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Abstract 

Mature organizations must find ways to constantly innovate, if they want to survive or succeed 

in an ever competing manufacturing industry. One way to gain advantage over the competition 

is to work proactively in order to avoid contingencies. Contingencies are defined as unforeseen 

events with negative connotation that might occur, which by anticipating them it in time, the 

organization can avoid major disasters. There are two ways to approach contingency, reactively, 

where the organization tries to cope with the already done damage or proactively, where the 

organization works toward preventing incidents to happen. 

The thesis research performs an investigation on three temporary teams, introduced in a mature 

organization in the manufacturing industry, which work proactively towards avoiding 

contingencies. This type of team is not developed broadly in the academic literature, therefore 

it became the goal of this study to highlight the characteristics of this sort of temporary teams 

by means of a case study, to analyze them and to define them theoretically. By defining this 

type of team, the thesis will provide a deeper understanding about this empirical phenomenon 

and will fill a gap in the academic literature of groups in organizations. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background and setting the scene 

Temporary teams that are formed in organizations that work either within projects or traditional 

structure are an organizational group model that has been a common practice in today’s 

industry. They provide the necessary resources for the organization to work towards unexpected 

events, either by preparing to avoid them or to deal with one that has happened. It is widely 

understood, that preventing failures is a critical aspect in today’s industrious society, therefore 

the raison d'être of temporary teams within organizations is to act as safety for unplanned events 

to ensure business continuity and process stability. 

In the working environment, there is always a possibility for things to go wrong. This can 

happen in projects, common organizations, relationships between people and many other forms. 

These unplanned events are present everywhere and there is a common term that outlines them: 

contingency. This term is defined by Merriam-Webster dictionary (2003, p. 270) as “an event 

(as an emergency) that may but is not certain to occur” and “something liable to happen as an 

adjunct to or result of something else”. This is a very broad definition to set limitations on that 

word, it basically states that it is an unforeseen event with a negative connotation, which in this 

thesis case will be focused on the manufacturing industry. 

In the 1980’s, a series of industrial accidents like the Chernobyl nuclear plant explosion, 

Challenger space shuttle explosion, Exxon Valdez oil spill and several other major disasters 

took worldwide attention and raised public awareness by showing the risks involved in these 

types of industrial activities. For management level, this was a wake-up call, they were in the 

spotlight and companies had to figure out how to make the organizations ensure that they have 

the framework and capabilities to cope with high levels of uncertainty in an every-day more 

industrious world. 

The industry and the academic world began researching deeper into the concept of contingency 

and develop what it became the contingency theory. The concepts noticed a growth in the 80’s 

in both, the use of the word contingency and in the growth of the concept of contingency theory. 

This can be seen in the Annex A, which shows a graphical representation of the quantitative 

growth of those terms in bibliography throughout 200 years. 

Avoiding accidents or failures has been a priority for manufacturing facilities. The contingency 

theory, since it was the concept that covered that area, became an important and broad subject 

for both, the industry and the academic research, although perhaps too broad to be covered from 

all perspectives pertinent to its extent. In academic literature, it has been mainly used in social 

sciences to explain how a few, but relevant concepts are influenced by many external and 

internal factors. The temporary teams, on the other hand, represent an important subject in the 

organizational literature. Both concepts are interrelated, because contingency deals with 

unexpected occurrences and so do the temporary teams, which act upon it. It was the field of 

project management that started writing about temporary teams. Lundin and Söderholm (1995) 
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claimed that the mainstream organizational theory was being addressed to permanent 

organizations, but nothing was being written about temporary teams, therefore they were 

seeking for wisdom from the project management perspective. The temporary teams, along with 

project work, spread throughout the industry because of their fast-paced, goal oriented 

determination (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Packendorff, 1995). The reason of this gap between 

temporary teams and contingency theory happens because the contingency theory is, as 

mentioned before, a very broad concept and in order to find a specific perspective for each 

issue, it must be joined with another concept. In this scope of the paper case, we look into 

temporary teams for contingency reasons i.e. to prevent uncertainties from happening. 

In the scientific literature, there are many examples of temporary organizations, going from 

diverse context such as response teams, software development, inter-organizational strategic 

alliances, theater productions and many others. There is one type of temporary team that has 

been covered the most by academic literature and those are the “reactive” temporary teams, 

also known as emergency teams, since it is the type of team which is most pertinent to industrial 

works. This team is formed impromptu whenever an unplanned event (contingency) occurs, in 

order to provide the necessary organizational resources to deal with them (Engwall & Svensson, 

2001). Another type of temporary organization that is not common in academic literature, but 

nevertheless common in the industrial practices, is the “proactive” team, where a team is 

assembled to prevent a contingency (see Figure 1). The reactive and proactive approach comes 

from an organizational planning perspective (Ackoff, 1981). The proactive approach will be the 

focus of the thesis. 

 
Figure 1. Proactive and reactive approach towards contingencies 

Engwall and Svensson (2004), basing on empirical observations from three case studies, 

outlined the characteristics of the reactive teams and conceptualized the phenomena 

theoretically. They named them cheetah teams. This thesis takes a similar direction, by 

observing the introduction of temporary teams, only that in this instance, the teams are 

proactive, rather than reactive. The concept how the proactive teams will be referred to in this 

thesis paper is ANT team. The word “ant” was chosen because of two reasons: 

1. It represents the insect that is always in movement, it works in teams to reach their 

common objective and they work proactively to prepare for harsh times, for instance 

collecting food for the winter. Ants also have a systematic way of working, where every 

single one has an established role. 

2. Its acronym ANT stands for Active Nurture Team. The term nurture is defined by the 

dictionary (Merriam-Webster, 2003, p. 583) as “to further the development” or in a 

simple way “to help (something or someone) to grow, develop or succeed”. 
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The ANT teams are explored in a very specific industrial context: the maintenance department 

of an oil refinery, in conjunction with a quality improvement consultancy company, are 

introducing three so-called PIT (Performance Improvement Team). This context, where the 

temporary teams are developed, represents a good example of a mature organization, which is 

a very interesting object for study, since mature industry in the manufacturing sector have been 

experiencing structural changes due to the increase of innovative approaches and technologies 

(Anderson, 2012). As for the teams concerns, it is a common practice in the manufacturing 

business for consultancy companies to enter an organization and to introduce improvements. 

One of these improvement initiatives is the implementation of temporary teams, that act as a 

proactive approach to a possible contingency or simply to an issue that cannot be resolved 

during regular work, either because there are responsibility gaps or the organization is not aware 

that they are lagging behind the industry’s best practices. These teams are facilitated by 

consultants specialized in continuous improvement methodologies, with the goal of reviewing 

procedures, solving specific problems or simply helping the organization to think “outside the 

box”. The following table shows a comparative explanation of the teams referred in the thesis, 

in order to avoid confusion when reading it. 

 

Table 1. Comparison of different team terminology. 

Empirical phenomena Emergency team, SWAT team, 

red team, etc. 

PIT teams (case study) 

Focus on contingency Reactive Proactive 

Theoretical definition Cheetah ANT 

 

The aim of this research is to increase knowledge in the field of temporary organizations and 

by completing the proposed objective, to fill an existing gap in organizational literature, 

“addressing the concern that the field remains something of a theoretical orphan” (Burke & 

Morley, 2016). With the introduction of the PIT teams in the maintenance department, the thesis 

extracts their characteristics and transfers it to the ANT team, which is the theoretical 

explanation of an empirical phenomena. This thesis work is divided into four sections. After 

the Introduction, which includes the background, research objective, scope and limitations; the 

thesis presents a Literature Review of the pertinent concepts, i.e. an overview of the contingency 

theory, introduction to temporary teams, their background, types and correlation to contingency 

theory, and lastly, a basic approach to continuous improvement methodologies within the 

manufacturing industry. The third section is the Methodology, which explains the research and 

methodological approach and then the sampling and data collection process. The fourth section 

contains the empirical part, which in this research is a Case Study, it begins by laying the 

foundation of the company and department where the case study is performed. Then, it proceeds 

to describe the three cases and summarize the empirical observations. The fifth section, Analysis 

and Discussions, reconstructs an empirical pattern identified in the three cases and develops the 

concept of the ANT team theoretically. Lastly, the sixth section, Conclusions and 

recommendations, rounds up the knowledge collected in this paper. 
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1.2. Research objective and questions 

While the academic literature covers mostly temporary teams from the project management 

perspective, since projects have a predetermined date of delivery (Butler, 1973), a short extent 

of the literature writes about proactive or reactive temporary teams within project or established 

organizations. Out of those two types of teams, the reactive teams, or empirically known as 

emergency teams, are more studied, even to the point that those teams were defined 

theoretically by Engwall and Svensson (2004). On the other hand, the temporary proactive 

teams have very limited academic coverage and their characteristics or definition has not been 

explicitly outlined. 

