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ix Sigma, the highly statisti-
cal quality improvement
technique born in the manu-
facturing bays of Motorola in
the mid-1980s, is often used
at an operational level to help

cut costs, improve processes, and reduce
business cycle times. Its value in that re-
gard is well understood by business
leaders and has been the topic of 
numerous business books and articles.
Less well known is the potential of Six
Sigma to help companies formulate and
deploy business strategies and bring
about broad transformational change—
to serve as a high-order leadership ap-
proach, philosophy, and change
methodology. Strategic Six Sigma prin-
ciples and practices can help companies
● formulate, integrate, and execute
new and existing business strategies
and missions
● deal with constantly changing 
and increasingly complex customer 
requirements
● accelerate innovation, globalization,
and global integration efforts
● facilitate mergers and acquisitions 

● ensure effective implementation of 
e-business ventures with their associated
strategies and infrastructure
● drive revenue growth and systemic,
sustainable culture change
● enhance and condense the corporate
learning cycle—the time it takes to
translate market intelligence and com-
petitive data into new business practices.

Deploying corporate strategies
A growing number of companies are 
beginning to realize the full implications
of Six Sigma—especially as an engine to
accelerate corporate strategy and organi-
zational transformation. Former General
Electric CEO Jack Welch said that Six
Sigma forever “changed the DNA” of
how GE operates. Before his first retire-
ment as Honeywell’s CEO, Larry
Bossidy used to tell employees and
shareholders alike that Six Sigma was the
key to the company’s annual 6 percent
gains in productivity. Citibank recently
implemented Six Sigma to accelerate its
customer care approaches around the
world. Dupont and Dow Chemical are
using Six Sigma to propel sustainable
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growth and to position themselves in an
industry notorious for static product
prices and thin operating margins. 

Caterpillar’s CEO Glen Barton and
top leadership team have embraced Six
Sigma as the critical success factor driving
achievement of the company’s major
business objectives. Even hotel chains,
such as Starwood Hotels and Resorts, are
using it to overhaul their corporate cul-
tures, create blissful customer service 
experiences, and radically alter the nature
of their hospitality services. 

The potential of Strategic Six Sigma 
to serve all-encompassing purposes 
has profound implications for CEOs 
and leadership teams. It also presents
training professionals, including change
consultants and OD practitioners, with
enormous opportunities to play transfor-
mational roles in their companies or with
the clients they serve. 

Fortune recently noted that one of
the biggest causes of business failures is
the inability of companies to execute
their strategies, however sound, effec-
tively. At its core, Six Sigma relies on
factual data, statistical measurement
techniques, and robust feedback mech-
anisms to drive decision making. Those
elements unify leaders behind a com-
mon language and set of data points—
making strategic planning and
execution more efficient and success-

ful. Because Six Sigma aligns a compa-
ny’s people and processes behind com-
monly agreed-to goals, it helps them
achieve new levels of profitability and
corporate performance in less time
than traditional strategy implementa-
tion. Strategic Six Sigma increases 
organizational speed and resilience as it
helps companies respond quickly to
changing market conditions, move in
new business directions, and improve
customer responsiveness—thus en-
hancing customer relationships while
increasing shareholder value. 

Creating the cultural conditions for
strategic use of Six Sigma calls for
strong change leadership and attention
to project implementation. 
● A company’s top leaders must be in
agreement to drive deployment of Six Sig-
ma approaches at all organizational levels. 
● Individual leaders must develop com-
petencies in statistical data analysis and
process redesign, and be able to cascade
those approaches to other levels of leaders
inside the organization. 
● Leaders must drive employee engage-
ment in Six Sigma projects and work prac-
tices, using sophisticated communications
techniques and creative incentives.
● Top leaders must integrate Six 
Sigma approaches into the organiza-
tion’s business planning and strategy
deployment processes.
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What Is Sigma? 
In the world of Six Sigma compa-
nies, the term sigma has come to
signify how well a business
process, product, or service is
meeting the requirements of the
marketplace. Six Sigma connotes
3.4 defects for every 1 million
customer requirements.

