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Abstract

A multi case research unfolded into a study in a sample of Brazilian manufacturing companies concerning their Conti-
nuous Improvement (CI) program in manufacturing operations. Stakeholders interviews and performance analyses were 
conducted. The study aims to analyze the existence or absence of the institutionalization of a CI culture in manufacturing 
operations, identify barriers and difficulties within the process and propose a model for change. As a result of the re-
search, it was observed that despite the considerable motivation of staff, rapid gains of the company and superior results 
during the early phases of the CI program, time and again such results were either not upheld or faded out over time, 
delivering no significant mid-term or long term results, due to poor management of changes. This happened mainly as 
a result of lack of strategic alignment at all levels of the organization, translated in measureable activities and projects, 
coached and mentored by the middle and upper management throughout the implementation and maintenance of the 
program. The selected cases showed a declining in performance after two years of CI program start up. Learning, union 
and process ownership among participants by means of interactions, are necessary to absorb and incorporate changes, 
instead of merely “smart words”. 
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1. Introduction 

The spread of lean concepts published in the 90’s (Wo-
mack, Jones, Roos ,1990), in the book “The Machine 
That Changed the World” as well as in “Lean Thinking”         
(Womack & Jones, 1996), called the attention of many 
businesses in their thirst for knowledge and eagerness 
to adapt such concepts to their business. The learning 
and success of the Toyota automobile company in Lean 
Management have become familiar terms in business en-
vironments, especially of industrial operations, introdu-
cing concepts such as Kaizen, lean manufacturing, kanban, 
poka yoke, industrial cellular arrangement, mapping the 
value stream (VSM-value stream mapping). 

Among these concepts, the Kaizen system appears as a 
synonym for Continuous Improvement Program (CIP); 
nevertheless it is important to note that the word Kai-
zen in Japanese, means continuous improvement through 
actions to address a problem and, before helping to crea-
te a system, it was used in the form of isolated actions, 
not sufficient, though, to promote behavior change in 
the organization. When discussing the term “Continuous 
Improvement Program” or CIP, this includes Kaizen 
events or initiatives, in addition to a much larger process 
that touches the boundaries of the CI with innovation, 
knowledge management, organizational learning, but with 
the advantage of bringing all these concepts together in a 
practical program of action, which fosters commitment 
and change in people’s attitudes. Thus CI would be all 
dissemination and application of knowledge in changes in 
performance of internal processes, with improved stan-
dards and group learning. This way, a new level of impro-
vements in subsequent cycles is prepared. 

The advancement in productivity and efficiency of ma-
nufacturing industries, akin to the Toyota model, has fo-
llowed the principles of Continuous Improvement (CI), 
through innovation in production processes in a steady 
way, gradual and frequent, continuously. This change in 
the way work is performed provided an environment of 
organizational learning in a broad way in many corpora-
tions (Chen & Wu, 2006), (Caffyn, 1999), (Delbridge & 
Barton, 2002). The literature cited refers to practices 
embedded in Western culture, originating nonetheless, 
from Confucianism that has influenced the myth of the 
founding of a new production system at Toyota, which has 
as its goal the pursuit of perfection and the elimination of 
waste, according to quotes and book by Ohno(1988).

Given the recent economic crisis of 2008, many companies 
that always stood out in their manufacturing operations, 
such as Toyota, have also been facing challenges in their 
business, but a leading expert on Japanese manufacturing 
(Fujimoto, 1999), argues that knowledge and CI practice 
already absorbed by the organization will be the basis 
and leverage of future production processes for products 
with more complex design. 

On the other hand, the new phase of capitalism embodied 
in new and different patterns of consumption that value 
a multiplicity or plurality of demands, having in the in 
innovation  their common axis which manifests itself, 
on the one end, in the hardware of products with 
levels of embedded technology, more complexity ( 
Clark & Fujimoto, 1991) regarding more features, more 
convergence and more control; and on the other end, 
demands more focus on the values of software, regarding 
sustainable products, more organic-friendly, healthier 
and , less invasive, that bring happiness and satisfaction 
with the routine and, finally more complex innovations 
to substances and the most  intelligent elements that play 
more organic roles in symbiosis with human life. 

