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Risks Related to Lean Six Sigma 
Deployment and Sustainment Risks:
How Project Management Can Help
Brian J. Galli, Long Island University, Brookville, USA

ABSTRACT

LeanSixSigmaisasetoftoolsutilizedbyorganizationstoreducecostandwaste.Therearerisks
associatedwithdeployingandsustainingSixSigma.Therisksaredifferentateachstageoftheprocess.
Toensuresuccess,theserisksmustbeidentifiedandmitigated.Fromanorganizationalstandpoint,
companiesneedtounderstandthedifferencesbetweenLeanSixSigmadeploymentandsustainment.
Theriskfactorsdiscussedinthisarticleareleadership,humanresource,andprojectselection.Since
LeanSixSigmaisaproject-basedapproach,manytoolsofferedbytheProjectManagementInstitute
(PMI)canbeutilizedtocomplementDMAICstructure.Sincerisksinimpropermanagementare
inherent,usingprojectmanagementandLeanSixSigmatoolstogetherisbeneficial.Thisresearch
attemptstoidentifyandanalyzethedifferentrisksassociatedwithdeployingandsustainingLean
SixSigma.Thisarticlepresentsrecommendationsbasedonananalysisofcollectedinformation.
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1. INTRoDUCTIoN

Inordertocompeteintoday’sglobalmarketplace,companiesarelookingforacompetitiveadvantage.
Formost,makingmoreprofitandincreasingmarketshareistheultimategoal.Toachievethese,
organizationsshouldmaketheirprocessesmoreefficientandlessvariable.Tomakeprocessesmore
efficient,companiesimplementLeanorLeanproduction.Toreduceprocessvariation,theyimplement
SixSigma.Somealsocombinedthetwotools,callingitLeanSixSigma.WhethertheeffortsareLean,
SixSigma,orLeanSixSigma,theyfallintothesamecategoryofprocessimprovement.Thesetools
areusuallyutilizedinmanufacturingcompanies.However,wealsoseethetoolsinadministrative
processesandthehealthcareindustry.

No matter how or where the tools are utilized, the intent is the same. These organizations
attempttoachieveefficiencyandconsistencythroughusingastandardizedsetoftools.Thesetools
helpcollectmeaningfuldatasodecisionscanbedata-driven.Pulakanam(2012)performedastudy
oncostsandbenefitsofdeployingSixSigma.Theauthorfoundthat,ifdeployedeffectively,itisa
goodinvestment.Forexample,a$100millionorganizationcanexpecttosave$4to$8millionover
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afour-yearperiod(Pulakanam,2012,p.50;Galli,2017).Thestudyencompassesseveralindustries,
includingmanufacturing,healthcare,banking&finance, logisticsmanagement,constructionand
projectmanagement,andmarketinganddistribution.

AccordingtoVirginiaandVasile(2013),“Leanmanufacturing,Leanproduction,oroftensimply
Lean,isaproductionpracticethatconsiderstheexpenditureofresourcesforanygoalotherthanthe
creationofvaluetobewastefulandthusatargetforelimination”(p.404).Inotherwords,onegoalof
Leanistoeliminateprocessinefficiencies.InLeanterms,wasteisanythingthecustomerisnotwilling
topayfor.Onthecontrary,valueisanythingthecustomeriswillingtopayfor.HenryFordisoften
creditedwiththeconceptofLeaninAmerica.VirginiaandVasile(2013)states,“TheLeanconcept
isnotanewone,originatingfromtheendof19thcenturyandbeginningofthe20thcentury,withthe
developmentoftheproductionsystemsbyHenryFordandotherproducers”(p.404).Virginiastates
theJapanesecompanieslikeToyota,Nissan,Sony,andHondaadoptedtheseLeantoolsafterFord.

Inthe1980s,consultantswenttotheJapanesecompaniestolearnhowtheygainedmarketsharein
theAmericancompanies.VirginiaandVasile(2013)statetheresultsofthesevisitswerepublishedin
The Machine that Changed the WorldbyWomack,Jones,andRoos.Theseconceptswerere-adopted
byAmericancompaniestocompetewiththeJapanese.UsingLeanhasbeenbeneficialforAmerican
companies.AccordingtoVirginiaandVasile(2013),“ComparingtheJapaneseandtheAmerican
contributions,wecanconcludethattheAmericancontributionresultedinaspectacularproductivity
growthanddecreaseinprice”(p.409).

IthasalsobeensaidthatLeanisnotmeantforallindustries.Erikssonetal.(2016)performed
astudyofthreeSwedishhospitals’strategiesfordeployingLean.Erikssonetal.(2016)states,“it
hasbeenarguedthatLP(LeanProduction)doesnotfithealthcare,duetocomplexcareprocesses
andtheexistenceofdifferentrationalities”(p.126).Inotherwords,someorganizationsmaynotbe
successfuldeployingLeanbecausetheydon’tthinkitistherightapproachfortheirindustry.

MotorolaisoftencreditedwithbeginningusageofSixSigma.AccordingtoGoh,“SixSigma
hasbeenpopularizedandwidelyadoptedbyorganizationsworld-wideandisaboutthelongest-
surviving modern approach to quality improvement” (p. 1389). After Motorola’s successful
deployment,othercompaniessuchasGeneralElectric(GE)andAlliedSignal(nowHoneywell)
startedtoadoptSixSigma.

TheSixSigmatoolsareutilizedforbothproblemsolvingandprocessimprovement.Aformal
SixSigmaprojecthasfivephases:Define,Measure,Analyze,Improve,andControl.Atitscore,Six
Sigmahasaprimarypurposeforprocessvariationreduction.Byreducingvariation,theprocesses
areeasiertomanageandthecostwillultimatelydecrease.

Unfortunately,SixSigmaisn’talwayseasytoimplement.Doble(2005)wroteabouttheweaknesses
ofSixSigma.TheauthorbelievesthatSixSigmacannotleadtoinventionandisnotbeneficialfor
thediscoveryofnewinformation(p.82).Goh(2002)wroteaboutotherweaknesses,includingthat
itdoesnotdealwiththeworthofknowledge,imagination,innovation,passion,ordedication(p.
409).Goh(2002)alsoadds,“SixSigmaiscommonlyappliedtoaddresswhathasgonewrong,but
notwhatisbeyondthecurrentperceptionofwhatisCTQ”(p.409).Inotherwords,SixSigmacan
beviewedasreactiveinsteadofproactive.CTQ(CriticaltoQuality)areproductcharacteristicsthat
areimportanttothecustomer.Goh’sstatementmeansthatSixSigmaonlyaddressesproblemsfrom
thepast,notthefuture.TheseweaknessesmaypreventorganizationsfromdeployingLean.

Some companies have been able to deploy Lean and Six Sigma but to a lesser level of
success than that of Toyota or General Electric. Other companies fail to deploy Lean Six
Sigma.TherealityisthatmanycompaniesaretryingtoadoptLeanandSixSigma.Wangetal.
(2014)state,“Inthepasttwodecades,anincreasingnumberofcompaniesinTaiwanhavebeen
embracingSixSigmaprojectsforimprovingtheircompetitiveness.Buttherealityisthatonly
a fewcompanieshave successfullydeployedSixSigmaprojects” (p. 2372).VanderMerwe
(2014)states,“AlthoughitisgenerallyacceptedthatLeanmanufacturingimprovesoperational
performance,manyorganisationsarestrugglingtoadapttotheLeanphilosophy”(p.131).Itis,
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