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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Continuous improvement efforts developed for manufacturing environments, 
such as Six Sigma and Lean, can be effectively applied in a shared services envi-
ronment if the organization chooses an approach that fits within its unique 
culture. Marriott Business Services (MBS), the global shared services center for 
Marriott International, took several months to assess its needs and identify a 
methodology that would allow the resulting continuous improvement effort to 
meet goals for internal client satisfaction, process speed, accuracy, people devel-
opment and sustainability. 

To achieve these goals, MBS adapted a Lean Sigma methodology that relied on 
the DMAIC (Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve, Control) road map. A proj-
ect team, culled from MBS and Marriott International employees, developed a 
staged strategy that included training teams within the organization and develop-
ing a pilot project that focused first on internal issues, which, when improved, 
would build momentum for future programs outside MBS. Ultimately, the cen-
ter expects its methodology for continuous improvement to pervade the enter-
prise through processes that maximize efficiency and cost savings.  

THE STAGES OF CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

In The Hackett Group’s 2007 Finance Shared Services Performance Study, 
continuous improvement is tied with a single ERP as being a top tool for 
optimizing the performance of shared services (Fig. 1). The implementation 
of a continuous improvement program is considered a best practice. Marriott 
Business Services’ (MBS) leadership recognized that, in light of company cul-
ture, its continuous improvement efforts had to be evolutionary to be effective. 
The company brought in Nathaniel Ford, director, Performance Optimization, 
and Matthew Webb, manager, Process Improvement, and gave the pair sev-
eral months to assess the organization’s needs and identify a course of action. 
Using a Lean Sigma methodology centered on the DMAIC (Define, Measure, 
Analyze, Improve, Control) road map (Fig. 2), the organization managed its 
evolution by introducing continuous improvement in stages that build upon 
each other.

Adapted by Penny Weller and Roy Barden from a webcast by Nathaniel Ford, 
Director, Performance Optimization, and Matthew Webb, Manager, Process 
Improvement, Marriott Business Services, October 2007
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more than 2,900 properties and 151,000 
employees worldwide. Overall, MBS, 
with 425 employees, handles $6 million 
in accounts payable invoices, 93,000 
vendor inquiries, and more than $5.6 
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Stage one: Focus on internal issues
Like many organizations, MBS began its continuous improvement efforts by 
focusing on internal issues. By tackling recognized and often longstanding prob-
lems, the leadership looked to build momentum for future endeavors through 
quantifiable cost savings and internal client satisfaction.1 

Stage two: Expand outside the organization
Once the program has taken hold inside, MBS plans to have the next wave of 
changes and improvements come from outside the organization, particularly 
improvements to upstream and downstream touch points and hand-offs related 
to those relationships and processes. At the same time, the company will continue 
its internal transformation to ensure that the culture of continuous improvement 
becomes ingrained and people gain the skills necessary to fully participate in con-
tinuous improvement activities. 

Stage three: Contribute to the full value stream 
Eventually, MBS expects its efforts to mature to the point where they are taking 
place throughout the company’s entire value stream and that individuals through-
out the enterprise become more proactive when it comes to continuous improve-
ment. For example, rather than just addressing existing problems, continuous 
improvement at this stage would also include changes to processes that are fully 
functional to maximize their efficiency and cost savings. 

Throughout each of these stages, MBS is focusing on building its culture of con-
tinuous improvement so that it underlies everyday work and problem solving. 
“Individuals throughout the organization should know what tools are available 
and how to use them to become better problem solvers,” says Ford. 

That means individuals must adopt data-driven mindsets and know when to use 
certain tools. Although a shared services environment tends to be awash in data, 
the challenge in continuous improvement is to make sure the available data is the 
right data. “You can’t just rely on your key performance indicators (KPIs), you 
have to understand the data,” says Ford. As the methodology takes hold within 
the organization, individuals at all levels will begin to ask questions and to dig 
into the data to find ways to remove waste from processes. Therefore, “it’s very 
important to make sure you have engagement at all levels,” he says. 

Since MBS began using Lean Sigma, it has launched many projects that have reduced 
costs, increased internal client satisfaction and improved controls. Projects focused 
on cost savings include improving the payment cycle and bill collections. Client sat-
isfaction is the main goal for projects that involve accuracy and timeliness. A control 
improvement project is one focused on reducing false positives in the duplicate pay-
ment process and generally strengthening controls to ease the audit process. Although 
MBS’s initial Lean Sigma project (i.e., Stage 1) took seven months to complete, the 
time frames for projects continue to evolve as the organization becomes more fluid 
and experienced with the Lean Sigma methodology and tools.
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1  In this report, “client” is used to refer to MBS’ internal clients, e.g., hotel employees. “Customer” is used to refer to 
hotel guests.
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PREPARING FOR CHANGE: ENLISTING THE LEADERSHIP

When MBS began implementing its Lean Sigma program in January 2007, Ford 
and Webb held two half-day training sessions to prepare the MBS leadership to 
act as champions of the effort. The workshop focused on explaining the Lean 
Sigma methodology and identifying the first projects and opportunities the pro-
gram would address and using prioritization metrics exercises to identify the most 
important initiatives for the first wave of activity. The workshops also covered 
what training would be available for the rest of the MBS organization.

