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Six Sigma Project Identification can be carried out by any group at any level within an organisation.  The problems identified by different groups will vary depending upon experience.  Generally, the higher the level of group within the organisation, the higher will be the level of problems identified.  For example, a board of directors will be concerned with such problems as cash flow, low sales, increasing direct costs, higher overheads, excess costs on new investments, low yields, prior franchise by competitors, quality of recruiting etc.  In an office, problems will include such features as lack of space, wrong information, too much bureaucracy, poor communication, late deliveries, absenteeism, untrained staff, irate customers, queues, mistakes, poor software, unreliable photocopier, slow computer hardware and so on.  All of these problems at whatever level, are important to the people at that level, and ultimately, to the organisation as a whole.

Ideally, the objective of Six Sigma is to create an organisation whereby everyone is working to make that organisation the best in its field.  To do this requires empowering the people and giving them the opportunity to tackle the problems which they recognise and have the skills to solve.

Problems in organisations can be separated into three distinct categories.

1)
Problems within the scope of those affected

2)
Problems partially within their scope

3)
Problems outside their scope

As a general rule, with the exception of some the large problems endemic in the organisation, for example, high inventory, the majority of problems in category 1 tend on the whole to be relatively small but plentiful.  The reason being that such problems are either regarded as being too small or trivial to attract much attention at higher levels, or at the other extreme require too much resource or time to tackle them. 

At managerial levels, by far the most numerous and costly problems are likely to be found in the 'partially within scope' group.

Problems of this type are in abundance.  Firstly, by definition, there is no single group, section or department which sees them specifically as being ‘their problems’.  Secondly, without formal Six Sigma style project by project improvement activities, there will exist no structure to identify, analyse and solve such problems on a regular basis.

In the absence of organised Six Sigma activities, problems in category 3 will also remain unsolved since there will be no individual responsible to identify those would could deal with such problems.

Against this background, it is not surprising that so many problems remain unsolved and that the potential offered by Six Sigma improvement is so high.

'Professional specialisation is another or perhaps the major reason for the existence of so many problems of this type.  For example, Short Bros identified some 24,000 problems in their first year, of what is now a Six Sigma programme with a payroll of 6500 people.  This does not imply that Short Bros are any worse than any other company.  On the contrary, Short Bros are probably one of the most professional in Europe or even the world in their field.  It simply means that Shorts are very good at problem identification.  The fact that they went from losses of 30% sales revenue in 1988 to net profit just 4 years later indicates that they have also become rather expert in solving them as well!

'Professional Specialisation' (management ‘manages’ and people ‘do’) has become endemic in the United Kingdom.  'Professional Specialisation' is a direct and a natural development from the division of labour concepts originated by Frederick W Taylor, an American Mechanical Engineer at the turn of the century.  The division of labour led to the destruction of craftsmanship and creation of the need for functional specialists such as production engineering, work study, training, industrial engineering, personnel, industrial relations etc.  The key benefit of specialisation results from the opportunity afforded to those assigned to such groups to study and acquire great depth of skill and knowledge in their respective areas of management science.  This provides a considerable advantage over the earlier system whereby the foreman, or supervisor was required to be as skilled as possible in all areas, but obviously would not be any competition to the highly professionally trained experts who have since taken over what was his responsibility.

This is a good move in some respects, but unfortunately there exists the tendency for members of such 'professions' to develop their own jargon and methods which may often be incomprehensible to others.  This can be destructive to business organisations if as a consequence, designers talk to designers, marketing talk to marketing, sales talk to sales and finance talk to finance. This over specialisation can be a major problem but today there is fortunately a move away from ‘departmental’ style management towards process management. This is a key feature of the new 2000 version of ISO 9000.

The problem also impinges on loyalties.  A young graduate entering industry will have been forced to identify a 'career' in a specific function. As a consequence he may only know one function for his entire career.  The person will not necessarily envisage a lifetime in one company, but he may envisage a lifetime in his chosen 'profession'.  In fact, as a result of American influence in the 1950s, he will be positively encouraged not to stay in the one company but to move from company to company as a bee moves from flower to flower. This process has some merit, but it also contributes seriously to the problems of professional specialisation.  As a result, he will develop a higher sense of loyalty to his 'profession' than to his current employers.  Effectively, this process will result in very strong vertical fibres of organisation but[image: image1.wmf] processes are horizontal and therefore no-one owns the process.  

In manufacturing the designer may receive little or no information from market research, or when he does, it may be in an incomprehensible form.  The designer therefore designs something which he likes, but to which the potential customer is completely indifferent.  

The designer may also design something which is difficult to produce or assemble.  A perfect product may be almost perfectly impossible to produce.  The problem also extends to assembly.  There is an old story in the motor industry of the production line which did not start up one morning.  The reason apparently was due to the fact that one of the operators had not turned up and because he had two fingers missing, was the only person who could reach between the engine and gearbox to tighten certain screws!  It may be a sick joke but it is not far from the truth.  

