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“We didn’t want BMGI to manage 
us,” says Mark, “we could man-
age ourselves. We simply needed 
them to teach our people the Lean 
Six Sigma principles.”

SUMMARY

Organisation�
Element Six

Industry
Manufacturing

Business�Problem
Managing processes and creating a Lean Six 
Sigma culture in a fast-growing company.

Methodology
Lean Six Sigma

Solution
Systematically instilled Lean Six Sigma capa-
bility and capacity throughout the company.

Benefits/Results
Over US $8 million in cost savings

Key�Tools�Used
 � Value Stream Map
 � Project Definition
 � Value-add/Non-value-add Analysis
 � Standard Work
 � MSA-Measurement System Analysis
 � Hypothesis Testing
 � Design of Experiments
 � Control Plan Implementation

Problem Solved.

Element Six, a global leader and innovator 
in the design and manufacture of such 
supermaterials as synthetic diamonds 
for industrial applications, recently won 
the Golden Award for Excellence in the 
Corporate sector, Manufacturing, from 
Productivity SA and the Department of Trade 
and Industry (DTI). For a company with nine 
manufacturing plants nationwide, this was no 
small feat. Here is its success story.

Element Six used to employ around 300 staff 
members, 60 percent of whom had been 
working for the company for more than 
five years. By 2000, this number had grown 
to 1300 and, at that point, the majority of 
employees had fewer than five years of 
service with the company. In 2004, Element 
Six created a work place improvement 
programme called Mission Direct Work 
Programme (MDWP). The primary objective 
of the programme was to “upskill” all 
employees and, secondarily, improve all 
business processes.

Once designed, the MDWP defined the 
business objectives and created a framework 
within which improvement should take 
place; Six Sigma would be the enabler for 
aligning all business processes to materialise 
programme goals.

Element Six Business Improvement Manager 
Mark Kingham was then sent to Oaklands in 
England, where he was certified as a Lean Six 
Sigma black belt operator. Upon his return, 
Mark became the champion black belt in 
the company and was solely responsible for 
driving all improvement projects. He then 
contracted BMGI South Africa to train all 
employees in Lean Six Sigma. “We didn’t 
want BMGI to manage us,” says Mark, “we 
could manage ourselves. We simply needed 
them to teach our people the Lean Six Sigma 
principles.” 

Lean�Six�Sigma�in�action

All employees, from shop floor right through 
to management level, were then enrolled for 
some form of Lean Six Sigma training. Lean 
Six Sigma yellow belts were developed, giving 
each individual the capability to identify 
processes for improvement across many 
business units. Lean Six Sigma yellow belts 

typically have a basic knowledge of Six Sigma 
and participate as core team members to 
achieve the overall objectives of a particular 
improvement project. Having Lean Six Sigma 
yellow belts in place, from the shop floor 
level upwards, ensures that everyone in the 
company does things the Lean Six Sigma way 
and that it becomes the corporate culture. 

From the Lean Six Sigma yellow belts, green 
belts were developed. Green belts are fully 
trained in the Lean Six Sigma methodology 
and are able to lead a process or quality 
improvement project as part of their full time 
responsibilities. Their degree of knowledge, 
however, is less than that of a black belt.

Black belts were also then trained. A black 
belt in Lean Six Sigma is a person whose 
time is totally devoted to the execution of an 
identified Lean Six Sigma project. Having a 
dedicated Lean Six Sigma black belt operator 
in a company will ensure a faster project 
turnaround time, which means identified 
targets are reached quicker and benefits, 
such as cost savings, are enjoyed sooner.

“While the MDWP highlighted the key 
problem areas that needed to be addressed, 
Six Sigma gave us the tools to solve them in a 
structured way. The MDWP defined the way 
we do business, while Lean Six Sigma became 
the way we solve our problems,” explains 
Mark.

“While the Mission Direct Work 
Programme (MDWP) highlighted the 
key problem areas that needed to be 
addressed, Six Sigma gave us the tools 
to solve them in a structured way. The 
MDWP defined the way we do busi-
ness, while Lean Six Sigma became the 
way we solve our problems.”

