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Overview 

 Winning, by Jack Welch, is set up in the format of a manager or executive level question 

and answer session. Mr. Welch has chosen several questions which have stumped him in the 

past, using this as an opportunity to share his knowledge on a wide variety of topics. Jack Welch 

is a successful American businessman who became the CEO and chairmen of General Electric 

after years of work in rising positions. He is regarded with the same respect within operations 

management as Warren Buffet is to the investing industry. The respect people have for Jack 

Welch continued after his time with GE. He started advising, consulting, publicly speaking, 

writing books, and founding the Jack Welch Management Institute, an MBA program. At this 

stage the monetary gains could no longer be the main influence for him. It shows the passion he 

has to continue improving.  

Beginning his career as a chemical engineer allowed for Welch to see GE as an employee 

would, really coming to understand the bureaucracy in place there. Over a period of about 40 

years at GE, Jack Welch had built a reputation for being able run operations with candor, 

leading through changing environments, and being able to push for GE’s competitiveness in the 

global market. While Jack addresses many issues, the few which really stood out to me in the 

context of operations management were those having to do with the culture of a company. The 

specific three I am talking about are being able encourage employees to speak freely, leading 

operations through change, and the use of Six Sigma to improve efficiency at GE. The 

organizational culture will often determine the success of implementing any of the previous ideas 

to a business.  

 The ability to create a culture within an organization which embraces candor is difficult 

to do. However, the positives of creating an environment where employees can speak openly far 

outweighs the negatives of allowing superficial communication to continue. Jack Welch offers 

advice on how to allow employees to speak candidly and free of unexpected outcomes due to 

what may have been said. The bottom line is candor improves efficiency by allowing 

information to flow more quickly as well allowing for employees to have a stake in what they are 

doing. People within the organization can do more with real information than they can with 

information that is molded and shaped to come across as positive.   

 Jack’s career could not be more successful from a monetary perspective. During his time 

spend in leadership positions, “GE stock went up 4,000 percent, making it the most valuable 

corporation in the world at the time.” (Leung). Jack acknowledges there is a certain amount of 

luck to his success, but most of it can be attributed to his excellent leadership and constant 

improvement. Leading and managing change within an organization allowed Jack to excel at 

what he was best at. Managing people proves to be an important part of the change process, 

rewarding those who accept and either firing or reminding those who resist.  

 Admittedly, Jack is “not a huge fan of Six Sigma,” (Welch) the quality improvement 

program which seeks to improve efficiency. However, he also states, “nothing compares to the 

effectiveness of Six Sigma when it comes to improving a company’s operational efficiency, 

raising its productivity, and lowering costs.”(Welch). Jack Welch gives two scenarios where Six 
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Sigma is most beneficial. The first of these being removal of variation in “routine, relatively 

simply, repetitive tasks.” (Welch). The second being to make sure large and complex projects go 

the way they are supposed to go. He puts it simply by stating that Six Sigma is “the elimination 

of unpleasant surprises and broken promises.” (Welch).  

The following sections will go on to explain in greater detail what Jack Welch stated in 

his book, Winning. Experiences from the books as well as other sources from business journals 

will be used to provide examples to why these areas are so important. I will apply the three 

principles I have chosen to the theory of operations management, proving why each is 

necessary. Each section will then go on to describe my impression of the topic, stating my 

agreement or refusal of the idea. As previously stated, the three sections have to do with candor, 

leadership and change, and also using Six Sigma.  

Candor 

 Jack Welch makes an excellent case for using candor when communicating. I have to 

agree with him in this instance. He says, “Lack of candor blocks smart ideas, fast action, and 

good people contributing” (Welch) their ideas. This is absolutely true. When one is not 

expressing themselves with frankness and honesty, there are ulterior motives behind what they 

are communicating. For example, an employee may downplay or sugar-coat complaints from 

customers when communicating this information to a manager. The reasons could vary. Perhaps 

the employee doesn’t want their manager to know of poor performance or they don’t want to 

expose flaws in the manager’s strategy out of respect. It is part of human nature to not want to 

hurt people’s feelings or to avoid conflict in a general sense. The issue is that lack of candor can 

damage an organization. An organizational culture which embraces candor will have better 

communication.  

 The candor effect, as described by Jack Welch, has three main aspects. The first of which 

is that it gets more minds involved, more ideas, stimulating real debate and discussion of which 

the outcome would be an improvement on some job, process, procedure, etc. This is usually the 

first noticeable positive outcome of candor. People have to be allowed to contribute and actually 

encouraged to do so. This way it is their obligation to offer some sort of insightful criticism or 

recommendation to the conversation. The second positive is the speed with which relevant issues 

can be dealt with. When business is ultimately managing time and money, increasing the speed 

with which issues are resolved can be very beneficial. The entire process of surfacing the issue, 

debating it, laying out possible improvements, and deciding on a course of action are going to be 

more fruitful. People don’t have to be prompted for their input, they see and understand the 

benefits of speaking freely and so they do it. The third benefit is the decrease in costs. No more 

needless expenses on meetings where real progress is not accomplished.  

