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LEADERSHIP 

In 50 Words
Or Less

• Succeed as a quality professional by branding yourself

and providing a service or product your manager and

organization deem worth paying for.

• Lead your managers—your customers—by providing

the data they need in a form they can understand.

• Always remember senior managers’ time is precious.

LeadTo
Succeed

by Steven S. Prevette



e lament the outsourcing of jobs from
the United States to other countries.
This lamentation is no longer limited

to the United States; now folks in countries where
the jobs first moved complain jobs are going else-
where. 

We also voice regrets the quality profession is not
as valued as it used to be. This complaint is not lim-
ited to us. I recently met a member of the American
Society for Safety Engineers who had exactly the
same disappointment. 

I believe a solution is to offer a unique service to
corporate managers they and the corporation are
willing to pay for. There are lots of good opportu-
nities (see “Why This Article?” on p. 28).

My Example
Over the past 12 years my salary for the

same position has increased more than
50%. I caused this increase by using tried
and true quality techniques that are more
than 75 years old. My work at Hanford1 has
been noticed favorably by people at the
Fluor Corp. They believe I am cutting edge.
Hmmm. 

I will say yes, I am making use of modern com-
puters and software to implement these 75-year-old
techniques. W. Edwards Deming did say statistical
talent was rare.2 There are, however, plenty of oppor-
tunities to learn statistics for those without great tal-
ent who have the desire to learn.

Provide a Service
You have to provide a service—a product. To be

paid a salary, you must provide more value for
your employer than it pays you. For me, this value
comes from data retrieval, statistical analysis and
mentoring decisions made as a result of analyses. 

Tom Peters hits the mark in terms of succeeding in
today’s world by saying you should brand yourself
by putting your name on every service or product
you make.3 People do notice if you are passionate,
credible and consistent. Sell yourself and your prod-
uct. Quality tools do offer insights managers need.

A tougher realization is that you may need to lead
your customers—your managers. Especially in the
data world, most managers do not know what they
need. This is not a failing on their part as Russ
Ackoff has pointed out.4

From my experience teaching quantitative meth-
ods to MBA students, I know the current state of
MBA programs is very weak from a quality perspec-
tive. I was initially pleased one course I was to teach
included Deming’s 14 points, which are his manage-
ment practices to help organizations increase their
quality and productivity. But the version contained in
the textbook I was using was so watered down it was
unrecognizable. If that version was a new manager’s
only exposure to quality and Deming, then corporate
management’s current lack of knowledge of the bene-
fits of quality is completely understandable.

Statistical Process Control
Statistical process control (SPC) is central to my
work. In my opinion, it is the simplest tool to

successfully separate random noise from sig-
nals. Yes, there are more sophisticated
tools, including analysis of variance
(ANOVA), but SPC maintains an advan-
tage in that it is very visual. Once man-
agers are accustomed to reading a SPC

chart, they can do it very quickly. 
Unfortunately, the usual push by man-

agers is for simpler rather than more sophisti-
cated analysis. I have experienced major problems
resulting from use of moving averages instead of
SPC several times. Fortunately, I have not seen any
units at Hanford try to make use of ANOVA on
their own.

Transforming managers so they are willing to
use SPC is not easy. My first interaction with a
Fluor manager resulted in my hearing, “We don’t
know why Westinghouse5 employed a statistician.
Fluor doesn’t do statistics.” 

For many subsequent years, I made control charts
for folks who did not want control charts. I was their
only source of information, so one unit laboriously
whited out the control limits on the hard copies of
charts I provided. I refused to remove them myself. 

Yes, there was a balancing act. I was pushing the
envelope and pushing managers. I had to sense when
the envelope was about to snap back and leave me on
its other side. Sometimes this happened, and I had to
retrench and get back to where the envelope was. 

Through all of this, every manager—whether or
not he or she understood SPC—knew where to get
good data. That was always my fallback. In some
cases, I had to agree to simply provide managers
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with exactly what they asked for—with my brain
disengaged. This maneuver kept my foot in the
door.

As time went on, I got more and more managers
interested in SPC. I provided prototypes in a rapid
manner for their consideration, taking existing data
and placing them in the SPC format. These man-
agers were able to discover for themselves there
was a more effective way to understand their data
than what had been in place.

