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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation aims to look closely at some of the issues that follow the introduction of the globally 

popular practice of Lean management, and to develop recommendations for any type of organization 

and all its various leaders, managers, and employees. With my passion for lean as a student, I took 

my academic knowledge and put it to the test, at a multinational company, to be used as the base for 

my single case study. The company welcomed me, and I was presented with their various issues and 

opinions on lean and was told to look closely at their leadership group. 

Most published literature about lean has a strong focus on leadership, but nobody has yet to 

study its implications in a context through the lenses of anthropological guidelines of ethnography 

and active participation. This dissertation is a highly qualitative research based on my ethnographic 

work by conducting interviews, participating in the communities and practices, and my reflexive 

journal where I have written down my initial thoughts and findings. 

The thesis reveals a company with big intercultural complexities and high variance of the use 

and comprehension of lean in general, and I thus began – by the wishes of the top management – to 

work on a theoretical model that would help them work against their issues.  

Organizations truly need to acknowledge the importance of an aligned and collaborative leadership 

team in order to make sure lean is a good solution, and this thesis will be an example of why that is 

the case.  

This thesis does not give the overall answer to every company that faces issues with lean but 

acts as a guidance and framework to understand how any type of organization must embrace an 

approach that looks closely into their own social reality and context. My approach from the softer 

side of anthropology is a different, more critical stance on lean issues that go against the technical 

problems. This dissertation will bring to light other sides that are largely ignored, not only in the 

academic field, but especially in the real-life practicalities.  

This dissertation is thus based on both academic and practical aims, in terms of usefulness for 

a variety of leaders in many types of organization. This idea goes further, when I present my 

conceptual model to be valid in as practical tool for developing leaders and managers, aligning 

organizational culture, and inspire creative reflexivity in any type of professional or academic context.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

This dissertation dives deep into the world of Lean management from a more humanist scientific 

perspective, that seeks to look qualitatively in some of the most complex aspects of introducing Lean 

into any kind of context and setup. ‘Lean’ is a term that stems from the Japanese car manufacturing 

industry (Ohno, 1988; Liker, 2004), and companies like Toyota have taken over massive amounts of 

markets shares since the 1970s with their use of the Lean philosophy. Lean has since been a 

managerial and organizational benchmark for many types of organizations, not only in the private but 

also in the public sectors. But things are apparently not as smoothly emulated as people initially 

thought, and when practices and paradigms change, so too must people – and that is the hard part.  

This dissertation is built up from a single case study, where academic knowledge is tested, 

new findings are analysed, and a new possible solution is conclusively developed. I will first present 

my problem statement, and why I even look at lean in the first place, before presenting my problem 

formulation that acts as my red thread throughout the paper. I then present the various concepts and 

theories that act as analytical framework, before presenting how I conducted my research through a 

variety of methodological approaches. Then I conduct my analysis where I present the major findings 

and their implications, before going into my discussion where I present a solution in form of a 

conceptual model. This is followed up by a summarizing conclusion which shows how I answered 

my problem formulation. 

1.1 WHY LEAN MANAGEMENT / PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 The term ‘Lean production’ was first coined by John Krafcik (1988), which set the foundation 

for one of the first major works in the field called “The Machine That Changed The World” (Womack 

et al., 1990), a book that spread the ideas of Lean worldwide. It has since become a buzzword in the 

globalized world, spreading from its origins in the Japanese car manufacturing industry towards the 

west as a symbiotic ideoscape and technoscape, meaning a set of ideas and technical attributes that 

envelop the core principles of Lean. Lean is often seen as the current best practice to strive for in the 

quest for achieving superior effectivization and competitive advantages, for private and public 

organizations alike (Krafcik, 1988; Pil & McDuffie, 1996; Shah & Ward, 2003; Shah & Ward, 2007; 

Liker, 2004). Especially following the 2004 release of Jeffrey Liker’s book The Toyota Way, 

organizations worldwide have attempted to emulate Toyota in their quest for dominance, because 
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Toyota have proven to be one of the founding companies of the Lean philosophy, and they have some 

of the strongest market gains to back their successful procedures (Womack et al., 1990; Liker, 2004; 

Liker & Hoseus, 2008). Consequentially, the vast amount of organizations that have attempted to 

emulate Toyota’s success have failed to do so. Here lies the main paradox of Lean Management in 

today’s societies: Tons of  people talk about Lean being the best organizational philosophy, and it is 

wanted in many different sectors, but Lean has proven complex and difficult to implement, since up 

to approximately 90% of all lean implementations fail (Bourne et al., 2002; Liker, 2004; Pay, 2008; 

Shah & Ward, 2003; Asefeso, 2013) and only 2% of companies will achieve their goals they have set 

out to reach using Lean methodologies and strategies (Pay, 2008; Liker & Rother, 2011; Asefeso, 

2013).  

Many scholars have attempted to figure out why Lean is such a highly regarded management 

style and organizational philosophy, when so many fail in implementing it into their core setup. Some 

scholars point toward the overly technocratic approaches and mind-sets of senior-managers and 

leaders, and the corresponding neglect of the softer aspects of Lean - such as communication, strategy, 

human resources, trust - to be some of the issues (Shah & Ward, 2007; Liker & Rother, 2011; Sisson 

& Elshennawy, 2015; Bortolotti et al., 2015). Scholar Jeffrey Liker also highlighted this problem, and 

called The Toyota Way a sociotechnical system, where both sides of the coin are equally important in 

securing successful Lean journeys (Liker, 2004). Other scholars point to issues being linked with 

leadership, finance, skills and expertise, and organizational culture (Atkinson, 2010; Gupta & Jain, 

2013; Achanga et al., 2006) as well as strategy and planning, unwillingness to learn, and low 

comprehensiveness of the overall Lean tools and culture and the use of these (Dharmalingam et al., 

2015) being factors behind high failure rates.  

Academically, the list of problems with Lean is long and well-discussed, however as a 

researcher I have found little to no concrete links between academic knowledge and real-world 

practices. For example, many scholars point to the need of having an aligned top management group 

(Hines et al., 2011; Liker, 2004; Mann, 2014; Taherimashhadi & Ribas, 2018). Scholars have also 

developed models, strategies, and guidelines to follow, but the act of showing how it can be done, 

through case studies, in a contextual example with all daily complexities that leaders face is somewhat 

unexplored. In fact, leadership practices and the Lean culture is easy to grasp but difficult to execute 

consistently (Wilson, 2009), and this problem is mainly ignored. With this dissertation I therefore 

attempt to discover deeply how so many problems occur with Lean while the problem is not 

understanding the core ideas behind it, because every organization must identify and solve their own 
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unique challenges they face with their version of Lean, which are influenced by many things such as 

processes, structures, people (Bhasin, 2012; Liker, 2004). Working in a single case study will allow 

me as a researcher to deeply understand how problems with Lean emerge and how to deal with them. 

As stated by Schein (2010), a culture is referring to the climate and practices that organizations 

develop around their handling of people or to the espoused values of an organization, and even in the 

same organization employees do not see everything alike and therefore also act differently 

(Taherimashhadi & Ribas, 2018:209).  

With this in mind, I travel to a company in northern Jutland, Denmark, attempting to deeply 

study the organization, whilst also having room for contextual knowledge on levels that are 

investigating many social actors and to their various perceptions and interpretations of their overall 

Lean journey. 

1.2 PROBLEM FORMULATION 

 Paradoxically, so many fail with Lean, yet so many still implement it. I set out to conduct a 

thesis that will help any type of organization to understand how they avoid falling into the same 

category as the majority of failed attempts. My focus is on the leadership, as they carry much of the 

behavioural, cultural, and professional change linked with lean. With this dissertation I thus set out 

to answer the following question: 

Which leadership practices have the potential to foster a holistic Lean journey in any type of 

organization?  

 

This problem formulation creates an academic trajectory where I can uncover the softer sides of the 

sociotechnical system that Lean is (Liker, 2004). What is meant by holistic is that Lean needs to be 

thoroughly part of the entire organization and a central part of the core organizational philosophy 

and main business strategies (Womack et al., 1990; Liker & Hoseus, 2008). It brings to notion the 

need for alignment between various organizational cultures and social systems that may differ from 

each other across departments and functions. It fits with the academic gap presented earlier, but also 

makes room for a direct approach to critically and exploratorily look into the exact practices that 

work best when taking an organization on a lean journey.  
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2. THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTIONAL OVERVIEW 

In this section I will present some of the core concepts that this paper works from. These 

include Lean concepts and ideas, as well as concepts of culture and practice theory. They all provide 

the analytical framework for my research.  

 

The Toyota Way 

As there are high numbers of ways Lean is embodied through various company structures and 

processes, Lean also has various definitions to fit certain contexts. However, this paper takes the main 

inspiration from Liker “The Toyota Way” (2004) when defining the main patterns of the Lean 

philosophy. Toyota were the frontrunners of the emergence of Lean as a concept, and thus a book 

that bases on a long-term investigation and analysis of such a company deems the most valuable. 

What the thesis also takes from this book is the concept of Lean as a socio-technical system, which 

means a system build on both technical (hard) features and human (soft) features.  

Furthermore are the aspect of the 14 principles in The Toyota Way. Some of these will undergo more 

thorough analysis than others since some are more focused on Culture and leadership, whereas some 

principles, like number 7, embody more technical aspects, which will not be in accordance with the 

main focal points of this paper. These principles are:  

 

(1) Base your management decisions on a long-term philosophy, even at the expense of short-term 

financial goals.  

(2) Create a continuous process flow to bring problems to the surface.  

(3) Use ‘pull’ systems to avoid over-production.  

(4) Level out the workload.  

(5) Build a culture of stopping to fix problems, to get quality right the first time.  

(6) Standardized tasks and processes are the foundation for continuous improvement and employee 

empowerment.  

(7) Use visual controls so no problems are hidden.  

(8) Use only reliable, thoroughly tested technology that serves your people and process.  

(9) Grow leaders who thoroughly understand the work, live the philosophy, and teach it to others.  

(10) Develop exceptional people and teams who follow your company’s philosophy.  
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(11) Respect your extended network of partners and suppliers by challenging them and helping them 

improve.  

(12) Go and see for yourself to thoroughly understand the situation.  

(13) Make decisions slowly by consensus, thoroughly considering all options; implement decisions 

rapidly.  

(14) Become a learning organization through relentless reflection and continuous improvement.  

 

Kaizen 

Incremental change is small and continuous changes an organization may take in many doses 

way more often than the counterpart, transformational change, which is dramatic and vast change in 

often single periods of time, not nearly as often as incremental approaches. Lean embodies the pursuit 

of sustainability in a philosophy of continuous, incremental change through employee-driven 

workshops and methods, a procedure called Kaizen (Imai, 1986; Liker, 2004). The analysis of Kaizen 

from a managerial perspective will highlight how human sustainability is a goal for successfully 

implementing Lean. 

 

5S and 7 wastes 

Another concept from Lean that will be covered in this dissertation is the work with the 5 S’s. 

These stand for Sort, Set in Order, Shine, Standardize, and Sustain. Working with these is a way of 

removing the 7 types of waste in Lean Manufacturing, which are: too much Transport, Excessive 

Inventory, Unnecessary movement, Over-processing, Overproduction, Defects, and Waiting. These 

will not be thoroughly analysed, as they have a more technical nature, but they nevertheless have a 

role to play in deciphering the overall strategic implications, language, and culture of Lean at the 

company. 

 

Concepts of Culture  

There are many ways to define Culture and thus a rich variety of discourses and paradigms to 

adopt when studying Culture in rich and complex forms. But to do so, this paper will firstly adopt 

Schein’s (1984) 3 mechanisms of Culture’s. These 3 are (1) artefacts and creations, (2) values, and 

(3) basic assumptions.  

Another way of viewing culture is to see it as a web of significance (Geertz, 1973).  
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A third way of looking at Culture, used in this paper, is that of Alvesson (2002) who sees it as “... a 

system of common symbols and meanings. (Alvesson, 2002:3).  

 

Soft practices  

Many scholars make the dichotomization of soft practices and hard practices. Bortolotti et al. 

(2015) defines the difference as such: “Soft practices concern people and relations, while hard 

practices refer to Lean Management technical and analytical tools.” (Bortolotti et al., 2015. p.2)  

 

Kotter’s 8-step model  

The 8 steps of change in Kotter’s 8-step model (1995) will be used to help managers 

understand how these steps of change are important and how they should be addressed in a Lean 

implementation journey, which essentially is a big Change Management journey as well. These 8 

steps are:  

(1) Establish a sense of urgency  

(2) Create a guiding coalition  

(3) Develop a clear shared vision  

(4) Communicate the vision  

(5) Empower the people to act on the vision  

(6) Create short term wins  

(7) Consolidate and build on gains  

(8) Institutionalize the change  

 

Practice theory 

 My use of practice theory is chosen to give a conceptual and theoretical framework to work 

in a pragmatic sense. The theory focuses on human culture as being embedded in practices. This 

entails what people do, say and think in their social reality they are in (Bourdieu, 1984). Bourdieu 

proceeds to talk of people’s habitus which captures the permanent installation of the social order in 

the human body. What he further states is that people have agency to alter and transform the social 

systems themselves, and thus make the systems unstable and challengeable. Bourdieu, however, is 

argued to be more of a structuralist, given he puts higher levels of agency and determinism on the 

structures themselves, and more often think that people are products of their social systems and its 

rules (Bourdieu, 1977). Practice theory can also be seen as a ‘collection of accounts’ that exhibit 
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considerable differences (Schatzki, 1996:12). There is no such thing as a unified practices, but rather 

social systems that stem from the coming together of several distinct networks of similarities and 

dissimilarities (Schmidt, 2018).  

 The theory is chosen because Lean is about implementing as many people as possible and 

facilitating improvements from the bottom-up. This evidently means that some contemporary 

practices are challenged, and new networks and clashes of professional and cultural significance will 

emerge. In this dissertation I aim to discover what leadership practices sustain a good lean journey, 

and which ones contradict it. Practice theory can therefore also be seen as highly relational, highly 

contextual, socially constructed embodied knowledge and “practice mastery” (Ingold 2000:162, 

cited in Lizardo 2011:32).  

 

Structuration theory 

 Anthony Giddens (1984; 1990) challenged the more structuralistic approach of Bourdieu, and 

develop his own structuration theory, which did not give higher levels of primacy to structural 

influence in the behaviour of individuals, but rather higher levels of agency in the interplay of actors 

and the structures themselves in a more balanced approach. He goes against the duality between 

structure and actors and see actors not as bearers of structure but rather as active participants. This 

active participation is critical in working with Lean and the concept of continuous improvement / 

Kaizen (Imai, 1986; Liker, 2004). This means that my case study will not only look at practices in an 

isolated fashion, but also investigate all structural and even tangible reasons for people to act as they 

do in the various departments.  

 

Boundary spanning 

 In my analysis I will investigate how boundary spanning works between different sets of 

social systems and the people within them. The concept takes inspiration from an article by Barmeyer 

& Davoine (2019), that closely studies the inter-cooperation between German and French railroad 

workers. They present the concepts of boundary spanning units and boundary spanning dyadic 

relationships. The units are boundary spanning entities that come in varying shapes or forms. They 

can be consisting of two people, or even a whole social system and/or communities (Barmeyer & 

Davoine, 2019). The role of a boundary spanning unit simply implies a group of people with a 

boundary spanning efficiency and agency that has power to move and intertwine the social boundaries 

of two or more groups. This can also be done by two opposing managers alone, and this is what they 
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describe as a dyadic relationship. Dyadic in the sense that they become a hybridization of the two 

systems. Their article exemplifies this with managers that speak both French and German, and also 

deeply understand the cultural and social differences between the two communities so far that their 

new thought patterns become a creolized version of the two, which then in return is taken back and 

help influence and shape the overall trajectory of one of the two groups of people and their practices. 

This puts very high agency on individuals. In the light of the two formerly presented theories of 

practice theory and structuration theory there is linear line of power and agency. In Bourdieu’s (1977) 

practice theory, the agency is highest at the structure and lower at the individuals. In Giddens’ (1990) 

structuration theory the agency is more balanced between the two, and thus I will argue that Barmeyer 

& Davoine (2019) put the highest emphasis on skilled individuals, and thus much higher agency on 

the level of people over the level of structures. By implementing all 3 of these notions I can take look 

at the concept of Lean in a specific context and try to look for the power balance and levels of agency 

between people and structures at the company I am conducting my research at. 

 

Appreciative inquiry 

 When looking at dyadic relationships and the level of boundary spanning possibilities, I can 

then introduce a technique of managerial inclusion called appreciative inquiry (Palmer et al, 

2017:291). It entails a paradigmatic shift of going away from more traditional approaches of problem 

solving and conflict management towards a higher focus on joint envisioning of the future. It is a 

constructive and collective way of learning to help each other and to diminish ambivalence across 

departments. I use this term in my analysis and argue it as a strategy to answer my problem 

formulation of “Which leadership practices have the potential to foster a holistic Lean journey in any 

type of organization?” The idea of appreciative inquiry leads up to my discussion part of the analysis, 

where I present my conceptual model that can work as a hands-on tool for leaders across departments 

as a way of initiating appreciative inquiry and creating strategic visions and alignment in the 

organization. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

 

This section will go into detail on the academic approaches used to make this dissertation. 

The main philosophy of science chosen is pragmatism. The background of pragmatism, the main 

elements of it, and lastly the reasons behind choosing the pragmatic approach will be presented. 

Thereafter, I will explain my academic work as an anthropologist and action researcher, and how my 

procedure fits well in the pragmatic paradigm.  

  

3.1 PRAGMATISM 

 

 The notion of Pragmatism stems from the works of American philosophers Charles Sanders 

Pierce, William James, and George Herbert Mead (Egholm, 2014:168), who coined the tradition 

around the 1870s (Legg & Hookway, 2019). The initial use was to study and discussing the theory of 

inquiry, meaning and nature of truth. James was the first to put the theories in real world use while 

studying religion. Following the first wave of thematic work on religion came what is called the 

second wave of ‘classical pragmatism’ (Legg & Hookway, 2019), where the next generation turned 

the pragmatic philosophy towards education, politics, and other areas of social improvement, led by 

great influence of American philosopher John Dewey, and his colleague Jane Addams, who with their 

use of pragmatic approaches won the Nobel’s Peace Prize in 1931 for reforming the American 

educational system and inventing the profession of social work (Chambers, 1986).  

The train of thought developed in the world of social work would put stronger emphasis on 

individuals and their role in society and communities. Mead (1934) would further develop the social 

sciences and introduce them to pragmatic perspectivations focusing on the relationship between 

individuals and the community (Mead & Morris, 1934). Following the 2nd World War, pragmatism 

declined in popularity but underwent an academic renaissance in the 1970s, led by American 

philosopher Richard Rorty, where it has grown into having an important role in cultural disciplines, 

semiotics, pedagogy, as well as organisational research (Egholm, 2014:168). Traditional pragmatism 

focused mainly on how individuals act in tangible and highly contextualized situations, and on why 

these individuals act in the manner that best suits them (Egholm, 2014; Dewey & Bentley, 1949), 

whereas the new generation of pragmatism, also called neopragmatism, introduced linguistics, 

semiotics, and the overall use of language by individuals as a tool – like action and practices – to 
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developed their habits and beliefs in order to adapt to their environment, culture, and/or community 

(Rorty, 1996).  

The core of pragmatism is human action and experience, where people are viewed as active 

participants in their social contexts, which they simultaneously are influenced by but also influence 

themselves through their practices, language, and continuous self-analysis of potential consequences 

of their own actions (Egholm, 2014:169). Adjusting to a social field and the continuously 

reestablishment of practices and beliefs between a group of people refers to what Peirce and Dewey 

called the ‘community of inquiry’. The community of inquiry discloses intersubjectivity and patterns 

of cultural and social negotiation between the actors in the constant search for legitimization of 

values, ideas, and self in their community (Peirce, 1877; Dewey, 1938; Shields, 2003). The common 

trait of all communities of inquiry is a focus on problematic situations (Shields, 2003:511). Both 

theory and methods are vital tools to handle a problematic situation, and the emphasis on the agency 

of individuals in the community of inquiry detains knowledge from emerging for anyone outside what 

pragmatists call the ‘participatory democracy’ (Shields, 2003). The community of inquiry ought not 

to be seen as method to work with, but rather as an organizing principle that provides the fertile 

grounds for methods to be developed and tested, where mistakes are welcomed as a means for 

analysis, reflection, and progression (Shields, 2003:512). Pragmatic science and concepts of truth 

therefore projects a cooperative and intersubjective means of understanding the world and coping 

with challenges (Buchler, 1955). A community of inquiry is therefore difficult to form and study if 

individuals are too fixed in their belief system and are impervious to new ideas or different viewpoints 

that challenge the way challenges, problems, and other doubtful trajectories can be understood and 

handled. Peirce (1958) looks onto the way people can be in a state between doubt and belief: 

  

“Doubt is an uneasy and dissatisfied state from which we struggle to free ourselves and pass 

into the state of belief; while the latter is a calm and satisfactory state … The irritation of doubt 

causes a struggle to attain a state of belief. I shall term this struggle inquiry” (Peirce, 1958:99) 

 

What Peirce describes here is the daily doubts all people go through, but rather than coping 

with doubt themselves, people as parts of social systems undergo intersubjective quests for reasoning 

with other individuals from their social context, for example colleagues or friends. Pragmatism 

therefore attempts to understand how individuals change their beliefs, handle doubt, and analytically 

attempt to conceptualize the world they live in through constant interplay with the people closest to 
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them, all with various backgrounds, worldviews, and belief systems. Inquiry thus becomes the best 

way to satisfy doubts and uncertainty (Peirce, 1958:107). Critical to inquiry is the idea that problems 

are resolved through action and looking into the current and former actions which pertained certain 

small communities – or communities of inquiry – can help decipher a collection of truths, 

understanding, and practices of one or several groups of people. This gives academic wiggle room 

for understanding and working with organizational paradoxes, where strategy and tactics state one 

thing, but practices in department practices may differ from each other and therefore say something 

completely different about the organizational reality in day-to-day life practices. Following Peirce’s 

notion of inquiry therefore means that looking into the practices and actions done by a group of people 

may highlight the way they cope with daily uncertainty in the scope of for example a company’s set 

of values and corporate strategy.  

 There are 3 essential components of the community of inquiry; problematic situation, 

scientific attitude, and community as participatory democracy (Shields, 2003:515-16). Everyone 

finds themselves in problematic situations, which speaks to various practitioners’ experiences and 

how they dealt with the problematic situations historically in what Dewey called a “controlled and 

directed transformation of an indeterminate situation” (Dewey, 1938:104). However, rather than 

illustrating the community of inquiry as undergoing linear methodology and scientific reasoning, 

Dewey underlines the importance of various interpretations and evaluations of the actors being co-

constitutional when choosing ways of handling problems (Morgan, 2014). By calling the handling of 

problems being ‘controlled and directed’, Dewey puts high levels of agency on the individuals’ 

intersubjectivity which entails that individuals can work with a “… productive use of doubt by 

converting it into operations of infinite inquiry” (Dewey, 1929:228). This all sounds very positive but 

working critically against Dewey’s notions means addressing the power issues in such a community, 

where all individuals may not be in the same position to participate and influence the process of 

inquiry itself. Dewey’s concept also fails to address the possible resistance by various actors in a 

group. 

