
The success—indeed, survival—of tomorrow’s businesses 
will depend on more than just skillful project execution. 
The capabilities and responsibilities of Six Sigma Master 

Black Belts (MBBs) have become, and will continue to be, 
critical to organizations’ success. Career professionals and com-
pany managers who are looking ahead have begun to strengthen 
the training, leadership, and superior project- and systems- 
management skills that this function will require.
 Organizations will need more sophisticated MBBs who have 
been trained to create and orchestrate systems for improving 
financial results and maintaining a competitive edge in unfor-
giving markets, domestically and internationally.
 Increasingly, MBBs will become the principal catalysts in an 
organization’s pursuit of the three Rs: ensuring that everyone 
does the right things, does them in the right ways, and does them 
at the right time. More sophisticated MBBs will help manage-
ment establish the goals and a roadmap to achieve this coordi-
nated outcome. A measurement and improvement system must 
be created to monitor operations, marshal the entire workforce, 
and meet organizational goals. Survival depends on providing 
maximum, measurable, predictable, and sustainable bottom-line 
results.
 What skills will be required for future MBBs to help organiza-
tions meet these ambitious goals? How should organizations go 
about choosing the ideal training curriculum for their MBBs? 
 This article will discuss how MBB training must go beyond 
quality and beyond problem solving. Today’s MBB training must 
teach financial and corporate goals and management skills to 
help MBBs communicate those goals and results up and down 
the organizational hierarchy.

Essential capabilities
 For MBB training to be successful, students must apply their 
“hard” and “soft” skills in a professional and proactive environ-
ment that develops business acumen and technical know-how. 
 These capabilities must include understanding corporate 
roles and responsibilities, navigating organizational structures, 
and identifying stakeholders (including executive manage-
ment) and securing their enthusiastic cooperation. This will be 
accomplished by using superior leadership skills, spotlighting 
opportunities for improvement and leveraging them, isolating 
the flashpoints that cause firefighting and eliminating them, 
sweeping away performance barriers, and creating a system  
that pulls project 
creation, as opposed 
to pushing it (i.e., 
deciding without 
enterprise-system 
ana ly t i cs  which 
projects should be 
undertaken next). 
 Tomorrow’s MBB 
will help the organi-
zation get out of 
firefighting mode by 
establishing tamper-
proof metrics that 
include a real-time, 
full-screen man-
agement dashboard 
where everything 

Know & Go
•	Tomorrow’s Master Black Belts (MBBs) will need to 

have more than just quality and problem-solving 
skills; they will need to understand their company 
inside and out. 

•	MBBs will need to understand corporate roles and 
responsibilities, how to navigate organizational struc-
tures and how to indentify stakeholders and secure 
their cooperation.

•	A superior MBB training course must include broad-
based leadership skills built on the teachings of today’s 
leading management experts.

•	To facilitate positive interactions, MBBs must under-
stand their own personality and the personality of their 
stakeholders. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator tool is 
an effective way to understand basic personality types.

•	An advanced MBB curriculum should, of course, also 
contain more advanced statistical topics.
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that matters is measured utilizing a metric 
report format; deploying a wide range of 
tools, each aligned to the true needs of the 
organization; and building an enterprise 
measurement and improvement system that 
goes beyond the current project-based lean 
Six Sigma practices.
 An MBB training program, either in-
house or public, might include attendees 
who were trained by different providers. 
Their skill set, typically, will be diverse. 
Some may have had min-
imal statistical training, for 
example, while others have 
had more. MBB training 
must accommodate a wide 
range of backgrounds.
 It must also be recog-
nized that many students 
may have forgotten earlier 
learning skills. Instructors 
must enliven their teaching 
with case studies, hands-on 
exercises, video demonstra-
tions, homework assign-
ments, designated projects, 
and personal encouragement. 
Instructors need to under-
stand the personalities of 
individual students and adapt 
their one-on-one coaching 
using an assessment technique that is part 
of the training curriculum.