 The question of how to implement candor is often overthought. There are ways to 

encourage people to speak candidly. When an employee is offering real advice it needs to be 

rewarded. Those who consistently do so are given praise. The best way is to be overly candid. 

Leading by example and allowing those who are around to follow along helps facilitate candor as 

part of the organization’s culture. There can be setbacks when trying to encourage candor in an 
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organization. When Jack Welch was beginning his time in leadership positions with GE he ran 

into people above and below him who opposed him and even warned him of how his candor 

could be the end of his career. Jack goes on to say, “It was candor that helped make it work,” 

(Welch) referring to his career and time at GE. Getting an entire organization to accept candor as 

the standard for communication can take years to implement and will never be accepted to its full 

extent.  

 Another concept which goes hand in hand with candor is the idea of differentiation of 

people in management. If a manager is open with his subordinates and they can be open with him 

then there is an open channel for feedback. This allows for their performance to evaluated and 

categorized. The idea discussed in Winning groups people into the top 20% of performers, the 

middle 70%, and the bottom 10%. Candor eases the categorization because there are little 

surprises when it is made. The bottom 10% are to be fired. They are underperforming, which 

hurts the organization as a whole. They know they are underperforming if communication is 

honest. This could possibly create a culture within the organization of simply trying to not be the 

worst and not reaching full potential. The way to counter this is by rewarding the top 20%. 

Bonuses, flexible schedules, benefits, promotions, and raises are all ways of incentivizing. Being 

open with the middle 70% of performers will allow them to know when they are sliding down or 

what they can do to reach the top. Accurately measuring the performance of employees is key to 

providing candid feedback.  

 Candor also gives a voice to those who are sometimes thought of as not having any input 

to offer. One GE employee put it beautifully when he said, “for 25 years, you paid for my hands 

when you could have had my brain as well—for nothing.” (Welch). Allowing those who are so 

close to the bottom of the hierarchy to have a meaningful input was what Jack Welch was 

extremely interested in. GE developed process improvement event called Work-Out. Once 

candor was established within the organization, this was much easier to implement. These Work-

Outs were between two and three days long. They included 30-100 employees, the head of the 

department, and an outside facilitator to guide the discussion. In the beginning, the boss commits 

to giving an answer to 75% of the recommendations and promises to answer the rest within 30 

days. The boss leaves and the facilitator takes over, allowing the employees to voice their 

recommendations without any added bias. This gets rid of any thoughts of the boss being the 

only one who can make decisions. It allows for people most experience with the processes to 

have a say in how they operate. Their specialization in different tasks is what gives them the 

knowledge to know what can be done quicker, more easily, or more efficiently.  

 The reason for acknowledging candor first in this reflection paper is because of its 

relative importance to any aspect in business. It is extremely important to be honest with the 

people around you, both in business and life in general. With honesty and candor, the correct 

issues can be solved, the necessary processes can be improved, the right statistical process 

controls can be used to record data, etc. Without candor, there is an issue at the base of the 

problem solving chain. The correct issues are not brought up, people are unwilling to offer 

criticism, and debate doesn’t move toward a real solution. I want people to be honest with me in 
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life and also in business. Short term embarrassment or fear of retaliation should not stifle 

innovation within an organization.  

Leadership and Change 

The first portion of this section will address leadership and the techniques presented in 

Winning. Jack Welch offers eight guidelines for “what leaders do.” (Welch). Of the eight, I will 

focus in on several which made the most impact on me.  

The first idea is to stay in a perpetual state of improvement. To upgrade those around you 

by offering the necessary criticism, coaching the right skills, and creating a team who is self-

confident. The concept of always trying to improve and do better is something ingrained into 

successful operations management.  

The second idea is for leaders to make others see the vision of the company. The 

company values, mission statement, or vision must be embodied by the people who work for the 

company. As CEO of GE Jack Welch had to constantly talk about their vision to all levels of the 

organization. Aside from telling people the company mission and constantly reminding 

employees, an effective leader needs to reinforce them with rewards.  

The next idea which stood out was the ability to bring up questions with the goal of 

starting meaningful debate. Welch phrased it as the ability to “probe and push with a curiosity 

that borders on skepticism, making sure their questions are answered with action.” (Welch).  His 

experiences in emerging markets, specifically a new MRI machine, gave new meaning to this. A 

competitor was able to bring the new MRI machine to market two years before GE. Jack knew 

he could have pushed harder to with his questioning, but he was not getting any action out of his 

questions. He knew his superiors were not interested in investing in the new technology, but did 

not compel them to act with the right questions. He was given the classic “we’ll look into it” 

phrase that upper management loves so much. His experiences allowed for him to realize what 

things he could have improved upon. This is coming from a man who was voted “manager of the 

century” (Colvin) by Fortune magazine. Although he was met with resistance, it is clear that 

Jack’s approach of questioning will be more successful than his previous superior’s method of 

ignoring possible ideas.  

