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ABSTRACT 
In order to improve organizational performance, organizations within both production and service 

sectors keep turning to the Lean concept with hopes of finding a productive approach to their 

challenges. This tendency appears to remain in spite of reports indicating that the Lean concept is 

far from easy to develop, implement and sustain. Research estimates that as much as 90 percent of 

companies do not reach the goals they aspire to when trying to implement Lean. Leadership and 

management are pointed out as key enablers for Lean development. It appears, however, that these 

areas prove most difficult and also contain gaps in literature and research. Lean and organizational 

learning have been presented as highly correlated. Since social practice and organizational cross-

functional cooperation are central activities within organizational learning, cross-functional 

management teams are of interest. Based on this background, the purpose of this thesis is to further 

the understanding of requirements on senior management in Lean development. The purpose is 

attained by analyzing a team-based management approach to Lean practice and competence 

development, and investigating how that approach relates to organizational performance. The 

thesis approaches the Lean concept by means of an organizational learning perspective. Its case-

study approach was conducted at a large, international manufacturing company. In the thesis, a 

sequenced and team-based management approach developed by the studied company is described 

and discussed. As a final step, this approach is evaluated according to what improvements could 

be found regarding key performance indicators such as delivery precision and safety within the 

studied organization. The results from the included studies show that managerial Lean competence 

development is centered around a number of main factors. These include the initial definition of 

Lean within the organization, the process of leading with action in a new way of working, and the 

collective experimenting and cross-functional cooperation within management teams. 

Furthermore, the target breakdown and follow-up process is found to be a viable, central approach 

to people involvement and competence development within the organization. The importance of 

management taking active part in the organizational learning process, acting as enablers and role 

models by exercising a specific leadership style rather than just being considered as administration 

for the development process, is pointed out as central. Results indicate that areas within the 

company where cross-functional management teams have systematically practiced the sequenced, 

team-based approach over time perform better in areas such as health and safety and delivery 

precision. The main conclusions are that collective cross-functional practice within management 

functions is a key factor for Lean management development, and that an understanding of 

organizational learning in change efforts such as Lean development may be considered beneficial 

for organizations. Specifically, the thesis concludes that the balancing of leadership and 

management, or mechanistic and organic features within an organization, related to organizational 

learning is of importance. 

Keywords: Lean, leadership, management, cross-functional teams, senior managers, Lean 

implementation 
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FOREWORD 
I am grateful to have had the opportunity to perform this study and to make the journey into my 

chosen field. It has been inspiring, energizing and at times frustrating. Overall, it has been a great 

journey of learning for me. Over a span of ten years, I have had the opportunity to closely observe 

and participate in an organization’s strategic development and learning endeavor. During this time, 

I have participated in company training programs, day-to-day development activities, and also 

formal and informal interviews with senior managers about the development. But perhaps the most 

rewarding and inspiring part of this journey has been the opportunity for me to reflect on my 

observations and findings together with fellow authors, researchers and mentors. I wish to thank 

my supervisors, Professor Lars Bengtsson, Professor Emeritus Jörgen Eklund and Assistant 

Professor Camilla Niss for their help, support and valuable input. Also, I thank all the people within 

the organization who have contributed their time, support and input to make this thesis possible. 

 

The work on this thesis has been influenced by my professional background within the industry. I 

have over some 25 years worked within the manufacturing industry as operator, flow manager, 

production manager and management consultant running global training initiatives. I have been on 

both the receiving and planning end of change and development initiatives during this time, and I 

have come to appreciate the variety of perspectives present within an organization. My interest in 

the art of driving organizational change has grown as a result of seeing varying results of change 

initiatives. Some initiatives appear to take root within the organization and some slowly fade away, 

only to be replaced by some similar initiative with a different name. In some cases, I have seen 

initiatives being restarted several times within the same organization without taking root and being 

sustainable, despite the resources devoted. This experience has influenced my approach to this 

work, the questions I ask and the way I have gone about investigating them. 

 

Jonas Renström 
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1 Introduction 

This section provides an introduction to the Lean concept and its origin, some of the 

challenges the concept brings with it, and a description of the purpose of the thesis 

and connected research questions. 

 

From an ergonomics perspective, a workplace that is adapted and fitted to humans 

will not only result in increased productivity but also in increased levels of wellness 

among the people working there (Dul et al., 2012). As described by Halling (2020) 

performance and well-being interact, performance influences well-being and well-

being influences performance. Managers thus have an important role in the design 

and management of work in firms striving for improvement within these areas (Dul 

et al., 2012). For ergonomics, the goal has always, as stated by Edwards and Langaa 

Jensen (2014), been to design or redesign production systems that takes in to 

consideration both aspects of productivity as well as employee well-being. Improved 

productivity and profitability as well as respect for people are reoccurring themes 

and objectives in Lean literature and descriptions of Toyota (Emiliani et al., 2007; 

Liker and Hoseus, 2010; Liker and Ballé, 2013). Lean may thus be a viable concept 

to use in workplace improvement. As described by Håkansson (2019), regarding 

Lean transformation of industrial work, employees can sustain important work 

resources including favorable psychosocial working conditions.  

 

1.1 Lean - A managerial challenge 

Lean remains a viable approach for many companies striving to improve their 

operations and competitiveness (Hines et al., 2018), despite difficulties in both 

implementation and sustainability (Hines et al., 2018; Mann, 2010; Poksinska and 

Swartling, 2018). Lean development needs to be considered a management approach 

(Emiliani, 2007), requiring senior management commitment and participation as 

well as a completely different set of leadership behaviors (Emiliani and Emiliani, 

2013; Mann, 2010; Rother, 2010). A common obstacle to successful Lean 

implementation is the inability to understand Lean as a consistent management 

approach and not merely as a cost reduction system (Mann, 2009). Thus, definition 

of a new way of working, as well as communication of this vision, is important. As 

described by Eriksson and Fundin (2018), strategic change within organizations is 

challenging not only related to the aspired changes per se but also regarding how the 

vision of the future is understood and interpreted by the organization. 

 

The tendency to approach Lean as merely a cost reduction toolbox can be traced to 

the early emulation in the West of an operations approach originating in Japan. The 

origins of the Lean concept are to be found within the Toyota Motor Company. The 
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term was first used as a way to distinguish the Toyota approach from buffered 

production systems by Krafcik (1988) and was later spread globally by Womack et 

al. (1990) in the book The Machine that Changed the World. In the 1980s, early 

emulation of the concept in the West for most part consisted of the piecemeal copying 

of tools such as 5S, kanban and just in time (JIT) (Hines et al., 2018). Despite reports 

of low success rate in implementation, i.e., actual versus planned outcomes from 

implementation initiatives, the Lean concept remains popular. As stated by Hines et 

al. (2018), “much of the literature is positive about Lean – perhaps even a little too 

positive as it is more rewarding (and perhaps more publishable) to write a really 

good success story” (p. 3).  

 

Criticism of the Lean concept, or sometimes of how it has been applied and the 

ambiguity surrounding it, is still present. Examples such as adverse impact on 

employees, oppressive mechanisms of worker control and unsafe work environment 

are presented by Mehri (2006). Further negative effects on employees are described 

by Gibson and Mrugalska (2019), Coffey and Thornley (2006) and Benders and 

Morita (2004). Other areas where gaps and critique have been presented are the 

overfocus on operations versus strategy (Hines et al., 2004), the confusion about 

what the term Lean actually means (Stone, 2012; Hines et al., 2018), the use of a 

piecemeal tools approach (Hines et al., 2008; Seddon and Caulkin, 2007), and the 

missing role of people in the Lean approach (Radnor et al., 2006; Stone, 2012).  

 

Despite an abundance of descriptions of the difficulties related to Lean 

implementation and sustainability issues related to the approach (Chakravorty and 

Hales, 2016; Hines et al., 2008, 2018), and the patience and organizational changes 

needed to succeed with such an initiative, both researchers and companies remain 

interested (Bhasin, 2012; Hines et al., 2018; Stone, 2012). The fact that the rate of 

organizations failing to reach aspired targets in a Lean implementation is indicated 

to be 90 percent or more (Bhasin, 2012; Bhasin and Burcher, 2006) may be 

considered a deterrence to organizations, but apparently not. Companies continue to 

turn to the concept with hopes of increasing competitiveness and profitability (Bai et 

al., 2018). One reason for this may be that the concept appears deceptively 

uncomplicated (Emiliani and Emiliani, 2013; Toledo et al., 2018). Emiliani and 

Emiliani (2013) state that the Lean concept may appear conceptually simple, yet it 

does require considerable hands-on involvement to learn and understand. Daily 

managerial practice is required (ibid.) in order to grasp and understand the 

requirements of Lean management, a learning process which is likely not taken into 

account or recognized when turning to the Lean concept.  
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A frequently pointed out characteristic of Toyota and one of the reasons given for 

the company’s success is organizational learning (Liker and Hoseus, 2008; Rother, 

2010; Senge, 2000). Regarding the company’s design and management of work, 

“Toyota provides an example of a learning organization that is real and successful. 

It is successful for the owners of the business and for the team associates. It starts 

with the assumption that people are the most important resource and need to be 

nurtured and developed and challenged” (Liker and Hoseus, 2010, p. 49). A learning 

organization has the ability to not only facilitate learning but also transform the 

learnings and insights of its members into continuous organizational renewal, 

something which Toyota demonstrates with its ability to drive continuous 

improvement. This is emphasized by a quote from the internal company document 

“Toyota Way 2001”: “We view errors as opportunities for learning. Rather than 

blaming individuals, the organization takes corrective actions” (quoted in Liker and 

Hoseus, 2008, p. 40). Toyota further described how knowledge gained from this 

approach is broadly distributed within the organization and point out that learning is 

a continuous company-wide process. In this process, superiors motivate and train 

subordinates, predecessors train successors, and employees at all levels share 

knowledge with one another. 

 

To increase understanding regarding managerial requirements in Lean operations 

and to broaden the knowledge of the field, this thesis looks at the Lean concept 

through an organizational learning perspective. Since Lean implementation and 

organizational learning have been presented as highly correlated (Tortorella et al., 

2019), this is considered a productive way to further explore and understand Lean 

management. In addition, Toyota is frequently referred to as skilled at organizational 

learning (Liker and Hoseus, 2008; Rother, 2010; Senge, 2000), where collective 

practice and experimenting are key points.  

 

Aij and Teunissen (2017) point out that a growing body of research shows that to 

catalyze and sustain the change in a Lean development effort, systemwide change 

and effective leadership are required. Thus, merely implementing “Lean tools” is not 

sufficient, even though this may be where most companies start out. Endurance is 

needed to make the leap from using tools to influencing systems, culture and people. 

In fact, Hines et al. (2018) have identified three maturity stages (tool-based, systems-

based and culture-based change) in Lean development, where managerial action and 

participation play a vital part. According to Seidel et al. (2017), there is a lack of 

empirical evidence linking the level of leaders’ competency development and 

operational results. This has also been emphasized by Emiliani et al. (2007), who 

state that a majority of organizations have difficulties in understanding the Lean 

concept as a management approach that demands certain specific leadership 
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behaviors as well as senior management commitment and participation. The 

importance of managerial competence and support is further emphasized by Mann 

(2009), who indicates that even though failed Lean initiatives often are described as 

related to Lean design at lower levels of the organization, they actually are more 

related to changed, weak or absent support from senior management. 

 

Despite the fact that senior management is clearly indicated as vital in Lean 

implementations and development (Toledo et al., 2018; van Assen, 2018a), there 

appears to be a gap in the literature regarding Lean implementation and management, 

specifically regarding the connection between Lean leadership and the 

transformational leadership styles (van Assen, 2018a) and the ability to sustain Lean 

development by means of people development (Toledo et al., 2018). Mann (2010) 

states that there exists a gap in Lean literature on management bridging the gap 

between Lean tools and Lean thinking, something which is essential in creating 

conditions for a sustainable Lean culture. Also, Emiliani et al. (2007) point out that 

Lean management is an area that does not receive the attention it requires from either 

organizations or researchers. Hines et al. (2018) point to current gaps in Lean 

literature and specifically the gap between technical, tool-based change and 

leadership and change management, something which affects sustainability of Lean 

initiatives. This indicates a need to further explore managerial obstacles and 

requirements related to Lean. Prerequisites for the systemwide change and effective 

leadership said to be required in Lean development need to be further understood 

(Aij and Teunissen, 2017). One way of doing this is to apply an organizational 

learning perspective to Lean, and to understand managerial and leadership 

requirements as described in theories of organizational learning. 

 

In summary, Lean may be considered challenging to implement, sustain and develop. 

It is ambiguous and demands considerable practice to grasp and understand (Hines 

et al., 2018). It has been criticized for negative effects on employees (Gibson and 

Mrugalska, 2019) and for oppressive mechanisms of worker control (Mehri, 2006).  

Despite this, it remains common for companies to turn to the Lean approach for 

increased results and competitiveness (Poksinska and Swartling, 2018). The concept 

is clearly linked to organizational learning, with ensuing characteristics and 

demands. Management and leadership play vital parts in developing and sustaining 

a Lean way of working; within these areas, gaps regarding bridging Lean tools, Lean 

thinking and change management can be found in the literature (Hines et al., 2018; 

Mann, 2010). Approaching the Lean concept from an organizational learning 

perspective and the ensuing team-based approach is an attempt to further the 

understanding of Lean managerial requirements and competence development. Since 

Toyota is notably skilled at organizational learning, and organizational learning 
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theories state that collective learning and experimenting together are key points, a 

study of a management team-based approach to Lean implementation and 

development is suggested as a valid perspective to increase knowledge of the field. 
mechanisms of worker control and unsafe work environment are presented by Mehri (2006). 

Further negative effects on employees are described by Gibson and Mrugalska (2019) 

 

1.2 Purpose 

This thesis approaches the Lean concept by means of an organizational learning 

perspective. Thus, it emphasizes prerequisites for organizational learning, such as 

the importance of managerial team practice, the balancing of leadership styles and 

people involvement and development. 

  

The purpose of this thesis is to further the understanding of requirements on senior 

management in Lean development. The purpose is attained by analyzing a team-

based management approach to Lean practice and competence development, and 

investigating how that approach relates to organizational performance. 
  

1.3 Research questions 

Based on the purpose, the research questions in the thesis are as follows. 

 

Given that management and leadership are different but complementary means of 

action, both required in Lean and organizational learning: the terms management and 

leadership are at times used indiscriminately. They do, however, have different 

meanings (Kotter, 1990). To grasp the managerial requirements related to Lean, it’s 

crucial to understand the differences between management and leadership, since they 

relate to meeting different needs within an organization. One without the other would 

be like a cart with only one wheel, spinning in place and not moving forward easily. 

Management and leadership are pointed out as key enablers for developing and 

sustaining Lean (Hines et al., 2018; Mann, 2009; Poksinska and Swartling, 2018). 

Managerial and leadership requirements related to Lean should thus be of great 

interest. The area has, however, not received enough attention from researchers and 

companies (Hines et al., 2018; Mann, 2010). Thus, the first question is: 

RQ 1. What are the managerial and leadership requirements related to Lean 

development? 

 

Given that managers play a vital role as teachers and role models in Lean 

development and that absent management support is pointed out as a common factor 

for failed Lean initiatives: As described by Mann (2010), senior managers need to 

take ownership for the development they aspire to achieve within their organization. 

As described by Rother (2010), middle- and lower-level managers and leaders within 
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a company are the ones who will ultimately mentor, teach and coach employees in 

regard to desired change and improvement. Based on this, a lack of senior 

management competence, participation and commitment may impede the 

development and sustainability of a Lean approach. Thus, the second question is:  

RQ 2. What are the perceived obstacles to Lean development among managers? 

 

Given the requirements within Lean and organizational learning regarding social 

practice and cross-functional coordination, a frequently pointed out characteristic of 

Toyota and one of the reasons given for the company’s success is organizational 

learning (Liker and Hoseus, 2008; Rother, 2010; Senge, 2000). Collective practice 

and experimenting are key points in an organizational learning approach. A study of 

a management team-based approach to Lean implementation and development is 

considered a valid perspective to increase knowledge of the field. Thus, the third 

question is: 

RQ 3. What could a team-based management approach to Lean development look 

like? 

 

Given the need to further understand the impact of a team-based approach, a stated 

gap exists regarding empirical evidence linking the level of leaders’ competencies 

development and operational results (Seidel et al., 2017). The choice of 

measurements is motivated by customer focus and respect for people, two key 

elements in a Lean approach (Liker and Hoseus, 2008). Thus, the fourth question is: 

RQ 4. Can performance improvements regarding delivery precision and injury 

frequency be concluded from a team-based management approach to Lean 

development? 

 

This study consists of five papers (Table 1, section 3.2). The first three papers (A-C) 

address leadership and managerial requirements related to Lean. Papers C and D 

address a team-based approach to Lean and perceived obstacles to Lean 

implementation. Paper E evaluates results from the sequenced, team-based approach 

used by the studied company. 
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2 Theoretical Framework  

This section provides a description of Lean and its origins, as well as some critical 

views on the concept. It also provides descriptions of the concept of organizational 

learning. It furthermore describes managerial and leadership implications related 

to Lean and organizational learning. 

