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Almost Perfect in 7 Steps

[bookmark: _GoBack]In the early 1950s a new discipline burst upon the production scene in far-off, recently devastated Japan, while American manufacturers slumbered peacefully in post-war prosperity. But within 20 years ‘Made in Japan’ evolved from a synonym for cheap junk to ‘World Class’ quality with barely a raised eyebrow elsewhere – until a deluge of impossibly high-quality products hit the world market. It was an amazing turnaround, creating global economic shockwaves.

What the Japanese did was launch a revolution in quality attainment using the tools and techniques of statistical analysis to attain dazzling quality results in a discipline that came to be known as ‘Six Sigma.’ Every executive and manager needs to know what that is, and many need to adopt it.

[image: ]What Six Sigma Is
‘Six Sigma’ is a measure of frequency at the extreme end of the normal distribution curve, which predicts from historical data how a normal population varies in a specific measurement. For example, the human population of the world varies in height from individual to individual, but the further you get from the average height of all humans, the fewer examples you find.Six Sigma Points


This same type of curve applies to defects in a production process – parts that are too long or too short to fit into an assembly, for example – and ‘Six Sigma’ programs attempt to make that an incredibly low number, nearly perfect (statistically, approximately 3.4 defects per million units produced).

How to Attain Near Perfection
Implementing Six Sigma is not easy, often requiring statisticians to develop these programs, and constant discipline is required. Start with the following steps:

1. Determine how much Six Sigma discipline you need. Products such as medical and space exploration devices and banking transactions must be as nearly perfect as humans – or machines – can make them, with no margin for error. Gravel crushing, on the other hand, has very wide tolerances and limited impact if tolerances are not met. Also consider the size of your operation. Single workstations are obviously much easier to control than complex plants. How complex is your operation? How broad are your tolerances? How critical would a failure be?
2. Identify the critical measurements you will need. What critical parts or attributes determine whether your product will work as advertised? How often do they fail to meet that standard?
3. Determine how the measurements will be taken – where, when, and by what methods. Gravel size could be measured with an in-line straining screen. Random samples might be enough to measure whether a chemical composition is correct. Visual inspection could measure color accuracy. Computers might take the measures and compile the results. You might use check sheets, Statistical Process Control (SPC) charts or X-Bar charts, following up with Pareto analysis and other Six Sigma tools, and possibly employ a dedicated team to ensure specifications are met. Whatever means you use, it should be cost justified, meaning the cost of measuring is less than the cost of expected failures… and not just the financial cost of the inspection or of the failure.
4. Plan the introduction and training required to get your team aligned. How will you implement this program? Who will be managing and who will be executing it? If inspections are to be accomplished by operators as units are produced, how will you ensure they are aligned and trained for the task?
5. Run a pilot program. Expect to have glitches as you iterate the methods in an increasingly effective program; identify and correct as many as possible before rolling the program out to your whole operation.
6. Analyze the results of the pilot, and ensure the program works before implementing it throughout your operations. Like everything else you do, your Six Sigma program needs to be continuously improved, but you must start with a well-understood and trusted process.
7. Roll it out and never let up.

How long does it take to establish a Six Sigma program? For a simple process with broad tolerances, not very long. For a complex assembly with many critical parts, months.
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