Six Sigma
as a Catalyst
Six Sigma is a high-performance,
data-driven approach to analyzing
and solving the root causes of
business problems. It ties the
outputs of a business directly to
marketplace requirements. At the
strategic or transformational lev-
el, the goal of Six Sigma is to
align an organization to its mar-
ketplace and deliver real improve-
ments and dollars to the bottom
line. Strategic Six Sigma provides
a framework that can be used to
bring about large-scale integration
of a company’s strategies,
processes, culture, and cus-
tomers to achieve and sustain
breakaway business results. 

At the operational or transac-
tional level, Six Sigma’s goal is to
move business product or service
attributes within the zone of cus-
tomer specifications and dramati-
cally shrink process variation—the
cause of defects that negatively
affect customers. It provides spe-
cific tools and approaches
(process analysis, statistical analy-
sis, lean techniques, and root
cause methods) that can be used
to reduce defects and dramatical-
ly improve processes to increase
customer satisfaction and drive
down costs.  
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Strategic steps 
Training practitioners have a huge oppor-
tunity to be involved in coaching their
companies’ leaders on how to deploy Six
Sigma successfully and in helping to
transform the culture and operating sys-
tems of their organizations. The training
needed to give leaders Six Sigma skills is
intensive, but the payoffs are enormous.
Companies that have instituted Strategic
Six Sigma—such as Dow, Caterpillar,
Raytheon, Bombardier, and Lockheed-
Martin—have, radically and quickly, 
improved business performance across a
wide array of performance indicators,
from return-on-assets (an internal busi-
ness indicator) to customer satisfaction
and timely order fulfillment (external
performance metrics). 

The best way to help your company’s
CEO and top leadership team implement
Six Sigma on an enterprise-wide basis
starts with making sure they understand
the seven key steps to deploying Six Sigma
in any organization. They are as follows:  
1. Develop a committed team of leaders
to support Six Sigma initiatives.
2. Integrate Strategic Six Sigma thinking
and best practices into strategy planning
and deployment.

3. Emphasize establishing close connec-
tions with customers and the larger mar-
ketplace in which the company operates.
4. Ensure that leaders view the company
not as a set of isolated functions or inde-
pendent silos, but as a family of closely 
related business processes that support the
business’s value chain.
5. Develop quantifiable measures and de-
mand tangible results from people in their
work.
6. Develop incentives, create accountabil-
ity, and reward performance based on
customer requirements and the ability to
bring a strong, data-driven approach to
business goals and work objectives.
7. Commit full-time to all of the above.

Introducing Strategic Six Sigma prin-
ciples and work practices into an organi-
zation requires rigorous training of
executives and line managers—not just in
Six Sigma statistical and analytical princi-
ples, but also in the equally important
tasks of articulating business goals, 
driving culture change, and leading peo-
ple in new, more accountable and mea-
surable ways. The role of training as a
change driver in this process is crucial.
Change acceleration studies show that
providing people with the right training

can dramatically accelerate change efforts. 
In our work, we typically introduce a

company’s CEO and top leadership team
to Strategic Six Sigma leadership princi-
ples in a three- to five-day Six Sigma
Champions workshop designed to
● build leaders’ awareness of Six Sigma
methods and tools and how best to apply
them in a transformational way on an
enterprise-wide basis
● foster leaders’ understanding of the
key elements of Strategic Six Sigma, 
including process management and the
methodologies of DMAIC (design,
measure, analyze, improve, and con-
trol), used to redesign existing work
processes, and DFSS (design for Six Sig-
ma), used to design new business
processes to operate at a Six Sigma level
of efficiency (3.4 defects per 1 million
business transactions or operations)
● help top leaders understand the indi-
vidual roles they must play as leaders in
cascading awareness and knowledge of Six
Sigma principles and practices through-
out the organization
● build leadership consensus about the
goals and strategies of the organization
and quantify strategies and business ob-
jectives as clearly as possible
● identify strategic improvement
goals and specific Six Sigma projects
that can be undertaken to meet strate-
gic improvement needs
● help leaders build the infrastructure of
systems, people, skills, processes, and
metrics necessary to effectively identify,
launch, and complete Six Sigma (DMA-
IC and DFSS) projects.

