deadline.

2. The Marketing Department often does not process
orders on the day they are received; in many in-
stances, the delay extends at least two days.

3. Inventory records are unreliable. No one actually
knows what is on hand and records are not accu-
rate. An excessive volume of back-ordered prod-
ucts causes further delays.

4. Shipping and Receiving does not order its basic
shipping supplies until they run out. As a conse-
quence, they often cannot ship products on time.

5. The shipping supply vendor has refused to ship
additional supply orders until prior month
billings have been paid. The Accounting Depart-
ment is frequently late in payment of bills due to
its batch cycles.

Collectively, we face a far larger problem than the most ob-
vious one. These five major causes of delays have to be ad-
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dressed. In the thorough Six Sigma process, it is also likely
that upon examination, a team will discover that the prob-
lems extend far beyond the apparent ones. For example, it
could be discovered that the Marketing Department or In-
ventory Control departments suffer from deeper inefficien-
cies, and a revamping of entire systems might be necessary.

To demonstrate how a Six Sigma team would ap-
proach and solve this problem, we will create a horizontal
flowchart of the process as it functions today, identify
weak links and inefficiencies in the system, and propose
changes in the following areas:

✔ Sales rep promises to customers and routing
procedures

✔ Marketing Department processing system

✔ Accounting Department batch cycle adjustments

✔ Shipping and Receiving supply inventory proce-
dures

These four areas do not represent the entire problem.
For example, we would probably need to closely exam-
ine inventory systems and propose entirely new meth-
ods for counting, tracking, and ordering products. We
may discover further problems in all of these areas.
However, our purpose here is to demonstrate how the
team proceeds from definition of problems through to
identification of ways to increase Sigma levels. So we
will limit our investigation.

Key Point If a problem expands beyond the original
team mandate, it makes sense to indicate the need for a
more extensive, detailed project—while remaining fo-
cused on the immediate problem as a first step.

Our first step is to better define the scope of the un-
derlying problem. Addressing this in each of the four ma-
jor areas:

1. Sales rep promises to customers and routing proce-
dures. The initial promise of three-day delivery may be
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especially problematic. For example, orders taken late in
the day on Friday cannot possibly be shipped by Monday.
The Marketing Department and Shipping and Receiving
employees are not available over the weekend. Initial ex-
amination of this starting point leads to a recommenda-
tion of a fine-tuning of the promise itself to:

Orders taken before noon will be filled and shipping
within three business days.

Orders taken after noon will be filled and shipping
within four business days.

The second part of the problem involved the routing proce-
dure itself. Some sales reps were not delivering orders im-
mediately to the Marketing Department. What is needed
here is some formalized procedure to ensure that orders are
routed immediately. The Six Sigma team may recommend
an online routing order form, so that the additional step of
routing the orders is no longer necessary. If the sales rep
needs to fill the order on the automated system, this elimi-
nates the need for the additional step. Without going into
the specific system details, the Six Sigma team is aware of
many affordable alternatives already available to sales reps.
For example, e-mail updates and product information is
available for download in the field. Sales reps could use the
same system for order submission. This sub-project may be
the topic of an additional task for a team involving Sales
and Marketing departments.

2. Marketing Department processing system. Cur-
rently, orders are often delayed because the Marketing De-
partment does not get around to processing them for up
to two days. This also means that Inventory and Shipping
and Receiving departments often do not receive orders
until the day of promised delivery (or later).

If the sales rep procedure were automated, the Mar-
keting Department procedure could be as well. The only
purpose for routing an order through Marketing is so that
sales activity can be closely monitored, tracked, and super-
vised. However, that should not affect the timely delivery
of goods. The solution to the problem of routing is to de-
velop a system that begins with order input from the sales
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rep that next goes into the system viewed by Marketing;
and also routes the same information into an Inventory
Control system and to Shipping and Receiving. In other
words, the current inefficient system should be replaced
with a single, automated system that ties in with Market-
ing tracking systems, Inventory Control, and Shipping.
(This proposal will require a separate Six Sigma team in-
volving representatives from each department, coordinated
by an expert in automated systems design. Thus, in the de-
finition phase, it becomes evident that the purpose for this
team is to define the problem in its entire scope and to
make recommendations for fixing that problem by way of
a revised automated order processing system.)

3. Accounting Department batch cycle adjustments.
The problems in the Accounting Department go beyond
the one experienced with payment delays for the shipping
supply vendor. That is a serious problem. The vendor has
refused several times to ship orders because a prior month
billing was more than 30 days past due. Not only is Ac-
counting inflexible about its policy of routing all pay-
ments through a twice-monthly payment cycle; it also
delays certain types of payments beyond the next cycle,
causing late payment situations.

The solution is to revise accounting policies them-
selves. First of all, payment terms should be honored in
all cases. A “net 30” agreement means just that; payments
have to be made in a cycle that places the check in the
vendor’s hands within 30 days. The Accounting Depart-
ment cannot ignore the importance of its vendor relations
or, more to the point, of viewing the vendor as one of its
customers.

In addition, the Six Sigma team may propose aug-
menting the current twice-monthly payment cycles with
two additional, smaller cycles, to ensure that all payment
terms can be met. These minor cycles can also be em-
ployed for more timely payments of expense reimburse-
ments and similar expenses. Currently, the system causes
delays of two to three weeks in many cases, due to timing
of cyclical processing. The team should recommend that
the Accounting Department create two minor cycles in
between their major payment cycles each month.
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4. Shipping and Receiving supply inventory procedures.
The final problem to be addressed at this phase is the lack of
forward-looking policies in Shipping and Receiving. Invari-
ably, the supervisor hears about the need for more supplies
when an employee reports, “We’re out of . . .” The depart-
mental routine needs to be changed to ensure that the de-
partment always has a supply on hand that equals or
exceeds the reordering cycle. For example, if it takes two
weeks from the time an order is placed with the vendor,
through the (revised) accounting payment cycle, to delivery
date, then it is essential that the department have no less
than a two-week supply of its essential materials on hand.

In revising the accounting policy itself, it is also
likely that the vendor will be more willing to ship goods
promptly upon receipt of order. Once the vendor begins
to experience prompt payment, it will no longer need to
hold shipments until those payments arrive. This will fa-
cilitate a more rapid receipt of shipping supplies, making
the whole procedure work more efficiently.

Key Point In identifying a fix for a particular prob-
lem, we often identify secondary benefits—like greater
flexibility among vendors when payments go out on
time, for example.

We have not addressed the specifics of the proposed new
system that would carry through from order placement to
inventory control and shipping notification; that is be-
yond the scope of this project, but certainly represents the
ultimate solution to the problem of order fulfillment. In
addition, instituting a more efficient and comprehensive
automated system will enable the company to manage
growth more readily. As long as sales reps are free to con-
centrate on meeting their quotas and placing orders on-
line, the rest of the system will operate smoothly as well.

THE FLOWCHART

To translate these four ideas into flowchart form, the Six
Sigma team begins with its defining tools such as the CTQ
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and, from there, begins to identify the sequence of events.
In constructing the flowchart, it will be necessary to inter-
view people in all involved departments; to specifically lo-
cate variance points; and to then develop a two-step
summary. The first step is a flowchart showing the proce-
dure as it works today, which is essential for coming to an
understanding of the scope of problems within that sys-
tem. The second step is a flowchart proposing how the
system will work after changes have been put into place.

In this situation, given the proposal for a new auto-
mated order placement/inventory/shipping system, it may
require considerable time to gain approval and to then de-
velop the system. So the Six Sigma team may also propose
interim steps to reduce variances and defects in the system.

The first step in the flowchart showing how the sys-
tem works today involves order taking and routing to the
Marketing Department. We call this process “Sales Or-
ders.” The following steps are involved:

1. Sales rep completes the order form.

2. Sales rep forwards each day’s order forms to the
Marketing Department.

3. The Marketing Department records order informa-
tion. (Other tasks are performed as well; but for
the purposes of tracking orders, we concentrate
only on one aspect, how orders move through the
system.)

4. The Marketing Department forwards orders to
the Shipping and Receiving Department.

A flowchart for this first step in the current system is
shown in Figure 6.3

The second phase involves Shipping and Receiving
and its involvement with the Inventory Control Depart-
ment. We have named this process “Inventory Orders.” It
includes these steps:

1. Shipping and Receiving receives orders from the
Marketing Department.

2. Products are summarized on an inventory requi-
sition.
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3. The requisition is sent to the Inventory Control
Department.

4. Inventory Control finds items on the requisition.

5. If items are not on hand, this is noted on the re-
turn copy.

6. The requisition is returned to Shipping and Re-
ceiving with products that were on hand.

7. Inventory Control back orders products from the
production warehouse. (Tracking systems are in-
volved, but are beyond the scope of this product.
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FIGURE 6.3 Sales orders flowchart.
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Back ordered products present a different prob-
lem that needs to be addressed via improved in-
ventory control procedures.)

8. The products to be shipped are forwarded with a
requisition copy to the Shipping and Receiving
Department.

9. Orders are packaged, processed, and sent out.

A flowchart of this phase of the process is shown in Fig-
ure 6.4.
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A third phase the Six Sigma team studies in this pro-
cedure is the reorder policies in the Shipping and Receiv-
ing Department, which we name Shipping Supply Process.
Steps are:

1. Employees retrieve shipping supplies from the
storeroom.

2. When supplies have run out, the employee noti-
fies the supervisor.

3. The supervisor places an order with the supply
vendor.

4. The vendor takes one of two actions:

If payments are current, the order is processed
and sent.

