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QualPro Offers a Challenge to Six Sigma
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Abstract: QualPro's multi-variable process testing aims to streamline quality improvement efforts within an organization by
handling many variables simultaneously.
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QualPro, Inc. (Knoxville, TN), which has been in the
business of multi-variable process testing since 1982, has
recently positioned itself as the answer to Six Sigma
projects that it says have become too costly and too short
on results.

Over the past two decades-plus, according to QualPro, the
company has deployed its consultants to 1,000 companies to
improve basic business processes. Like Six Sigma,
QualPro's multi-variable testing (MVT) focuses on improving
quality within an organization.

"The underlying methodology [of Six Sigma] is statistical in
nature, but it's not strong," says David Cochran, QualPro's
vice president of operations. "There's not a process like...
MVT that can cause very fast, large breakthroughs with any
reliability." One of the main differentiators of the two
methods is the testing phase. While Six Sigma projects test
how an individual variable affects the overall process -- the
speed of a conveyor belt, for instance -- multi-variable testing vets many variables simultaneously.

To start the process, QualPro asks a company to generate 100 or so possible ideas for process
improvement, which QualPro then helps trim to around 20. Next comes the industrial-strength math. If
the final list of ideas is trimmed to 19, Cochran says, the statistics engine determines approximately 20
of the most promising combinations thereof. Then the company tests those various combinations --
usually one combination per hour -- in the operational setting, and the results show which will deliver
the most improvement. The whole process can take a matter of weeks, Cochran says, as opposed to
months or years with Six Sigma projects.

Ralph Rio, a research director at ARC Advisory Group who studies process improvement methods
including Six Sigma, sees the two processes as more complementary than competing. Rio doesn't
contest that Six Sigma these days demands a lot of time and resources. But, he says, that is due to
how it is managed. The underlying process, he stresses, is sound.

"I strongly believe that the Six Sigma methodology -- define, measure, analyze, improve, control -- is
an excellent methodology," Rio says. "The problem is with how the Six Sigma community implemented
it and the amount of overhead required for the average Six Sigma program."

In fact, according to Rio, if MVT were added to the Six Sigma process, it would make for a better
outcome. "I think if you take the Six Sigma methodology... and you say, 'We're going to include multi-
variable testing as part of our measurement phase,' I think that's a win," Rio says. In the meantime,
QualPro forges ahead, many variables at a time.

This article originally appeared in the September 2006 issue of Managing Automation magazine.
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