The purpose of the thesis is to: 

Theoretically define the ANT teams 

This objective is approached by means of a qualitative case study research. In order to 

accomplish this, the research firstly makes observations on three cases where the temporary 

team is introduced. Then, the characteristics of the teams are highlighted and summarized, in 

order to find common patterns. Lastly, those characteristics are compared with the academic 

literature regarding temporary teams, thus defining these teams and providing a contribution to 

the academic world. 

In order to achieve the main purpose of this paper, the following questions are raised: 

 What is the undiscovered nature of the creation of proactive teams in manufacturing 

firms? 

 Once the proactive temporary teams are born, how can they be conceptualized? 

The unit of analysis of the case study research are three temporary teams assembled in the 

maintenance department in Nynas oil refinery. The methodology and data collection sections 

provide a deeper insight regarding how the research is performed.  

1.3. Scope and delimitations 

The scope of the thesis research is to perform a case study analysis in order to highlight the 

main characteristics of a certain type of group organization and to create a theoretical definition 

basing on empirical phenomena, thus providing a contribution for the academic literature. 

This thesis research delimits by stating that all the empirical observations are performed in three 

proactive temporary teams introduced in the maintenance department of an oil refinery, which 

can be categorized as a mature organization in a medium sized firm in the manufacturing 

industry. The theoretical creation during the research come from these observations. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The contingency perspective has been dominating the approach to organizational theory 

(Mintzberg, 1979) and it is developing into becoming the imposing model in project 

management theory (Shenhar & Dvir, 1996), however, there is still a knowledge gap between 

contingency theory and temporary teams within projects or permanent organizations, which is 

the focus of this research. The raison d’être of temporary teams is to act toward contingencies, 

therefore the concepts are theoretically interconnected and this section shows how it has been 

covered in the literature. 

The literature review goes through the contingency theory, by explaining what does the concept 

mean and what is its reach, in order to understand why is pertinent to this research. After that 

is done, the temporary teams are defined, explaining their types and characteristics. The 

literature on temporary teams is very close to project management, since it is the field that has 

developed most of it, therefore it is also included in the literature. After these definitions, a 

correlation is done by showing how the temporary teams have been covered in the contingency 

theory. Lastly, an introduction is done to the world of continuous improvement methodologies 

because it is the approach used in temporary proactive teams when working towards avoiding 

contingencies. 

2.1. Contingency theory 

The contingency theory has been extensively adopted in different areas of management 

literature. The reason of this approach is that it has known to be of high importance to choose 

the most suitable management system by considering contingency factors, that includes 

corporate strategy, structures and organizational culture (Chenhall, 2003). Tosi’s (1984) 

research supports this argument by stating that the vital premise of the contingency approach, 

in any connotation, is that effectiveness, which can be defined as organizational adaptation and 

survival, can be achieved in more than one way, which implicitly states, that there are no 

universal principles for management excellence. 

In social sciences, contingency theory has been a recurring idea to describe how the forming of 

concepts are influenced by internal and external constraints. During the 1960s and 1970s, 

researchers noticed that the concept of contingency covers a lot of ground and there is a need 

to develop theories in order to describe as much as it’s needed. The contingency theory has had 

several pioneers, which have gradually contributed to its development. For example, some of 

the first researchers into management theory such as Henri Fayol (1841-1925) and Fredrick 

Taylor (1856-1915), although not explicitly expressing it, acknowledged that situational factors 

were relevant for management. Several years later, it was highlighted that the different forms 

of organizations were contingent on specific environmental variables (Burns & Stalker, 1961). 

Lawrence and Lorsch (1968) were the first authors that explicitly mentioned the term 

contingency theory and to integrate situational aspects in their work, although other previous 

authors have already proposed some of its basic norms. 
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Amongst the most influential contingency theories are the ones in the leadership field. Fiedler 

(1964) states that effective leadership depends not only on the leader’s style, but also on the 

control over a situation. Vroom and Yetton (1973) elaborates on the decision making theory, 

by developing on how effective leadership arises and develops and on how the nature of the 

leader, the group and the circumstances determine the involvement of the group in the decision 

making process. Hickson et al. (1971) covers the strategic contingency theory, which states that 

leadership’s power comes from the ability to handle uncertainty because his (her) personality 

is the main focus. Other influential work on contingency theory came from Wiio (1978) 

regarding organizational communication, Donaldson (2001) and Mintzberg (1979) with 

organizational structure, Fredrickson (1984) regarding strategic decision process and Delery 

and Doty (1996) on human resource management, just to name a few. 

What all contingency theories have in common, is that they agree that there are certain factors 

that determine the status of the firm and the systems that are adherent to it. This means that the 

interaction between the organization and the situation is contingent upon internal and external 

incentives (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1968). With the collection of works regarding contingency 

theory in different disciplines (e.g. Fiedler, 1964; Hickson et al., 1971; Lawrence & Lorsch, 

1968; Vroom & Yetton, 1973) it is easier to make a summary of the main ideas of contingency 

theory (Ramirez, 2016): 

 There is no universal single best way to managing and organizing. 

 The design of organizations and its subsystems must fit with the environment. 

 An organization can satisfy its needs better when it is properly designed and the 

management style is suitable to both, the tasks that are undertaken and the nature of the 

group’s work. 

Having this in consideration, it can be observed that the contingency theory is a very wide 

object of study and can be applied to an endless number of situations, since its ideas are so 

general. That said, it is important to have it in the background for any subject that will be 

studied. Connecting the contingency theory with another theory would bring the right value to 

any study, because they would complement each other. In this thesis, it is the most suitable to 

incline towards the contingency theory in combination with temporary organizations. 

The activity of dealing with unprecedented issues is called contingency planning, where 

companies ask the question “what to do if something happens?”. The perceived ability of an 

organization to respond to a crisis event is often held as being of critical importance to corporate 

strategic decision making (Freeman & Gilbert, 1988) and the organization’s culture plays a vital 

role in this matter. Mitroff et al. (1989) support this statement and present an onion model of 

crisis management which differentiate organizational elements that contribute to its ability to 

handle crisis events; these are divided into four layers: core organizational identity, 

organizational assumption, organizational structure and organizational behavior. There are 

theories linking contingency planning with crisis management (Smith, 1990) by presenting a 

model for how the managers should react and lead the organization into solving a crisis. A crisis 

scenario, as it will be explained in the next segment, is a key reasons why the temporary teams 

appear in organizations or projects. 
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2.2. Temporary teams 

Temporary teams are a form of formal organization that have become a common organizational 

structure in this highly-technological industrial environment. In any organization, employees 

do not work alone, everyone is a part of a team and works in cooperation with the other team 

members to deliver results and bring benefit to the organization. The division of labor has 

resulted not only in the formation of functional groups, but also in formation of task teams to 

solve specific issues which can be either part of the permanent or temporary organization 

(Bennis & Slater, 1968; Helms & Wyskida, 1984). To understand the concept of temporary 

organization, it is necessary to begin from the definition of project, since this is the theoretical 

and practical area that has defined these teams. The project form is a temporary work 

organization, created to carry out a unique product, service or result (PMI, 2012). There are 

three aspects that make a work to be a project, these are (Maylor, 2010): 

 The work to perform is unique to some degree and provides some level of novelty in 

terms of time, place, or approach to the task being done. 

 It is a temporary assignment which has start and finish dates. When the project finishes, 

the team proceeds to do other tasks. 

 The job is focused on delivering a particular product or service. The project begins with 

a clear task list of what is its scope. 

The key goal for a project is to be successful, and regardless of what the criteria for success is, 

researchers have tried to answer this question from different perspectives. In general, the main 

approach has been to find what are the key success factors (Belassi & Tukel, 1996; Munns & 

Bjeirmi, 1996). Amongst the most influential works are present Wheelwright and Clark (1992), 

that claim it is the effectiveness of autonomous teams, Brown and Eisenhardt (1995), that 

emphasize on cross-functional structures including team members, project leaders, senior 

management, customers and suppliers and Clark and Fujimoto (1991), that incline their 

arguments toward powerful project managers. Much can be written about the success factors of 

projects, but the problem is that projects still are inherently uncertain, meaning that they are 

prone to unanticipated events (De Meyer et al., 2002). Because of this contingency, the outcome 

of a project cannot be thoroughly planned in every single detail (Lindkvist et al., 1998) and 

according to Perrow’s (1994) research, the question is not “if” the accident is going to happen, 

rather than “when” is going to happen, which is the aim that must companies prepare. 

