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Abstract
Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to elaborate on the implications of implementing and 

American cultures.  
Methodology/Approach: 
approximately a decade in accordance with the methodology of a ‘collaborative action inquiry’ 

turbine company with development and manufacturing sites all over the world. The action re-

-
per have not been published before.
Findings: The paper shows how to take cultural aspects into account when implementing Six 

culture of the company. Finally it is argued that implementing and applying the structure of Six 

-
tures.
Research limitations/implications: 

more applications in other settings would be valuable in providing more generalizable results. 

for Six Sigma’ and ‘implementing and applying Six Sigma taking cultural context into account’.
Originality/Value of paper: Organizations implementing Six Sigma sometimes do it without 

is that national patterns of corporate cultures should be taken into account to make international 
cooperation with Six Sigma possible and effective and that it also will strengthen the local com-

Six Sigma.
Keywords: 
Category: 
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Introduction

Motorola took the improvement methods of Japanese companies and moulded them into an 
-

methods already in use to the new ‘American’ Six Sigma approach. They felt that ‘soft’ cus-

-
evant to implementing such a well-structured improvement methodology as Six Sigma? 

The purpose of this paper is to elaborate on the implications of implementing and applying Six 

cultures. 

The research questions that we investigate in the analysis of the conducted case studies are:

 implementation and application of Six Sigma?

 help to implement and apply Six Sigma 
in international cooperation within global companies?

within global companies ?

three research questions:

-
tween people from different national cultures?

Methodology

The research for this paper was conducted during approximately a decade in accordance with 

the development work was carried out at a global gas turbine company with development and 

and conducting Six Sigma in several countries. The action research was complemented by a 
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of this paper have not been published before.

Theory and previous research

Six Sigma

The widespread process improvement methodology of Six Sigma was introduced by Bill 

Six Sigma is in essence a structured way of solving problems in an existing process based 

Sigma these tools would probably still be in the possession of a limited number of people. 

decisions are made on the basis of statistical analysis of quantitative data. That is only one part 

to be solved needs to be formulated from people’s experiences. Sometimes quantitative data 
from process evaluations are used. The rest of the Measure phase and the beginning of the 
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correctly. But Six Sigma has evolved and today it is also used to improve processes where there 

Since then the usage has spread to all types of business processes and today many see Six 

The success factors in the introduction and implementation of a Six Sigma program in a 

suggested success factors and found extensive overlap. Fourteen success factors were selected. 

the respondents at the companies.

Management commitment

Focus on Training

Strategy for implementation

Linking Six Sigma to business strategy

Focus on results
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successful case studies of Six Sigma implementations and identify the following attributes as 
characteristics of the successful companies:

Use of top talent

Supporting infrastructure

given in the literature:

Management commitment

Supporting infrastructure

Adaptation to local organisations’ situation and needs

Use of talented full-time resources

There are no controversies about this. Everybody seem to agree that without these conditions 

appears. What do we 
mean by culture?
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National patterns of corporate culture

air.

in different layers illustrated in Figure 1. The outer layer consists of explicit culture that is 

The core in in our culture can be described by people’s basic assumptions. A good way to test 

annoyed or confused a basic assumption has probably been found. The reason for this reaction 
is simply that the answer to him or her is so obvious that no one should even ask the question.

explicit to implicit.

Description: Family relations with an experienced ‘father’. Work for the good of the 

Examples
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Description

Examples

Description

related to the common goal.

Examples

Description: The organisation should serve as an incubator for the individuals’ self-

Examples

about the power relationships between manager and employee where he explains that in some 
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collectivism.

rather than achieving personal gain and even sometimes neglect individual career opportunities 

high and the personal role to the group is not seen as an extension of the group but instead a 

The treatment of the two groups is very different and that explains why it is hard to do business 

communication the importance of face describes the degree of indirectness of communication 

between people is different depending on the level of trust and if the information exchange 

enhancing and saving face are as important as causing people to lose face. For a Westerner this 
can sometimes be a problem in terms of communication where the communication is direct 

of taking the culture and context of the company into account instead of recommending silver 
bullets that could be used anywhere. 

within Quality Management have been dealt with in too sketchy a manner by many of its 

-

-
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-
-

-

related to the cultural aspects. 

from when it became apparent that there were misunderstandings or differences in opinions and 
values.

-

-
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On one occasion in a Six Sigma management web conference the author presented Trompe-

earlier experiences. Some of them are given below.

The Americans had been using Six Sigma somewhat longer than the colleagues in the other 

-
ing on improving customer satisfaction or employee satisfaction or improving the relations to 

-

but instead ‘time to do more and better’ but that was not as easily translated into hard savings. 

-

-

many departments. This was brought into attention from Swedes but German managers consid-
ered their department to be ‘their process’ and the German employees seldom argued with their 

-

implement. Swedes are not supposed to ‘be someone’ leading to people feeling stupid and be-
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of Six Sigma were implemented without any problems in Germany. After a couple of years the 

China

-

-

a giant leap forward. The case study showed that implementing Six Sigma in such an organiza-
tion can be a challenge but not in any way impossible.

-

-
pletely driven by numbers and statistics and there was no room for qualitative data. This led to 
lengthy discussions with the team during the case study because the amount of quantitative data 
to analyse was very limited. A contributing factor to this issue might have been that the opinions 

and gave concrete examples of the importance of getting information from the people working 
-

tainly increased the process awareness among the employees who were used to think in matters 
of the hierarchical organization. 

Many of the misunderstandings between the students and the team had less to do with the lan-

meant that the team member did not want to lose face in front of the team when questioned. 

-
ers trusted the team members’ word and planned accordingly to what they said and when only 

important was to maintain harmony in the group.
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-

way of working.

Analysis and Discussion

We will now analyse the experiences from the case study in the light of the theories of Six 

Trompenaars’ model of national patterns of corporate culture.

-
tional cultures.

-
tures and whether implementing and using Six Sigma has had any impact on the cultures of the 
companies in the different countries.

-

-

‘soft savings’. Since the original American design of Six Sigma emphasizes the savings from a 

in task-oriented cultures it is something that you have to accept.

-
-
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-
ies were analysed. 

-

one and other.

TQM was a great inspiration for developing Six Sigma. 

across cultural and national boundaries.
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We have seen that Six Sigma has to be adapted to the local culture to work. When we are talk-

Sigma is robust and well-structured.

Sweden had to focus more on ‘hard savings’ which made them more task-oriented.

oriented.

Germany broadened their scope outside their department making them more process 
focused and somewhat more egalitarian.

Sweden accepted the ‘hierarchical’ roles of Six Sigma making them more hierarchical.

-

more egalitarian.

-
municating to be more hierarchical.
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So what we see is that all countries using Six Sigma in some sort of international cooperation 
experience a ‘cultural drift towards the middle’. 

 

Conclusions of the paper

Revisiting the research questions of the paper we conclude the following.

along the way by the local cultures.

-

The raising of awareness in issues concerning cultural differences between colleagues from 

-

Six Sigma is a structured approach to quality improvement activities. This structure is a com-

‘cultural drift towards the middle’. 
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languish. Six Sigma only provides the structure.

-

.

Research implications and future research

the outcome of the case studies were clear and helpful for the participating organizations. Given 
-

eralizable results.

-
eral success criteria for Six Sigma’ and ‘implementing and applying Six Sigma taking cultural 
context into account’. 

Managerial implications

Organizations implementing Six Sigma sometimes do it without adapting it to the local culture 

-
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