
I often re c e ive e-mail and phone calls
f rom people whose management has
ex p ressed an interest in Six Sigma bu t

d o e s n ’t like the ap p ro a ch (i.e. , h a rd wo rk
and dedication from the top down) used by
p i o n e e ring companies such as Motoro l a ,
G E , A l l i e d S i g n a l , Texas Instruments and
o t h e rs. When I suggest that people not
p roceed until they can persuade their 
l e a d e rship to do it ri g h t , I’m often told that
t h ey must fo rge ahead any way. This mes-
s age is conveyed with a gre at deal of
we ep i n g, wailing and gnashing of teeth. 
As you might imagi n e, this can ge t
d ep ressing after a wh i l e, s o , in an at t e m p t

to pres e rve my san-
i t y, I’m writing a
column for those of
my re a d e rs  wh o
want to hear that it’s
OK to take short-
c u t s : If implemen-
t ation for its ow n
s a ke is wh at yo u ’re

after—not long-term re s u l t s — you can
d evote just as little effo rt to a Six Sigma
p rogram as you want. So please, b e fo re
contacting me, see if the shortcut you wa n t
to take is alre a dy on the fo l l owing list.
n I g n o re the customer. Some companies
spend a lot of time and money ge t t i n g
customer input only to find that customer
re q u i rements are madd e n i n g ly vague and
d i fficult to tra n s l ate into internal re q u i re-
m e n t s , goals and Six Sigma projects. Yo u
can avoid this hassle by simply skipping
this step. Besides, wh at the customer wa n t s
is obvious any way.
n S t a rt Six Sigma at the bottom or the
m i ddle of the orga n i z at i o n . CEOs such as
Bob Galvin, L a rry Bossidy and Ja ck We l ch
spent a lot of time on Six Sigma. But
u n l i ke these slacke rs , your exe c u t ives are
too busy to give it more than lip serv i c e.
Th at ’s OK, as long as you write some
re a l ly good lines for them to read in their
s p e e ches. Start Six Sigma wh e rever yo u
want; just be sure to give top manage-
ment credit for any successes.

n D o n ’t ch a n ge the incentives for man-
age rs . M a n age rs will always do wh at ’s
best for the orga n i z at i o n , even if it has an
a dve rse impact on them pers o n a l ly and
p ro fe s s i o n a l ly.
n Do it on the ch e ap . Is it re a l ly neces-
s a ry to provide 160–240 hours of Black
Belt training? Of course not. Try the
“ c o m p re s s e d ”t raining programs that offe r
four weeks of training in only two we e k s ,
or an Internet course that only takes a
couple of we e kends. A l s o , be sure to hire
the consultant who submits the lowe s t
b i d. Better still, just go it alone: Just think
of the sav i n g s !
n D o n ’t integrate Six Sigma with other
i n i t i at ive s . If yo u ’re alre a dy wo rking on
lean and a half-dozen other progra m s ,j u s t
a dd Six Sigma to the mix. Your people are
s m a rt enough to fig u re out how these pro-
grams re l ate to one another.
n Try it on a small scale to see if it
wo rk s . Six Sigma is a proven success in
o rga n i z ations of all sizes in a wide va ri e t y
of service and manu fa c t u ring industri e s .
But your orga n i z ation is unique, so wh o
k n ows if it will wo rk for you? To prove it
will wo rk for yo u , t ry a small-scale pilot.
Of cours e, a pilot will be too small to
command attention from top manage-
m e n t , none of the major manage m e n t
systems can be ch a n ged for the pilot, t h e
s u p p o rting infra s t ru c t u re wo n ’t be there
for the team, and so on. But don’t swe at
the small stuff; your people can make it
s u c c e e d.
n D o n ’t wo rry about documenting the
bottom-line impact of pro j e c t s . When yo u
do TQM pro j e c t s , i t ’s enough to show
t h at you made quality better by re d u c i n g
d e fects. Wh at ’s wrong with that? Besides,
it takes a lot of time to fig u re out real sav-
i n g s , and that time isn’t va l u e - a dd e d.
D o n ’t wo rry about skeptics ch a l l e n gi n g
the value of Six Sigma in the future; wh at
a re the odds of that hap p e n i n g ?
n Let the quality dep a rtment lead the
e ffo rt . Six Sigma uses many quality
i m p rovement tools alre a dy known to qual-

ity specialists. Why waste time and money
by teaching these tools to others ?
n E m p h a s i ze statistical skills wh e n
choosing Black Belt candidat e s . Th o s e
“ s o f t ” ch a n ge - agent skills can be picked up
by anyone with half a brain. But stat i s t i c s
a re “ h a rd ” skills. Drag the analysts fro m
their computers and put them to wo rk on
the front line!
n Let the Black Belts rep o rt to local man-
age rs . Successful companies believe that
B l a ck Belts have a difficult time disen-
gaging from their routine wo rk when they
rep o rt to their old bosses. But, as your peo-
ple do wh at ’s best for the company even if
it isn’t in their own best intere s t , t h at
wo n ’t be a pro blem for yo u .
n Use part-time Black Belts. F u l l - t i m e
B l a ck Belts are difficult to ex t ri c ate fro m
their real jobs. Busy manage rs don’t need
this confusion. Avoid it by letting the
B l a ck Belts wo rk on Six Sigma projects in
their spare time.
n D o n ’t set ove rly tight deadlines or
ambitious goals for Black Belts. Six Sigma
might be viewed as ruthless if people are
held to high standards. Cut the Black Belts
some slack. If they ’re trying hard and
doing their best, wh at more can you ask?
n Select projects based on local cri t e ri a .
Some companies waste time studying the
e n t i re customer value stream and then use
Six Sigma to identify projects that will
i m p rove the system as a wh o l e. But yo u r
m a nu fa c t u ring manager is re a dy to go
n ow, while the others are still draggi n g
their feet. It would take a lot of time to
ch a n ge that , and who needs that kind of
grief? Ta ke the path of least re s i s t a n c e.
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Six Sigma Shortcuts
You can implement Six Sigma however you wish—
just don’t expect grand results.


