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The 14 points Executives should know about “Six Sigma.” 
 
 
 

1. The definition of Six Sigma – 
 
 Six Sigma is a systematic and statistically-based approach to identifying defects in performance, driven 

generally by customer specifications.  Six Sigma methodologies aim to reduce the variation and "non-value 
added" activity in business processes, particularly those which give rise to lengthened cycle times, higher cost 
and/or unacceptable outcomes.  A process that operates at true Six Sigma levels is producing acceptable 
quality levels over 99.9996% of the time. 

 

2. Is Six Sigma a realistic goal for my company? 
 
 There are many processes which cannot achieve the ambitious goals established by Six Sigma; this does not 

diminish the value of the techniques.  Six Sigma methodologies can substantially improve the performance of 
most processes, and a Six Sigma project that moves a "2 sigma" process to a "3 sigma" will have improved 
the performance of that process by nearly 450%. 

 

3. Why is Six Sigma gaining so much attention? 
 
 There are a number of reasons why Six Sigma has gained so much attention recently, perhaps the most 

obvious is the struggle for organizations to overcome the challenges related to quality and cost, and Six 
Sigma's ability to serve both goals equally and effectively.  Additionally, a great number of companies have 
been frustrated by previous efforts to improve organizational effectiveness, as any incremental gains they 
achieve are quickly offset by incremental reimbursement cutbacks, incremental workforce shortage, and gains 
that are offset by other poorly performing departments.  Executives across multiple sectors have recognized 
that incremental gains are not enough to compete effectively with other organizations improving at the same 
rate, and that only "breakthrough improvement" will relieve pressure on margins and allow for the 
organization to take the lead in their market.  

 

4. What Kind of track record for ROI has Six Sigma established? 
 
 Depending upon the sector Six Sigma has shown a 50 to 500 percent annualized return.  In dollar figures, the 

typical Six Sigma project in healthcare, for example, has delivered an average of $500,000 in annualized 
savings. The key to Six Sigma's impressive gains is its ability to "do more with less" and to re-deploy critical 
human and material resources where needed the most, with turnover rate actually decreasing as a direct 
consequence of successful Six Sigma projects. 

 

5. If the ROI from Six Sigma is so compelling, why aren’t more companies adopting it? 
 

Fear of the unknown.  Six Sigma remains a mystical technique until organizations take the time to understand 
its comprehensive framework.  Executive Leadership may fear their ability to gain consensus around the use of 
Six Sigma; they may be concerned that it is a potential "passing fad," or too complicated to be effectively 
learned and applied by their staff.  Finally, a significant impediment can often be the internal quality assurance 
infrastructure, which may feel threatened by the use of Six Sigma and its potential to overshadow previous 
accomplishments within the organization. 
 

6. What are the key differences between Six Sigma and other methods that might be in place 
to address performance? 

 
Six Sigma was not intended to replace traditional efforts at Total Quality Management or Quality Assurance, 
but the key differences between the methodologies have enabled Six Sigma to overcome challenges not 
sufficiently addressed with existing techniques.  Organizations that have implemented Six Sigma do not 
dispense with their existing TQM or QA functions.  On the contrary, they either train these departments in the 
Six Sigma techniques or ensure close collaboration between these departments and Six Sigma practitioners. 
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8. Can Six Sigma be applied as an enterprise-wide initiative? 

 
 

7. Can small and medium sized institutions benefit from Six Sigma? 
 

Several key items play a role in determining whether an organization can benefit, but size is rarely a limiting 
factor.  Six Sigma techniques have been effectively used in companies with as few as 40 customers, even the 
smallest accounts can often generate sufficient enough activity to be assessed and improved via Six Sigma 
methodologies.  
 

 
Six Sigma was designed to be an enterprise-wide solution to management challenges.  As many process 
improvement initiatives cross multiple departments, a Six Sigma practitioner inevitably must transcend 
different functions and departments in order to satisfy project requirements, effectively working in a "matrix" 
environment.  It is this enterprise-wide focus that has allowed Six Sigma to accomplish such impressive gains. 