– Mark Kingham
– Business improvement manager and
   Lean Six Sigma black belt

Element Six banks over US $8 million and receives Golden Award
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Problem Solved.
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Reaping�the�rewards

Soon, Element Six’s efforts started showing 
tangible payoffs. By 2005, the company had 
managed to save US 600,000 in costs; by 
2006, they had saved US 3.4 million; and by 
2007, they had saved another US 2.6 million. 
In 2008, from the month of June only, 
Element Six showed cost savings of US 1.2 
million! There was also a remarkable increase 
in the percentage of business processes that 
came to entitlement, from 12% to 42%. 

During this time, Element Six was also 
requested by the Department of Trade 
and Industry (DTI) to act as a “big brother” 
for smaller manufacturing companies. 
Element Six agreed and provided invaluable 
mentorship and guidance to these 
businesses. Based on this, as well as their 
incredible performance improvements, 
Element Six was then nominated by the DTI 
and Productivity SA for the Gold Award. 
Soon after, independent auditors conducted 
a full-scale audit to verify that Element Six’s 
claimed deliverables were indeed what they 
had achieved. Subsequently, Element Six was 
awarded the highly prestigious Gold Award at 
a ceremony held at Sun City.

 “The role that BMGI SA played in our success 
was invaluable,” says Mark. “They really 
impressed us by the quality of their training 
and the way they applied themselves. Most 
importantly, they have a hands-on approach, 
which is rare for business consultants. They 
do not simply teach the theory, but they 
get actively involved in every project, even 
on the shop floor level. BMGI mentors and 
provides guidance throughout to ensure 
that what they teach can also be applied in 
practice states Mark. “They not only did the 
training, but they walked our guys through. 
Their training enabled us to upskill our 
people effectively and to train employees 
who have, ever since, truly added value in 
our company.”

Can�companies�in�other�industries�
gain�from�the�application�of�Lean�
Six�Sigma�principles?

Yes, indeed. Lean Six Sigma principles are 
beneficial to any company wanting to identify 
causes of defects in their systems, improve 
business management processes, eliminate 
deficiencies, improve operating efficiency, 
minimise variations in manufacturing 
processes and reduce waste. All of these 
are bound to have substantial and tangible 
financial benefits.

“We are continuously evolving and 
proud to be at the forefront of innova-
tive new solutions. Whatever your 
business objectives, we can guarantee 
that we will apply the most advanced 
business tools and ensure that you 
achieve them, whilst delivering  
tangible returns on your investment. 
In fact, it is our commitment to save 
our clients at least three rand for every 
one rand that they spend with us!”

- Salomon Erasmus
- Founder BMGI South Africa

Who�is�BMGI�South�Africa?

BMGI South Africa has, for many years, 
been the leading business performance 
excellence partner to corporate leaders 
from around the globe. Although we 
have made it our business to become 
leaders in new developments that 
improve business processes, we do not 
subscribe to a single, catch-all system.

ABOUT�BMGI

BMGI enables companies throughout the 
world to identify and solve their most 
important business problems, with a strong 
emphasis on sustainable results. During its 
long history, BMGI has developed solutions 
for a broad spectrum of businesses across 
many industries, driving the success of 
process-improvement, design and innova-
tion initiatives. Just a few of BMGI’s clients 
are General Dynamics, TNT Express, Avis 
Budget Group, China Chemical, Graphic 
Packaging, Siemens, Hitachi and Philips 
Electronics. For more information, please 
visit the BMGI website at www.bmgi.com               

Element Six is a subsidiary of De Beers and 
the world’s leading manufacturer and sup-
plier of industrial diamond supermaterials. 
Element Six operates globally with its head 
office registered in Luxembourg, and primary 
manufacturing facilities in China, Germany, 
Ireland, Sweden, South Africa and the UK.

Its industrial diamond supermaterials are 
used in applications such as cutting, grinding, 
drilling, shearing and polishing, while the 
extreme properties of diamond beyond hard-
ness are opening up potential applications 
in a wide array of industries such as optics, 
power transmission, water treatment, semi-
conductors and sensors.

COMPANY�BACKGROUND

Lean Six Sigma is a set of business process 
management disciplines aimed at identifying 
the causes of defects and methodically 
optimising systems to eliminate deficiencies, 
improve operating efficiencies, minimise 
manufacturing variations and reduce waste. 

Every Lean Six Sigma project is carried out 
within a defined sequence of procedures and 
has financially quantifiable targets, such as 
an increase in profits or reduction in costs.

What�is�Lean�Six�Sigma?




