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Whether you’re new to Lean and Six-Sigma or been using the 
methodology for years, sooner or later you will run into obstacles during 
a project’s implementation. Many companies have invested vast sums 
of money on training and implementation and received very little reward 
for their efforts. So why do some Lean and Six-Sigma initiatives fail to 
deliver results? 

Applying the 5-Why Problem Solving Technique

To better understand why Lean and Six-Sigma projects fail, the 5-Why 
technique has been applied to the problem.

As you can see from the answers in the fifth ‘Why’ column, issues 

around people keep appearing – many senior managers, practitioners, 
training and consultancy companies forget about how important people 
are to Lean and Six-Sigma projects. There is a tendency to focus on 
the methodology, tools, techniques and statistics. Although these are 
important, it’s working on communication, accountabilities and making 
sure the right people are in the right position that’s really crucial. 

All too often the Green and Black Belts are selected because they 
are good at number crunching and statistics, however they also 
need to have strong communication skills or the Lean and Six-Sigma 
initiatives will have limited impact. Remember, without people buy-in 
the improvement journey will be bumpy and breakdown many times.

To respond to changes in market or 
economic conditions

Unable to sustain Lean initiatives over 
time and return to old ways

To maintain profit and survive

To compete and maintain a competitive 
price advantage

Poor implementation

Overheads too high

Poor quality

Price is main lever to keep and attract 
new customers

Poor training

Poor communication

Employees did not buy it

1. Why? 2. Why? 3. Why? 4. Why? 5. Why?

Organisational processes are inefficient

Company makes profit and hence no 
need to change

No long-term quality goals or 
objectives

Quality is second to price

Customer loyalty is fragile

Lack of understanding of goals and 
principles

Involve only a few people not whole 
organisation

Quick wins. No long-term goals and 
objectives

Lack of understanding how it can help 
them on a day-to-day basis

Short-term goals set

Lack of understanding of tools and 
techniques

Only a few  people involved and/or 
trained

The wrong people involved

No long-term senior management 
commitment

Changing stakeholders at pivotal 
moments in the project’s lifecycle 
(especially when that stakeholder 
doesn’t understand the project and/or 
not been trained)

Project ownership isn’t defined 
adequately (no one takes overall 
responsibility)

Poor project definition or the scope is 
to wide (need bite-size chunks)

Financial targets set to high (and 
sometimes set before the project has 
even been defined which is 
demoralising)

Lack of available & useful data (can be 
especially true in the service sector 
who aren’t good at measuring 
processes)

No catalyst for change

Why do organisations implementing 
Lean and Six-Sigma initiatives reap 
very little reward?

Summary
To succeed Lean and Six-Sigma needs to be embedded into an 
organisation’s culture and adequate resources provided. Many projects 
fail because of a lack of expertise coupled with low participation among 
team members. Commitment and communication go a long way 
toward preventing such occurrences. Projects are most successful 
when team members from the boardroom to the shop floor are involved. 
Management must be willing to allow teams from all areas affected by 
the project to have input and to encourage and accept their feedback. 
This can also include suppliers and customers as well.

Projects are prone to failure when managers dictate how employees 
must perform their jobs – when they usually know best how to perform 
tasks and processes because they’re the ones doing them. Employees 
who are empowered to identify problems and create change will invest 
themselves in the process - empowerment is a powerful tool and one 
of the most effective ways of transforming a culture. 

Lean and Six-Sigma projects exist to increase efficiencies and drive 
out cost. Managers and employees who understand the benefits of 
Lean and Six-Sigma are intrinsically more willing to invest the time and 
resources which increases the likelihood of success. 
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