As already has been said, a project team is “temporary” by definition, but this thesis is focusing 

on the temporary teams formed either within a project organization or a permanent organization. 

In the academic literature, the temporary teams that are covered the most are the ones that 

originate because of an unplanned event. When these events occur, it is common to create small 

temporary teams within the organization or project in order to deal with unexpected critical 

problems. The referred temporary teams have many different names: “emergency team”, 

“SWAT team”, “red team”, etc. Engwall and Svensson (2004) present a theoretical framework 

for this empirical phenomenon and define these teams as cheetah teams. The cheetah teams, 

along with the project temporary teams, are also a form of formal organization, as defined by 
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Barnard (1968), only that their creation is not planned in advance and usually it happens because 

of some unexpected problem have occurred.  

Every organization has the need to turn to this type of teams for emergency problem solving, 

since responding to unexpected events is a fundamental function for surviving in the 

manufacturing industry. The temporary emergency teams are designed to work efficiently 

toward a specific goal as fast as possible, by committing their members on a full-time basis. 

The importance of the cheetah teams is always on a top priority for management, since they are 

trying to solve an unforeseen event that may have a detrimental effect for the product, research, 

compliance or any other function that the organization might be doing. The temporary 

organization is discussed broadly in the project management literature, since all project teams 

are temporarily assigned. The emergency teams on the other hand (or cheetah team), is a niche 

in this theory because it is only applicable in certain circumstances, which is when 

contingencies occur. This thesis, on the other hand, is studying temporary teams of another 

nature. While emergency teams are reactive to contingencies, the teams under this study are 

proactive i.e. they work to prevent unplanned events or to increase efficiency in operations. 

The introduction of temporary proactive teams to a mature organization is considered as 

organizational innovation, since companies have to evolve constantly if they want to survive or 

thrive in business. Innovation and creativity in the manufacturing industry are increasingly 

important elements in terms of organizational performance, success, and long-term survival. As 

organizations seek to get hold of the ideas, knowledge, insight and suggestions of their 

employees, it is evident that the idea generation and implementation process has become the 

main cause of competitive advantage (West, 2002; Zhou & Shalley, 2003). This reasoning is 

applicable to temporary teams, since they are cross-functional organizations that provide with 

input from different perspectives, which brings value to the idea generation process and hence 

bring competitive advantage. 

Elaborating deeper into the relationship between the contingency theory and temporary teams, 

it is noted that the theory from organization design and from contingency theory has not been 

developed thoroughly with regard to project organizations. In the contingency theory literature, 

many concepts of project organization are covered, but when taking a more critical look, it can 

be observed that the definitions and norms are quite basic and not always applicable to every 

project organization range. Taking in consideration that verification and validation of a modeled 

system is fundamentally complicated, the great amount of variables when dealing with project 

organizations is innumerable and quantification is almost impossible in such a general theory 

as it is contingency. The projects are complex organizational structures and they operate under 

different circumstances where each have different requirements regarding design parameters. 

Temporary teams are included to a certain point into the contingency theory approach, but these 

teams are more project teams rather than reactive or proactive temporary teams within a project. 

There was no specific literature found that could link them directly with contingency theory. 

The idea was to interrelate them, since both are dealing with uncertainties and generate from an 

external stimulus. 
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All theories try to standardize the concepts and conditions of empirical phenomena; this also 

happens in traditional project management. The difficulties arise when complex environments 

are present, then becomes much harder to standardize and either the researchers do not theorize 

or the theories become broad and not applicable to all factors in their domains. Therefore, 

contingency must go hand-in-hand with other theories in order to provide with the necessary 

ground to be useful. For the purpose of this thesis, the contingency approach has been linked 

with the temporary team’s theoretical perspective. 

Temporary teams that are created to look proactively at contingencies, must work 

systematically in order to accomplish the best possible results. Since the issues at hand could 

be very varied, it is imperative to use procedures that are applicable to each situation. In the 

manufacturing industry, the techniques used for continuous improvement are a handful, some 

being more applicable for one task and some for another task. Lean six sigma (L6S) is one of 

several models that are developed to express the radical new approaches which have taken place 

in manufacturing in past years. Other methodologies include: just-in-time (JIT), world-class 

manufacturing (WCM), Agile, Kaizen or total quality management (TQM) (Forza, 1996). 

The path for the L6S structure when forming temporary teams is to make a project charter, 

stating what is the purpose of the team, who will be the forming members, how often will they 

meet and how long is the team going to last for. This is all to establish structure around it. The 

next steps are developed broadly in the continuous improvement literature, by calling it DMAIC 

- Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve and Control. Define means to clearly articulate the 

problem, measure is the data collection stage, analyze refers to select the root cause for 

elimination, improve is the implementation of the solution and lastly control is to monitor the 

improvement and sustain the gains. 

Continuous improvement strategies go hand-in-hand with organizational learning, especially 

for temporary teams, since the time for meet their objectives is scarce and the DMAIC 

methodology broadens the knowledge horizons of the acting members. By applying continuous 

learning methodologies to an existing problem or issue, the team members go through a learning 

process that enhances their knowledge in certain aspect of the organization. Morgan and 

Ramirez (1984) suggest that when a team is working on solving a problem they are facing, the 

members use their learning abilities and thus organizational learning occur. 

Finding innovative ways to evade contingencies is one of the key aspects of the success of an 

organization. These innovative initiatives can be common in the industry, but when the 

organization applies them for the first time, then it becomes a matter of internal innovation. The 

focus, for organizational success should be focused on its ability to innovate basing on 

knowledge and innovative approaches that support its capacity to develop (Boer & Laugen, 

2008). This aspect is where a firm differentiates itself from others and directly influences its 

ability for survival, growth, and evolution. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Research and Methodological Approach 

The research paradigm guides researchers based on their philosophical beliefs and influences 

the way they conduct research. The research strategy followed in this thesis is based on the so-

called research onion, as proposed by Saunders et al. (2012). The research onion describes the 

framework that the researcher must pass in order to formulate an effective methodology. It also 

promotes knowledge to answer a research question. The following figure is an illustration of 

the research onion: 

 
Figure 2. The research onion (Saunders et al., 2012) 

The first layer of the onion represents the research philosophies, they distinguish between the 

different ways knowledge can be judged. The research philosophy that is most applicable to 

this research is the interpretivist, since the empirical phenomena under study is an objective 

reality, a tangible happening that is occurring with the incorporation of temporal teams in the 

working environment. Several other characteristics of the interpretivist philosophy are 

applicable in the current research, which are summarized in the Table 2 as per Saunders et al., 

(2012, p. 140). 

An interpretivist research is the way we as humans attempt to see the world around us and 

understand what our view is contingent or dependent upon. This paradigm is the one that 

matches best the fundamental meaning attached to organizational life. 

A case study method is selected to be the most appropriate to study the introduction of 

temporary proactive teams into an existing mature organization. A case study is a research 

strategy which focuses on understanding the dynamics present within defined settings. They 

combine data collection methods such as interviews, questionnaires or observations and the 

evidence may be qualitative, quantitative or both (Yin, 2014). The case study is set to answer 

the questions of “why” are these teams born and when they have born, “how” are they defined. 
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Table 2. Interpretivism characteristics (Saunders et al., 2012, p.140) 

 Definition Interpretivism 

Ontology:  The researcher’s view of the 

nature of reality 

Socially constructed, subjective, may change, 

multiple 

Epistemology The researcher’s view regarding 

what constitutes acceptable 

knowledge 

Subjective meanings and social phenomena. Focus 

upon the details of situation, a reality behind these 

details, subjective meanings motivating action 

Axiology The researcher’s view of the role 

of values in research 

Research in value bound, the researcher is part of 

what is being researched, cannot be separated and 

so will be subjective 

Data collection 

techniques most 

often used 

…. Small samples, in-depth investigations, qualitative 

research 

 

In organizational research, development of theories has been an important activity from the 

academic perspective. The most common ways to do so, has been by combining observations 

from previous literature, experience and common sense. In order to develop a testable, reliable 

and valid theory, there must be a connection with the empirical reality under study (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). The founding work for creating theories from case studies began with Glaser 

and Strauss (1967), where they proposed a comparative method for developing theory, which 

consisted of continuously comparing data and theory with data collection. Other authors 

contributed in the development of case study research in the 1980’s, but it was Eisenhardt 

(1989) that claimed that the advancement in that field was still lacking clarity and there was 

confusion among qualitative data, inductive logic and case study research. Her contribution to 

literature was to compile a roadmap for building theories from case study research. That 

roadmap will be followed in this research. 