 Working productively with doubt is done through a directed use of the ‘scientific attitude’. 

Dewey (1938) calls inquiry an open-ended process with positive feedback, which begins and ends in 

experience, however working with a scientific attitude means collecting data for altering beliefs and 

serve as the foundation for new trajectories and testing. If the scientific attitude is lacking when 

handling problems, there simply cannot be talk of inquiry, when handling problems, but something 

completely different, such as social interplay and politics. However, whilst understanding and 
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incorporating these in the inquiry means that truth also needs to be sought through data collection and 

measurements, which is the main frame for a positivistic approach. Although, Pragmatism is 

evidently not Positivism, given the scientific attitude also incorporates values and beliefs and a rich 

participatory community (Shields, 2003:522).  

 Dewey understood that in inquiry the solution itself is not the primary goal or academic focal 

point, but rather the democratic and cooperative way problems are solved and shape a certain 

‘togetherness’, which is far more important for a community to succeed when comparing to focusing 

on singular solutions. This means that, more often than not, great solutions will not necessarily 

provide a great and healthy community, but rather a productive and thriving community will most 

often lead towards great decision making, solutions, and reflexivity. This acknowledgement together 

with the ideas of a community of inquiry lays the foundation for me choosing the pragmatic approach 

when studying a Lean organization, since Lean ought to be sustained with great teamwork capabilities 

(Liker & Hoseus, 2008). Lean is a bottom-up approach, where employees are at the centre of decision 

making and innovation in a method called Kaizen, which is a Japanese term that roughly translates to 

good change or change for the best (Imai, 1986). This correlates to the participatory democracy aspect 

of communities of inquiry, given that decision making in a Lean context ought to be handled through 

consensus in the team, not by individuals (Liker, 2004). Everyone is expected to be involved in a 

reflexive manner that resembles inquiry. Furthermore, Lean is a technical organizational philosophy 

as well, focusing on relentless and constant data collection of all processes, setups, production flow 

etc. (Liker, 2004; Shah & Ward, 2003; Womack et. al, 1990). These collections of data are discussed 

and used as organizational focal points as Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) which are the basis for 

all development, innovation, and reflexivity in a Lean journey. The use of KPIs thus embodies the 

scientific method of community of inquiry. The last aspect, problematic situation, is the main focus 

of having Lean in the first place. Lean is a philosophy of constantly surfacing problems and handling 

them in a rapid and calculative manner (Liker, 2004). One of the founders of the Lean philosophy 

from Toyota, Masaaki Imai states as follows: 

 

“The starting point for improvement is to recognize the need. This comes from recognition of 

a problem. If no problem is recognized, there is no recognition of the need for improvement. 

Complacency is the archenemy of Kaizen” (Imai, 1986:32).   
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 This means that the ideas of pragmatic inquiry and Lean management fit well together, and 

the scholars suggest the need for teamwork methods, which resemble the community of inquiry, need 

to be present. American scholar, Jeffrey Liker, further develops this notion and calls Lean a socio-

technical system (Liker, 2004) which means Lean organizations ought to have a balanced approach 

of the technical aspects of Lean as well as the social aspects of the philosophy’s implementation. 

Again, this fits well with pragmatism since this philosophy of science looks closely at human 

experience and action. As a researcher this all encloses that working pragmatically in a Lean setup 

means looking for the aspects of the community of inquiry – problematic situation, participatory 

democracy, and the scientific method – whilst also looking deeply into the habits, thoughts, beliefs, 

use of language, actions, historical decision making, and other elements that help understand and 

critically analyse the behaviour of the individuals, as well as groups of people, in a manner that works 

as the best guess for describing and potentially steering the future of the Lean organization in a fruitful 

way. As a researcher, the aim of my pragmatic approach is also to provide and strategically use my 

conclusive findings and claims in a useful manner for the company I am studying at. I aim to develop 

a scientific theoretical model, which can be understood as ‘an instrument: it is designed to achieve a 

purpose—to facilitate action or increase understanding’ (James 1907: 33).  

 

Separating itself from other traditional philosophies, such as Phenomenology, Pragmatism 

does not believe that individuals have true value freedom to challenge the social phenomena they are 

placed in. This means the primary focus is not mainly on the status-quo, but rather the consequences 

of social actors and their impact on the processes leading up the way the phenomena emerged with a 

particular set of meanings (Egholm, 2014:169). This entails the entire concept of truth in pragmatism, 

which fits into a coherence theory mindset, where propositions are only considered valid if they are 

included in a system of interpretive statements which cannot be contradicted (Egholm, 2014:227).  

The pragmatic truth theory is therefore based on relationships between people, institutions, 

and statements. This means that knowledge does not need to be objectively true when put into another 

context, but rather knowledge is valuable if it helps deciphering a concrete social field and the 

phenomena that have emerged in that exact context (Egholm, 2014:171). The aim of pragmatism is 

therefore not to fully correspond knowledge and truth with the world, but rather use the best qualified 

guesses to anticipate future developments and use the knowledge to shape it in the best fashion 

possible (Kelemen & Rumens, 2013). Pragmatism thus also investigates how previous situations have 
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affected the current situation and how it may impact the impeding states of the future, which will 

have great impact on my analysis on the current state of the company I conducted my research at.  

The so-called ‘qualified guesses’ (Peirce, 1958) used in pragmatism are achieved by 

diminishing a dichotomisation of the traditional contradictory academic approaches of working either 

inductively or deductively, but rather in a combined iterative approach called abduction. Induction is 

the movement from findings/results to the creation of new theory, where deduction is the opposite 

movement from theory to findings/results (Copi & Cohen, 2005; Egholm, 2014:173). Working with 

abduction is one of several ways of studying whether the theoretical hypotheses hold when we look 

at reality (Egholm, 2014:173). An abductive research initiates similarly like an inductive research, 

given it uses encounters with reality in order to develop new theories, but pre-acknowledged theories 

are not neglected in a unidirectional progression towards completely new theoretical designs, but 

rather a set of many hypotheses ought to be established, which are based on previous experience, and 

then tested again on the material or context. The testing resembles the deductive method and is the 

foundation for acknowledging the best qualified guess in a less strict and more immediate approach 

to the problem/context that focuses on new knowledge emerging that suits as a new, best attempt at 

conceptualizing the world. In Pragmatism there is room for both induction and deduction, but Peirce’s 

abductive method is seen as the only one that can help reaching conclusions that can help identifying 

a truly unknown phenomenon in the light of the knowledge already possessed about the given context. 

(Egholm, 2014:174). Truth is therefore not universal, but changes from context to context.  

Pragmatism sees action as a reaction to a specific sensation in a specific situation (Joas, 

1994:18). The lack of complete value freedom by the individuals is thereby linked to the fact that 

intentionality is not teleological, but rather shaped by the relational intersubjectivity of the involved 

actor’s relationships with their environment (Egholm, 2014:176). Therefore, experience is 

simultaneously both individual and social (Coleman, 2008:42). Freedom is not about following initial 

impulses, but the act of calculatedly self-asses the consequences of one’s own actions in the situation 

in best possible fashion (Coleman, 2008:67). Looking deeply into the behaviour of people in a 

pragmatic fashion can therefore help understand not only the individuals and their belief systems, but 

also their surrounding environment, history, and social field. The relationship between the social and 

individual are consistent and indivisible which can be understood by both habitual actions (habitus) 

and actions that challenge the social framework through continuous reinterpretation in reaction to 

specific situations (Mead, 1967). Agency is therefore put on both the individuals and the social 

systems they act inside. An overemphasis on either one will diminish the abductive reasoning in the 
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pragmatic framework. This acknowledgement leads to my second method as a researcher, which is 

anthropology. One of pragmatism’s distinctive characteristics is its anthropology (Egholm, 

2014:180).  

 

3.2 ANTHROPOLOGICAL FIELDWORK 

 

Having discussed the pragmatic emphasis on activities of inquiry and thick experiences, it 

becomes evident that an anthropological approach of collecting, analysing, and developing data suits 

well when looking into habits, perceptions, social interconnectedness, as well as structures and 

setting. Clifford Geertz (1973) called this the thick description of a reality, where the behaviour and 

the context as well simultaneously shape knowledge. Geertz himself was an ethnographer, who 

developed the method of creating thick descriptions through a mixed approach of practical 

participation as well as analytical interpretation blend together in a synthesis of insider and outside 

knowledge. Geertz’ key ingredient of working as a researcher was the art of taking part of the context 

itself and achieving insider-knowledge -also known as emic knowledge – and then taking a step back 

and achieving an overview through the outside perspective as well – also known as etic knowledge 

(Pike, 1954). What is important to note here is that the thick description is not enough in itself unless 

it is created through interpretations of materials, concepts, and people (Lincoln & Guba, 1982). Geertz 

thus shifted the discipline of anthropology from merely being observation-based towards an 

interpretive approach with focus on the holistic and symbolic nature of social contexts. This does not 

mean that observations by themselves are useless, but they are deemed invalid without interpretation 

through participation. As a researcher, this means that working anthropologically through a pragmatic 

framework calls for more than reiterations or second-hand observations of something as core in the 

Lean philosophy as the Kaizen development through board meetings, but rather building on said 

knowledge by being physical present myself at these Kaizen meetings. Understanding the rituals, 

habits, and customs of a board meeting is equally important as observations of the Kaizen projects 

and their contents when attempting to interpret the situation holistically. Looking at these aspects is 

not enough, instead the characteristics must be seen through the meaning that the actors yield (Geertz, 

1973:5). This is done by seeing a culture as a system of meaning and taking the step back from the 

emic perspective will give the researcher the ability to make comparative notions of different systems 

of meaning. Participant observation is therefore about immersing oneself into a culture and learning 
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to remove oneself every day from that immersion so findings can be interpreted and put into 

perspective (Bernard, 2011:344).  

Finding out where clashes between social groups and systems of meaning emerge can 

highlight disconnections and misalignment, and thus further act as understanding a system of meaning 

not by what it is, but rather what it is not (Barth, 2007). My work as an anthropologist therefore also 

becomes semiotic in nature, given that focusing on how people use language, about themselves and 

other groups of people may, act as a catalyst for understanding the root foundations for organizational 

siloes as well as intersubjective and departmental complexities.  

  

In the period of February-May 2019, I have participated in 16 board meetings in 6 different 

departments. Furthermore, I was present at 3 strategic meetings held by the upper management group.  

I have acted as a fly on the wall and observed the use of Lean throughout the organization wherever 

and whenever I could in almost all departments, including the production facilities, shipping, 

logistics, upper management locations, and service centre. Lastly, I have ‘hung out’ in various 

locations, such as the cantina, to engage in informal conversations with various types of people to get 

a grasp of how a daily life at the company is for its employees, managers, and leaders. This is also 

called informal interviewing (Bernard, 2011:211). As a researcher, the key is also to build mutual 

trust and get to know individuals in a way that opening up is easier and more natural, diminishing the 

Hawthorne effect (Parsons, 1974) of knowing you are being watched and analysed. Howell (1972) 

presented four stages of participant observation: 

 

(1) Establishing rapport (Getting to know the members and get accepted in the community) 

(2) In the field (Do as the locals do, participate) 

(3) Recording Observations and Data (Collecting data, field notes, interviews, reflexive journals) 

(4) Analysing data 

 

Participant observation fits well in the pragmatic paradigm since it is both a humanistic 

method and a scientific one (Bernard, 2011:342). Working pragmatically means searching knowledge 

through an abductive approach, and the choice of interviewing style reflects this. I have chosen a 

semi-structed approach, since it embraces both deductive and inductive knowledge. Choosing an 

unstructured approach only looks at inductive findings and would thus fit better with a 

phenomenological framework. From the wishes by the company I studied at, we decided in the 
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beginning of February 2019 that the focus of my research would make sense to put on the leadership 

group. The company has over 500 employees and several departments on 3 physical locations, and 

with the given timeframe of 1 semester we deemed it most fruitful to take a closer stance at the 

leadership group as representatives of the organizational culture, strategy, history, and trajectory. This 

resulted in 8 interviews of approximately 1 hour with top managers from the company giving a rich 

account of the organization as a whole and its use of Lean. Bernard (2011) underlines why semi-

structured interviews works great when interviewing a leadership group: 

 “Semi structured interviewing works very well in projects where you are dealing with high-

level bureaucrats and elite members of a community— people who are accustomed to efficient use of 

their time. It demonstrates that you are fully in control of what you want from an interview but leaves 

both you and your respondent free to follow new leads. It shows that you are prepared and competent 

but that you are not trying to exercise excessive control.” (Bernard, 2011:212) 

 

I have continuously written an academic diary to describe my findings and thought process 

throughout the research. This works as my reflexive journal. The interview guide will be presented 

in the ‘Operationalization’ chapter, and the diary can be found in appendix C.  

My actions as a researcher has therefore been strategic and with the intentions of embracing 

Howell’s (1972) 4 step of participant observation, although not necessarily in chronological fashion.  

 

3.3 ACTION RESEARCH 

 

 Following my initial practical approach of aiming to develop an organizational and academic 

model as a tool for initiating action and understanding, my research has developed further into the 

category of action research. Action research can be used to either solve an immediate problem or be 

used as a reflective process of working with problem solving with individuals in the steering wheel 

as part of a community of practice (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). The theoretical model can therefore 

aim to work as helping to solve particular problems and/or work as a guideline for effective practices 

(Denscombe, 2010). The act of conducting research as an action researcher means attempting to 

initiate, consult, or facilitate potential change in an organization, whilst simultaneously conducting 

research on the site. Action research can therefore be seen as an interactive inquiry process, where 

the researcher attempts to engage in inquiry, thus the need of attempting to step into communities of 

inquiry, for example a leadership group, in an attempt to enable future predictions about personal and 
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organizational change (Reason & Bradbury, 2001). In terms of earlier mentioned pragmatistic 

community of inquiry, this work embraces the scientific method and problematic situation aspects. 

 The last, democratic participation, is also evident in action research, since it seeks to 

understand the world by trying to change it reflectively and collaboratively. This means that action 

and change must be done with people, not on or for people (Chevalier & Buckles, 2013). The key 

here is to address issues that are significant for those who participate as co-researchers (Reason & 

Bradbury, 2008), and with this acknowledgement in mind I decided that whatever direction and 

trajectory of my entire research must be decided in collaboration with the upper management at the 

company. After conducting my initial fieldwork and interviewing the leadership group, I called for a 

meeting on March 14th with my on-site supervisors, including the site manager and vice president, 

and decided together what of 4 suggested projects would be most fruitful and beneficial for them as 

well as me. They decided a project of looking into enabling cultural and behavioural change among 

the leadership group through the use of cultural artefacts, such as a leadership poster, that could steer 

the leadership group in the favourable direction set by the upper management. This initiated my work 

on the theoretical model, which was discussed and evaluated through 2 follow-up meetings in late 

March and the beginning of April 2019. Co-deciding with the upper management was my way of 

working as an action researcher, where I alone did not decide what was best for the organization and 

its leadership. The aim of my research thus becomes to unite action and knowledge in an attempt of 

creating new patterns of self-assessment for the organization. This is also a way of incorporating 

Dewey’s notions of learning from experience, and although the leadership group was seen as very 

experienced and skilful, the upper management saw the need of steering the leadership group in a 

more collective and Lean-oriented direction. In my attempt to help with doing so, my research can be 

seen as: “a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing in the 

pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a participatory worldview which we believe is 

emerging at this historical moment. It seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and 

practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing 

concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities. 

(Reason & Bradbury, 2001:1) 

 A second element of action research emerged during my studies in the board meetings and 

strategic meetings. I surprisingly found myself in a position where people would ask me for advice, 

both managers and employees. Being an action researcher often calls for the researcher to step into 
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the role of an educator (Brydon-Miller et. al, 2003:19). Here is an excerpt from my anthropological 

diary:  

Today I participated in one of the board meetings in the Service Centre in the harbour area. They have various problems 

with the meetings, since participation is somewhat lacking, and communication is uni-directional. The manager in 

charge was the only one speaking. Only a few members promptly answered questions of who was in charge of what. 

They seemed uninterested and passive throughout it all. Their board meetings have also de-evolved from working with 

kaizen problem solving to something entirely different. The kaizen board is now a wish-list of what the department 

needs, such as a new crane-lift, machinery etc. The “improvement cards” are not projects, but rather items that needs to 

be purchased, which is not the foundation for kaizen improvements. Sure, purchasing items and machinery can be part 

of a bigger improvement project, but the current state is not focusing on bringing improvement aspects up front and 

how purchasing these items may positively affect the whole setup. But what was even more surprising was that they 

already know it is an issue. The manager in charge told me afterwards that they have already been told that it was an 

issue by the site-manager in the Service Centre. “We have always been the bad guys in the class” he said, which 

puzzled me. He then proceeded to ask me for evaluating his board meeting, whether it was good or not, as well as ask 

me for advice on how to improve it. (Excerpt from dairy, March 12th, 2019) 

My time at the case company therefore also put me in the role of consultant, where I was 

involved in the democratic practices of both upper management and middle management alike in 

strategic meetings and board meetings.  

 

3.4 ETHICAL CONCIDERATIONS 

 Working as an anthropologist and action researcher has its pitfalls that I, as an academic, need 

to reflect upon and address. The first main problem concerns with the protection of those involved in 

the research (Bernard, 2011). Failing to ensure participants may hinder the overall reliability of the 

data, since discussing the true perceptions and issues may be blurred behind a protective curtain of 

skewered or hidden meanings, if the participants feel unprotected and that their statements may harm 

their social and professional status at the company. I worked against this problem by clearly stating 

my purpose as a researcher, signing an academic contract with the company, and ensuring all 

participants that I have done so and that their words would not be used against them. I furthermore 

told all interviewees that their confidentiality and anonymity would be respected if they wished 

further protection. Knowing that I had signed a contract, nobody wanted to be anonymous. I also told 

all participants, that they had the chance to contact me if they regretted being part of the research and 

wanted me to delete the data. This was all done to achieve informed consent.  
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 The second main issue concerns working deeply in various contexts as a participant observer 

and anthropologist. Being part of a new group is difficult to achieve and takes time. As a researcher, 

I did all I could to build trust before initiating my research. Much of the trust building was also done 

simultaneous with my interviewing. I knew that the more I could become part of the group the lower 

the risk of harming the data would become. “Presence builds trust. Trust lowers reactivity. Lower 

reactivity means higher validity of data” (Bernard, 2006:354). When I did not conduct interviews or 

take field notes, I simply hung out as much as I could to get insight and let people get to know me. 

Hanging out is a strategic skill of participant observation (Bernard, 2006:368). The key, though, is to 

acknowledge one’s own role as a researcher. The subjects definitely know that I am a researcher, 

whether I tell them or not, so fully attempting to seem like part of the group may harm the 

trustworthiness of my character. Therefore, I made sure that every time I participated in a new setting, 

I told the leaders and as many as their employees that I was a researcher looking at their Lean culture. 

Taking this stance also means having a balance between the emic and etic (Bernard, 2006) 

perspectives, and not neglecting on or the other. Being too emic in a field means the overview of the 

entire context may be blurred by that particular context. This can for example mean that if I conducted 

all my research in one department, my overall notion of the company will be heavily influenced by 

the people and reality in that area, and conducting more research after this may result in a confirmation 

bias for what I initially found in the first context/department. Researchers must be fully prepared to 

converge and compare opposing forces that co-exist in a given field (Li, 2008), and be aware that 

participant observers must not embrace only one role, but perform a variety of statuses and roles while 

being mindful of social, cultural, and ethical issues that may arise as a result of acting as a participant 

(Social Sciences and Humanities Research Ethics Board, 2005). Most importantly, the researcher is 

the ‘instrument’ and the ‘objects’ of research are human beings, ethical, social and practical issues 

that are inextricably linked (Watts, 2011). However, working with people as ‘objects’ may embody 

a notion of unidirectional research conduction. I rather see human beings as ‘respondents’ (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1982:251), which fits better with the overall pragmatic epistemology and the idea of inquiry. 

Seeing people as respondents, and fully engaging the interviewing as dialogues helps sustaining the 

thought of stepping into the community of inquiry, where both parties are equally valued, and thus 

my deductive knowledge as a researcher does not become too influential in the sense-making process 

during my research. 

 Working as an action researcher also has its concerns. I was shifting my role to that of a 

consultant, and that means embracing the role of a teacher as well. The idea of not letting the 
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deductive knowledge become too influential therefore becomes increasingly difficult to work around. 

When my role evolved into a consultant, it indirectly became a given that I knew exactly what I was 

talking about, and that I provided the correct answers with the correct knowledge in mind. The power 

relationship between me as a researcher and the subjects of my study becomes skewered towards me. 

Power is linked to pre-established roles, positions, and relationships (Banegas & Villacañas-de-

Castro, 2015). About a month into my research, I found out that I was beginning to do some of the 

same work as one of my supervisors, a project manager, as a facilitator and possible project initiator 

between two departments. This happened because the manager being interviewed started confusing 

my role at the company with that of the project managers, and so did I embrace that role too. This is 

a clear example of embracing too much power without the qualifications or agreement to do so. I 

quickly told my supervisors of the problem and made sure to reaffirm my role as a researcher to the 

managers.   

 According to Guba & Lincoln (1982) researchers should strive to reach trustworthiness 

through achieving credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Guba & Lincoln, 

1982:246). Credibility is achieved by reaffirmation of the researcher’s findings, being either field 

notes, interviews etc. I aimed to achieve credibility by continuously presenting, discussing, and 

reaffirming my findings with the upper management. Through several meetings, I told them what I 

have found so far and asked them if they could relate to them or not. This resulted in strong debates, 

which heavily influenced the trajectory of my research. 

I furthermore would revisit the managers that I interviewed – if they had time – to discuss the 

interviews, my analysis of them, and if they could acknowledge my understandings and to make sure 

that nothing was misinterpreted and that my assessments were correct.  

Transferability is about the possibility of taking the knowledge from the research and apply it 

to another context. In pragmatism, transferability is regarded as a secondary objective, because of the 

high intersubjectivity between people, their relationships with each other and the uniqueness of the 

given contexts are a vital ingredient in finding local truths (Egholm, 2014). However, transferability 

is also about generalizability, and thus the size of the generalization has high impact. If the research 

clearly states that the data can be generalized for one particular group of people, in for example a 

department in a company, through enough thick description (Guba & Lincoln, 1982:247). The 

research was conducted with 8 semi-structured interviews in the leadership group, and it can therefore 

be safe to say that transferability was never the intended goal of the qualitative research.  

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Luis_Villacanas-De-Castro
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Luis_Villacanas-De-Castro
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Dependability is even harder to achieve with this type of research, since it refers to the 

replicability of the findings. Again, the study being highly contextual and based on intersubjective 

relationships. A naturalist researcher will see dependability to be equal to stability (Guba & Lincoln, 

1982:247), but I as a qualitative researcher will use the lack of dependability to highlight 

interorganizational paradoxes and thereby make room for contradictions. This means that if I find 

something to be prevalent in one department, and un-replicable in another, it does not mean that my 

findings are untrue, but rather different patterns and habits occur and clash in the company.  

