
F or many people, i t ’s easier to learn 
by rev i ewing examples than by
reading ge n e ra l i zed descri p t i o n s .

So in this column, we ’ll look at seve ra l
q u i ck ove rv i ews of Six Sigma projects 
to provide you with an idea of wh at Six
Sigma dep l oyment looks like at the pro j-
ect level. Of cours e, these synopses skip
over significant fa c t o rs , s u ch as the lead-
e rship and infra s t ru c t u re necessary to
m a ke the projects succeed. It’s not that
these fa c t o rs are unimportant; to the 
c o n t ra ry, t h ey ’re critical. For add i t i o n a l
i n fo rm ation on the critical success fa c-
t o rs , you may wish to rev i ew my earl i e r
columns at w w w. py z d e k . c o m / p d f. h t m

and w w w. q u a l i t y
d i ge s t . c o m, or in
my book The Six
Sigma Handbook
( M c G r a w - H i l l ,
2 0 0 1 ) .
■ Accounts  re-
c e ivabl e— Th e S i x
Sigma team wa s

t a s ked with improving the accounts re c e iv-
able d ep a rt m e n t ’s collection process. Th e
p ro ject sponsor was the CFO, and the top-
l evel dashboard item that ge n e rated the
p roject was improved cash flow. The team
decided to use the ave rage age of uncol-
lected accounts on the last business day of
the month as their metri c. Using X-bar
ch a rts because the histogram showed a
ve ry non-normal pat t e rn , the team deter-
mined that the process was in stat i s t i c a l
c o n t rol with a mean of 57 days. Te a m
m e m b e rs cre ated a flow ch a rt of the as-is
AR collection process and used it to guide
an observational study.

The team noted and corrected seve ra l
d i s c rep a n c i e s , and seve ral obv i o u s ly stu-
pid things we re ch a n ge d. For ex a m p l e,
a team member from billing asked why
the term “Net 30 Day s ” was used. A n
ex p e riment was conducted wh e re the
t e rm was ch a n ged to “Due on Receipt” fo r
a random sample of invoices. The re s u l t s
s h owed that the ave rage time to collect fo r
the ex p e rimental group was 45 day s , v s .

57 for the control group. The diffe re n c e
was highly signifi c a n t , both fi n a n c i a l ly
and stat i s t i c a l ly.

N ex t , the team contacted ra n d o m ly
chosen customers who had paid late and
a s ked why they had been lat e. Fully 70 
p e rcent of the reasons for late pay m e n t
we re fa c t o rs under the company ’s contro l
( e. g. ,i nvoice erro rs or the bill being sent to
w rong add ress). The team constructed a
Pa reto diagram and set about correcting the
b i ggest pro blem areas. Within six months,
the ave rage age of uncollected invo i c e s
d ropped to 37 days. The resulting sav-
ings we re substantial.
■ P rinted wiring board components—
The Six Sigma team re c e ived its pro j e c t
f rom the mat e rial rev i ew board. The MRB
i d e n t i fied the project as a significant and
ch ronic contri butor to the pro blem of 
fa i l u res at final product test. The assembly
was a complicated piece of hardwa re and
final test fa i l u res caused shipping delay s ,
resulting in penalties and loss of customer
go o dwill. The team’s project focused in the
PWB assembly area. Th e re we re thre e
major subpro j e c t s : e rro rs at manual inser-
t i o n , e rro rs at automated insertion and
e rro rs at semi-automated insertion. A few
examples of the issues add ressed incl u d e
kitting erro rs , the layout of the manu a l
i n s e rtion wo rk s t at i o n , the positioning of
axial lead parts on the automatic insert i o n
m a ch i n e ’s parts tape and the speed at
wh i ch semi-automated insertion was per-
fo rm e d. Pro blems we re pri o ri t i zed and
a dd re s s e d, leading to a dra m atic re d u c t i o n
of test fa i l u re s .
■ C y cle time— The team was ch a rt e re d
by a program manager to help the com-
p a ny introduce new programs more
q u i ck ly. The company would often intro-
duce a new design into manu fa c t u ri n g
o n ly to find that it couldn’t be pro d u c e d,
wh i ch resulted in quality and sch e d u l e
p ro blems. The team’s project—one of 
s eve ra l — i nvo l ved establishing the cap a-
bility of complex nu m e ri c a l ly contro l l e d
m a chining equipment. This was impor-
tant because the company manu fa c t u red a

t remendous va riety of complex parts in
ve ry low vo l u m e. S t a n d a rd SPC was dif-
ficult because production runs we re both
s h o rt in duration and small in quantity.
The Six Sigma team wanted to develop 
the ability to determine in advance if a 
p a rticular engi n e e ring design could be
p roduced at all and, if so, wh i ch CNC
m a chine should produce it. To solve their
p ro bl e m , team members designed a spe-
cial test part that put each CNC mach i n e
t h rough a complete series of tasks. Th e
p a rts we re then inspected and the re s u l t s
used to determine machine cap ability fo r
e a ch type of machine movement (e. g. ,
d rilling small holes, milling a surface or
m a chining a gro ove). This data was used
to eva l u ate proposed engi n e e ring designs
for manu fa c t u rab i l i t y, for make - by deci-
sions and to select CNC machines to pro-
duce specific part s .
■ Injection molded part s— The Six
Sigma team was ch a rt e red to eva l u ate a
p ro blem with field fa i l u res of molded
plastic parts. Members began by rep l i-
c ating the pro blem with production part s .
The pro blems we re re s o l ved within a few
weeks when the team identified a new
p rocess as the cause of the core pro bl e m .
The process mixed two diffe rent plastic
components at the injection-molding
m a ch i n e, as opposed to the single hopper
and pre - m i xed mat e rial of the prev i o u s
p rocess. If not pro p e rly mixe d, the carbon
bl a ck component would stratify and the
p roduct would fra c t u re at the strat i fic at i o n
when exposed to low temperat u re s .

For seve ral more ex a m p l e s , visit the
expanded online ve rsion of this column at
w w w. q u a l i t y d i ge s t . c o m / c u rre n t m ag / h t m l /
s i x s i g m . h t m l.
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Real-Life Six Sigma
These synopses of actual Six Sigma projects provide useful examples.