A few years ago, a manager arrived from another
Fluor corporate office. In his position he was able to
have my VP at the time (a different person from my
current VP) change the control charts of safety data,
replacing them with moving averages. In his opin-
ion, moving averages were the “Fluor corporate

way” of looking at safety data. Even though I dis-
agreed, I realized it was the chosen direction. I
made the requested moving average charts. 

For the next year, the manager could not explain
to the rest of the VPs what the moving averages
were telling them. Injury rates did not improve.
After a year, we were back to control charts (more
on this later). 

While working on this article, I was visited by a
manager from Fluor corporate safety. He said the
Fluor corporate way was now going to become
SPC for safety data. Times change; people change.

Organization Charts and Job Titles
I have come to believe job titles and organization

charts are a fiction. I have been a civil engineer, then

LEADERSHIP

Why This Article?
This article came about after I met QP’s editor in Seattle at the 2005 World Conference on Quality and

Improvement. I gave a presentation that told the story of my work at the Hanford, WA, nuclear cleanup

site. 

My presentation was an updated version of “Cleaning Up With SPC,” a 2001 QP article.1 I closed the pre-

sentation with some tips for quality professionals. QP’s editor asked me to develop this list into an article.

I should note I have never worked for a “quality assurance” organization or any organization with the

word “quality” in its title. My article is primarily for quality professionals—those who use the quality body

of knowledge in their work.

Caution

I preface the article with a disclaimer. Your mileage as you move along in your career may vary. My

article is a collection of stories I endeavored to shape into something that would demonstrate why my

results were what they were. With each story, I offer my personal vision of how each situation can be

advantageous to a quality professional.

This article is not about how you ought to do business as a quality professional. I am a W. Edwards

Deming advocate and follow his theories. But the quality community is a diverse one that uses many theo-

ries, and I hope my ideas will be useful regardless of which quality methodology you use. 

Please join me on either ASQ’s Quality Progress or Ask a Quality Professional discussion board—I mod-

erate the latter—for further discussion on leadership and quality professionals.

REFERENCE

1. Steven S. Prevette, “Cleaning Up With SPC,” Quality Progress, September 2001, p. 104.
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a quality engineer, then a safety scientist with Fluor
Hanford. Yet I have done the same job through all
the titles. 

My current position in the corporate hierarchy is
three levels down from the VP of safety and health.
Yet I spend more time on a daily basis with my VP
than with either my boss or my boss’s boss. 

I interact with nearly all the VPs of the company at
least monthly. I hesitate to say I have the ear of the
VPs. The interaction is that when they need informa-
tion (especially about injuries), they know whom to
ask and usually ask me directly. They trust I will
deliver a timely, understandable and effective prod-
uct quickly.

I have found it useful to do many things for many
people. The more customers you have throughout
your company the better. I have had a number of
units come to me with statistical or random sam-
pling questions. 

I do this work using funding from these other
groups. Doing tasks funded from multiple sources
helps your own unit’s budget and helps ensure if
one group decides not to use you (or your own
group wants to lay you off), then there are other
groups who want you. 

Be sure your manager knows what you are doing.
Document what you do. I make a monthly report for
my manager. I routinely keep a chart of charts, which
depicts how many charts and data reports I make per
month. Currently, that number is more than 2,000.

I also commonly play matchmaker. Someone
will ask me a question on how to proceed with a
project, and I will be able to tell them, “Did you
know that so and so in this other unit is trying to
do the same thing?” 

Information Technology
I have seen an increased focus on off-the-shelf com-

puter systems without customization. Meanwhile,
many computer programmers have been let go from
internal corporate IT departments. 

There seems a belief in the IT industry that all
users ought to be able to self-serve whatever they
need. Many reporting tools and data marts are
available, yet knowledge of how to use these tools
appears lacking. 

Current software products can make it hard for
folks to retrieve what they need. Reporting requires
knowledge of relational database structures.

Managers in particular are not going to retrieve
their own data. 

The IT industry has also contributed to numerical
illiteracy by constructing data marts and balanced
scorecards. They all focus on automated retrieval of
the data but without context or statistical analysis.
The common IT dashboard or balanced scorecard

compares the automatically retrieved data to some
arbitrary target to determine the reporting color.
That’s great for management by objective but terri-
ble for those who follow Deming’s 14 points.