After assembly comes packing and shipping.  Often products are designed to perfection, manufactured and assembled with care and the spoiled because the packing is inferior. If a product is damaged on arrival, it reflects as much on the manufacturer as it does to the distributor. Finally, the link between design and customer care may be inadequate.  It is remarkable how many times the installation and instruction manuals for products are totally unintelligible to the user.

Six Sigma organisations today recognise all of these problems, not to mention the relationships between finance, cost control, personnel, maintenance, purchasing and line management.  When these interactions are taken into account it is not surprising that organisations have problems.  Fortunately Black Belt led teams can deal effectively with these with dramatic results.  

[image: image2.wmf]What then can western companies do to counteract this disadvantage?  Clearly there can be no quick fix to reach the ultimate situation, but fortunately very effective partial remedies have been developed.  The most important is the concept of 'Process Chain Management'.  Professor Kaoru Ishikawa in the late 1950s observed that each individual or each department is the customer or supplier to the next.  

Each individual is a 'processor' but in the eyes of their supplier they will be seen as a 'customer' and in the eyes of the customer, seen as a supplier.  Hence, everyone will be simultaneously 'supplier' 'processor' and 'customer'.  

The Role of Green Belt teams
These can be regarded as being similar to Japanese Quality Control Circles or Kaizen activities. These programmes are grossly misunderstood in western organisations and there is a widespread erroneous view that the concept has been discredited.  Eventually, the spread of Quality Control Circles in Japan revolutionised the whole approach to work.  The circle progressed from initially simply being involved in problem solving to work improvement and then with the essence of craftsmanship, developed to manage whole sections of plant as self supervising work groups.  Today, teams of such workers are treated with great respect in Japan.  Education goes far beyond simple problem solving and extends where possible to include sophisticated statistical tools which are unseen in western companies even amongst technical specialists. Western organisations have the opportunity to emulate this with Green Belt teams provided that they do not repeat the mistakes that were made when Quality Circles were introduced.

Green Belt style activities at the grass roots in Japan have resulted in some very remarkable achievements. 

The results are almost unbelievable.  Queuing theory indicates that plant availability times in excess of 80% are virtually unattainable if arrivals of product are in any way intermittent, without running the risk of alarming queues and therefore work in progress building up.  Incredibly, with plant up time of 94% or thereabouts, Japanese companies are running a virtually zero inventory.

However, many western  managers are wary of schemes which empower the worker.  Most people are fearful of change, fearful of the unknown.  Usually, to change anything in any scale requires a shock or alternatively a great deal of time.  In times of recession, businesses make drastic changes, because they are shocked.  One Chief Executive shocked his managers into acceptance of change this way.  He said 'we have hired a consultant to talk to you all about participation and afterwards we are going to do it'.  Sometimes some theory 'x' is required to achieve some theory 'y'.  Now, it has just become the way the company managed its people.  However, the success of Six Sigma is dependent more on the support of the managers than on the support of the direct employees.  Virtually all of the failures in management change initiatives have been caused by a lack of management support, rather than any flaw in the concept concerned.

Persuasion also works, but it takes longer! The resolute Managing Director with a clear vision of running an organisation in which everyone participates has no substitute, provided of course that he stays long enough to see things through.

Six Sigma strategy for the Chief Executive

[image: image3.wmf]Basically the object should be to build an organisation in which everyone from the top to the bottom is involved in working towards making their organisation the best.  Any organisation which achieves this goal will always win against one which has not and where departments compete with departments, workers are against management etc, the following diagram illustrates the theory
The power of an organisation is the sum total of all the positive effort minus the effect of negative effort.  Internal conflict is negative and harmful to everyone in the organisation.  Positive energy at the bottom will be negated by resistance from the middle.  Positive energy in the middle will be negated by resistance from the top.  However, if the top is positive then positive energy from the middle will flow through and the same action applies between the middle and bottom.  It follows that an organisation can only be positive if the top is also positive.  Therefore, the top must become positive first and this must begin with the Chief Executive.  Six Sigma programmes will fail either if there is negativity either in the middle or top.

Rule 1 
If the Chairman and Managerial Director remain unconvinced about Six Sigma, forget it until he has been converted or replaced.

Rule 2

The Chairman and Managing Director must convince the other Directors.  If they remain unconvinced, question their judgement!

Rule 3

Only when the Board is convinced, begin to seek converts at senior level.  It is not necessary to convince everyone simultaneously.  It probably isn't even possible.  The results achieved by those who are supportive should convince the others.  If not, question their suitability.  Remember - some will appear unconvinced because they have been fooled before.  How much longer does the M.D. have before he is moved on or retires?

Rule 4

Seek converts in lower echelons of the organisation, primarily in the departments headed by supporters.

Rule 5

Take this procedure right through to direct supervision on the above principles.

Rule 6

Begin cross functional teamwork Six Sigma projects amongst managers and specialists in supportive departments.

Rule 7

Involve other departments as soon as support is obtained.

Rule 8

Present the concept of Green Belt teams to the workforce, the union and to line management and the specialists.

Rule 9

Commence Green Belt activities.

Rule 10
Education and development should be continuous and forever.  Professor Ishikawa said ‘Quality begins and ends with education’.  Start suggestion schemes.



Bon Voyage!
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