Naturalists work with logic, but I work with irregularities and paradoxes to truly highlight 

where subcultures and organizational silos emerge. With all this in mind, my research aim to develop 

knowledge that can be used in any social context. This means that although the findings, research 

strategies, and ultimately a conceptional model may not draw the same conclusions in another 

context, it is not impossible to use it as guidelines to achieve a context-sensitive version of a similar 

reality. This means the model I aim to design is not the one and only tool to achieve what it seeks to 

achieve, but rather a template that can be corrected and redesigned with the social actors in the given 

context.  

Lastly, confirmability is referring to the objectivity of a research, which is a paradoxical term 

to use in the context of a qualitative study. However, the key points are to ensure that the subjective 

reasoning by the researcher is presented and reflected upon. This includes the epistemological 

reasoning and assumptions, which is presented in the entire methodological section of this paper. It 

also involves the prejudices and assumptions I had about the research before conducting it (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1982:248). Reaching confirmability can therefore be done by writing down my assumptions, 

as I have done in the introduction section of the paper and using them as a reflective point during my 

analysis. As I have also stated earlier, the overall trajectory of the research was done in collaboration 

with the upper management team through several meetings, and finally a project meeting where we 

decided the right project among 4 different projects. This further highlights that the research is not 

solely based on my notions of importance, but an intersubjective agreement (Schriven, 1971 in Guba 

& Lincoln, 1982:247) made by me and the upper management.  

3.5 ANALYTICAL CONTEXT 

 In this section I will briefly tell about the organization I conducted my research at, to give the 

reader a contextual background of its history and where it is today. 
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The company is situated in northern Jutland. It currently has 548 employees, spread over 8 

core departments in 3 separate locations. The company traditionally used to be a big production-based 

organization but have lately shifted its core income from pure production towards total-solution based 

service due to increasing competition from the Chinese market. This also that means the company 

laid off over half of its 1000 employees in August 2009. In 2011, the company was purchased by VW 

group, and have since moved into the direction of Lean-based management. According to the site 

manager (Interview 6), they are currently in the middle of their 4th attempt or ‘round’ of Lean. It is 

safe to say it is an old company with a rich cultural heritage from its ‘production-based years’, and a 

company that have undergone massive changes the last 10 years.  

I conducted my research at the two sites situated in the same city. 

  I got to know the company through my internship period, where I conducted a research project 

about Lean management. After knowing them for a few years, as well as conducting my research 

there in the period February – May 2019, I concluded together with one of my on-site supervisors 

that they are relatively low in the overall maturity when it comes to Lean. It is a company with big 

discrepancies between departments, and as many other scholars have seen in other contexts, Lean is 

developed most fruitfully in the production facilities, which was also the area they first initiated Lean 

in their first couple of attempts. 

 The company far from works with most of the principles and tools of Lean management. They 

currently have work with Kaizen/continuous improvement, 5S, pull-production, Standardization, and 

the 7 wastes. Some of these terms has been described in the theory section. These tools/principles are 

some of the core aspects of Lean, but also those you ought to work with first (Liker, 2004; Mann, 

2014). 

 All employees go through a 1-week training session in their own training facility, where they 

learn some of the core aspects of Lean, by a consultant, through an emulation of a real-life truck 

production. This serves to give every employee a set of ‘Lean glasses’ to put on before they begin at 

their jobs. They furthermore get a welcoming folder, where the site manager gives them a challenge 

of filling suggestion cards with content, thus learning to work with continuous improvements by 

doing. 
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 The company have a monthly strategic and organizational development (S&OP) meeting. 

Lean have little importance during these meetings and does not have a point of its own. Lean 

discussions are sometimes included, if it is deemed important enough the given month.  

 

3.6 OPERATIONALISATION 

 In order to secure a higher degree of validity and reliability, I have aimed to construct an 

interview guide for my semi-structured interviews that is influenced by abstract concepts and theories 

regarding Lean, leadership, and change management. The idea is to transform a theory/concept into 

elaborate questions in transparent fashion. This is used as a work model for my empirical study, and 

the conduction of my semi-structured interviews. 

The interview guide was made prior to my fieldwork in February 2019 and was therefore 

influenced by my deductive knowledge. However, as my research unfolded, the interview guide got 

influenced by my inductive findings and my experiences with the conducted interviews. One example 

of this can be seen regarding question 5, 6 & 15, where I ask which principles are more difficult for 

the leader to implement than others. After conducting 3-4 interviews, I realized they all did not have 

any problems, since they had so few Lean principles to work with and they were simultaneously given 

high amounts of creative freedom to implement it. Given the company’s low maturity level regarding 

Lean, I therefore exponentially removed this question from my interviews.  

This is all presented in the following table. In the left is the question itself. In the middle is 

the operationalisational description of the theory and its use, and lastly the theory/concept itself on 

the right-hand side. It is important to note that the interview guide makes room for both inductive and 

deductive data to emerge, thus laying the foundation of working in an abductive manner.  
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QUESTION 
 

OPERATIONALISATION THEORY/CONCEPT 

1. What is Lean for 

you? 

 

 
 

‘Lean’ has countless of 

descriptions in the world of 

academia, and scholar Niklas 

Modig (2011) pointed out that 

people came up with over 100 

various descriptions of what Lean 

is. This leads to a lot of confusion 

and diverse interpretations. I 

wanted to investigate how the 

individuals would fit in or differ 

from leadership group in their 

perceptions. Lean scholars have 

highlighted the importance of 

leadership alignment. This is 

based on steps 2 & 3 of Kotter’s 8 

step model. 

Kotter’s 8 step model.  (1995) 

 

(2) Create a guiding coalition  

(3) Develop a clear shared 

vision   

2. How do you use 

Lean in your 

everyday life at the 

company? 

Lean is about improving every 

day (Modig, 2011). Many faults 

lie in seeing Lean as a set of tools 

to be used occasionally. Rather, 

Lean ought to be a philosophy, 

and a way of thinking. It must be 

done every day. 

“The Toyota Way” (Liker, 

2004) 

Lean as a philosophy 

(Pettersen, 2009) 

3. What is Lean 

compared to your 

usual functional 

objectives? 

Further development of question 

2. I wanted to discover how 

managers balance Lean into their 

normal routines. 

“The Toyota Way” (Liker, 

2004) 

Lean as a philosophy 

(Pettersen, 2009) 

4. How has Lean 

influenced your 

leadership style? 

Does it still influence 

it? 

Working with Lean means 

managers and leaders must 

embrace a certain mind-set. This 

mindset shift is vital for ensuring 

Lean success (Mann, 2014). 

“14 principles of the Toyota 

Way” (Liker, 2004) 

5. Which principles of 

Lean do you think is 

strongest for you and 

your department? 

Which ones are not 

as straight-forward? 

Lean consists of many tools and 

principles, and scholars have 

pointed out how some 

departments (such as production) 

have it easier when it comes to 

introducing Lean into their setup. 

Furthermore, some 

14 principles of the ‘Toyota 

Way’ (Liker, 2004) 
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tools/principles could be argued to 

be more difficult than others. I 

wanted to see if things that are 

working well in the production 

facilities are not working equally 

well in other areas of the 

company. 

6. Why is it not so 

straight-forward? 

 

 

 

 

I wanted the leader him/herself to 

explain why they face frustrations, 

and thus not create my own 

interpretations of what they are 

based on. 

Inductive reasoning 

(Egholm, 2014) 

7. What has been the 

most satisfying 

about your Lean 

journey? 

It is important to look for the 

success stories and build on that. 

(Eriksen, et al., 2005). 

It also helps the managers give an 

extrospective view of things, and 

whether Lean helps them at all. 

Lean is about developing 

every day (Modig, 2011) 

8. What has been the 

most frustrating? 

The leaders are asked to answer 

what practical issues they are 

facing and how Lean fits or 

disrupts in their daily functional 

practices. 

Practice theory (Bourdieu, 

1984) 

9. What limits you in 

your daily work? 

I wanted to ask if the manager feel 

they are being held back by either 

structural, financial, or cultural 

aspects. 

Leadership as ‘Muddling 

through’ (Lindholm, 1959; 

Styhre, 2012) 

10. Do you experience 

bureaucracy? 

For Lean to work effectively there 

need to be a flat hierarchical 

structure for middle managers and 

employees alike, resembling the 

participatory democracy in the 

community of inquiry. 

Community of inquiry 

(Shields, 2003) 

11. What do you and 

your department 

want with Lean? 

People need a reason to work with 

Lean (Liker & Hoseus, 2008). 

It is important to maintain a strong 

vision that every leader 

First 4 aspects of the ‘8 step 

model’ (Kotter, 1995): 

(1) Establish a sense of 

urgency  

(2) Create a guiding coalition  
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thoroughly understands and can 

reflect themselves and their 

department in. 

(3) Develop a clear shared 

vision  

(4) Communicate the vision   

12. What does your 

company want with 

Lean? 

Leaders not only need to focus on 

the overall use of Lean in their 

own work environment, but also 

at their role in the visions of the 

entire organization 

The Toyota Way (Liker, 

2004) 

13. How do you involve 

your employees in 

the overall Lean 

strategy? What about 

the daily use of 

Lean? 

Lean is primarily a bottom-up 

approach (Ohno, 1988), where 

employees make improvements 

through ‘kaizen’. It is important to 

get them on board. 

Kaizen (Imai, 1986) 

14. Describe the Lean 

Culture in your 

department. How 

does people speak 

about it? Is it 

inspiring work, or 

just a duty that needs 

to be fulfilled? What 

do your employees 

say? 

This is based on the 

neopgragmatic paradigm of 

including the notion of semiotics 

and language when studying 

inquiry. Also works with the 

notion of keeping a close watch 

with your employees and securing 

their involvement and ownership 

in the Lean tasks. 

Neopragmatism and the 

importance of semiotics and 

language (Rorty, 1996) 

 

Lean leader as a 

teacher/”sensei”, facilitator, 

and nurturer (Liker & 

Hoseus, 2008) 

15. Are there visions 

from the top 

management that are 

hard for you to 

translate to your 

department? If yes, 

which ones? Why? 

Again, a focus on the leaders’ role 

in the visions is looked for, 

however here I also wanted to see 

the differences between 

departments and if lean is overall 

easier to implement in for instance 

production setups than in a sales 

or service department 

 

16. What do you wish 

your company did 

better horizontally? 

Here I am asking on the cross-

functional cooperation between 

departments, and making the 

managers describe if and where 

they meet organizational siloes.  

Continuous cross-functional 

reflection (‘Hansei’) (Liker, 

2004:250) 

Boundary spanning 

(Barmeyer & Davoine, 

2019) 
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Appreciative Inquiry 

(Palmer et al., 2017) 

17. What milestones was 

the last you achieved 

in your department? 

What are you doing 

right now? What will 

your next targets be? 

 

 

I wanted to see if the leaders used 

Lean to only gain short term 

results, or if they had a long-term 

plan for the future. Lean is not 

supposed to be used as an ad-hoc 

strategy and tactic. 

Lean as a long-term 

philosophy (Liker, 2004:69) 

18. Do you have room 

for thinking on a 

long-term basis? 

How much do short-

timed targets, such as 

deadlines, quotas, 

and other financial 

aspects have? 

Same as #17, but in more detail Leadership as ‘Muddling 

through’ (Lindholm, 1959; 

Styhre, 2012) 

19. Describe how you 

are doing ‘Gemba’. 

One common practice of 

successful lean leaders is to walk 

‘gemba’, which means to be 

physically present in the 

workstations and go outside 

his/her office, in order to fully 

understand the situation in the 

work areas. 

‘Gemba walking’ (Liker, 

2004:223; Mann, 2014) 

20. Do you feel 

ownership with your 

Lean tasks? Do your 

employees? 

A key ingredient to create 

continuous improvement is to 

facilitate ownership among all 

actors in the use of Lean. Here I 

am first asking the leader’s own 

feeling of ownership, and then 

how he/she facilitates it in their 

employees 

‘Growing the organization is 

about growing ownership in 

people’ (Mann, 2014:146) 

21. Does the future look 

bright with your 

Lean journey? Have 

you improved the 

last two years? 

Conclusively making the leaders 

help me get an overview of the 

organization, and the overall 

maturity level of Lean and the 

corresponding culture and 

following.  
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3.7 DATA ANALYSIS 

In this section I will present my amount of data and present the major themes discovered in 

my action research, participant observation, and interviews. Most important quotes from the 

interviews and my anthropological journal can be found in appendix C.  

This table shows my exact amount of data for this thesis: 

 

INTERVIEWS BOARD MEETING 

PARTICIPATIONS 

JOURNAL ENTRIES 

 

8 semi-structured 

interviews:  

• 6 department 

managers.  

• 1 site manager/vice 

president.  

• 1 upper 

manager/personal 

assistant to site 

manager  

 

19 board meetings: 

 

• 13 Kaizen board 

meetings 

• 5 small strategic 

meetings 

• 1 strategic and 

organizational 

development meeting 

(S&OP) 

 

19 journal entries 

 

 The company has proven to be a network of many subcultures, big and small. One of the first 

and clearest examples of this is how the Lean initiatives thrive in the production facilities and logistics 

area, and is lacking behind in other departments, some more than other. As a researcher, it has been 

like studying 8 different companies, with their own set of rules, behaviour, thought pattern, culture, 

practices, language etc. However, some things are repeated in almost every interview, and patterns 

of thoughts and frustrations have been highlighted by the managers. Below I will present the major 

themes of the interviews: 

 

• Organizational siloes: Almost every manager acknowledges the presence of these, and wish 

they had better cooperation across departments. Managers blame economic, technical, and 

cultural structures. Here follows a strong “us-and-them culture between departments”. 

• Processes: A big theme of discussion is their use of process-description following their ISO-

certifications. They spend lots of energy on these, and they also create frustrations. Linking 
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to the first theme, the process-descriptions (workflow manuals) lack ownership from the 

people using them, especially when they involve cross-functional processes.  

• Ambivalence: All interviewees express some degree of ambivalence with Lean, whether it is 

about their own role, the role of others, or the overall vision and trajectory of the company 

with the use of Lean. Here follows what the managers describe as a short-term focus on small 

improvements using Lean. The overall meaning behind the use is perplexing, especially on 

the operational level of employees. The managers demand clarification and strategic 

agreements. Top management demand ownership and discipline from the department 

managers. 

• Difference with Lean in production and service: The managers acknowledge that the 

production facilities are further ahead than other departments, because Lean has had a bigger 

focus earlier on there, and it is easier to implement it directly. The training facilities emulate 

a production setup, and ‘translating’ the Lean thoughts into a more service-oriented setting is 

difficult.  

• Muddling through: Almost all department managers mention their workload as a hindrance 

for working more in depth with Lean in their everyday work life. Although they all express 

positive attitudes towards Lean, they find unbalance between demands and how much Lean 

fills in their head and the resources and time in their hands. Their time is majorly spent on 

meetings and keeping up with departmental deadlines, quotas, and economic results. 

• Employee involvement: Every manager speaks about their employees, and some more than 

others describe a split community in terms of resistance and support for Lean. Several 

managers talk about the need of ‘translating’ Lean terms and visions into a meaningful way 

in the operational activities. 

• 5S and Kaizen: All interviews mention 5S and Kaizen, which are two of the main elements of 

Lean implemented in the company. When asked about the visions from the top or what Lean 

means for them, most interviewees mention these two elements. This indicates the overall 

nature of Lean at the organization, where they have few elements which have been given a 

great focus. This also underlines the notion that the company is somewhat low in maturity 

when it comes to Lean, since they are mostly mentioning these two aspects. Every manager 

still talks of how they could be better at these two. 

• Relapses: Almost every interviewee mentions how the problems they have with Lean is not 

concerning the act of ‘starting the wheel’, but rather how to ‘keep it going’. After a certain 
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amount of time, some of the departments have gone backwards towards old habits and 

practices. One example is a sub-department in their service area, where the Kaizen board 

meetings had completely stopped, and the kaizen board was a fossil on the wall. 

 

These themes will undergo thorough analysis in the following section. The analysis section is 

divided into two, where the first half will be about my major findings in the organization, and how it 

relates to the academic knowledge in the field of Lean. Late in my studies I stumbled upon a table in 

a new article by Barmeyer & Davoine (2019) about the synergetic work between French and German 

railway workers. This table is listed below.  

Source: 

(Barmeyer & 

Davoine, 2019:9)  

The table fits surprisingly well with my major themes found in the organizational context, and 

thus will help me analyse their level of synergetic work between departments as a way of presenting 

the issues the company is facing. The focus on the synergy between departments is important when 

looking from a practice theory perspective on answering my problem formulation “Which leadership 

practices have the potential to foster a holistic Lean journey in any type of organization?”, since 

studies show that misalignment between managers is a common cause for lean failures (Liker & 

Rother, 2011; Bortolotti et al., 2015).  
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The analysis in the article follow a transnational culture-clash, but I will use the table and 

further expand on its notions to bring the analysis to an interorganizational level. Not all elements 

will work in my analysis – such as “Parent company knowledge and legitimacy”, because it simply 

was not a big enough topic to discuss. Only a few managers shortly mentioned their company being 

purchased by VW group as having impact, and thus if I choose to further study that aspect, I would 

neglect the inductive reasoning obtained by the interviews. 

 

  4. ANALYSIS 

 

4.1 MAJOR FINDINGS 

 Some of the core findings in the ethnographic material indicates a clear link to the Barmeyer 

& Davoine table (2019) mentioned earlier. These include organizational siloes, processes, 

ambivalence, and employee involvement. The remaining themes will have a higher role in the latter 

stages of the analysis, but these first ones fit great into the context of the first part of the analysis, 

since it overall addresses the cooperation between culturally diverse social groups. Here the social 

groups are not consisting of German and French railroad workers, but rather different people in 

various organizational departments. 

  

4.1.1 ALIGNING FRAGMENTED SOCIAL SYSTEMS WITH BOUNDARY SPANNING 

DYADIC RELATIONSHIPS 

 This first section of the analysis will look into the analytical concepts, which will be linked to 

the major findings in the organizational context. As earlier mentioned, I will first analyse the company 

with through an inspiration of table by Barmeyer & Davoine (2019). The table fits well with my 

findings and thus assist me in initiating my analysis. 

 The table discusses the 3 facilitating factors for mutual learning processes and a synergetic 

work culture between two factions. These 3 factors are organizational factors, individual 

characteristics of boundary spanners, and boundary spanning dyadic relationships (Barmeyer & 

Davoine, 2019:7). The first consists of structure, processes, and multilingualism. Looking into these 
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3 aspects of the organizational factors entails the notion of the structuration theory made by Giddens 

(1979), where he puts equally emphasis on structure and actors. Structure is seen as the resources 

and the rules that guide them. I will further challenge the notion of rules of structuration and say that 

rules can be both implicit and explicit – things clearly contracted and explained, as well as unwritten 

rules and habits. Giddens (1984) also undermined the duality of structures, as being external and 

physical, towards the perceptions within individuals. Structures also exist within agents, where people 

perform social actions reflexively with embedded memories, called memory traces (Giddens, 1979; 

Giddens, 1984; Whittington, 2015).  

 In structuration theory, structures and social actors thus become co-creational and co-

constitutional: 

“...the essential recursiveness of social life, as constituted in social practices: structure is both 

medium and outcome of reproduction of practices. Structure enters simultaneously into the 

constitution of the agent and social practices, and 'exists' in the generating moments of this 

constitution” (Giddens, 1979). 

 The structures and agents influence each other in creating the social system at play, and thus 

it is equally important to look at both. The structuration theory thus diminishes the duality between 

terms such as voluntarism and determinism, individualism and structuralism, micro and macro, and 

offers a conceptual bridge between these terms (Whittington, 2015).  

 Barmeyer & Davoine (2019) suggest a structural setup that sustain a balanced power relation 

within a system that facilitate reciprocity and trustworthy cooperation between partners, in order to 

achieve organizational synergy. Here the ‘boundary spanning unit’ becomes the paring between two 

leaders that are operating in systems, such as departments and workshop teams. A boundary spanning 

unit can be in various sizes and forms. It can be a pair of leaders meeting and sharing information, or 

it can be a whole collection of people and two or more social systems that interfere with each other 

in a manner where knowledge sharing and information flow is prevalent (Barmeyer & Davoine, 

2019).  

The boundary spanning units can therefore also be the Kaizen teams, as they consist of a high 

variety of employees each with their own agency and agenda, and these kaizen teams can in 

themselves work as a mini-culture or playing field for interorganizational innovation and negotiation 

(Liker & Hoseus, 2008; Seong Chang et al., 1995, Laraia et al., 1999).  When the concepts of 
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reciprocity and trustworthy cooperation is sought in a Kaizen setting, it begins to resemble the 

community of inquiry introduced in the methodology-section of this thesis. One of the aspects was 

democratic participation, a level of involvement where every participant has equal amount of power 

and agency behind them to participate in what goes on in the Kaizen improvements. This especially 

puts high responsibility and expectations of the employees, where they are not only needed to have 

great comprehension of the overall way of working with Lean, but also a high degree of willpower to 

do so, as they act as the boundary spanners, when it comes to negotiating and acting upon the social 

reality in the Kaizen workshop. Now I will look at the structural aspects and the practices seen at 

these kaizen workshops to suggest where the company is situated when juxtaposed to Barmeyer & 

Davoine’s table.  

 Structurally, the company has kaizen boards throughout the entirety of the organization, from 

production to sales departments. Everyone is expected to do Kaizen, and some departments have 

several boards for various setups. The physical setup thus deems very similar across departments, but 

it is when we investigate the invisible structures that the clear differences emerge.  

 The first invisible structure – also a technical / semi-physical one – is the economic and 

communicative systems at play. At the company Kaizen works at various maturity levels throughout 

a vast number of boards and teams using them, however when asked about daily cooperation across 

departments and especially at Kaizen and Lean improvements, all managers discussed how there was 

little-to-no cross-functional cooperation, and that they wished they had more. One of the reasons is 

economic, since they are all measured individually on each department in terms of profit and budgets 

etc., so if a department chief needed to assemble a cross-functional team with individuals from various 

departments, the work hours needed to be written off somewhere in a very incomprehensible manner. 

One of the managers talked about this issue at a strategic meeting. I noted it in my anthropological 

diary: 

>> I was sitting in the meeting with XX and XX and overheard them talking about the difficulties they had with Lean in 

the Service Centre. The talk quickly transitioned into the lack of communication and cooperation across departments and 

the manager said that every time they needed to help each other and “borrow” other employees from other departments, 

there was always a tough battle for convincing the other department managers, because of an economic measuring aspect 

that made meeting scheduling difficult. Thus, there was a strong ‘what’s-in-it-for-me?’-culture. The economic reality 

made it so that every time cooperation was needed, it put pressure on the various departments in direct relation to how 

many employees they ‘lended out’.<< [Excerpt from diary, March 7th, 2019]. 
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 Together with the fact that the department managers spend roughly 95-96% of the time on 

operations (Interview 3 – 00:02:25), it becomes a rare occurrence that departments help each other, 

especially on terms of Lean improvements.  