This somewhat cyber picture does justice to the concept 
of knowledge society in the form of systems and ways 
of applying science to everyday life, seen as a means of 
producing goods and services that help in achieving this 
happy and comfortable life. 

The concept in this macro approach makes sense, but 
in reality, organizations require the production of these 
goods in machinery and equipment to support this Eden 
of knowledge, and the need of processes and routines 
with a view to technical and economic feasibility for its 
spread in society. 

Theoretical models of organizations of knowledge, 
learning, and innovation, coated with the features that 
this new world is to value, emerge in the literature 
(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), (Senge, 1990), (Nelson, 1987) 
and (Drucker, 1998). Even though these models have the 
merit of bringing in a strategic way to organize these new 
data and events, the fact is that they end up spreading 
easily at the top of the organization in senior management 
- who are producing beautiful reports with so-called 
smart words; however, the transition to production 
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and operational and middle management, who need to 
translate these concepts into practice routine, has not 
been done so easily. 

This is the evolution we refer to in Picture 1 and the 
challenge facing the organizations that produce goods and 
services. There is no way to keep for long, an asynchrony 
between the world of innovation and an operation to be 
based on hierarchical ways of dealing with the changes 
making them bureaucratic, top-down and having low 
participation. Why? The answer is the cost to manage 
the changes, the implementation time and the reliability 
required. A structure that incorporates  constant 
innovation, which enhances the identification of problems 
and the overcoming of them, that looks for improving 
standards and believes everyone’s participation in the 

!

development of solutions, is a structure that theorists 
of organizational models have, for 30 or 40 years called 
an organizational structure, better suited to control and 
implement changes more quickly and at lower costs. If in 
the currency value of this structure we have, in concept, 
the idea of organicity, in the practical side, we have relations 
of continuous improvement. This is the concept that has 
evolved set in various organizational models from its 
strong foundation in the Toyota model, to terms somewhat 
bureaucratic in management systems such as ISO 9001. 

Therefore, in Picture 1 (by the authors) we illustrate 
the changes and future trends in production models. 
Companies that move to the next level of evolution and 
stage of development required by the context of the new 
economy, absorbing and institutionalizing CI organically, 
will be better prepared for a new level of change.  

Picture 1: evolution of manufacturing processes over time

In a case study, Silva (2003) promotes that organizational 
learning is a key factor in the effectiveness of programs 
for continuous improvement of production, addressing 
its cultural, behavioral and technical focuses. The author 
also noted that the partial evolution of the case study 
was positive, but not enough to bring about a “cultural 
change” and the consequent absorption of a continuous 
improvement culture. 

This study aims to analyze the improvements in 
manufacturing processes, evaluating evolution of tacit 
and non-tacit results over time, barriers encountered in 
implementation, maintenance and institutionalization of 
the program of CI in some cases of selected industries. 
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2.Theoretical Foundations 

 The evolution of production systems is showed, (Morgan, 
1986), through metaphors over time, the organization as 
a machine in Ford times, the organization as a body with 
the ascension of the Japanese (Toyota) and more recently 
the organization as a brain with practices of the autono-
mous production management in Volvo. In this context, it 
is clear the growing demand for knowledge and the con-
sequent need to increase learning of organizations as a 
whole. In the wake of the three dimensions implicit in this 
process of economic and social change, knowledge - in-
novation - learning, several authors have been discussing 
models that are mostly found in two major research the-
mes: on the one hand, change management, because we 
understand that this triad has led organizations to conti-
nuous movement of changes in their processes and pro-
ducts: and on the other hand, the school of learning that 
seeks to understand the organization with its structures 
focused on lifelong learning to incorporate knowledge 
and create innovations. 

2.1 Change Management and Learning 
Organization 

The most recent literature on change management, ac-
cording Woody (1995) has sought to show how the quest 
for high performance in Japanese organizations has affec-
ted the Western world. The author makes an analysis of 
changes in the Brazilian environment, which has a low 
propensity to change and low entrepreneurship, for his-
torical and cultural reasons. This requires managing the 
aspects of change in a hybrid way, archaic and new, in the 
business environment in Brazil. 

Is important to consider that it is the sensitivity to the 
cultural and behavioral, attributes for implementing pro-
grams of CI and the consequent change management that 
are needed. Moreover, it is also important to analyze the 
past and the existence of relations of trust and coopera-
tion for effective change, according to Woody (1995). 