 

2.1 Lean and its origins 

Originating at the Toyota Motor Company, the Lean concept has evolved 

considerably over time (Hines et al., 2004, Hines et al., 2018). It has expanded 

beyond pure manufacturing and shop-floor applications within the automotive 

industry to being applicable in industries outside manufacturing and throughout 

organizations (Bai et al., 2018; Stone, 2012). The Lean concept may be considered 

an ambiguous one (Hines et al., 2018) since it is a translated version of the Toyota 

Production System, which in turn has been translated into numerous additional 

versions (Pettersen, 2009). Two main translations or versions of Lean exist according 

to Pettersen (2009, p. 132), and these are described as “toolbox Lean” and “Lean 

thinking.” Toolbox Lean can be said to be internally focused and preoccupied with a 

collection of “waste reduction tools.” Lean thinking, on the other hand, is more 

externally focused, taking a strategic and systemwide perspective. A piecemeal tool-

focus approach (Hines et al., 2008; Seddon and Caulkin, 2007) may add to the 

confusion regarding what the term Lean actually means (Stone, 2012) and possibly 

bring with it adverse impact on employees, as described by Mehri (2006). Based on 

experience as a Toyota subcontractor and affiliate, Mehri (2006) gives a description 

of way of working and consequences that is radically different from most other 

descriptions. The human cost of high productivity and a global market share is 

pointed out. And given the descriptions, according to Mehri, Lean has much to do 

with producing vehicles quickly and for the least amount of money, and little to do 

with improving the lives of workers. A reason for the international enthusiasm for 

Lean is said to be the difficulties in discerning tatemae from honne. Tatemae 

indicates public expressions of what you are supposed to feel or do, whereas honne 

indicates the underlying, obscure reality of what you actually feel and do. The 

displayed tatemae has, according to Mehri (2006), been readily but erroneously 

accepted as a given, while Japanese reality and potential losses in translation of the 

concept have been overlooked or disregarded. 

 

Hines et al. (2004) point to a view of the concept where they describe Lean as existing 

on two levels, one operational and the other strategic. They state that the customer-

centered strategic “thinking” perspective is applicable everywhere, whereas the 

operational shop-floor approach is not (ibid.). Confusion around this and how Lean 
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may be applied in a productive way is said to have generated a lack of sustainability 

in many Lean implementation efforts. There is an almost complete lack of strategic 

level thinking in many Lean programs which often leads to lack of sustainability 

(ibid.). Sustaining this type of improvement program over an extended period of time 

has proven to be difficult (Poksinska and Swartling, 2018). A key factor for 

sustainable Lean implementation has been pointed out as people involvement 

(Dombrowski and Mielke, 2013), which indicates that leadership is a vital factor 

(Dombrowski and Mielke, 2014). Even though studies show that working with Lean 

production can result in significant improvements regarding quality and productivity 

(Fullerton et al., 2003; Huson and Nanda, 1995), it appears that sustainability and 

management approach are central issues (Mann, 2010). It has been pointed out that; 

“The tools that have resulted from the codification of Ohno’s methods have valuable 

uses and can certainly solve problems in manufacturing. But it is the philosophy 

behind the tools – how managers think about the design and management of work 

that is key” (Seddon, 2005, p. 15). The understanding of philosophy and mindset as 

crucial for Lean implementation is further emphasized by Yamamoto and Bellgran 

(2010). 

 

Regarding Toyota’s way of working and the Lean concept, Emiliani (2017) points 

on his web forum to differences between the Lean concept and Toyota’s approach, 

emphasizing that the two concepts are not the same. However, promotion, branding 

and a close association with Toyota and former Toyota employees are said to have 

helped to keep the Lean movement alive. Toyota does not practice Lean, they 

practice TPS (the Toyota production system), and a comparison between the two 

approaches reveals significant differences. These differences result in pursuit of 

different objectives, different ways of thinking about things and different ways of 

going about things. Where TPS originates from industrial engineers, Lean is said to 

have been designed by social scientists. Desired outcomes are also said to differ in 

that TPS is focused on customer satisfaction as a way to ensure company survival, 

whereas Lean is said to be more focused on creating the perfect process and perfect 

value. 

 

Several researchers, such as Liker and Hoseus (2008), Rother (2010) and Senge 

(2000), refer to Toyota as a learning organization. This type of organization has the 

ability not only to facilitate the learning of its members but also to transform this 

learning into continuous organizational renewal. Toyota is described as deliberately 

striving to maintain a state of disequilibrium (Osono et al., 2008). This is done by 

maintaining contradictions and paradoxes within the company and by relentlessly 

pitting opposing forces against each other to realize continuous innovation and 

renewal. This type of development by experimenting is, however, said to require a 
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shared set of values among employees focused on decisive action such as tolerance 

for failure, honesty, social duty and persistence (Osono et al., 2008, p. 93). The skills 

resulting from these values, described as “soft skills”, are built into the working 

culture at Toyota through continuous communication and practice (ibid.). To 

inculcate these values in its workforce, in a process said to have been guided by the 

initial direction of the company founders, has taken Toyota decades of persistent 

work. The establishment of a learning organization can thus be considered arduous 

work over a long period of time, and far from the quick fix many firms perhaps hope 

for when turning to the Lean concept to realize their goals. 

 

Communication and breakdown of strategy and goals is at Toyota referred to as 

Hoshin Kanri. The concept means “to gain acceptance for strategic decisions” 

(Liker, 2010). It is Toyota’s way of communicating its visions from the executive 

level to the shop-floor team level. Regarding communication on strategy and goals, 

Senge (2000) states that: “The key to local goal setting that serves the health of the 

whole is helping people at the local level see how they fit into the larger system. Only 

then can they shape a field of local goals consonant with system-wide health.” (p. 

73). 

 

In this process, demanding targets are set at the top-management level that are then 

transformed into measurable targets for the year by each level of the organization. 

This process goes far beyond management by objectives (MBO) and regular goal-

cascading processes commonly used in many companies. In fact, Liker and Convis 

(2012) state regarding organizational goal setting: “it is rare for leaders to be able 

to break these down and align their daily efforts in such a way that each work group 

understands and owns its portion of the big-picture goals and has a clearly defined 

plan for how it will accomplish them (p. 42). Establishing a functioning Hoshin Kanri 

system is a demanding task. In fact, as described by Liker and Convis (2012), Toyota 

did have aspects of the system in place at the time of the launch of their first plants 

in North America but did not have the maturity to fully extend this down to all work 

groups on the shop floor for 20 years. This clearly indicates that the development of 

a Lean system requires patience and maturity and is far from a simple development 

project with a deadline.  

 

Regarding competing or conflicting efforts resulting from target cascading, Liker and 

Convis (2012, p. 148) state that “If different departments are working on 

disconnected projects, one reducing costs, another on safety, another reducing 

inventory, it is likely that no overall large benefits will accrue to the company”. The 

coordination of development initiatives and improvements is thus important in order 

to ensure overall organizational development and not suboptimal results. Toyota’s 
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approach to directing and coordinating action throughout its organization is Hoshin 

Kanri. Translated, according to Liker and Convis (2012) hoshin means “compass” or 

“pointing the direction” and kanri means “management” or “control”. It is the 

process for setting goals and targets, as well as clear plans for how to reach those 

targets. This can ensure direction and momentum for the organization. The focus in 

this process is alignment of breakthrough objectives or bigger improvement steps. 

The follow-up on key performance indicators (KPIs) that might be connected to the 

goals are more part of daily kaizen management. Liker and Convis (2012) give the 

following example of goals being broken down to specific day-to-day actions from 

top-level requirements: 

 

As goals move down through the company, they become more specific. 

“Become best in class in quality” at the top level can work its way down 

to very specific targets on very specific measures, such as, “a 5 percent 

improvement per year over three years in first-time, defect free welding. 

(p. 149) 

 

This approach enables the company to cascade targets down in the organization and 

to ensure that they are turned into concrete action and also coordinated horizontally. 

But the system is only as strong as the chain of leadership, which is one reason why 

Toyota takes leadership development so seriously and works so hard with it, 

according to Liker and Convis (2012). Too many companies are said to adopt 

something they consider to be Hoshin Kanri but lack the leadership ability and 

engaged work groups to be able to translate high-level goals into concrete change 

and development (ibid.). 

 

The hoshin approach may appear similar to other target setting processes or MBO in 

use today. There are, however, distinct differences to the approach as used by Toyota. 

Liker and Convis (2012, p. 152) point to three main differences that account for 

Toyota’s success in using the approach. Firstly, the goals are identified by an 

intensive process of data gathering by the top 20 or 30 leaders, who have intimate 

knowledge of the current state of the company at all levels, knowledge acquired by 

spending time at the gemba. This is a significant difference from a smaller team of 

executives setting goals in larger companies without true insight into operations and 

thus opportunities for improvement. This latter form of goal setting is, however, not 

uncommon. As described by Kotter and Schlesinger (2008, p. 5): “Managers who 

initiate change often assume both that they have all the relevant information required 

to conduct an adequate organization analysis and that those who will be affected by 

the change have the same facts, when neither assumption is correct. In either case, 

the difference in information that groups work with often leads to difference in 
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analyses, which in turn can lead to resistance.” Secondly, the manner in which 

Toyota cascades goals down through the organization is described as a two-way 

communication rather than a one-way mandate and is signified by a high level of 

collaboration and give-and-take. It is described as a process where senior leaders 

engage and involve the next level of leaders in fact-based conversations regarding 

what goals are achievable and what the best approaches to achieving them would be 

(Liker and Convis, 2012). This may be considered a way to ensure local ownership 

and commitment for desired development, and a way to unleash creativity and yet 

ensure organizational direction. Thirdly, Toyota consciously invests in developing 

leaders who in turn develop more junior employees. This is done to ensure that all 

employees, from team member to senior leaders, possess the required skills to 

participate in the process of cascading hoshin goals and also support the process of 

identifying the means necessary to reach the goals. But it may take years to reach a 

level of sufficient leadership ability as described in Toyota’s North American 

development. If the leadership of a specific unit or plant is not sufficiently mature, 

Toyota will not use the Hoshin Kanri process in its complete form of top-to-bottom 

participation, but rather use a top-down structure similar to conventional MBO. 

Leadership development is thus central in developing a system based on Toyota’s 

way of working. As described in theories regarding organizational learning, the way 

to develop is by practicing the system, and based on Toyota’s experiences, patience 

is required.  

 

According to Liker and Convis (2012), most companies attempting to develop a Lean 

system start at the wrong end. Instead of initially developing the leadership skills at 

all levels, which is required to identify the best means of achieving goals, goals and 

targets are set and pushed out in the organization before required leadership skills 

are in place. This is said to frequently lead to disaster for organizations, as short-term 

decisions trump long-term considerations (ibid., p. 153). 

  

Identifying and codifying required leadership behavior is thus a starting point. 

Toyota defined and documented aspects of its leadership as it expanded globally and 

began to operate in new cultural settings (Liker and Convis, 2012). Whereas the 

values that the leadership approach is based on are said to be consistent globally, 

their application, or the way these values are expressed or lived out, are adapted to 

local context and culture (ibid.). Key points in this approach include taking on 

challenges to achieve a bold vision while systematically reflecting at each step taken. 

Included in this is a mindset or understanding that everything can be improved, that 

decisions are based on personal knowledge gained by going and seeing, and that 

teamwork and respect are what generates the morale required for continuous 

improvement. 
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2.2 Organizational Learning 

Literature within the field of organizational learning presents a rather wide set of 

views on what constitutes learning. Three key components include explorative, 

exploitative and transformative learning (Sun and Anderson, 2011; Yukl, 2009). The 

concept can be said to be centered upon two widely cited viewpoints (Waddell and 

Pio, 2015). The first viewpoint being individuals learning as agents for the 

organization where their knowledge is stored in the nonhuman aspects of the 

organization, such as routines, procedures and rules as described by Argyris and 

Schön (1978) and March (1991). The second viewpoint being learning as a means of 

participation rather than acquisition as described by Brown and Duguid (1991). 

Learning is by Levitt and March (1988) defined as a process rather than as an 

outcome and organizational learning described as routine-based, history dependent 

and target oriented. By this perspective organizations are seen as learning by 

encoding history into routines which guide behavior (ibid.). The field of 

organizational learning can be seen as divided into several subfields such as 

organizational learning, the learning organization, knowledge management and 

organizational knowledge (Easterby-Smith and Lyles, 2003). To separate these 

subfields of organizational learning and make clear distinctions between them is not 

possible (ibid.). The perspective taken in this thesis is one where organizational 

learning is considered a context dependent, dynamic process over time, requiring 

organizational interplay between functions and system levels and where individual, 

group and organizational levels all need to be taken into consideration.  

 

Organizational learning means Learning by doing things together. It is described as 

collectively experiential or experimental (Eikeland, 2012). Organizational learning 

differs from theoretical learning generated by individually or collectively reading or 

listening to information, in that it emphasizes practice as a way of generating often 

tacit understanding of skills and requirements. However, it also differs from learning 

by doing in the form of individual apprenticeship or imitation. It emphasizes 

collective learning through practical experience or, as stated by Eikeland (2012), 

learning by trying to solve tasks or perform better together. Even though this type of 

learning involves individuals interacting for a purpose, it goes beyond descriptions 

of “team learning” in that it by its organizational focus involves activities of 

interaction between organizational departments and levels. This type of learning may 

be considered a critical process for an organization’s strategic renewal and 

development in response to business demands, as well as a vital competitive 

advantage for companies having developed it in a functional way. According to 

Ellström (2010), interest in the field of organizational learning has grown 

considerably since the late 1980s due to globalization and increased corporate 

competition. The tendency to abandon traditional Tayloristic and bureaucratic 
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models of work in favor of allegedly more flexible and integrated work systems, 

characterized as high-commitment work systems, is said to be a reflection of this 

(ibid.).  

 

The concept of organizational learning contains several dimensions and may thus be 

challenging to define. The concept implies, in one dimension, individual learning – 

but this is not sufficient. Thus, the transfer of individual learning to organizational 

learning, in a way that makes sure that individual learning becomes embedded in an 

organization’s memory and structure, may be considered to be at the heart of the 

concept of organizational learning (Kim, 1993).  

 

A description of the required organizational interplay between system levels is given 

by Crossan et al. (1999), who describe organizational learning as a dynamic process 

over time and across levels, indicating that individual, group and organizational 

levels all need to be considered.  

 

This type of learning is said to create a tension between assimilating new learning 

(feed forward) and exploiting and using what has already been learned (feedback) 

similar to what Osono et al. (2008) describe when they state that Toyota deliberately 

strives to maintain a state of disequilibrium. The seemingly contradictory approach 

of using a high degree of standardization or authoritarian leadership combined with 

a high degree of creative improvement and participative leadership is by Crossan et 

al. (1999) described as follows: “Through feed-forward processes, new ideas and 

actions flow from the individual to the group to the organization levels. At the same 

time, what has already been learned feeds back from the organization to group and 

individual levels, affecting how people act and think” (p.532). The concurrent nature 

of these feed-forward and feedback processes is said to create a tension. Crossan et 

al. (1999) point to two relationships considered especially challenging or problematic 

in these flows; interpreting-integrating (feed-forward) and institutionalizing-

intuiting (feedback). 

 

Firstly, interpreting-integrating requires a transition from individual learning to 

learning among individuals or groups. This means sharing individually constructed 

understanding and cognitive maps with coworkers in a way that creates a shared 

understanding among members of a group. For this to happen, individual group 

members must first be able (and willing) to communicate their own understanding 

and cognitive maps. Since many aspects of individual understanding and cognitive 

maps are tacit, this can be a challenging undertaking that requires a reflective process 

of surfacing and articulating the ideas and concepts to be communicated. Assuming 

this is achieved, the second challenge will then be to make the understanding shared 
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in a group, something that is not achieved just by verbal communication. 

Comprehending language is complicated by individual cognitive maps, which act as 

individually unique filters on the communication; as a result of this, we thus tend to 

see and hear what we believe rather than believe what we see and hear (Crossan et 

al., 1999). Based on their description of learning, leading with action is 

recommended rather than just focusing on verbalization and cognition. Action 

provides an alternate way to a shared understanding because it provides an 

opportunity for shared common experience. For novel ideas such as a Lean approach 

to running a firm, shared understanding may thus not evolve unless firms engage in 

shared action and experimentation.  

 

Secondly, institutionalizing-intuiting (feedback) requires experimenting or setting 

aside the institutional order to enact variations that allow intuitive insights and 

actions to surface and be pursued. This can be difficult since to actually step back 

from institutionalized learning generated from proven, objective success and to 

instead allow unproven and subjective experimentation challenges both structure and 

cognition. 