Strategic Six Sigma leadership training
provides a setting in which a CEO and
top leaders can articulate and quantify
their business strategies, outline the chal-
lenges that lie ahead for the business, and
identify strategic improvement goals to
improve performance, profitability, pro-
ductivity, or customer satisfaction. The
specific goals can be anything that’s 
important to the company and its top
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leaders. For example, a goal might be to
increase product, service, plant, or process
performance; reduce defects or transac-
tion errors; condense cycle times; or
streamline the supply chain.

From there, participants go forward to
● select potential Six Sigma projects to
support achievement of the business
strategy
● undertake initial infrastructure dev-
elopment to identify the resources, peo-
ple, systems, and processes that will 
need to be controlled or managed to 
support project completion
● introduce the essentials of business
process management and why it should
guide the selection and completion of Six
Sigma projects
● discuss voice-of-the-customer and
voice-of-the-market approaches relevant
to moving forward to attain Six Sigma
process improvement goals
● manage continuous organizational
change as part of spearheading the ongo-
ing selection and completion of Six Sigma
projects.

The modules
Let’s now look at each of these workshop
stages in more detail.
Module 1: Executive Awareness. The first
part of Strategic Six Sigma Champion
training includes outlining and emphasiz-
ing the critical roles leaders play in effec-

tive deployment of Six Sigma. We typical-
ly focus on the tasks of successful Six Sig-
ma deployments and the importance of
top executives playing vigorous, visible
hands-on roles as Six Sigma champions.
Because Six Sigma’s a team effort, we of-
ten deal with top leadership team 
issues that need to be resolved if the mem-
bers are to work effectively together.
Everyone in the room needs to under-
stand that although they retain key func-
tional roles in the organization, they must
now also begin to work more closely in
concert and give up rivalries and turf 
issues to adopt a common approach to
strategy deployment and building a busi-
ness process framework. Finding consen-
sus isn’t easy, but it forges a strong top
team focus on key business issues, strate-
gies, and priorities. It also serves to cat-
alyze group energies towards pursuit of
common goals, using an agreed-upon set
of metrics to get there. 

The workshop helps participants artic-
ulate their companies’ business strategies,
quantify those strategies to the extent pos-
sible by attaching specific metrics or time-
lines, identify required areas of business
improvement, develop detailed and quan-
tifiable strategic improvement goals, and
attain group consensus. Amazingly, we 
often find that companies haven’t quanti-
fied their business goals or operating
strategies. The leaders may know (or pre-

sume to know) what they contribute to
the bottom line, but in many cases they
don’t understand their roles and contribu-
tions with regard to their colleagues. Nor
are there systems and mechanisms to help
different components of the company 
operate within a common framework of
key performance indicators. 

Module 1 focuses on helping partici-
pants articulate the measures by which
they’ll gauge their own job performance—
identifying key performance indicators for
themselves, their business units, and the
organization as a whole. We help them 
articulate business strategies (clear, mea-
surable, and bounded by time) and come
to consensus about how those elements
must be put in place in a framework of
how the business will be run. 

