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Abstract

I had to catch a 6:10 a.m. flight the other day. The day before, Iôd returned from work, done the 

normal stuff, prepared for the flight and finally had gone to bed so I could get up early the next 

morning. I got up around 3:00 a.m., got ready and went to the airport. As expected, traffic on 

road was light, the early morning air felt fresh as I headed to terminal 1. I got to the airport at 

5:00 a.m. without any hassles. 

Six Sigma: A Mandate for Airlines

Six Sigma tools can help airlines' waste of resources, inefficient processes and poor 
management. 

by Praveen Gupta 

I had to catch a 6:10 a.m. flight the other day. The day before, Iôd returned from 

work, done the normal stuff, prepared for the flight and finally had gone to bed so I 

could get up early the next morning. I got up around 3:00 a.m., got ready and went 

to the airport. As expected, traffic on road was light, the early morning air felt fresh 

as I headed to the terminal. I got to the airport at 5:00 a.m. without any hassles. 

ADVERTISEMENTThe long road from the counter to the airplane

ðpart 1

On the way to the counter, I saw self check-

in and e-ticket kiosks. Because passengers 

had to check in their baggage, the self check-

in line was long and moving slowly. I 

wondered why I couldnôt go to the open kiosk 

to get the boarding pass and check in my 

baggage. Wasnôt self check-in implemented 

to expedite the check-in process, reduce 

costs and better service the passengers? My 

process-thinking Six Sigma mind looked 

around, wondering why the process wasnôt 

working. I saw three lines of airline personnel 

trying to help passengers check in: One row 
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of people waiting for baggage to be delivered 

to them for inspection, one group of airline 

employees guiding people to get in the line 

and another group behind the counter helping 

passengers check in. I wondered why these 

employees didnôt help passengers to check in 

faster? The past 25 years have taught me to 

accept things as they are, but those years of 

experience in the field of performance 

improvement itched me to question such 

waste of resources. It was finally my turn. I 

got a boarding pass and checked in my carry-

on luggage. I thought carry-on luggage didnôt 

require check-in, but it does. Then I had to 

go through security. 

The night before, Iôd seen on TV that the new X-ray machines can see all the way through 

passengersô bodies and blood cells to see whether theyôre any security risk or not. Of course, I got 

randomly selected for further check in, just to make my day. After security, I walked to the gate 

and everything seemed fine. About 25 minutes before the flight, I started to board. Passengers 

boarded by zone 1, zone 2, zone 3, etc. I was now sitting in the plane, waiting for takeoff. 

About the trip
My journey was a well-planned trip to meet alumni from universities in India. More than any thing 

else, it was going to be a big bash. There would be lots of talk, lots of food and supposedly, lots of 

branding. I donôt like to be branded, but I like to listen to experts. In this conference, there would 

be the big Six Sigma proponent Jack Welch, former CEO and chairman of General Electric Co.; 

Thomas Friedman, the famous New York Times best-selling author; and Harvard University 

president Larry Summers, whose recent claim to fame was a thought-provoking comment about 

gender inequality. Beside these three giants there would be many CEOs, CTOs and a list of 

accomplished professionals who graduated from the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT). Normally, 

in such large conferences, networking is random, but listening to these speakers is given. So I set 

a goal to listen and meet these people if I could. I was excited to get a chance to hear Jack, Tom 

and Larry in person. 

