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I’ll admit it, I’m a numbers person. Numbers are our friends. They help us make better decisions. Here is a set of seven 
numbers that have helped me in my 47-year career. 
 
1.5: a Cpk minimum 
 
In Six Sigma, a Cpk of 1.5 = 3.4 parts per million, which is considered zero defects. If you are under 1.5, do the following 
sequence: 
 

1. Remove assignable (special cause) variation. 
2. Get the process on target (not costly). 
3. Reduce sigma (more costly). 
4. Question the specification (if possible). 

 
3: the minimum for cross-functional decision making 
 
Most organizations use a concept of a material review board (MRB), typically comprised of the production, engineering 
and quality functions. The purpose of the MRB is to establish an agreed-upon decision from three different functions, 
each with a different perspective. It makes use of a checks and balances system. 
 
Supplement: 3 for cross-generational brainstorming 
 
Most organizations have three different generations working at the same time. Tap into that diversity. Realize your 
generation is outnumbered by the other two. 
 
10%: amount of your time spent on improvement 
 
Many of us spend our entire day on control, or firefighting. We should be spending close to an hour a day on 
improvement, or fire prevention. The fire department does both functions. 
 
20%: the vital few 
 
Complement: 80% are the trivial (useful) many 
 
Any list can be prioritized by those with the most impact on results. For instance, 20% of the variables in any process 
gives you 80% of the overall process variation. This shows you where to put your efforts. 
 
You’ll spread yourself too thin trying to work all the trivial many, which also is not as cost effective. 
 
6-12: an ideal team size 
 
A team with fewer than six members could limit the variety of ideas. But more than 12 members could mean some 
people don’t contribute. This applies to project teams as well as training sessions. I once heard of someone who had 12 
apostles—and that was already one too many! 
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21: number of days to develop a habit 
 
Corollary: 21 days to break a habit 
 
Joseph M. Juran once told me I needed to develop the habit of improvement. Research shows it takes 21 days to 
develop a habit. It is about reprogramming your brain cells. This also is the same amount of time it takes to break a bad 
habit. Now you know why most New Year’s resolutions fail. 
 
30: number of data points 
 
From any population, all you need is 30 data points. For those of you who know about test of hypothesis, the t-
distribution becomes very close to the z-distribution at n = 30. The key is the 30 data points must be completely random 
and represent an entire homogenous population. 
 
If a large population is from a continuous process, it is better to use rational subgroups. A control chart would be the 
preferred tool of choice. How many subgroups do you need to calculate control limits? You guessed it—30. 
 
The language of management 
 
One final tip: Enhance any number by using the dollar sign. This is especially helpful when talking with upper 
management. Juran called it the language of upper management. 
 
Good luck! 
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