If payments are past due, the vendor advises
the Shipping and Receiving Department that
shipment cannot occur until payment has
been received.

5. The Shipping and Receiving Department notifies
the Accounting Department.

6. The Accounting Department checks status and
processes payment within its cycles.

The flowchart for this portion of the process is shown in
Figure 6.5.

The final stage studied as part of this project is the
Accounting Department policy and its cyclical timing. We
use the name Accounting Process. The steps in the cur-
rent procedure are:

1. Invoices and statements are received in the Ac-
counting Department.

2. The Accounts Payable employee checks math
and matches invoices with purchase orders.

3. Invoices are matched to monthly statements.

4. The costs or expenses are coded by the Ac-
counts Payable employee.

5. A payment order is completed and presented to
the supervisor for approval.
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6. The supervisor checks coding and documenta-
tion and approves payments.

7. Payment is scheduled for an upcoming payment
batch cycle.

8. If no discounts are offered, payments are de-
layed for 30 days from date of supervisor review.
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9. Payments are processed in twice-monthly ac-
counting batches.

10. Payments are mailed.

This process is summarized in the flowchart shown in
Figure 6.6.

We have limited the scope of these flowcharts inten-
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tionally. The purpose is to show how a process is ana-
lyzed. From this brief overview of the current process, we
have identified several variance points. By fixing these, we
will be able to eliminate all the known defects in the cur-
rent procedure. These weak links are:

1. Sales Orders. Weak links occur whenever work
flows from one area of responsibility to another.
This four-step process has two obvious weak
links, between steps 1 and 2, and between steps 3
and 4. These are areas requiring attention. The
first, forwarding orders from the sales rep to mar-
keting, has to be changed to ensure that orders go
in immediately. The second, the process of for-
warding orders to Shipping and Receiving, should
take place separately from the need to record data
in Marketing; that will save a lot of delay time.

2. Inventory Orders. The weak links in this phase oc-
cur at virtually every step of the way. This indi-
cates that the process is both inefficient and full
of potential defects. The Inventory Control sys-
tem is not working, evidenced by the fact that no
one seems to know whether specific products are
in inventory or not; and the high volume of back
orders. While interim procedures need to be im-
proved to fix this chronic problem, the long-term
solution is an improved, automated inventory
system that ties all stages together.

3. Shipping Supply Process. The biggest problem in
this phase is the fact that supplies are not ordered
until the department has run out. This prevents
timely shipments. A procedure is needed to have
adequate supplies on hand for a period no less
than the time lapse between ordering and receiv-
ing new shipments.

4. Accounting Process. The accounting process is nat-
urally slowed down by the need for methodical
paperwork matching, coding, and approval proce-
dures. These internal controls are essential. The
problem here involves up to three weeks’ delay to
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conform to twice-monthly batch cycles. The sys-
tem should be augmented with the addition of
two minor batches in between.

Key Point Identifying all the potential variance points
is the first step in reducing defects—this is the key func-
tion of the Six Sigma team.

The process used in this example has now gone through
preliminary definitions, CTQ, identification of likely vari-
ance points, and potential defects. Some initial ideas to fix
the interim problem lead to a further recommendation to
replace the current system with a broad, updated and au-
tomated program to help sales reps move their orders di-
rectly through the system. In the next chapter, we take
these four brief examples and show how they can be com-
bined with narrative for training purposes.
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7
Striving for
Consistency

An especially complex series of projects were completely documented us-
ing a horizontal flowchart. In order to explain to employees how it
worked, the flowchart was taped to the wall of the conference room. The
Start point was clearly marked just to the left of the entrance to the con-
ference room. The sponsor, a manager named Ryan, knew he was going
to have a long day when the flowchart spread all the way around the
room. He ran out of wall before he ran out of procedure. It became a joke
around the company; the long string of white paper full of boxes and ar-
rows came to be known as Ryan’s Belt.

One difficulty your Six Sigma team will have in
developing new procedures is going to be how
you communicate your work to others. Your

changes will affect everyone, especially those who will
be directly involved in the process. In these instances, a
long and complex process should be broken down into
a logical series of smaller processes. This makes the idea
of change more digestible. People have problems with
change as it is; you lose a lot by trying to create too
much change all at once.

It helps to develop new and improved processes
when everyone remains focused on the keys to cus-
tomer service; recognizes that everyone deals with cus-
tomers in all their functions; and adopts the philosophy

Chapter
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of Six Sigma by operating to improve that service in
every way possible.

Even with a positive attitude and acceptance of
team participation, you are going to run into some people
who will resist change. It is normal. So the way that you
design a new process or change an old one is only half
the battle. The other half is getting your improvements to
work smoothly and as quickly as possible. For that, you
need cooperation from other people. You also need to in-
vest in the development of training tools, which serve the
added function of a selling tool. In the act of selling your
ideas to management as well as to those who will need to
change how they work, you will need to present convinc-
ing arguments.

THE KEYS TO CUSTOMER SERVICE

In the development of a new and improved system, it is
essential to constantly keep in mind the priorities for
tracking and designing that system. These priorities can
be divided into four groups: prediction, communication,
quality standards, and delivery.

Key Point Prediction, communication, quality stan-
dards, and delivery—the primary priorities to improving
system processes—are the pivotal elements of customer
service at all levels.

Prediction

In order to be able to reduce the occurrence of variances
and the defects that they cause, we also need to install
predictability into work processes. This is difficult in sit-
uations where the output is intangible, or where the vari-
ables themselves cannot be easily identified. On a
production line, a defect occurs when (1) the unit does
not operate or is incomplete, (2) the production goal is
not met, or (3) the raw materials are not available. All of
these are predictable and precise. But many people do not
work on production lines; they are found in service oper-
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ations, or in areas where the potential variables that may
occur are elusive. For example, how do you identify vari-
ables in a purely service environment? What if the cus-
tomer finds the service acceptable, but not exceptional?
What if the delivery date is missed, but not by very
much? Are these quasi-defects? Are they acceptable? Is
the variety of possible defect levels so subtle that we can-
not identify them precisely? All of these questions point
out the problem with finding predictability in a service
environment.

With this problem in mind, we need to set specific
performance standards and make those standards part of
the process itself. In the last chapter, we talk about iden-
tifying weak links by decision points, loops, and places in
the process where work moves from one area of responsi-
bility to another. These are good starting points for devel-
oping predictability. If we also impose time deadlines and
standards, then we will be able to prevent most forms of
defect. In the service environment, monitoring success
can be difficult because it is the smooth operation that re-
sults from elimination of possible defects. We cannot
point to specific units of production and demonstrate
how improvements have occurred. We have to accept the
fact that we can promise outcomes with greater confi-
dence. “The report will be in your hands no later than
Monday” is a promise you know the department can
keep, because the process has built in predictable time
variance standards. By way of example, this is a form of
placing a quantifiable value on a defect (late delivery of a
report) and developing a means for measuring its suc-
cess. “How many times this month was a report delivered
past the promised deadline?” would be the question. The
answer would give us a measurable Sigma value. If we
impose similar predictable measurements on other intan-
gible operations, we can achieve the same quantifiable
measuring capability.

Communication

A lot of emphasis is placed on how we convey informa-
tion to one another. In corporate communication, we are

The Keys to Customer Service 167

ccc_thomsett_ch07_165-184.qxd  9/17/04  5:39 PM  Page 167



supposed to deal with “I need,” “You need,” “They need,”
and similar beginnings to phrases—as opposed to “When
are you going to get me what I need?” The old standards,
like the use of the nonaccusatory “I” messages, the popu-
lar but impractical “One minute manager” school of
thought, and other communication techniques, all lead
to the same end result: Effective communication reduces
variances, improves service, and allows everyone to work
well together. When we consider the goals of Six Sigma
as well as the overall philosophy behind it—that the cor-
porate culture itself can be improved—we realize that ef-
fective communication is essential. A process works
better when everyone knows what to expect from some-
one else as well as what someone else expects from them.
In fact, finding variances and preventing them from turn-
ing into process or output defects, requires effective com-
munication. In identifying variance-likely decision points
and weak links in the process, also consider how com-
munication may affect the variance levels, and how com-
munication can be improved to prevent those variances.
It may be a matter of improving a form, redesigning a re-
port, or simply clarifying instructions, training materials,
or deadlines.

Quality Standards

The best understood of the priorities is the one relating
to quality. In the origins of “quality control,” quality re-
ferred specifically to productivity and defect-free units of
production, those tangible, measurable outcomes that
make the concept of quality so specific. How do we estab-
lish quality standards in a service environment? How do
we identify and monitor quality when our customer is in-
ternal? In dealing with end-user customers, one way to
measure quality is to experience attrition. Dissatisfied
customers go elsewhere. But if the service provider is the
Payroll Accounting Department, the dissatisfied cus-
tomer (everyone who gets a payroll check) has no choice
but to deal with that department. Since there is no selec-
tion capability by the customer, several quality standard
questions naturally come up: Does the service-providing
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department even need to make changes? How can the in-
ternal customer make his or her voice heard? How can
Six Sigma help to improve a service quality problem? By
identifying the elements of good or bad quality, the an-
swers become apparent. These include timely delivery
(see next priority), accuracy, responsiveness, communi-
cation, and style, among other possible elements. By list-
ing the customer’s expectations just as we would for an
end-user customer, the whole service attitude changes.
We do not want to lose our end-user customer because
our corporate survival (revenue and earnings) depends
on keeping that customer. So we need to transfer the
same keen customer service attitude over to the internal
customer; to increase quality within the organization;
and to recognize the essential need for quality at all levels
and in all interactions.

