
Q&A

Q  What is WorkOut? How did 
Rath & Strong get involved?

A  WorkOut is a structured method for 
bringing together a large group of people 
for a 1–3 day event to pursue an urgent, 
challenging business goal. At its most basic, 
WorkOut involves “taking work out” of a 
process. WorkOut participants examine 
problems and brainstorm solutions, 
decision-makers accept or reject those 
solutions, and accepted solutions are quickly 
implemented. GE developed WorkOut in 
the late 1980s with help from R. H. Shaffer 
Associates. This predated Six Sigma at GE by 
a decade. In 2002, our long-time association 
with R. H. Shaffer resulted in the shared 
development of WorkOut as a Rath & Strong 
service. Many of our consultants used 
WorkOut at GE and Allied Signal. 

Q  Why do businesses use WorkOut?

A  WorkOut is particularly powerful in 
what GE’s Jack Welch called “bureaucracy 
busting: ”taking unnecessary work out of a 
service or administrative process. Since the 
WorkOut method helps senior management 
and other stakeholders focus their attention 
on an important business problem, it 
gives them a problem-solving method 
that is quick and that gives solutions that 
are supported by the organization and its 
leaders. WorkOut can also help change 
organizational culture. GE used it broadly 
and intensively to develop a culture 
where senior managers were expected to 
respond quickly to barriers surfaced by 
their employees, and where employees felt 
empowered to initiate changes.

Q  What are WorkOut’s main advantages?

A  One main advantage is its speed in 
finding solutions and getting these accepted 
by senior management. In WorkOut this 
takes days, instead of the weeks or months 
typical in more traditional problem-solving 
methods. Secondly, because the very stake-
holders whose buy-in is required to make 
them work create the solutions, solutions 
are typically implemented quickly and the 
gains are sustained. A third advantage is that 
the regular use of WorkOut as a problem-
solving technique helps to create a change-
oriented environment that motivates the 
workforce to be involved in continuous 
improvement.

Q  What are some typical WorkOut 
targets, and what kinds of results do 
companies see?

A  When WorkOut is applied to eliminate 
bureaucracy in processes such as review 
and approval of capital expenditures, 
purchase orders, and credit approvals, we 
see 60–90 percent reduction in cycle time. 
We see 10–15 percent improvements in 
productivity when used to improve creativity 
through better brainstorming sessions on 
new products, and to tackle operational 
imperatives such as rework and scrap at a 
specific workstation, and package line  
up-time.

Q  What is the WorkOut method, and who 
is involved?

A  WorkOut requires a trained Designer 
and a Facilitator plus a Sponsor (i.e., 

a senior manager who can make final 
decisions about the WorkOut topic). 
Together, they work through the three 
phases of WorkOut:

1. Plan the Event: Identify the specific  
 topic and goal of the WorkOut, tailor 
the methodology if needed, organize 
and communicate the event, conduct 
pre-work, prepare participants and 
decision-maker(s).    

2. Conduct the Event: Participants explore 
the problem and identify and prioritize 
solutions. The solutions are then 
presented to the Sponsor and other 
stakeholders in a session called a “Town 
Meeting,” during which the sponsor 
immediately decides to accept or reject 
the solutions. The WorkOut event is 
modeled after a highly involving form 
of local government common in New 
England history.

3. Implement and Review: Finalize action 
plans, coach the implementation teams, 
track progress to ensure solutions are 
implemented successfully, and monitor to 
ensure the gains are sustained.

Q  This sounds very much like standard 
problem-solving. What’s different about  
WorkOut?

A  Four aspects stand out. First, 
participants include a cross-section of the 
organization, from senior decision-makers 
to frontline people who have day-to-day 
involvement in the target process. Second, 
senior leaders come to the WorkOut event 
with a strong bias toward accepting, rather 
than shooting down, the participants’ 
recommended solutions. Third, the speed of 
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decision-making is rapid, with managerial 
approval happening during the same event 
as solution-finding. Fourth, WorkOut 
simultaneously addresses operational issues 
and builds a culture in which employees 
are both more accountable for their work 
and more willing to suggest and make 
improvements.  

Q  Is WorkOut the “magic bullet” for every 
problem? What are its limitations?

A Although extremely effective, WorkOut 
has its limitations. First, it requires that 
participants come into the large group 
meeting with enough facts and data about the 
processes to make good decisions; WorkOut 
doesn’t work when participants don’t know 
their business and its processes well. Second, 
it requires that senior managers be willing 
to approve proposed solutions unless there 
is a good reason not to, and to subject their 
decision-making to public scrutiny. The 
requisite bias toward action in particular 
is often hard for managers, particularly 
when the participants are not very “business 
savvy.” As a result, WorkOut has been most 
successful in smoothing out basic operational 
processes, less so with strategic decisions. 
Third, WorkOut is not a particularly good 
method for improv ing complex product or 
service quality problems where more detailed 
analysis may be needed to find the root cause 
of complex relationships. In Six Sigma terms, 
WorkOut may take a process to perhaps three 
or four sigma, but it does not employ the 
tools necessary to get an existing process to 
six sigma, or to design a new process at six 

sigma. Finally, WorkOut should not be used 
when the Sponsor or other managers are 
seeking buy-in to predetermined solutions, 
when those involved will not be the ones 
who have to implement the solutions, or 
when the objective is a reduction of staff. 

Q  How is WorkOut related to Six Sigma?

A  Some firms treat them separately and 
may even have a separate staff of facilitators. 
We know WorkOut can be an excellent 
independent program, with large paybacks. 
But it is even more powerful when used 
to pave the way for a Six Sigma initiative, 
or when taught to Black Belts as a tool 
that complements Six Sigma. The chart 
captures some of the differences between 
WorkOut and Six Sigma. We suggest using 
both methods to cover the widest range of 
business problems.

Q  What does Rath & Strong offer in 
adding WorkOut to our tool-kit for business 
improvement?

A  We offer WorkOut training by itself, or 
integrated with Six Sigma (as an additional 
week in the Black Belt curriculum). Our 
training methods and materials have been 
honed by collaboration with those who 
developed WorkOut with GE, and by our 
consultants in their own WorkOut projects. 
Our ability to transfer knowledge is among 
the best. We offer the full range of support: 
materials, training, coaching, consulting, 
customization, and facilitation training.   

For more information, call Rath & Strong, 
(800) 622-2025; 

or pick up a copy of 
Rath & Strong’s WorkOut for  

Six Sigma Pocket Guide, 
available on-line  

at www.rathstrong.com.

GE Work-Out Six Sigma

Average time to get results 1–3 months 3–9 months

Emphasis Speed, tangible business results Achieving six sigma quality,  
customer-focus, 2–6 month  
projects with measurable  
bottom-line impact

Issues Bureaucracy reduction, process  
improvement

Process improvement

Enablers Strategic focus, team creativity,  
management disciplines

Process analysis, executive  
leadership, team skills,  
management disciplines

Reach Broad — many people involved Focused — trained leaders and 
team members

Data needed Varies according to issue and timeframe Detailed process data

Data analysis Varies from simple to complex Complex

Time to become self-sufficient 6–12 months 12–24 months

Rath & Strong is the pioneer in Lean and the  
leading global provider of Six Sigma solutions.  
We offer a full array of on-site consulting and  
training and materials and coaching in seven  
languages; service and manufacturing versions.

• Black Belt • Lean Six Sigma

• Green Belt • GE WorkOut

• Master Black Belt • On-Line Training

• Leadership Awareness