 Another factor that hinders cross-functional cooperation is their IT systems. The flow of 

information, status of products and goods, as well as social interactions all happen across 3 different 

platforms, that the managers have called “unintuitive”, meaning it is far from everyone that have 

access and therefore use it, and a consequence of this a very slow and frustrating flow of information 

when needed. The ‘reciprocal and trustworthy cooperation between partners’ is low across functions 

and other departments and much higher internally in the departments themselves. This has manifested 

in what is a clear set of organizational siloes between functions. A manager describes it clearly when 

asked about his cooperation with other departments: 

Interviewee: “For instance we have a reserve parts department on the first floor... There is no 

direct interface. We don't communicate properly... “ 

Interviewer: “You want more free flow of information?” 

Interviewee: “Exactly. It would be easy to set up a few meetings every time we have some issues. 

Just 15 minutes with one of my people. There is our big challenge, because simply put we are 

divided into siloes. So that economy, he is sitting with down there, is not mixed with my economy. 

So, if he spends 1 hour of my people's time, then that needs to be written off somewhere. Because 

otherwise that hour will lack somewhere. And that is where we could make an agreement where we 

agree that we hold these meetings, and then one way or another economically speaking don't have 

to worry about it. So, we just do that. Fact is that we still have a culture where this silo-thinking is 

being thrown into our own heads. The distance is the same to the people on the first floor, as the 

distance to my colleagues in Augsburg and Copenhagen...” (Interview 3 – 00:36:35). 

 This means the Kaizen being done is highly contextual to not only each department, but 

sometimes even further down to the level of workshop area. At one department I saw 7 Kaizen boards, 

all being used in different ways and one of them being completely inactive. This also means that 

looking at the Kaizen workshops through the lens of the community of inquiry, it is easy to understand 

how they develop in their own way with little interference from other communities or units – other 

Kaizen contexts. As a researcher, I have therefore seen subcultural conceptualization of the way of 
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working with Kaizen and Lean in general. Taking the 3rd element of the organizational factors in 

Barmeyer & Davoine’s table, the multilingualism, the subcultural perceptions and realities have 

manifested themselves into simple misunderstandings and incoherencies of Lean concepts throughout 

the company: 

<< Today I noticed a middle manager mentioning their plans for a kaizen event. He said it would take them roughly 2-3 

hours. I was perplexed, as I thought the concept of a kaizen event was much longer, and what he talked about was a kaizen 

blitz or simply normal kaizen. I talked to one of the upper managers about it. She laughed and said her idea of a kaizen 

events was a big event that could take anywhere between 2-4 weeks.>> [Excerpt from diary, April 4th, 2019].  

 Barmeyer & Davoine (2019) used the notion of multilingualism to investigate the 

misunderstandings in language between German and French rail workers, and I have thus exemplified 

how it can also be taken to an organizational level and use it when looking at Lean as a set of concepts. 

I can therefore say, that if you see Lean itself as a language, the company has rich dialects in the 

departments, and that these dialects are becoming so strong that they are beginning to find it difficult 

to understand each other. Scholars believe that it is okay for Lean to manifest itself in various forms 

in different contexts (Liker, 2004; Liker & Hoseus, 2008; Mann, 2014, Womack et al., 1990), but my 

idea here is that it is okay for the conceptual interpretations to vary, whether you work in a production 

facility or a sales department, but that there still need to be a linguistic and semiotic foundation – a 

common language – that everyone speaks in order to sustain cross-functional cooperation as well as 

a richer feeling of collectiveness in the quest for diminishing the strong organizational siloes. 

Bringing in language, when looking at practices, is a neopragmatic approach to understand what 

people say in accordance with what they do. Inquiry therefore happens unsystematically and is 

sometimes internally and serendipitous (Hildebrand, 2005:347), which deems it even more important 

to actively seek a democratic participation where various actors can express and negotiate their 

internal conceptualizations in a manner that gives room for individuality inside the borders of a 

common social system. This paradoxical, simultaneous acknowledgement of individual and 

community is prevalent in Toyota, where individual growth and consensus through teamwork are 

some of their essential principles (Liker, 2004).  

This leads up to the two first aspects of the individual characteristics of boundary spanners 

in the table, namely socialization and language skills. Socialization is created through the interplay 

of manifold systems, and in this thesis the context means a myriad of communities of inquiry and 

creative units. In structuration theory, an individual’s agency is linked to their participation in plural 

social systems (Whittington, 2015:147), meaning the capacity to follow one system and refuse 
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another in a way that is a constant balanced practical consciousness, meaning a continuous reflexive 

contemplation of which systems to follow and reject at what given time, and the following 

consequences that may occur by doing so. Giddens (1984) however, argues that structures exist within 

people and that they mostly can only fathom being part of one structure at a time, where the structures 

themselves are translated into action through rules and guidelines (Giddens, 1979). The idea is that 

actors cannot subscribe to more than one set of rules and structures fully, but have their own 

internalized structure challenged and influenced when being confronted with other social structures. 

As a participant observer I found a clear lack of a common understanding of how Kaizen ought to be 

worked with, and the lack of help from a Lean task force to correct and align the area with the rest of 

the organization. Here is an example from my diary: 

<< Today I participated in other board meetings in the Service centre, and I was even more surprised of the state of things 

than I was last week. Today I found a Kaizen board, where participation was moderately low, but still there were 7 

suggestions on the board, which was more in some other areas. But it was when I looked closely at the content of the 

suggestion cards on the board that I was shocked. They had taken the concept of a problem that needed to be fixed in 

order to develop the work area and increase efficiency to a new standard. One of the cards had the title ‘buns and bread 

rolls’. The card suggested looking closer into figuring out whether the morning bread for the department needed to be 

discussed, and a cheaper solution could be found. This is so far from the core notions of working with Kaizen as a matter 

of continuously improving the entire organization as it could be. I notified the vice president, and he raised his shoulders 

and told me he already knew but did not know what to do about it.’ >> [Excerpt of diary, April 7 th].  

 This note thoroughly highlights not only the low maturity level of Lean and the different ways 

of working with it in the organization, but also the lack of helping each other out and aligning 

practices. Even the site manager knew about it, but that still did not accelerate action. 

As formerly mentioned, the structural setting of the company gives low incentive for the 

department managers and their employees to work in and initiate new social systems of practice 

because the consequences of doing so may deem problematic. The economic or sociocultural 

consequences of a simple act of setting up meetings between departments are potentially high and the 

outcome unclear. Thus, the socialization internally in departments is strong, but weak cross-

functionally. The emic feeling of ‘us’ and the etic ‘them’ therefore also proves apparent. Putting that 

notion into Barmeyer & Davoine’s table means a low level of flexibility and a more uniform set of 

ideas and perspectives. A leader told me of his experiences with Lean across departments and what 

he learned from it: 
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 “I just think that my conclusion is that the narrower the scope you have with Lean, the less 

you get out of it. The larger the scope, and the more functional units you involve, the more you win.” 

(Interview 1 -  00:18:33).  

Going further in the Barmeyer & Davoine’s table means looking at language skills, which 

entails the need for people to understand and operate within the ‘dialects’ of various departments and 

their use of Lean. In the Barmeyer & Davoine article, these people were multilinguistic managers that 

facilitated work with other multilinguistic managers, that both knew the various dynamics of both the 

culture and language of both nationalities. In the company being analysed, such a person could help 

combatting the invisible barriers and siloes between the intercorporate departments and social 

systems by acting as a boundary spanner through the empathic and reflexive cooperation between 

two departments/systems. Having a foundational language skill - meaning a way of understanding 

the various ways of working with and talking about Lean and Kaizen – give the possibility to increase 

the last part of the characteristics of boundary spanners; intercultural skills. The cultural skills relate 

to a cognitive understanding of a myriad of cultural systems and also the strategic skill of explaining 

the logic behind every system with an open mind (Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014; Barmeyer & 

Davoine, 2019). These boundary spanning individuals was also highlighted for their use of technical 

skills, professional knowledge and a rich corporate network (Barmeyer & Davoine, 2019:7). They 

call these people dyads, meaning people with multiple skills and a facilitative role that contribute to 

systematic learning within an organization and to fulfil a mediating and diplomatic function. What 

they suggested is to set up pairs of managers with dyadic and boundary spanning skills to become 

small ‘learning units’ at the crossroads of languages, organizational systems, and social networks 

(Bronfen & Marius, 1997). Obtaining a common field of expertise help create a shared identity, and 

thus a more coherent perspective on things, and consequentially a more fluid knowledge sharing 

between the two (Makela et al., 2007). Thus, we are moving into the last third part of the table by 

Barmeyer & Davoine (2019).  

The cognitive proximity and familiarity is directly linked to the facilitation of cross-functional 

trust and willingness to share information and knowledge. Following their idea is that the facilitative 

role of enabling cross-functional trust is putting high levels of responsibility for doing so on these 

individual dyads, which can seem utopic in the complex reality of large organizations. Surely enough, 

these dyadic relationships can be facilitated between department managers, but such high levels of 

individual agency, no matter the functional role of those pertaining it, undermines the democratic 

notions of the community of inquiry. Trust can be seen as a leap of faith (Möllering, 2006), and as a 
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pragmatic researcher I agree that managers can have high influence in the act of ‘leaping’ by their 

departmental employees, but thinking they can directly change the complex and multifaceted 

relationships between two social systems seems uncritical and exaggerated. Looking through the lens 

of practice theory helps creating an understanding that trusting itself can be seen an act of reasonable 

practice by taking other parties’ and their perceptions and conceptualities into consideration 

(Frederiksen, 2014).  

The table has now been analysed and explained to help put the company being studied into a 

context that may explain their difficulties in developing a synergistic working culture across 

departments, which in itself can be argued to halting the process of dealing with the issue set in the 

problem formulation of “Which leadership practices have the potential to foster a holistic Lean 

journey in any type of organization?”. Leadership practices need to be aligned in order to sustain a 

broader growth, and the true growth has been found by the managers of the company to be found 

organizational wide – not only within their own departmental contexts.  

Firstly, the company has IT and economic structures that hinder reciprocity and trustful 

cooperation between departments. Working with processes suffers from this, and a simple act of 

scheduling meetings and receiving information is slow and frustrating for the managers. The various 

ways of working, especially with Kaizen, hardly influence each other and the various manifested 

forms has been argued to resemble dialects in a language. These ‘dialects’ together with 

misunderstandings of basic Lean terms, means the company has no common language to work with. 

The company therefore has low levels of the first 3 aspects of the organizational factors of the table. 

However, here it is important to remember that these low levels are mainly when we look at the act 

of working with Lean. This means that although the company may have higher degrees of processual 

cooperation and a common language when it comes to other more technical aspects, the introduction 

of Lean and the way they a working as segregated clusters can be a factor for their increasing levels 

of general cooperative frustrations.  

And therefore secondly, the amount of boundary spanning individuals has proven to be very 

low, and some managers are demanding what one of them call a ‘Lean task force’ (Interview 8) of a 

small group of individuals that can help facilitate, sustain, and run cross-functional cooperation as 

mediators of information and communication. Following the table, my recommendations to the 

company has therefore been to give more agency to various individuals in the organization, so they 

may be able to embody this role.  
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Furthermore, since they already have worked with Kaizen for several years, the next step is 

to develop Kaizen on a broader scope through Kaizen events, where two or more departments work 

together in solving problems hat influence them both. The key notion here is that the benefits are not 

only the operational efficiencies they may achieve, but even more so the possible facilitation of dyadic 

relationships and cross-departmental trust and empathy, which they lack so strongly.  Doing so can 

help them take a shift from where cultural and functional differences become barriers and problems, 

to instead become beneficial and complementary resources in the quest for achieving high levels of 

creativity and innovation (Stahl & Tung, 2015; Brannen & Salk, 2000). This entails the need for Lean 

leaders to work with ‘trust-based leadership’ through coordination by mutual cultural adjustments 

across functions (Jagd, 2009), creating high levels of mutual empathy and social reciprocity 

(Nooteboom, 2002:94) between factions, since the mistrust is directly linked to lower efficiency 

(Creed and Miles 1996). The departments therefore first need to understand that they need to open up 

more and become more vulnerable to other ideas: “Trust is psychological state comprising the 

intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intention or behaviours of 

another” (Rousseau et al. 1998, p. 395). This is called accepted vulnerability and refers to how actors 

agree to have their habits and perceptions challenged in a way where the blame culture of ‘us’ versus 

‘them’ is something that needs to be removed. A top leader expressed the lack of trust between 

departmental leaders:  

“I don't understand why they don't use the good managers from for instance the one in logistics. 

They are sitting in the leadership group with him, and everyone know that logistics and production 

are far ahead. He is free to ask, yet they don’t do it… I think lean is a lot about 'my' department and 

'my' frustrations, and not about how we can help each other in a broader sense. They don't play 

each other warm. The collectiveness is simply not there.” [00:20:14-00:21:37 Interview 4].  

4.1.2 MUDDLING THROUGH 

 Department managers work according to their extended values and beliefs combined with 

their professional skills and goals set for them in the organization. Whatever great diversities there is 

in their leadership styles, they share the common goal of keeping the company alive by handling the 

practical issues in the quest of achieving profit. The act of working largely with ‘skilful problem-

solving’ in everyday work is also called the act of ‘muddling through’ (Lindholm, 1959; Styhre, 

2012:133). Muddling through describes work as series of events, where some are unforeseeable and 

require immediate attention and rapid decision-making skills, an ad-hoc approach to solving 
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problems. Most muddling through is based on intuitive actions based on experience (Lindholm, 1959) 

and can therefore be a form of ‘tinkering’ (Knorr-Cetina, 1982; Clarke & Fujimura, 1992). Tinkering 

means using what is at hand, making-do, patching things together etc. (Styhre, 2012:134). The 

managers at the company of study have all talked about the lack of time to act more deeply with Lean 

as an issue, and thus their daily lives is mostly about muddling through in their busy schedule and 

trying to fit Lean into all of it. We can therefore put the company into the ‘4P model’ made by Jeffrey 

Liker (2004) that showcases the organizational framework of Lean bench markers Toyota: 

 

         (Source: Liker & Hoseus, 2008) 

 

The model is a pyramid form, where the deeper and most foundational level is at the bottom. I will 

take the model from the top and go downwards and discuss the studied company and how it fits into 

it.  

 In the top is the ‘Problem Solving’ part. Up here are the daily improvements of Toyota’s setup, 

and the studied company mostly situates itself up here, where their use of Lean is more short-term 
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ad-hoc improvements in the various departments. What the model entails, is that problem solving is 

only the tip of the iceberg and is the most superficial level of working with Lean. Even at the 

superficial level, the company struggles in some areas (referring the ‘buns and rolls’card). One of the 

reasons may also be the lack of Genchi Genbutsu, which is the same thing as ‘Gemba’. The act of 

going Gemba means that the leaders must be out in the workstations every day looked deeply into the 

situations on the floor and having a finger on the pulse in their departments (Liker, 2004; Mann, 

2014).  

 The level below is the ‘People and Partners’. The model puts the highest value on people 

continuously improving (Liker & Hoseus, 2008), and therefore puts equal emphasis on the softer 

aspects of Lean as other scholars have suggested (Shah & Ward, 2007; Liker & Rother, 2011; Sisson 

& Elshennawy, 2015; Bortolotti et al., 2015). The idea here is that the act of growing people 

respectfully is key before a deeper level of working with processes and successfully eliminating waste 

can be achieved. Respect and teamwork are key aspects to master before being able to improve where 

the biggest gains can be found.  

What binds the 3 upper levels together is the act of Kaizen, which means Kaizen can be done 

in the daily routines and small improvements in the stations, as well as deeper events that thoroughly 

improve and challenge the processes of the entire organization. Some of the departments have great 

success in dealing with their own processes, but as earlier mentioned many of these processes go 

across functions and departments, but still not functionally enough, and every time some major issues 

occur or improvement projects are initiated, the company struggles to sustain cooperation. Following 

this model means that in order to work with processes on a broader scope, the first focus must be on 

bringing the respect for ‘People and Partners’ on a broader focus too. Linking back to the concept of 

Lean as a language, I therefore see their problems with cross-functional process effectivization as a 

problem that first and foremost is about the lack of teamwork, partnership, and respect between 

departments.  

The lowest and deepest level of the model is the ‘Philosophy’ aspect of Lean. What is vital 

here is that Lean is not just a set of tools that a company introduces, but a deeply penetrative part of 

their habits, thought patterns, and way of doing work (Mann, 2014, Modig, 2011; Liker & Hoseus, 

2008). The act of basing management decisions on a long-term philosophy, even at the expense of 

short-term financial goals has been very hard to find anywhere in the company. The ‘what’s-in-it-

for-me-culture’ between managers goes strictly against the act of working long-termly, since the 
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primary focus is not to help each other improve but rather keeping the budget of their own 

departments on black numbers. It becomes hard to even spend 1 hour in the prospect of releasing 2 

hours down the road.  

Another reason for Lean not becoming a long-term philosophy at the company can be argued 

to be the lack of trajectory and strategic planning of where they are going and what they want with 

Lean. When I asked the managers, most of them had difficulties answering the deep reasoning behind 

them having Lean. I asked a manager to explain it using a metaphor: 

Interviewer: “I'm going to try and use a metaphor here, so try and follow: If we say the future is 

looking into a dark forest, you stand at the edge of the forest and look out into it and can't see 

anything. Then you have a flashlight that shines out into the forest. This flashlight is the top 

management's communication about Lean and what we want with Lean. How far does this 

flashlight shine out into the forest? How far does your top management help you with their 

communication? Does this flashlight shine far? Should or could it shine further? What do you 

think? 

Interviewee: “I actually think that is a great way of describing it. Because there is no doubt the 

flashlight does not shine far enough. Because our focus is the small improvements. So, if our vision 

is that we want to be fit, then you simply need to shine further out. Then we need to enlighten for 

our employees that this is a long journey we are on. We could have a goal called 2025. Maybe you 

it could be that we want that and that. And then what kind of actions do we want ongoing in that 

time? And then highlight how much time we expect these things to take, and when we expect them to 

be operational - in a way that is open and we can have a dialog about the fact that things take time 

- that it is not something we just do, but it takes time to implement.” (Interview 3 – 00:56:29)  

 

4.1.3 DEALING WITH AMBIVALENCE THROUGH APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY 

 This brings me to one of the bigger themes in the data – as highlighted in the data analysis; 

Ambivalence. All the managers expressed ambivalence in one manner or another, whether it was 

about what the next step of Lean was (Interview 5) or what they wanted to use Lean for in broader, 

general terms (Interview 1,2,3,7&8). Lean itself can be seen as a large change program (Crute & 

Graves, 2019) and the in act of encouraging change, effective senior managers need to specify the 

general direction in which the want the company to go and then leave the specific details of changes 
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closer to the action (Beer & Walton, 1990; Palmer et al., 2017:365). The company has no concrete 

strategies around Lean and no effective visions for the department leaders and middle managers to 

follow. Palmer et al. (2017:177) shows how visions can be effective. Visions need to communicate 

thins imaginable, desirable, feasible, focused, flexible, and communicable (Kotter, 2012). It 

furthermore needs to provide a sense of direction and reflect the organization’s values and culture 

(Deetz et al., 2000). It needs to aspire and inspire, and help getting people to understand and 

become excited about where they are and where they are headed (Scott-Morgan et al., 2001). 

Visionary leadership is used to create a clear direction and motivate employees in a fashion 

that is relevant to the stakeholders, especially inside the company (Davidson, 2004). The art is to 

create purpose and connect a meaningful sense of purpose all the way down to the individual’s daily 

work life (Palmer et al., 2017).  The studied company have many values of various goals and 

trajectories, but when it comes to Lean there is very little direction and vision. The lack of vision 

and long-term focus can be argued to one of the main reasons that every department, and further 

sub-culturally in the various workshop areas, have developed their own way of conducting Lean 

and thus gained their own direction. A way of going forward for the company is to steer away from 

a negative focus on what does not work, and rather work with Appreciative Inquiry (Palmer et al., 

2017:291; Fuller et al., 2000), which seeks to look for what is currently working best and build on 

this knowledge in a way of developing and designing what may be achieved in the future. Working 

like this could be a co-constructive way of designing a multifaceted vision that speaks to every 

department.  

Conducting ‘appreciative inquiry’ is a way of handling the issue of organizational wide 

ambivalence, and thus helps creating a constructive strategy to handling the problem formulated 

question of: “Which leadership practices have the potential to foster a holistic Lean journey in any 

type of organization?” 

Appreciative inquiry involves four steps: (1) Discovery and appreciating what is currently 

best practice. Here many departments could learn much from the production and logistics facilities. 

(2) Building on this knowledge to help envision what the future could be, and by that it could be on 

a larger scale for the entire company, but also on the department levels in a manner where their 

various natures and maturity levels are taken into consideration. (3) Designing is done through 

dialog of what should be in the visions and what should not. Some things are certain to make more 
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sense in a production setup than in a sales department. (4) Sustaining is the act of securing the 

organization’s destiny and future, and what is important here is to make clear why and how the 

various departments can help each other survive as a holistic unit through a paradigmatic shift 

(Dannemiller & Jacobs, 1992) into a more inclusive and engaged paradigm (Axelrod, 2001) 

towards Lean. Leaders in a community of inquiry have responsibility to keep the big picture in 

mind as inquiry proceeds (Shields, 2003:526), and the co-design of an effective vision will help 

them do so and diminish their ambivalence towards the overall use and trajectory of Lean in their 

daily work lives. Strategy execution seems to be more problematic than developing strategy, 

because execution is misunderstood, and thus uniform guidelines and communication from above is 

vital (Sull et al., 2015).  

I hereby present my conceptual model as a tool to initiate appreciative inquiry, which is a 

distinctive, focused, and pragmatic way of answering the problem formulation of: Which leadership 

practices have the potential to foster a holistic Lean journey in any type of organization?? 

The model can be used more hands-on to developed leaders and middle managers in the 

various departments, but also as a reference for discussion, negotiation, and envisioning for all 

members of a leadership group: 

4.2 LEAN STAR MODEL 

 In this last section of the analysis I will thoroughly discuss my theoretical model that I have 

designed as an attempt of conceptualizing and managing the issues the studied company have faced. 

I will first present my five main reasons for designing it and discussing what role it may play in the 

goal of sustaining a more prosperous lean journey. I will then go deep into the content of the 5 levels 

of the model, and their subsequent 3 aspects, and explain how my findings and the overall academic 

knowledge fits into the total 15 aspects. I will also discuss my reasoning behind the design of the 

model, and how the various levels fit with each other, and the reason behind the order of the levels 

and why certain levels come before others.  

 Firstly, Lean is generally a very physical and semiotic approach with hundreds of signs, cards, 

kaizen boards, lights, markers, etc. (Liker, 2004; Mann, 2014, Liker & Hoseus, 2008; Womack et al., 

1990; Shah & Ward, 2007). The interior setup undergoes dramatic change when shifting from 

contemporary setups to Lean setups, and the overall organizational and cultural shift can be seen most 
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apparently in the presence of the before-mentioned artefacts and the overall streamlined and sorted 

interface. These things also influence and symbolize the overall Culture of an organization and are 

the most apparent thing that people see when they go to work or visit the company. Edgar Schein 

(1984; 2010) presented his notions of a Culture consisting of three levels: (1) artefacts, (2) espoused 

beliefs and systems, and (3) basic underlying assumptions. What is most important to acknowledge 

is that Culture can be easy to observe, but hard to decipher. Following the earlier mentioned levels of 

ambivalence towards Lean across departments, I aimed to create something that everyone could 

understand and share, no matter their functional role or departmental level. All employees share the 

first level, and in an organization where the belief systems and underlying assumptions are so 

radically different, I aimed to steer broad change on what was possible. The production of artefacts 

is referred to as the realization process, because it is by this process that images grounded in 

assumptions and values are given tangible forms (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006:211). Artefacts are more 

than physical objects. They also entail language, physical environment, emotional displays, observed 

behaviour, and overall ‘climate of the group’ (Schein, 2010:17).  The overall idea is to change what 

is easy to change and understand, the physical artefacts, and make them a version that highlights what 

behavioural trajectory the company wants to see in their management group, and thus slowly steer 

the beliefs and values and subsequently the underlying assumptions of the company to a more aligned 

and unidirectional future.  