Delivery

Timely delivery of a product or service has always been
considered the bottom line of customer service. It is es-
sential. In Chapter 6, we deal with a multidepartmental
Six Sigma project that began with this very problem. Sales
reps promised delivery within three days from order
placement. We discovered a number of factors that ex-
panded the original question: Why can’t Shipping and Re-
ceiving send orders out on time? to a far more expansive
series of questions, including:

Is the three-day promise realistic?

Are sales reps getting orders in to Marketing each
day?

Does the Marketing Department delay the process in
its own handling procedure?

Do we need to improve inventory control systems?

Are the problems experienced by Sales, Marketing,
and Inventory Control part of a larger problem,
which may be solved with an integrated order pro-
cessing and inventory control program?
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Should Shipping and Receiving change its procedure
to ensure it has basic supplies on hand in advance of
the date they run out?

Should the Accounting Department make accom-
modations for more timely payment of vendor
statements?

Key Point Any serious study of processes, including
the issues preventing timely and complete delivery, will
prove that thorough study and analysis are needed to per-
manently fix what is wrong. No one minute solutions are
going to work.

In studying the components of the delivery question,
we discovered—as is often the case—that the original
problem could not be addressed with a singular fix. The
“One minute manager” approach would not work. The
problem did not reside in Shipping and Receiving alone;
in fact, the problems in that department were relatively
minor and easily corrected, compared to the overall prob-
lem of how orders were moved through the system.

PROMISE AND FOLLOW-THROUGH

In an attempt to further define customer service, we can
equate the concepts of promise and follow-through—if
only as a means for measuring the effectiveness of
processes. We may also ask what the purpose is to trying
to improve our internal processes; how and why the ideal
of follow-through is so important; and how we can apply
these concepts to intangible workflow.

Since we seek variances as a means for identifying
problems, we also need to identify what actions have to be
taken to reduce the occurrence and to prevent defects
from growing out of the process. In most discussions of
quality control, no distinction is made between variances
and defects; they are considered synonymous. We have
used two separate definitions to demonstrate how chart-
ing a process can work effectively. A defect, any outcome
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that does not meet the customer’s expectations, is an out-
growth of the variance. We can locate the variance and
prevent it from continuing through the process, thus pre-
venting defects. This is the goal within the Six Sigma ap-
proach to quality.

We seek variances within the four priorities we have
already identified: prediction, communication, quality
standards, and delivery. The concept of “promise and fol-
low-through” includes these priorities at each stage along
the way. Six Sigma involves a lot of specialized visual con-
cepts, process abbreviations, and teaching tools, all de-
signed to help members of a Six Sigma team to arrive at
the same definition for all the priorities. We predict, com-
municate, set quality standards, and deliver at some level
for each and every process. The degree to which our
promise is delivered defines the effectiveness of processes
and, ultimately, the success of the Six Sigma effort to re-
duce variances and defects.

The first step is predicting even the most intangible
of outcomes. By being aware of the need to define the out-
come, we force ourselves to arrive at defining measure-
ments of a process. For example, when a particular
service process is undertaken, we predict the outcome in
terms of many other items. For example, if we look again
at the process for moving sales orders through the
process, what is the predicted outcome? Putting it an-
other way, what can we predict as the desired outcome?
This distinction is a form of setting goals. For example,
we could draw up a list of desired outcomes:

Sales reps are able to promise shipment of goods
within three business days.

The Marketing Department will review daily sales
orders each day.

The Inventory Control Department will receive or-
ders each day.

Inventory Control processes will be able to track
products and ensure they are on hand.

Shipping and Receiving will receive orders on the
same day they are placed.
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Shipping and Receiving will have no less than two
weeks’ supply on hand of shipping materials.

Accounting will ensure that all vendor bills are paid
within 30 days.

Vendors have the right to expect to receive 30-day
payments without exception.

These predicted outcomes define the goals of the project.
They are reasonable goals, assuming that an automated
order entry and inventory control system can be put in
place. All of the involved departments and people have
to ask additional questions about these goals. Among
these are:

Is this set of desired outcomes realistic?

How will my job change if these goals become 
possible?

Will I spend more time or less time on the process?

Each individual and department has to assess the
current process as well as suggested changes to de-
termine whether efficiency is going to change (and
in what direction), what extra costs or cost savings
will result, and how predictable service levels will be
improved.

Key Point Every project is going to be defined by time,
effort, and cost—not just in Six Sigma, but for every
change made within your company.

These defining elements of the process—having to
do with time, effort, and cost—have to be used as the
defining elements for all internal dealings. We know that
management measures internal efficiency in terms of
revenue and earnings, so each and every process should
be changed with that in mind. It should be possible to
improve efficiency and service levels and, at the same
time, reduce the cost of providing service. This is a re-
spectable goal to set, and once we allow the creative ef-
forts of team members to take off, virtually everyone will
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be surprised at the ways that prediction can be turned
into a profitable ideal.

Within every process, the second priority—commu-
nication—can be improved in the majority of cases. We
know that sections, operating units, departments, and
even individuals, do not always want to communicate and
when they have to, it is often minimal. The reluctance of
people to communicate effectively is one of the chronic
problems that Six Sigma is designed to do away with, so
that everything works more smoothly.

For example, do we need to cancel out each and
every variance? Do we need to prevent all defects? Practi-
cally speaking, we cannot achieve Six Sigma all the time.
But under the definition of communication, we may im-
prove service levels when we also improve communica-
tion. Some examples:

✔ The Inventory Control Department discovers that
it does not have products on hand, even though
an order has been received today. By communi-
cating with the sales rep, the variance and defect
may be mitigated. Because the sales rep promised
shipment within three days, the new information
is valuable. The rep may contact the customer,
explain the situation, and apologize. Many of the
examples in which customer expectations are not
met lead to anger or frustration as the result of
poor communication or even the complete lack
of communication. The rep may further promise
to keep in touch with the inventory situation,
and promise that as soon as new products are re-
ceived, the customer will be on the top of the pri-
ority list. In fact, the sales rep may even promise
to hand-deliver the product. This is an excellent
alternative promise with follow-through, giving
the customer exceptional service in compensation
for not being able to keep the original promise.

✔ The Accounting Department did not process the
shipping supply vendor’s statement during the
latest major payment batch. However, realizing
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their mistake, the department has placed a tele-
phone call to the Accounts Receivable Depart-
ment of the vendor company, and has promised
that the check will be going out in the current
week’s (minor) payment batch. In this situation,
the vendor is likely to ship out a new order even
though payment was not received as expected,
because the company communicated the variance
and offered an alternative promise.

In these two examples, the variance could not be undone;
it was unavoidable. However, the importance of the defect
can be defined by how it was handled upon discovery. We
do not have to simply accept defects as failures in the sys-
tem; with effective communication, we can reduce the im-
pact of the variance on the customer. In this way, we offset
a failed promise with a new promise and follow-through.

Quality standards also have a version of promise and
follow-through. Again referring to the traditional produc-
tion line, each shift promises (or sets a goal) to meet a
production quota expressed in numbers of total units or
numbers of defect-free units that will be produced. If and
when those goals are met, the shift was successful. This
same level of quality standard can be applied to service
departments. The delivery deadline is the most depend-
able method for judging quality level for service, assum-
ing that quality control also is applied to accuracy of
content, presentation, and other important elements. The
dependability of a service department, to be counted on
for timely completion and delivery—especially of accu-
rate, high-quality work—is a true test of how well the
process is controlled. A failure in quality can invariably be
traced to a variance that was not captured during the
process and corrected before it caused errors, delays, and
other defects. The promise is made in terms of accuracy
and deadline; follow-through is measured and controlled
by monitoring how well the promise can be kept.

Key Point There is no secret to reducing defects. Sim-
ply catch variances as they emerge and prevent them dur-
ing the process itself. The in-process efforts made by the
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people doing the work, is where variances are stopped, or
allowed to continue.

Finally, delivery itself can also be measured when
service is provided to an internal customer, or when the
effort produces service rather than product. The
promise of delivery most often relates to time; like the
promise of quality as measured as a quality standard, we
can also test delivery in a number of methods. For ex-
ample, is the promise for delivery at 6 A.M.? Did goods
show up later the same day? Is it more serious if they
show up an hour late or a day late? If goods show up
early, is that better than on time? If the product is per-
ishable, early delivery can represent as serious a defect
as late delivery. So by definition, the attributes of “good
delivery” have to be defined as forms of promise: day
and time, the number of items (if a product), and the
quality. For example, if your shipment of cooked items
gets to the retail store several hours late, only two-
thirds of the order is filled, and the prescribed recipe
was not followed, there are at least three defects. The
promise has not been kept. Follow-through of delivery
is perhaps the most complex of the four priorities, be-
cause so many variables can and often do affect the abil-
ity of the people and departments involved to ensure
compliance. In these situations, the problem should be
communicated to the customer, at the very least. For
example, “Your cookies are going to be late because our
oven broke” could be followed by an alternative
promise: “We have found another oven we can use for
the emergency, but it’s smaller so we can deliver only
half the order.” This adjusted form of delivery—partial
delivery—would be acceptable in many situations. Cus-
tomers tend to become upset when they were given no
advance notice of a problem. So if only half an order
shows up, a report is not available at the time of an im-
portant meeting, or a check is not mailed by a promised
payment date, then delivery promises have not been
kept. However, if the customer receives an explanation
with an alternative promise, it restores confidence. It
tells the customer that (1) you are aware of the promise,
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(2) there was a problem, (3) there is an alternative, and
(4) your promise is a high priority.

