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What Is Lean Six Sigma
By Peter Peterka
Lean Six Sigma combines the quality improvements that come from using Six Sigma with the speed

improvements that come from using Lean manufacturing principles . Six Sigma is a disciplined,
data—driven approach and methodology for eliminating defects in any process —— from manufacturing to
transactional and from product to service. Lean manufacturing focuses on improving the speed of a
process and the elimination of waste primarily by eliminating non-value added steps. Lean Flow and
Six Sigma are strongly compatible. Combining these two powerful process improvement methods are
combining the contents of two toolboxes that can help your organization improve quality and efficiency.

Lean Six Sigma and Lean Flow initiatives go by many names, including Lean Enterprise, Lean
Manufacturing, Lean Sigma, and Lean Service. These concepts are a natural complement to Six
Sigma and can be applied to every type of business and process. Both Lean and Six Sigma have
points of commonality in their strategies and methods. Both are built around the idea that businesses
are composed of processes that serve customer needs. They share the goal to identify and eliminate
sources of waste and activities that do not add value, in order to create flow with maximum
productivity, capacity, and throughput. Both place great emphasis on training to bring members of an
organization to a high level of understanding and expertise on the tools and processes of the
methodology. Also, both lean and Six Sigma require and encourage the engagement of management
and key mentors within the organization to assure that the prioritized projects are executed as part of a
way of doing business.

Lean methods and data are used to reduce costs, shorten cycle times, expand capacity, and improve
productivity. Lean concepts and the Lean Flow system quickly identify improvement opportunities
through the use of value stream mapping. Lean emphasizes all-encompassing principles together with
targeted recommendations to achieve improvements. However, Lean principles are oftentimes
inadequate to solve some of the more complicated problems that require advanced analysis.

Because Six Sigma requires in—depth statistical metrics to analyze quality at all levels of the supply
chain, eliminating defects it can improve all Lean methods. Six Sigma - when combined with Lean -
allows for easier identification and quicker resolution of quality issues or problems, and reaps quick
results while opening people's eyes to new and better possibilities on plant floors. Six Sigma's core
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implementation strategy of establishing dedicated Six Sigma champions and black belts who oversee
and mentor process improvement projects provides crucial structure and guidance, thus greatly
enhancing Lean initiatives. Therefore, Six Sigma is very valuable when introduced during the
deployment of Lean principles to ensure that the improvement roadmap includes a generic
problem-solving approach.

Lean Six Sigma creates greater understanding of the value of your work by defining it as something
that your customers want to pay for. Lean Six Sigma helps build customer loyalty by driving
improvement in areas most important to your customers. Its metrics generate clear targeting of
customer needs, and drives real, tangible value creation.

Lean Six Sigma is a highly sustainable approach that becomes woven into the fabric of the
organization and involving people at all levels — from the executive suite to the front line. Full

deployment of Lean Six Sigma will f oster an environment of continuous improvement where the
cultural norm of your organization becomes striving for the total elimination of waste through a
succession of small, action—oriented ( kaizen ) events within the production process.

Lean Six Sigma fulfills your overall strategy and future success by significantly improving quality and
reducing waste. It empowers every employee with new ways of thinking about your processes and
helps make drastic improvements to the organization's performance. Lean Six Sigma creates a
powerful linkage from your strategic priorities to operational improvements and facilitates the
transformation of a business.
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Countering The False Notion That Six Sigma Is Elitist

By Peter Peterka

Too often, when people think of Six Sigma and black belts they see them as having an elitist
connotation. The opinion that Six Sigma is elitist or that black belts are elitist, however, are false. In its
purest form Six Sigma is a "way of life" for an organization serious about process improvement. It just
happens to have certain characteristics that people like to throw stones at. That some people have
come to believe this false notion is because they have misinterpreted the nature of Six Sigma and not

seen the complete picture.

There is an air of mysteriousness that surrounds what Six Sigma black belts do. People experience
projects where black belts are left alone to crunch numbers and work on long projects in isolated
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offices far from the factory floor. They wonder what exactly happens behind the scenes and not
knowing, become apprehensive. This is especially true when they know the outcomes will affect them.
If employees have not received any training in Six Sigma, their ignorance about the processes will lead
them to mistrust and even fear the Six Sigma project and the experts guiding the project.

Other people have developed resentment toward Six Sigma consultants themselves. Certainly, there
are some individual consultants who are arrogant, uncooperative, and insensitive to others. That,
though, reflects on that individual and does not represent Six Sigma. There are people in all fields and
professions who are not nice or have an inflated opinion of themselves. Six Sigma is not about
self-aggrandizement. It is not about lording over people. Unfortunately, some people are more
concerned with obtaining a Six Sigma certification than with appreciating what the newly acquired skills
will allow them to deliver to their organization. The priority of Six Sigma training should be to deliver
value to one's business and to the customers of one's business. Training to become a Six Sigma team
leader gives one skills and tools, but doesn't give one a right to be elitist.

Six Sigma is about getting everyone involved. A Six Sigma project forms a team of people who work
together to identify problems and develop solutions. Such teams are not elitist teams rearranging the
world for everyone else to live in. These teams are serving the organization by employing the skills and
tools they have learned to increase quality and reduce defects. The Six Sigma black belts who are
leading these teams are likewise seeking only to lend their skills learned through training.

There are plenty of ways to fail and it is always convenient to blame the tool. If you look hard enough
though, the failure is the fault of a lack of planning and training. If an organization does not plan
properly and train properly, there is no doubt about the outcome of that program. If management truly
has their eye on the goals and is intent on providing quality products and services, then Six Sigma can
keep everyone focused and part of the team. The reality is that Six Sigma isn't glamorous and it isn't
sexy. It is just plain hard work.

Countering the false idea that Six Sigma is elitist is part of ensuring the success of your Six Sigma
initiatives. The best way to do that is training all members of your organization in basic Six Sigma
concepts can go a long way toward taking away the mysteriousness of Six Sigma and the elitist
misconception some people have. Give people the knowledge and tools they need to do the job and
they will thrive. Help all the members of your organization understand what Six Sigma does and how it
does it. Not everyone needs to go through all of the Six Sigma training required to reach black belt
qualification, but there are simple programs you can put in place to help people learn Six Sigma basics.

If you look only to the number crunching part of Six Sigma and ignore the organizational and human
side, ignorance, and the resentment that comes from it, are inevitable. Including everyone affected by
the Six Sigma project and giving them information they need to understand what is going on and how
they can contribute will yield dividends.
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