
I re c e n t ly spoke at the Banas Qualidade
c o n fe rence in São Pa u l o , B razil. Th e
c o n fe re n c e, titled “ I n t e rn ational Semi-

nar on Six Sigma,” fe at u red a number of
s p e a ke rs from the United Stat e s , B ra z i l
and other Latin A m e rican countries. If
at t e n d a n c e, quality of speake rs and enthu-
siasm are valid measure s , the confe re n c e
was an unqualified success. I thank all of
my new Brazilian friends for the Six Sigma
hospitality I re c e ived while in their beau-
tiful country.

One speaker in particular piqued my
i n t e rest. The speake r, a U. S. consultant,
p resented an interesting case study demon-
s t rating how a team moved a part i c u -

lar process from a 
ve ry low fi rs t - p a s s
yield to Six Sigma
quality levels. Th e
s p e a ker descri b e d
the ap p ro a ch as a
t ra d e m a rked meth-
o d o l ogy, his ow n
ve rs i on of  Six

Sigma. The ap p ro a ch is detailed and
i n t e n s e, and it utilizes many of the tra d i-
tional quality improvement tools in way s
reminiscent of total quality control. How-
eve r, the usual Six Sigma infra s t ru c t u re
(the so-called “ b e l t s ,” l e a d e rship ch a m p i-
o n s , flow d own from big Ys to driver Xs,
e t c.) was missing entire ly. In fa c t , t h e
s p e a ker views the infra s t ru c t u re with dis-
d a i n , l i kening it to a caste system.

N ow, I can’t say if the speake r ’s ap-
p ro a ch would wo rk as well as the standard
ap p ro a ch in the ge n e ral population of
o rga n i z ations. For all I know, it may eve n
wo rk better. The point is that when yo u
h i re a consultant to help you with “ S i x
S i g m a ,” you may end up with a system that
b e a rs little re s e m blance to wh at the major-
ity of businesses consider Six Sigma to 
b e. Clearly, t h e re ’s a need for some stan-
d a rd i z at i o n .

Consider the fate of Six Sigma’s pre d-
e c e s s o r, total quality management (TQM).
Th e re was never an accepted definition of
T Q M , nor we re its pra c t i t i o n e rs cert i fie d

in any way. TQM became wh at ever a par-
ticular consultant said it was. The re s u l t
was a hodgep o d ge so confused that bu s i-
ness leaders felt justified in calling wh at-
ever they we re doing TQM. The pro bl e m
was that most of wh at was being done wa s
f u n d a m e n t a l ly flawe d, resulting in a more
than 80-percent fa i l u re rat e. Eve n t u a l ly,
TQM fell out of favor with leadership and
p rogress stalled.

Six Sigma, by providing a re a s o n ably
we l l - d e fined ap p ro a ch to T Q M , h a s
b rought the quest for wo rl d - class quality
b a ck from the grave. To ke ep Six Sigma
a l ive, we must identify both wh at Six
Sigma is and wh at it isn’t. The Intern at i o n a l
Quality Fe d e ration (IQF) is taking a firs t
s t ep by certifying Six Sigma Black Belts.
To make this possibl e, i t ’s been fighting a
s p i rited legal battle to ke ep the term “ B l a ck
B e l t ” in the public domain so it can be used
by the business community in ge n e ra l ,
rather than becoming the pro p e rty of one
p a rticular consulting company. IQF cert i-
fic ation re q u i res that applicants pass a ri g-
o rous day-long computer-based ex a m
c ove ring the core skill set of the Black Belt
B o dy of Know l e d ge (BOK), as defined by
the IQF. The IQF scores the candidate and
d e t e rmines if his or her score meets the IQF
m i n i mum for each section of the BOK, a s
well as for the ove rall ex a m .

Becoming an IQF-cert i fied Black Belt
re q u i res more than simply passing an ex a m .
A key diffe rence between Six Sigma and
TQM is an emphasis on tangi ble re s u l t s .
The candidat e ’s own orga n i z ation is in the
best position to determine how effe c t ive
the candidate is in ap p lying Six Sigma
m e t h o d o l ogy. Th u s , the IQF cert i fic at i o n
model re q u i res that the individual be co-
c e rt i fied by both the IQF and a “ s p o n s o ri n g
o rga n i z at i o n .” To ensure that standards are
m e t , the IQF re q u i res that the sponsori n g
o rga n i z ation use certain cri t e ria for assess-
ing the candidat e ’s effe c t iveness. The IQF
c ri t e ria eva l u ates candidat e s ’ abilities to
a ch i eve signifi c a n t , t a n gi ble results by
ap p lying the Six Sigma ap p ro a ch and to
lead orga n i z ational ch a n ge by demonstrat-

ing leaders h i p , t e a m wo rk , p roject man-
agement and commu n i c ation skills.

The exam is administered by the spon-
s o ring orga n i z at i o n , wh i ch is re s p o n s i bl e
for assuring the integrity of the exam, ver-
ifying the identity of the candidate sitting
for the exam and enforcing time limits.

To enable employees of small bu s i-
nesses to become IQF-cert i fied Black Belts,
s p o n s o ring orga n i z ations need not be the
candidate’s employer. Accredited colleges
and unive rsities may serve as a candidat e ’s
s p o n s o r, but the candidate must complete
at least two successful major projects ap p ly-
ing the Six Sigma approach to significant
production or service processes.

The sponsoring orga n i z ation eva l u at e s
the candidat e ’s effe c t iveness using the IQF
re q u i rements and notifies the IQF when a
c a n d i d ate who has passed the IQF BOK
exam has met the effe c t iveness re q u i re-
ments. Effe c t iveness means that the can-
d i d ate has demonstrated the ability to lead
the ch a n ge process in an orga n i z ation by
s u c c e s s f u l ly ap p lying Six Sigma method-
o l ogies to one or more significant pro j e c t s .
Success is demonstrated by ach i eving doc-
u m e n t e d, s u b s t a n t i a l , sustained and tangi-
ble results. Examples are cost savings or
cost avoidance va l i d ated by finance and
accounting ex p e rt s ,i m p roved customer sat-
i s fa c t i o n , reduced cy cle time, i n c re a s e d
reve nues and pro fi t s , reduced accident
rat e s , i m p roved mora l e, reduction of cri t-
ical-to-customer defe c t s , and so on. Mere-
ly demonstrating the use of Six Sigma tools
is n o t s u fficient. 

If you are interested in finding out
m o re about the IQF Black Belt cert i fic a-
tion progra m , visit the IQF Web site at
w w w. i q f n e t . o rg. Orga n i z ations intere s t e d
in becoming IQF sponsoring orga n i z at i o n s
may e-mail me.
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