Back in the airplaneé 
All passengers were sitting in the plane, waiting for takeoff. It was announced that weôd be taking 

off in a few minutes. After a few minutes came another announcement. ñWe do not have the first 

officer yet. We have not been able to locate him. We will be making further announcements 

shortly.ò Iôd never heard an announcement like that before. Airlines invest in fancy resource 

management software with the most advanced and sophisticated optimization algorithms, so I 

thought theyôd find the first officer, who I assumed to be the pilot. My problem-solving sensors 

were alerted and they started seeing an opportunity to do some thinking. Then, the hammer fell: 

ñWe have not been able to find the first office or a substitute, therefore, the flight is cancelled,ò 

followed by, ñBecause all flights to Baltimore are oversold, we wonôt be able to accommodate you 
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at this time. Please go to the customer service for whatever you need.ò 

These days, if you talk to any airline employee or make any changes, they can very promptly 

charge you $100. You can contest that later, but even when you have the frequent flier and credit 

card information ready, charging $100 is the most efficient operation airlines have implemented in 

a long time. Charging $100 per change should be their benchmark for the rest of their operations. 

Airlines management and employees should have the same kind of excitement about other 

functions as they over charging $100 for any change. 

The long road from the counter to the airplaneðpart 2
I normally avoid vulgar language, but Iôd had a hard time that morning. This was going to be my 

most important meeting, where Iôd meet Jack, Tom and Larry. I had my own speech to deliver, 

too. Murphyôs Law was working against me and I tried to fight off the alliance of Murphy and the 

airline. I suddenly saw everyone in a slow-moving line. Iôd been in these lines before, so I tried my 

luck by dialing up the airlineôs 800 number. After about 10 minutes, I got through to the 

automated answering machine, advertisements, instructions, etc. That morning, I was telling 

myself to be cool, to pretend I was the nicest guy in the world, because if you get rough on the 

customer service people, they might hang up on you. So, here I was talking with a customer 

service agent as if nothing had happened, just an insignificant flight change. I was even willing to 

pay $100 if they could get me to Baltimore before my presentation. 

The presentation was going to be about a new methodology that I was excited to share with my 

colleagues. It took an effort to get selected from a number of competing proposals. Iôve been 

involved with Six Sigma since 1986 and Iôve worked with its inventor, Bill Smith. I had no idea itôd 

become an industry in itself one day. Jack Welch, for example, has enabled General Electric Co. to 

make tons of money with Six Sigma. I was traveling to hear Jackôs speech, not to pay attention to 

the airlineôs processes. Iôd been traveling almost every week, ignoring many minor issues. 

However, when something as important as a missing pilot on my important trip occurs, it made 

me think about highlighting the need for improving airlinesô performance through tools like Six 

Sigma. Itôs interesting that we all hear about negotiations with unions, cost cutting and the threat 

of strikes. We rarely hear airlinesô actions about improving or reengineering processes to reduce 

waste or do it differently. Airlines canôt significantly cut cost without approaching their processes in 

a new way. Six Sigma can certainly help in this regard. 

I was finally re-booked on a flight to Pittsburgh. Through another airline, Iôd fly from Pittsburgh to 

Baltimore. The flight was leaving Chicago around 9:45 a.m. I knew then that Iôd miss two-thirds of 

the conference that day. I was planning to attend Jack Welchôs book signing, which was going to 

start at 4:30 p.m. The 9:45 a.m. flight left on time and landed at Pittsburgh airport safely. Having 

never been at this particular airport, I rushed to the gate to make sure I was at the right terminal 

and gate of the connecting airline. The attendant couldnôt help me because he wasnôt sure about 

the gate and connection information. Further investigation showed that the flight actually left from 

that same gate. When the airline announced the flightôs confirmation, I asked about the baggage, 

just to make sure that it was going with me. I would need my things for all the evening meetings. 

I was told that the baggage was on the plane and there werenôt any problems. I boarded the flight 

on time and left for Baltimore. 
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I wondered what else could happen to my day. I was planning to make it in time for my 

presentation and for Jack Welchôs speech about his style, successes and Six Sigma. I wanted to 

see in person how Jack has internalized Six Sigma and led others on the Six Sigma journey. I also 

wanted to hear about his 10-percent attrition rule. 