MAKING THE FLOWCHART EFFECTIVE

Is it enough to identify likely variance points on the flow-
chart, if we take no specific action upon discovery of
those variances? The Six Sigma process is not only a sys-
tem by which processes are studied and changed; it is in-
tended to work to create permanent improvements by
upgrading the overall quality level. In a practical applica-
tion of this idea, process analysis requires identification of
a string of promises (which may be viewed as the service
provider’s mirror image of the customer’s expectations).
That process has to also include action steps, the commu-
nication of the problem to the customer if the deadline or
other specific requirements are not going to be met. It is
preferable, of course, to prevent the problem from turning
into a defect through internal controls; but we know that
this is not always possible. Ovens blow up, supplies run
out, and produced goods can and do come out in a defec-
tive form. So in those instances where variances were not
caught, processes should include mitigation measures.

This is a new idea in the traditional quality control
world, where defects are absolute. A unit is either pro-
duced on time or not, and it is either acceptable or defec-
tive. There are no standards for “kind of okay” or “sort of
on time.” However, in the service world and when work-
ing with the internal customer, defects can and do come
in shadings, some serious and others merely irritating. Six
Sigma goes far beyond the statistical measurement of
Sigma itself; the process also involves developing a con-
cern for the real service level with the idea that problems
can be solved and the way that things work can be
changed. So even when defects do occur, we want our
processes to reflect a serious commitment to service, and
we want customers to develop confidence that either the
outcome will show up on time and in the condition ex-
pected, or—failing that—an alternative will be offered
that will be acceptable in the majority of cases. So Six
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Sigma is not always going to expect an outcome to be 100
percent perfect or 100 percent defective. The real service
level, and the real quality level, are going to be more in-
tangible than that, and may involve perceptions about ser-
vice just as much as service outcome itself. We may have
one situation in which customers usually get their prod-
ucts or services on time but have very little confidence in
the company, and another with opposite attributes: a
higher rate of late delivery but greater customer confi-
dence. It depends on the philosophy that the company
brings to the Six Sigma process, and in how well employ-
ees pick up on it and put the ideals into action.

Key Point Real service and real quality often are found
in how we respond to discovered defects, and not so
much in preventing those defects completely.

The process itself, once outlined on the horizontal
flowchart, has to serve as a working model of the process.
You will probably go through this flowcharting procedure
at least twice: once to show how work flows today, and
another time to propose improved methods to achieve the
same process but with fewer variances (and with better
internal controls). At the same point that variances are
likely to be discovered, you may also build in worst case
scenarios for how to proceed when variances cannot be
avoided. When your oven blows up, for example, you
need a back-up plan. Effective flowcharting, no matter
how thorough, cannot anticipate every possible disaster in
the process. However, it can identify the most likely
points where such back-up plans are going to be required.

In addition to documenting and highlighting these
likely points, it is a worthwhile effort for the team to fur-
ther consult with the person or department executing that
phase. “What happens if . . .” questions may be followed
by “And then what can you do?” so that the process can
identify the plan B actions that will be needed to offset the
problems. Once the responsible person begins to think in
terms of variance discovery and prevention as well as
back-up planning, the rate of potential variances and de-
fects will fall dramatically.
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The question of how the shadings of quality can be
upgraded are not going to take place on the flowchart.
These changes have to reflect a change in overall attitudes
toward service and, because these are intangible, it is diffi-
cult to measure them. In fact, the idea itself is a hard sell.
It is always going to be difficult to present ideas to Man-
agement without a well-based set of assumptions about
how decisions are going to affect profit or loss. You cannot
go to Management and claim that improved service atti-
tudes, even in the face of defective outcomes, is going to
dramatically change the customer’s perceptions and trans-
late to profits. Or can you?

Remember, in the traditional Management style,
“quality control” is viewed as something that happens in
the plant, the assembly line, or on the warehouse floor. It
does not climb the stairs to Management’s domain. Six
Sigma, on the other hand, cannot exist or succeed unless
it begins in Management’s domain; so the need to improve
quality on all levels, including how discovered defects are
treated, is a matter of immediate interest to Management.
If the service attitude goes all the way to the top, then
Management will appreciate the subtlety of defect re-
sponse. Their appreciation for the importance of this as-
pect of quality will be immediate, because everyone in the
Six Sigma environment recognizes the limitations of mea-
surability. We can measure only so much; we have to take
some of the improvements we design on faith. If we know
it works but we cannot put a value on it, that does not
mean it should be ignored. So initiating quality improve-
ments even after a defect has occurred is an important ele-
ment of the Six Sigma approach to quality, whether
talking about a small, isolated process or a company-wide
application that affects everyone.

THE NARRATIVE/PROCESS DOCUMENT

All the work we undertake to fix defective processes has
to be explained to management, to the Six Sigma sponsor
and leadership council, and to the employees involved in
the process. So given the limitations of measuring intangi-
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bles, we need to build a flowchart and narrative explana-
tion to demonstrate (1) how processes operate today, (2)
where variances occur, (3) how and why those variances
lead to defects, and (4) what those defects look like.
Within this process, we may discuss intangible variances
or post-defect handling and response; however, in addi-
tion to this, we need to also be able to convey the prob-
lems of the current process.

Second, we need to be able to demonstrate how sug-
gested improvements in the process make it more effi-
cient, save time, and reduce cost. We also need to be able
to show that the flowchart highlights likely variance
points, while recognizing that we cannot possibly find all
of them. If we locate most likely variance points, we will
experience a dramatic improvement in overall quality, a
rise in Sigma.

Key Point Combining graphic and narrative informa-
tion is perhaps the most powerful way to convey informa-
tion, to prove your point, and to train and inform others.

Third, we need to design our flowcharting document
so that it also serves as a training tool and instruction
manual. The more processes are changed, the more you
are going to need to document the methods under the
new process. Some flowcharting techniques call for pre-
sentation of a flowchart and a narrative procedures man-
ual, and these are expected to be useful in combination.
In practice, though, employees experience difficulty in
translating the graphic and the narrative. Considering
that the employee referring to the manual is not certain
about what to do, why, where to get raw material, or what
to do with it, a complex flowchart is going to be more in-
timidating than helpful. With this in mind, the
narrative/flowchart combination is the most effective
method of training.

Some guidelines for combining graphic and narra-
tive documentation:

✔ Keep it short and simple. A training or procedures
manual has to be designed on a step-by-step

The Narrative/Process Document 179

ccc_thomsett_ch07_165-184.qxd  9/17/04  5:39 PM  Page 179



level. No matter how familiar you are with a
process, the person looking at your documenta-
tion is on new ground. Break down complex
processes into shorter, smaller steps and explain
them methodically.

✔ Explain the key elements: sources, processes, out-
come. In every process, there are three primary
stages. Something arrives, it is processed, and it
goes somewhere. The new employee may not un-
derstand any of these elements. While a proce-
dures manual is normally involved with process
steps, the employee might be concerned about
the questions: Where does it come from? and
Where do I send it when I’m done?

✔ Include form samples. Forms and other documents
used in the process, or produced as part of the
routine, should always be included. Filled-in
forms are the most useful, especially when the
documentation provides a thorough example and
shows how data is transferred onto the form it-
self.

✔ Highlight weak links and explain how to operate in-
ternal controls. If we expect to reduce variances,
we have to tell the person doing the work (1)
where they are most likely to occur, (2) how to
prevent or correct them, and (3) what to do if
variances cannot be fixed. The way that essential
steps operate are how internal controls succeed
or fail.

✔ While providing detailed information, also provide
the big picture of why this process exists. Perhaps
the greatest flaw in job descriptions and proce-
dures manuals is that they emphasize steps in the
process, without explaining why the process ex-
ists. Every segment of your documentation
should begin with an introductory short para-
graph that places the process in a logical context.

The purpose in preparing documentation is ultimately to
help employees perform processes in the intended se-
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quence, and utilizing the internal controls designed
within that process. Initially, though, documenting the
process is a method for demonstrating inefficiencies and
variance points. In fact, it is unlikely that you will be
able to recommend improvements until you have first
documented the entire process as it is performed today.
Once you have the document in hand, it is far easier to
make recommendations to fix variances and to eliminate
defects. In fact, during the process of flowcharting a
process, some of the problems will be obvious, and fix-
ing them will be an easy matter. The intangibles, on the
other hand, will have to be accepted as likely secondary
benefits to fixing the major sources of variances. In other
words, if you eliminate the obvious and tangible vari-
ance points through redesigned internal controls, the
process will then involve far fewer instances of intangi-
ble service issues. Post-defect response will be less of a
concern when pre-defect variance prevention is shown
to work well.

Key Point Flowcharting provides numerous benefits.
Among these is the possibility that you will discover vari-
ance sources previously not recognized by anyone else.