 

In recent years, the sociocultural approach to organizational learning has received 

significant attention. It provides an alternative perspective to the cognitive-

behavioral approach, which has been criticized for its decontextualized view of 

knowledge (Ellström, 2010). The sociocultural approach emphasizes practice and 

participation and points out that learning is a matter of participating in practices and 

thus cannot be separated from work and other social practices where it is assumed to 

take place. The importance of context is pointed out by Lave and Wenger (1991) 

who state that knowledge is context dependent and that learning is situated. The 

perspective that “learning about practice is less central than learning to become a 

practitioner” (Ellström, 2010, p.50) can be said to imply socialization. The concept 

of socialization is addressed by Nonaka et al. (2000), who describe knowledge as 

being context specific and either tacit or explicit. Tacit knowledge is described as 

being deeply rooted in routines, action, procedures, values, and emotions and not 

easily communicated. Not only is tacit knowledge difficult to communicate, it is also 

rather difficult to change, according to Schein (1996). Norms held tacitly across large 

social units are much more likely to change leaders than to be changed by them, and 

may thus be considered to be one of the most powerful and stable forces operating 

in organizations (ibid.). These comments reinforce statements by Vera and Crossan 

(2004) regarding the challenge of interpreting-integrating (feed-forward) processes 

within an organization. The importance for leaders to have the ability to lead by what 

Vera and Crossan (2004) call shared action and experimentation is thus all the more 
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central, and these become emphasized by a sociocultural approach to organizational 

learning. 

 

2.3 Management and leadership 

The terms management and leadership are at times used indiscriminately. They do, 

however, have different meanings. Leadership is described as an ageless concept or 

topic (Kotter, 1990; Yukl, 2010), whereas management can be seen as a more recent 

concept emerging from industrialization and the organizational need to be effective 

(Kotter, 1990). Leadership is by Yukl (2010) defined as the process of influencing 

others to understand and agree about what needs to be done and how to do it, 

facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives. 

Management is described by Hersey et al. (2013) as a special type of leadership 

focused on administration and achievement of organizational goals, whereas 

leadership is described as a broader concept focused on influencing people’s 

behavior. Much has been written about leadership (Bass, 1985; Bennis, 1959; Their, 

1997; Yukl, 2010), and many different theories have been presented (Hersey et al., 

2013; Horner, 1997; Yukl, 2010). According to Yukl (2010), a controversy exists 

regarding the differences between management and leadership; there are almost as 

many definitions of management as there are writers on the topic (Hersey et al., 

2013). Kotter (1990) states that in daily conversations the term leadership is at times 

used for the process of directing and mobilizing people, influencing behavior. At 

times, however, the same term is used for formal positions. This results in situations 

where the words management and leadership are used as interchangeable, 

indiscriminately, which according to Kotter (1990) is both confusing and incorrect. 

 

The differences and relationship between these two concepts have been described by 

a number of authors. Kotter (1990) defines management as “coping with 

complexity,” focused at bringing order and consistency to key dimensions of an 

organization. This is achieved by the creation of structures and processes, budgeting, 

goal setting and target setting. He defines leadership as “coping with change,” a focus 

on aligning people by communicating a vision or desired future in a way that people 

understand and can commit to. In an ever-changing and dynamic world, Kotter 

(2001) argues, leadership is vital for organizations in order to maintain market 

positions and competitiveness. Basically, it is about company survival since, as he 

points out, more change always demands more leadership.  

 

Their (1997) describe management as being related to production, administration, 

accounting, budgets, control systems, and laws and regulations. Leadership is 

described as being about communication, focused on meeting people’s need for 

information, cooperation and interaction. Administration or management functions 
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or acts within a culture, while leadership changes and creates culture (Schein 2004). 

The thing of importance leaders do, according to Schein (2004), is to understand and 

work with culture, influencing and changing it. 

 

According to Geller (2002), management can be understood as activities focused on 

outcomes or results. Typically, managers dictate policies and rules, hold people 

accountable and control consequences. Leadership, on the other hand, goes beyond 

consequence control to influence behaviors and attitudes among coworkers and 

colleagues (Geller 2002). This is done by setting expectations, coaching, delegating, 

directing and supporting people. The difference pointed out is that while managers 

manage what is measured, leaders facilitate intangibles. Distinguishing between 

leadership and management is important, according to Bennis (2009), who states that 

leadership is focused on doing the right things whereas management is about doing 

things right. By Bennis (2009, p. 42) a manager is described as someone who 

administers, and a leader on the other hand is someone who innovates. Management 

and leadership are both important. Most organizations in the industrial world are, 

however, under-led and under-managed, something which can be attributed to the 

current school system (ibid.). Similar to descriptions given by Bennis (2009) are 

descriptions of two different types of leadership given by Bass (1985), termed 

transactional and transformational leadership. A transactional leader is described as 

clarifying role and task requirements for subordinates in order to reach desired 

outcomes. Transformational leadership, on the other hand, is described as 

communicating a vision, motivating people to do more than originally expected by 

increasing awareness regarding the value and importance of designated outcomes. 

The leadership styles are further described by Avolio and Bass (1994) in a “full range 

leadership theory” comprising three types of leadership behavior described as 

transformational, transactional and non-transactional laissez-faire.  Transactional 

and transformational leadership types are described in connection to organizational 

learning (Vera and Crossan, 2004; Emiliani, 2003), and the ability to balance and 

combine them is pointed out as essential.  

 

In conclusion, leadership and management are two quite different but nonetheless 

complementary concepts. Both are essential in promoting organizational 

effectiveness and development, even though they address different organizational 

needs. The essential factor appears to be the ability to combine them depending on 

the existing situation. 

 

2.4 Managerial and leadership implications of organizational learning  

Organizational learning means, as previously described, individuals interacting for a 

specific purpose, learning together by trying to solve tasks and to improve 
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performance. This type of learning goes beyond “team-learning” since it by its 

organizational focus requires managing interdependencies between organizational 

functions as well as departments and hierarchical levels (Eikeland, 2012). This would 

indicate that management teams, where organizational departments and functions 

often are represented, may be considered central for managing organizational 

learning and Lean development. Thus, the function, knowledge and ability of 

management teams within an organization may be considered a key enabler for Lean 

development. Furthermore, a team-based approach may be considered central since 

Lean focuses on process improvement and development, which indicates cross-

functional interdependencies.  

 

A management team, consisting of representatives of functions such as production, 

sales and marketing, logistics, finance and human resources, is thus required to take 

shared responsibility for development and managing and understanding 

organizational interdependencies. Managerial cross-functional participation in a 

Lean development effort is by this perspective essential. Implications for 

management and leadership further point to the ability to be able to deal with the 

complexity and uncertainty of strategic renewal and the process of planning and 

implementing required adjustments or improvements successfully. The importance 

of this is addressed by Bhasin and Burcher (2006, p. 67), who state: “…the major 

difficulties companies encounter in attempting to apply lean are a lack of direction, 

a lack of planning and a lack of adequate project sequencing.”  

 

This is well in line with descriptions of the Lean concept as appearing conceptually 

simple yet requiring considerable hands-on involvement to understand (Emiliani and 

Emiliani, 2013). By this it is clear that Lean is a continuous company-wide process 

where managers are required to develop both themselves and their coworkers (Liker 

and Hoseus, 2008) by actively driving and participating in target setting and 

problem-solving activities. In other words, leading with action is required in order to 

grasp the Lean concept. Simply relying on cognition is indicated as not a good 

enough approach.  

Top management and strategic leadership thus play an important part in the 

development of organizational learning ability, due to the decisions they are 

empowered to make (Edwards et al., 2013; Jansen et al., 2009; Kurland et al., 2010). 

Top management’s role in communicating, not only verbally but by action, beliefs 

and convictions about how to operate a business and conceptualize a desired 

approach may be considered crucial for firm development. As described by Kim 

(1993), organizational learning requires a balance of conceptual and operational 

learning. Conceptual learning impacts tacit knowledge and norms since it creates 

changes in frameworks or opinions that are taken for granted, which lead to new 
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ways of looking at the world. Operational learning, on the other hand, produces new 

or revised routines that take the place of tacit or explicit old ones. An operational 

perspective thus indicates learning at a procedural level such as routines and standard 

operating procedures (SOPs). In contrast, a conceptual perspective indicates thinking 

and learning about why things are done in the first place.  

 

Despite a growing interest in the field of organizational learning (Ellström, 2010; 

Crossan et al., 2011), little research has investigated the role of senior management 

in developing and implementing organizational learning (Waddell and Pio, 2015). 

The limited body of research surrounding senior leaders’ influence on organizational 

learning results in a wide but rather superficial body of literature (Crossan et al., 

2011).  

 

Vera and Crossan (2004) address the gap in research and literature and strive to 

bridge it by integrating strategic leadership theory and organizational learning. They 

describe specific behaviors and practices of strategic leaders that either facilitate or 

hinder organizational learning. Here it is emphasized that the ability as a strategic 

leader to balance transactional and transformational behavior, as described by Bass 

(1999), such as task and relationship orientations and authoritarian and participative 

systems, is something the development of a learning organization depends on. 

Strategic leaders with access to both transformational and transactional behaviors 

need to shape the firm’s structure to accommodate both mechanistic and organic 

features, to facilitate both the reinforcement of institutionalized learning and the 

development of new learning. Thus, the functioning of the two flows of feed-forward 

and feedback within an organization is dependent on leader behavior and 

understanding of their complementarity.  

 

In line with this, Vera and Crossan (2004) state that in order to manage organizational 

learning the most effective strategic leaders will be those best able to make use of 

both transformational and transactional leadership, depending on what the situation 

requires. Both these leadership styles are effective in facilitating organizational 

learning in that they meet different organizational and individual needs and can thus 

be said to be complementary. To fully meet the requirements of organizational 

learning, an organization needs to account for the requirement to extend lessons 

learned to the far reaches of the organization, as well as the need for leadership to 

refresh and reinforce institutionalized learning. Transactional leadership is thereby a 

necessity to make use of lessons learned within an organization. Therefore, the 

tendency to equate organizational learning with only the feed-forward processes of 

exploration, a characteristic of transformational leadership, will miss much about 

how learnings are standardized and applied.  
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If one accepts the descriptions of Toyota as a learning organization and also that 

Toyota has had major influence on the Lean concept, it follows that understanding 

organizational learning and the ensuing implications for senior management can be 

considered vital with regard to a Lean implementation and development effort. 

 

2.5 Management and Leadership for Lean and Organizational Learning 

Regarding leadership requirements related to Lean, understanding the 

complementary aspect of management and leadership appears to be of great 

importance. This complementarity or dualism is found to be reflected in both theories 

of organizational learning and descriptions of the Toyota production system. Where 

management can be considered to be connected to coping with complexity and 

bringing order and consistency to key organizational dimensions, leadership can be 

seen as connected to coping with change and aligning with people (Kotter, 2001). 

These concepts are to be considered complementary; they are both linked to clear 

organizational needs in strategic renewal and Lean development. However, as 

described by both Bennis (1997) and Kotter (2001), most organizations are lacking 

or weak in leadership, which would be a clear challenge in a Lean implementation 

since the ability to balance the approaches appears to be vital. In line with this, Hines 

et al. (2008, p. 46) point to poor leadership as one reason for poor sustainability in 

Lean change initiatives. They state that leaders need to see it as their job to develop 

people by mentoring, coaching and example, and that leaders must be seen to be 

“walking the talk” (ibid.).  

 

A tendency to delegate Lean development and the implementation of Lean tools to 

internal or external experts or consultants may thus be considered detrimental in that 

it does not demand participation or practice from local management. Practice is 

central to developing one’s own skills and competence, and to teach and develop 

others is to further deepen one’s own skills and understanding. Toyota is said to have 

taken this view to heart and to expect all their leaders to be actively engaged in 

coaching and developing everyone on their staff (Liker and Convis, 2012). They 

point out that “It´s often been said that the best way to learn something is to teach it” 

(ibid., p. 41). Furthermore, the approach of applying Lean tools only may be 

considered limited in that it does not take a system approach or address management 

as a way to ensure sustainability. The use of tools should instead be considered a 

starting point on a lifelong journey to create a culture of improvement, as described 

by Hines et al. (2018). Based on this, to promote a system perspective and collective 

managerial practice of Lean, a team approach can be considered central for 

generating managerial competence development and ownership.  
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Some key managerial requirements may be deducted from the literature on both 

organizational learning and Lean or TPS. As described by Emiliani (2003), the 

development of a learning organization depends on how well the strategic leader can 

balance the transactional and transformational behaviors described by Bass (1999). 

In doing so, task and relationship orientations and authoritarian and participative 

systems need to be considered complementary and not mutually excluding. Strategic 

leaders in such a system need to master both transformational and transactional 

behaviors in order to shape a firm’s structure in such a way that it accommodates 

both mechanistic and organic features. This is needed in order to facilitate both the 

systematic reinforcement of institutionalized learning and the systematic 

development of new insights and learnings. The understanding of this duality or 

complementarity is central in Lean development efforts as well as in organizational 

learning efforts. As argued by Vera and Crossan (2004), the most effective strategic 

leaders when it comes to managing organizational learning will be those best able to 

make use of both transformational and transactional leadership, depending on 

situational requirements.  

 

Taking the perspective that a Lean approach based on the Toyota Way equals or 

mandates organizational learning brings with it some specific managerial 

implications such as:  

 

• Learning together is done collectively by means of practical experience. 

• There should be interaction between organizational departments and levels. 

• Managers should participate and interact in the aspired development to 

generate shared understanding and competence. 

 

In addition to these requirements, the ability to systematically embed individual and 

team learnings into organizational memory, by for example standardization and 

establishing or updating routines, may be considered essential. For management, 

then, the ability to set up and ensure the use of structures for systematic interaction, 

practice and evaluation and standardization of routines is key. Processes supporting 

organizational learning need to be recognized and understood if a Lean way of 

working is to be developed. The ability to influence processes and structures for 

target setting or Hoshin Kanri, following up on KPIs, problem-solving and 

managerial reward systems clearly marks senior management as central in a Lean 

development effort.  

 

To facilitate and enable the types of processes described by Vera and Crossan (2004), 

there is a need for both specific structures and behaviors as enablers. Structures such 

as regular cross-functional meetings focused on target setting, improvements, SOPs 
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and target conditions linked to company strategy and performance management 

systems are all needed to enable the feed-forward and feedback processes required 

for organizational learning. The Hoshin Kanri structure as used by Toyota and 

described by Liker (2010) is one example of a structure contributing to enabling 

organizational learning. 

 

Learning through collective practice across functions is a key feature in 

organizational learning (Eikeland, 2012; Vera and Crossan, 2004). In line with this, 

Osono et al. (2008, p. 20) point out that contemporary studies in human cognition 

show that we learn by doing and by being forced to reconcile our unique perspective 

with others who, by maintaining a different perspective, disagree with us. The 

confrontation with other perspectives or the opposing insights of others are a 

necessary prerequisite for gaining an understanding of the organic whole and is the 

way new knowledge is created (ibid.). A team-based approach to Lean 

implementation or development, where opposing perspectives can be presented and 

investigated, may thus be assumed to be productive with regard to organizational 

learning and development. In fact, Toyota is by Osono et al. (ibid.) described as a 

company that deliberately strives to maintain a state of disequilibrium where radical 

contradictions coexist. This is done in order to create a healthy tension within the 

organization, which is said to be the catalyst for moving the company onwards. 

 

Sometimes the best way to learn and understand something is to teach it. Toyota 

continuously demands this of their managers by making people development a 

central managerial task. All leaders are actively engaged in continuously coaching 

and developing their own staff. According to Liker and Convis (2012), it is often said 

at Toyota that the best measure of a leader’s success is what is accomplished by those 

they trained. Ohno (1988) states: “No goal, regardless of how small, can be achieved 

without adequate training.” He goes on to describe management skills as acquired 

by continuous training but declares: “In this age, I am painfully aware of the fact that 

people tend to forget the need for training” (ibid., p. 69) and “Recently there seems 

to be more technology talk than practice. This should be a matter of great concern 

to us” (p. 70).  

 

On the other hand, examples of leaders and leadership in the business literature tend 

to portray a lone visionary or single strong individual. This bias towards a single 

individual leader, according to Liker and Convis (2012), is in no small part 

responsible for many difficulties and even failures encountered by companies 

attempting to adapt Toyota practices to their work.  
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Leaders within a learning organization are described by Senge (2006, pp. 321-340) 

as individuals who are dedicated to both self-development and, as a teacher or 

servant, growing others in line with the organization’s guiding ideas. This description  

very much matches descriptions of Toyota leadership given by Liker and Convis 

(2012) and Liker and Hoseus (2010, p. 335). Actually, Liker and Hoseus (2010) point 

to the fact that Toyota leadership is referred to at times as “servant leadership.” They 

point out that since leaders are the ones who develop culture, Toyota invests years to 

develop leaders who carry the DNA of the company in their thoughts, words and 

actions (ibid.). Based on this, Toyota strives to develop leaders from within through 

slow development, rotating them broadly but with deep experience at each step. 

When it is necessary to hire from outside the company, the selection procedure is 

rigorous, searching for the kind of technical awareness characterized by genchi 

genbutsu and the “soul” of the Toyota spirit.  