In order to make the case study research more robust, the thesis will include a method known 

as systematic combining, which is a “process where theoretical framework, empirical 

fieldwork, and case analysis evolve simultaneously, and it is particularly useful for development 

of new theories” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 554). The systematic combining will be elaborated 

more thoroughly in the following section Sapling and Data Collection. 

 

Unit of analysis 

The unit of analysis is defined as the main entity that is analyzed in this study, it can involve 

single or multiple cases and multiple levels of analysis within a single study (Yin, 2014). In this 

thesis research, the unit of analysis are the three temporary teams. 
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Figure 3. Designs of unit of analysis (Yin, 2014) 

When it comes to differentiation between single or multiple case studies, there is a general 

opinion from academic researchers that multiple cases provide better explanation on a 

phenomena than single cases (see e.g., Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014). Nevertheless, the 

approach of this thesis is to work a single case, which is the implementation of temporary teams 

in mature organizations but with multiple embedded units of analysis. This provides a deeper 

understanding on a single phenomenon, a point of view supported by Easton (1995) when he 

states that a greater number of case studies do not increase the explanatory power of what they 

have been doing, instead, it only provides more breadth, but less depth to the case study results. 

3.2. Sampling and Data Collection 

This thesis departs from the empirical findings of three case studies from the introduction of 

temporary teams in the maintenance department in a mature industry manufacturing plant. All 

cases were studied while they were happening, meaning that the investigator was attending all 

meetings and could observe how the team’s dynamics developed. In one team, I was not only 

an observant, but also an active member, since this team was aiming to solve issues pertinent 

to my line of work and for which I had relevant background information. For the other two 

teams, the author was acting as an observant, making notes and not interfering in the 

conversations. 

The data collection process, as explained by Eisenhardt (1989, p. 539) and followed carefully 

in this thesis research, is that the investigator should “write down whatever impression occur, 

that is, to react rather than to sift out what may seem important, because it is often difficult to 

know what will and will not be useful in the future”. She also notes that for successful field 

notes one must “push thinking in these notes by asking questions such as “What am I learning?” 

and “How does this case differ from the last?””. Mintzberg (1979, p. 585) noted that “No matter 

how small our sample or what our interest, we have always tried to go into organizations with 

a well-defined focus – to collect specific kinds of data systematically”. 

The first part of systematic combining consists of matching theory and reality, which is a 

constant iteration between asking questions, generating hypotheses and making comparisons 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In this case, it is making the connection between what is written in 
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the academic literature regarding temporary teams in organizations and the observations of the 

PIT teams being implemented in the Nynas organization. 

The second part of the systematic combining (Dubois & Gadde, 2002) is called direction and 

redirection, which develops on the iterations and approaches that the investigator does, in order 

to get the matching straight. Yin (2014) argues that the more sources the investigator has, the 

better are the chances to address a broader range of behavioral issues. Moreover, he also states 

that the case study is likely to be “much more convincing and accurate if it is based on several 

different sources of information following similar convergence”. The research design and the 

process of collecting, recording and assessing the findings were done exclusively by the 

researcher. During the stretch of this thesis research, all the meetings for the three PIT teams 

were attended. The events were reconstructed by reviewing documents, minutes of meetings 

and having interviews and one-to-one informal conversations either with team members or with 

the facilitator from the consultancy firm. The distributed source of information, like printed 

pamphlets or bulletin boards regarding the development of the teams, accomplishments, etc. 

were also used. Many ethical considerations were taken into account in this research. When the 

data collection was completed, similarities and differences between the three cases were 

identified by performing an iterative cross case search for patterns (Eisenhardt, 1989). Each 

case description was then validated with the team members so they can acknowledge it makes 

sense and resembles the reality. 
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4. PIT TEAM CASE STUDY 

Within this chapter, the case study for the temporary teams is analyzed in form of an empirical 

analysis. After defining the context, which is the company Nynas and the MTS department where 

the teams are being introduced, the case study proceeds to summarize the findings of the so-

called PIT teams, which be used as base to define the ANT teams. The focus is to present their 

characteristics in a clear and objective manner, so the analysis and following sections are easy 

to understand. 

4.1. Introduction of Nynas AB 

Nynas AB, formerly Nynäs Petroleum, is a Swedish multinational company in the oil & gas 

industry, which specializes in naphthenic specialty oils and bitumen production for the B2B 

market. Its first refinery was built in Nynäshamn in 1928 by Axel Johnson with the purpose of 

producing bitumen for roads and gasoline for motor vehicles. It expanded its gasoline stations 

all over the Swedish territory. The company built a refinery in Gothenburg in 1956 to cope with 

the increasing demand of bitumen for the growing road business in the Scandinavian region. In 

the 1970s, when oil prices started rising, Nynas found itself in serious cost crisis, which led the 

company to take the decision of selling all its gas stations and fuel subsidiaries in 1981. In 1986, 

Petróleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) purchased 50% of their stocks and in 1989 Neste Oil 

purchased the other 50%. The company took the direction of focusing into manufacturing 

premium quality naphthenic specialty oils and bitumen. For the bitumen side, it bought a 

refinery in Antwerp in 1985, and Dundee and Eastham in 1990, thus expanding into the 

European market. For the naphthenic side, this transformation of providing niche products 

turned Nynas into a global company, rather than focusing on the Scandinavian market. In 2013, 

Nynas took over a Shell refinery in Hamburg and adapted it into producing naphthenic oils. 

Nynas headquarters are located in Stockholm Sweden. It currently employs around 1200 

people, has sale offices in thirty countries and distribution terminals in 21 countries. 

Nynas and more specifically Nynäshamn refinery could be categorized as a medium sized firm 

in a mature industry. Medium because the refinery presents, around from 10 to 20 people per 

group, including the workshops and operators, these last being divided into shifts. And mature 

because the refinery has been in operation since 1928 and although it has had its shares of 

upgrades, it still maintains an organization structure and work division similar to the founding 

days.  

4.2. Maintenance department within Nynas AB 

The Maintenance Technical Services (MTS) department within the Nynäshamn refinery is 

responsible for maintaining and repairing the assets in the refinery. It has around 50 employees 

divided in discipline engineers and workshops, both focusing for each mayor group of 

equipment i.e. mechanical, electrical and instrumentation. The workshops are focused on the 
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daily operations and mainly performing corrective, preventive or predictive maintenance. On 

the other hand, the discipline engineers work focusing more on the future of the machines, 

making studies and investigations of what is going wrong and executing projects to bring 

improvements. The MTS department is one of 4 major departments within the refinery, the 

others departments are: production, process technology services and engineering. 

In the past two years, many MTS employees decided pursue career opportunities in other places 

and this created a dramatic gap in the functions, which either had to be filled with consultants 

or with the remaining personnel, by working on different responsibilities that they had. 

During the past year, the maintenance department hired the services of “RLG”, a consultancy 

company, to optimize the departments’ operations and reduce expenses by finding and 

proposing improvements in different fields. The operating philosophy of this consultancy 

advisor is to relocate their experts to work full time, on-site with the client’s employees. These 

project managers provide expertise and personal coaching focused on attaining outcomes like: 

measurable bottom line results, effective management systems, leadership development, 

empowered passionate individuals, and a front line that is connected to the bottom line (RLG 

International, 2016). 

RLG performed an assessment of the general operations of the MTS department, with the 

objective to find gaps of knowledge, gaps between their operations and industry’s best 

practices, optimization opportunities in daily routines, among others, in other words, a 

benchmarking (Povey, 1997). This was performed by means of interviews, analyzing the 

departments asset management system, analyzing the financial expenditures and comparing all 

to their knowledge and the industry. 

Part of the continuous improvement process that RLG carries out in the MTS department, is the 

introduction of temporary improvement teams that will be the case study, explained in the next 

part: PIT teams. 

4.3. PIT teams 

The Performance Improvement Team (PIT) is a temporary work group created to tackle a 

specific problematic process, or pursue continuous improvement. The use of PIT is one of the 

consultancy company’s main approaches when entering an organization to introduce 

continuous improvement, whether for a process, equipment functionality, or metric. According 

to RLG, these types of teams are introduced in mature organization across different industries. 