 Secondly, the model is a direct counter-reaction to a poster that was hanging on the wall in 

the upper management offices. I have put a picture of the (Danish) poster in Appendix A. The poster 

is called ‘Lean Culture’ and speaks about the 7 types of waste, which are 7 things to look for when 

working in order to reduce waste in the daily work routines. The 7 wastes are a technical aspect of 

Lean and make most sense for a production line context. On the poster from the top going clockwise 

they are: Waiting time, unnecessary transport, cumbersome processes, stocks being too large, 

mistakes and rework, unnecessary movement, unused skills, and overproduction. Apart from unused 

skills, it clearly becomes evident that the poster has clearly no relevance for employees in a sales 

department for instance. They do not have a stock or have unnecessary movement, and overall the 

poster is very balanced towards the technical aspects of Lean. Linking back to the 4P model, Jeffrey 

Liker developed another model that shows how people are equally important to the technical aspects: 
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 ‘The Lean House’.  

(Source: Liker & Hoseus, 2008) 

  

 The foundation of the ‘Lean house’ is to challenge the company, doing kaizen, walking gemba 

(genchi genbutsu), respecting the people, and improving through teamwork. The left pillar, 

continuous improvement, represents the technical aspects, and the right pillar represents the human 

aspects. This represents the sociotechnical system of Toyota, where the neglection of one or the other 

ends in the ultimate collapse of the entire system (Liker 2004; Liker & Hoseus, 2008). The poster 

from the studied company highly represents the left column only, and thus my model aims to represent 

the right side, the more soft values and social aspects of Lean and leadership in general in an attempt 

to balance out the notions of culture and make a more broadly applicable version that fits more 

holistically. 

 Thirdly, the model is created as a tool for creating leadership alignment, no matter their 

departmental function, in a manner where they themselves can develop Lean practices with their 

employees in the workstations in coherence with the overall Lean strategy. Successful companies 

effectively integrate their business and product strategy when identifying new opportunities in their 

front end (Khurana & Rosenthal, 1998). The model can work as a catalyst for creating a common 

language in for the managerial team and leadership board, from which ‘dialects’ can develop in 

accordance with the departmental context in a fashion that does not steer too far from other 

departments and the core strategy and vision of the company.  
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 Fourthly, the model attempts to concretize and simplify the difficult, complex, and at times 

unrelatable Lean terms and practices that leaders must adhere to. The model has taken the fluffy 

reality of things and taken it down to a level where most people, no matter their background and 

functional role, can follow the core meaning and overall use of the model in a relatable and easy-to-

decipher fashion. Thus, the model not only works on an upper/strategic level but could also be used 

in defeating ambivalence and create a common trajectory and alignment on a middle/tactical level 

and all the way down to the bottom/operational level. The goal is to reduce uncertainty and the risk 

of a status-quo bias, where it is unclear for decision makers which roads to take and which levers to 

pull to achieve the common goals and given outcomes (Ethiraj & Levinthal, 2009). If managers have 

conflicting goals and visions, and employees refer to more than one, the ambiguity of who and what 

to follow, which can also lead to overall lack of employee ownership (Rizzo et al., 1970). Therefore, 

the model can also address the issues of conflicting functional demands (Child, 1984; Donaldson, 

2001), conflicting logics (Greenwood et al., 2010), negative strategic synergy (Mahajan & Wind, 

1988), and role conflicts in organizational behaviour (Rizzo et al., 1970; Worren, 2019).  

 Fifthly, the model acknowledges the various maturity levels of departments and their 

managers and leaders. Some may be in the 1st level, others at the 4th or 5th, and the model can therefore 

be used to make a professional development plan for the individual leaders from where they currently 

are. The studied company would generally have many more managers from the production facilities 

in the 3rd and 4th level, so their focus could be to score even higher on these and subsequently attempt 

to reach the 5th level, whereas other areas barely qualify for the 1st level. The model thus has a context-

variational use. The model therefore also becomes tool that facilitate a two-way dialogue between the 

individual manager and the upper management team. For instance the upper management team could 

annually demand a certain manager developing in one of the 5 levels of the model, and the manager 

him/herself could in response to that by expressing their desires for how they would be able to do so, 

whether it is more help, more resources, a trip on a new management course etc. The model then 

helps the company develop their leaders where they are, in a manner where all the departments are 

not treated univocally across functions.  

The ‘Lean Star’ model is presented on the following page: 
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4.2.1 COMPREHENSION 

We start in the right side of the model at the first level of (1) Comprehension. The model 

works clockwise from this point towards (2) Involvement, (3) Discipline, (4) Development, and lastly 

(5) Self-reflection. The model implies motion; a development, and that is also why there is a dotted 

line between self-reflection and comprehension. The idea is that once the user has taken a trip all the 

way around the star, it can be done again with even greater comprehension, and thus even greater 

involvement etc. 

‘Comprehension’ is the first level because making the leaders thoroughly understand their 

function and role, as well as the core aspects of how and why they ought to work with Lean and the 

individual tools and aspects. One of the 14 principles of the Toyota Way (Liker, 2004) states that 

Toyota aim to grow leaders who thoroughly understand the work, live the philosophy and teach it to 

others (Liker, 2004:171). The first two parts of that principle fits into this level of the model, and the 

latter will be discussed later in the fifth level of self-discipline. When Liker talks about thoroughly 

understanding the work, he refers to the comprehensive level of a leader to truly understand how Lean 

is used, for instance how to run a Kaizen meeting, how to work with 5S etc., as well as why he/she is 

doing it in the first place in a manner that makes sense for the leader as a person, as well as the 

organization as a whole. It is critical to train and educate leaders in their overall understanding of 

Lean before we can look at the next level of the model, ‘involvement’, where the employees are 

brought in, because the employees will initially look up to and emulate the behaviour and thought 

patterns of the leaders in charge, and if their way of working with Lean is wrong and based on 

misunderstandings and self-designed practices, the whole journey can steer in the wrong direction 

from the start. Leaders develop culture (Liker & Hoseus, 2008:31), and managers are not necessarily 

leaders. The thing that defines a leader is whether they have followers or not (Liker & Hoseus, 

2008:318), and therefore a manager that has completely misunderstood the use of Lean and the why’s 

of Lean, can still steer a department in the wrong direction with an incorrect comprehension. It is 

therefore important that managers and leaders are willing to look inwards in their way of thinking 

and doing work (Mann, 2014:141), even though they have many followers in their work areas.  

Thus, we look at the first aspect of the comprehension level; The will to learn (Emiliani, 

1998:616). The sustainability of change relies on people thinking differently about their jobs (Eriksen 

et al., 2005:111; Palmer et al., 2017:361), and their roles can also shift from a rather dictative position 

to a more democratic approach resembling an action researcher, because kaizen is done with the 
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employees, not to them (Liker & Hoseus, 2008:184). Furthermore, leaders encourage Kaizen through 

guidance, trust, and discipline (Liker & Hoseus, 2008:184), and all these 3 things have their position 

elsewhere in the model, but all spring out from the initial comprehension levels of the leaders. If the 

leaders fail to find the will and need to learn what it takes to thoroughly understand a Lean setup, and 

their position in it, everything that follows can fall apart. This leads to the next two aspects of the 

comprehension-level; Walk the talk and control your area.  

As the leader are embodying a will to learn, then it is crucial that they use their new knowledge 

and skills in a facilitative and observable manner, or else the growing knowledge of the company will 

be situated in the minds of individual people with no benefit for the teams or everyone around them. 

And furthermore, what they practice they must preach, and ‘walk the talk’ (Palmer et al., 2017:364; 

Liker, 2004; Liker & Hoseus, 2008, Womack et al., 1990; Emiliani, 1998), meaning doing what they 

say everyone needs to do and be consistent (Mann, 2014:160). The ability to learn and transmit 

knowledge among individuals in the rapid changing business environment - that Lean certainly will 

provide – will help ensure future prosperity (Senge, 1990). Once new lean behaviours are deeply 

understood they must be practiced diligently under all conditions until they become sustaining 

behaviours that replace contemporary habits (Emiliani, 1998:628-29). The behavioural change must 

be sustained by an enthusiasm towards Lean (Mann, 2014; Eriksen et al., 2005:108). 

By improving their skills and knowledge in a willingness to learn and ‘walking the talk’ with 

this newfound expertise, the managers thus initially need to control their area and ‘carry’ their work 

areas/departments in the early stages (Eriksen et al., 2005:108). This goes against the common 

knowledge of Lean being a bottom-up organizational philosophy. What this entails is that Lean 

leaders need to be able to shift in their roles and behaviours in response to their contextual setting in 

whatever social system they act within. The leader must therefore master when to be in front, pulling 

the new organizational shift, and when to step back and let the employees take over. This is why the 

control your area part is in the first level of Lean. Leaders must only ‘let go’ and let the employees 

take over control and delegate power downwards to them when they are ready to embrace it by 

learning from the leader’s own behavioural and conceptual skills. This once more indicates the key 

importance for the leader to start by developing their own skills and practices before having a focus 

on the employees, and thus ‘comprehension’ is situated before ‘involvement’. It makes no sense to 

focus on encouraging employees to participate more fruitfully in kaizen board meetings if their 

departmental leader has no idea what they are doing and is not ‘showing by doing’ in the first place. 

Unintentional hypocrisy by the leaders can be critically damaging to an organization (Fisher, 1995).  
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4.2.2 INVOLVEMENT 

 Now that the leaders have mastered the first level through newly attained knowledge and a 

comprehensible skill at knowing why and how Lean is used, it is time to bring in the employees, who 

are the main driver in the Lean philosophy and the practices of continuous improvement through 

Kaizen (Liker, 2004; Liker & Hoseus, 2008; Bortolotti et. al, 2015, Womack et al., 1990). The act of 

involving employees have many facets, but the first is for the leaders to act as teachers and support 

the transition into new Lean practices (Liker & Hoseus, 2008:532). Already in the bottom two levels 

of the Lean Star Model, the leaders must shift between the roles of captains/frontrunners into teachers 

and supporters. It is safe to say that it requires lots of interpersonal and professional skill to act as a 

chameleon, whilst simultaneously keeping employees well-informed and not perplexed about the role 

and nature of the leader him/herself. The first important aspect of involving employees is to 

acknowledge that Lean is difficult for many people, and that the shift from contemporary ways of 

working to a Lean philosophy takes time, even years to achieve (Mann, 2014). Therefore, celebrating 

the low hanging fruits and encourage and acknowledge is vital for ensuring employee satisfaction 

and subsequent involvement (Liker, 2004; Liker & Hoseus, 2008, Mann, 2014, Eriksen et al., 2005). 

Here leaders must create short term wins (Kotter, 1995). It is also important to not only acknowledge 

that people will fail, but actively encourage them to do so (Liker & Hoseus, 2008), since failing can 

be seen as opportunities to learn (Eriksen et al., 2005:74), and being afraid to fail hinders creativity, 

innovation, and development. The goal is therefore also to remove blame cultures (Zarbo, 2012). 

When nobody is blamed for their failures, every employee can develop in their own tempo without 

fear of interfering in areas where he/she does not have the self-confidence to do so. The key here is 

for the leader to carefully nurture each individual in their work area/social system in a respectful 

manner where everyone can grow and prosper (Liker & Hoseus, 2008:197). Here I will use the 

imagery of leaders working as ‘gardeners’ in the pursuit of building mutual trust between employees 

and leaders: 

 ” ...like gardening – tilling the soil year after year to understand it, to know the sandy and 

moist sections, the shady and sunlit sections, and to know what will grow in what locations. This 

knowledge comes by experiencing with a series of different crops over the years and building on that 

experience” (Lewicki & Bunker, 1995:154).  

This idea has been further developed by Savolainen & Ikonen (2016), which can be seen in 

their model (Appendix B), where they see trust and trust relationships through the metaphor of a 
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growing plant. In the bottom are the ‘seedlings’, which in the context of this thesis can be embodied 

by the employees. A seedling is a fragile and closed state, where there is a constant tension between 

the need for protection – keeping the status quo in the organization – and the willingness to open up 

and start growing/change. Nurturing them requires the leader to possess sensitivity as well as courage 

(Savolainen & Ikonen, 2016). The leaders need to make the employees willing to take a leap of faith 

(Möllering, 2006) into a new trajectory in order to break the shell. Any time change is apparent, there 

will be those who are naturally resistant – more closed – and those who are more willing to try out 

new things, and thus leaders must carefully sense when actions are too rapid and influential, resulting 

in too many employees closing more in rather than opening more up.  

Doing these things leads to the second part of ‘involvement’, which is sustaining teamwork 

and consensus. Lean is a team-based philosophy (Liker, 2004) and everyone is expected to participate 

and develop themselves and their work areas as well. When the leader has slowly built confidence 

through encouragement and acknowledgement, the ‘seedlings’ are ready to open up and develop into 

a ‘sprout’. On this stage discussions and knowledge sharing are more open (Savolainen & Ikonen, 

2016). Employees can now courageously discuss and share their doubts, issues, and complaints in a 

constructive manner, and thus have higher levels of agency when it comes to developing the rules 

and practices of doing Kaizen, and thus influence the overall Social Systems itself. However, it is 

important to sustain a balanced approach of building confidence in individuals as well as the 

nourishment of the collective feeling of all the team members, which is precisely what Toyota 

highlights in their ‘respect for people and teams’-philosophy (Liker, 2004).  

Such teamwork highly resembles the community of inquiry (Peirce, 1877; Dewey, 1938; 

Shields, 2003), where the 3 main components of problematic situations, participatory democracy, and 

scientific attitude (Shields, 2003) are present. Just like a real sprout, these communities cannot be left 

completely alone, as they are still fragile and need care to develop in the right way. Failing to do so 

may mean the sprouts will wither and return to the closed state of a seedling once more. Sustaining 

the team and the consensus between them will help them hold each other up when things are complex 

and difficult. When the sprouts are mature enough to keep each other up, we get ready to develop into 

a ‘full grown plant’, which also fits together with the last component of the ‘Involvement level’, 

which is create trust through clarity. 
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 In order for employees to fully grow and have trust prospering in the departments, leaders 

need to create clarity in what they do and what they say in a manner that translates all Lean 

concepts, tools, and ideas into relatable and context-sensitive abstractions for the individuals in the 

departments to comprehend (Mann, 2014; Liker & Hoseus, 2008). A manager described how this 

can be done: 

“Another task for the leader is take some fluffy leadership concepts and strategies down to earth so 

people actually understand the madness around them. Because if you do not understand it, then it is 

certain that things will not get done... And when you communicate these concepts they go: 'What the 

hell is this?". They just sit there with blank eyes, and think: Oh well, all this might pass soon again. 

The problem then is that the strategy does not get implemented. Lean can be great and all, but only 

if it lives in the organization. The next step then is how to keep it alive. Here I believe that strategy 

only lives in one-to-one dialogue in work-related situations. The dialogue between employees, 

between employee and leader etc., and here the leader's task is to always keep lean in the back of 

their head and put it into the dialogue with the employee. “(Interview 8, 00:10:52).  

 Here I can further develop the imagery of the plant by Savolainen & Ikonen (2016) and add 

another metaphor to the mix. All plants need water to grow and given too much at the wrong time 

mean they will drown. My idea is that water in this instance is communication and information from 

the managers, which is ‘poured’ over the employees. If the communication is unclear and comes in 

overwhelming quantities, the ‘sprouts’ or ‘growing plants’ will wither and close themselves in. 

However, if the leader/”gardener” knows exactly when and how much information to give to his/her 

individual employees/plants, growth and development will prosper and come naturally. ‘Drowning’ 

employees may also happen if they are given too much agency in times where complexity and 

ambivalence is too high. It is therefore important to diminish that through clarification and an overall 

sense of purpose (Liker & Hoseus, 2008:530). You then create a guiding coalition and develop a clear 

shared vision (Kotter, 1995).  

In Lean thinking, clarity is not about giving clear instructions, but giving a clear sense of 

direction for improvement so any one can use their initiative and creativity to help the business along 

and participate in its success (Ballé & Ballé, 2009). If there is no clarity behind the words of the 

managers and leaders, the employees can collectively and individually create their own 
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interpretations. For instance, the company studied for this thesis halved the number of employees 

from over 1.000 people to just over 500 in the span of 8 years, whilst simultaneously implement Lean 

in several attempts. A study (Conti et al., 2006) found that Lean is overall inherently not stressful, but 

the areas of management decisions and the designing of lean systems are significantly related to 

stress-variances (Adler & Landsbergis, 1998). Other studies, however, countered high evidence of 

stress in lean productions (Bruno & Jordan, 2002; Brenner et al., 2004), however this is countered by 

the presence of peer and supervisor support (Conti et al., 2006:10). Without it, there can be problems 

as stated by the site manager: 

“When you introduce lean while firing half the staff it quickly becomes seen as a tool to 'just 

get more people fired.” (Interview 6, 00:10:15)  

 Looking at this issue with pragmatic lenses means that employees need guidance in acting 

within the perceived meaningful and unharmful patterns of action, which is based on the practical 

sense of generalized pre-understandings and collective dispositions – which themselves need to be 

guided and nurtured by the leaders. Social actions are based on rationality in a social system 

(Bourdieu, 1984), and that rationality needs to be co-creationally negotiated and influenced by leaders 

and employees alike. If that rationality is not a two-way practice, the employees can decipher what 

best fits their own rationality. When the company halved its staff in 8 years, while introducing Lean, 

it therefore becomes easy for the employees to conclude - without the guidance and clarification from 

the leadership – that the introduction of Lean is directly linked to the firings. Lean is aiming to 

increase productivity by reducing lead times and costs (Karlsson & Åhlström, 1996), and employees 

could therefore easily fear that the more efficient they become, the less need there is for them in the 

company, and ultimately go completely against all Lean initiatives. Following the bourdieusean idea 

of practice theory means that the meaning system, structure, and overall culture is unstable and 

changeable in adherence to the actors’ negotiative power in that very social system (Bourdieu, 1984), 

and thus culture and habitus become social constructs that can be influenced and guided.    

4.2.3 DISCIPLINE 

 Only through the strong involvement of the employees it is now possible to develop a 

disciplined approach to Lean, where Kaizen is done constantly in small doses, and the amount of 

improvements are high and passionately discussed in the teams. To be successful with Lean you must 

do it every day (Modig, 2011) and keep the wheels going and never stop developing the people and 



56 
 

the organization as a whole. This represents the Lean weekly and daily part of this level. Weekly is 

on bigger levels where larger projects are discussed on the Kaizen board meetings, and daily is on the 

small day-to-day operations. Therefore, it is clear that the second level of the model must be mastered 

first, because a single skilful leader cannot completely rearrange and improve a whole department on 

their own; they need the employees to do so collectively. But in order to do so means that leaders 

must be able to prioritize their tasks, so Lean is continuously having a larger and more penetrative 

role in the organization (Liker, 2004; Eriksen et al., 2005). This links back to the first level of the 

model, where leaders must walk the talk and showcase how Lean is prioritized in the area, not only 

superficially and operationally, but also in the minds and daily tasks of the leaders themselves. In 

Lean, organizations often work with various Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) that closely follows 

everything important in the context, such as process standards, product sales, defects and reclamations 

etc., and it is important for leaders to create a disciplined adherence to these processes being held 

accountable by the various process owners (Mann, 2014:142). However, as process confirmation is 

often a more technical attribute of Lean discipline, I have developed that notion further and called it 

‘compliance with agreements through gemba’.  

 The disciplined adherence to processes is one of many agreements leadership teams and 

managers must make with their employees to make sure everything is kept to standard and 

continuously improved upon (Liker, 2004; Mann, 2014; Ohno, 1988). The term agreements also cover 

these, but make room to other more loosely based arrangements, such as higher quality of employee 

kaizen participation, 5S discipline, teamwork orientation etc. The way to achieve discipline is not 

through punishment, but through repetition and coaching. This is done through ‘walking Gemba’ or 

genchi genbutsu (Liker, 2004:223, Mann, 2014:133). This is a practice of walking out of the office 

and being present in the working stations, which helps give the leaders and managers a closer look 

and deeper understanding of the processes, problems, and realities of their employees. Gemba walks 

build trust and advance leaders’ capabilities to lead change and improvement (Mann, 2014:133). 

Their observations attained in the gemba walks can be used as a comparable assessment when going 

out and looking at other departments and workstations. It is important to carefully gather information 

and analyse the shortcomings in a measurable way (Liker, 2004:225). My advice here is that 

measurements should not solely be on process standards other technical aspects, but also softer 

aspects, where leaders take full advantage of the wisdom and experiences of others to send, gather, 

and discuss information (Liker, 2004:225).  
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A disciplined culture that continuously keeps the Lean tasks flowing and the organizational 

wheels turning will help an organization become increasingly innovative and avoid the trap of success 

(March, 1991), where an organization that previously had success with their current portfolio and/or 

practices refuse to change because of a biased retention of practices that are deemed more safe and 

sustainable on the short term (Ahuja & Lampert, 2001). The first and most important principle of the 

Toyota Way is to base your management decisions on a long-term philosophy, even at the expense 

of short-term financial goals (Liker, 2004:69). This is also clear in the earlier mentioned ‘4P-model’, 

where the real challenge and the lowest and most foundational building block is the long-term 

philosophy. This means that even though leaders have strict deadlines and budgets to follow, they 

still have to be disciplined in keeping Lean going in their departments and work for the long-term 

gains in order to truly succeed with Lean. I asked one of the top leaders in the company about their 

long orientation: 

Interviewer: “If you were to describe what this company want with Lean on the long term, would 

you then be able to do so? 

Interviewee: “*Pause* .... No. I think I will have a hard time doing that.” 

 

4.2.4 DEVELOPMENT 

 When a disciplined adherence to the Lean trajectory and a continuous habit of doing of small, 

daily work with Kaizen is supplementing the – at least – weekly Kaizen board meetings, it ought to 

make a difference in the organization. Otherwise, all the hard labour put into understanding Lean, 

involving employees, and working thoroughly and disciplined with it will be a waste of time. The 

first thing organizations need to closely look for is if the time on Lean is resulting in tangible results 

that challenge and moves the organization as a whole. It is critical to keep a close eye on the 

development of Lean in the organization and make sure that they steer away from becoming one of 

the 98% of companies that will not achieve their goals they have set using Lean methods (Pay, 2008; 

Liker & Rother, 2011; Asefeso, 2013). If the results are not showing, it is time to look closely at the 

1st, 2nd, and 3rd level of the Lean Star model and find out where the organization falls behind and 

where to put the focus and energy. A clear thought paradigm in Lean is to act rapidly when things are 

not following standards and goals are not being reached (Liker, 2004; Ohno, 1988; Womack et al., 

1990). The reason for the fourth level to be where it is, is that every leader can be presumed highly 
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qualified in fulfilling their role through high levels of comprehension, great skills at involving 

employees, and a disciplined behaviour, but if the results fail to follow, all of the leader’s skills are 

for naught. Whatever the case, an organization can only call itself ‘Lean’ if it is continuously 

improving (Modig, 2011; Liker & Hoseus, 2008:546), and only the results can truly tell if they are.  