 

Implied here is that leaders driving Lean development will have to be thoroughly 

trained in the system they aspire to achieve in order to be able to function as a steward 

or role model for the aspired culture. Furthermore, leaders must be able to spend time 

both growing and developing employees by taking part in problem-solving activities, 

and on their own growth and development to “become the change” they wish to see 

in the organization.” So, to ensure requirements for organizational learning and 

improvements within an organization, it would be necessary to initially develop 

one’s own managerial competence. This then needs to be followed by the coaching 

and development of employees aligned with the organization’s vision and goals. By 

doing so, desired improvements can be considered anchored within management and 

organizational structure. However, it is not uncommon for change initiatives to die 

out due to lack of management support (Schein, 1996). This may be a result of the 

tendency to initiate major improvements without considering managerial 

competence and ownership. The operator group often becomes the target of change 

programs and organizational learning efforts (ibid.). Research, however, indicates 

that the innovations and more effective operations generated in these operator groups 

often do not diffuse upward in the organization or last very long (ibid.). This indicates 

that even though operations change and develop, management does not adapt to 

support the development, which clearly affects sustainability negatively. Therefore, 

managerial participation and competence development can be considered vital in 

order to initially shape organizational processes in accordance with what is aspired 

during a Lean implementation. Senior managers learning to become Lean 

practitioners by engaging in collective experiential or experimental learning and by 

testing and analyzing together with others can thus be considered a central but often 

neglected dimension of Lean implementations. This neglect, likely caused by a lack 

of understanding of the concept as a management system, will handicap senior 
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management’s ability to implement and support a Lean way of working, according 

to Emiliani and Emiliani (2013). 

 

Within theories regarding both leadership and organizational learning, seemingly 

contradictory concepts or forces are to be found. The interplay of these forces and 

the ability to use them as not mutually exclusive but rather complementary is vital 

for success. Examples of this duality and complementarity are provided by Vera and 

Crossan (2004), who point to an ability to balance transformational and transactional 

leadership, which are stated to be complementary leadership styles, depending on 

situational requirements as a success factor. Also, Kim (1993) points out that 

effective organizational learning requires a balance of conceptual learning (why 

things are done in the first place) and operational learning (routines and SOPs). 

Furthermore, Liker and Hoseus (2008) describe the Toyota system as consisting of 

two complementary, interdependent parts. One part is the production value stream 

represented by TPS, the other part is the human value stream represented by the 

Toyota human system. In line with this, Liker and Meier (2007) describe a balance 

between the technical systems side, designed to highlight problems, and the human 

system side, set up to develop and motivate the people who will solve the identified 

problems. The duality between these two parts, which may be considered as an 

ability to run a highly standardized operation and at the same time ensure a high 

degree of creativity and change, is present in the following conceptions: 

 

• Transactional leadership/transformational leadership 

 (Emiliani, 2003; Vera and Crossan, 2004) 

• Operational focus / conceptual focus (Kim, 1993) 

• Management/leadership (Their, 1997) 

• Production system/human system 

 (Liker and Hoseus, 2008; Liker and Meier, 2007) 

 

Regarding this duality and the importance of being able to balance it, Emiliani (2003) 

states that beliefs, behaviors and competencies of Lean leaders cannot be classified 

as either transformational or transactional. Emiliani, much in line with Vera and 

Crossan (2004), argues for a complementary view: “the path to competency 

development is rooted in action learning through kaizen, which combines elements 

of both transactional and transformational leadership in a blame-free environment” 

(Emiliani, 2003, p. 908). Bass (1985) describes these two leadership approaches on 

the transactional side as having a supervisory function, where subordinates are 

motivated by the exchange of rewards for services rendered. This type of leadership 

serves to clarify and recognize the role and task requirements for subordinates that 

are needed to reach the outcomes desired by management. Transformational 
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leadership, on the other hand, is concerned with communicating a vision and 

motivational aspects to generate inspiration, where subordinates not only meet 

expectations but exceed them. This is achieved by increasing awareness regarding 

the value and importance of designated outcomes and by transcending self-interest 

for the sake of the team, organization, or larger polity. These two leadership types 

have much in common with the concepts of management and leadership, as described 

by Bennis (1997). 

 

One way of dealing with this seemingly contradictory requirement seems to be 

practice and learning by doing. As described by Crossan et al. (1999), the learning 

perspective suggests that leading with action rather than just focusing on cognition 

provides an alternate way to shared understanding because action provides an 

opportunity for shared common experience. Shared common experience aids in the 

development of shared understanding. Hence, for novel ideas such as the Lean 

concept, shared understanding may require shared action and experimentation. This 

description of the collective interpretation of new concepts or ways of working from 

an organizational learning perspective has much in common with the requirements 

needed for understanding the Lean concept (Emiliani and Emiliani, 2013). 

 

As described previously, in a Lean enterprise, leadership and management have 

different but complementary functions. Both are equally important but need to be 

balanced depending on requirements. Lean thus requires a dualistic approach in 

management. This dualistic management approach can also be found in descriptions 

of organizational learning, where the managing and balancing of the feed-forward 

and feedback processes and transactional and transformational leadership are 

considered central (Vera and Crossan, 2004). To develop the ability to balance these 

approaches, training to become a practitioner can be considered central. For senior 

managers to develop competence regarding organizational learning and 

development, their way of working is therefore important. Thus, senior managers 

need to learn to become Lean practitioners and not merely to learn about Lean 

practice. The duality of a Lean system needs to be reflected in the management 

system of the company where it is to be developed or implemented. Hence the 

understanding of leadership and management as two different but complementary 

systems of action needs to be present in order to shape a system where organizational 

learning is possible. 

 

2.6 Summary of framework  

For the last three decades, Lean has been a popular approach to business 

improvement and renewal, within both manufacturing and service organizations. In 

many cases, however, these initiatives have not generated the results or success their 
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initiators hoped for. The reason is to great extent due to the “easy” results-oriented 

and tools-only approach used by organizations initiating such a development (Hines 

et al., 2018). 

 

Toyota is a learning organization, according to several sources. Such an organization 

is not only able to facilitate the learning and development of its members but also to 

direct and transform this learning into continuous development and organizational 

renewal (Liker and Hoseus, 2008; Rother, 2010; Senge, 2000). In such a system, the 

management approach and leadership are central. Yet within these areas difficulties 

are often encountered during Lean development efforts (Bhasin, 2012). As described 

in theories regarding organizational learning as well as descriptions of the Toyota 

Way, the way to develop is by practicing the system (Liker and Hoseus, 2010; 

Ellström, 2010). Ohno (1988) points to the importance of training even to reach 

minor goals and specifically to develop management skills. But the need for training 

is often overlooked, and currently there is more talk of technology than practice, 

which is unsettling (ibid.). 

 

Developing a learning organization is not a quick fix or merely an implementation 

of specific Lean tools, but rather a cultural change or development (Hines et al., 2018; 

Liker and Convis, 2012; Senge, 2006). Endurance, patience and a solid belief in the 

system are all required (Hines et al., 2018). Organizational learning is a dynamic, 

company-wide process that stretches across all levels of an organization and its 

functions. It is a process over time that enhances knowledge transfer hierarchically 

as well as cross-functionally and interpersonally. It enables the learnings acquired by 

individuals, teams and functions to be embedded in an organization’s memory, for 

example by creating routines and systematically standardizing operations and 

activities. Such an organization requires both an ability to surface and articulate ideas 

and concepts as well as an ability to digress from a current institutional order or 

standard. By doing so, employees can experiment with variations that allow intuitive 

insights. Actions take shape and are evaluated, later to eventually be incorporated in 

the (new) institutional order. This means the organization needs to have the ability 

to accommodate both mechanistic and organic features, to facilitate both the 

reinforcement of institutionalized learning and the development of new learning. 

This brings with it managerial as well as leadership requirements, where the 

balancing of transactional and transformational behaviors (Vera and Crossan, 2004) 

is at the core. 

 

In essence, managerial participation and interaction in Lean development initiatives 

are vital for managerial competence development (Emiliani and Emiliani, 2013; 

Ohno, 1988). This generates understanding regarding actual current conditions, 
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needs and requirements within their own organization. Also, to lead by shared action 

and experimentation (Vera and Crossan, 2004) may be considered vital when aiming 

to generate a shared understanding of the desired system and ways of working. 

Learning together, collectively, through practical experience is what gives members 

of an organization a true understanding of the Lean concept, which as described may 

appear conceptually simple yet requires considerable hands-on involvement and 

daily practice to grasp and understand. 

 

This collective practice and learning needs to go beyond “team-learning” (Crossan 

et al., 1999; Senge, 2006). It needs to systematically involve interaction between both 

organizational departments and levels (Vera and Crossan, 2004). It’s essential to 

drive and support this interaction and to promote the acquisition of new knowledge 

as well as utilization of existing knowledge processes such as target-setting or Hoshin 

Kanri (Liker, 2010). In establishing and supporting such processes and in ensuring 

the balance between transactional and transformational behaviors (Emiliani, 2003; 

Vera and Crossan, 2004), senior management plays an important part.  

 

Finally, the ability of an organization to systematically embed individual and team 

learning in organizational memory (Waddell and Pio, 2015) is what can be said to 

define a learning organization. This is done by, for example, creating and updating 

routines and by systematically challenging and renewing standards and guidelines 

based on new insights.  

 

Yet we need to gain further understanding of the prerequisites for the systemwide 

change and the effective leadership said to be required for Lean development (Aij 

and Teunissen, 2017). As pointed out, there exists a gap in Lean literature regarding 

management (Emiliani et al., 2007; Mann, 2010). In current literature, gaps 

specifically between technical, tool-based change and leadership and change 

management are pointed out (Hines et al., 2018). This would indicate that there is a 

need to further explore managerial requirements related to Lean. Given the 

connections and high correlation between Lean and the learning organization 

(Tortorella et al., 2019), the learning perspective is of interest. Based on this, I have 

decided that the way to approach Lean in this thesis is by applying an organizational 

learning perspective to the concept. This is done in order to further the understanding 

regarding managerial and leadership requirements, the practice in management teams 

and the importance of a team-based management approach.  
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3 Research methods 

This section provides a description of how the study was carried out and strives to 

give the reader an understanding of methods for data gathering as well as analysis.  

 

3.1 Scientific approach 

This study examines complex change processes within the management process 

dependent on its context. It takes a case-study approach. Within qualitative research, 

case study is one of the most frequently used methodologies (Yazan, 2015). There is 

a tendency to associate case studies with qualitative research since case study design 

often favors qualitative methods (Bryman, 2008), which are viewed as helpful in 

generating an intensive and detailed examination of a case. Case studies, however, 

frequently employ both quantitative and qualitative research (Bryman, 2008). In this 

study both approaches have been applied. For research questions 1, 2 and 3, semi-

structured interviews were mainly used to generate data on managers’ perceptions 

regarding Lean and a possible approach to its implementation. For research question 

4, KPIs such as delivery precision and injury frequency were compared over time. 

 

Undertaking a qualitative study, the choices of traditions are quite numerous. 

Creswell (1998) presents a choice of five traditions, one of them being case studies, 

which he describes as being popular and frequently used. Creswell (1998) defines 

qualitative research as “an inquiry process of understanding based on distinct 

methodological traditions of inquiry that explore a social or human problem. The 

researcher builds a complex, holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views 

of informants, and conducts the study in a natural setting” (p. 15). Taking this 

approach, a researcher builds an in-depth, holistic picture where the study is 

conducted in a natural setting, informants’ views are reported in detail and words are 

analyzed. The approach thus implies exploring phenomena and actual practice 

firsthand rather than rules or maps. In this way a qualitative case study provides an 

in-depth study of a “bounded system” based on a diverse array of data collection 

materials, where the researcher situates the case within its larger “context” or setting 

(ibid.).  

 

3.1.1 Perspective 

The main and initial perspective taken in the study is a social constructionist one. 

But with the final paper regarding performance outcomes the study moved towards 

a more pragmatic perspective, due to my interest in the effects of the studied 

approach. A pragmatic research approach (Morgan, 2007, Shannon-Baker, 2016) at 

this stage allowed for a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. Also, 

pragmatism is described as being based on the belief that theories can be both 
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contextual and generalizable by analyzing them for “transferability” to other 

situations (Shannon-Baker, 2016). 

 

Since the study is focused on how both managerial perception of Lean and 

managerial willingness or ability to practice Lean behaviors affect the 

implementation of a Lean enterprise system, this approach was considered 

productive. The application of a Lean approach within an organization is dependent 

on individual managerial perception of both the Lean concept and of the role and 

responsibility of the manager. Thus, the existing social context will affect how the 

Lean concept is interpreted and what possibilities for change are available to 

individual managers. The social context of the studied organization thus plays a vital 

part, since it will determine the translation of new ideas and available perspectives. 

As described by Berger and Luckman (1966), the social context of an organization 

may be perceived as an institution. An institution established over time by reciprocal 

typification of habitualized action constitutes a system of “social control” and thus 

controls human conduct. Such an institution, where established behavior over time 

has become a given reality taken for granted, is not easily altered or changed. 

Introducing a Lean way of working would require unlearning some previous, taken 

for granted truths since the Lean approach to management, production flow and 

people development may differ significantly from established routines. To 

understand the tensions or challenges such unlearning may cause, an understanding 

of existing constructs or the existing institution is required, and thus a social 

constructionist perspective is considered useful. 

 

Regarding ontological assumptions based on the approach, the focus may be on 

whether social entities can and should be considered objective entities that have a 

reality external to social actors. The alternative would be to regard them as social 

constructions built up from the perceptions and actions of social actors. A 

constructionist position would challenge the suggestion that things such as 

organization and culture are received. Rather they would be seen as produced 

through social interaction and constantly being in a state of revision (Bryman, 2008). 

Social constructionism, when used ontologically, refers to the way that real 

phenomena, our perceptions and experiences, are brought into existence and take the 

specific form they do because of a shared language (Burr, 2003). This indicates that 

social phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social 

actors (Bryman, 2008).  

 

What then, from this perspective, is or should be considered acceptable knowledge? 

Epistemological considerations related to social sciences, people and organizations 

are fundamentally different from those of the natural sciences (Bryman, 2008). 
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Therefore, the study of the social world requires a different research procedure that 

reflects the distinctiveness of humans as against the natural order (Bryman, 2008, p. 

15). As stated by Burr (2003, with reference to Edley, 2001), the epistemic sense of 

social constructionism rests on the notion that “as soon as we begin to think or talk 

about the world, we also necessarily begin to represent”. To interpret and strive to 

understand people’s actions and social world is what social scientists related to 

phenomenology typically focus on. That real phenomena, perceptions and 

experiences take the shape they do based on the language we share does not make 

them unreal, fictitious or illusory. They are no less real for being products of social 

construction, as stated by Burr (2003). Social constructionism and phenomenology 

can be seen as sharing a commitment to examining the lived experience of 

individuals (Cosgrove, 2000). Because phenomenology can be considered to reject 

claims of constructionism and interpretivism that we cannot reach beyond our 

cultural consciousness in our experience of the world as we strive to understand 

phenomena (Audi, 1999), the two concepts are not readily compatible. There are, 

however, points of convergence between social constructionist and 

phenomenological approaches (Cosgrove, 2000). Schutz’s (1967) phenomenology is 

continued most notably by Berger and Luckman (1966) and Holzner (1968), 

according to Heap and Roth’s (1973) description of phenomenological sociology. 

Despite the tension between the two concepts, the combination of the two can be 

productive. As described by Cosgrove (2000), social constructionism falters on being 

able to appreciate fully how individuals resist dominant discourses, exercise choice 

and give new meaning to their experiences and therefore the insights and procedures 

of a phenomenological approach can be instructive. 

 

3.1.2 A case study approach 

A case study is commonly associated with a location such as an organization or 

community, and emphasis tends to be on intensive examination of the setting. Thus, 

a basic case study can be said to entail a detailed and intense analysis of a single case. 

From a qualitative perspective, context-dependent knowledge and experience is 

crucial. As described by Flyvbjerg (2006), context-dependent knowledge and 

experience are at the very heart of expert activity; such knowledge and expertise also 

lie at the center of the case study as a research method. Flyvbjerg (2006) further 

points to two reasons for the importance keeping a case study close to real-life 

situations and their abundance of information and detail. Firstly, the case study 

allows the development of a nuanced view of reality, including the perspective that 

human behavior cannot be meaningfully understood or assessed as simply the rule-

governed acts found at the lowest levels of the learning process and in much theory. 

Secondly, cases are said to be of importance for the researcher’s own learning 

process in developing the skills needed to do good research. Context-dependent 
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experience, identified as central, can be achieved by continued proximity to the 

studied reality and by feedback from those under study. Lack of feedback and 

proximity to an object of study can, according to Flyvbjerg (2006), easily lead to a 

stultified learning process and to ritual academic blind alleys where effect and 

usefulness of research becomes unclear and untested. The case study as a research 

method can thus be an effective remedy against such tendencies.  

 

A qualitative case study is typically designed as an intensive study by ethnography 

or qualitative interviewing of a single case. In a more longitudinal approach, such as 

in this case, where the researcher is often a participant of an organization or 

community over a longer time period such as months or even years, interviews take 

place on more than one occasion and content analysis of documents relating to 

different time periods may be conducted (Bryman, 2008).  

 

This study relies on both qualitative and quantitative data. While it mainly rests on 

qualitative input such as interviews and observations, quantitative data has been used 

for statistical analyses. The quantitative data is relevant to the case since it covers the 

“outcomes” of the behaviors and procedures the study aims to explore and 

understand. Subjecting the quantitative data to statistical analysis, while at the same 

time maintaining qualitative data central to the entire case study, a strong analytical 

strategy can be claimed (Yin, 2009). 