In the current case, the temporary teams are introduced by a consultancy firm, nevertheless, it 

should be noted that these types of teams are also a common practice in regular organizations 

without the intervention of an outside firm. 

With the changes occurring to the oil and gas industry and the transition that it has been facing 

in the past decades, organizations are more than ever required to seek ways to maximize profits 

(Hamilton, 2009). The industry has long recognized that maintenance is no longer simply seen 

as a fixed cost. Optimizing the performance of the maintenance organization is seen as a 
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strategic decision to improve profitability. In manufacturing facilities, maintenance usually is 

not noticed when it comes to production, but it is actually that, what provides a competitive 

edge for many companies (Palmer, 2004). In order to have an effective proactive maintenance, 

organizations have to embrace the challenges and to find innovative solutions. The MTS 

department in Nynas, in order to increase its overall efficiency has acquired the services of a 

continuous improvement consultancy firm, which has, as per one of these innovation 

implementations, the introduction of temporary proactive teams in the organization. 

The methodology for this case study is influenced by Engwall and Svensson’s (2004) research 

on cheetah teams. First, some key aspects of the PIT teams are explained. These aspects are 

applicable for all the three cases: trigger, team characteristics, life cycle and duration. This will 

basically cover the questions how and why have these teams born? Then, the three cases are 

described in more detail by explaining their situation or the context in which the teams were 

created, the objectives that these teams have to accomplish, the group dynamics which is a 

description of how the group behaved during the existence of the PIT, and finally, the reason 

why is this team defined as proactive and not reactive. Once the variables have been identified, 

a cross-match is performed through all the PIT teams, in order to highlight the defining 

characteristics of these sorts of temporary teams. 

The reactive approach, as defined in the cheetah teams, is the one where the organization is 

presented with an unplanned event and it must put all of its possible resources to solve it. For 

this thesis perspective, the proactive approach is understood as the opposite of the reactive and 

it is outlined by three characteristics: 

 It is a proactive approach when there is a relatively small problem for the organization, 

for which it doesn’t assign special resources, and could inflict higher negative 

consequences. 

 It is a proactive approach when the problem is recurring, in that way the organization 

knows that it is possible to happen again in the future, therefore it must be solved. 

 It is a proactive approach when there are signs or inefficiency in a determined process. 

This represents an issue that could escalate onto bigger issues. 

The proactive approach is very much linked with the need to apply continuous improvement 

methodologies, since for many occasions the problem is not properly defined from the 

beginning. 

The case study was performed in three PIT teams that were introduced in the MTS department. 

These teams are an experimental practice, incorporated in the organization for the first time in 

order to find improvements to the department’s operations. The teams were formed focusing 

on three different areas, which presented higher needs for effectiveness raise. The teams were: 

 PIT Equipment care 

 PIT Daily / weekly planning 

 PIT Materials in store 
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Trigger: 

For the three PIT teams, the way of selecting their objectives or improvement areas was after 

“RLG” made their assessment of the maintenance department and compared the indicators with 

the industry standard. This resulted in finding several KPIs that were below the threshold, 

meaning that there was a gap from the current position to the industry’s best practices. The 

assessment led to other findings that could not be compared to industry’s KPIs, instead, it 

showed that there could be other improvement opportunities that would require a cross 

functional engagement and involvement in order to succeed. This is the insight when the 

organization realizes that the PIT could be implemented. 

Team characteristics: 

Once the objective is selected, the PIT teams were assembled. All PIT teams in this case study 

presented a similar structure; they were assembled by refinery’s employees from different 

departments that could potentially have some impact in the outcome of the team. The team was 

selected by the MTS manager and the “RLG” consultants, the first figure provided his insight 

of the people available and their knowledge, and the second expressed what actors would the 

team need. The approach behind how a PIT team should be formed is that by having a cross-

functional group (Galbraith, 1971), the idea generation becomes less biased and the problem 

solving ability becomes more “outside the box”. Likewise, by involving members of different 

departments would create ownership of the issue and engage the people, which would lead to 

an increase of awareness within the organization regarding those issues covered by the PIT 

teams. 

Life cycle: 

The teams follow the methodology proposed by L6S, which is the DMAIC procedure. This 

methodology is easily adaptable to each issue to study, therefore it has been so useful 

throughout many industries. 

Duration: 

The teams last until they complete their objectives, it is very hard and unlikely to estimate an 

exact time for solving continuous improvement initiatives. Regarding the time lapse between 

meetings, according to the consultant’s practice, for a team to present good results, it is advised 

to meet on a weekly basis: however, they noticed that “meeting weekly wasn’t an option, it was 

going to be too complex, too tough to get everybody’s time”, complication that were risen 

because “operators that we wanted on board work on a shift basis” so it was decided to go 

monthly. According to their experience, for temporary teams to meet with these frequencies 

takes from six to nine months to reach to the results. It may happen, that depending on the 

situation of each team, that some team gets extended in period or some teams gets collapsed 

before estimated time. 
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4.3.1. Case 1 – PIT Equipment care 

The Situation: There are many different equipment or machinery in the Nynäshamn refinery, 

ranging between mechanical, electrical or instrumentation. When certain equipment suffers 

failures or ceases to perform its designated function on repeated occasions, it becomes known 

as a bad actor. The MTS group, through different studies, works to identify these bad actors 

and execute actions so they start to operate as designed, without failures or production 

interruptions. The idea behind this team is to use methodological L6S tools to work on a series 

of bad actors. For this PIT Equipment care team, only mechanical equipment are up for study, 

since they are the easiest to recognize as bad actors and are the ones that fail the most comparing 

with electrical and instrumentation equipment. Mechanical equipment in the refinery includes 

centrifugal pumps, positive displacement pumps, compressors, fans, heat exchangers, among 

others. 

The team is facilitated by a continuous improvement consultant from RLG and it is composed 

by two mechanical engineers from MTS, one consultant mechanical engineer, one process 

engineer, the maintenance planning manager, the mechanical workshop manager, one shift team 

supervisor and one mechanical project engineer. This organizational arrangement provides the 

PIT with a person from each department in the refinery, something that is not very usual when 

working on a problem solving team, in the refinery there is usually one person performing the 

investigation and this person call in for meetings with relevant people, but these, after giving 

their insights, tend to step back from the investigation. The team meets once per month, a 

frequency that, according to the RLG facilitators, is intended to not to over-burden the team 

members. An information bulletin board was placed in the coffee room in the MTS department 

showing the advancement of the teams. 

Objectives: From a list of refinery’s mechanical bad actors, the team performs failure mode and 

effect analysis (FMEA) and root cause analysis (RCA) to one equipment at a time in order to 

solve their recurrent problems and, improving the equipment’s reliability thus remove the 

equipment from the bad actors list. 

Dynamics: The team began its tasks firstly by showing the available reliability data of the 

equipment, which consists of a list of equipment with the highest repair cost and those whose 

failures have affected the plant’s production. For this PIT, the background data for the 

equipment’s reliability was presented by the Reliability Engineer, taken from the operational 

history of the equipment. Once that list was in place, the members started a discussion to choose 

five bad actors that were planned to go under scrutiny to be resolved. Out of this list of five top 

bad actors, the team chose which equipment to begin with: the slop oil pump PP0111 in VD2. 

The rest of the bad actors are left for future studies. Basing on the L6S methodology, the 

DMAIC concept was applied, in order to make this investigation as systematic as possible; the 

team was introduced with the pump’s process, its functions, its design characteristics and its 

operating history. Then, a series of questions were discussed by the team members regarding 

the pump’s failures (see annex B.1) using the FMEA rationale. The discussion led to a series of 

actions that had to be taken in order to work on this issues resolution. The actions were imparted 
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by the facilitator to the different team members and they had to resolve them before the next 

meeting. 

All these developments previously presented happened during three meetings, which in real 

time was three months, since the team was having meetings once per month. During the extent 

of the research, the team was not able to go through the complete process of solving a bad actor, 

for equipment reliability, it usually takes much longer, considering the internal meetings, 

meetings with external actors, studies, among others. 

Proactive: Looking at the past equipment breakdowns tells the story and the circumstances of 

why is the equipment behaving as it is. The machinery is already failing repeatedly, that’s why 

they appear in the bad actors list, but the reason why this approach is defined as proactive is 

that since it is known that the equipment will break in the future, the efforts of the team are 

directed for this not to happen. 