 A key aspect is also that Lean should be used to create more with the same input. Linking 

back to the issue of Lean being viewed as a trimming tool that results in firing rounds, is a wrong way 

of using Lean. Lean is used to grow, not shrink. The only thing that needs to be shrunk is waste 

(Ohno, 1988; Womack et al., 1990; Liker & Hoseus, 2008; Shingo, 1987). Cooney (2002) argues that 

the possibility to become ‘Lean’ is highly dependent upon various unforeseeable business conditions 

that are not always met, thus limiting the universal appeal of Lean in general. Keeping a close look 

at the organizational long-term results can be the only truthful indicator.  Only if an organization and 

its various departments succeed in creating more output without increasing the workforce can a leader 

truly claim they are having positive effects on the development, so if they increase the number of 

employees there should be even greater effects to spot. 

 As the company grows, so too should the people grow with it (Liker & Hoseus, 2008). Their 

increase in skill, higher involvement, stricter discipline, and newer levels of efficiency gain and 

positive results should be achieved through an ever-increasing sense of ownership. Leaders encourage 

and develop Kaizen through guidance, trust, and discipline (Liker & Hoseus, 2008:184), and Lean 

projects are not only done for gaining efficiencies, but also as a teaching tool and vehicle for 

developing people and culture (Liker & Hoseus, 2008:539). As processes improve, responsibility is 

consequentially democratized in higher fashion, and thus employees gain more power as they develop 

themselves and their area. Ownership therefore links heavily back to the second level of 

‘Involvement’ in the Lean Star model. Mann (2014) describes it this way: 

 “Ownership as an attribute of a lean leader actually has more to do with enabling and 

celebrating the contributions of others to progress in the area. That is, a lean “owner” definitely is 

responsible for setting and reinforcing direction in the area, just as the leader of a lean conversion 

does. The lean leader of an ongoing operation sets direction at a high level. He or she then creates 

conditions and specific structures and processes through which those in the area can participate in 

making changes that bring the area closer to the overall vision and direction. In this regard, 

ownership is broadly analogous to presiding over a democratic process.” (Mann, 2014:146-47) 
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 Therefore, the art of truly challenging and moving an organization lies in the aspiration and 

succour of ownership (Ballé & Ballé, 2009; Andrés-Lopez et al., 2015). In an ideal Lean setup, all 

employees are interested in their workplace and its development (Eriksen et al., 2005:104). However, 

my argument for not putting ownership in the 2nd level, but rather the 4th level of the Lean Star Model, 

is the need for a thorough disciplined adherence for everyone in the system, before you can truly 

increase ownership. If Lean is just something people collectively do every week or two at the board 

meetings - and not in the daily work - then it will fail to anchor in the culture and practices in the 

organization.  

 

4.2.5. SELF-REFLECTION 

 Only when leaders can see the direct results of their work with Lean is when they can truly 

say that they have learned something from their progresses. It becomes hard to self-reflect without 

results and development to back the reflection up. The key to continuously move the organization 

and create ongoing incremental gains is to create a learning culture. Stopping the learning curve 

hinders the continuous search for doing things better. Lean leaders judge on results and acknowledge 

good behaviour, but must immediately put up new expectations, and strive for the perfect (Eriksen et 

al., 2005:102). This is also the 14th and last of the principles in the Toyota Way (Liker, 2004) which 

states the need for becoming a learning organization through relentless reflection (Hansei) and 

continuous improvement (kaizen) (Liker, 2004:250). Here learning is a continuous company-wide 

process as superiors motivate and train subordinates, and team members of all levels share knowledge 

with one another. Senge (1990) defines a learning organization as a place:  

“… where people continually expand their capacity to create the results, they truly desire, where 

new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and 

where people are continually learning how to learn together”.  

Especially the ‘learning to learn’ is important. To ‘learn’ means to have the capacity to build 

on past experiences and move forward incrementally, rather than starting over and reinventing the 

wheel with new personnel each having new projects (Liker, 2004:252). Learning to learn means 

taking the step away from ‘functional stupidity’ – operating without reflexivity, substantive 

reasoning, and justification (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012:1196) – towards a ‘smart organization’ where 

knowledge is put to work intelligently (Kogut & Zandler, 1992), and not just kept inside the heads of 
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various individuals in the organization, which itself creates risk in replacing these individuals, without 

attaining their knowledge into the collective know-how before they leave. Feelings of social exclusion 

and disembeddedness goes hand in hand with feelings of mistrust (Ward, 2006:155), and the presence 

of organizational siloes in the studied company is an indication of this. Thus, the model aims to not 

only challenge the leaders and managers that are in the low spectrum of the Lean maturity, but also 

the best leaders, as seen in the studied organization’s logistics and production facilities. The Lean 

Star model is not only for the weak, but especially important for the strongest Lean actors as well. 

The key for leaders is to step out of the own comfort zone and functional roles and work holistically 

and with details, people, and strategy. Working holistically means working for the benefit of the 

entire organization, and not just one’s own area (Liker, 2004; Womack et al., 1990; Liker & Hoseus, 

2008). This also signifies the importance of the best Lean leaders being able work on many parameters 

– not only details and operations, but also human resources and strategic reasoning. Being too detail-

oriented will make it difficult for a Lean manager to grasp the highest level of the Lean Star model 

and being able to self-reflect on their own role in the broader picture, organizational strategies, and 

visions. Simultaneously, working too far from the operations on more abstract tasks can disconnect 

the leader from the functional realities of their departments and employees, where the true knowledge 

and comprehension stems from. This is also why ‘going gemba’ is put in level 3 under ‘discipline’, 

since it needs to become a habit for every leader, before they become self-reflective in a self-theorized 

and univocal manner. When I asked the managers in the various departments in the company, they 

had difficulties telling me what their employees thought of the overall Lean journey, and whether 

their Lean development is going as planned. It therefore become an assessment based on what the 

leaders see, and not what the employees see, and thus the self-reflection can be wrong, skewered, 

biased, and not deeply connected in a thick description of the social reality.  

 When leaders learn to work holistically, they can step into the last and one of the most 

important aspects of the Lean Star model; teach others what you have learned. Studies clearly show 

that the best way to learn is to teach (Safiye, 2017; Koh et al., 2018), and Toyota also acknowledges 

this fact. Once again, I will mention one of the principles of the Toyota Way that states that they 

want to grow leaders who thoroughly understand the work, live the philosophy and teach it to 

others (Liker, 2004:171). In Japan the term sensei is used to describe a teacher who has mastered 

the subject (Liker, 2004:306), and although the Lean leaders and managers might not be complete 

masters with a decades of experience behind them, the step towards being individual knowledge-

centres is still viable. Again, the important thing is that all the attained knowledge will only benefit 
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the organization as a whole if it is widely spread and managed. Thus, leaders can teach other 

leaders. An example of this could be the active participation in Kaizen board meetings in other 

leaders’ departments, to help guide and steer the actors in ways that the teacher him/herself has 

positive experience, which is based on results and development. Another way is creating rapports, 

videos, social media posts etc. that tells success stories in an easy and comprehensible manner that 

are free for all managers and leaders to see and reinterpret. The good examples are used to foster 

interest (Eriksen et al., 2005:110). It can also create materials that work as a common reference 

point when discussing and negotiating Lean in general terms in the top management boards, thus 

steering towards common practices and an equivocal Lean language. Helping each other is also a 

way of becoming boundary spanners in dyadic relationships (Barmeyer & Davoine, 2019), as 

earlier discussed in the analysis section. Leaders helping other leaders can facilitate cross-functional 

trust and help shift the social systems towards better intertwinement and becoming more cross-

functionally collectivistic. Through better understanding of each sets of practices and other ways of 

thinking will give many ‘aha’ moments for various parties, where processes go across departments. 

This will be one of the ways that can help combat the ‘us-versus-them’ feeling that is so strong at 

the studied company. This follows the understandings in practice theory that practices are relational, 

highly contextual, socially constructed embodied knowledge and“practice mastery” (Ingold 

2000:162, cited in Lizardo 2011:32). As the social systems begin influencing each other more, they 

will in turn foster new negotiative inquiry in the individual communities as a response to their 

learnings from the other system. 

The act of becoming self-reflexive is therefore not only an individual thing, but a holistic and 

organizational-wide practice, where new paradigms and practices are negotiated and set in motion. 

Practices can be seen as a web of understanding and intelligibility (Schatzki, 1996:18), and thus 

notion also underlines the interconnectedness of perceptions and world views of the various social 

actors in a social system. Here the notion is that for a spider web to function, it must be connected in 

strong and balanced patterns, and the Lean sensei is one that can make that happen through relentless 

reflection and holistic development in sparring with the other department leaders in the organization.  

  

I will now show an alternative use of the Lean Star model, as a way for me to create a summary 

of it: 
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Now that the user has taken a full round in the Lean Star model can they start over. Self-

reflection sparks newfound levels of comprehension followed by higher degrees of employee 

involvement and more effective discipline etc. Importantly, the level 5 leader must help other leaders 

go forward and catch up. The alignment comes in helping each other go around in the star. One way 

to do so is to not only use the Lean Star model on terms of Lean in general, but also individual 

elements and concepts from Lean – or other types of management practices – and put the leader’s use 

of that tool/concept into the Star. To exemplify, I can take a manager’s work with Kaizen and put it 

into the model: First the manager must be willing to truly learn why and how Kaizen is used, both in 

the daily work and also at the board meetings. Then he/she must walk the talk and immediately show 

enthusiasm with the work of Kaizen and show the employees around them how it is done. If the work 

area is lowly developed or new in the act of working with Kaizen, the manager must control their 

area until the employees are ready to take over. This means the manager must be moderator, initiator, 

and planner of the Kaizen board meetings. Then the manager can take Kaizen to the next level and 

take a step back and allow the employees to take over. This is done through continuous 

acknowledgement and encouragement of the employees, so they keep faith in themselves and the 

whole reason to participate in the Kaizen board meetings in the first place. It is then important to 

build a culture where everyone participates as much as possible and that projects and agreements are 

tackled through a sustained sense of teamwork and consensus. Trust to the leader and to the act of 

doing Kaizen is built on clarity, where the manager creates a clear vision and sense of purpose in a 

manner that makes sense to the employees in their given context. Only when the employees show 

high levels of participation, and the board meetings are fruitful and high in quality can higher levels 

of discipline be taken into consideration. Lean weekly and daily is a goal, and the manager must 

facilitate that the employees take their skills from the board meetings into their everyday work. 

Furthermore, if the board meetings are fruitful every time, it might make sense to conduct them more 

often. The best companies such as Toyota, Honda, and Mazda have Kaizen board meetings every 

morning (Imai, 1986; Ohno, 1988; Liker, 2004). However, such an intense amount of Kaizen 

meetings must only be done when it makes sense. The manager must prioritize their tasks in ensuring 

the right amount of Kaizen is being done without limiting the focus on other tasks in a harmful 

manner. The way for the manager to keep a close eye on the levels of correct Kaizen discipline is to 

make compliance with agreements through ‘Gemba’. This means walking in the stations and asking 

the employees about what improvements they have made the last week. It also involves being 

physically present at as many Kaizen board meetings as possible, to truly get a feeling of how things 
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are going and if agreements are being followed or not.  When the right discipline is gained, the 

manager need to make sure to challenge and move the organization. The daily Kaizen work and board 

meetings need to show clear results, or else the whole way of doing it might be wrong, and thus the 

manager need to take steps back in the model to look for where it goes wrong, possibly with the help 

of another leader that had great experiences with his/her board meetings. One indicator is that the 

Kaizen work helps the department create more with the same input. The employees attending the 

board meetings must also showcase an increase sense of ownership in the board meetings, and also 

show and increased ownership for their processes through their daily Kaizen practices. The overall 

use of Kaizen can then be taken to the last level, where the development is manifested in a learning 

culture where the employees have ‘learned to learn’ by doing Kaizen. The manager then needs to 

work with the details, people, and strategy of Kaizen more holistically. This means taking Kaizen to 

a broader scope, across departments and functions. One way to do so is to initiate ‘Kaizen events’ 

that involve other departments and their people, in a way where various backgrounds and types of 

practices intertwine and influence each other in a respectful and creative manner. Lastly, the manager 

can reflect on his/her findings on the act of conducting Kaizen and come forward and teach what they 

have learned to others.  

Thus, the Lean Star model have multiple purposes – not only for the leaders that fall behind, 

but also the best in an organization. It is a concrete tool for handling the problem of finding out ‘Which 

leadership practices have the potential to foster a holistic Lean journey in any type of organization?’ 

It can work as one of many ways of achieving alignment and sustaining a Lean journey with 

strong collective practices for any type of organization. It is designed from my findings at the 

researched company, but still makes room for reconceptualization and redesign into a version that fits 

any type of organization. It does not matter if it is a private or public company, the ideas behind the 

5 main levels are the same. The individual content may vary a bit, but it is still based heavily on the 

softer aspects of Lean which helps with its universality and broadened pragmatic use. The Lean Star 

model is therefore not a finished model, but rather works as a draft for any type of organization to 

take it in, discuss, negotiate, redesign, and fine-tuning it to their own needs and context.  
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5. CONCLUSION 

 

The aim of this dissertation was to answer the following question: 

Which leadership practices have the potential to foster a holistic Lean journey in any type of 

organization? 

 In order to answer this, I decided to take my academic knowledge and put it to the test in a 

real company. I was invited to conduct my research in a multinational company situated in Northern 

Jutland, Denmark. They have been working with Lean for about 10 years, but still expressed problems 

fully facilitating it and sustaining it in the entire organization. I thus headed out and prompted to work 

as an anthropologist and action researcher, in order to qualitatively investigate the myriad of 

complexities, deep connections, and various practices in the organization. This was done through a 

pragmatic framework, from which I could work with academic lenses and investigate every possible 

factor, such as social systems, habitual practices, language, culture, leadership behaviours, structural 

setups, strategies, visions etc. My aim was also to create useful knowledge that could be manifested 

into a concrete and hands-on tool for the organization to move forward and deal with their problems. 

The aim was to create a simple, creative, and useful conceptual model, which can be understood as 

‘an instrument: it is designed to achieve a purpose—to facilitate action or increase understanding’ 

(James 1907: 33). 

 I set out and immediately began participating in as much action as possible, partaking in 

Kaizen board meetings, strategic discussions etc., and also embarked on an ethnographic study of 

everything in the environments, including the structural setup, semiotic patterns, feelings of inquiry 

and communities, behaviour and practices and so on. After some time studying the organization, and 

interviewing its department leaders, some major findings began to emerge. There was a clear presence 

of organizational siloes, which were especially clear when improvement on processes - that went 

across departments - needed to happen. All managers indicated some issues with horizontal 

cooperation between functions. Furthermore, most of them were ‘muddling through’ in a busy work-

life, and they simply had difficulties finding the time and resources to fully emerge themselves in 

more deep lean projects. Another problem was the overall sense of ambivalence towards lean in 

general in one shape or another on all people I encountered. The top manager had no clue why lean 

was so difficult in the departments, the department managers lacked vision and purpose, which further 
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made the overall comprehension of the use of lean even harder to follow the lower I went in the 

organization. Employee involvement varied a lot from department to department, and so did the 

overall maturity level of lean. There was a vast difference between how lean was practiced in the 

production and logistics facilities, compared to the other more service-oriented areas. A key way to 

have success with Lean is to keep the wheels moving (Liker, 2004; Modig, 2011), and some areas 

showed very low participation and effectivity with lean – and a few places it had completely died out 

and relapsed to how things were before.  

 This meant I faced a divided organization, where cross-functional cooperation was slow and 

problematic. This reflected in the organizational sub-cultures, and even the way people spoke about 

each other, in a strong ‘us-and-them’-culture. The managers too felt misalignment, which is very 

problematic as Lean organizations need to have and aligned top management group (Hines et al., 

2011; Liker, 2004; Mann, 2014; Taherimashhadi & Ribas, 2018). In applying an overall 

theoretical framework inspired by Bourdieu’s (1977) Theory of Practice, this study builds on 

the understanding of the role of social systems. My aim thus began to be centered around improving 

the cross-functional togetherness and cooperation, and therefore creating a holistic Lean journey 

centered around the leadership practices.  

 My aim of developing a useful tool for the leadership group to achive a holistic approach was 

inspired by Schein’s (1984) concept of cultural artefacts. The production of artefacts is referred to as 

the realization process, because it is by this process that images grounded in assumptions and values 

are given tangible forms (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006:211). Artefacts is more than physical objects, it 

also entails language, physical environment, emotional displays, observed behaviour, and overall 

‘climate of the group’ (Schein, 2010:17). In an organization where the leaders had very little 

cooperation and aligned practices and perceptions, these could work as a reference point of 

developing new visions and collective trajectories, through a practice called appreciative inquirty 

(Palmer et al, 2017:291. Given the various maturity levels of the company, I there wanted to create a 

model that could be used by every department. It was to be used as a leadership behaviour model, 

and I therefore made it with 5 levels of good Lean leadership practices, based on my academic 

knowledge, as well as my findings as a researcher. The aim was to create boundary spanning with 

dyadic relationships (Barmeyer & Davoine, 2019) where leaders could use the model to gain 

increased cultural, semiotic, and social understanding of each other.  
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 Thus, I created the Lean Star Model. The model consists of the 5 levels of (1) Comprehension, 

(2) Involvement, (3) Discipline, (4) Development, and (5) Self-reflection, each with 3 more in-depth 

practices to follow which included: The will to learn; Walk the talk; Control your area; Encourage 

and acknowledge; Sustain teamwork and consensus; Create trust through clarity; Lean weekly and 

daily; Prioritize your tasks; Compliance with agreements through ‘gemba’; Challenge and move the 

organization; Create more with the same input; Increase ownership; Create a learning culture; Work 

holistically with details, people, and strategy; Teach others what you have learned.  

 These have been argued as the 15 practices that can answer the question: Which leadership 

practices have the potential to foster a holistic Lean journey in any type of organization 

 The Lean Star model is one of many ways any type of organization can sustain a unified Lean 

journey. It is designed on findings based in a single context, and thus need to be reflected upon and 

possible redesigned to any given context. However, it was designed with the purpose of being useful 

for any type of organization. It thus serves as a draft, that can be taken in and used as it is, or 

redesigned in a manner that best fits. However, I will argue that the 5 levels remain the same, as they 

have been argued to have an important logical order, where leaders essentially need to be strong in 

one level before focusing on the next. 

 

5.1 LIMITATIONS 

This dissertation followed a qualitative case study, which is limited by various factors that generally 

are highlighted as a critique of case study designs in general. For instance, the single case study 

meant the dissertation is based on the findings of only one company, with a low amount of 

disembedded cases of subcultures in the various departments and workshops. This research did not 

aim for high levels of generalizability, I made a higher effort of addressing Guba & Lincoln’s 

(1982) notion of transferability, by using thick descriptions of practices which help the study being 

applicable in other contexts. The Lean Star Model was thoughtfully designed in this manner and 

made sure its content was not too technocratic nor context specific.  

 As an anthropologist and action researcher you always face ethical issues. I addressed them 

in my methodology section, however, with my short time span at the organization, I am sure that 

trust with my peers and study subjects could be improved significantly, thus leading to more pure 
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sets of data. For instance, I participated in several board meetings where it was my first time I met 

any of the people participating.  

 Another small limitation was the company’s strict focus on safety, which meant I did not 

have free roaming possibilities at the site. Some areas were strictly prohibited, and I could barely 

move around the site without having to get an escort to pick me up. This meant that every time I 

wanted to investigate things, I needed to make appointments. Coupled with the overall busy 

schedule of all managers and leaders meant that it was simply not possible to participate as much as 

I would have wanted. 

5.2 FUTURE RESEARCH 

In the light of this dissertation being based on a single-case study, I suggest further research 

with more qualitative and in-depth knowledge to build on the findings. The Lean Star Model should 

be tested in real life practices, through continuous feedback by the users and their colleagues. The 

constant main quest is to make it useful, understandable, and impactful. This requires a more 

longitudinal ethnographic approach.  

The study mostly focused on the leadership level of the organization, and thus a more 

holistic investigation into the complexities with Lean on a broader scale could be considered. Here 

all levels, including employees, should be more directly involved in the research, which could be 

done by the conduction of a questionnaire or another more quantitative academic approach. This 

questionnaire should look closer to employee-leader trust, communication, and relational practices.  

 I suggest the research being further developed into multiple cases, where the Lean Star 

Model as a draft can be revaluated based those cases, both in the private and public sector. The 

model was designed from a private, multinational production and service company, and it would be 

interesting to investigate its pragmatic use in for example a hospital.  
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APPENDIX B  

The ‘Gardener model’ (Savolainen & Ikonen, 2016:249) 
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APPENDIX C 

Anthropological diary 

 

February 14th, 2019 

Today I conducted my first interview with XX. It was a weird interview, since he had a chief 

ownership role for all processes in much of the organization. He is basically handling finances in 

the organization too, and he knew very little about lean and its overall use. I was pretty shocked 

with my findings, and he could only speak in very low practical terms of 5S and kaizen, which he 

himself participated very little in. I would not say the interview was a waste of time, but it was 

certainly an eye opener. We had a long discussion about lean and the problems that followed, but 

when I tried to steer the interview in a deeper direction, he simply evoked ambivalence and 

perplexity to the entirety of it all.  

I later discussed some things with my project and where it should go with two of my on-site peers. 

We had great back-and-forth discussions of where I should put my focus, and we still need to figure 

out if my main focus ought to be in the leadership group alone or whether I should include the 

employee level of one or several departments. 

February 15th, 2019 

Today I had a long day on the site, where I also conducted 3 interviews. They were all SO great. 

The amount information I got, and some of the things the managers said are great from the 

perspective of a student. They have tons of thoughts, issues, and experiences to share, and they all 

requested developments on lean in some way or another. Nobody is truly satisfied here, and yet they 

are having hard times figuring out how to handle it. Two of the managers expressed that they are 

insanely busy and dealing with lean is just another thing among thousands of others, and it always 

comes down to down-prioritizing things over other things.  

Today at lunch I followed two of the leaders and hung out among them and other people from 

various departments. I am already beginning to know some people by name, even outside the top 

management offices. 
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February 18th, 2009 

Today I started by getting a tour around the production facilities from a middle manager. It was an 

astonishing experience from a humanist like me, but my focus was of course on the overall use of 

lean down there. They generally seemed very mature, and a plentiful setup with many kaizen and 

KPI boards for the various workstations. The main ‘information-hub’ had a total of more than 15 

boards, and it served as a small ‘lean centre’ where most discussions took place. We continuously 

had great discussions about lean in general, and it seemed to fill a lot in the people’s mind in 

everywhere we went. A recent project had been a thorough improvement of a few process 

descriptions, which are all put into great details in ‘process owner charts’. These charts go into 

complete detail of their workflows and who are responsible for what motion. It was the most 

detailed process rendering I had seen so far. The improvement project lasted over a month, and had 

a few employees go full-time and only look at improvements for those. That is what I call 

discipline. The top leader had a clear wish to improve the areas and had thus spend the resources to 

get it done. 

