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Synopsis:  This white paper compares Six Sigma methodologies with those of Advanced Strategies.  Six Sigma specializes in distinct optimization techniques based in statistical and other methods.  Advanced Strategies, by contrast, has developed a range of strategies and techniques within the framework of business transformation model, of which optimization is one component.  The Six Sigma organization would benefit from the addition of the strategies offered by Advanced Strategies.  The organization exploring methods for business improvement should consider the strength, breadth and depth of Advanced Strategies’ business transformation model.
At Advanced Strategies, we are in a continual state of self-assessment and growth.  We compare our knowledge base, methodologies, instruments and strategies to those in the industry on a regular basis.  We also compare our practices to those of individual clients as we customize each engagement to meet the client’s need.  We have found remarkable stability in much of what we have done over the last 20 years, but we continue to find ways to evolve and enhance what we do by seeking out feedback and comparing our approaches to others.  One such point of comparison is Six Sigma, a methodology developed in 1986 by Motorola.  Six Sigma has been adopted in large companies such as Honeywell and General Electric. Originally born out of manufacturing, Six Sigma is now applied more broadly to other types of business functions.  Both Six Sigma and Advanced Strategies are focused on methods for business improvement.  Adopting Six Sigma’s use of martial arts as a metaphorical base, let’s do a bit of philosophical sparring between the two.

What is Six Sigma?

A number of variations and applications of Six Sigma exist.  In a brief and general sense, Six Sigma is a methodology that includes the use of statistical measurement to guide quality improvement and profit.  A key aim of Six Sigma is to identify and reduce process variation and to ensure consistency with specifications.  You might think of Six Sigma as providing a particular set of tools to be used in conjunction with a business’s larger toolkit used in achieving business goals.
Six Sigma grew out of the work of many predecessors.  If you are interested in reading more about these predecessors, you might look for more information on the work of W. Edwards Deming, Quality Control, Total Quality Management and Zero Defects.  This paper will focus not on the history of Six Sigma or its methodology but on general premises of Six Sigma and how they compare, differ and complement what we do at Advanced Strategies.  

Similarities and Differences

How do you get from a business need to a business solution that meets that need?  One of our guiding paradigms at Advanced Strategies is called “A Path to A Solution.”  Another foundational paradigm of Advanced Strategies is this set of goals:  alignment, integration, harmonization and optimization.  Let’s compare these paradigms to a well-established Six Sigma approach, DMAIC (define, measure, analyze, improve, control).
Six Sigma1: DMAIC 

· Define: Strengthen the selection of projects with the greatest impact and strengthen adherence to process

· Measure:  Through the use of data, measure, baseline and determine results

· Analyze: Determine causes and effects, utilizing tools for identification and quick courses of action

· Improve (Design): Arm development staff with the right tools and assess the baseline against results to ensure correct trending

· Control (Verify): Measure continuously, monitor effectiveness and determine lessons learned
Advanced Strategies:  Path to a Solution
· Need:  Define the Need


· Define Purpose:  Define the Why


· Functionality:  Analyze the What (Discover, Assess, & Specify)
· Form : Design the How


· Produce: Realize the Solution


· Effect : Implement Availability


· Assess: Support and Elicit Feedback


· Use: Produce Results
Key Similarities

The approaches of Six Sigma and Advanced Strategies have several things in common.  A few of these are:
1. A business must be committed to and aligned with an approach or methodology, especially among top leaders, for it to be successful, and the business must devote the necessary resources in order to achieve success.

2. People (employees) are assets worthy of investment.

3. A good methodology or approach involves solid, proven instruments and techniques.

There are likely many other similarities, which is to be expected from companies playing in the same sandboxes (or, in keeping with the martial arts theme, sparring in the same dojos).

Key Differences

Advanced Strategies provides a model for business transformation, with some aspects of the model described in this paper.  Six Sigma, by contrast, specializes in optimization, relying on other business decision making processes to determine if a process is correct or of business value.  Advanced Strategies employs methods within its model to determine if processes are correct or of business value.

The Whole versus its Parts

From our vantage point, we sense a hidden assumption behind Six Sigma, when applied exclusively, namely, the dangerous belief that perfection of the parts, one by one, will add up to a more perfect whole. 