We ask these questions:
● How do you define success in your
business (the organization or business
unit)?
● What will you tell your people they
need to achieve for the business (and for
them) to be successful?
● What are the metrics by which perfor-
mance (business, team, and individual) 
is judged?
● Are those metrics quantifiable (specif-
ic, measurable, and bounded by time)?
● What is the state of customer satisfac-
tion in your organization (customer size,
revenue, and so forth)?
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● How does your company assess cus-
tomer satisfaction? Is it based on percep-
tions of customer requirements, anecdotal
data, or the systematic and disciplined
collection, analysis, and synthesis of cus-
tomer data on a regular basis?
● What are the specific performance
metrics used to link work and customer
satisfaction levels back to corporate strate-
gy or key business goals?
Module 2: Champion Simulation. Module
2 puts participants through an exercise to
help them understand the various steps
involved in planning and managing suc-
cessful DMAIC projects. Leaders have to
understand the process because, ultimate-
ly, they’ll select and prioritize Six Sigma
projects and ask staff to manage those
projects to specific performance targets.
So, the module introduces participants to
process management and DMAIC con-
cepts and tools, including project charter-
ing, process mapping, voice-of-the-
customer methods, sampling, statistical
thinking, and root cause analysis. Other
subjects include how process improve-
ment ideas are generated, how project 
pilots are designed and implemented, and
how process management is used to 
derive benefits from DMAIC (and also
DFSS) projects. 

Different companies are concerned
with different projects. Some say cost-
reduction projects are the most impor-
tant, at least in the early stages of Strategic
Six Sigma. With those results in hand,
they feel positioned to make a broader
business case for how Six Sigma can be 
applied to other areas of the business.
Other executive groups focus on revenue
generation through the use of DFSS tools. 
Module 3: Alignment of Six Sigma Im-

plementation to Business Strategies.

In this module, participants identify
and align Six Sigma projects to meet
specific business strategies. The leader-
ship team determines the final selection
of Six Sigma projects based on their 
potential to affect strategic improve-

ment goals, financial goals, and busi-
ness strategy. The exercise of mapping
the connections that link projects to
strategic improvement goals to strategy
is a powerful group experience for exec-
utives, who begin to understand Six
Sigma’s horsepower in driving strategy.
Module 3 is often a breakthrough expe-
rience for participants who have resist-
ed Six Sigma. They suddenly get it and
recognize its potential power to affect
business performance dramatically. 
Module 4: Infrastructure Development.

This module helps participants determine
the resources, tools, and people they’ll
need to implement Strategic Six Sigma. 
● What kinds of organizational resources
will be required?
● In what ways will leaders at different
levels need to help sponsor the ongoing
work of project teams and remove 
organizational roadblocks? 
● Who in the organization should be 
enlisted as part of Six Sigma project
teams? How will finance people be
brought into the effort, and what will be
company policy on tracing project bene-
fits through to the bottom line? Teams
should have broad, cross-functional rep-
resentation so they can work easily across
all functions of the organization in brain-
storming solutions to specific problems.
● What recognition systems will reward
performance and build commitment to
new ways of working?  
● What channels will communicate key
messages to the organization as Six Sigma
deployment proceeds? 
Module 5: Introduction to Business

Process Management. This approach 
enables Strategic Six Sigma improvement
(DMAIC and DFSS projects) and can be
strategically leveraged across the entire
organization. It’s based on the idea that a
company is a framework of interrelated
and highly interdependent processes—
the effective operation of which helps the
company operate at peak efficiency and
meet customer requirements in reliable,

consistent, and highly measurable ways.
This module helps participants identify
and clarify the core processes whose 
improvement will yield the most dramat-
ic changes and benefits for customers and
the organization. Emphasis is also on
helping leaders drive and align Six Sigma
efforts strategically to get maximum
leverage from all Six Sigma projects. 

Our definition of core processes is
“those that are closely linked to customers
and the organization’s key competencies
and are at the heart of the company’s iden-
tity with its customers and markets.” A
core process for one company (an Intel,
for example) might be its manufacturing
processes. A core process for another com-
pany (a 3M) might be its reputation for
innovation. We also identify core process-
es as those whose “overall improvement,
redesign, or development has the most
potential to help it achieve strategic objec-
tives and are essential to satisfying share-
holders’ expectations of excellent financial
returns.” Typical core processes in most
organizations include marketing, sales,
new product development, product man-
ufacturing, and customer service.
Module 6: Voice of the Market/Cus-

tomer. This module focuses on how to
use voice-of-the-customer and voice-of-
the-marketplace data to drive Six Sigma
efforts. We take care to ensure that, as
part of setting improvement targets for
Six Sigma projects, executives pay close
attention to meeting or exceeding cus-
tomer requirements, benchmarking their
competitors’ performance, and assessing
performance requirements the market-
place may require in the near future. We
assess and discuss the effectiveness of cur-
rent VOC-VOM processes and steps to
make them more effective.
Module 7: Selection and Development.