4.3.2. Case 2 – PIT Daily/Weekly planning 

The Situation: According the assessment the main weakness area in the maintenance planning 

teams was that there were ineffective daily and weekly planning meetings, which was 

contributing to increased maintenance costs. Hence, this was identified as a priority area to 

enable improved maintenance performance. This claim was done because after noticing that the 

refinery was having much more corrective maintenance than preventive (as per industry 

standards) and that the planned schedule for technicians was only 60%, meaning that on a 

regular day, they only have the 60% of their time planned to perform maintenance, the rest of 

the time is to await if any problems occur. The standard in the industry for this is 80%. This 

represents an inefficient way of planning, taking into consideration that the preventive and 

corrective work is planned four weeks in advance (in the weekly meetings), where the industry 

stands in one to two weeks. Therefore, it was decided to create a temporary team that works 

towards the reduction of maintenance costs and increase in reliability due to poor daily and 

weekly planning and to establish an efficient process for those mentioned meetings. The daily 

and weekly planning meeting is a periodic meeting occurring among the workshop heads, where 

they discuss the work orders from the day before (daily meeting) or they discuss about the work 

orders that they have completed during the week (weekly meeting) and assign resources for 

upcoming maintenance works. 

Part of the assessment was to observe the meetings, the findings were that the agenda was not 

clear, and most of the time was spent talking about last week, which led too much into 

storytelling than working proactively for maintenance. 

Objectives: As highlighted in the team’s project charter, the objectives for the daily/weekly 

planning PIT were: 1) Implement best in class daily and weekly planning, 2) Using fully the 

capital asset management system for planning, 3) Effective communication between different 

parts of the organisation, 4) Collaboration with Production, Engineering and Projects. The 

mission for this team is not that tangible as the other two teams, since the metrics are not 

quantifiable, such as efficiency. 
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Dynamics: Firstly, the team went through maintenance data, more specifically the ratio between 

proactive and reactive work, which showed that the department is working much more on 

corrective work orders than preventive orders. This number, according to industry standard is 

too high, meaning that in order to keep a reliable refinery, the efforts should be concentrated in 

preventive works as well. The team, after defining and measuring the problem, it went into 

analyzing what causes could be for that happening and it was decided that one of these causes 

was the ineffective daily and weekly planning meetings that the heads of the workshops 

(mechanical, electrical and instrumentation) had. The group agreed on several ideas to 

implement for the daily and weekly meetings and set them in motion for a few weeks, to get 

feedback from their own departments and to measure the effect of it. One of the ideas was to 

change meeting’s interval from one day to two days, including a shift supervisor from 

operations. Then the team made discussions regarding the ways how tasks should be assigned 

to at least 80% of the available time. The quality of the work orders was also discussed, 

regarding how shall they be written to get more relevant information out of them. These are few 

examples of a larger series of improvements that the consultants led the organization into 

finding their weaknesses and proposing intrapreneurial solution. The team, besides having 

increased the preventive work order planning in advance time from 2 to 4 weeks and having 

increased the time assignation of personnel from 60 to 80%, made many behavioral changes, 

that are not as tangible as numbers. For the behavioral changes implementations, the sponsor 

(MTS manager) corroborated them, since he is the one in control of the objectives and the one 

in a position to say if these were fulfilled or not. 

Proactive: This team could be seen as a typical continuous improvement team, which it was, 

but that is the reason why for this work is defined as proactive, because it makes changes in 

areas in need, to avoid higher complications. 

4.3.3. Case 3 – PIT Materials store 

The Situation: This PIT was directed to the refinery’s storehouse, which lies under the MTS 

command. The storehouse is in charge of keeping the hardware and supplies e.g. bolts, small 

tools, pipes, valves, etc., the materials e.g. lubricants, paint, refractory, etc., the spare parts e.g. 

bearings, gears, circuit boards, pressure transmitters, etc., the spare equipment e.g. complete 

assemblies and special items e.g. catalyst, steel banding, etc. The assessment made by the 

consultancy firm RLG towards MTS operations, presented an extensive list of improvement 

areas where there was a gap between the MTS storehouse operations and average industry data. 

The team is facilitated by a continuous improvement consultant from RLG and it is composed 

by the real estate manager, the storehouse manager and a maintenance storehouse operator and 

a turnaround storehouse operator, one inspection engineer and one procurement analyst. 

Objectives: The benchmark pinpointed that the organization was lagging behind the industry’s 

best practices in the aspects of communication and collaboration between the maintenance 

storehouse and the turnaround store, the stocks were not optimal and there were many 

opportunities for savings. The main savings opportunity was in the inventory turns per year 
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figure, which was five times lower than industry best, meaning that the storehouse has too much 

stock, the inventory levels were not right (all according to the assessment that is compared to 

the KPI). And they formed the team to raise people’s awareness regarding having accurate 

information in work orders, stock levels and what the department is spending. 

Dynamics: The team started by presenting all the benchmark findings to the members and the 

possible topics that they could cover. After a discussion, several punctual objectives were 

selected, basing on easiness of implementation (that are achievable) and possible monetary 

savings. To name few of the objectives were to eliminate redundant and obsolete parts, also to 

work on a system where procurement and the store has better communication, since it was quite 

the opposite case. After some progress, the team dynamics turned mostly to complaints by 

several store members about the ineffectiveness of the store operating procedures and how the 

rest of the organization was not supportive enough or didn’t understood how to work with the 

storehouse. In all these discussions, a bigger issue was highlighted, that the store did not had a 

clear system that takes care of those issues and the reason why it had so much inefficiency is 

because it either there was much work re-done or either there were plenty of responsibility gaps 

that no one took care of. The team decided to pivot from its remaining objectives and dedicate 

their efforts to write a solid instructions draft. Sadly, the thesis period was then ended and the 

research couldn’t continue to see that progress. 

Proactive: This team provides a proactive approach to the storehouse operations because it 

highlights an existing problem or ineffectiveness and works towards its resolution. This team, 

in fact, because of its cross-functional nature, found a bigger problem that the MTS department 

was facing, which was the high level of inefficiency and the lack of operating procedures for 

the storehouse. The team noted this issue proactively and raised to take actions, in order to avoid 

greater repercussions. 

 

Now that the three PIT teams are explained, a summary of the findings is presented in the Table 

3. This summary is a cross-match between the three main criteria in which the teams differed 

from each other (trigger, objective and outcome) and the three case study teams. 

 

Table 3. PIT characteristics identification summary 

 Case1: 

PIT Equipment care 

Case 2: 

PIT Daily/weekly planning 

Case 3: 

PIT Materials in store 

Trigger Bad actors Too much corrective works 

comparing to industry 

KPI gap with industry 

standards 

Objective Find root cause for recurrent 

problems 

Increase efficiency of daily 

and weekly meetings 

Savings by less inventory 

turns 

Outcome Bad actors still under study Many implementations in 

workshops 

Objective achieved. Team 

highlighted further important 

findings 
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One of the main criteria for the PIT teams is that when the consultancy firm leaves, the teams 

are sustainable enough to continue operations and the organization has enough knowledge to 

continue starting these sorts of teams. For that, several conditions are necessary: it must have 

support from management, so it has enough push and people can prioritize this type of group 

work on top of their own daily responsibilities. Second, the role of facilitator should be 

performed by a person with training in several L6S tools so he can stir the team into attacking 

the problem from the right perspective. The PIT teams can have a varied range of goals, 

therefore it could be difficult for an inexperienced facilitator to get useful results out of the 

meetings and do proceed accordingly to solve the issue in question. 
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5. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, the combined knowledge from the literature and the study case are analyzed in 

order to answer the main objective stated in chapter 1.2. Later, a discussion is presented in a 

more subjective manner, from the point of view of the researcher. 

 

The first step in the analysis of this research is to establish an empirical pattern for the 

observations performed during the case. When the pattern is outlined, each team characteristic 

is compared to the academic literature (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). In the three cases, the 

temporary proactive teams were launched for different reasons, but all of them with the goal to 

avoid an unfortunate event from happening in the future. In each case, the mission was to solve 

a specific or series of specific problems, and although their duration was not bounded in time, 

it was bounded by the accomplishment of the objectives, after which, the teams were set to be 

dissolved. In the third case (PIT materials in store) the team was even disbanded before 

completing at 100% the objectives decided upon its creation, since it was “losing momentum” 

and the tasks turned out to be more complicated to solve and more resources were required. 