Don’t get me wrong.  It is really a matter of emphasis. There is plenty of evidence that Six Sigma does make an effort to align efforts with goals or strategic vision.  Six Sigma heralds the importance of identifying “critical to quality” factors which the end customer defines as most important.  Six Sigma also stresses the importance of focusing on efforts that improve customer satisfaction and/or bottom-line profit (with an orientation toward for-profit businesses).  It would be unfair to say that Six Sigma ignores the whole and focuses solely on parts.  Six Sigma’s orientation, however, is on the tactical application of techniques and measurements in strategically chosen areas of the business.  It is through this heavy weighting of focus that the above assumption emerges.

Advanced Strategies works hard to develop areas of a business in the context of a well-defined and, if applicable, improved big picture.  Advanced Strategies initially defines the whole in terms of strategic vision, intentions, values, perspectives and context before focusing on problems and pains, while Six Sigma focuses in on problems.   Certainly, any methodology would support that it is not worthwhile to focus on processes that are not in alignment with business goals.  Six Sigma is not the best method for making the decision of how Six Sigma should be applied and for determining overall business strategy.
Advanced Strategies works to: 
1. Align (align motives across the business), 
2. Integrate (seamlessly integrate processes; coordinate responses; create common and accessible data; create location independence and interconnectivity; create a common culture, collaboration and governance model; and enable), 
3. Harmonize (harmonize all elements with each other), and 
4. Optimize (optimize all elements).  
It is in this fourth category that Six Sigma focuses and provides unique methodology.

Six Sigma sends its Black Belts (or other belt levels) to respond to and eliminate the “problem” with precision and skill.  This approach might be characterized with this statement: Identify the most important problems for which Six Sigma could be most impactful and focus on these.  The Six Sigma methodologist is likely deferring to the priorities established by business leadership.
So what is the risk in focusing on optimizing one area at a time without ensuring that a business is aligned, integrated and harmonized?  The risk is that you might be improving processes without a clear overall strategic direction. You cannot optimize a system by optimizing its parts. The risk is mitigated when other measures are taken to define and possibly improve the big picture and to apply “strategic strikes” within the context of this larger big picture framework.

At Advanced Strategies, we generally find that to “analyze broadly and implement narrowly” is often the best approach.  This does not mean that a business must spend significant time and money to analyze all aspects of the business before proceeding with implementing any solutions.  To do so could create risks such as:

1. analysis paralysis

2. analysis that is out of step with the current business model and rapid changes 

3. significant delays in realizing any solutions

What this does mean is that it is important to create a framework and a solid understanding of the whole before implementing changes in its parts.  The framework might be thought of as a newly framed house (or martial arts dojo) with wind blowing through its structure, but the house having the shape and vision for future building activities (or martial arts activities).  Advanced Strategies can provide a nice framework within which the Six Sigma professional can optimize his or her optimization techniques.
Empowering the Business versus Empowering Select Experts

One of our strategies at Advanced Strategies is to conduct Joint Development Approach (JDA) sessions to bring the range of relevant perspectives to consensus on a vision which everyone can support.  This common vision is held in the collective conscience of the business and permeates subsequent efforts.  This is much different than relying on the few trained and skilled Six Sigma experts to ferret out root causes, to apply statistical methods, and to suggest the appropriate course of action.  

The complexity of Six Sigma analytics requires a certain amount of deference to those who possess the ability.  This isn’t difficult when the effort brings positive results, as happens with many businesses that apply Six Sigma methodology.  But, in isolation, this creates a bit of a power shift—away from an empowered business to the empowerment of the few who are becoming experts in a methodology.  Expertise that can walk out the door.  Expertise that has market value.

Businesses that have found success with Six Sigma should be applauded.  If something works, it doesn’t make sense to abandon it.  It might make sense, however, to consider the risks of applying Six Sigma in isolation and to augment the methodology with other approaches that build up overall strength.  The power and decision-making base of a strong business that uses Six Sigma principles is different than a business that is at the mercy, even if successes are realized, of Six Sigma experts.  In some cases, these experts are external consultants, which further shifts the power and decision-making base.

At Advanced Strategies, we work to empower the business.  To say it bluntly, we try to work ourselves out of a job at each engagement.  We feel great pride when we work with a business, share what we have learned, provide training to its staff, and leave behind an empowered workforce that no longer needs us.  A smart business move?  Maybe not.  Satisfying?  Extremely.

Analysis Instruments and Approaches

Six Sigma uses a variety of analysis instruments and approaches, some designed for process analysis.  For instance, in diagramming processes, a Six Sigma professional might use process maps that lay out the sequence and decision points of tasks for a given area of the business.  Statistical tests might be used to analyze the changes in process outputs caused by specific changes in process inputs.  This rigor is impressive and can provide findings of statistical significance based on a thorough understanding of the variability of each process. Other less quantitative approaches may produce spurious results.  

