
T he Jan. 22, 2 0 0 1 , issue of Fo rt u n e
contained an art i cle that offe re d
re a d e rs ri s ky adv i c e — n a m e ly, t h at

Six Sigma could be ignored without
adverse consequences.1 Don’t believe it.

To be fa i r, the art i cle is directed towa rd
i nve s t o rs , not manage rs. The author’s point
is that Six Sigma alone wo n ’t make a 
company successful. On that, I am in total
agreement. In fa c t , I made the same arg u-
ment in my November 1999 column,
“ Why Six Sigma Is Not Enough.” H ow-
eve r, the Fo rtune art i cle presents a fro n t a l
assault on Six Sigma per se, and it incl u d e s
so many errors, omissions and logical fal-
lacies that the unsuspecting leader might
be led to believe that his or her company

would be better off
without Six Sigma.
This mistaken con-
clusion could cause
s e rious harm to
s u ch leaders ’c o m-
p a n i e s , as well as
their own careers.

In addition to the
s u p e r ficial arguments against Six Sigma
( e. g. , “Six Sigma can get dow n right silly ” ) ,
the art i cle levels some serious cri t i c i s m s
against its deployment:
n While impre s s ive at the Black Belt
l eve l , the results often don’t have any
n o t i c e able impact on company fi n a n c i a l
s t atements. Th u s , Six Sigma success 
d o e s n ’t corre l ate to higher stock va l u e.
This applies to 90 percent of the compa-
nies that implement Six Sigma.
n   Only early adopters can benefit.

n Six Sigma focuses on defe c t s , wh i ch
are hard to objectively determine for serv-
ice businesses.
n Six Sigma can’t guarantee that yo u r
product will have a market.

L e t ’s take a closer look at these issues.
Evidence for the fi rst point is entire ly
anecdotal. The art i cle mentions that
Wh i rlpool does Six Sigma and its stock
has fallen by 12 percent during the past
t wo ye a rs. So wh at? GE does Six Sigma
t o o , and its stock price is up seven perc e n t .
M e a n wh i l e, the Dow Jones Industri a l
Ave rage is down four percent. Wh at do
these comparisons tell us about Six
Sigma? Nothing. Scientific studies of the
value of quality improvement initiat ive s
s h ow that the stock of companies that
implemented TQM signifi c a n t ly outper-
fo rmed the indexes (See Fi g u re1). 2 O f
c o u rs e, t h e re are diffe rences betwe e n
TQM and Six Sigma. (Refer to my Feb ru-
a ry column for details.) Having been inti-
m at e ly invo l ved in both ap p ro a ch e s , I
k n ow Six Sigma is better than T Q M .

The latecomer argument is simply
l u d i c rous. The Fo rt u n e a rt i cle stat e s , “ I f
Wh i rlpool implements it, and then May t ag
does too, who wins? The consumers —
those savings will mostly get passed on to
t h e m .” E ven if we allow the author to
a rgue both sides (Excuse me, but didn’t
you just say there we re n ’t any sav i n g s ? ) ,
the argument fails. If Wh i rlpool succeeds
with Six Sigma and May t ag ignores it, a s
a dvised by Fo rt u n e, Wh i rlpool has a cost
a dva n t age that can be used to improve its

re t u rn on investment or to
c ap t u re additional marke t
s h a re. Lat e c o m e rs have
to implement Six Sigma
just to ke ep up.

To say that Six Sigma
focuses on defects is to
d e m o n s t rate that yo u
d o n ’t re a l ly unders t a n d
wh at Six Sigma is all
about. Unlike T Q M , S i x
Sigma goes beyond defe c t
reduction to e m p h a s i ze

business process improvement in ge n e ra l ,
wh i ch includes cost re d u c t i o n , cy cl e - t i m e
i m p rove m e n t ,i n c reased customer sat i s fa c-
tion and any other metric important to the
c o m p a ny. The contention that serv i c e
d e fects are, as the Fo rt u n e a rt i cl e ’s author
a s s e rt s , “ m i n d - nu m b i n g ly vag u e,” w i l l
l i ke ly come as a particular surp rise to my
s e rv i c e - i n d u s t ry re a d e rs and cl i e n t s .
What’s ambiguous about a customer com-
plaint? A customer leaving you for a com-
petitor? Erro rs in the customer dat abase? A
big drop in the customer sat i s faction sur-
vey results? I’ll bet even Fortune’s leaders
keep track of several quality metrics.

Fi n a l ly, the art i cle plays the Iri d i u m
c a rd to prove that even Six Sigma compa-
nies like Motorola can make a mistake.
I ridium was to be a satellite-based com-
mu n i c ation system, but advances in tech-
n o l ogy and ch a n ges in the market re n d e re d
it obsolete befo re it could be dep l oye d.

M o t o rola should wear Iridium as a
b a d ge of honor. It was a daring move that
fa i l e d. But in the vo l atile high-tech are n a ,
the big risk is not risk of fa i l u re. As an
i nve s t o r, I ’d be far more wo rried about a
c o m p a ny that was ri s k - ave rs e. Six Sigma
c a n ’t guarantee success in the marke t-
p l a c e. Nothing can do that. But engagi n g
in tru ly ri s ky behav i o r, s u ch as ignori n g
Six Sigma, can gre at ly increase the
chances of fa i l u re.

References
1. Cliffo rd, L e e. “ Why You Can Safe ly
I g n o re Six Sigma.” Fo rt u n e, Jan. 22, 2 0 0 1 .
2. Hendricks, Kevin B., and Vinod R. Sing-
hal. “ D o n ’t Count TQM Out.” Q u a l i t y
Progress, April 1999.
3. Easton, G e o rge S. and Ja rre l l , S h e rry L.
“ The Effects of Total Quality Manage m e n t
on Corp o rate Pe r fo rm a n c e.” Jo u rnal of
Business, Vol. 71, no. 2, 1998.

About the author
Thomas Pyzdek is a consultant in Six

Sigma. Learn more about Six Sigma at
w w w. py z d e k . c o m. E-mail Pyzdek at
tpyzdek@qualitydigest.com.

Six Sigma and Beyond Thomas Pyzdek

qd

Ignore Six Sigma at Your Peril
Neglecting this system might leave your company playing catch-up.

Figure 1: Stock Price Comparisons—TQM Companies vs. Various Indexes