Meanwhile, the teams on the case 1 and 2 continued performing their functions when the 

research period ended, which is a weakness for the results, but nevertheless the observations 

that were made are valid in any case. 

In all three cases, the initiative to launch temporary proactive teams came, generally speaking, 

from improvement opportunities found by both, an external consultancy firm and the internal 

organization, moreover, the procedures and facilitation was preceded by the consultants. For 

the case 2 and 3, the improvement objective came from the assessments on the maintenance 

department, made by RLG, which had knowledge regarding the industry’s best practices levels 

and made a comparison with the results they got in the evaluation. The improvement 

opportunity for the case 1 comes from studies made by internal employees, by showing the 

equipment that fails the most or brings the worst consequences for the refinery. These initiatives 

to start a new temporary team had to be approved by the MTS manager. The improvement 

opportunities all had all an agenda which was to bring economic benefits for the organization 

and department. For instance, the case 1 is set to bring benefits by means of avoiding continuous 

equipment failures, the case 2 by optimizing the time of the members involved, hence less 

wasted time in meetings, hence more savings, and lastly the case 3 by optimizing the stock in 

the storehouse. 

The teams were assembled following similar criteria. The RLG expert and the MTS manager 

assigned the teams, choosing their members depending on their background, function and 

expertise. In all cases, the teams were integrated by at least one person in one of the major 

groups in the refinery, which had per goal to involve all the different departments and bring 

input that was pertinent to each part. The objective bound the team members together, and since 

almost all members in all three teams already knew each other in advance, it was easier for the 

team’s dynamics, without the need of team building. 
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The empirical pattern is based on the observations from three cases only, coming from one 

organization. The introduction of temporary proactive teams was not an extreme conception for 

the organization. On the contrary, to work on contingencies, the organization often has turned 

to different initiatives to work proactively, only not as rigorously as the PIT and not in explicit 

teams. Working on improvement proposals have always been a task for a single person that 

goes along and asks for support from other departments when in need, this person also usually 

doesn’t delegate the actions to perform, like the facilitator does in the PIT. 

After analyzing the empirical patterns of the teams, it was noted that the following structural 

characteristics were common among all the three cases: 

1. The teams were explicitly sanctioned 

2. The teams were created to accomplish several missions. 

3. There was a clear intention to dissolve the teams once the objectives were met. 

4. The teams were planned in advance. 

5. The teams presented a matrix organization. 

Explicitly sanctioned: In all three cases, the initiative to create the teams came from the MTS 

organization and RLG after an assessment was performed and the improvement opportunities 

were identified. These teams, as well as the project teams, are a form of formal organization, as 

defined by Barnard (1968), although they turn towards the informal side because the PIT 

facilitator doesn’t act as a proper manager, instead he only stirs the conversations toward an 

actual resolution. In all cases, although the facilitator was serving as a leader, by directing the 

conversations and assigning actions, the teams had a legitimate authority (Aghion & Tirole, 

1997), such as the MTS manager, who served as the teams’ sponsor. 

Several mission: In all cases, the objectives had quite different nature, hence requiring 

completely different approaches, but nevertheless they focused on attacking a possible future 

problem proactively. The mission statement originated from benchmarking the actual 

operations with a desired state (Povey, 1997). When the teams were created, each of them had 

several missions to solve, this is to make the most use of the assembled team. The mission 

statement for all the objectives was clear and tangible. Mintzberg (1979) divided the grouping 

of organizational units into two categories: grouping by means (knowledge, work processes or 

functions) and grouping by ends (markets, customers, products or services). The ANT falls into 

the first category, because it deals with improving processes or increasing the member’s 

knowledge in a specific subject. Its most significant strength is the ability to adapt to any 

situation and to provide tailor made solutions for the problems don’t arise or stop from 

reoccurring. Once the team’s missions are settled, the problem becomes widely understood by 

the team and the organization and the challenge becomes the identification of the solution. 

Taking in consideration the limited timeframe of the teams, the ANT establishes itself several 

objectives which are supposed to be achievable (Miles, 1977) although in the case 3, the team, 

after reaching up to 80% of its objectives, decided that it will not continue in operation and was 

dissolved, thus leaving unachieved goals. 

To be dissolved: The teams were planned in advance and from the beginning, the idea behind 

their formation was to make them only last until the objectives are achieved. The logic behind 
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the ANT team is the systematic problem solving and spread of their actions, since all members 

involved come from different parts of the organization. The ANT team is explicitly designed to 

be dissolved, and this follows the same temporal nature as project teams or other temporary 

organizations (Miles, 1977; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Packendorff, 1995). Comparing to the 

organization of a project, which could be of considerable size and duration (Morris & Hough, 

1987), the ANT teams have a size ranging from six to ten members. 

Planned in advance: The teams in all cases originated because of the results of an assessment. 

There was enough time for the teams to planned, state their objectives, assemble the members 

and other criteria to start a team. Reviewing the traditional literature for projects, the project 

was seen as a complement for a permanent organization, performing works that were out of the 

regular procedures (Thompson, 1967). However, in more recent literature, more importance 

was given to the projects in the industry and project organizations found their own way to 

structure operations (Midler, 1995). In the current literature, it is commonly agreed that projects 

are planned and prepared in advance (PMI, 2012) and it so does the case with the ANT team. 

Matrix organization: The composition of the team is cross-functional, but it has a similar 

structure regardless of the case, since the idea is gather people pertinent to the issue, but also 

from every major department in the organization. The matrix structure is a typical organization 

for projects that act within the boundaries of a permanent organization, where the members 

have their goals for their “regular” work and for the project (Galbraith, 1971). This 

organizational approach applies also for the ANT teams. One of the benefits of a matrix 

organization is the increased opportunity the members have to learn new ideas, processes or 

methodologies, which ultimately increases their knowledge, because of the exposure of L6S 

tools and because of the interactions with professionals from other departments. 

 

The ANT team must be understood as a mixture of two approaches: proactive, in a sense when 

the contingency tries to be evaded in advance and continuous improvement, when the issues to 

be solved are recurring or are already present, but don’t represent an immediate danger. By 

looking at the ANT team from this perspective, it is easier to understand the correlation between 

proactive and continuous improvement. The organization must be able to learn new ways of 

dealing with contingencies, which in our case is very important if the goal is to work reactively 

with specialized temporary teams. This statement is supported by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 

and Bontis et al. (2002), which state that the learning ability of an organization can stimulate 

the capacity for innovation and gain or maintain a competitive advantage in environments prone 

to uncertainties. In an oil refinery, and in any manufacturing industry, the types of contingencies 

that can occur are endless, also the improvement opportunities can be endless. This is reflected 

in the three different PIT teams, by having such different approaches to reactive behavior 

toward contingencies. 

The members of the ANT teams go through a journey, from finding an imminent issue to resolve 

to work towards its resolution, meanwhile learning in the process. As expressed by Liao et al. 

(2008), all humans are capable of learning and it is through that ability that they can adjust to 

the ever-changing environment. The team members are faced with new ideas, from people with 
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different background and input, which contributes to their experience and their personal and 

professional development. For the PIT teams, every formed team will need to adapt to specific 

circumstances in order to overcome the complications and successfully reach the objectives. 

Helleloid and Simonin (1994) confirms this idea by claiming that every organization develops 

the learning method that suits the most to its needs by taking in consideration the characteristics 

of the organization itself. 

In general, the ANT are most convenient to use when the issues are complex and cross multiple 

functions or parts of an organization, also the solutions could require changes in processes, 

systems and the way people act (behaviors) or all three together, moreover, the changes need 

to be permanent and embedded in the normal way of working. In the long run, the use of ANT 

teams can become an organizational routine (Nelson & Winter, 1982), where the team can be 

implemented automatically by the organization or department should the need arise. 

The PIT teams are a so-called improvement initiative that a consultancy company implements 

in a mature organization. Their goal is to involve people, find improvement areas and deliver 

specific results. Since the consultants are not so familiarized with the working processes and 

current situation in the company, the idea is to brainstorm with the people from the organization 

to have a list of possible improvements. Those possible improvements come from the local 

people themselves, since the consultancy company, the only thing can do is to say how is it 

done in the industry and how we benchmark with it. The rest of the improvements, which can 

be technical or procedures, comes from the local people’s experience, knowledge, findings. For 

the consultancy firm, the main goal is to find actions that could have a measured or quantifiable 

goal and prioritize it. The facilitation of the PIT is left in hands of the consultant, meanwhile 

the knowledge and actions are left for the group members. As per the ANT teams, they are not 

strictly entitled to have an external consultant facilitating the procedures. The temporary team 

principles apply on it regardless if the facilitation comes from an external or internal source in 

the organization. 