Perhaps his previous superiors were not as comfortable with change as he was. Jack was 

a champion of change. He was bringing a company from the old mentality of manufacturing to a 

new era of management. Embracing change is part of remaining competitive. Change alone is a 

subject which can make people anxious. Jack Welch makes a case for change which I completely 

agree with.  

The first step is to “attach every change initiative to a clear purpose or goal.” (Welch). 

For those who are thinking of implementing change, for example getting ISO-9001 certification, 

the purpose or goal must be clear. Employees have an easier time implementing ISO 

standardizations if they know the purpose behind it. In this case the purpose would be to lower 

expenses, increase quality, standardize processes, and to improve customer relationships. Those 

are tangible goals for the team to work toward. This allows for a leader to go from an abstract 
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goal like become more competitive, to something which can be grasped by individuals within the 

organization.  

In order for change to occur there has to be rewards in place for those who are convinced 

the new direction is the right direction. These people are the ones who should be hired and 

promoted. Most people are not immediately comfortable with change. Jack Welch estimates that 

less than 10% of business people are really able to get on board with change from the start and 

encourage others to change. These people are different because they have more courage and less 

fear of the unknown. On the other side of this pack are those who outright resist change. These 

people need to be moved to another department or fired altogether. Change happens because 

people understand it, want to go along with it, and because resisters can’t infect the group with 

reasons why change may not be necessary.  

Six Sigma 

 Most of Jack Welch’s experience with Six Sigma came in the form of minimizing 

variation in relatively simple tasks. Examples of this could range from a call center answering 

after three rings to a transportation company which ships goods on a standardized scale of 

distance to time till delivery. For example if the recipient is 800-1,000 miles away it will take 5 

days to deliver. Delivering consistency and mitigating variation were Jack’s main concerns.  

 The second area, where Jack Welch had less experience, applied to using Six Sigma to 

make sure one complex project goes correctly. He draws on experiences from his friends to 

supplement this area. When GE wanted to produce a new jet engine or a turbine, they needed to 

implement Six Sigma to statistically analyze production processes and ensure quality. Usually 

implemented with computer aided design (CAD) in order to discover problems before 

beginning the project.  

 GE has embraced Six Sigma, both during Jack’s time and currently. On the GE website 

there is a clear commitment to using Six Sigma. They want people to understand the importance 

of Six Sigma. To GE, Six Sigma is all about “delighting customers” which means GE needs to 

“look for new ways to exceed [customers’] expectations.” (GE). The goal is to reduce variation, 

differences in products the customer can see or feel. The idea behind this is that the old method 

of using averages to measure performance is less accurate. The variation is what needs to be 

measured. Six Sigma can be extremely beneficial to an organization when implemented with 

care and knowledge.  

 GE makes sure that everyone is aware of the benefits of Six Sigma and offers leadership 

training to develop quality black belts, green belts and other leaders. Since implementing Six 

Sigma, it has “changed the DNA of GE.” (GE) With every product designed, there are plenty of 

statistical analysis tools to measure defects and ensure quality. GE uses control charts, Pareto 

diagrams, process mapping, root cause analysis, and statistical process control to monitor 

and control quality. They also use tree diagrams to breakdown a goal with detailed actions that 

allow for team members to come up with creative solutions. A focus on delighting the customer 

means providing a product that will perform, be reliable, priced competitively, delivered on-time, 
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good service, and more. Six Sigma allowed GE to delight customers are a more regular basis. 

Their Design for Six Sigma (DFSS) training allows for knowledgeable people to develop 

product within the parameters of customer demand/need and process capability. Another 

important aspect of Six Sigma is sharing best practices. With many different businesses, a 

successful manager will share the best practices and processes across businesses to quickly 

improve quality or capability. This is a simple example, the first company to use a drive-thru 

window for ordering and delivering fast food quickly realized how important it was to their 

success. The practice of taking the order and money at one window and giving food to the 

customer at the next window allows for less perceived waiting time and line that flows more 

fluidly. Just an example, but it perfectly illustrates the sharing of best practices across business.  

 According to reports on Six Sigma by GE, they have been quite successful with it. Six 

Sigma “exceeded our most optimistic predictions.” (GE). I believe one of the keys to GE’s 

successful use of Six Sigma was their pool of qualified leaders. The training GE provides 

allowed for everyone in the company to understand Six Sigma at basic quality overview meeting 

or in depth training dealing with DFSS. Leaders create an environment where people want to 

contribute their candid opinions, they lead through periods of change, and they are given more 

responsibility when implementing and monitoring goals and objectives of Six Sigma.  
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