 

In qualitative research, a case study studies a “bounded system,” which focuses either 

the case or an issue that is illustrated by the case (Creswell, 1998). According to 

Bryman (2008), the basic case study is a detailed and intense analysis of a single case 

and is concerned with the complexity and particular nature of the case in question. 

Such a study provides an in-depth exploration of a system based on a diverse array 

of data collection materials. The researcher situates this system or case within its 

larger context or setting (Creswell, 1998). In this thesis, studies for papers A, C and 

D were based on exploratory research questions and examined complex change 

processes within the management process dependent on its context; thus, case study 

methodology is considered suitable. 

 

3.2 Methods for data collection 

Implications for this thesis are the use of semi-structured interviews and the analysis 

of the data gathered in these interviews. Based on the purpose of the thesis, which is 

to further the understanding of requirements on senior management in Lean 

development, the perceptions of individual managers are central. The study is 

focused on managerial perception of Lean and how managerial willingness or ability 

to practice and learn Lean behaviors affects the implementation of a Lean enterprise 
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system. The use of semi-structured interviews to gather data for the study was 

focused on understanding and exploring phenomena and practice within the studied 

organization. This type of interviewing made it possible to engage in dialogue with 

the interviewees and to probe deeper into areas of interest that appeared during the 

interview sessions. The sample size was kept small since in-depth, detailed, case-by-

case analysis is time-consuming, and the study was focused mainly on a limited 

group of senior managers. The analysis of collected material aims at saying 

something in detail regarding the perceptions and understandings of this particular 

group of managers, rather than prematurely making more general claims. Interviews 

were recorded and transcribed. Transcripts were later read several times so that 

emerging themes could be noted and documented. Themes were later clustered, and 

in an iterative process further compared with the source material for relevant 

connections. Finally, emerging themes were ordered and presented with interspersed 

quotes from the transcripts, to make up the basis for a narrative argument. 

 

3.2.1 Sources of data 

The appended papers contribute to the research questions, as shown in Table 1. The 

first three papers address leadership and managerial requirements related to Lean. 

Papers C and D address a team-based approach to Lean and perceived obstacles to 

Lean implementation. The final paper evaluates results from the sequenced, team-

based approach used by the studied company. 
 

 

 

Table 1. Appended Papers 

 Paper A Paper B Paper C Paper D Paper E 

RQ 1 
What are the 

managerial and 

leadership 

requirements 

related to Lean 

development? 

 

x x x   

RQ 2 
What are the 

perceived 

obstacles to 

Lean 

development 

among 

managers? 

 x x x  
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RQ 3 
What could a 

team-based 

management 

approach to 

Lean 

development 

look like? 

   x x 

RQ 4 
Can 

performance 

improvements 

be concluded 

from a team-

based 

management 

approach to 

Lean 

development? 

 

    x 

 

 

3.2.2 Analysis 

Analysis of data gathered by semi-structured interviews and with a qualitative 

approach can be said to be focused on understanding and exploring phenomena and 

actual practice. The approach to do this in this study is inspired by interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA). IPA is a qualitative research approach with roots 

in psychology but increasingly used in human, social and health sciences (Smith et 

al., 2009). The approach aims at exploring how participants make sense of their 

personal and social world. The approach is phenomenological in that it involves a 

detailed examination of the participant’s life world and thus attempts to explore 

personal experience and personal perceptions or accounts of an event or object. The 

approach is thus not an attempt to produce an objective statement of the event or 

object itself. This analysis approach emphasizes that the research exercise is a 

dynamic process in which the researcher plays an active role (Smith and Osborn, 

2008). Research questions in IPA projects are commonly openly and broadly framed, 

with the intention not being to test a researcher’s predetermined hypothesis but rather 

to explore, flexibly and in detail, an area of interest. Semistructured interviews are a 

frequent and preferred way of collecting data for this type of analysis (Smith et al., 

2009). This is so because this type of interviewing allows the researcher and 

interviewee to engage in a dialogue where an initial question may be modified in 

light of the participants’ response, giving the interviewer opportunity to more deeply 

probe areas of interest that may arise during the interview session. The interviews 

are recorded and transcribed for later analysis. The transcripts are read several times 
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so that emerging themes may be noted and documented. These theme titles are then 

clustered and in an iterative process further compared with the source material for 

relevant connections. Emerging themes are finally coherently ordered with 

interspersed quotes from the transcripts, making the basis for a narrative argument. 

For these types of studies, sample sizes are generally small, since in-depth, detailed 

case-by-case analysis is time-consuming. The aim of the analysis is to say something 

in detail regarding perceptions and understandings of a particular group, rather than 

prematurely making more general claims (Smith et al., 2009). 

 

3.2.3 Ethical considerations 

Regarding ethical considerations for the study, the guidelines put forward by the 

Swedish Research Council served as a framework. Four main demands pertaining to 

social sciences are presented here (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). Initially participants and 

concerned parties are to be informed regarding the purpose of the conducted study. 

Consent is also to be given by participants of studies, and the use of gathered data 

regarding participating individuals is to be kept confidential and used only for 

research purposes. In the study this was achieved by initially informing all 

participants regarding the purpose of the overall study as well as specific interviews. 

Participation in interviews and discussions was voluntary and not requested or 

influenced by the company studied. Information gathered relating to individuals has 

been anonymized; no actual names are used in presentations or summations. 

  

3.2.4 Timeline 

The timeline for the company’s Lean development process and the data gathering 

process for this study is presented below. This is further described in section 4, Case 

description. 

 
 

Figure 1. Timeline. 

 

2003

Initiation of Lean development

External experts used. Mainly 
tool-focused approach

2010-13

In house experts facilitate Lean 
training

2014-2018

Rewised approach to Lean 
development in place. Team 

focused.

2019

Intermediate and advanced 
levels of development defined.

2003

Author as flow manager/ 
production manager

2010-2013

Initiation of study

First interviews performed

2014-2018

Observations and informal 
interviews. Two additional sets of 

interviews performed.

2019

Evaluation of productivity results
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3.2.5 Paper A: 

From fantasy to reality – Learning from seven years of Lean 

implementation  
 

The first paper addresses how managers’ views on Lean as “toolbox Lean” or “Lean 

thinking” affect their view of the implementation process. The aim with the study 

was to increase understanding of the relationship between how Lean production is 

defined and implemented. Here the data collection and methods are described; a 

more in-depth description of the company is provided in section 4. 

 

Data for the study was gathered through semi-structured interviews with 20 

managers at different levels of the organization. My primary focus was the 

experiences and perspectives of senior managers. I thus performed interviews with 

10 senior managers, of which five, based on organizational belonging, were to be 

used in the study. In addition to my interviews, my coauthor Bengt Halling 

performed interviews with one production unit manager, three production managers 

and 11 first-line managers. As vertical or hierarchical understanding of the Lean 

implementation and the managerial view of Lean was of interest, the study was 

conducted in cooperation with Halling, whose primary focus was on production and 

first-line managers.  

 

Conducted interviews were initially transcribed by the respective interviewer. 

Following this, both authors jointly analyzed the interview material. The analysis 

was influenced by interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) and was 

performed by initially using a large whiteboard where the themes emerging from the 

transcribed material were noted and clustered. As themes and clusters of themes 

emerged, these were checked with and supported by verbatim extracts from the 

transcripts for relevant connections with the primary source material, in an iterative 

process. The final results were then structured and presented as three main themes. 
 

3.2.6 Paper B: 

Lean leadership: a matter of dualism 
 

The second paper addresses leadership and management in regard to the Lean 

concept and aims to increase understanding of the roles of leadership and 

management in Lean. The study is based on literature with input from the databases 

Google Scholar, ISI Web of Science and Scopus, with a subsequent comparison 

through the Publish or Perish citation analysis tool (PorP). Searches were conducted 

jointly with coauthor Bengt Halling. The study takes a snowball approach in order to 
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identify people influential on the topics through their published writings. The initial 

search showed that leadership and management are topics with a huge number of 

publications. The secondary step was then to search for central publications and 

writers in terms of citations. This search was inspired by the approach used by 

Pettersen (2009, p. 128) and Langstrand (2012, p. 13).  

 

The initial search conducted in PorP used the search word leadership. The three most 

cited works were the following three books: 

 

Schein, E.H., Organizational Culture and Leadership  

Bass, B.M., Leadership and Performance beyond Expectations  

Yukl, G.A., Leadership in Organizations  

 

This first search resulted in descriptions of distinct differences between the two 

concepts of leadership and management. As a result of this the next step was to 

perform a search using the search term management vs. leadership. The three most 

cited works were the following three books: 

 

Hersey, P., Blanchard, K.H., and Johnson, D.E., Management of Organizational 

Behavior 

Yukl, G.A., Leadership in Organizations 

Kotter, J.P., A Force for Change: How Leadership Differs from Management. 

 

In the works generated from this search, Warren Bennis and John Kotter are 

presented and described as authorities on leadership. As a result of this, the next 

searches in PorP were on Bennis and Kotter. The search on Kotter resulted in one 

article, “What leaders really do” (2001), being included based on the purpose of the 

study. The search on Bennis resulted in two books: On Becoming a Leader and Why 

Leaders Can’t Lead. 

 

Following this, an additional search in PorP was conducted for recent publications, 

from 2013 and onward, with the search term Lean leadership. Narrowing the dates 

of search was done because older publications have an advantage in numbers of 

citations in comparison with more recent publications. The outcome of this search 

was two articles considered relevant to the purpose of the study and which therefore 

were included. These publications were Emiliani and Emiliani, “Music as a 

framework to better understand Lean leadership” (2013) and Poksinska et al., “The 

daily work of Lean leaders: lessons from manufacturing and healthcare” (2013).  
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In the analysis, a comparison was made between descriptions of leadership and 

management and descriptions of Lean development approaches, Lean value flow and 

Lean principles. 

 

3.2.7 Paper C: 

Senior managers’ perspectives on obstacles to Lean implementation 
 

The third paper explores senior managers’ own perspectives on Lean 

implementation, intending to identify possible obstacles influencing managerial 

ability to support Lean implementation and development. The study was performed 

at the company mentioned in section 3.2.1. A more in-depth description of the 

company is provided in section 4. 

 

This paper focused on senior management and covered the top two management 

levels within the organization. This included area vice presidents and the president 

of the company. In total, input was given from eight senior managers. Data was 

collected by individual semi-structured interviews one to two hours long. The 

interviews were recorded digitally and conducted by the author of this thesis. After 

being transcribed, the material was analyzed jointly with the coauthor of paper C, 

Camilla Niss. The analysis was conducted with an IPA approach. This means that 

transcripts were read a number of times and themes emerging during this process 

were documented, clustered and analyzed for connections. As themes and clusters 

emerged, these were checked with the source material in an iterative process.  

 
 

3.2.8 Paper D: 

A team-based management approach for Lean development – Meeting 

the prerequisites for organizational learning  

 
The fourth paper assesses a management team–based Lean implementation approach 

and evaluates it according to requirements for organizational learning. The question 

asked in the study was; How can a team-based management approach support Lean 

development and meet prerequisites for organizational learning?  

 

The paper took a management perspective, focusing on management teams and their 

way of working to implement and develop a Lean enterprise system. The company’s 

Lean trainers or coaches are also included in the study. The study is part of a larger 

case study that followed the organization’s development over seven years. Data for 

the study was collected by observations of and participation in management team 
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workshops and informal conversations as well as semi-structured interviews on the 

company’s Lean development over time. Also, 12 semi-structured interviews were 

conducted that focused on management teams. Of those, 10 interviews were 

conducted with managers who have applied the company’s systematic approach long 

enough to develop it, and 2 interviews were conducted with the company’s Lean 

trainers. After being transcribed, the material was analyzed using an IPA approach. 

Transcripts and notes were read a number of times, and themes emerging in this 

process were documented and clustered using whiteboards and flipcharts. Emerging 

themes were cross-checked with transcripts and notes and analyzed for connections 

in an iterative process. This resulted in a description of four central activities 

performed within the organization to meet requirements for organizational learning.  

 

3.2.9 Paper E: 

A Team-Based Management Approach for Lean Development: Effect on 

Performance Indicators 
 

The fifth paper explores whether any organizational performance improvements can 

be concluded from the Lean implementation and development approach used by the 

studied company. Data for the study and initial framework for the paper was 

collected and presented by me and subsequently developed in cooperation with my 

co-author Lars Bengtsson. The paper evaluates the team-based management 

approach by exploring the performance outcomes regarding delivery precision and 

safety incidents to see if they generates results in actual KPI outcomes. The paper is 

based on an explorative case study performed at the company described in section 4. 

Following organizational learning theory, the study addresses the impact of 

organizational learning attributes on firm performance. In order to evaluate the 

effects, two performance measurements were chosen to compare the units on 

different levels, the first being on-time delivery precision (OTD) and the second lost 

time injury (LTI) frequency. Analysis of the material was conducted by means of 

Minitab regression analysis and statistical difference (ANOVA) analysis. Results 

show that the approach used by the company has an effect on the studied areas and 

drives improvement within the company. Uncertified units (level 1) displayed a 

negative rather than positive trend for OTD. There is also a tendency for differences 

in OTD between the analyzed units at level 1 to increase over time. Certified units at 

level 2, on the other hand, have improved their OTD over the years and differences 

between the units instead decreases over time. A comparison of mean values 

(ANOVA) for single years shows that the differences in OTD between uncertified 

and certified units are statistically significant. When analyzing LTIs, the results show 

that LTIs are more frequent in uncertified units (mean value 1.5) compared to 
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certified units (mean value 0.92). Differences are also larger among the uncertified 

units compared to certified units (standard deviation of 6.6 compared to 3.8).  
 

3.3 Quality of the study 

In the following subsections, quality of the study is addressed from the perspectives 

of internal and external validity, reliability and reflexivity. 
 

3.3.1 Validity 

For the interview-based studies, a data triangulation approach was applied. 

Originally conceptualized by Webb et al. (1966), triangulation was initially 

associated with quantitative research strategy. However, it can also take place within 

qualitative research (Bryman, 2008) and is commonly used in case studies (Yin, 

2009). Here several organizational functions as well as hierarchical levels were 

represented over nine years. By using multiple sources (Bryman, 2008) from within 

the studied organization, credibility and internal validity were strengthened. 

Interviews during the study included participants from several different hierarchical 

levels of the organization, as well as different functions within management teams. 

Observations during the study included documentation, management meetings, 

workshops and shop-floor meetings in six different countries in Asia, Europe and the 

Americas. Furthermore, statistics regarding unit performance were analyzed 

compared to unit progress in the company’s sequenced Lean approach. 

 

The integrity of conclusions (Bryman, 2008) generated from a study, and whether 

the study investigates what it is meant to investigate, is at the heart of internal validity 

(Malterud, 2001). The extent and nature of data gathered determines what 

conclusions can be drawn about what. In this study interviews were carried out in 

several functions within the company as well as on several hierarchical levels. 

Furthermore, observations and informal interviews were performed over a number 

of years in workshop settings as well as in regular management team settings. The 

use of multiple sources as well as the cooperation with fellow authors and researchers 

was important in the effort to increase understanding of a potentially complex 

phenomenon and in the analysis of the gathered data. Also, the comparison with 

previous research regarding Lean and the difficulties and barriers to its development 

reveals several similarities with descriptions given by managers in this study. 

Similarities such as an initial predominant tool focus (Hines et al., 2018), a lack of 

strategic level thinking (Hines et al., 2004), and difficulty approaching Lean as a 

management system (Emiliani, 2007) are described in the study of the organization. 

This indicates that the findings presented are relevant for organizational learning, 

change management and for Lean development initiatives especially. 
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External validity, or in what contexts the findings of the study may be relevant or 

applicable, is tied to who and what the study and the findings actually relate to, or in 

other words, the correspondence between the text and the world (Czarniawska, 

2014). The who and the what in this case are senior management and Lean 

development. Results from the included studies are centered around complex change 

processes within the management process of the studied company. This process, 

dependent on its context, is influenced by a multitude of variables. Thus, the 

complexity and content-specific limitations of the study can be said to limit external 

validity. Yet from a pragmatic perspective, one cannot simply assume that results are 

either context-bound or generalizable (Morgan, 2007). Rather, the question of 

whether results and knowledge gained can be transferred to other settings is of 

interest. As described by Larsson (2009) the concept “transferability” can be defined 

as similarity between contexts. This study contributes descriptions and examples that 

may be applicable in similar contexts for Lean development. 

 

When comparing the findings presented in the included studies with theories of 

organizational learning and to studies of Lean, leadership and organizational change, 

commonalities found include lack of leadership and a tools-only approach. Also, a 

lack of strategic anchoring and managerial ownership and competence were 

mentioned. Generalizing on the basis of a single case is often possible, according to 

Flyvbjerg (2006). Formal generalization is overvalued as a source of scientific 

development, whereas the “force of example” is underestimated (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

“That knowledge cannot be formally generalized does not mean that it cannot enter 

into the collective process of knowledge accumulation in a given field or in a society” 

(ibid., p. 11). Given the similarities found in the study to other studies regarding 

obstacles to Lean development and managerial competence development, the 

findings are relevant to both Lean and change management in general. The study, I 

argue, contributes with examples that may broaden understanding in the field and 

inspire future research. 