Understanding business  
realities
	 What does success look like in a busi-
ness? Educating tomorrow’s MBBs begins 
with a thoughtful analysis of this question. 
The curriculum must establish a thorough 
understanding of corporate finance and 
accounting, including financial statements, 
types of costs, cash flow, profitability 
indexing, Six Sigma financial benefits, and 
benefit calculation.
 The curriculum should also include 
va lue -cha in  ana lys i s ,  bus ines s - 
improvement methodologies, project 
executing and tracking, and developing 
the lean Six Sigma support infrastructure 
so that there is more involvement with 
enterprise decision making, and not just 
doing projects. It should also include man-
aging players’ relationships through adult 
learning, managing up, peer coaching, 
mentoring, characteristics of an effective 
implementation culture, culture change, 
and change strategies.

Management skills
 Experience has shown that an MBB’s 
status and expertise alone won’t generate 
complianceeven if the MBB is the CEO. 
When change is resisted and an MBB can’t 
persuade others to provide the support 
needed to achieve goals, the MBB must 
deploy superior management skills. The 
curriculum for tomorrow’s MBB should 
develop these capabilities.
 A fully effective MBB curriculum must 

include a broad-based leader-
ship skills module built on the 
teachings of today’s leading 
management experts. For 
example, a leadership training 
module at Smarter Solutions 
Inc. is led by a professor of 
communications at the Uni-
versity of Texas in Austin. 
Following are some examples 
of the tactics that he includes:
• Build alliances. Your 
network is probably bigger 
than you believe. Cultivate 
it. Never underestimate the 
value of keeping in touch. 
• Before presenting a solu-
tion, verify the nature of the 
problem being addressed. 
Define the problem in a way 

that leads as directly as possible to your 
recommended solution.
• Sell the benefits of your solution before 
you describe its features. Avoid unneces-
sary details.
• To be effective during meetings with 
stakeholders, determine what they know 
about your position, how they feel about 
it, andequally importanthow they feel 
about you personally. 
• Use open-ended questions for a free flow 
of ideas and close-ended questions to focus 
on an issue. Anticipate likely objections 
such as, “We lack the resources,” or “I have 
a better idea,” or “Doing this will be hard.” 
• Bring evidence to the table. Your view-
point must be relevant, believable, and 
understandable. New evidence is best. 
Evidence is particularly important when 
you are seen as having low credibility or 
vested interests.
• Support your viewpoint with body lan-
guage that demonstrates confidence. Use 
animated gestures, stand erect, lean slightly 
forward, vary your voice to emphasize 
important points, and look directly at the lis-
tener to build rapport and gauge attention.

Understanding individual 
stakeholders
 To lead successfully, tomorrow’s MBB 
must understand the individual personali-
ties of many different stakeholders whose 
cooperation is needed—and interact with 
them in ways that secure their cooperation. 
A number of different instruments can be 
used to help leaders understand stake-
holders’ personalities. The most widely 
used is the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, 
a tool that’s included in my firm’s MBB 
curriculum. This module is led by a con-
sulting psychologist who has used this 
assessment in training for many years.
 Myers-Briggs helps MBBs evaluate four 
personality characteristics of an individual 
stakeholder by observing that stakeholder’s 
behaviors. The instrument helps determine 
if the stakeholder is:
1. More extroverted or introverted
2. More sensing (e.g., analytical) or intui-
tive
3. More judging (e.g., wants planning, 
strategy, and control, and is stressed by 
last-minute revisions or unaccountability) 
or perceiving (e.g., seeks options, learns as 
things unfold, and is stressed by over plan-
ning or micromanagement)
4. More thinking (e.g., is task-focused, log-
ical, and is stressed by mistakes) or feeling 
(e.g., values relationships, consensus, and is 
stressed by conflict)

