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HAPPILY it is not necessary to be acquainted with the underlying basis for the Shewhart

control chart in order to use it profitably. Here we shall take up a number of ideas, including

discussions of the following statements:

(a) Shewhart charts are a graphical way of applying a sequential statistical significance test

for an out-of-control condition.

(b) Controllimits are confidence limits on the true process mean.

(c) Shewhart charts are based on probabilistic models.

(d) Normality is required for the correct application of an X chart.

(e) The theoretical basis for the Shewhart control chart has sorne obscurities that are difficult

to teach.

Contrary to what is found in many articles and books, all five of these statements are

incorrecto

Shewhart control charts are used to indicate the presence of causes that produce important

deviations from the stable operation of a process. These causes have been called by Shewhart

(1931, p. 14) "assignable" causes and by Deming (1986, p. 310) "special" causes. Signals of

special causes indicate that a process is doing something which a stable process would not be

expected to do. The analyst may find and act on causes giving rise to such signals.

When the existence of special causes is no longer indicated, the process is said to be "in

statistical control". This implies an economic condition. In principie it would be possible to reduce

the variation of the process, thereby revealing additional special causes. Initially, this may not be

an economic option; but eventually competition may force it to be. It seems apparent from the
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