Nevertheless, the value that the consultancy firm brings can be great, if the team needs support 

from an external source that could escalate the issues to management, if the team needs input 

from an external point of view that could “think outside of the box”, something that could be 

very valuable in mature organizations. Lastly, an external consultancy company brings value 

by introducing their tools to a team, meaning Lean, Six Sigma or whatever tool to find an issue 

and work systematically to solve it. 

For the ANT, although all the objectives for the team are important (or else they wouldn’t be 

there), the team must have a realistic perception of where it is heading. In the case 2 – materials 

in store, the team began with a simple goal which was to review the storehouse’s materials and 

to find which materials should it get rid in order to save money on the process of storing the 

materials. The team saw that instead of putting a quick band aid to fix some minor issues that 

could bring quick profit, it was necessary to fix the system from the ground. The discrepancies 

between the members and the system was such, that they found in the situation of better 

disbanding the team. “No team is perfect and it has its ups and downs” was the comment of the 
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facilitator. It is better to stop the team, acknowledge the achieved 80% and end it in a high note 

instead of beating the team down to reach all the objectives. 

For the MTS department, the search and work towards bad actors is not a new way of working. 

The engineers at the refinery are aware at those main bad actors and there are lists highlighting 

them. Nevertheless, the contribution of the PIT team towards the resolution of these bad actors, 

is the systematic approach to find the root cause of the problems present with the equipment. 

This could be a sign of lack of resources in the department, or lack of management to guide the 

maintenance work into a more proactive mentality. One might wonder why these teams are 

even created, why there is a necessity of having temporary teams working on contingencies if 

there should be responsible on working on these issues. The answer is not always easy to 

produce, since it depends on many factors. For the case1, the bad actors taken in the PIT were 

already known actors for the refinery, meaning that these were equipment that was already 

failing but there was no clear solution on how to solve it. During the PIT meetings, although 

the final action to resolve this equipment from failing were not yet identified during the extent 

of the thesis, the team continues to work on the equipment. This said, it would have been very 

interesting to have been present until the end of the team, when they reach a resolution. 

Following the L6S DMAIC cycle, we could distinguish and adapt it to the two types of 

temporary teams that we have been differentiating throughout the thesis paper: proactive and 

reactive. A proactive team begins with the Define section, and it follows all the remaining steps 

methodically until the completion of the mission. The temporary teams studied in the case study 

proved this point. The reactive team, on the other hand, goes directly to the Improve part, since 

the problem that they are facing is known and it must be solved as soon as possible. 

 
Figure 4. Inclusion of reactive and proactive teams into DMAIC 

An issue that must be taken into consideration when designing and running these teams is being 

able to make them sustainable. Sustainable in the sense that when the team is disbanded, another 

team could be formed and follow the existing or used methodologies by past teams to adapt it 

to their needs. For the ANT teams to become sustainable, there should be an organizational 

routine to put them in practice (Nelson & Winter, 1982).  
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

This section presents an overview of the research. It is divided into three sub-sections. The first 

is implications to theory, practice and policy, by explaining how has the thesis contributed to 

the knowledge in those fields. The second are the thesis’s limitations, which presents a summary 

of the influences that the research was not able to control. Finally, the third are ideas for future 

research. 

 

The aim of this research was to fill a gap in organizational theory by defining academically an 

empirical phenomenon which was the creation of a specific type of temporary team. This type 

of team is present in the industry, but is not defined explicitly in the academic literature, 

therefore by highlighting the team’s main and most distinguishable characteristics, this thesis 

has defined them theoretically. 

For the literature review, the two main concepts for this research were explained: contingency 

theory and temporary teams. These concepts were linked to each other and then connected 

theoretically with continuous improvement methodologies. By intertwining the concepts, it was 

possible to realize the extent of the academic literature written on these subjects and prove the 

existence of a literature gap. The literature review laid the ground for the case study and 

analysis. The case study summarized the observations performed by witnessing a consultancy 

firm introduce three temporary proactive teams in a mature manufacturing industry 

organization. The goal was to highlight the main characteristics of these teams by performing 

empirical observations and to elaborate on their nature, in order to get a good understanding of 

the type of team, backed up by literature. Lastly, those characteristics were used to define the 

proactive temporary team that in this thesis is called ANT (Active Nurture Team). 

Although the ANT teams have been defined in an industrial context, they are not necessarily 

bound to industrial management field. Moreover, the ANT teams are not bound to the 

maintenance departments either, where the observations were performed, instead, they are 

applicable in an endless range of situations, since the teams are very adaptable to prevent any 

sort of contingency. These teams have a direct impact on the organization’s sustainability, since 

they work proactively or rather say, before the problems occur, meaning a wide range of 

benefits for the organization. 

The introduction of ANT in a mature organization serves as an example of intrapreneurship 

(Pinchot, 1985) where the organization makes use of something that is innovative for them and 

the innovation comes from inside its confinements. 

6.1. Implications to theory, practice and policy 

Implications to theory: This thesis has opened the door for future academics to keep expanding 

on the empirical phenomenon which are the proactive temporary teams within the 

organizational theory. The definition of the ANT teams, which includes the structural 
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characteristics taken by empirical observations, are backed by academic literature and it fills a 

gap in the existing organizational literature. As stated in the previous sections, this research was 

performed following the example set by Engwall and Svensson (2004) in the definition of the 

cheetah teams, thus attempting to maintain a similar direction when defining the ANT teams. 

Implications to practice: This thesis research could be applicable not only for the manufacturing 

industry, but to any sort of industry, since this organizational phenomenon is not entitled to 

only one point of view. Several characteristics of the teams studied in the case study were 

presented, that could turn useful for other parties aiming to implement similar teams in their 

establishments in order to prevents contingencies from occurring. 

Implications to policy: Unions or industry associations, that are in need of continuous 

improvement temporary teams to avoid contingencies could benefit from this thesis by 

understanding the main characteristics that make these teams useful and apply them in their 

operations or procedures. As said in the beginning of the thesis, to avoid contingencies has 

become the main focus for surviving in the industry, therefore all the pertinent available tools 

should be used. 

6.2. Limitations 

Although the research has reached its aims to define the ANT teams from empirical 

observations, there were still some unavoidable limitations. Firstly, an important limitation for 

this research was the three months, which these case study observations lasted. It was too short 

period to be part of a team from beginning to end, thus perhaps many observations were not 

noted. The thesis research was abandoned when some of the teams had not fulfilled their 

ultimate goals, therefore, to generalize the results in a more reliable way, the study should have 

been performed for a longer period of time. 

Moreover, the frequency of meetings for all the PIT teams was too far apart. The team members 

met once per month, meaning that, although all the meetings were attended, not many meetings 

happened to be able to provide a good picture of any problem’s resolution. Additionally, the 

slow networking might have affected the interest of the participants by losing focus on the 

team’s main goals after such long times. 

The research was performed only on three temporary teams, which doesn’t represent to full 

extent all existing proactive teams in mature industries. The research was also performed in one 

company with the same consultancy firm facilitating the teams. This could carry over many 

biases in the procedures and decision making processes. 

6.3. Future research 

This study has only scraped the surface regarding organizational theory. It is not a simple task to 

create theory from empirical observations with such high limitations as presented in the previous 

section, however it provides a large room for improvement for future researches 
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As explained in the limitations section, the research was performed by analyzing three 

temporary teams. This sample size is quite reduced to create theory from, but nevertheless, it 

provides the grounds for future studies that could complement the findings and definitions 

performed in this research. As stated in the previous section, the academic literature in the 

organizational field is regarded as a theoretical orphan (Burke & Morley, 2016), which has 

plenty of potential for research and theory development. 

A recommendation for future work would be naturally to perform a similar study in other 

company, department or even industry. The proactive temporary teams are a common practice 

for many different situations in different industries, therefore by making more studies would 

enrich the knowledge created in this thesis. 
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ANNEX A 

 

 
Figure A.1. Source: Google Books Ngram Viewer for: “Contingency” 

 

 
Figure A.2. Source: Google Books Ngram Viewer for: “Contingency theory” (case insensitive) 
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ANNEX B 

 
Annex B.1. PIT – Equipment care. Equipment performance analysis 

 

 

Annex B.2. PIT – Equipment care. Possible failure modes results 