 

3.3.2 Reliability 
With a social constructionist perspective, it may be argued that research is not about 

identifying objective facts, based on the understanding that reality in itself may be 

inaccessible or inseparable from our discourse about it (Burr, 2003). Therefore, all 

knowledge may be considered provisional and contestable. However, context-

dependent knowledge and experience are at the very heart of expert activity, which 

can also be said about the case study as a research and teaching method (Flyvbjerg, 

2006). Thus, the possibility to replicate results of the studies included may be 

questioned, since the exact circumstances no longer apply. As described by Flyvbjerg 

(ibid.), in the study of human affairs, there appears to exist only context-dependent 
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knowledge, and thus the possibility of epistemic theoretical construction is ruled out. 

An alternative way of justifying analyses or enhancing social constructionist research 

is by referring to its “usefulness” or “fruitfulness” (Burr, 2003), as well as 

demonstrating its soundness by presenting the logic of the arguments presented. In 

this case, all included studies are described in their respective papers. For included 

interviews, I describe the participating informants and present technique, interview 

questions and analysis approach. Based on this, the study is argued to be well 

grounded and to contribute to the field of study.  

 

3.3.3 Reflexivity 

As a researcher and author of this thesis, I have rather extensive knowledge of and 

experience with the studied organization, its culture, routines and operations 

globally. I have worked for the organization for a number of years and held various 

positions including operator, flow manager, production manager and internal 

management and leadership consultant. These prior experiences, of course, result in 

preconceptions and pre-study beliefs regarding how things function and what is to 

be investigated and how. 

 

Preconceptions brought into a study by the researcher are what initially need to be 

identified with regards to reflexivity (Malterud, 2001). Reflexivity is concerned with 

the effects of the researcher on the process of the study as well as the ensuing 

findings, interpretations and conclusions. It thus also concerns the effects of the 

researcher on both the planning and execution of the research process. Depending on 

perspective and position, individual researchers might access different but equally 

valid representations of a studied case or situation (Malterud, 2001). To address my 

own experience and preconceptions, I have consciously strived to cooperate with 

other researchers during these studies. In work with interview preparation, analysis 

and summation of results specifically, the cooperation with fellow researchers, 

coauthors and mentors has been valuable. Furthermore, I believe that in qualitative 

research different and individual ways of approaching the same subject result in 

increased and more comprehensive understanding of complex phenomena such as 

the one studied here (Malterud, 2001). I therefore believe that the cooperation with 

other researchers during my study has strengthened the design of it. It has been a way 

to supplement and at times contest my statements based on previous experience and 

preconceptions, as well as heightening awareness of potential blind spots. Along the 

way, my descriptions of the case have been read by colleagues kind enough to 

contribute their understanding of events and to validate my descriptions. 

 

To give readers access to an author’s background, such as identity, gender, 

credentials, occupation, experience and training, enables them to assess how these 
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factors may have influenced the study’s preparations, observations and conclusions. 

This subsequently improves the credibility of the findings (Tong et al., 2007). Thus, 

my previous history with the studied organization clearly needs to be taken into 

account, but it is not to be considered solely as a problem or a limiting factor since it 

has also helped me to better understand the context of the study and its results. As 

pointed out by Patel and Davidsson (2003), preconceptions can aid the researcher in 

more clearly understanding and seeing the context of questions and conclusions in 

research work. This is something that may improve and further deepen the 

understanding of a study. However, to utilize personal experience and knowledge as 

a valuable source of information and interpretation, preconceptions need to be 

identified and reflexivity considered. I have strived to do this by cooperating with 

fellow researchers and authors, as described in the appended papers. This 

cooperation, combined with the mentoring from my professors, has made me 

reevaluate some of my perspectives and “truths” regarding both the studied company 

as well as the challenges of Lean development and management’s understanding of 

the Lean concept. 

 

3.4 Method considerations 

In the first study, the focus was on generating a deeper understanding of barriers 

managers experience to Lean development. This study took a multilevel approach, 

covering several hierarchical levels of the organization. Semi-structured interviews 

were used to gather data. This interview approach made it possible to probe deeper 

into areas of interest emerging during interviews and to engage in dialogue with the 

interviewees. This was considered favorable since the focus was the individuals’ 

stories: managerial perceptions of Lean and exploring phenomena and practice 

within the studied organization.  

 

The purpose of the second study was to conceptualize the concepts of leadership and 

management in regard to the Lean concept, to increase understanding concerning the 

roles of leadership and management. It was found that leadership was an area with a 

multitude of books and articles published, so a search was made for central 

publications and influential writers. A snowball approach based on Lewis’s (2012) 

description was used to identify central and influential writers by their publications. 

Input was generated from the databases ISI Web of Science, Scopus and Google 

Scholar, and a subsequent comparison was made using the citation analysis program 

Publish or Perish (PoP). 

 

The third study aimed at identifying possible obstacles influencing senior managers’ 

ability to support Lean implementations. The study covered the top two hierarchical 

senior management levels of the studied company. Semistructured individual 
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interviews were used to gather input from eight managers. This approach was used 

based on the same reason mentioned for the first study.  

 

In the fourth study, the purpose was to assess how a team-based management 

approach may support Lean development and meet prerequisites for organizational 

learning. Data for the study was collected by observations of and participation in 

management team workshops as well as semistructured interviews and reviews of 

training material. This resulted in a description of four central themes, presented in 

paper D. 

 

The fifth study’s purpose was to explore the performance outcomes of a team-based 

management approach for Lean development in delivery precision and safety 

incidents. The results are based on an embedded single case study, including 24 

globally spread production units within the studied company. The collection of 

performance data was done by the company for internal follow-up and was made 

available to the author. Descriptive statistics and ANOVA analysis were used to 

compare the performance outcomes of the units. The performance effects of the 

team-based management approach for Lean development were then visualized in the 

diagrams included in paper D. The diagrams display how two key performance 

indicators, OTD and LTI, change over time for units that are certified (level 2) or 

uncertified (level 1) for adopting a team-based (Lean) approach.  
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4 Case description 

The studied organization is a large, global manufacturing company with a long 

history in its line of business. At the time the Lean implementation started, it 

consisted of some 80 productions and sales units globally. The Lean development 

effort described was initiated 16 years ago by the president of the company. At the 

time it was more about implementing a set way of working than to develop the 

company’s own way of achieving excellence. Over time the approach has been 

established as a main framework for the company’s strategic development and 

improvement work within all functions.  

 

The stated reason for initiating a Lean development program was perceived needs 

for improvements within delivery precision, productivity and profitability. The 

company was at the time making decent profits, but the president felt it could do a 

lot better and had plenty of untapped potential. The company’s long history of 

unbroken profit resulted more from product development and renewal than from 

efficiency improvements (according to a diagnosis by the management team), and 

there was found to be strong potential for productivity improvements within 

manufacturing. Tapping into this potential was considered vital for the company’s 

strategic development. The initial focus of the Lean implementation was thus 

manufacturing, where production lead-time was identified as an initial area to 

develop. This was done since lead-time was considered to be at the core of 

productivity, and to improve it a manufacturer needs to excel at material flow, 

machine utilization and quality. It was recognized early on that the desired changes 

needed to be driven by developing competence within the existing organization. 

Simply recruiting new competence was considered impossible, since the company is 

highly specialized, and a change in management would mean a loss of critical 

knowledge. Through the initial work in manufacturing, recognitions of similar 

potential within sales and marketing were later recognized. The president at this stage 

showed a clear understanding of the importance of the way of working and the 

foundation it gives to financial results. He stated that even though good financial 

results were absolutely essential, he firmly believed that the main factor affecting 

these results in the long term was the way the people within the organization develop 

their ways of working. 

 

In an interview six years into the Lean development effort, the president pointed to 

patience and the fact that the road chosen was far from a short-term action plan but 

rather a continuous process, based on a mindset that over time will become the core 

of the company’s culture. Driven by a conviction that (a) companies only survive 

and prosper in the long term by constant operational improvements and (b) the 

potential for improvements and excellence is often far greater than management 
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thinks, the president kept promoting the Lean implementation. Initially, efforts were 

focused on production, but they soon came to include sales and marketing, 

purchasing and product development. At this phase the approach was to work with 

these functions as stand-alone entities, which did little to address organizational 

interdependencies and value flows. Yet the approach generated sufficient results for 

the work to continue. Initial three-year goals were to double the company’s return on 

invested capital, and this was achieved, according to the president. The company’s 

endurance is demonstrated by the fact that the work with Lean development has 

continued in spite of a new president and that the company approach to Lean 

development has evolved considerably over time. Initially there were over 50 internal 

and external experts driving the work, whereas today there are only six internal Lean 

coaches and auditors working with a totally different approach, which has evolved 

based on the organization’s insights along the way.  

 

The management and leadership training connected to the development initially 

mainly consisted of lengthy classroom trainings on Lean tools, called “Death by 

Power-Point” sessions by participants. Some individual coaching attempts were 

made, but no real leadership training or situational coaching was conducted during 

the 16-week efforts. In retrospect this appears as a major waste of time, trying to 

force-feed information to managers, especially since much of the training material 

was of high quality. In a further attempt to maintain momentum, agendas were rigid, 

with little or no room for adaptations to local needs or requirements. This appeared 

as another way to waste time by trying to save time. The importance of branding, 

making the development the company’s own, which was pointed out as key by the 

president, was not evident at the time. The system was perceived as rather rigid; and 

the consultants did not appreciate being asked to alter it to fit local needs. 

 

Ten years into the Lean development work, the company’s approach has evolved 

significantly. The established approach is a result of discoveries the organization 

made regarding development and sustainability. Ownership of the development now 

lies with cross-functional local management teams rather than internal or external 

experts. Furthermore, the approach is sequenced to ensure local adaptation to 

fundamental requirements and practices and to involve local management in 

practicing the approach in order to be able to train and coach employees themselves. 

The sequenced approach, divided into four steps, is further divided into focus areas 

(elements) to improve systematic work and improvement. The work is centered 

around three main focus areas, which are described as cornerstones in the approach. 

These cornerstones consist of (1) target setting and target breakdown involving all 

employees, (2) standardization of the unit’s main processes and activities involving 

all functions and (3) systematic continuous improvement of processes and ways of 
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working. Something that becomes increasingly clear as a unit develops within the 

approach is the interconnections among these three cornerstones. Visualization and 

cross-functional cooperation and communication are key ingredients in this 

development in order to enable quick detection of and correction to deviations from 

established targets or standards. 

 

Both ownership and knowledge within local management teams are key in this 

approach since practice and understanding of the cornerstones and the tools and 

routines they contain, such as target setting, visualization, standardization, problem 

solving and continuous improvement frameworks are initially addressed by a unit’s 

management team. Only once a management team is familiar with a way of working 

is it spread to the entire organization and over time refined and developed with a 

PDCA approach, at times with the assistance of internal experts and trainers. This 

way of working with development has evolved and been shaped into a systematic 

approach over the years. During this time the company has concluded that relying on 

external consultants and being tempted to take big leaps often does not result in 

sustainable change and improvements. Bypassing management by using external 

consultants is no longer considered a productive way to ensure competence 

development within the company. 

 

The sequenced approach to Lean development currently consists of four levels, 

which may be likened to a staircase (see Figure 2). Taking one step in this staircase 

normally takes 12 to 18 months for most units, depending on the number of 

employees. The initial step is centered around target setting and target visualization 

for the local management team. Routines for target follow-up and workplace 

standardization are also introduced, including visualization and audits. The initial 

step also includes standard operating procedures for key processes. The second step 

involves establishing a documented routine for target setting, target breakdown and 

follow-up, where all employees are involved and where targets and deviations are 

systematically visualized. Deviations are handled by cross-functional teams, and root 

cause analysis is used routinely for specific deviations. Material and information 

flow analysis (MIFA) is used for key processes or products in order to visualize and 

generate understanding for current state and obstacles. Induction training is 

formalized for new employees in order to ensure understanding of and adherence to 

standards and way of working. The third step is focused on making sure that the way 

of working established in previous steps is systematically revised, improved and 

updated. Further demands regarding the use of MIFAs connected to local KPIs are 

also made here, with the intention to increase understanding of internal processes, 

interdependencies and current state. Leadership is defined and developed with a 

focus on coaching and competence development, where one learns the system by 
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practicing it and by solving problems systematically. The fourth level is still in a pilot 

or development mode, where unit-specific needs and requirements will be at the core. 

Units at this level are using the techniques and tools developed in previous steps 

adapted to business-specific requirements. Training on this level will be very tailor-

made, with a focus on identified obstacles and weaknesses. 

 

The first level of the company’s team-based approach, for a unit, means meeting the 

following requirements. These are described in detail in the audits used to certify 

individual units and management teams within the organization: 

• A structured approach to health and safety work is established by ensuring 

safety awareness, as well as adherence to routines and standards. Ergonomic 

assessments of the workplace and risk assessments are developed. Systematic 

safety improvements are requested. Situation-based risk assessments and root 

cause analysis of incidents or accidents are to be performed and promoted by 

management. Visualization of machine operation and risks are to be in place. 

• To support individual performance and competence development, job 

descriptions, integration routines and performance reviews are to be used 

within the unit systematically. 

• To support team performance and development, unit targets are broken 

down to department level in such a way that individual managers have clear 

KPIs and objectives that are clearly connected to overall unit targets. Team 

members understand what affects target realization, and the team applies 

systematic problem solving to deviations. Targets and results are visible and 

easily identified in a unit.  

• The first three steps of 5S are implemented within key areas or approximately 

50 percent of the unit. Managers at all levels are involved in the work and can 

easily explain the approach and reason for using it in the workplace. 

• How operations or specific tasks should be performed in the most efficient 

way, known as the way of working, is described in Standard Operating 

Procedures (SOPs) for selected critical areas. These SOPs are to be easily 

accessible in each workplace. Parameters needed to operate the process 

should be defined, verified and easily accessible at the workplace. 

At the second level, sustainability of level 1 is initially checked in the audit approach. 

Following this, additional requirements are made in the following areas: 

 

• Visual and clearly defined targets are to be in place regarding environment, 

health and safety (EHS). An EHS plan is in place for the unit, and problem 

solving is used for EHS incidents and accidents to find the real root cause with 

actions to prevent problems from happening again. Communication about 

incidents, accidents and risk observations is done systematically to increase EHS 
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awareness. Managers involve themselves routinely in problem solving related to 

EHS incidents, near misses and/or accidents.  

• A value stream map (VSM) is created for a selected area or flow, updated with 

relevant data. The purpose is to learn to create and use a VSM in order to increase 

understanding of a value flow and the waste it contains. VSM is used to visualize, 

analyze and communicate the current situation, involve people and collect ideas 

for improvements. This is done in cross-functional work groups. 

• Preventive maintenance routines are implemented for prioritized equipment, 

and the need for spare parts is analyzed and documented based on historical data. 

Job descriptions are updated to reflect preventive and autonomous maintenance 

routines. Regular PDCA (Plan Do Check Adjust) of the maintenance process is 

performed. 

• RFM (Right from Me) is ensured by understanding and visualization of external 

as well as internal customers and customer demands. Quality targets and actual 

status are displayed in a visual, easily accessible way. Structured problem solving 

is used when deviations occur. SOPs are regularly reviewed and updated to 

reflect improvements and new knowledge. Employees are trained based on a 

competence matrix with established quality standards. 

• A structured approach to the EIS (Everyday Improvement System) is 

implemented and developed to a basic level within the unit. A description of the 

process from idea to implemented improvement exists (e.g., in an SOP). The 

number of implemented suggestions is visualized; the running rate is tracked and 

followed up. 

• Team performance within the management team as well as on department 

levels shows a clear understanding of and follow-up on department and unit 

targets. Targets are clearly visualized and traceable to the level above. Deviations 

from targets are routinely handled by structured problem-solving methods. 

 

A minimum of two internal consultants classify the units using a structured audit 

approach. These audits are performed in dialogue with the local management team, 

and they are to a large extent carried out with a “go-and-see” approach.  
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Figure 2. A sequenced approach to Lean. (Renström, 2020) 
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5 Summary and Results of Appended Papers  
 

In this chapter the results of the appended papers are presented and summarized. 

 

5.1 Summary and results of paper A 

The purpose of paper A was to address the question of how managers’ views on Lean 

in terms of “toolbox Lean” or “Lean thinking” impact their view of the 

implementation process. The paper is based on a case study at a globally established 

Swedish manufacturing company. Findings of the study show that managers’ 

definitions of Lean have evolved from a “toolbox” view towards more of a “Lean 

thinking” view during the implementation process, due to the learning that has taken 

place in the organization as the implementation work progressed. As the 

understanding of Lean developed, new and unforeseen deviations and needs were 

identified. This in turn affected the managers’ views on the implementation process 

and perceived needs related to the Lean development work. The study also shows 

that piecemeal or fragmented development of an organization, such as production 

units developing individually without support from middle management or human 

resources may impede Lean development efforts. The paper concludes that Lean 

implementation and development require systemwide change efforts in order to be 

sustainable and successful. These change efforts need to be concerned primarily with 

management systems and management approach but also to address and impact 

interdependencies with support functions within the organization. The use of external 

consultants in selected parts of an organization apparently results in the bypassing of 

management levels and support functions. This in turn results in conflicting priorities 

and ensuing tensions within the organization. The paper contributes to a deeper 

understanding regarding the learning process related to Lean development and the 

need for a systemwide approach where interdependent functions develop together. 