This module covers selecting appropriate
Black Belts and Master Black Belts (key
project leaders) to spearhead specific Six
Sigma projects. MBBs work as expert
consultants advising the senior leadership
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team and business unit leaders on Six Sig-
ma project selection and targets. BBs
work at the level of project improvement
teams, driving all stages of DMAIC and
DFSS projects. 

The blend
A constant thread running through the
training is the importance of leaders being
attuned to the change management dy-
namics associated with effective Strategic
Six Sigma deployment. We argue that
leaders can’t afford to stop communicat-
ing the urgency of change. Otherwise,
they run the risk that their organizations
will fail to embrace the change principles
and practices that are critical to sustaining
Strategic Six Sigma. Consequently, train-
ing champions (executives and Black
Belts) consists of change leadership train-
ing and specific technical training on Six
Sigma tools and methodologies—the goal
being to equip leaders with both the tech-
nical and people-process aspects of Strate-
gic Six Sigma.  

The challenge of change
The training we’ve described is primarily
for CEOs and top leadership teams, but
versions should be cascaded down to low-
er leadership levels—first to business unit
leaders and then to mid-level executives,
process owners, Master Black Belts, Black
Belts, and Six Sigma project managers.
The main aim is to build a highly compe-
tent population of Six Sigma leaders
within an organization that can imple-
ment projects with sufficient speed and
scale to drive massive transformation,
while achieving concrete and measurable
results from Six Sigma projects. Training
Six Sigma leaders at all levels is also essen-
tial to embed Six Sigma principles—the
quest for perfection, an intolerance for
waste and inefficiencies in processes, and
so forth—in the makeup of the organiza-
tion and the approaches people use in
their jobs every day. The training of Six
Sigma leaders is vital to create consistent

leadership behaviors and align people,
processes, and projects to support goals.
It’s also critical for continuous organiza-
tional learning, which is the prerequisite
to ensuring ongoing process, product,
and service improvement. 

Kathleen Bader, group president and
VP of quality and business excellence at
Dow Chemical says, “The change chal-
lenges in adopting Six Sigma are in
many ways similar to adopting any oth-
er initiative…but in some ways substan-
tially different. They’re similar in the
sense that if you can’t put in front of
people the fundamental reasons for
change, you’re not going to get them to
change. And if you can’t show people
what’s in it for them personally and for
the business…you won’t get there.
However, with Six Sigma there’s an step:
the adoption of a different way of think-
ing—looking at inputs versus outputs,
intolerance for variation, focus on data,
and absolute belief in the need for sus-
tainability of results. People really need
to change how they do their daily work
in significant ways, and that creates an
additional barrier to change.”

Training professionals will want 
to consider how the rollout of Six 
Sigma training can be integrated with
other initiatives, especially leadership dev-
elopment and employee development.
Companies recognized as Six Sigma lead-
ers link Six Sigma competencies and ad-
vancement from the moment a new
employee walks in the door. That sends a
clear signal about the priority of Six Sig-
ma skills to the future health and vitality
of the organization. 

Training professionals must look for
ways to get their companies’ top leaders
visibly and actively involved in spear-
heading Six Sigma training for all execu-
tives and managers. At leading Six Sigma
companies such as Caterpillar, Dow,
Raytheon, and Bombardier, CEOs and
top leadership teams are personally 
involved in teaching Six Sigma leadership

and technical skills to others. 
Training can be critical to such 

efforts. TD
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