Therefore, in the implementation and maintenance of pro-
grams of CI, managing change and ensuring the organiza-
tional learning at different levels are important challenges 
to be met to enable the incorporation of the innovations of 
process improvements, product and business models routi-
nely in the organization along with trying to understand the 
factors that contribute to learning and change management. 

The failure of many programs of change after some time 
due to the difficulty of collective learning (Senge, 1999), 
besides, it is necessary to think systemically, as described 
in his book on the dance of change. Systemic thinking is 
based on a growing body of theories about the behavior of 
the feedback and the complexity - the tendencies inherent 
in a system that lead to growth or stability over time. 
Each person learns in a different way, so understanding 
the systems and behaviors involved in a process of change 
is necessary so that it lasts.
 
A study of the process of organizational learning and 
business performance (Perin et al, 2006) lists the types 
of organizational learning studied by several authors 
and concluded that for learning to occur, organizational 
learning is necessary to highlight the learning of single 
and double cycles to maintain competitiveness of 
organizations over time. In this list of authors, (Argyris 
& Schon, 1996), ( Probst & Buchel, 1997), (Senge, 1999) 
stand out among others, where learning of simple 
cycle is identified so that the organization can adjust 
to environmental factors and double learning cycle 
the process of creation or innovation, questioning 
rules and therefore leveraging process improvements. 

Reinforcing the idea of learning, (Huber, 1996) describes 
that the organization that learns makes its increased 
performance also be accelerated, through its own 
experience, hiring people with desired knowledge, 
also by forming alliances, among other ways. Anyway, 
all this learning will provide a change of behavior in an 
appropriate environment to generate knowledge, learning 
and innovation. 

The learning process can be evidenced in the process 
innovations as well as in technological innovations. A 
study conducted (Aiman-Smith & Green, 2002) showed 
a complex relationship between kind of technology 
to be implemented, learning activities and results 
of implementation. Typically training planned in a 
systematic way is used in the process of implementing 
new technologies, however the author recommends that 
training be considered carefully by the leadership, because 
if users are not committed to technological change, they 
may resist, lower the speed of learning or even boycott 
the process of technological change. 
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An environment for change becomes necessary. In 
literature various barriers and initiatives to minimize 
them have been discussed, as illustrated in Table I. 

According to (Borda et al, 2007) the historical effect 
of organizations that prevent or impede the process of 
change can be reflected in the behavior and attitudes of 
those involved. The history/background of poor manage-

 Communication   Behavioral   Participation  

Rodrigues et al 

(2004)  

Inadequate metaphors to 

show transformation  

Low confidence related to 

the interests of employees  

Resistance to skills / 

competencies 

development  

Borda et al 

(2007)  

  Low confidence regarding 

the background to change  

 

Wanberg & 

Banas (2000)  

Information  Resilience (self-esteem, 

optimism, perceived control)  

Social support  

Jiemmieson et al 

(2004)  

Information and further 

consultation with staff  

Intent to support the change 

and reference of the group  

 Creation of social 

pressure among 

people so that they 

participate  

Geppert et al 

(2003)  

 Cultural aspects are not 

potentiated  

Standardization  

of practice - 

globalization  

!
Table I: Barriers noted in processes of change

ment of change, results in loss of confidence from staff in 
the management and in their ability to conduct the chan-
ge and to safeguard their interests. Therefore, according 
to the author, low trust leads the employees to low job 
satisfaction and consequent increase in intention to leave 
the organization. Hence we can infer that such an envi-
ronment cannot be conducive to the perpetuation of an 
environment of innovation and continuous improvement. 

The issue of trust as a barrier to managing change in the 
environments has been analyzed in the literature in se-
veral ways. Environments that do not have poor history 
of change may also develop negative aspects of the trust 
during the process of transformation, implementation of 
change. One example was the study conducted by (Rodri-

gues et al, 2004) in a Brazilian company that went through 
the privatization process.  In this case, organizational 
learning which is a powerful weapon in the process of 
change was not of collective interest, becoming a factor 
of rupture between management and employees, instead 
of building trust between them. 
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The study of these authors in Table I showed that skills 
development in the new organizational structure was 
no longer a learning process when individuals saw their 
interests threatened, as well as the continuity at work 
or function assigned.  In addition, the communication 
process of the leaders, showing that the company 
needed to evolve out of a dinosaur into a bird, or similar 
metaphors, or until the development of skills and abilities 
should make the employee more employable, did not help 
in the process of trust and change. 