 
9. Are there some sectors that will benefit more from Six Sigma than others? 

It was originally thought since Six Sigma originated in manufacturing, that only manufacturing oriented 
processes would benefit from the methodologies.  However, a closer study of Six Sigma projects from that 
industry revealed that most projects were fundamentally "transaction" oriented, that is, dealing with the 
supporting processes of the manufacturer such as billing, receiving, accounts payable, supply chain 
management, etc.  Since its initial use in manufacturing Six Sigma has been successfully used in healthcare, 
financial services, retail and wholesale distribution networks just to name a few.  The possible applications of 
Six Sigma continue to multiply; not only has it been applied to the "back office" functions of various 
organizations; Six Sigma can also been used to improve the performance of clinical research processes as well. 
 

10. Are there some areas where Six Sigma can have an immediate impact? 
 
Six Sigma has its greatest impact on departments that are process-dependent rather than technology 
dependent.  However, since no amount of technology can fix a broken process, Six Sigma can often improve 
the performance of departments that are evaluating technology investment. 

 
11. What are Six Sigma “blackbelts?” 
 

There are three levels of Six Sigma proficiency: blackbelts, greenbelts and yellowbelts.  A blackbelt has 
completed a rigorous course of study related to Six Sigma, including approximately 120 hours of instruction, 
homework and examinations, and culminating in a project that has been independently reviewed and certified 
as substantially conforming to the principles of Six Sigma.  A greenbelt has similarly completed a course of 
study, though less time consuming and not involving as many of the advanced statistical techniques that might 
be necessary for more complex projects.  Blackbelts are trained to lead and conduct multi-disciplinary 
projects; Greenbelts are trained to support Blackbelt projects and to complete small scale projects within their 
own area of expertise.  Champions or "Yellowbelts" is the designation given to senior executives that oversee 
the performance of Blackbelts within their organization.  Finally, "Master Blackbelts" have completed a course 
of study to train on Six Sigma techniques, and they have also served as Blackbelts and have completed many 
projects.  A typical Six Sigma organization will have a couple of Champions and Master Blackbelts, several 
Blackbelts, and a significant contingent of Greenbelts. 

 
12. What kind of training and support is required for Six Sigma? 
 

Given the remarkable impact that Six Sigma can have on an organization, it may come as a surprise to learn 
that the implementation can be accomplished with little disruption to the organization.  Organizations can 
select from a pure classroom training approach, or a combination of computer-based training (CBT) 
augmented with a minimum of classroom time.  This approach is not only more economical, but allows each 
student to proceed at an appropriate pace.  CBT programs can be easily customized to accommodate the 
personality of the sponsoring organization.  Another popular approach is to combine training with an initial Six 
Sigma project, led by the consulting organization that supplies the training program.  This allows the 
organization to "train and achieve” simultaneously, and can be an effective strategy to both secure buy-in 
while demonstrating the impact of Six Sigma to the organization.  The key to successful implementation of Six 
Sigma is strong and visible senior management support.  This support is critical not only to overcoming natural  
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skepticism associated with change, but to allow participants the free reign necessary to apply Six Sigma’s 
principles once training is complete. 

 
13. What should I look for in firms providing Six Sigma services?  
 

Experienced firms will provide an onsite presentation of Six Sigma principles as well as options for moving 
forward.  They will expect your decision making team to be assembled for that presentation and subsequently 
prepared to give a response to a proposal within a reasonable timeframe.  Experienced firms should issue a 
proposal shortly after an onsite visit, and may include data gathered during the initial presentation as well as  
 
from a series of interviews.  This allows for the crafting of a clearly defined proposal.  Some firms may provide 
warranted engagements including ROI, projected timetables and regularly scheduled contacts ensuring that 
you are kept up to date on specific activities.  Skilled Six Sigma practitioners utilize "scoping tools" that will 
direct you to the most appropriate opportunity.  At the end of the definition stage you can expect a 
presentation on the details of the opportunity with an option to cancel the project or to approve continued 
work on it.  At that point you will have been exposed to Six Sigma's initial process for project management, 
the competency of the firm’s staff, the project opportunity that exists and its impact on your organization. 

 
14. How can I learn more? 
 

Business Synergetics International makes a number of free resources available to interested parties.  We’d like 
to share the key criteria used to determine if a project is qualified for Six Sigma.  We also offer a free 
"Capability Analysis" to determine whether your organization might benefit from Six Sigma programs and 
projects.  Contact us at contact-bsi@businesssynergetics.com or 615.661.5757.  
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