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Up Front
Six Sigma Saga

o what's all the fuss about Six Sigma?
That's a question I had been trying to answer since I arrived at Quality

Progress late last year. Like a lot of other people, I had been hearing some con-
tradictory and confusing things.

First, I was told that Six Sigma was the latest concept in quality thinking. But
then I learned that it actually got started at Motorola more than a decade ago.
Someone said Six Sigma referred to the width of a bell curve measured out that
many standard deviations. But then I read that this approach also relied on a
shift over time of 1.5 sigma.

Another thing I heard was that Six Sigma was all the rage on Wall Street and
at blue-chip companies. But somehow this didn’t square with the reports I was
getting about the Six Sigma Academy—that it was run by a couple of hard rid-
ing cowboys whose real passion was rodeo.

It soon became apparent that the only way to get some answers was to meet
with Mikel J. Harry face to face. As he explains it, Mike is not the father of Six
Sigma, but rather its godfather. “I put the math to it and dressed it up for
school,” he says.

In July I traveled to Scottsdale, AZ, where Mike is based, to spend some
time learning about the theory and practice of Six Sigma. I came away with a
notebook full of quotes and comments about Six Sigma, wild cows and the
challenges that face the quality profession. As you'll read in the article that re-
sulted (see “Cowboy Quality,” p. 27), Mike isn’t afraid to speak his mind.

October is National Quality Month, and I think it's appropriate that we fea-
ture Six Sigma in this issue. But I want to point out another article that focuses
on how quality is being practiced today (see “Complacency—the Enemy of
Quality,” p. 37). It was written by Mark Hagen, QP’s assistant editor, and de-
scribes how three companies are actively pursuing quality initiatives during
the current economic boom.

Historically quality has had its greatest following at times of financial strife,
being seen as a way “out of the crisis,” as W. Edwards Deming wrote. In fast
growing markets and at high flying companies, quality can be easily over-
looked, and so it’s gratifying to see how Champion Mortgage, Manpower and
Newton Vineyard are applying quality tools—not out
of desperation but as part of a well considered plan to
maintain their leadership positions.
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Cowhoy
Quality

Mikel Harry's riding tall in the saddle
as Six Sigma makes its mark

OWBOYUP.

by
Miles Maguire, editor

paying to see you do it. It alsc means, cow-

It's all one word the way they  boy, that this might be your lucky day.
say it in the sunburnt, saguaro Mikel J. Harry thinks it’s time for the quali-
studded ranchlands that spread ty profession to cowboyup.

across the scrub desert of south- ? 9, ?

ern Arizona. It’s just one word, but it packs a

multiplicity of meanings, and it’s something As the head of the Six Sigma Academy in

every fearful cowboy needs to hear when his  Scottsdale, AZ, Harry is becoming what

pulse is pounding and his mouth isdry and ~ Walter A. Shewhart was in the 1930s and W.

his legs are quite literal-
ly quaking in his boots.

Cowboyup means it’s
time to get up in the
saddle, and it means it’s
time to reach down
inside your heart.
Cowboyup means it’s
time to put away your
fears and remember
you've got a job to do—
and that someone’s

Mikel Harry
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COWBOY QUALITY

Edwards Deming was in the 1980s—a quality leader
whose insights and ideas are profoundly reshaping
the way America does business. At a time when
many corporate executives have come to question the
value of investing in quality, Harry has won high
level converts to his Six Sigma Breakthrough Strategy,
an extensive—and expensive—system for turning
quality improvements into bottom-line gains. And he
has gone further, developing a comprehensive new
theory of quality that could revolutionize thinking
about the subject and expand its role in business and
in society as a whole (refer to sidebar p. 33).

The story of Six Sigma

Over the last five years Harry has attracted a blue-
chip circle of clients and a following among Wall
Street analysts. Even among his competitors, he is
acknowledged as the leading authority on Six Sigma
theory and practice. But the story of his role in devel-
oping key aspects of Six Sigma is little known. He did
not invent the concept, but the way that it is currently
practiced bears the unmistakable marks of Harry's
personality and personal history.

At 47 years of age, Harry has lived a packed life that
has taken him from a small town in Indiana to a
sprawling Arizona ranch. Along the way he served as
a Marine Corps officer, worked as a vice president of a
major global corporation and acquired a doctorate
from Arizona State University. He also learned from a
wide variety of mentors, including former Motorola
Chairman Robert W. Galvin and a full-time cowboy
named Joe Haught.

Six Sigma relies on tried-and-true statistical tools
that have been used by quality practitioners for
decades, but it’s hard to imagine how Harry could be
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more different from the quality gurus who came
before him. From the tip of his 10-gallon hat to the
toes of his pointy boots, Harry looks like he would be
more comfortable riding the range than making slide
presentations to senior vice presidents. He wears a
droopy mustache and has piercing blue eyes set off by
a sun- and wind-reddened complexion. As he smokes
his way through a pack of Marlboros, it's not hard to
imagine him galloping out of one of the cigarette mak-
er’s billboards.

When he walks he does so with the rolling gait of
someone who's spent long hours in the saddle and
with the slightly hunched shoulders of someone
who's taken his share of tumbles from the back of a
horse. When Harry talks his words come out in the
deep drawl of a “dumb ol” Arizona cowpoke” (though
he sometimes switches back to a flat Midwestern
accent when guiding a listener through the intricacies
of a statistical analysis).

CEDs and cattle chutes

While his predecessors used kitchen bowls and col-
ored beads to make their points about quality, Harry
makes his by telling tales of roping wild steers and by
showing CEOs how to work a cattle chute. It's almost
as if he is preaching a new form of the discipline, what
might be called cowboy quality.

It's a frontier version of quality, and it seems well
suited for the current economic climate, in which
global trade has eroded traditional borders and surg-
ing stock valuations have created a gold rush
mentality among investors and corporate executives.
Those who succeed in wielding this brand of quality
have much in common with those who won the West:
a keen appreciation for leadership and an understand-
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