Next, the team conducted “green belt” training among employees. In Six Sigma 
initiatives, “green belts” are employees who are trained to implement Six Sigma 
changes. At MBS, this training program provided three two-and-a-half-day ses-
sions over several months that focused on both hard Lean Sigma skills and softer 
proficiencies, like presentation skills and project management. The training was 
spread over several months so that green-belt employees could undergo some 
training, work on their projects, and return for more training to analyze the work 
they had done and improve for future efforts.

FIG. 2   The DMAIC road map used by Marriott Business Services

Source: MBS
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Another group of employees who are on project teams or are process owners engaged 
in Lean Sigma received two one-day sessions of “orange belt” training on the basics 
of Lean Sigma, including terminology, available tools and ways to identify waste. 
(In Six Sigma, this would be a “yellow belt,” but MBS renamed it “orange belt” in 
honor of the University of Tennessee Volunteers team colors in MBS’s hometown of 
Knoxville.) These training sessions allowed employees (which included two from out-
side MBS) to use Lean Sigma tools during training. For example, one group used an 
affinity diagram to develop its mission statement during training.   

WORK BEGINS: SETTING THE FIRST GOAL 
As a shared services center, MBS supports about 180 full-service hotel properties and 
deals with a variety of customer (or guest) issues, including billing discrepancies and 
adjustments related to customer stays and events. MBS’s Business Exception Tracking 
(BET) system was designed to handle any changes, adjustment requests or other 
special situations that occur once a hotel guest has checked out. However, over time, 
the BET system was being used to handle more and more routine transactions until it 
had become the usual way to manage the 123,000 transactions MBS handled annu-
ally for its hotel clients. As such, the BET system was a prime candidate for the first 
Lean Sigma project to identify the root causes of the situation, identify process defects 
and understand what MBS’s clients value in the process.

The overall goal was to reduce exceptions by 50%, with a primary goal of improv-
ing satisfaction among hotel clients. Although it wasn’t the driving force, the team 
also expected to realize some soft-dollar cost savings by reducing employees’ and 
the hotels clients’ time involved in the process. To achieve these goals, the Lean 
Sigma team relied on the classic DMAIC (Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve, 
Control) road map. Setting expectations between MBS and the clients it serves is 
an important part of this process. 

Define
When defining a problem, it is critical to engage clients (in this case, employees at hotel 
properties) to find out what they value in the process and what they view as a defect, 
rather than simply making assumptions about what those defects are. Conversations 
with hotel clients revealed inconsistencies in the clarity of communication that ham-
pered the hotel’s ability to respond to questions from MBS employees. Hotel clients also 
noted that they rely on MBS to make certain decisions for them (such as adjustments to 
bills on behalf of hotel guests), but that this was not always happening. The last defect 
clients identified was the time allotted to respond to BETs.

Measure
Measurement focuses on data collection, but for this project, the team looked beyond 
data already collected on the MBS systems. For example, it looked for all data that 
compares decisions made by MBS employees with the decisions made by hotel cli-
ents, which revealed that those decisions were the same 90% of the time. “It was a 
good lesson for us to understand that we were all on the same page,” says Webb.
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Analyze 
With this data in hand, the next step was to use it to understand and analyze the 
root causes of problems in the system. MBS used a fishbone diagram, which is 
a problem-analysis tool, to identify those root causes and processes that lead to 
defects and create waste. The MBS analysis showed that the consistency of time-
outs (e.g., system breakdowns, etc.) inconsistent communication between shared 
services personnel and client hotels, and multiple classifications for problems were 
confusing to both internal clients and hotel guests.

Improve
The Lean Sigma methodology focuses on addressing the root cause to eliminate a 
problem by using an array of tools. One tool, 5S, focuses on standardizing, sorting, 
stabilizing, shining (cleaning) and sustaining. Although 5S is used frequently in manu-
facturing, it was also applicable in MBS’s shared services environment. MBS identified 
130 types of issues and used 5S to reduce that number to 30 to create a cleaner and 
more user-friendly process for internal clients. MBS also enlisted a quality specialist to 
monitor calls and draft communication for consistency and quality, and empowered 
employees to make more decisions on their own. Moreover, MBS now had data to sup-
port these changes. For example, it used data culled from the project to show that its 
decisions regarding billing resolution were consistently aligned with the types of deci-
sions its internal clients made.