Opportunity exists for quality professionals with
programming knowledge. They can very quickly
get data no one else can, all with a single command.
Backdoor accesses to data, using open database con-
nectivity and structured query languages, can allow
for efficient transfers of data most internal report
generators cannot replicate. 

With an internal report generator, you usually
can only run one report at a time and then must tell
the computer to run the next report. By using con-
nections to company databases and outputting to
other databases and text reports using Visual Basic
software programs, I can organize the data for
hundreds of charts with one mouse click. Astound
and amaze your friends!

Users of data systems have found it faster to
contact me to run their reports. I have also built
up a list of reports and charts to provide routinely
every month. If I had to retrieve the data for my
charts with individual reports through the normal
reporting methods, I could not keep up. 

Even if managers have not bought into statistical

But be sure the return
on what you give most 
managers more than
offsets any pain they
experience in dealing
with you.
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techniques, the ability to quickly and accurately
retrieve data managers need is useful. One
Westinghouse manager told me, “Steve, we don’t
like your control limits and your statistics, but
when it comes to getting charts, you are the only
game in town.”

Success Breeds Success—
But Beware the Challenges

Always say, “Yes, it can be done,” even if only
about 20% of proposed projects seem to actually
come to fruition. If you actually overload yourself,
you can then justify getting an assistant.

Do worthwhile work. That statement implies you
have a definition for “worthwhile.” To do worth-
while work, I have followed Deming’s management
philosophies. 

If people ask for a chart from me, they know what
they will get. On occasion, I have said no. On other
occasions, I have given in. You alone have to judge
when to do what. For example, if a manager comes
to me and asks for a moving average chart, I will
say no (or at least express discomfort in doing so),
and explain (if allowed) the benefit of using SPC
instead. When and how to proceed depends on the
answers to the following questions:

• Is it your manager, or a manager in his or her
chain of command?

• How senior is the manager?
• How has the manager reacted to your saying no?
• Is the alternative really that much better?
• Are you prepared to act on the results?
On occasion—once after the requesting manag-

er went to my VP—I have relented and made the
charts. As previously related, for a little less than
a year we went through the company reviews of
safety data by moving average. I removed my
name from the charts and used any reasonable
opportunity to show folks how little the moving
average was telling them. 

One day I was asked to add first-aid data to a
presentation. With that as a leverage point, I com-
pletely reworked the package the next day using
SPC and immediately turned it in. 

Most managers had determined they were get-
ting no information in the year of moving aver-
ages. They were ready, and they quietly accepted
the shift back to SPC. 

Now comes another point: Allow folks a face-sav-

ing out. Yes, I do back people into a corner on occa-
sion, but I try to ensure they have the option of a
gracious exit. Let them know their alternatives. By
telling this story in an article, I may be negating that
strategy, but a number of years have passed, and
time heals all wounds.

Admit your errors, both technical and social.
Admit to technical errors in a timely manner, and
provide a correction and a reasonable explanation
of what went wrong. Make sure to permanently
correct the problem. Don’t blame others.

You will slip up socially. If you are not part of
the social circle of managers—and I am not—you
will inevitably say the wrong thing once in a while.
Just be sure whatever you say or show can be
backed up with data. 

A few managers may say, well Steve is a bit
weird, but he can get us what we need. Tom Peters
says folks should search out weird.6

But be sure the return on what you give most man-
agers more than offsets any pain they experience in
dealing with you. If you give reasoned, correct and
useful answers, once the managers are willing to ask
questions they will determine you are not so weird.

Document and Brand
Keep a work log. Write down requests, and act

on them. Sometimes letting a routine item sit for
an extra hour while working on someone’s special
request (and delivering it quickly) can pay off. A
reputation for being able to deliver in a timely
manner is valuable.

Brand yourself, à la Tom Peters.7 Always include
your name on the work. My name is in the footer
of the bottom right of the page on any Excel chart.

Provide a consistent product. Even if my name
isn’t on a chart, most people recognize it as a Prevette
chart, primarily due to the average and control limits.
But I am also consistent in that my average lines are
always solid heavy ones. Whether or not the center
line is solid or dashed doesn’t matter technically, but
if you always keep a consistent look to your charts,
your work will be recognized.