 

5.2 Summary and results of paper B 

The purpose of this paper was to conceptualize leadership and management 

regarding the Lean concept, thereby increasing understanding of the respective roles 

of these concepts in relationship to Lean development. The paper addresses the role 

of leadership and management in a Lean enterprise system. The study takes a 

snowball approach to previous literature to identify people influential on the topic 

through their publications. Findings of the study show that leadership and 

management are two different but complementary action systems that can be seen as 

reflected in Toyota’s two foundational principles, “Respect for people” and 

“Continuous improvement.” Differentiating between the two concepts of leadership 
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and management is stated to be important in order to meet organizational needs 

during Lean implementation and development, since the concepts carry 

complementary functions. Practical implications of this pointed out in the paper 

include the need to further train managers in leadership and to work on influencing 

on-the-job behavior. The lack of leadership abilities in many firms was found to be 

one potential reason for the tendency of companies to address Lean as a toolbox 

rather than an enterprise-wide system that entails not only structural change but also 

changes in culture and behavior standards.  
 

5.3 Summary and results of paper C 

This paper focuses on the lessons learned among senior managers concerning nine 

years of Lean development within the studied company. It addresses perceived 

implications of a Lean way of working and possible obstacles that may affect senior 

managers’ ability to implement and sustain a Lean enterprise system. 

 

The study covers the top two senior management levels of the organization. The 

studied organization, the same one studied in paper A, is further described in section 

4 of this thesis. Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight 

senior managers to gather data for the study. The analysis of the material revealed 

four main obstacles to Lean development: 

1. Competence development needs of senior managers were not addressed. 

2. The Lean development initiative was not connected to company strategy. 

3. Key players within the organization were initially not involved or tasked. 

4. The initiative was not systemwide. 

 

The results stress the importance of initial competence evaluation and development 

of senior management in Lean development efforts. The paper argues that 

recognition and acceptance of senior management’s own lack of competence or 

development needs must be part of the Lean development process. However, 

recognizing, accepting and understanding such competence gaps may not be possible 

for a management team initially. This understanding may have to develop over time 

as the team practices and gains a deeper understanding of the Lean concept. Thus, 

Lean is as much a developmental process for senior management as it is for the rest 

of the organization and learning by doing appears to be the way to go to bridge the 

knowing-doing gap. 
 

5.4 Summary and results of paper D 

This paper, based on an explorative case study, evaluates a team-based management 

approach for Lean development designed according to requirements for 

organizational learning. Considering Lean a management system and management 
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being willing to practice the desired approach are often described as central for Lean 

development. Also, Toyota, a company often linked to the Lean concept, is regularly 

described as a learning organization; its success said to be closely linked to its ability 

to generate and manage organizational learning, which emphasizes social practice as 

the way to learn and develop. Results show that the cross-functional team approach 

used by the studied company facilitates Lean development by contributing to a 

system perspective and managerial system understanding. Target setting and target 

breakdown routines are identified as crucial in order to facilitate employee 

involvement in target achievement and continuous improvement. Daily operational 

steering from a cross-functional perspective is vital to generate the discussions and 

problem-solving opportunities needed to enhance system and process understanding. 

 

The described model used by the company has evolved over a time period of 13 

years. It reflects the insights and learnings the studied organization has made in 

response to Lean development challenges. Papers A and B provide background to 

the challenges faced by the studied organization; the current approach described in 

the model is the way the organization has chosen to address the encountered 

challenges in its Lean effort. The model in its current state can be described as a 

sequenced, team-based approach where management teams are coached in 

understanding target conditions, defining gaps and setting plans for closing gaps 

within their own organizations. This approach strives to make it clear that it is local 

management and not the company experts or external consultants who are 

responsible for local development and improvements. It also addresses the issue of 

Lean development as an enabler for strategy realization and that this needs to be 

recognized within management teams unless the development is to be considered a 

side project. Managerial ownership and competence development within key areas 

or elements are addressed in a sequenced coaching approach, where management 

teams are challenged and supported in developing their own operations according to 

their own local needs. The company’s model or approach is evaluated against 

requirements for organizational learning as well as the requirements for Lean 

leadership described in paper B. 

 

The four central activities described as meeting requirements for organizational 

learning are as follows: 

 

• An established, structured approach for target setting and target 

breakdown covering all levels of the organization 

• A cross-functional management team, made up of members 

representing the perspectives of all major functions within the 

organization, owning and driving this target-setting process 
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• A follow-up and auditing system where managers spend time in the 

value flow coaching and challenging employees on targets and target 

conditions resulting from the target setting 

• A systematic approach to dealing with deviations discovered during 

performance management and follow-up, where cross-functional 

interdependencies are recognized, and key stakeholders get involved 

across organizational functions or levels 

 

This work apparently provides the essential context or framework for Lean 

development and organizational learning aspirations. Thus, a cross-functional 

management team approach may facilitate Lean development by contributing 

context to managerial routines and behaviors, given that it is tied to the organization’s 

target-setting and target-breakdown routines. This provides the framework for people 

involvement, coaching, training and cross-functional problem solving related to 

deviation handling. It also provides managers with a framework to sharpen their own 

skills and to act as role models within their organization. 

 

5.5 Summary and results of paper E 

The purpose of this paper was to evaluate a team-based management approach for 

Lean development by exploring the performance outcomes regarding delivery 

precision and safety incidents and then checking if it generates results in actual KPI 

outcomes. As described in paper D, Lean based on Toyota’s way of working is tightly 

connected to organizational learning. Therefore, for Lean development, 

organizational learning theory is of interest. Collective, cross-functional practice in 

management teams as well as the understanding of Lean as a management system 

and not merely a production-oriented toolbox is thus central. The paper is based on 

an explorative case study performed at the company described in section 4. It 

explores the performance outcomes of a cross-functional team-based management 

approach for Lean development in terms of on-time delivery (OTD) precision and 

safety incidents. The organizational activity related to organizational learning that 

has been in focus for this study is mainly management as stewards and participants 

in a systematic target-setting and target-breakdown process involving all employees. 

Connected to this is the systematic follow-up of target realization, entailing deviation 

handling, systematic cross-functional problem solving, employee coaching and 

systematic updating of procedures based on new insights. In these areas, cross-

functional management participation has been considered key. The interplay between 

different system levels and functions as well as collective practice are 

emphasized. The team-based approach used by the studied company is a sequenced, 

step-by-step approach. In this approach, collective, cross-functional practice within 
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management teams is the starting point and is considered key to ensure sustainable 

change and development. Here, members of the cross-functional team build 

proficiency by themselves practicing and applying routines and tools within the 

company system in order to be able to act as stewards within their own functions. 

This way of working has evolved from a starting point where the company made 

extensive use of external Lean consultants and had more of a toolbox approach to 

Lean development. This initial approach was tried and evaluated by the company; 

perseverance and evaluations led to the sequenced, step-by-step approach now in use. 

This paper explores and evaluates the team-based approach which has evolved in the 

company over 15 years. Following organizational learning theory, this study 

addresses the impact of organizational learning attributes on firm performance. 

Results show that the company’s approach affects the studied areas and drives 

improvement within the company. It is clear that uncertified units (level 1) display a 

negative rather than a positive trend for OTD. There is also a tendency for differences 

in OTD between the analyzed units at level 1 to increase over time. In contrast, 

certified units at level 2 have improved their OTD over the years; differences 

between the units instead decrease over time. A more detailed comparison of mean 

values (ANOVA) for single years shows that the differences in OTD between 

uncertified and certified units are statistically significant. When analyzing lost time 

incidents (LTIs) in uncertified units and certified units, the results show that LTIs are 

more common in uncertified units (mean value 1.5) compared to certified ones (mean 

value 0.92). The differences are also larger among the uncertified units compared to 

certified units (a standard deviation of 6.6 compared to 3.8).  
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6 Discussion 

This chapter begins with a discussion regarding the methods used in the thesis which 

is then followed by a discussion of the results. 

 

6.1 Method discussion  

Since Lean implementation and organizational learning have been presented as 

highly correlated (Tortorella et al., 2019) and organizational learning theories state 

that collective learning and experimenting together are key, a study of a team-based 

approach to Lean development was considered a valid perspective to increase 

knowledge of the field. Based on this, my research questions were focused on 

managerial and leadership requirements related to Lean development, perceived 

obstacles to Lean development among managers, and possible performance 

improvements in a team-based management approach for Lean development. I 

consider the case study method used to have functioned well in that it gave an 

opportunity to study context-dependent knowledge and experience. 

 

The first study was focused on generating a deeper understanding of barriers 

managers experience related to Lean development. Here the use of semi-structured 

interviews (Smith et al., 2009) worked well as a method to explore perceptions and 

to examine the topic at hand without being limited by more fixed questions. 

Clustering the informants responses and comments in the iterative approach (Smith 

and Osborn, 2008) used required a good overview of collected data and was rather 

time-consuming. The possibility here to work with a co-author was especially fruitful 

since this gave an opportunity to compare experiences and to broaden perspectives. 

In the other studies performed together with fellow researchers my experience was 

the same. To analyze data and to discuss conclusions with other researchers gave me 

opportunity to challenge my own preconceptions and perspectives and promoted my 

own learning and development. The second study was focused on literature regarding 

management and aimed at exploring the role of management and leadership in Lean. 

Here a snowball method was used to limit the search to influential authors or material 

of interest. Core publications were found by using Publish or Perish (PoP), a citation 

analysis program. The approach resulted in the findings of the dualism of Lean 

leadership described in paper B. In the third study managers perceived obstacles to 

supporting Lean development was in focus. As in the first study semi-structured 

interviews (Smith et al.) were used in the same manner which gave a broad and in 

depth picture of the area. Analysis was carried out in an iterative way similar to the 

first study, here also in cooperation with a co-author. The approach resulted in the 

themes presented in paper C. The fourth study assessed how a team based 

management approach may support Lean development and how it may meet 
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requirements for organizational learning. Here data was gathered by observations, 

participation in workshops, document reviews as well as semi-structured interviews. 

The recorded interviews were transcribed and analyzed with an iterative approach, 

compared with documents and notes and clustered. This was quite time consuming, 

and resulted in the central themes presented in Paper D. The use of semis-structured 

interviews and observations allowed for in depth examination of the change process 

at the studied company and the stated perceptions regarding this change process 

among participants. The study is however limited to this single case and can be said 

to be context dependent. The multitude of variables related to such a process and the 

content specific limitations can be said to limit external validity. However, the 

question of whether the results and knowledge gained can be transferred to other 

settings is of interest. The “force of example” as described by Flyvbjerg (2006) 

indicates that knowledge, even though it may not be formally generalizable, 

contributes to knowledge accumulation within a given field. This study, I argue, 

contributes with examples relevant to Lean development as well as organizational 

learning in general. In the final study performance outcomes of a team-based 

management approach to Lean were explored. Key performance indicators regarding 

delivery precision and lost time injury frequency were compared between production 

units at different levels in the company’s sequenced Lean approach. One advantage 

here was that the data for the study was readily available to me since I had access to 

internal review and follow-up systems used within the company. For an external 

reviewer this access to data might however have been more difficult. I also had the 

opportunity to discuss the collected data with the company’s internal consultants and 

quality department to gain a broader background.  The use of ANOVA analysis and 

descriptive statistics resulted in visualized diagrams as presented in paper D.  

 

6.2 Managerial and leadership requirements 

Regarding managerial and leadership requirements related to Lean, paper A 

indicated that managers changed their roles to include more influence on behavior 

and people development activities. This led to a focus on leadership in paper B, 

where leadership and management were pointed out as different but complementary 

concepts. The ability to balance seemingly contradictory systems of action such as 

authoritarian and participative is clearly described as a critical factor for success in 

both Lean literature and descriptions of organizational learning (Emiliani, 2003; 

Vera and Crossan, 2004). Ability to differentiate between these two concepts is 

necessary to understand and meet needs and requirements during Lean development. 

It can be said that leadership and management both have relevant but different 

functions and are to be considered complementary in meeting organizational and 

developmental needs. In general, though, it is not uncommon to find imbalances 

between the two concepts in organizations. Organizations are said to generally be 
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over-managed and under-led (Kotter, 2001), which may indicate that the ability to 

work with organizational culture and behavior is lacking. This may be one reason for 

companies to approach Lean as a toolbox rather than an enterprise system that 

addresses all operations and also affects cultural and behavioral standards. 

Implications from this include that organizations should train managers in leadership 

to a greater extent and the differences between leadership and management should 

be investigated. An organization’s ability to accommodate and balance both 

mechanistic and organic features, as described by Bass (1999) in descriptions of 

transactional and transformational behaviors, is vital to organizational learning. To 

have the ability to accommodate and balance both management and leadership points 

to the same organizational needs. The viable way to truly understand the functions 

and complementary aspects of these two seemingly contradictory concepts appears 

to be hands-on practice. 

 

6.3 Obstacles to Lean development  

Regarding perceived obstacles to Lean development among managers and what 

benefits a team-based management approach may bring, it appears the understanding 

of this has changed over time within the organization. The study shows that the 

organization has gradually reevaluated the meaning and understanding of the Lean 

concept since the initial, mostly tool-focused, introduction. Statements from senior 

management in the interviews make it very clear that the company Lean development 

effort was considered long term. They also expressed understanding that the 

management approach needs to change. Yet managers also expressed an 

unwillingness to actually make these changes and uncertainty as to how the approach 

needs to change. Four main obstacles to Lean development were identified in the 

study: a lack of initial senior management competence evaluation and training, 

failing to connect the development clearly to company strategy, not making the 

approach systemwide from the start, and leaving out key organizational stakeholders 

initially.  

 

The study in paper C describes how senior managers took what initially appeared to 

be shortcuts, not understanding their own role in the development. Lean development 

was delegated to external consultants and specialists, largely circumventing senior 

and middle management. This approach can be said to have removed both the 

opportunity and the demand for senior management to practice and learn the desired 

way of working. Reasons for this approach may have been an intention to save time 

and to speed up the process, but it also resulted in managers not having to face 

conflicting priorities, ambiguity and their own lack of competence regarding Lean. 

Senior management lack of competence and understanding of the Lean approach was 

stated to have resulted in the Lean implementation not being connected to company 
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strategy nor regarded as a key enabler for it. So, this approach resulted in a number 

of obstacles that slowed down the process later on. This is much in line with 

descriptions given by Emiliani and Emiliani (2013) regarding how senior 

management’s lack of understanding and practice of the Lean concept restrain and 

handicap their ability to lead Lean transformations. 

 

Symptoms such as the development not being systemwide and leaving key 

stakeholders out of the initial implementation and development work may also be 

attributed to a lack of understanding of Lean. An unwillingness or inability to 

recognize that deep understanding of Lean thinking is required at senior management 

levels may be at the heart of this. Also, prestige and perhaps reluctance to admitting 

to a lack of knowledge regarding Lean may factor in. Reward systems at this level 

also play a key role. Quarterly financial reporting connected to personal track records 

and benefits may be an incentive for managers to prioritize short-run financial 

performance indicators over long-term strategy initiatives. This is in line with other 

descriptions (Emiliani, 2006) of how short-term business pressures from influential 

stockholders may be inconsistent with a Lean approach. If this is the case, then senior 

management reward systems may downgrade the importance of long-term financial 

development and should be reviewed prior to a Lean development initiative to ensure 

they support the initiative. 

 

Finally, descriptions of how the management team planned and followed up the 

development initially reveal a lack of teamwork and shared analysis, something that 

is considered central in organizational learning (Eikeland, 2012; Schein, 2004). This 

approach and perhaps the management team’s composition resulted in key functions 

and individuals initially being left out of the implementation. This most likely 

resulted in a lack of team problem solving and shared learning. As a result, 

competence development and system understanding were slowed, and certain needs 

were kept hidden or undiscovered. As described by Crossan et al. (1999), shared 

understanding of novel ideas may not evolve unless shared action and 

experimentation is attempted. This initial approach affected or perhaps even 

generated all of the four main obstacles later described by the managers within the 

organization. Yet once the organization realized this and as the Lean development 

initiative evolved, the approach became much more team focused and hands-on. 

 

6.4 What a team-based approach could look like  

Looking at Lean from an organizational learning perspective, the importance of, for 

instance, systematic cross-functional practice becomes evident. Taking this 

perspective also emphasizes the need to consider Lean a management system, as 
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described by Hines et al. (2018) and Emiliani (2007), not merely a toolbox to be 

applied in an organization’s production areas.  

 

The team-based approach used by the studied company is a sequenced, step-by-step 

approach where management teams practice and develop their way of working over 

time. The way of working is supported by an in-house team of company experts who 

supply training, workshops and audits to follow up on progress and identify gaps. In 

a systematic way, management teams are trained, coached and challenged to develop 

their operations based on local needs and prerequisites. This is further described in 

papers D and E. 