In his study Jiemmieson et al (2004) confirms that 
communication and participation are important 
predecessors of the preparation for change. Regarding 
communication he also found a significant correlation 
between communication and the intention of promoting 
change in people’s behavior, which encourages 
organizations to structure for this process. The author 
also noted that in the process of communication it is 
important the presence of the cycle of informing and 
consulting employees as a way to involve them in the 
process of change so that they do not resist such change. 

The whole process of encouraging people, communication 
and behavioral initiatives of belonging to a group and 
creating references promote social pressure on those 
involved in order to make them participate more 
effectively in the process of change. 

A behavioral analysis conducted by Wanderg & Bana (2000) 
looking at the issues that impacted the opening of people to 
organizational changes. They noted the importance of issues 
related to participation, social support from the group and 
availability of information in the processes of change. In 
addition to these aspects analyzed, the aspect of behavioral 
resilience was observed in greater depth (self-esteem, 
optimism, perceived control), showing that individuals 
with high levels of resilience are better able to participate 
in processes of change than those with low resilience. 

In addition to case studies and related research, it is 
important to mention psychologists, educators and their 
theories about learning, (Rogers, 1978), (Piaget, 1978), 
who reinforced the importance of language as a form 
of action, problem solving, teamwork and communities 
of practice as important mechanisms of learning in the 
learning process which are necessary on a daily basis. 

Other evidence of the importance of managing change 
in organizations is the number of reports, and projects 
conducted in that environment. The reports of management 
consultancy (Isern & Pung, 2007; McKinsey Quarterly, 2008) 
observed that the processes of change and transformation 
organization are directly related to cost reduction, with 
high energy level of the participants in the short term, 
obtaining in most cases, positive financial results. A strong 
process of communication is recommended, with sound 
history, and clear goals, which is something not always 
used by organizations. However, a great deal of the success 
of these programs is due to the discipline, transparency, 
communication and participation in leadership. In these 
projects we also observed a mixture of emotions, positive 
and negative behaviors in this environment: from anxiety, 
fatigue, frustration to excitement. 

Generally what is grasped from the broader literature on 
the subject of preparing organizations for the context of in-
novations, through continuous changes, making them able 
to learn on an ongoing basis, applying the knowledge into 
new products, processes and business, is that conceptually 
the scenario is already set, however, there is a superficia-
lity with regard to practical actions to institutionalize this 
conceptual framework in the organization over time. This 
is the focus of our research, which elects the operating 
environment as a fundamental means to institutionalize 
learning and innovation through continuous improvement 
programs. How to design programs of CI for this purpo-
se, which elements of alignment and distribution to use? 
Questions we plan to answer through an exploratory and 
qualitative research on representative cases of organiza-
tional change with a view to continuous improvement. 

3. Methodology 

We used the multiple-case study as a research strategy. 
In general, “case studies are the preferred strategy when  
‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, when the 
investigator has a little control over events, and when the 
focus is a contemporary phenomenon within some real-
life context” (Yin, 2003). 

According to author, case studies may involve single or 
multiple cases and different levels of analysis. Depending 
on the number of cases, a study may be single-case or a 
multiple-case. Regarding the level of analysis, studies may 
be divided into embedded case studies, in which multiple 
subunits of analysis are considered, or holistic, in which 
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the global nature of a single unit of analysis is examined. 
In fact, the multiple-case study shall be designed following 
the principle of replication logic, not a sampling logic. Then, 
if similar results are obtained from all cases, replication is 
said to have taken place.  This replication logic is the same 
when a critical experiment shall be repeated.  It is limited 
to a few cases due to being expensive or to difficulty in 
finding the cases. 

Exploratory research is useful when little information 
is available to those in charge of decision-making, (Hair, 
2005). When well conducted, exploratory research can 
provide a window into perceptions and behaviors. It is 
particularly useful in identifying innovative production and 
management practices. 