The plane finally landed at the Baltimore airport. Every minute felt like an hour, because it was 

getting closer to the end of the program. I came out of the airplane and went to the baggage area 

hoping to see bag. Instead, I saw bag after bag passing in front of me and none was mine. Feeling 

that my baggage had been misplaced, I got in the baggage claim line, which was moving at the 

very slowest possible speed. Meanwhile, I tried to call the original airline to see if they could locate 

my baggage. The operator asked me if I was calling about ticket purchasing or something else. 

Once she learned I was calling about my baggage, she gave me another toll-free number. I dialed 

that number right away, but the automated answering system told me that the average waiting 

time was 15 minutes. Because the baggage claim line was moving too slowly, I held on the 

connection and waited for someone to answer at the other end. Unfortunately, the operator never 

came up, which either meant that the operator was busy handling too many mishandled baggage 

complaints, or that the airlines were fooling customers about having customer service personnel to 

answer their baggage claim complaints . In either case, there was an opportunity for a significant 

change. Although lost baggage appears to be less important than human safety, perceptions are 

more influenced by lost baggage than by unsafe landings. 

When I finally got to the baggage claim counter, I was curious to see why it took so long to search 

for my lost baggage. The answer was obvious to me. The attendant was following a handwritten 

set of complex instructions. Watching her entering computer commands was like watching a movie 

in a slow motion. Through a collaborative effort of two employees from two different airlines, I 

learned that my baggage had already arrived in Baltimore around 12:30 p.m. Why canôt airlines be 

more caring for passengers? 

While I was trying to change my flight to Baltimore to an earlier time, I mentioned to an attendant 

that whenever I call to make changes, airlines charge $100. What happens when airlines make the 

changes, screw up the entire day and cause thousands of dollars of loss to passengers in lost time, 

significant missed opportunities and damaged relationships? The answer couldnôt be more candid. 

I was told that when we buy a ticket, itôs written in the contract that the airline responsibility is to 

take you from point A to point B. I shouldnôt have been surprised with that response from 

employees of a struggling company. My experience that morning told me airlines donôt care for 

their customers, treat passengers like baggage and treat baggage like garbage. It demonstrated 

hurt employees, and hurt employees imply ignorant management thatôs incapable of providing 

sound leadership to turnaround the company. Itôs no wonder airlines continue to lose money, 

renegotiate contracts, provide collapsing service and charge passengers whenever they can. 

Airlines have forgotten the concept of serving their customers, who they treat even worse than 

their employees. The airline industry is flying into the ground. 

What is the alternative?
The airlines can start with a comprehensive strategy to establish improvement, reengineer 

operations, save money and reward employees. Most importantly, airlines must treat passengers 
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like human beings instead of baggage. 

Airlines must commit to rapidly overhaul their operations instead of their finances. If operations 

are improved, customers will be happier. Six Sigma is a methodology that many corporations have 

used to accelerate improvement and enhance profitability. However, the first step in implementing 

Six Sigma is for leadership to get good Six Sigma training, where the intent of Six Sigma is 

explained well. Committing to the objective, methodology, tools and measurements in this order 

will keep the cost of implementing Six Sigma low and maximize return on investment. I could see 

many opportunities that would help airlines in improving their operations from ticket counter to 

the back-end operations, customer processes and management processes. 

The final leg of the journey to my hotel was to catch a shuttle. That was another experience. At 

the end, it took me a total travel time of 12 hours from Chicago to Baltimore, I could go half-way 

around the world in that time. Airlines must wake up and start accelerating their recovery, 

otherwise their discovery process will have to begin. 

Six Sigma must be mandated for U.S. airlines as theyôre wasting too much valuable national 

resources and continue to do so. 

About the author
Praveen Gupta is a Six Sigma consultant and trainer at Quality Technology Co. He is an ASQ 

Fellow, and has been associated with Six Sigma since 1986 at Motorola. Praveen has taught Six 

Sigma at Motorola University for more than 10 years. He has authored Six Sigma Business 

Scorecard and The Six Sigma Performance Handbook. 
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