In the afternoon I conducted yet another interview. The leader had brought his son to work, but we 

still completed the interview with a few funny interruptions along the way. He also said some 

extremely interesting things, but most noticeably he said that the siloes in the company are so strong 

that the distance between him on the 3rd floor and his colleagues on the 1st was the same to his 

colleagues in Germany. There are certainly some cultural issues I need to look deeply into in my 

time here. 

 

February 20th, 2019 

Today I had no arrangements, but still decided to visit the company and work up there on my paper, 

just to be present and eventually stumble upon some things. And that I did. I met the site manager 

for the 2nd time, and we discussed what direction he wanted the project to go. He wanted an overall 

assessment of the entire lean culture and especially that I investigated their service centre. After a 

lot of back and forth discussion he left for the day. 

A while after I discussed with the lean project manager, who was present at my discussion with the 

vice president, and we somewhat agree that conducting qualitative analysis on the entire site with 

the time I was given (few months) was a bit unrealistic, and that I should possibly have a more deep 
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focus on either one or two departments besides the entire department-leadership staff. I honestly 

just wish to include as many people as possible. 

 

February 25th, 2009 

I just finished scouting around the service centre area for the first time. I looked around on the 

kaizen boards, and they were very empty overall. I see where their issues might be manifesting. One 

board was completely dead, and others had 2-3 “projects” on them, which in themselves were only 

things they needed to purchase in the future. I agreed with a middle manager to participate in some 

board meetings to get a full view of how it works.  

I then started analysing my interviews as I have found that some of my questions in the interview 

guide are not working as intended. For example, when I ask the leaders if they have difficulties 

translating lean to their departments, they say no, because all that is demanded of them is to do 

kaizen and 5S. The big visions and vast toolbox of lean concepts is just not present enough in this 

company to ask them that question. 

 

February 26th, 2009 

Today I conducted yet another interview, this time by the former lean responsible and now personal 

assistant to vice president. They were the one I first got to know in my internship period, and it was 

also through them that I was hired in the first place. I therefore believe this is the first interview, 

where the levels of trust were very high before the interview even started. We have known each 

other for some time and discussed thoroughly about lean in general. When the interview started, I 

quickly felt a certain anger and frustration in their tone after many years of working with the 

general lean responsibility in the company. The frustrations and puzzlement were big themes in this 

interview, and it certainly highlighted a disconnect between the highest level of leadership and the 

department managers and their middle management. I really want to look closely into why it is so 

difficult for them to communicate together, and why things seem to slow down and stop developing 

and even going backwards at times. 

 

 



82 
 

March 4th, 2019 

Today I was at my first kaizen board meeting in the shipping department, which lasted 15 minutes 

and covered the most important projects that were currently running. The board meeting was 

controlled nicely by the attending manager, who stood up near the board and looked out on the 

participants. It was a focused, but still informal atmosphere. Not much time was wasted. However, 

the most noticeable was that a shipping student followed me away from the place and told me that 

they have two additional meetings every day – every morning and noon. These were small 

adjustment and fine-tuning meetings, where it was possible to have an overview over which 

employees could reach their daily goals, and which ones needed help that day.  

At the board meeting everyone was participating more or less, and the atmosphere seemed 

democratic and professional, where problems were based on facts not feelings. All in all, a great 

meeting. I was allowed to look a little bit closer to the kaizen board before leaving.  

 

March 5th, 2019 

Today I participated in an upper management meeting that revolved Strategic and Organizational 

Development (S&OP). Several department managers and the vice president were present, and we 

conducted the meeting with two people from another city who participated over skype on a very 

smart and fancy projector setup that I didn’t fully understand how worked. I was invited because it 

was important for me to get a deep overview of the company as a whole, and they told me that lean 

had a role to play at the meeting. However, this meeting included 0 minutes of discussions about 

anything lean-related. As disappointed I was, it also served as an eye opener for how little strategic 

and visionary planning they have with the overall use of lean.  

After years of having a strong focus on safety, they have developed a strong safety focused culture 

where every meeting, no matter how big or small, must include a ‘safety moment’. Today this was 

about the impending flu season, and how important it was to look for the symptoms, wash your 

hands extra thoroughly, and sneeze in your elbow etc. etc. This we could talk about. But we didn’t 

discuss lean. I was pretty baffled to say the least.  

I discussed this meeting some time after with a manager, and he told me that lean only has a place 

at the S&OP meetings ‘if the necessity is big enough’. I am not sure what that meant, but it was 

made clear that lean had no regular spot in the meeting.  
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March 7th, 2019 

I was sitting in the meeting with XX and XX and overheard them talking about the difficulties they 

had with Lean in the Service Centre. The talk quickly transitioned into the lack of communication 

and cooperation across departments and the manager said that every time they needed to help each 

other and “borrow” other employees from other departments, there was always a tough battle for 

convincing the other department managers, because of an economic measuring aspect that made 

meeting scheduling difficult. Thus, there was a strong ‘what’s-in-it-for-me?’-culture. The economic 

reality made it so that every time cooperation was needed, it put pressure on the various 

departments in direct relation to how many employees they ‘lended out’. 

They talked about what the department manager concretely wanted to be improved in the future, as 

the project manager was working on assembling information and an overall assessment of the 

company. Some of the things mentioned included: 

• Better mapping of the various processes digitally 

• They currently had a great cooperation with another department, Material Management, 

where they found to bottlenecks in a short time frame. 

• They don’t work enough with deviations from standards. It is fluffy when there are 

problems with other departments. This is also not discussed at board meetings.  

• They need a concrete (maybe visual) vision and strategy with lean. What. When. Why. On a 

yearly basis maybe. 

• They are drowning in KPIs 

• He wants a clean-up of their IT drive systems 

• Lean is drowning. It is seen as yet another “fancy” thing that pile up with the rest. 

• There is a huge difference between 1st and 2nd floor of just their site. 

• They need a digital communication plan. What needs to be saved where in what drives? 

• The maturity level of individuals is very different. Many employees were on a shared 

course, where many people rolled with their eyes, because they got information they already 

possessed. 

• Need more concept training. Why are we using lean. It does not make sense to people. 

• The kaizen boards in the leader’s departments had evolved into wish lists of what people 

needed. For example, new cranes, machinery etc. 

• A big problem is the lack of intercompany-sales and rules for financial cooperation. 
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• They are measured in things financially that does not facilitate cooperation with other 

departments. 

• ‘What’s in it for me culture’ between leaders. 

March 8th, 2019 

Today I conducted two more interviews with first the vice president and site manager, and then later 

a leader from the logistics department. The vice president had an interesting position and a lot of 

experience and could tell me more deeply about their cultural heritage from their more production-

based future. They used to be over 1000 staff members, and now were little over 500 in a more 

service-oriented company, and the transition has been hard. I discussed whether lean had been hard 

to implement in that time, and he said it really didn’t since they started slowly with a few core 

things that everyone needed to understand. I then asked him about why it was their 3rd (or 4th) 

attempt at doing lean, and he said they first only introduced in the productions – which is pretty 

clear they are far ahead of everyone else – and that other attempts failed for various reasons he 

couldn’t completely decipher. He certainly faced other challenges than the department managers, 

and he was the first to talk about bureaucracy. I need to look deeper into that issue to see if it has a 

big part to play. He certainly thought it had a big role to play for their problems. 

Later that day I had planned participation in two board meetings in two different locations, but one 

of them was cancelled because the manager in charge was sick. It was pretty indicative that a board 

meeting with a potential of over 20 attendants was cancelled because the leader wasn’t there, and 

that they couldn’t conduct the meeting on their own. It seems many employees in some areas need 

to be held in their hand when doing Lean-tasks. 

March 12th, 2019 

Today I participated in one of the board meetings in the Service Centre in the harbour area. They 

have various problems with the meetings, since participation is somewhat lacking, and 

communication is uni-directional. The manager in charge was the only one speaking. Only a few 

members promptly answered questions of who was in charge of what. They seemed uninterested 

and passive throughout it all. Their board meetings have also de-evolved from working with kaizen 

problem solving to something entirely different. The kaizen board is now a wish-list of what the 

department needs, such as a new crane-lift, machinery etc. The “improvement cards” are not 

projects, but rather items that needs to be purchased, which is not the foundation for kaizen 
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improvements. Sure, purchasing items and machinery can be part of a bigger improvement project, 

but the current state is not focusing on bringing improvement aspects up front and how purchasing 

these items may positively affect the whole setup. But what was even more surprising was that they 

already know it is an issue. The manager in charge told me afterwards that they have already been 

told that it was an issue by the site-manager in the Service Centre. “We have always been the bad 

guys in the class” he said, which puzzled me. He then proceeded to ask me for evaluating his board 

meeting, whether it was good or not, as well as ask me for advice on how to improve it.  

 

March 14th, 2019 

Today I held a meeting with the vice president and the two project managers that hired me. We 

discussed the further trajectory of my project, and I presented them with 4 possible major themes 

for my project. After some discussion, they quickly decided that I should work closely on 

developing lean artefacts for the leadership group that could help them create alignment and install 

a cultural and paradigmatic change in the company in all its departments. I told them I was thinking 

of developing a counter-product to a poster they already had on the walls, that was called ‘Lean 

Culture’ and only talked about the 7 types of waste, which is a very technical thing. 

I then proceeded to follow the two project managers to lunch where we discussed my project 

further, as well as my time here. They are great at making sure I am happy and get all the 

information needed. I talked to them about my findings two days prior, and one of them laughed 

and shrugged at ‘those guys down there’. I generally sense a very strong ‘us and them’ feeling not 

only down in the hierarchy but also across. 

March 20th, 2019 

This week I have participated in 4 board meetings, and it is incredible how different the ways of 

doing it is depending on the station and work area. Some are long, thriving and democratic, where 

others are quiet, unidirectional, and short. There are clearly employees who couldn’t be bothered 

less about participating in the board meetings, and just want it over with. Then there are those that 

participate enthusiastically and even help discussing projects that they are not directly involved in. 

Just the way they talk, and stand are vastly different from those who are uninterested. One general 

thing, however, is that the managers are generally good at involving as many as possible and often 

stand facing out towards the crowd and are actively seeking the opinion of their subordinates, some 
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with better results than others. But generally, there seems to be a positive atmosphere with laughter, 

productive discussions, and consensus. 

March 22nd, 2019 

Today I visited an external consultant that the company uses in many lean projects. He also teaches 

every new employee in their on-site training facility, where they emulate a truck-production setup 

as a classroom for learning the core principles of lean. The reason for me visiting him was sparring 

with the development of my lean artefacts. One of these artefacts I am working on is a conceptual 

lean model. We discussed my ideas, and he helped me come up with the idea of creating something 

that indicated a level distinction between the lowest scoring and highest scoring lean managers. I 

really liked the idea, and I think it will help me create something unique and useful for a wider 

variety of managers. 

I decided to spend the rest of the day at the company where I worked on my paper and participated 

in a board meeting. Nothing really interesting happened, except the manager in charge said they had 

almost double the amount of improvement cards on their kaizen board this year than they had the 

entirety of last year, and we are only in March. 

March 26th, 2019 

Today I held a meeting with the two project managers that hired me about my lean artefacts and the 

conceptual model I have developed. I have developed the model to be star-shaped and go from level 

1-5. I brought it forward to discuss its contents, and they had no disagreements. They just simply 

liked it all and told me to continue working on it. We agreed that a good way to make the model 

even better was to create QR codes out from each level, and then make videos that explain these 

various levels from various contexts in the company. I loved that idea, and they told me to work on 

it immediately. It wasn’t until I got back home that I realized I may have overestimated my skill and 

amount of time. We are approaching April, and I also have a paper to finish. Now I need to make 

videos – which I have little to no skill of, not to speak of equipment to do so. I really felt stressed as 

ate dinner today, and I think I need to discuss this once more with them. However, I am stern and 

hopeful that I will manage with whatever resources I have available, the thing is just if what I can 

produce in such a short span of time will live up to their standards and expectations. 
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March 29th, 2019 

Today I conducted a telephone meeting early in the morning. It was a great interview, and the 

leader told me many things that I can definitely use about the ‘involvement’ part of my model. One 

very interesting thing, however, was that we conducted the interview in 7 in the morning, because 

that was the only time slot he had that day while getting his car fixed. He told me that he had to be 

in meetings for the rest of the day, which he also linked to his overall busy schedule and issues with 

lean. I was baffled when he told me that he had the overall lean responsibility of his department, 

and that he was in meetings all day, which was a normal thing for him. That is definitely not what 

you call a ‘gemba’ leader. But how could he be? He simply didn’t have the time to do so. I will look 

deeper into how much the issue of time plays in their lean issues. 

 

April 4th, 2019 

Things are going great with my Lean Star model, and I have already written the potential 

manuscripts for the videos that I eventually need to shoot in the beginning of May. I am a bit 

stressed over the time that I got to edit them, and the fact that I am told to just record it with my 

phone with no additional microphone. However, I am sure we can always make them better if the 

leadership group really like them and see the potential they can serve. Perhaps with a small budget 

there could be hired a professional filming crew, or even some graphic students to make the videos 

in a much higher quality. I am stressed but exited at what to come. I haven’t worked on my paper 

for two weeks now though, because these videos, the model, and other artefacts that might follow 

are taking up all my time. I know I am already behind with my paper but stressing about it won’t 

help me. I told the project managers at the company about my worries, and they told me that they 

would help me in any way possible and not to stress about it. 

I also noticed a middle manager mentioning their plans for a kaizen event. He said it would take 

them roughly 2-3 hours. I was perplexed, as I thought the concept of a kaizen event was much 

longer, and what he talked about was a kaizen blitz or simply normal kaizen. I talked to one of the 

upper managers about it. She laughed and said her idea of a kaizen events was a big event that could 

take anywhere between 2-4 weeks 

 

 



88 
 

April 7th, 2019 

Today I participated in other board meetings in the Service centre, and I was even more surprised of 

the state of things than I was last week. Today I found a Kaizen board, where participation was 

moderately low, but still there were 7 suggestions on the board, which was more in some other 

areas. But it was when I looked closely at the content of the suggestion cards on the board that I was 

shocked. They had taken the concept of a problem that needed to be fixed in order to develop the 

work area and increase efficiency to a new standard. One of the cards had the title ‘buns and bread 

rolls’. The card suggested looking closer into figuring out whether the morning bread for the 

department needed to be discussed, and a cheaper solution could be found. This is so far from the 

core notions of working with Kaizen as a matter of continuously improving the entire organization 

as it could be. I notified the vice president, and he raised his shoulders and told me he already knew 

but did not know what to do about it. 

April 12th, 2019 

This day is marked by absolute shock. One of the managers called me and told me that my work on 

the posters, videos, and other artefacts needed to be put on hold because they simply weren’t ready 

for it anyway at this moment in the leadership group. I have no idea how it have come to this. We 

held 3 meetings about these artefacts, and just a week ago they told me enthusiastically that they 

really liked the concept and the overall idea and that it was ‘just what they needed’. What has 

happened in the meantime is a mystery to me. I have put lots of energy into preparing the filming of 

the videos for the model these past two weeks, and now they just cancelled it – and just before 

Easter! It is a really late turn of events, and unfortunately that’s how things are right now. I need to 

move forward, and really focus on my paper now. I expect this is the last entry in my diary, as I will 

go all-in on finishing my paper now and therefore spend less time at the company. They also told 

me that they would completely understand that I spend the majority of the following last month and 

a half on my paper. 

That’s how it goes sometimes as a researcher. I don’t know if I stepped someone over the toes, or if 

things were going too fast for them. Nevertheless, I will still use my Lean Star model in the paper, 

as it is inspired by many findings and academic knowledge. It will be the central point of my paper, 

and thus my time has not been completely wasted. I will just not make videos and other 

supplemental material for it at this given point, which might be good in the end, because my work 

in April has left me behind schedule. Welp. Time to work. 
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APPENDIX D – INTERVIEW QUOTES 

J = Interviewer, I= Interviewee 

 

INTERVIEW 1: 

(4:18-5:30) 

J: Now that you mention it, is it clear that you always have to reach your goals, so your first 

priorities are quotas and deadlines and financial goals, before you think on larger, creative lean 

solutions? Can they co-exist? 

I: Yes 

J: You think in high regard that they correlate? 

I: Yes, in high regard, because a company like ours, that which is very clear like increasing the 

amount of employees. That means that if we increase our tasks without we are having a productivity 

that goes with it or an efficiency that follows, then I have a problem. Then I need to point out why 

we need to be more people, so we can increase our revenue and bottom line. And that is actually the 

situation here since two years ago, where we have become less people, but deliver the same results. 

That’s not what Lean is about.  

 

(7:30-10:45) 

J: Has it become increasingly difficult for you to use Lean when you need to think more service 

oriented? 

I: It’s definitely harder. We have a Lean training facility. Have you seen it? 

J: Yes I have. 

I: But here you can say that it takes reference from a physical environment, where you have a 

production of some trucks, and it is actually a challenge to translate that into our service 

environment, exactly because it takes reference from a physical environment, and you just have to 

acknowledge that the level of abstraction isn’t very high in regards to translating it into for instance 
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how you have a process flow in a service order or a service task. So we definitely have some 

unfulfilled potential.  

J: Are you overall satisfied with how Lean is being used here? 

I: No I am not. 

J: How come? 

I: It’s not because we are on the instructive level of Lean, if you can call it that. But I mean I nearly 

said we still need to look in the instruction manual, or the manual for Lean. I think that if Lean 

needs to be implemented successfully it needs to be a Culture. Then it needs to be a way of 

thinking. And that’s not how it is yet. I don’t know if other people have told you, but we have had 

several attempts of introducing Lean here, and that is a very clear picture that it just never becomes 

a Culture.  

 

(14:45-16:37) 

J: Speaking in terms of Lean, do you share ideas with each other across departments? Is there any 

Lean cooperation, or is it mostly in your own departments? 

I: No we don’t, but we actually had some very interesting somewhat unintentional Lean 

cooperation. We had a task about our stock value was too high in regards to our objectives… We 

found out we had many stock items that were insanely old and were almost never sold, but we kept 

them just in case we can sell them. And Logistics were paralyzed with lack of arguments to remove 

them, because they didn’t have the corresponding data available from us, regarding how much 

demand there was from the market. We found out that we didn’t get a single request from these 

items in years, and that we had €5 mil. worth of these items in stock. This is one of the examples 

where we can see that the big gains with Lean in this organization can be found across departments. 

So we simply reduced the stock by €5 mil.  

 

 

(18:33-18:56) 



91 
 

J: Can you learn anything from that process? Do you think there is potential of these types of cross-

functional cooperation? 

I: I just think that my conclusion is that the narrower the scope you have with Lean, the less you get 

out of it. The larger the scope, and the more functional units you involve, the more you win.   

 

(26:11-27:20) 

J: Are there many improvement suggestions? Are your employees good at coming up with these? 

I: I think it’s more problems that are being highlighted, and then someone is chosen to solve them, 

and then you can say that is actually also an improvement suggestion, but its mostly problems that 

are being highlighted.  

J: I personally see a difference between the two terms: Problem solving and improvement 

suggestions. There is a difference in my view. 

I: Yeah I think so too. 

J: Problem solving might be what you have mostly done so far? 

I: Yes. 

J: So there haven’t been so many good-to-great suggestions so far, or how do you view it? 

I: No, I think you are right on that, and I think my feeling is that we have had issues identifying 

whether we can be better at something. You can argue that it also has something to do with Culture. 

 

(31:00-33:30) 

J: Are there any visions from above that are hard or complex for you to translate to your 

department? 

I: No I don’t think so. First of all, Lean is not a top management approach, but I am also part of the 

top management group and Poul (site manager) is also my leader and therefore I also have big 

influence on what actions we take. And there is nothing that goes unsaid. I mean if people have 

worries about the introduction of things… I think we have taken some things that are relatively 
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present and involve as many as possible, and I think that is a problem that often goes with such 

actions that you can’t tell every person what is expected of them. And exactly here is where we 

have started focusing on the individual’s near environment and tell them how we do order and 

structure in regard to 5S in the near environment, and how we expect you to participate in the 

department’s improvements and problem solving. In that way we have made it a personal 

responsibility, and hopefully a part of the culture… It’s a pretty open culture, and alternating 

between who is a ‘brokrøv’ (=complainer) or who is a good at putting the finger where it hurts. As 

long as you are concrete, it is constructive. As long as you are general, you are a ‘brokrøv’.  

 

(43:15-43:54) 

J: So do you ask your employees how things went this week? How has it been this month? Whether 

they have been satisfied with how things have been going, or whether they have had frustrations? 

I: I mean, I don’t ask, because I think it is a rhetorical question where you can get an answer that 

isn’t real.. But we ask our employees annually in our STIBA, and there lies an indication what 

people think.  

 

(44:15-46:42) 

J: Does your future look bright for your Lean journey? 

I: That depends on a lot of things. I think we have our history against us, because for various 

reasons the Lean journeys have previously stopped.  

J: What do you think it takes to avoid that from happening the next time? 

I: That’s why it needs to be a culture. We are using our safety culture as a benchmark, because we 

have worked with safety for 8-10 years now I think, where safety was a main theme. For example 

we cannot have a single meeting without having a ‘safety moment’. The thing is to get Lean in like 

we have safety.  

J: Is there potential in having a similar focus on Lean on other things apart from safety? 

I: Definitely. My point is that Lean needs to become a part of the culture. It’s the classic ‘culture 

eats strategy for breakfast’. So if we make our strategy the culture, then we have the era.  
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J: And how do you secure that? Is it about communication? The leaders communication, or is it the 

whole way around? 

I: It’s definitely about us leaders going in front and securing that a facilitation that becomes present 

and no-nonsense like, and not buzzword like. 

J: What do you mean by that? 

I: I mean if I tell my employees that we need to become more Lean, without being able to direct 

how we can do it in the every day life.  

 

INTERVIEW 2 

(11:20-18:42) 

J: Are there anything about Lean, some Lean principles, that are working better for you or are easier 

to implement for you than other Lean principles? You mentioned 5S. Are there any parts of Lean 

you find harder for you to work with than others? 

I: We have our Kaizen meetings. We have those every 14th day, and I think the act of keeping the 

pot boiling (wheels turning) is the difficult part. Because you take the low hanging fruit first, and at 

some point in time you might believe that the well is being drained out. The thing about coming up 

with new suggestions and new ideas is what I see difficulties keeping the focus on.. I think one of 

the main things that have potential is that – we have started up with 5S and Kaizen in the 

production, because there things are visible. You can move things – and I think the great leap we 

can take is to move it over to our processes. We are part of something greater… Here the process 

descriptions are mainly used as a working manual to how we for instance work with our IT system, 

such as SAP. Here I would like that we optimized our processes (process descriptions) and in higher 

regard use them to describe what it is we do as human beings, because it makes sense for our 

cooperation, whether it is internally in my control area in my own department, or whether it is about 

the interaction with for instance our colleagues in logistics, where we collect our reserve parts from. 