 

The three cornerstones of the approach are:  

• target setting and target breakdown where all employees are involved,  

• standardization of the main processes and activities within all functions of the 

unit, and 

• systematic continuous improvement of processes and ways of working.  

 

Cross-functional communication, cooperation and visualization are key ingredients 

in this development work, allowing management teams to quickly detect and address 

deviations from targets or standards, and to understand system implications. This 

cross-functional approach has much in common with requirements for organizational 

learning as described by Vera and Crossan (2004). The step-by-step approach means 

that the practice of target-setting routines, problem solving, 5S, standardization and 

continuous improvement frameworks is initially addressed by the management 

teams. Once the management team is familiar with the way of working, it is spread 

to the entire organization. Over time the way of working is refined using a PDCA 

approach.  

 

The cross-functional team approach used by the studied company can be said to 

facilitate Lean development by contributing to a system perspective and managerial 

system understanding, which is vital from an organizational learning perspective. 

This is much in line with requirements for developing Lean maturity as described by 

Hines et al. (2018), where a tools approach leads to a systems approach, which finally 

influences organizational culture. Furthermore, daily operational steering from a 

cross-functional perspective is vital to generate the discussions and problem-solving 

opportunities needed to enhance system and process understanding among all 

employees. The defining characteristics and different levels of the approach have 

developed as a result of the company’s long-term work with structured 

improvements. A sequenced, step-by-step approach fits with descriptions of Lean 

development as presented by Hines et al. (2018), where Lean change is described as 



65 

 

an evolution through a series of stages characterized as tool-based change, system-

based change and cultural-based change. The approach may also be considered to 

mirror descriptions of organizational learning, which Aragón et al. (2013) described 

as occurring on individual, group and organizational levels. Between these three 

levels is the transfer mechanism between individual and organizational learning, 

where individual learning becomes embedded in an organization’s memory and 

structure (Kim, 1993). This feed-forward and feedback process, as described by Vera 

and Crossan (2004), can be seen as reflected in the studied company’s current 

approach of standardization and at the same time development and change to current 

standards. 

  

The company’s approach is described in papers C and D; paper E evaluates its 

outcomes in terms of delivery precision and lost time injuries. The four activities 

described as central in the company’s approach to meet requirements for 

organizational learning are detailed in section 5.4, Summary and results of paper D. 

 

This structure provides clear targets and standards for operations on the one hand, 

and a framework for people involvement, coaching, training and cross-functional 

problem solving related to deviation handling on the other. It also provides managers 

with a framework to sharpen their own skills and to act as role models within their 

organization. To build managerial competence and for managers to be able to act as 

role models is something which is pointed out as vital in descriptions of Lean (Hines 

et al., 2018; Mann, 2009; Poksinska and Swartling, 2018). By covering both of these 

areas, it may be said that a balance between transactional and transformational 

leadership (Bass, 1999; Vera and Crossan, 2004) is achieved. Both mechanistic and 

organic features are accommodated, and it is thereby possible to facilitate both the 

reinforcement of institutionalized learning and the development of new learning. 

 

6.5 Performance improvements from a team-based approach  

Regarding performance improvements concluded from a team-based management 

approach for Lean development, the study shows an apparent difference between 

units. Units that have reached the second level of the company’s development model 

have improved and stabilized their performance compared to units that are still at an 

initial, first step of the development. What is it, then, that generates improved 

performance in the units that have reached the second level? The main and most 

obvious difference between these units is that management teams and managers have 

spent more time on hands-on practice of the approach, both as members of a cross-

functional team and as stewards to their own staff. By doing so, they have to a greater 

extent involved their employees in the routines and tools of the development 

approach and had a chance to further their own understanding by practicing and 
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teaching the approach to others. The importance of learning by doing collectively 

and to practice is one key feature pointed out by Eikeland (2012) in organizational 

learning.  

 

Furthermore, involving individuals, groups and the overall organization is vital in 

order to generate system understanding and promote organizational learning (Vera 

and Crossan, 2004; Aragón et al., 2013). As a result of this cross-functional and 

multilevel work applied to target setting and follow-up, standards and routines have 

been revised based on a greater system understanding of obstacles and needs within 

these units. This is well in line with descriptions of organizational learning, where it 

is not sufficient to learn about practice, one should rather learn to become a 

practitioner (Ellström, 2010). This would indicate that no matter how much you read 

about Lean practice, you need to practice the approach to understand the 

ramifications of it. This could be one reason the studied organization has redefined 

the understanding of the Lean concept and their way of developing it over the years. 

Social practice and shared experience may thus be said to have generated greater 

system understanding within the company’s management teams. This has, however, 

required time and money.  

 

Even though it was stated from the beginning of the development effort that this was 

a long-term commitment to develop the organization’s capabilities – a “never-ending 

journey” – the question of whether it could have been done more quickly remains. 

Would it have been possible to skip some of the steps taken by the organization? 

With hindsight, most likely, if the organization had known what it did not know. The 

point here is that this has been a learning journey, and it is ongoing. Also, the time 

spent has been an investment in learning and knowledge about the organization’s 

possibilities and limitations, something that might not have been possible to really 

understand in any other way than by experience. The step-by-step approach used by 

the company has provided opportunities to practice and experiment with different 

solutions. By this ongoing experimentation and testing, both management teams and 

individuals have gained a deeper understanding of their own organization and its 

processes. In short, learning takes time, and there may not be a way around that. Still, 

one may argue that as the organization becomes more skilled at learning, it will learn 

more quickly. So, as the organization deepens its understanding of this way of 

working, the process may well speed up. It is, however, not likely that an 

organization could skip any initial steps since these steps generate experience and 

knowledge for what needs to be done in subsequent steps. Thus, there is no quick fix 

to organizational learning and Lean development. For organizations and managers 

striving for operational excellence, perhaps there needs to be a deeper understanding 

of learning. Learning is a process over time, and it takes time.  
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6.6 General discussion  

In approaching the Lean concept from an organizational learning perspective, there 

are a number of implications for leadership and management. It may be argued that 

an understanding of prerequisites for organizational learning will aid in the 

clarification and understanding of managerial requirements for Lean development. 

Several factors can be said to be important to support systematic organizational 

learning. Among these is the understanding and ability to balance transactional and 

transformational leadership (Bass, 1999; Emiliani, 2003; Vera and Crossan, 2004). 

This may be seen as mirrored by mechanistic and organic features within the 

organization such as the standardization and systematic improvement demonstrated 

by the studied organization. The descriptions given in this study may be seen as 

demonstrations of theory in action, even though the organization itself is not aware 

of the theories. It has simply, by trial and error, arrived at what works. Also, 

requirements of balance between conceptual and operational learning (Kim, 1993) 

may be seen as reflected by the target-setting and problem-solving approach used by 

the company.  

 

Furthermore, learning together, collectively, through practical experience is essential 

(Eikeland, 2012). Managerial implications here are that senior management needs to 

establish structures for systematic, cross-functional, collective learning. Such an 

approach is demonstrated in this case by the focus on cross-functional management 

teams being owners and stewards of the Lean development process within their own 

areas. A central process used to ensure collective practice within the company is the 

company’s target-setting and follow-up approach. The process may be considered 

central for collective problem solving and material and information flow analysis, 

which both generate understanding for interdependencies and system implications of 

results and changes. This may be one way of counteracting silos or departmental 

thinking barriers as described by Halling (2020) within an organization. The 

company’s approach in some ways reflects the model of organizational learning 

presented by Vera and Crossan (2004). A team-based management approach thus 

benefits Lean development in that it promotes learning and system understanding. 

To collectively practice and experiment in cross-functional teams is a way to both 

deepen understanding of organizational interdependencies and to address 

organizational needs. 

 

The importance of hands-on experience and practice among managers is a further 

central point in organizational learning (Ellström, 2010). To be able to lead by shared 

action and experimentation is clearly valuable, since knowledge can be said to be 

context specific and either tacit or explicit (Nonaka et al., 2000). Tacit knowledge, 

deeply rooted in action, procedures, routines and values, is not always easily 
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communicated and not easily changed (Schein, 1996). To be able to drive and 

support development and improvement within their own organization, management 

may be said to develop increased system understanding. By more deeply 

understanding the current mode of operations, it likely becomes more possible to 

grasp both obstacles and opportunities. Thus, leading with action (Crossan et al., 

1999) rather than mainly focusing on cognition appears to be a viable way to generate 

a shared common understanding of the desired way of working. Managers need to 

consider themselves part of the organizational learning process as described by 

Crossan et al. (1999) and not only as administrators of the process. This may also be 

considered essential in managerial competence development regarding Lean, 

something which may be considered necessary to ensure support over time for the 

development. As indicated, senior managers need to become Lean practitioners by 

engaging in collective experiential and experimental learning, learning and 

developing the way of working by testing and analyzing together with others. Not 

doing so, or perhaps to rely on external consultants instead, will ultimately handicap 

senior management’s ability to develop and support a Lean way of working (Emiliani 

and Emiliani, 2013). 

 

Regarding the definition of the Lean concept within the organization, this has 

developed over time from an initial tool-focused, production-specific approach to a 

more systemwide management approach. As the understanding of the concept has 

evolved, it has affected the managers’ view on the implementation process, resulting 

in a sequenced, management team–focused approach. The use of external consultants 

has for the most part been abandoned since it was found to result in bypassing 

management levels and support functions, something which resulted in conflicting 

priorities within the organization and had a negative effect on competence 

development.  

 

Obstacles to Lean development found, appear to be centered around initial 

competence evaluation and the development of senior management. Recognition and 

acceptance of senior management’s own lack of competence regarding Lean and 

resulting development and training needs must be part of the development process. 

This understanding may not be present initially but may have to develop as a result 

of practicing the system. This initial lack of competence evaluation and development 

was found in the studied organization to result in a lack of connection between the 

aspired development and company strategy. This resulted in conflicting priorities, 

bypassing key organizational players and an initiative that was not systemwide. 

 

Performance improvements found to have been generated from the company’s team-

based approach become clear as the way of working is more generally spread within 
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the organization. This occurs at the second stage of the company’s sequenced 

approach. The approach is thus not a quick-fix solution to performance issues but 

rather requires some endurance and patience. Clearly it takes time to practice and to 

learn as an organization, and the approach may be considered a never-ending process 

rather than a project with a defined goal and time frame. 

 

A dominant financial focus among senior management can be argued to result in an 

organization being both under-managed and under-led from a Lean perspective. In 

that situation, middle and lower management levels mainly focus on Lean tools and 

structure while perceiving an inability to influence culture and behaviors, while 

senior management neither address nor practice Lean tools and behaviors. This may 

well originate in an initial perception that Lean is something primarily concerning 

production, causing the implementation to be delegated to consultants or experts. 

The not uncommon dilemma of both having to deliver results and simultaneously to 

develop and improve the ability to generate results is therefore more apparent at 

middle and lower levels of the organization. This situation highlights the need for 

senior management to initially define the Lean concept and to understand the 

managerial consequences it brings with it. Senior managers lacking both 

understanding of the Lean concept as a management system and experience 

practicing a Lean way of working will clearly handicap the ability to support a Lean 

implementation. The descriptions given by managers regarding a dominant focus on 

quarterly financial results and financial reporting within the organization may be 

considered a significant factor impacting senior managers’ ability and willingness to 

engage in Lean practices. This factor needs to be understood and addressed in order 

to support an organization in implementing Lean. 

 

It can thus be said that it is not just tools, standards and routines that generate results 

and improvements within organizations. Rather, it is about the people within the 

organization systematically, over time, interacting to evaluate and improve existing 

standards and routines. By doing so, competence is built and enhanced, and the 

understanding of the own system is broadened and improved. This study shows that 

there is a connection between team-based management practice and stewardship on 

the one hand, and company results in terms of delivery precision and injury 

frequency on the other. In a way it can be said that this is one way of adapting work 

conditions to humans as described by Dul et al. (2012) by working on people 

involvement. As pointed out by Håkansson (2019), employee influence and 

involvement is one factor for socially sustainable Lean development. 

 

Team-based management practice appears to be beneficial for advancing Lean 

development from a simple toolbox approach to a systems approach, which would 
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generate greater opportunity to realize the organizational goals of a Lean 

development initiative. The importance of management taking active part in the 

organizational learning process, acting as enablers and role models by exercising a 

specific leadership style and not just administering the development process is 

central. Management cannot consider themselves as only driving the learning 

approach, they must consider themselves a part of the process. 
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7 Conclusions, contributions and implications 

This chapter describes the main conclusions and contributions of this work and 

provides suggestions for possible future research. 

 

7.1 Main conclusions 

The purpose of this thesis was to further the understanding of requirements on senior 

management in Lean development. The purpose was attained by analyzing a team-

based management approach to Lean practice and competence development, and 

investigating how that approach relates to organizational performance. It addresses 

gaps between technical, tool-based change and leadership / change management. By 

approaching Lean from an organizational learning perspective, it emphasizes 

prerequisites for organizational learning such as the importance of managerial team 

practice. The thesis also emphasizes the importance of balancing transactional and 

transformational leadership, target breakdown and people involvement.   

 

Requirements for managerial Lean competence development as found in this work 

are centered around a number of main factors. These include the initial definition of 

the Lean concept within the organization, leading with action as a new way of 

working, and collective experimenting and cross-functional cooperation within 

management teams. Furthermore, the target-breakdown and follow-up process is 

found to be a viable approach to people involvement and competence development 

within the organization. The systematic, sequenced approach to team practice and 

competence development as used by the studied company is a result of the learning 

that has occurred over time and resembles what is described in organizational 

learning theory. This sequenced approach started with the use of Lean tools but over 

time evolved to encompass the system and thinking within the studied organization. 

  

In sum, the need for managers to consider themselves participants in the learning 

process is vital. They must be participants in developing ways of working and 

experimenting, in target setting and target follow–up, and in the process of 

organizational learning. It is necessary for them to be participants in the learning 

process and not merely administrators or advisers. 
 

7.2 Theoretical contributions, implications and future research 

This thesis addresses a gap in the literature on Lean management (Hines et al., 2018; 

Mann, 2010). It approaches the Lean concept from an organizational learning 

perspective, thereby contributing to the understanding of managerial requirements 

related to a Toyota-based Lean approach. As described, the impact of higher 

management leadership may be considered central in Lean development (van Assen, 
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2018). Regarding the gap between technical, tool-based change and leadership / 

change management, pointed out as affecting the sustainability of Lean initiatives 

(Hines et al., 2018; Mann, 2010), the use of a sequenced and cross-functional 

approach was indicated as productive. 

 

Regarding the impact of higher management pointed out by van Assen (2018), this 

work emphasizes the importance of senior management practice and participation in 

Lean development efforts, as well as the importance of creation and support of 

routines and structures needed for organizational learning, as described by Vera and 

Crossan (2004). 

 

Managerial competence and ability have been identified in other research as vital 

factors for successful Lean implementation and development (Emiliani and Emiliani, 

2013; Mann, 2010; Poksinska and Swartling, 2018; Rother, 2010). This thesis 

contributes to a deeper understanding of what that competence and ability may 

consist of and how they may be acquired.  

 

The study points to the importance of systematic, cross-functional social practice as 

described in theories of organizational learning (Eikeland, 2012; Vera and Crossan, 

2004). Looking at Lean management through organizational learning theory should 

thus be a productive way to further understand the concept and its implications. The 

organizational learning perspective emphasizes systematic human knowledge-

sharing and collaboration within an organization (Eikeland, 2012; Vera and Crossan, 

2004), to increase system understanding and drive improvements. System 

understanding is also pointed out by Hines et al. (2018) as crucial for Lean 

development. Cross-functional practice and knowledge sharing may also be one way 

to address departmental thinking or silos perceived as obstacles to Lean as described 

by Halling (2020). 

 

Furthermore, the balance between transactional and transformational leadership 

(Bass, 1999; Emiliani, 2003; Vera and Crossan, 2004) can be said to be exemplified 

by the studied company’s approach to standardization and continuous improvement. 

This study thus provides practical examples of how a balance between these 

leadership styles and mechanistic and organic features within an organization may 

be achieved. It also provides an example regarding how employee involvement and 

influence may be approached within industry, which as described by Håkansson 

(2019) is one factor for socially sustainable Lean initiatives. 

 

Regarding future research, one suggestion is to further study the effect of senior 

management’s active participation in Lean development work, in line with 
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requirements for organizational learning. In addition. studies of the effects of 

management turnover and various approaches to induction training for new managers 

on Lean development initiatives or organizational learning initiatives would be of 

interest. 

  

7.3 Practical implications 

The findings and results may be useful both for organizations considering initiating 

a Lean journey and those engaged in developing their Lean approach. Initial concept 

definition, competence evaluation and basic training for senior management appears 

to be a necessary first stage. Furthermore, building competence requires hands-on 

collective experience and cross-functional practice in order to generate 

understanding of both the Lean concept and the managers’ own organization or 

system. Structures supporting both mechanistic and organic features need to be 

understood, promoted and requested by senior managers. The building and 

safeguarding of managerial competence and system understanding is vital. Thus, 

succession planning routines and induction training programs for new managers are 

important for securing development of the system over time. 
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