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Case Study Focus: Six Sigma Approach to Retail Operational Effectiveness 

 

Client: Fortune 100 Company ï Retail Customer Service Department 

 

Client Profile 

A major Fortune 100 institution adopted Iontasô Focus software suite as part of its Six 

Sigma initiative to streamline front office operations for their retail customer service.  

Established in 6,200 retail locations and with over 50,000 workstations, this company 

handles millions of transactions daily. 

 

The Challenge 

To its dismay, the company was experiencing a 60% annual turnover rate in customer 

service staff. This extraordinary churn was caused mainly by difficulties supporting the 

companyôs high transaction volume environment that dealt directly with the general 

public.  In addition, executive management expressed concern with the lack of consistent 

procedures, improper training, and variability among staff execution styles, issues that 

negatively impacted operating expenses.  So the management team took action to 

implement a new vision, in which operations ran at maximum efficiency and workers 

were consistently coached and trained in best practices. 

 

With the end goal of reducing expenses, management assigned the organizationôs Six 

Sigma team to improve the customer service process and retain employees.  As part of 

Six Sigmaôs standard methodology, the team needed to observe the execution of current 

processes, much like the manual time and motion studies of the 1920s.  However, the 

companyôs existing monitoring technology, which consisted primarily of cameras, could 

not provide a complete representation of the standard processes due to network 

bandwidth limitations.  In addition, the camera option could not scale to the level 

necessary to get the required baseline of data. 

    

 

The Problem: How can we service more customers effectively, reduce costs and 

retain valued employees?   

 

 

Other attempts to catalog and understand processes involved collecting select screen 

captures, logging key strokes, and reviewing events and application usage logs. However, 
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data bandwidth became a limiting factor, and the unstructured nature of this approach 

proved that structured data was necessary in order to implement the optimization plan. 

 

The Solution  

The company introduced Iontasô Focus software suite in a pilot project to provide 

baseline metrics on how its workers used desktop software to do their jobs.  The pilot 

began in 2006 in one location with five desktops.  The results shocked the executive 

management, because they exposed wide variability in the collected data.  This level of 

detail could only come from the visibility provided by Iontasôs Activity Focus. The 

executives were so impressed that these baseline metrics drove the vision and business 

case for the entire future effort.   

 

 
 

The team expanded the next phase of the pilot to include five retail locations in a mid-

American metropolitan area.  This phase yielded results similar to the initial pilot: 

varying execution of processes was causing vast inefficiencies, a situation that was 

clearly revealed once the team had the ability to visually represent all activities with 

Focus.  During this phase of the pilot, Focus also proved its ability to scale beyond these 

five locations to the companyôs 6,200 locations in the US.   

 

Based on the pilot success, the company made the decision to deploy all three Focus 

products to 55,000 desktops. The data collected by Focus would allow them to do a 

careful visual analysis of the 55,000 different ways employees executed processes.   

 

 

The baseline metrics captured by Activity Focus during the pilot  drove the vision 

and business case for the entire business process improvement effort. 

 

 

Six Sigma DMAIC Approach : Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve, and Control  

Focus provided the necessary support for the Six Sigma team to implement a much more 

thorough DMAIC methodology than they had previously been able to conduct. 
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DEFINE:   

Once Focus provided the ability to see how the 

software applications were used on the desktops, 

the Six Sigma team looked for repeating patterns 

and defined those as a process.  This ability to 

visually review repetitive patterns allowed them 

to effectively recognize 237 unique processes 

used within their institution, which would not 

have been possible without the visual insight of 

Activity Focus. 

 

 

MEASURE   

Once the team defined the processes, they 

analyzed process performance metrics based on 

geography, demographics of the workers, and 

size of the location.  They discovered the best 

performers and learned how these workers were 

more effective than the others.  They also 

uncovered training issues, unexpected 

compliance variations, and obsolete software that 

exposed previously-hidden costs.  The team was 

then able to define and profile an ideal worker 

based on demographic analysis and best 

practices. 

 

 

ANALYZE   

With facts in hand, the Six Sigma team was able 

to measure standard procedures against deviating 

procedures to determine the root causes for the 

workersô variant execution styles.  They 

implemented Process Focus to monitor and 

analyse process execution.  
 

IMPROVE   

Once best practices had been defined, the Six 

Sigma team developed an improvement plan to 

reduce the hidden software costs, define standard 

policies and procedures, and invest in training 

initiatives to deploy best practices throughout the 

55,000 workers.  Utilizing Event Focus, the 

process re-engineering team introduced just-in-

time prompts and real-time alerts to guide users 

through tasks, not only improving efficiency but 

also increasing up-sell and cross sell-

opportunities within the organization.  

 

 


