
CitiBank’s Six-Sigma Approach to Continuous Improvement 

The Big Picture 

In 1997 Citibank set about to apply Six-Sigma technique to its 

nonmanufacturing environment by contracting with Motorola University 

Consulting and Training Services for extensive Six-Sigma training. The goal was 

to improve Citibank operations globally through defect reduction and process 

timeline improvement while increasing customer loyalty and satisfaction. 

Citibank’s mission focused on becoming the premier international financial 

company in the next millennium requiring excellence in every facet of the 

business and action on the part of every Citibank employee. This quality initiative 

began with training 650 senior managers by October 1997 and over 92,000 

employees trained worldwide by early 1999. 

Six-Sigma to the Rescue 

The initial phase of the Six-Sigma process involved Motorola University 

training Citibank employees on both Cycle Time Reduction (CTR) and Cross 

Functional Process Mapping (CFPM). These methodologies essentially set the 

stage for Six-Sigma by mapping and eliminating wasteful and nonvalue-added 

processing steps from the business. In a nonmanufacturing company, 90 percent 

of activities may fall into this category. A sigma is a statistical term which 

measures to what degree a process varies from perfection. A rating of three 

sigma equals 66,807 defects per million opportunities; a rating of Six-Sigma 

equals 3.4 defects per million opportunities, or virtual perfection. 

Six-Sigma is accomplished using simple tools, including the Pareto chart. 

The data on the chart identify which problems occur with the greatest frequency 

or incur the highest cost. It provides the direct evidence of what would be 

analyzed and corrected first. Typically 20 percent of the possible causes are 

responsible for 80 percent of any problem. 

Citibank undertook the Six-Sigma process to investigate why it was not 

achieving complete customer satisfaction with a goal to have 10 times reduction 

in defects and cycle time by December 2000 and 10 times again every two years. 
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Six-Sigma classifies a defect as anything that results in customer dissatisfaction 

and unhappiness. Indicators of less than optimal status are customer opinions 

such as: 

 You’re difficult to do business with; 

 You don’t fix my problems; 

 You’re not staying innovative and your systems are not 

state-of-the-art; 

 You are slow and complicated. 

Team Approach 

A team composed of bankers and operations people identified the entire 

funds transfer process, tabulating defects and analyzing them using Pareto 

charts. Highest on the list of defects for this process was the internal callback 

procedure, which required a staffer to phone back the requester to make sure 

that the instructions were correct, or had not been altered. “We cut monthly 

callbacks from 8,000 to 1,000 and we eliminated callbacks for 73 percent of the 

transactions coming in,” says Cherylann Munoz, compliance director of Citibank’s 

Private Bank in the United States and Western Hemisphere. 

In Citibank’s Global Cash and Trade Organization (GCTO), MU’s Six-

Sigma methodology helped track defects and documented the results by 

teaching team members to identify appropriate metrics, determine a baseline, 

establish appropriate standards, and monitor execution. The employees formed 

teams to solve any issues they discovered during this analysis. 

To reduce the time for opening an account, Citibank formed a cross-

functional global team of 80 people. The team first identified sponsors and 

formed a steering committee to champion the effort. Employees were invited to 

participate based on their subject matter know-how and ability to assist with the 

solution. The biggest hurdle for Citibank employees was allocating the time to 

participate while juggling their daily job responsibilities. Sue Andros, a global 
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process owner in the GCTO responsible for the end-to-end customer experience 

says process mapping “lets people get to know one another.” 

“Team members worked well together, since achieving the objectives 

would make their professional responsibilities easier and would benefit their 

customers—a win/win situation for everyone,” Andros says. “The focus on cycle 

time and deficiencies has made an impact on how we serve customers. It’s not 

just a matter of doing things faster, it’s doing things better. This means 

eliminating redundancy, minimizing hand-offs, and establishing metrics that 

reflect performance in the eyes of the customer.” 

Dipak Rastogi, executive vice president for Citibank’s Eastern 

European/Central Asia and Africa region headquartered in London, agrees with 

those sentiments. “Introducing quality as a core strategy was viewed as a unique 

opportunity and differentiating feature not only with regard to our customers, but 

also our employees,” says Rastogi. “When implemented correctly, quality 

increases customer satisfaction and leads to shorter reaction time and faster 

introduction of new products—providing a sustainable competitive advantage.” 

Management Commitment 

Teams involved in the Citibank quality initiative needed to have full 

autonomy to make decisions about changes to the established processes. Senior 

management sponsored these initiatives or served on steering committees to 

champion the work and there was an “open door” policy so that teams could gain 

access to them as needed. According to Peter Klimes, quality director for 

Citibank in the Czech Republic, the involvement of senior support is a continuous 

process all the way from setting critical business issues and objectives, to the 

final improvement implementation. “We have had a well-balanced split between 

projects initiated by senior management and those initiated by employees,” 

Klimes says. “Our senior operations officer and our corporate bank head were 

our most active supporters of Six-Sigma projects. Their commitment helps 

balance back and front office aspects of projects.” 
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