What the Six Sigma approach misses is an understanding of the information dependencies in a holistic sense. Advanced Strategies would begin by understanding processes through their information dependencies and the information they produce or transform.  This understanding is typically discovered through real-time modeling with those who know the business domain.  The approach used is an organic and flexible data flow diagramming technique that is easily understood by subject matter experts.   The result is a clear understanding of the current (“as-is”) processes of the business.
So why is it important to understand information dependencies as a first step rather than beginning with process maps?  Process maps or other process activity or sequence diagrams, some including a role-based view (e.g., a swim lane diagram), are approaches that are leveraged more effectively after an information dependency analysis is complete.  This is also true of use cases.  Order and sequence are easy to imbed where a natural information or material dependency reason to impose order or sequence may not exist.  Also, policies and facts of implementation that are no longer useful can be inadvertently carried along with these types of diagrams.  By developing sequence or order based diagrams after dependency analysis, their true utility can be realized without diagramming over hidden potential for improvement.  Likewise, use cases are best developed based on an understanding of the optimal process paths determined by information dependency analysis.  In addition, if business process improvements are a consideration, sequence or order based diagrams and use cases should be built on where the business wants to be rather than where it currently is.   
Figure 1:  Data Flow Diagram Structure
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When process reengineering is desired, Advanced Strategies uses a six stage approach for bringing a current process to a future desired state (from "as-is" to "to-be").  This opportunity for business transformation is one of the cornerstones of Advanced Strategies’ approaches.  By stripping away certain facts from an “as-is” model (facts of implementation and facts of policy that can change) to reveal the essential work of the business, the new “to-be” process can then be built from this essential view.  Then, new functionality and chosen facts of policy are added.  Finally, implementation decisions can be made conscientiously rather than continuing remnants of how things have been done in the past simply because “that’s how we’ve always done it.”  
Other process analysis techniques might be applied by Advanced Strategies, such as:

· When process improvement is desired rather than process reengineering, three steps focused on discovery, assessment and specification are used to improve processes.
· A high level context process model to illustrate a process’s information or material dependencies to and from adjacent systems, processes or entities. 

· A decomposed process model illustrating how a process is composed of processes, and potentially is decomposed to atomic functions.

Advanced Strategies applies heightened rigor to other aspects of the business in addition to business processes:  information, events, locations, and socio-political dynamics.   Advanced Strategies uses well-tested instruments and methodologies to produce interlocking models for all five aspects of a business.  These models are all typically created through real-time modeling sessions with subject matter experts.
Summary
The methods of Six Sigma and Advanced Strategies could be complementary.  Six Sigma emphasizes and excels at techniques for optimization through the controlled, data-driven application of metrics unique to Six Sigma. Advanced Strategies believes a business must be aligned, integrated, harmonized and optimized to be most effective.  Six Sigma provides advanced specialized methodologies for one of these dimensions--optimization.

Six Sigma specializes at statistical analysis based on baselines, benchmarks and other measurements.  Applying the strengths of Six Sigma on top of the strategies offered by Advanced Strategies could be powerful.   In the martial arts, it is a common practice to learn complicated choreographed movements in a pattern called a form.  You might think of the Advanced Strategies' framework as providing the “form” within which other methodologies such as Six Sigma could be applied.  The Six Sigma professional could apply precise and exacting statistical analysis against processes that have also been subjected to “big picture” analysis ("Is this the right process?", "Are we optimizing at the right level?"). 

Six Sigma is not designed to be applied in a vacuum separate from business strategy.  Measurements and data are not collected for the sake of their collection alone, but, rather, Six Sigma methodologies are leveraged in order to make better business decisions.  Advanced Strategies’ provides the additional elements of a framework for aligning, integrating and harmonizing a business that, you might say, would optimize Six Sigma optimization techniques.
In this comparison, Six Sigma need not be our sparring partner but rather a complement by way of providing a specialized optimization toolkit that serves to augment Advanced Strategies’ more comprehensive framework for aligning, integrating, harmonizing and optimizing a business.  Whatever a company’s position on Six Sigma, Advanced Strategies can provide strong standalone methodology or significant enhancement to other methodologies to help achieve the best results possible.
____________________________________________________________________________________

1Brue, Greg, Six Sigma for Managers, McGraw-Hill. (2002).  
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