Besides requiring you to thoroughly document the
procedure (1) as performed currently and (2) as you pro-
pose to change it, this exercise is an excellent way for the
Six Sigma team to work together, pool its expertise, and
develop a single version of their recommendations. Just as
individual employees can easily get lost in the complexi-
ties of a flowchart by itself, or in the pages of a training
manual without graphics, a Six Sigma team member can
also be overwhelmed. Each team member is going to start
out understanding only a small portion of the overall
process; the team’s overall responsibility is to develop a
complete understanding of how the process works and
how it can be improved. This requires transforming the
team member’s focus from an initial isolated, myopic point
of view, to a broader, executive-level overview of the prob-
lems and opportunities in changing the process. So the Six
Sigma experience is an exceptional tool for expanding
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team members’ horizons and training them to think in
more visionary terms.

THE GRAPHIC/NARRATIVE DOCUMENT

Your Six Sigma team is probably going to need to docu-
ment processes in two ways: as currently performed and
as changed. In both of these instances, the graphic flow-
chart can be combined with a narrative description to
help others understand the process itself. While both
graphic and narrative forms have their limitations, the
combination of the two is an excellent means for explain-
ing a process. Whether you are presenting your ideas to a
leadership council or sponsor, or providing it to employ-
ees as a training tool, the combination of both is the best
means for communicating ideas.

In the previous chapter, we break down the sales or-
der system into four primary segments: sales orders, in-
ventory, shipping, and accounting. To demonstrate how
the graphic/narrative process works, we concentrate only
on the first of these, the way that sales orders are
processed. We show a graphic/narrative document for the
system as performed currently, to show how this com-
bined document may appear. From this, alternatives can
be proposed. For example, in the case of order processing,
the Six Sigma team would propose the design of an auto-
mated order entry system to make the whole timing of or-
ders and inventory work more efficiently.

To begin, let us review the procedure as it is per-
formed today. A graphic/narrative version of the current
procedure is shown in Figure 7.1. While the graphic por-
tion of this comes from a horizontal flowchart, the narra-
tive custom is vertical, so we break down our steps in a
vertical presentation. A reviewer, accustomed to reading
from top to bottom, is provided with the additional visual
aid of each step in the process.

This format makes it easy to refer from the big view
of the horizontal flowchart to the detailed instructions
found in the narrative description of the process. It also
provides context for the reader; it is easier to see where

STRIVING FOR CONSISTENCY182

ccc_thomsett_ch07_165-184.qxd  9/17/04  5:39 PM  Page 182



the step is in relation to the overall process, a valuable fea-
ture not available in the purely narrative training or pro-
cedures document.

Key Point It is imperative that team members, man-
agers, and employees be exposed to the big picture of the
process. Without this context, you cannot expect anyone
to appreciate the need for change. Six Sigma teams need
not only to figure out how to make things work; they also
have to be able to convey this information to others.
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Order is
placed

Order is
forwarded

Order information
is recorded

Order is
forwarded

Sales Order Flowchart

Purpose: This section describes the process used by Sales Representatives in placing orders,
forwarding those orders, and following through with customers.

Step 1: The order is placed. The order is forwarded.

Step 2: Order information is received and forwarded.

The Sales Rep completes the order form, provides 
the customer with the first copy, retains the second 
copy, and forwards the original to the Marketing 
Department. All orders are forwarded or delivered 
on the day the order is placed. If the Representative 
is unable to ensure receipt by the Marketing 
Department, the details are to be called in to 
the Marketing Department by telephone.

The order is received in the Marketing Department. 
Information is recorded from the order form on 
Sales Rep records, on current product sales 
tracking records, and on regional sales goals 
records. A copy of current order volume is 
forwarded to the Regional Manager at the end 
of each day.
     Orders received each day are forwarded to 
Shipping and Receiving and to Inventory Control 
for fulfillment.

FIGURE 7.1 The graphic/narrative document.
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This single page can be used to explain to Manage-
ment exactly how the procedure works today. It can serve
as a generator of discussion points, identification of weak
links, and interactive discussion for how the process can
be improved. Ultimately, it will lead to development of a
more efficient system. The stages identified on the sales
order flowchart, combining graphic and narrative steps, is
only the starting point; but it specifically identifies what
gets done, who does it, and what potential variances can
grow from the system.

The biggest variance in this procedure, and the most
obvious, was the inability of the company to ship prod-
ucts within three days. The flaws in the system are many.
Some of them are visible on the figure; others would come
out in subsequent documentation. The point, though, is
that as a means for fixing the problems, this format is go-
ing to be useful as a powerful tool for translating Six
Sigma theory into an effective action plan.
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185

8
Exceptions and Rules

A friend was thinking of selling a house without using an agent. A lo-
cal real estate agent talked her out of it, explaining, “When it comes
time to close escrow, you will need me there to guide you through the
paperwork.” Of course, by the time the deal was finalized, an escrow
agent organized the paperwork; in fact, the agent didn’t even show up.
“It’s all right,” the escrow agent told my friend, “We don’t need her to
be here.”

By whatever definition you use, service means meet-
ing expectations and requirements. If a real estate
agent convinces a customer that the 6 percent

commission they get is money well spent, it should be
based on something. If the agent is able to bring more po-
tential buyers to look at the house, that is one form of ser-
vice. If the agent advises the seller on how to fix up the
house to make it more attractive, that helps, too. But pro-
viding false information or, more to the point, playing on
the seller’s fears, is a very negative form of service.

You never know how poor service is going to come
back around later. In the example at the beginning of this
chapter, the friend who sold her house ended up investing
in numerous other rental properties; her sales commis-
sions went to a new agent, because she realized that she
had not been well served. The original agent’s integrity
was clearly lacking, so that agent lost a good customer.
Even without the lost business element, good service
should be provided as a matter of sound morality. We find
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that in business, as in all other things, an example of good
service is most often also the right thing to do.

EFFICIENCY VERSUS COST

The “right thing to do” is not merely a statement about
morality; it is also a part of your job description. If you are
paid to process information, deliver packages, or prepare
reports, your employer deserves to have expectations and
requirements met. In fact, your performance is going to be
measured by how well you provide the expected and re-
quired service. So the right thing to do is the same as good
service, and it is the same as good performance on the job.

Key Point You will often find that “doing the right
thing” is the same as “performing your job well.”

Once the entire organization understands this
premise—the cultural philosophy of Six Sigma and the
underlying service ethic of the quality program—every-
thing changes. People begin to see service opportunities
in everything they do; they begin to see customers every-
where they look; and they recognize how small changes
often make a big difference in how work progresses.

Another aspect of this change in point of view is re-
lated to efficiency. There is a common belief that “things
have to get done quickly to save money.” This is the most
irrational and provably false belief in the corporate cul-
ture. In fact, forcing processes to move too quickly leads
to errors, dissatisfied customer reactions, and spending
more time and more money getting it right later on. When
a customer feels rushed by a retail clerk because a lot of
people are in line, it is an uncomfortable feeling and that
customer does not want to come back. When a book-
keeper rushes through a posting routine, the input gets
transposed and the books do not balance; another half day
is spent trying to find the mistake. If you rush a report
without checking research and double-checking your
math, errors and inaccurate information go into that re-
port, and the person who finds it (and someone inevitably
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finds it) will have no confidence in your ability to “do the
right thing” within your job description.

Faster is not cheaper. It is more expensive, and the
deliberate, methodical, self-defined pace of a routine has
to be respected and followed. If shortcuts are taken, that
results in more variances and more end-product defects.
The belief that by moving faster, we save money is con-
trary to what logic tells us.

Any analysis of a process has to include the time ele-
ment in addition to the steps involved, the area of respon-
sibility, and the documents that are produced. In an
assembly line environment, rushing through a process is
known to cause delays, more defects, and higher costs;
the same is true in the purely service environment as well.
A manufacturing process studies the assembly method
and recognizes—in fact, looks for—likely weak links,
those points where variances are most likely to occur. The
most likely causes of defects are employees not paying at-
tention, going too fast, and not checking their own work.
These problems should sound familiar, because they are
the same problems found in all processes. People in ser-
vice departments, even purely administrative in nature,
can learn a lot from the quality control problems and so-
lutions of the manufacturing environment. The idea of
transporting the production-specific quality control ap-
proach into offices and service companies has always been
revolutionary, in many respects. Some people have
ridiculed the idea; others have tried to apply it incorrectly.

In the 1970s a fad hit service industries—the hiring
of efficiency experts. These consultants often were the
corporate equivalent of the Feng Shui culture that became
popular in the 1990s and remains in vogue today, to some
extent. Just as the efficiency expert might have brought a
level of validity to the analysis of process behavior, the
Feng Shui consultant may be able to offer valuable in-
sights about home or office design. But depending entirely
on such consultation is a mistake. The efficiency expert
who attempts to identify, down to the minute and second,
how long a specific function took, was unable to appreci-
ate the variables of service as an intrinsic part of that ser-
vice. Things do not always take the same amount of time.
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So as a form of trying to quantify process—much like the
One Minute Management school of thought—the idea
just did not work.

Key Point Efficiency—on a practical level—has to
mean more than just cutting costs and getting things done
more quickly. Otherwise, it is just a word.