Control
Once these improvements were made, MBS put controls in place to make sure it sus-
tained those changes. For example, MBS used a control chart for its BET project to show 
the volume and impact of billing. Before the project started, MBS averaged 95 excep-
tions per 1,000 aging items. Once the improvements took hold, that number dropped to 
about 60 and is expected to decline further over time as more are implemented.

LESSONS LEARNED

From deciding on a strategy to implementing a pilot project, MBS’s Lean Sigma 
team learned some important lessons.

•  Gain leadership support: MBS is fortunate to have a leadership team that 
loves process improvement, but the project team still had to keep them en-
gaged and updated. 

•  Select the right tools: Not all available Lean Sigma tools fit MBS’s needs, 
including some of the statistical tools. For example, while some companies 
start their continuous improvement program with an enterprise-wide initia-
tive, Marriott’s FSS organization started a quality initiative to make changes 
in its own organization. As a result of its success, other parts of the enterprise 
are looking to MBS for help with their own quality improvement projects.

•  Implement methodically: Rather than training all employees in a big bang 
approach, MBS moved forward with the first wave of green belts and made 
adjustments to the training and structure prior to training the second wave. 
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•  Understand timing: Adopting the Lean Sigma culture is critical and cannot 
be rushed. MBS began with several strong projects with which to build suc-
cess that would breed more success.

•  Don’t overlook soft skills: Strong project management skills are essential. 
One of the weak points of MBS’s initial push toward Lean Sigma was that 
most of its new green belts didn’t have experience leading projects and, 
therefore, didn’t have experience in developing project plans, resource al-
location and delegation. 

•  Involve middle management and process owners: “We overlooked that, 
so we’re now educating and getting them engaged in the process of selecting 
projects and in the projects themselves,” says Ford.

•  Choose a methodology that meets the organization’s needs: It is im-
portant to spend time thinking about this choice with input from others. 
Implementing the wrong methodology can hinder one’s ability to improve 
the business. 

•  Learn and adjust: By learning as they go, organizations can change and im-
prove things as they are doing process improvement. 

•  Build a strong image throughout the enterprise: Organizations can look 
for ways to market successes and look for ways to brand the program and 
build excitement among employees and company leaders. 

•  Define and measure success: MBS measures success in a number of ways 
– through client satisfaction scores, in terms of employee development as 
more people ask for and receive green belt training, and whether associ-
ates are rotating and getting promoted as a result of their experiences us-
ing the Lean Sigma methodology. Of course, a critical measure of success 
will also be total cost savings that are large enough to justify training and 
other project costs.

STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS

MBS developed a continuous improvement approach that best suited its business 
requirements. While Ford and Webb refer to it as Lean Sigma, the chosen meth-
odology is a version customized for MBS’ shared services environment. The effort 
combined the approaches and reflected the intense focus on customer satisfaction 
required by Lean and Six Sigma initiatives. Lean initiatives focus on speed and 
delivering what the customer values and Six Sigma initiatives focus on eliminating 
defects and exceeding customer requirements.

Structure was a key issue. “There didn’t seem to be an adoptable structure or sug-
gestive structure in Lean,” says Ford. “I think Six Sigma has been around so long 
and has been successful because it has that organizational structure.” For example, 
MBS has leveraged several Six Sigma tools, including the DMAIC road map, 
which is a Six Sigma methodology for problem solving and uses the organizational 
structure of Six Sigma. 
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“We tend to shy away from using the term, but that’s what you use to build the culture,” 
says Ford. “You need that structure – the gate checks, the toll gates, and the project 
reviews to build that culture piece and to ensure that people understand the methodol-
ogy and how to apply the tools, not just in formal projects but in their everyday work.”

Marketing value and branding the effort
MBS’s Lean Sigma program in itself was not enough to build a culture of con-
tinuous improvement. The team had to market and brand the effort to ensure its 
success. “We needed to build a culture and generate excitement for the program 
among associates and our hotel clients,” says Webb. 

One way to do this was to make those employees undergoing training as green or 
orange belts feel special about their accomplishment so that they would share that 
excitement with their peers after training was complete.

The team also developed a Lean Sigma brand to build excitement and help 
employees identify with the program. This branding effort involved the use of a 
Lean Sigma logo and tailored communication to tell the Lean Sigma story using 
email, newsletters, websites and bulletin boards. The team also distributed a Lean 
Sigma Road Map, which shows the tools available for problem solving.

“However, the best marketing push came from strong program results that helped to 
build momentum for more Lean Sigma change throughout the company,” says Webb.
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