I think this is a huge unfulfilled potential… I know there is a small distance between our main 

offices downtown to here in the Service Center on the harbor, but mentally there is an even greater 

distance with what we have collected on our PCs concerning our processes… I think that if we can 

create ownership for each of our processes and make them a tool that help individuals complete 
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their tasks in their daily lives here. And it also helps because it ensures that I can respectfully 

cooperate with those people that can help me… I feel a certain distance to these processes.   

J: So you think if you get better at outlining the processes and clarifying the processes, then you 

think they become easier to work with it like a standard that needs improvement? 

I: You make it operational and take it away from the tactical/strategical level where a leader might 

say that they want an ISO-certification because it is good for him and his customers and his 

interaction with the world. The next step is to make our employees understand why this can be 

good. Then this certain process is taken to the operational level and has value for ‘you’ down here. 

You as a part of a cogwheel in a greater gear box that needs to operate optimally. Then I can 

improve my own process because it helps my own work routines.  

 

(21:45-23:15) 

I: It is my view that we need to have success stories. When one of our colleagues rapport a 

deviation, they first and foremost should be able to receive information within a certain time period. 

It’s very important when our employees embrace the processes and care for them, and rapport 

deviations, then the system needs to quickly respond and say “we have received your deviation, we 

are doing this and this with it, and you can expect an answer to the problem within this time.” And 

then the person also needs to receive that response and have an interaction, so the things that the 

employees can see themselves are being taken into consideration. I think we are being hurt because 

of the size of our organization. It becomes distanced and therefore things take more time, and thus it 

becomes distanced who comes up with the improvements. We can also forget that the person that 

highlighted the problem needs to have a response back so they know they have made an 

improvement. 

 

(25:38-25:52) 

I: The part where I hear a critique from my colleagues is where they describe that they have already 

highlighted a problematic issue, but that nothing is being done about it, and thus people won’t 

bother with it anymore.  
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INTERVIEW 3 

[00:00:49]   

I: There are kaizen meetings every morning. 

[00:02:25]  

I: 95-96% of our time is used on operations. 

[00:03:24]  

J: What is lean to you? Can you describe it in short terms? 

I: If you look at it in terms of work processes it is mainly about doing things as simple as possible 

and reach the best possible result with the least amount of resources.  

[00:03:55] 

J: So the lean thought pattern has that had any impact on your leadership style? 

I: It's pretty new for me. 

J: Have you seen any personal development in your leadership style when being introduced to 

Lean? 

I: Personally definitely, and that is in regard to my daily routines. For instance my file system on 

the computer has been cleaned, as well as my desktop on it where there now are only two main 

folders on it. 'Private' and 'work'. My real desk is also completely cleaned every day and I have 

never done that beforehand. 

[00:05:42]  

I: In terms of my leadership it's also about getting the overview made as simple as possible, also to 

create a trajectory for the employees.  

[00:08:47]  
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I: I will also say that it is clear for me that if Lean ought to work, then people need to be educated in 

it, then it needs to be implemented, then we have some responsibility at the individual leader in 

terms of execution of it, and there is also something about continuously following up on it.  

[00:09:42]  

J: So you don't see issues with getting the cogwheels started? 

I: No 

J: But keeping them going? 

I: Yes. But one thing I can still say about Lean is that even though it is here to make everything 

simpler for all of us, then it is still a change. It still fills people's minds. So even though they can all 

see that it can help us, then it is still a behavioral change that needs to be made. 

J: You think there has been major issues with that? 

I: No I wouldn't say so, but I will say there has been some resistance because people couldn't fully 

see how this is helping at all. 

[00:13:04]  

J: Do you think there is a long road from talk to action some times? 

I: I think so yeah, definitely. 

J: So there are many great ideas, but you don't get them completed? 

I: Yes I think that's how it is. Again I don't think it's ill intended, because people are just stubborn 

and don't wanna participate. But because we are already completely bounded to other activites. We 

are insanely busy. Then when people are talking about our actions creating value - for the customers 

and creating profit which is what we are all meassured on. When other things come in, Lean just 

becomes part of the common bag. It is just yet another thing, whether it is Lean or cleaning up your 

common file folders - then it is often seen as extra work and something that make our employees 

say: 'That's great and all. But what do I have to under-prioritize then?'. 
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J: Then it becomes hard for you and your employees to prioritize Lean in your daily schedule? 

I: It certainly will be, yeah. 

[00:15:46]  

I: One thing we spend extreme amounts of energy on is our processes, and continously optimizing 

these. Here Lean has been a vital tool for us, and it has helped with our processes - we call them 

workflows in stead of processes, because processes had become a word that people were puking 

over too say it straightforward. It had become so that processes were complicated, took lots of time, 

and they dictated what had to be done. How we should prioritize our work and how to do all the 

various tasks. And we have turned that around and said that a process is nothing more than a 

workflow description now. The only thing it needs to do is to document how we do things in our 

every day life. 

J: So what you did there was taking a term that could be seen as rather 'fancy' - the processes - and 

translated them into something edible for your employees so they could better understand them? 

I: Correct. 

J: So you think you could do that more with other Lean terms? 

I: Yes definitely, I think we could... 

[00:18:47]  

J: Do you as a leader have difficulties prioritizing Lean into your daily functions? 

I: Yes I want to say that it could be very nice if the responsibility of getting it in did not lay 100% 

with us. I'm not a second in doubt that if this needs to have an effect then we need to show it as 

senior managers and embody it ourselves. We need to go in front, otherwise noone else will. But I 

think the thing about which activities need to be initiated and when and so forth, it could be nice if 

that was put on someone else and we felt things were happening.  

J: You have these process agents in the various departments, how do you use them? 
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I: I will say our process agent is the best one we have. Every time we talk processes, we are being 

highlighted because we have complete overview over them. I have told the rest of the management 

group that the difference is that she has been given the mandate to become an owner of the 

processes, even though we have other process owners. She has the mandate and she knows all the 

processes, she controls them, she challenges the various process owners, and that is why I think we 

should cut out all these project owners and then give her the full mandate, then she becomes the full 

process owner. The argument against it is that the process agent doesn't know all of the workflows 

and processes there are, and that is simply where I have to say that ours do. She has been given the 

freedom to work with it, and she has prioritized it and spent lots of time on it. She knows our sale 

processes just as well as the salesmen do.  

[00:25:41]  

J: Do you experience bureacracy in terms of Lean? 

I: No I don't. There is no resistance from above or anything, no.  

[00:31:54]  

I: There is a heavy cultural heritage from beforehand. It is insanely heavy. For instance we can see 

on the faces of some of our employees that when there is talk about strategy, then they shake their 

heads. Strategies and bosses are things that come and go. Things will be fine without them. Some 

times things go well, sometimes things go bad. So the things about changing attitudes and habits is 

a huge task. I will say we are heading there, many things have happened the last two years.  

[00:36:35]  

J: Now we are also talking Lean, but how is the cross-functional cooperation with other 

departments? Do you learn anything from other departments? Is there any Lean things that go 

across, or could you have more of that? 

I: We could have much more. 

J: How so? 
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I: For instance we have a reserve parts department on the first floor... There is no direct interface. 

We don't communicate properly...  

J: You want more free flow of information? 

I: Exactly. It would be easy to set up a few meetings every time we have some issues. Just 15 

minutes with one of my people. There is our big challenge, because simply put we are divided into 

siloes. So that economy he is sitting with down there is not mixed with my economy. So if he 

spends 1 hour of my people's time, then that needs to be written off somewhere. Because otherwise 

that hour will lack somewhere. And that is where we could make an agreement where we agree that 

we hold these meetings, and then one way or another economically speaking don't have to worry 

about it. So we just do that. Fact is that we still have a culture where this silo-thinking is being 

thrown into our own heads. The distance is the same to the people on the first floor, as the distance 

to my colleagues in Augsburg and Copenhagen...  

[00:41:31]  

I: There is a culture where people in many years have cultivated this behavior, and even though we 

on the management level have done everything we can to diminish these siloes, then I can simply 

see in the every day, that if there are two employees up here in the same department, where one of 

them have made a mistake and the other one is mad, then they can still speak nicely to eachother 

and work out the issue. If it is an employee from the first floor that have made the mistake with 

someone up here, then it is certain that the employee will stand in here in my office and complain 

about incompetent etc etc. So just the language that are being used about eachother shifts it nature 

whether it is up here or down there. 

J: An us-or-them language? 

I: Up here it is us. Down there it is them. Already down on the first floor. And that is a huge 

challenge. It works directly against our competitive advantages. 

[00:52:39]  

J: Is Lean something they have to do, or something they want to do? 
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I: It's definitely a combination. We have some that undoubtly look forward to the lean meetings, 

education, kaizen board meetings etc.. And then there are others where it's more a thought of: "I'm 

being meassured in my 'head and ass'. I am completely behind. I'm gonna travel, and do that and 

that and now I have to listen to this stuff. And all it is about is small improvements. Come on. What 

kind of circus is this?" We have lots of those too. 

[00:56:29]  

J: I'm going to try and use a metaphor here, so try and follow: If we say the future is looking into a 

dark forest, you stand at the edge of the forest and look out into it and can't see anything. Then you 

have a flashlight that shines out into the forest. This flashlight is the top management's 

communication about Lean and what we want with Lean. How far does this flashlight shine out into 

the forest? How far does your top management help you with their communication? Does this 

flashlight shine far? Should or could it shine further? What do you think? 

I: I actually think that is a great way of describing it. Because there is no doubt the flashlight does 

not shine far enough. Because our focus is the small improvements. So if our vision is that we want 

to be fit, then you simply need to shine further out. Then we need to enlighten for our employees 

that this is a long journey we are on. We could have a goal called 2025. Maybe you it could be that 

we want that and that. And then what kind of actions do we want ongoing in that time? And then 

highlight how much time we expect these things to take, and when we expect them to be operational 

- in a way that is open and we can have a dialog about the fact that things take time - that it is not 

something we just do, but it takes time to implement.  

J: So now it is on an annual basis? 

I: Yes I think it is, it is only actions that come in drops. Then you need to get educated. Then there 

are some kaizen boards etc. etc., and it feels more like optimization suggestions to what we do in 

the every day. And that is fine and all, if thatøs the vision. But if the vision is to know how the 

organization looks on the long term and how it acts, then it is important how we highlight it and 

shown the time perspective getting there.  

[00:59:05]  

I: the thing that lacks a bit is an expectation-agreement. 
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J: Between leader-to-leader or department-to-department? 

I: From above down to the individual employee. What is it we expect from this on the long term? 

INTERVIEW 4 

[00:01:12]  

We have not really introduced that many more tools since 2006. But we have broadened it out into 

all the departments. But I simply need some commitment from the leadership. They don't take 

ownership the way I wish. I don't know what it takes to turn it, but I think we are going in circles.  

[00:02:47]  

I think it is about time we move forward, so that is why we are soon going to be doing kaizen events 

in order to look closely on our processes. They were made many years ago and haven't been 

updated since. 

[00:05:44]  

In the production they have been more harshly controlled by the German side.  

[00:05:52]  

I think we have had issues figuring out how to measure the success of lean. It is hard in the 

administration.  

[00:07:02]  

The department managers have had very creative freedom for how lean is used in their department. 

[00:08:35]  

The top leader in the production has taken an additional lean education. 

[00:11:54]  
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Our employees and leaders are not good enough to make the abstract link from the training centre 

work with a simulated truck setup into their own every day. I think that is scary. It's not rocket 

science, but you get some basic concepts introduced.  

[00:13:38]  

It's not a problem about the training, but keeping it fresh in the minds of people. We have a missing 

link that states how to transfer that knowledge into the everyday work life.  

[00:14:47]  

When we sit at the organizational meetings every 3 month we completely start over and talk about 

our processes that doesn't work, who needs to take ownership. Lean? No I am not sure about that, 

someone needs to take my hand. There is absolutely no development. Except in logistics. That is 

where I can see the leader going in front, and that makes the middle managers engaged too, who 

then dribble it down to the employees.  

[00:16:04]  

It is hard to have the overview of this big company. For instance, I never visit the service centre, 

unfortunately. But I have my ideas that things are not going smoothly.  

[00:20:14]  

I don't understand why they don't use the good managers from for instance the one in logistics. 

They are sitting in the leadership group with him, and they everyone know that logistics and 

production are far ahead. He is free to ask, yet they don’t do it.  

[00:21:37]  

I think lean is a lot about 'my' department and 'my' frustrations, and not about how we can help each 

other in a broader sense. They don't play each other warm. The collectiveness is simply not there. 

[00:33:45]  

The leaders are sufficiently dressed for the task, but they don't use it enough. 
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[00:34:52]  

J: If you should describe what this company want with Lean on the long term, can you then do that? 

I: *Pause'* .... No. I think I will have a hard time doing that. 

[00:42:22]  

J: The shift between the paradigms of ad-hoc thinking and a more controlling lean thinking, have 

you prepared anyone for that? Have you told them that it is approaching? 

I: No I just think it sometimes comes over night, also from Germany. Now there are new procedures 

for how things are done. I think that is a hard thing, that we don't get a heads up two months prior.  

[00:51:58]  

The leaders have told me that every great ideas that I come with have been seen as yet another 

activity to pile up, and that I should hold back with my enthusiasm.  

INTERVIEW 5 

[00:05:28]  

I know very little about what goes on with lean, because I mostly just receive the numbers. 

[00:07:13]  

Every time we have a kaizen board meeting we try to link it to one of the 7 waste types. (It is a sales 

department) 

[00:07:46]  

The biggest waste we meet is wasteful processes when things go across over to other departments. 

[00:08:30]  
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I think one of the areas where lean is lacking the most in our company is when people start 

initiatives that go across functional areas, there simply is no bridge. We need two bosses to be able 

to speak together when one of them is starting something up in his/her area. Then you need to 

prepare in your own area, because if he/she improves in another area, they will develop too quickly 

that makes it die out in the receiving end.  

There needs to be a coordinative leadership forum, where we can communicate what and when we 

are starting new things up which influence other areas. 

[00:10:43]  

We are still in the transitional phase with lean. 

[00:11:14-11:35]  

I am ready for the next step, but I just don't know what that step is. 

[00:13:15]  

I don't think we have sold lean enough for all employees. I don't think we have made it exciting. 

Maybe the leaders have had troubles selling the message. 

[00:19:39]  

J: Do you think that people in your department are doing lean because they have to or because 

they want to? 

I: I definitely think it's because they have to. It's a leadership decision.  

[00:25:43]  

The issue is the lack of understanding behind why we are using lean. 

[00:28:15] 

We had a project that developed at the kaizen board in my department that was so great that it went 

all the way up in the organization to a big leadership meeting, and I told my employees they had 
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done a really great job. But then nothing happened with it. It just died out. That was really 

disappointing. I think they have a much lower mood for making up suggestions another time. 

[00:47:50]  

We don't have the culture where it is allowed to fail. I wish we had the room to do so. 

[00:50:10]  

The processes and guidelines are there to control us and be kept and followed. They are hard to 

challenge. 

INTERVIEW 6 

[00:02:25]  

I aim to participate in one Kaizen meeting every week. 

[00:03:31] 

It irritates me when people are making things more difficult than they need to be. I believe that 

decisions should be made as low as possible closest to the processes. Some people make it too 

complicated by involving too many people. 

 [00:05:21]  

Bureaucratic processes complicate things for us, for instance I don't have the frames to just have a 

budget in my area and from those economic numbers decide how many employees we need to be 

plus minus. If we need more people, then we need about 6 approvals and 6 different people that 

need to be involved for that to happen. I think that is a waste and very un-Danish, when I don't just 

have some frames to work within and then complete my work freely as I choose. 

[00:06:39]  
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It is definitely making things take much longer time. Down the hierarchy people are often retaining 

their employees just for safety, even though operations fall and numbers decline, just because they 

are so hard to get in again.  

[00:07:54]  

Has that been a bit of a hindrance for your entire lean journey? 

I think it has yes for some people.  

 

[00:09:34]  

As soon as there have been replacement in the management and leadership things have fallen to the 

ground.  

[00:10:15] 

When you introduce lean while firing half the staff it quickly becomes seen as a tool to 'just get 

more people fired'. 

 [00:12:48]  

I think it is dangerous to set a goal and say when we have reached this and this then we have made 

it. We need to keep improving and always think lean and never settle. It needs to become something 

we don't think about, but just something that we do. 

[00:22:15]  

Do you think there is room to fail and that there is no pressure to try out new things? 

I certainly hope so. I know some may suggest that the pressure in the everyday work is so high that 

it can be hard to find the time to fail.  

[00:23:01] 
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This company has changed a lot from the time you had a more production-based setup into a now 

more service-oriented organization. Can you feel a cultural heritage from that time? 

Very much. Especially among the old employees.   

[00:26:09] 

It has been difficult to go away from the fire extinguishing culture, because it is what he have done 

for so many years and there is a kick to working like that. It's exciting technically, but not so 

exciting commercially. Going away from that way of working has taken time. 

[00:29:15]  

 There has been so much replacement in the leadership team that they don't know how it used to be. 

[00:35:48]  

In some areas the process agents are thought of as the main drivers for the processes, but it is the 

leaders that are the process owners. It is not the process agents job to act on the processes. They just 

consult.  

[00:36:28]  

Looking at the processes that go across departments is where we have the biggest problems.  

[00:37:25]  

People have difficulties speaking the same language sometimes? 

Exactly! Sometimes the salesmen think we should have everything in stock, and the people in 

logistics has a task that seeks to minimize the stock as much as possible, and that is just meant to 

create noise. If you do not constantly speak well together and have good processes for these sorts of 

things, then we get even more noise. 

[00:38:49]  
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The solution here is first and foremost that the leaders involve agree that this is something we want 

and what we want, and that if they cannot agree then I should interfere and tell them how to do. And 

then they make sure that things are complianced downward. And if their noise is emerging from an 

area that they grasp the area and grab the colleague in the area and say 'hey we have an issue here'. 

We need to talk about this before it slowly grows out of control.  

 

INTERVIEW 7 

[00:05:03]  

Some boards worked really well, and other boards didn't work so well. For instance in the stock 

there were about 30 men and there were actually very few improvement suggestions. Then we 

actually divided it up to boards for more precise areas, for instance in 10-15 men teams, and that 

simply made the boards so much more alive.  

So here you concretized it more and mate it more relatable for the participants at the board meeting. 

It revolved around people's own issues? 

Yes it made us get about 30 suggestions per board this year already, and an employee told me that if 

they worked on the same old unified board, then there wouldn't have been 5 of these suggestions 

that would have seen the light of day. 

[00:07:30] 

Shipping had 75 suggestions in 2018. They already have 30 so far in 2019 (in early March). 

[00:13:51]  

We learned a lot from a kaizen event with another department.  

[00:16:18]  

After the kaizen event we established a kaizen board for that issue specifically, even though there 

were only a few people involved.  
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[00:17:04]  

Kaizen events help sustain engagement.  

[00:18:28]  

I think it is hard to facilitate kaizen events. Worse case we need to do it in the weekend. 

[00:19:59]  

We are so depended on our department that receives goods that I don't want to close it down, but it 

should not keep us from having a kaizen event. We will find a solution for that.  

[00:20:20] 

Shipping has had kaizen boards for over 10 years, but they can feel a difference recently. The way 

we do it now is different, and it makes a difference in the daily work. However, I still believe we 

are only in the beginning of the lean journey. 

 [00:24:45]  

The frustrating part has been that we have a lot of ambitions, is that we need to remember that all 

change takes time and we need to have the employees with us. Not all are bringing them along. 

There are some boards where the suggestion cards are only by the same 4-5 people in a group of 

maybe 18 people. Here we have a clear leadership role of making sure that everyone is involved.  

[00:31:02] 

There is always an 'us and them'-culture.  

 [00:32:43]  

I don't think bureaucracy is a problem here. 

[00:34:05]  
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There is not a general resistance to lean, but often our tight budgets simply doesn't make it possible 

for us to conduct for instance kaizen events this year, because they are so comprehensive and large. 

[00:42:30]  

I have put a goal for the amount of kaizen events this year because I think they are very important. 

[00:46:51] 

We recently had a kaizen event with the service centre, and it opened up the eyes on both sides. It 

created better understanding between people and a better dialogue.   

INTERVIEW 8 

[00:03:53]  

Has lean become a customer-oriented thing for you? 

Not on the broad perspective. We are still on a lean journey.  

[00:04:17] 

Lean is mostly a mind-set. Ways of thinking. Ways of perceiving things. An attitude. A way to 

approach things and handle them.  

[00:05:41]  

Lean also has a time perspective, short and long term. And a balance between them. 

[00:06:56]  

Lean is actually a pestilence in itself. People moan and say that now we need to effectivize and 

clean up. It's not a natural thing to do. It is a disciplined thing to do. Like making your bed in the 

morning.  

[00:07:49]  
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Is that the mood you get about lean? 

No not really. I'm just trying to understand how my employees may feel at times. It's my job to 

realize the real world, and how it really is held together. One of my prime tasks as a leader is to 

motivate my people to earn some money for the company. 

[00:10:52] 

Another task for the leader is take some fluffy leadership concepts and strategies down to earth so 

people actually understand the madness around them. Because if you do not understand it, then it is 

certain that things will not get done... And when you communicate these concepts they go: 'What 

the hell is this?". They just sit there with blank eyes, and think: Oh well, all this might pass soon 

again. The problem then is that the strategy does not get implemented. Lean can be great and all, 

but only if it lives in the organization. The next step then is how to keep it alive. Here I believe that 

strategy only lives in one-to-one dialogue in work-related situations. The dialogue between 

employees, between employee and leader etc., and here the leader's task is to always keep lean in 

the back of their head and put it into the dialogue with the employee.   

[00:19:27]  

Today I have meetings until 18:00. (interview conducted at 7.00). All kinds of meetings. Sometimes 

I sit in these and wonder if it wasn't better for me to be out there with the top-10 customers and then 

asked them what it took for them to buy everything from us. 

[00:22:41] 

I need room to interpret lean in my own way. Sure I will align with the rest, but I don't want to be 

told how to my own job best. I would rather be the one who tells the site manager what to do, 

instead of the opposite. 

[00:26:21]  

We simply don't have the time to speak more lean horizontally with other leaders. 

[00:27:01]  
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When we are so pressured as we are, then we need a task force or help desk. Just like a computer, 

when the shit breaks down and you need it fixed, then you can grab the phone and call someone to 

help you. Then they take over your screen and fix it. Two minutes is all it took to learn what the 

problem was for another time. Such a lean task force would be nice to have. We need just 1 lean 

expert on full time that you can call and who visits you and checks everything. Talks to my middle 

managers and ask them how they do lean. They teach best practice and alignment.  

[00:31:00]  

If I say that a lean leader should be a chameleon, would you agree with that statement? 

No I don't really like chameleon that much as a concept... I think it is part  of the big puzzle to 

become a complete leader. But if you are a chameleon, then people don't know where they have 

you. Then your employees become unsure about you, and then you lose trust. Without trust you can 

forget it all. That being said people need to be managed differently, because people are different. 

Therefore, it is important to think about the individual dialogue with the individual employee in 

work-related situations.  

[00:33:50]  

Us leaders need to make sure that the lean dialogue is based in the work-situations on a daily basis. 

Where lean is really sustaining change is in that dialogue. 

 

 

 