The approach to quality control in a service environ-
ment was too often based on ill-conceived concepts of ef-
ficiency. In a plant environment, an efficient routine can
be identified in such terms: producing a unit takes x
amount of time, and may involve y number of variables.
This analysis can be placed on a grid and studied visually;
patterns emerge and can be studied; and efficiency can be
taken down to the minute and second. Service is not the
same as production, and processes take a wide variety of
time, depending on far too many elements to reduce to a
chart. For this reason, many people viewed quality con-
trol as a joke. Management often allowed quality pro-
grams to be put in place just to respond to calls for
involvement and participation. Some imposed standards:
“Prove you can save money and I will support the pro-
gram.” So quality control programs were invariably geared
toward cutting costs and expenses (often meaning layoff
increases), and the typical employee came to fear the con-
cept of more efficiency—knowing it could result in their
losing their jobs. Management also failed to realize the
importance of top-to-bottom involvement in quality, and
treated such programs as ideas to be put in place at the de-
partmental level.

So in the evolution of quality control from our past,
which was essentially a manufacturing economy, to our
present, which is more of a service economy, the appear-
ance of Six Sigma has been a substantial change from the
quality programs of the past. The complete participation
by top management, exemplified by General Electric’s
past CEO, Jack Welch, makes Six Sigma different from the
types of quality control systems proposed by efficiency ex-
perts, and from the magical fix-all proposed by environ-
mental specialists such as Feng Shui consultants. There is
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nothing magical about Six Sigma. It is hard work but it
produces very real results. Not only are processes im-
proved through more efficient work; those participating
in the change also benefit from the Six Sigma approach.

So the concept of “efficiency” has to be examined
carefully. It does not mean doing things more quickly, get-
ting out a higher volume of work, or moving a customer
through the line with less delay. It does mean identifying
variance points and developing internal controls to pre-
vent defects. When the efficiency expert of the 1970s re-
ported to Management, the conclusion often came down
to judgments about time. If a particular set of employees
was costing the company a specific salary level per month,
that expense could be cut by an assumed percentage if
employees could only work more efficiently. So when
Management took the advice of the efficiency expert and
cut employees, the message to everyone else was: “Work
harder and faster, cut the time out of processes, and be
more efficient, or you, too, could lose your jobs.”

Ultimately, this approach led to inefficiency, lower
morale, and a universal fear and loathing of efficiency ex-
perts. After all, it was unheard of for an efficiency expert
to find no flaws in processes, or to advise keeping all em-
ployees on staff but improving that intangible service. The
efficiency expert did not know how to explain the value of
improved service, the universal customer, or the competi-
tive advantage to improved processes. So the obvious so-
lution was to propose a demonstrable cost and expense
savings. If the efficiency expert could convince Manage-
ment to cut $6,000 per month from payroll, that more
than justified the one-time consultant fee of $3,500, for
example. If we hire an expert witness to tell the jury that a
client is insane, that witness—paid to come to the conclu-
sion—is going to convincingly cite various forms of proof
to support the contention. The efficiency expert was a
type of expert witness who, tragically, lacked any real ex-
pertise other than the ability to manipulate numbers. The
motivation of the expert—to justify what the company
was paying for the advice—required that some immediate
offsetting benefit be identified.

For anyone who has been involved in the analysis of
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processes and who understands how variances evolve, the
idea of speeding up work or reducing employee numbers,
is clearly contrary to the best interests of the company. In
a manufacturing environment, efficiency does often
equate to employee layoffs. When Boeing’s orders for 757s
drop, a segment of the manufacturing work force is laid
off. A few months later, when orders pick up again, the
same people are rehired. But we cannot improve internal
service provisions by telling employees they have to speed
up their work.

THE INVISIBILITY OF 
THE EFFICIENT SYSTEM

Quantifying efficiency is easy in the manufacturing plant.
A shift meets its quota with minimal defects, which is an
acceptable outcome; another shift falls far short of units
produced, and the number of defective units is higher
than average. This is an unacceptable outcome. The units
of production, defective units, and expectations are based
on precise measurements.

Key Point Efficiency in the production of tangible
goods is fairly simple to identify. But an efficient service is,
by its nature, invisible. The more efficient, the less we see
it or even think about it.

In the service environment, such outcome-based ex-
pectations are not as easily measured. By definition, ser-
vice is intangible. A word processing clerk meets a
specific work load and is known to be highly accurate,
whereas another one is slow and makes a lot of mistakes.
While we recognize the difference between these two em-
ployees, how do we place a numerical value on the vary-
ing levels of quality? In some respects, the high-quality
work of the first employee is invisible. It is defined by the
absence of problems.

This raises interesting challenges for the Six Sigma
team. Since the merits of a quality program are invari-
ably measured in terms of results, how does Manage-
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ment determine that a project has succeeded? Was the
team’s effort worthwhile? Were expenses reduced? Was
customer service improved? All of these questions serve
as the basis for comparing one quality approach to an-
other. In the best-designed system, however, high qual-
ity is going to be invisible. So how can the Six Sigma
approach be measured?

The team is expected to perform a number of testing
steps and to develop internal controls, specifically de-
signed to stop variances. If, a few months later, no vari-
ances are occurring, how do we know that these internal
controls are even necessary? We need to be able to mea-
sure the effects of variances by assigning a measurable
value to defects, which come in many shapes and sizes.
The larger the volume of opportunities, the more varied
the forms of defects; so when internal controls are work-
ing, we may be aware of fewer defects without really
knowing why.

The Six Sigma team needs to define its goals in a
way that can be measured. These measurements have to
include:

✔ The difference made by installing internal con-
trols, by tracking variances (even those variances
that do not end up as defects)

✔ Defects of various types, employing a before and
after study of outcome based on what are as-
sumed to be effective internal controls

✔ Defects by degree, meaning the level of impact a
defect has on the customer and how we react
upon discovery (referring to the post-defect re-
sponse time, effort, and attention, recognizing
that customer service has a reactive side as well
as a preventive side)

✔ Means for determining the effectiveness of the
team effort

In each of these instances, the team needs to develop mea-
surable changes made by the work it undertakes. In set-
ting goals during the early definition stage, the team
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needs to define, quite specifically, what changes it expects
to see. For example, if the problem in a particular process
is defined as time delay, then one goal would be to reduce
late delivery without incurring additional costs and, at the
same time, without increasing variances and defects. This
is all quite measurable. The three elements of the defined
problem to be solved are:

1. Time delay is very measurable. If a particular
process, such as shipment of orders within three days, is
taking six to seven days on average, any change in the av-
erage can be counted easily. In fact, an analysis of time de-
lay as a Sigma of the process is a good way to judge the
effectiveness of other process components (automated or-
der entry system, inventory control, and changes in inter-
nal procedures in Shipping and Accounting departments,
for example). As the Sigma of time delay changes, we can
judge the overall effectiveness elsewhere. So as the aver-
age shipping day approaches three days, that particular
variance is reduced and finally all but eliminated. This is a
good example of how to measure results; the particular
problem is complex and involves many individuals and
departments. Ultimately, though, improvements in the
process are going to translate to a better record in ship-
ping orders.

2. Cost reduction (or keeping costs at current levels)
does not always serve as the most important element of a
project, although some projects are specifically geared to-
ward identifying the causes of overruns, and changing the
process to eliminate them. One mistake often made in
quality programs is to impose a requirement that a cost el-
ement has to be involved. However, cost is a good method
for offsetting other means of measuring outcome. For ex-
ample, if the order processing system can be achieved
within three days but the costs are huge in comparison to
the current system, it is appropriate to ask whether the
additional cost is inevitable and necessary. Cost increases
are not always inevitable or necessary and, in fact, in sys-
tem improvements, we often find that costs are reduced as
a natural outgrowth of the efficiency gained. So measuring
cost—even if the goal is to maintain at current levels—is
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also an effective measurement of how well the Six Sigma
project has worked. For example, in a presentation meet-
ing, if questioned about the cost element, it is desirable
for the presenter to be able to tell Management, “We have
reduced defects by half and increased production time,
with no increase in cost.”

3. Reducing variances and defects is clearly a primary
concern for the Six Sigma team. Even so, these are not
easily measured. This is why time and cost are valuable
methods for at least a part of the overall measurement.
However, if you know what constitutes a variance or a de-
fect, you will certainly be able to judge the results of a
changed process. Even though the efficient system is in-
visible, the claim can be made that variances and defects
that commonly occurred in the past have been entirely
eliminated. (This never means that Six Sigma has been
achieved, but it does mean that the chronic problems have
been caught by new internal controls.)

WHAT CUSTOMERS REMEMBER

A customer is going to remember how he or she was
treated. This is true, of course, for both the external (end-
user) customer and for the internal customer. When a
customer brings a defect to your attention, the way you
react is going to be what the customer remembers. If you
take the message as a problem, if you are reluctant, or if
you do not take full responsibility, then the customer’s ex-
perience will be negative. This is far more important in
the long term than the defect itself.

Key Point Most customers understand that things
sometimes go wrong. But they will not forgive being
treated as an inconvenience when they complain. That is
the greatest service defect of all.

As part of the process analysis you perform on a Six
Sigma team, be aware of the importance of post-defect re-
sponse. Although the customer service attitude is an in-
tangible aspect of the whole process, it is among the most
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important. When customers are treated badly at the point
of complaint, it is the most serious of all defects, because
that impression remains with the customer or, we may
more accurately say, ex-customer.

Example The Customer Service Department for a credit
card company had assessed a high interest rate on a cus-
tomer’s bill. However, a six-month introductory no-inter-
est period was in effect. It took the customer several
phone calls before the problem was resolved. In the last
phone call, the customer service rep argued with the cus-
tomer and denied responsibility for the problem. The dis-
cussion went something like this:

Customer: I just want this problem solved, not only to
remove the charges but also to make sure it 
doesn’t happen every month.

