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Six Sigma 
A Glossary™ Article by Helen Kelly 

 

The UK Department for Trade and Industry (2005) describes Six Sigma this way:  

Six Sigma is a data-driven method for achieving near perfect quality. Six 

Sigma analysis can focus on any element of production or service, and has a 

strong emphasis on statistical analysis in design, manufacturing and 

customer-oriented activities.  

Six Sigma was first formulated by Bill Smith (1929 - 1993) at 

Motorola, based on the work of pioneers including Deming, 

Juran, Ishikawa and others. Six Sigma is a registered service 

mark and trademark of Motorola, Inc.  

Processes that operate with "six sigma quality" produce defect 

levels below 3.4 defects per million opportunities (DPMO). Six 

Sigma's goal is to improve all processes to that level of quality. A defect is defined 

as anything that could lead to customer dissatisfaction.  

Six Sigma requires a company to:  

 Make continuous efforts to achieve stable and predictable process results 

  

 Measure, analyze, improve and control manufacturing and business processes  

 

 Commit the entire organization, particularly from top management to achieve 

sustained quality improvement. Provide strong and passionate leadership. 

 

 Focus on achieving quantifiable financial returns from any Six Sigma project.  

 

 Make decisions on the basis of verifiable data, rather than on assumptions.  

It uses the analogy of Judo - with "Champions", 

"Master Black Belts", "Black Belts" and so on - to 

lead and implement the Six Sigma projects.    

Motorola 1 sees Six Sigma  

 as a metric  

 as a methodology  

 as a management system  

Six Sigma as a Metric: The term "Sigma" is often 

used as a scale for levels of 'goodness' or quality. Using this scale, 'Six Sigma' 

equates to 3.4 defects per one million opportunities (DPMO). Therefore, Six Sigma 

started as a defect reduction effort in manufacturing and was then applied to other 

business processes for the same purpose.  
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Six Sigma as a Methodology: As Six Sigma has evolved, there has been less 

emphasis on the literal definition of 3.4 DPMO, or counting defects in products and 

processes. Six Sigma is a business improvement methodology that focuses an 

organization on:  

 Understanding and managing customer requirements  

 Aligning key business processes to achieve those requirements  

 Utilizing rigorous data analysis to minimize variation in those processes  

 Driving rapid and sustainable improvement to business processes  

At the heart of the methodology is the DMAIC model for process improvement. 

DMAIC is commonly used by Six Sigma project teams and is an acronym for:  

 Define opportunity  

 Measure performance  

 Analyze opportunity  

 Improve performance  

 Control performance  

 

Six Sigma as a Management System: Through experience, Motorola has learned 

that disciplined use of metrics and application of the methodology is still not enough 

to drive desired breakthrough improvements and results that are sustainable over 

time. For greatest impact, Motorola ensures that process metrics and structured 

methodology are applied to improvement opportunities that are directly linked to the 

organizational strategy. When practiced as a management system, Six Sigma is a 

high performance system for executing business strategy. Six Sigma is a top-down 

solution to help organizations:  

 Align their business strategy to critical improvement efforts  

 Mobilize teams to attack high impact projects  

 Accelerate improved business results  

 Govern efforts to ensure improvements are sustained  

The Six Sigma Management System drives clarity around the business strategy and 

the metrics that most reflect success with that strategy. It provides the framework to 

prioritize resources for projects that will improve the metrics, and it leverages 

leaders who will manage the efforts for rapid, sustainable, and improved business 

results.  
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