 The training helps the MBB identify the 
behaviors that are most productive for each 
student’s own personality type and for 
dealing with others’ personality types. For 
example, let’s assume that, as the MBB, 
you’re the introverted-intuitive-feeling-
perceiving type.
 Your introversion preference requires, 
among other things, that you give yourself 
quiet time to think things through. When 
dealing with someone having the opposite 
behavior preference, extroversion, you 
must appreciate their need for feedback, 
dialogue, and active participation in devel-
oping ideas.
 With an intuition preference, you focus 
on the big picture but with your opposite, 
sensing, you give lots of facts and step-by-
step explanations. 
 With a feeling preference, you put 
emphasis on working relationships, are 
expressive, want consensus, and can be 
stressed by conflict. With your opposite, 
thinking, you recognize the need for accu-
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racy and logic, and that mistakes can cause 
stress.
 Your perceiving preference means that 
you can handle spontaneity, learn as things 
unfold, and seek options. Over plan-
ning can give you stress. Your opposite, 
judging, emphasizes planning, strategy, 
and control, and can be stressed by last-
minute revisions.
 Once these personality characteristics 
are understood, the training goes on to 
consider how personality preferences 
affect leadership, learning, communica-
tion, team dynamics, conflict, problem 
solving, decision making, and organiza-
tional development.
 Certifications for teaching the Myers-
Briggs instrument are available at a 
number of different organizations. Two 
of the major ones are the Association for 
Psychological Type International, www 
.aptinternational.org; and the Center for 
Applications of Psychological Type, www 
.capt.org. Both organizations offer a wealth 
of information. A conference on the sub-
ject, “Convergence: Maximizing Human 
Potential in Organizations,” www.16types 
.com, takes place March 6–8, 2008, in 
Irvine, California. CPP Inc. (formerly 
Consulting Psychology Press), www.cpp 
.com, publishes the Myers-Briggs test and 
materials on this instrument as well as 
other personality type tools.
 An informal Myers-Briggs self- 
evaluation can be taken online at www 
.humanmetrics.com/cgi-win/JTypes2.asp.

Processes and tools
 A fully professional curriculum should 
include the traditional approaches to 
accounting, business strategies, goals, and 
measures, and then use these, together with 
enterprise improvement, business tracking, 
process capability, Six Sigma strategy, 
project selection alternatives, and metrics 
at the corporate and operational levels.
 The issues included are often associ-
ated with lean Six Sigma tools, as well as 
with how they are connected—through a 
detailed process-execution roadmap. Tool 
application is illustrated at the project as 
well as the enterprise level.
 A proper MBB curriculum includes 
the theory of constraints, the Bayes 
theorem of probability, data collection, 
measurements to reduce firefighting, con-
trol-chart options, process capability, lean 
thinking and principles, workflow analysis,  

measurement-systems analysis, process 
modeling, working with ideas (including 
benchmarking, affinity diagramming, and 
tree diagramming), and a detailed tool 
review.
 A few of the additional topics that should 
be covered are:
• Sampling distribution
• Nonparametric testing
• Advanced regression

• Variance components
• Balanced analysis of variance and gen-
eral linear models
• Highly fractional design of experiments 
techniques
• Value-stream mapping
• Lean (including 5S, kaizen, and total 
productive maintenance)
• Mistake proofing
• Response surface methods



• Process-variance minimization
• Reliability

Certification
 The certification process for an MBB 
must be rigorous. To qualify for an MBB 
training program, students should be certi-
fied as Black Belts by a recognized certifica-
tion body, provide documentation verifying 
completion of at least three successful 

process-improvement projects as a process 
leader, and have experience teaching or 
coaching lean Six Sigma methodologies for 
a minimum of 40 hours. It should be noted 
that being a trainer isn’t a requirement for 
becoming an MBB. Experience in coaching 
and mentoring is a satisfactory substitute.
 Following training, students should 
provide project reports from at least three 
process improvement and/or design for 

Six Sigma projects, including the project 
charter, a summary of application methods 
and tools used, and validated project 
financial benefits with an authorized sign 
off. (A sample report template would be 
needed for this documentation.) 
 Course completion should be recognized 
after a student provides a copy of the com-
pletion certificate, a supervisor letter of rec-
ommendation, and an organizational value 
chain with performance metric hand-off 
assessment in a format consistent with MBB 
training homework assignments between 
weeks one and two of training. A detailed 
report of a project led as an MBB candidate 
should also be required. The project may be 
a new enterprise-level value-chain develop-
ment effort or a reopened Black Belt project 
that generated documented improvement, 
using a more detailed define, measure, 
analyze, improve, and control effort with 
methods learned during the course.

The education of an MBB
 Consistent with their extraordinary 
responsibilities, MBBs require training 
that’s broad-based and business-oriented. 
Indeed, the training should prepare them to 
become valued partners of organizational 
leaders. Excellence in project execution 
represents a small part of an MBB’s con-
tributions to the organization. 
 Curriculum design must be updated con-
stantly to incorporate new technological 
developments and emerging manage-
ment disciplines. MBB candidates must 
approach the training with energy and com-
mitment, given that their organizations are 
providing the needed support. Maintaining 
integrated enterprise excellence in a chal-
lenging economy requires nothing less.
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