Service rep: It only happened on one statement.
Customer: Yes, but what I’m saying is that your mistake

caused—
Service rep: Wait a second, I didn’t make a mistake.
Customer: I didn’t mean you personally, I meant the com-

pany. I don’t want to have to deal with this again
next month.

Service rep: If you had mentioned the promotional period
when you first telephoned, this whole matter could
have been cleared up much faster.

Customer: I did mention it.
Service rep: Well, we can only fix a problem if you tell us

exactly what it is.1

We can see many, many aspects of this conversation that
could have gone better. If the service rep was more aware
of what has to be done in a customer service environment,
and would also be able to take responsibility for the error,
it would have been a far more positive experience. For ex-
ample, the conversation should have gone like this:

Customer: I just want this problem solved, not only to
remove the charges but also to make sure it 
doesn’t happen every month.
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Service rep: I understand, and that’s a reasonable concern.
Customer: Your mistake has caused me to have to spend

hours on the phone trying to get it fixed.
Service rep: I’m very sorry for that. It was our error and

you shouldn’t have to spend your time.
Customer: I just don’t want to have to go through this all

over again next month.
Service rep: I promise you this won’t happen again. I’ve

flagged your account and updated the automated
file. I can assure you, this was an isolated error and
you won’t have to deal with it again.

In this example of how the conversation could have gone,
the customer service rep did the three things in each re-
sponse that should take place in every service contact, es-
pecially when a customer is complaining. Look at the
responses again. The service rep empathized, apologized,
and promised. These are the elements that should apply
in every complaint situation.

Example You have been waiting for a statistical report
from one of your company’s subsidiaries. You need the re-
port in order to finish a study you are doing, and your
deadline is approaching. Finally the report is delivered, but
it is three weeks late. You telephone the supervisor to re-
mind him that there is a second report you need, and that
it is supposed to be submitted two weeks from today. The
supervisor could say: “Hey, we had a lot of other stuff to do
and this report put everyone behind. We’ll try to get your
second report out, but I’m not making any promises.” Or,
if the supervisor considers you his customer, he might say,
“Of course I know you have a deadline to meet and I apol-
ogize for getting this out to you late. I promise the second
part will be there by the deadline, absolutely.”

You are, of course, likely to react more positively to
the second message. The first one was hostile and essen-
tially accused you of delaying the department’s work. It
was your report that put everyone behind, after all. Noth-
ing productive can come from such an exchange,
whether internally between departments or externally

What Customers Remember 195

ccc_thomsett_ch08_185-204.qxd  9/17/04  5:39 PM  Page 195



with end-user customers, vendors, or subcontractors.
The more positive approach, based on a commitment and
a promise to fix the problems, goes a long way to build-
ing trust and confidence. Equally true, a negative attitude
in which the customer service rep does not take responsi-
bility, only augments the problems and creates resent-
ment and mistrust.

The Six Sigma philosophy—apart from the tech-
nique itself—helps everyone to take on a new point of
view concerning service. Whether your company makes a
distinction between contact with customers and internal
interactions, or considers it all to be the same, the under-
lying philosophy is what makes this approach more pow-
erful than that used in other customer service regimes. In
too many cases, “customer service” means listening to
complaints and fixing them in some way: product replace-
ment, discount coupons, a half-hearted apology, or a
promise that the problem will not be repeated. In this en-
vironment, you end up with employees exhausted by an
unending stream of accusations, anger, frustration, and
resentment. In a short period of time, those employees be-
come demoralized and their tone changes. They no longer
emphasize, apologize, and promise. Instead, they accuse,
deny, and react. They accuse the customer of somehow
causing the problem (“You didn’t mention the special con-
dition”); they deny responsibility (“I didn’t make a mis-
take”); and they react to the problem (“We can only fix a
problem if you tell us what it is”) instead of figuring out
what is causing it and then fixing it once and for all. In
the reactive Customer Service Department, the tone itself
creates more distrust and resentment among customers
than there would be if there were no response at all.

Key Point What is worse, no response to customers or
a very negative response? The customer may shrug off si-
lence, but will never forget the rude customer service rep-
resentative. Never.

A Six Sigma customer service approach is much dif-
ferent from the traditional one. Instead of waiting for
complaints to arrive, Six Sigma teams look for variances
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and come up with methods to prevent them from occur-
ring. A variance in its most common form never has the
chance to become a defect because it is caught and
stopped within the internal controls of the process. The
root cause is treated rather than the symptoms. Second,
the Six Sigma process would carry through to the post-de-
fect complaint and then revisit the procedure. The pur-
pose here is to go after the causes again. Is this a problem
we missed? Do we need to change, add, or improve inter-
nal controls? What else can we do to make sure this spe-
cific defect does not happen again? Six Sigma is designed
to ensure that you anticipate and prevent defects by look-
ing for variances and eliminating them.

THE ABSOLUTE NEED 
FOR A HIGH STANDARD

Do we need a high standard in our interactions with oth-
ers? Assuming that these interactions are variations of
customer service, why does that standard have to be high?
One common reaction among people when they first hear
about Six Sigma is, “Perfection? That’s impossible.”

Of course, consistent perfection is impossible. But
by being about to define what perfection means, we can
accurately measure defect rates and how our team im-
provements reduce those rates. As you experience the
Sigma rising in response to fixing variances, you come
closer and closer to perfection. The purpose of Six Sigma
is never to reach perfection, but to better understand what
needs to be done to improve current processes.

Accounting budgets are the same type of process.
The budget is intended to serve as a goal. In a perfect out-
come, the budget states, “We believe it is reasonable to see
these results.” Too many accountants become concerned
with the problem of variances, situations where expenses
exceed the budget. The variance is viewed as a problem
that has to be explained away, but the real value of that
variance is that it gives an indication of where the initial
assumption was flawed; what changes can be made today
to curtail further variances; and how the entire budgeting
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process can be improved. In fact, the budgeting process it-
self would make an interesting Six Sigma process, because
the natural progression of analysis would be likely to
point out an entirely different set of problems and oppor-
tunities than might be assumed at the beginning. For ex-
ample, the assignment might be to “figure out how to
reduce expense variances.” The real assignment might be
more effective if expressed as “figure out how to use vari-
ance information to reduce expense overruns.”

Example In one corporate Accounting Department, a
monthly budget report included a budget explanation.
For many years, executives had been satisfied with an ex-
planation of what caused the variance. For example: “The
22 percent overrun in Office Supply Expenses was caused
by excessive employee access to supply storage areas. The
excess is expected to be absorbed gradually over the bal-
ance of the fiscal year.” This explanation says, in essence,
“Employees take supplies, we know about it, and we think
we built this factor into the budget.” It does not offer so-
lutions. A more effective response might read: “The 22
percent overrun in Office Supply Expenses was the result
of excessive employee access to supply storage areas. We
have implemented a new procedure requiring requisition
of supplies from a single employee, who maintains supply
inventories in a locked storage area.”

This revised example shows how the reactive explana-
tion—employee theft, which will be absorbed in the re-
maining budget allowance—can be replaced with an
effective internal control. This is the point to Six Sigma: It
is not intended to simply improve processes or make them
more efficient. It has the purpose of identifying the actual
causes of variances and proposing solutions to stop them.
So an original assignment might turn out to be invalid if the
Six Sigma team discovers that the real problems are more
complex. So the assignment to “get orders in the mail
within three days” may evolve to a project to “revise the en-
tire order processing and inventory control system; expand
accounting payment cycles; and revise shipping supply in-
ventory policies to ensure three-day turnaround of orders.”
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OVERCOMING THE 
PROBLEM OF THE EXCEPTION

Every systems person—the individual given the task of
deciding how things get done—has an appreciation for
consistency. The systems designer likes predictability. Of
course, this makes systems work easy. The real challenge
is in deciding how to deal with exceptions. This is so im-
portant because, in a practical application of a system, the
exception often is what leads to a variance and, ultimately,
to a defect as well. A three-day delivery promise might not
be possible if a particular shipment has to be insured,
shipped overseas, or packaged differently from the stan-
dard order.

Key Point Exceptions cannot be avoided in any process.
Actually, exceptions make work interesting. Do not forget
the fact that “variety” and “variation” come from the same
root.

There are three ways to deal with exceptions: by
elimination, response, or process change. The most effec-
tive internal systems are those that anticipate and manage
exceptions without causing problems (variances) else-
where. In some applications, an exception naturally cre-
ates some form of variance that has to be acceptable
because, by definition, the exception does not fit. The
three methods often dictate how the Six Sigma team de-
velops its project, remembering that exceptions cannot be
allowed to alter the course of events for the majority of in-
stances. Internal controls have to be set up to deal with
exceptions, but it is a mistake to design the entire system
around those exceptions. Some suggestions:

✔ Elimination. In some processes, the exceptions can
simply be eliminated. However, remember the
emphasis on service; be careful in deciding too
abruptly to simply refuse to deal with exceptions.
For example, if the Accounting Department re-
fuses to process a reimbursement check or vendor
payment until the next cycle, that may simply be
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too inflexible. But if someone wants to be paid in
cash, given a check today while they wait, or have
the check payable to Cash to avoid taxes on the
payment, those types of exceptions must be re-
fused and eliminated from consideration.