Stuff Happens
Managers are mobile. I am on my 15th manager

and 10th unit in 12 years. It is a great help if you have
a manager who is willing to support you, whether or
not you directly report to him or her. But realize

LEADERSHIP
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something must be in it for your manager. Sell not
only your own manager but those above and around.
Have many bosses. Every customer is a boss. 

There is a paradox. Sometimes you may need to
lead your customers—to educate them you are
meeting their needs, if not their wants.

Tim Carter is the VP of safety and health at Fluor
Hanford. He is my boss’s boss’s boss, and we have
worked together for two years (see “A Senior
Manager’s Perspective”). 

Carter’s time is very limited. You must have a
message with prioritized information that can be
delivered quickly. He once told me it took him a

whole afternoon to write one e-mail with four bul-
lets points in it because of constant interruptions. 

One of my primary services to him is to supply
charts and overviews that can be quickly interpret-
ed. I need some feel for what he will find important
and make sure he gets that information in a timely
manner. But what I may think is very important
may not be so important to the senior manager, and
on some occasions something I may overlook might
be very important when taken in context with other
information the senior manager knows.  

Fluor implemented the color coded SPC dashboard
I proposed in another article for QP.8 This has become

A Senior Management
Perspective
by D. Tim Carter, VP, safety and health, Fluor Hanford

Time is limited and precious. Information must be accurate, concise, timely and relevant. Information

provided to me must mean something; otherwise the information I share with others will most likely

mean very little and may actually convey a wrong or unintended message. Data often provide a cry for

help, and management must be able to hear that cry so it can act.

Information provided to senior management should not be cluttered and should not be confusing. It is

critical information so it should be presented in a straightforward manner with clear meaning. As I pass

on information to other senior managers, I amplify its meaning in terms of whether it indicates good or

bad performance—or somewhere in between. 

I liken the situation to the dashboard on your car. The dashboard provides real-time information on

critical items. You look at your fuel gage and immediately know whether you are about to run out of fuel.

You look at your speedometer and immediately know whether you are speeding. 

These gages do not require time to analyze and study the results. However, you may need to look at a

map from time to time to make sure you are still on course and verify the turns you are making are keep-

ing you on course. I liken that to the value of using statistical process control (SPC).

Any chart or number will tell us where we are now. However, SPC allows the understanding of

whether we are improving. It shows whether we are making a difference and whether remedies applied

are working. This is the detail managers can use.

As VP of safety and health, it is my job to provide a tool that gives those responsible for performance

the best information possible. They are responsible for acting. I am responsible for supporting their

actions and helping keep their actions directed in an effective manner.

When it comes to changing and improving our safety and health performance, time is precious.



a very effective communications tool. It is meeting
the need for a quick read that is also accurate.

The application of SPC and other quality tools
can be rewarding. It can provide both financial and
professional fulfillment. I believe my application of
Deming’s management theories has been crucial to
Fluor Hanford’s success. 

Whatever quality system you use, if you apply
the theories in a principled, rigorous manner, you
too can be successful.

REFERENCES AND NOTES

1. Steven S. Prevette, “The Right Place at the Right Time,”

Quality Progress, February 2004, p. 60.

2. W. Edwards Deming, Out of the Crisis, first edition,

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2000, pp. 465-469.

3. Tom Peters, Re-Imagine! DK Publishing, 2003, pp. 156-157.

4. Russell Ackoff, Ackoff’s Best, John Wi-ley & Sons, 1999,

pp. 268-289.

5. Westinghouse had the contract for the Department of

Energy site in Hanford, WA, when I first went to work there

in 1992. Fluor took over the contract in 1996.

6. Peters, Re-Imagine!, see reference 3, pp. 294-303.

7. Ibid, p. 123.

8. Steven Prevette, “Stoplight Charts (With SPC Inside),”

Quality Progress, Octo-ber 2004, p. 74.

STEVEN PREVETTE is a safety scientist for Fluor Hanford and
a statistics lecturer at City University, both in Richland, WA.
He has a master’s degree in management science operations
systems from the Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey, CA.
Prevette is a Senior Member of ASQ, a certified quality engi-
neer and past chair of Columbia Basic Section 614.

32 I SEPTEMBER 2005 I www.asq.org

LEADERSHIP

comment
Please

If you would like to comment on this article,

please post your remarks on the Quality

Progress Discussion Board at www.asq.org,

or e-mail them to editor@asq.org.
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