✔ Response. The service attitude favors response as
the best method for handling exceptions. The ex-
ception is taken through the process as efficiently
as possible and, if exceptions recur, the process
could be augmented with a plan B process for fre-
quently recurring paths. The minor cycles in the
Accounting Department are examples of appro-
priate response; the two major cycles are aug-
mented with interim minor cycles. This enables
the department to continue processing most of its
work without delay, while also accommodating
those payment requests that arrive in between.

✔ Process change. If exceptions become so frequent
that they are putting the process into unending
chaos, that is a sign that the process is not work-
ing. It has to be changed. A new Six Sigma project
needs to be undertaken, with the initial assign-
ment to be to take a look at the process and rec-
ommend changes and greater flexibility.

In all of these methods of handling exceptions, emphasis
should continue to be placed on variance identification
and internal controls. The exception may be the starting
point of a variance and can easily lead to a defect. Because
the exception requires a different process from normal, it
is one of the most important weak links in the system.
You need to ask: How can the likely variances that grow
from exceptions be anticipated and stopped? A second
but related question is: What internal controls do we need
to ensure that exception processing in an variance-free as
normal processing?

Example In one company the accounting routines are
fully automated with one exception. The books for a small
subsidiary are maintained on a manual system during a
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transition. By next year, you expect to merge the existing
system into the automated system. For now, however, a
process is underway to post and balance the books by
hand. Last month, the bookkeeper was out of balance by
three dollars. The initial response was to say, “It’s only
three dollars. That’s not worth spending hours and hours
to find.” So the posting error was not pursued. However,
it came to light this month that the two-cent error con-
sisted of two unrelated posting errors. One was exactly
$100.00, a common posting error. The other error was a
transposition. The bookkeeper posted $405.00 instead of
$504.00:

First error $100.00

Second error ($405.00 minus $504.00) – 99.00

Net errors $ 3.00

This is a case where the scope of the variance itself was un-
derestimated. It is easy to make mistakes such as this. It
also demonstrates why systems like bookkeeping are de-
signed to require thorough testing and balancing. It is exact,
and for a good reason. So a variance may also hide from
you. In the preceding example, the problems may have
been discovered in an executive meeting; the CEO might
have asked the Chief Financial Officer, “Why doesn’t this
column add up? It’s off by $100.00.” That would be embar-
rassing to the CFO, of course, who depends on the CEO’s
confidence in the numbers; so a three-dollar variance is not
acceptable in this situation.

Key Point Sometimes what seems like a small variance
is only the tip of the iceberg. It could lead to far more dis-
astrous problems.

Emphasis on exceptions—like even a seemingly
small out of balance condition—and on internal controls
are the keys to increasing the Sigma level. The exception
(a small out of balance condition) required further inves-
tigation. The failure of the internal control (not pursuing
it because it was only three dollars) is where the system
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failed. So applying this to each and every process, we can
discover where variances emerge and then devise ways to
stop them.

It is never possible to completely remove the vari-
ances from a process. Human error, mistakes in going
through process steps, exhaustion, distraction, and other
factors are going to enter into the process. Most of these
problems can be discovered through internal controls and
fixed before the outcome takes place. But not all. We need
to balance the exception with the practical, and even to
accept some level of defect.

Many years ago, the manager of one department had
a quirky rule for his employees: Every report had to be
“paginated” without exception. That meant that every
copy of every report had to be reviewed, page by page, to
ensure three things: No pages were upside down, no pages
were backward, and no pages were out of order. Many
years before, a report had gone out with an obvious place-
ment error. The manager had no faith in modern printing
and collating methods, so he insisted on spending time to
check everything, even when a report contained hundreds
of pages and dozens of copies were printed. The same su-
pervisor was in the habit of checking the math on com-
puter print-outs, even though math errors never appeared.

The point here is an important one: While we cannot
expect to achieve perfection, we also have to employ qual-
ity control systems with reasonable perspective. Six Sigma
cannot ensure 3.4 defects per one million operations, and
setting such a standard would be impossible to meet. A
certain level of defects has to be expected in all situations.
It may be possible that a modern printing system could
place a page out of order, or that a computer could make a
math error. Do we want to spend all of our time looking
for remote possibilities like that? Or would we be better
off ensuring that internal controls worked well? Six Sigma
has two components, but both have to be applied with
reasonable and realistic expectations. The technical sys-
tems aspect of Six Sigma involves how teams work to-
gether, what steps are taken, and what forms of analysis
are used to make dramatic differences in defect occur-
rence. The philosophical aspect of Six Sigma, the change
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in the corporate culture, has to come from the company’s
leadership. You depend on your CEO to not only place Six
Sigma teams throughout the organization, but to also ac-
cept direct responsibility to participate in the point of
view: that service applies to everyone and to every
process, and that by using Six Sigma, the company will be
more profitable and more competitive; it will also find
that its employees work better together when everyone
has a sense of taking part, and in being on the team.
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area of responsibility the person, department, team, board, committee,
subcontractor, consultant, or other individual or group, identified as hav-
ing primary charge over one or more steps in a process.

Black Belt an experienced participant in the Six Sigma process, usually
given the role of team leader, who is responsible for ensuring that the ben-
efits of Six Sigma projects are realized.

BPM (Business Process Management) an approach to work based on a
model (Business Process Model) describing how work moves from step to
step through the organization.

business case a summary of the purpose to the project, its financial im-
pact, and the problem the team intends to address.

coach the Six Sigma expert or consultant who sets a schedule, defines
results of a project, and who mediates conflicts or deals with resistance to
the program.

concurrent operations in a complex process, the involvement of two or
more separate areas of responsibility, each performing a series of process
steps. Concurrent operations may require linking back and forth between
different areas of responsibility, or they may proceed separately until a
point where the separate effort is united into a single, concluding series of
steps.

CTQ (Critical to Quality) a sketch of the customer’s expectations and
requirements, showing the major stages, departments involved, and other

Glossary
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important steps in developing a process that successfully meets a Six
Sigma project’s goals.

defect any outcome that falls short of the customer’s needs or expecta-
tions.

design requirements the process elements of products or services,
which may need to be adjusted to meet the customer’s requirements.

DMAIC the tactical approach to Six Sigma projects, involving five
phases: define, measure, analyze, improve and control.

FMEA (Failure Mode and Effects Analysis) A process for identifying
likely defects before they occur, using a rating scale; the purpose is to
identify areas where preventive measures will be useful in a process.

Green Belt the sponsor or a key team member with a degree of experi-
ence above the average team member, or who plays a key role in helping
the sponsor manage the scheduling and assignments within a project.

horizontal flowchart a tool used to visually document the way that
processes work; and to identify points where variances are likely to occur.
The purpose of the flowchart is to help the Six Sigma team develop im-
proved systems and suggest changes to reduce defects.

implementation leader the person responsible for supervising the Six
Sigma team effort, who supports the leadership council by ensuring that
the work of the team is completed in the desired manner.

leadership council the team or committee that defines the specific
goals of a Six Sigma process, the provider of goals to be met by the team.

Lean Six Sigma (LSS) a system combining the concepts of Six Sigma
with those of lean manufacturing, a system designed to improve cyclical
efficiency and reduce or eliminate waste in processes.

Master Black Belt a consultant (sometimes the coach) available to the
Six Sigma team to resolve technical issues or to answer questions.

process owner the individual who takes on responsibility for a process
after a Six Sigma team has completed its work.

process variances the points within processes where variances emerge;
such variances lead to process and output defects unless the process is al-
tered to correct variances along the way.
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project charter a document summarizing the important elements of the
project: name, business case, scope and goals.

Quality Function Deployment (QFD) a conversion of processes re-
quired when a customer’s requirements are not compatible with current
operating procedures; designed to adjust those processes to ensure quality
improvements.

scientific method a set of procedures used to objectively evaluate infor-
mation, to arrive at an accurate conclusion based on initial assumptions,
definitions, and tests.

sigma the level of variation compared to an average; the Greek letter, σ
used by statisticians to denote standard deviation.

SIPOC a process map that identifies all the elements of a project: Sup-
pliers, Input, Process, Output, and Customers.

Six Sigma a measurement denoting near perfection, representing six
standard deviations or 3.4 million defects per million operations; the ideal
against which actual performance is measured.

sponsor the problem solver within a Six Sigma project, usually a man-
ager who implements the orders passed down by the council; often the
process owner, or person who is ultimately responsible for completing a
process.

stakeholder analysis a process in which the project team determines
who will be affected by the outcome of a Six Sigma project.

standard deviation the degree of exception, or variation from the aver-
age, in a group of outcomes, used to describe exceptions to an expected
result.

standard normal the normal distribution of outcomes based on a sta-
tistical assumption that a mean is zero and a standard deviation is 1.

team leader the individual responsible for overseeing the work of the
team, and for acting as go-between with the sponsor and the team mem-
bers; the person who manages the schedule.

team member an employee who works on a Six Sigma project, given
specific duties within a project, and deadlines to meet in reaching specific
project goals.
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value chain a series of activities required to effectively design, market,
and deliver a product, service, or other outcome.

Voice of the Customer (VOC) in Six Sigma analysis, information
gained by observation of a customer’s requirements and expectations; the
true needs of the customer, as opposed to the assumed needs under which
the company operates.

weak links the specific points in a process where defects are most likely
to occur, commonly points where a process passes from one area to an-
other; where logjams occur; or where decisions have to be made.
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