We chose to conduct our research as an exploratory 
one.  The multiple-case study follows an embedded 
design, involving more than one unit of analysis, because it 
included several outcomes from each company, qualitative 
and quantitative analyses of a large number of aspects of 
Continuous Improvement (CI) programs implementation, 
maintenance and consequently institutionalization. Several 
aspects were evaluated: leadership role, communication 
and participation practices, behaviors observed during 
interviews, factory tour and data analysis. The data for the 
study was collected from different sources in each company, 
using semi-structured interviews with professionals and 
observational participating in internal process management. 
Leadership and line workers were interviewed to 
discuss results, initiatives, and practices for a period that 
encompassed approximately 3 -4 years or more. 

The study was made in a longitudinal period, the period 
enough to understand the implementation, results and 
changes over time. 

4. Research And Data Analysis 

For the proposed research three companies were selected 
- multinationals, with a strong performance in Brazil in the 
area in which they operate. In all three cases the process 
of implementing and managing continuous improvement 
programs have been part of their routine for years. For 
various reasons the companies studied in programs of this 
size have proven difficult to remain and be incorporated 
into the routine of management. 

4.1. Confectionary plant 

The case presented in this section was conducted in a 
plant of a global company that produces confectionary, 
candies, chocolate and gums. This is also a market leader 
in several segments worldwide.  The research was 
conducted during the period of 2006 to 2008, a shorter 
period than the other two companies. What was observed 
in this company was a program of CI that attained average 
performance in a period of two years, but with a tendency 
to decrease in the year following implementation, failing 
to maintain the results achieved in the subsequent year. 

The plant of the confectionary company in Brazil was 
acquired two years before the start of continuous im-
provement activities. Most people stayed in the company 
after the acquisition. The previous organization did not 
have any program or culture of CI. 

The continuous improvement program aimed to unify in-
dicators and practices of CI in the factories of Latin Ame-
rica. Some indicators such as improvement of productivi-
ty, efficiency, waste reduction, reduction of accidents and 
consequent cost reduction were targets predetermined 
by the regional organization. 

The communication process for the entire plant was done 
quarterly, without communication processes daily, wee-
kly or monthly with production groups. The history of 
change reported for the plant with about 1000 people 
was not structured to involve them, and the reduction of 
people caused threat to the interests of workers, redu-
cing their confidence in the company. 

The financial results achieved in the first two years ex-
ceeded 30% of growth compared to previous years, later 
with more aggressive goals for the next year coming from 
the global corporation. 
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The leader of the project combined the role of maintaining 
the plant, which was also changing practices of control 
and maintenance to support process improvements, and 
had an employee dedicated to the improvement projects. 
Moreover, the industrial park contained approximately 
30% of very old equipment, which required greater 
investment of remodeling or replacement, making stability 
difficult to achieve in the results of performance. 

Due to the short time to achieve the cost reductions 
defined in the first year, the leadership trained a small 
group of engineering, maintenance and production to 
implement indicators, define the initiatives that would 
bring major benefits in the short term and shared practices 
and results with other plants in the region. 

In this context it was observed that the speed of 
implementation for a largely populated organization, with 
few resources dedicated to the process, did not allow for 
proper involvement of the organization in the decision-
making process of the program, because the interaction 
with the changes was restricted to a specific group and 
most people did not understand the indicators and results 
published in the panels of the factory, and even fewer 
understood, they were too far to foster confidence. The 
limited involvement of leadership in the search of very 
fast results, without management tools that would help 
in employee involvement, affected the results achieved 
and the stability to achieve a level of absorption and 
incorporation of CI tools. 

It became clear in such context that the learning process 
must involve all levels of the organization to create a 
solid ballast for maintenance and evolution of the results, 
probably due to the number of people and urgency for quick 
results. At the end of this cycle, motivated by the results 
achieved previously, the company sought to understand 
the learning barriers faced in the process of evolution of 
the CI to propose a new way to approach and continued 
innovation in processes of CI, addressing the behavioral 
aspects, communication and effective participation of the 
organization in the process of change. 

4.2. Cosmetics, Fragrance and Toiletry (CFT) plant 

This study was conducted with an evaluation of an 
organization trajectory of a cosmetic company in Brazil. 
This company is among the three major players in the 
Brazilian cosmetic market, with international participation 
as well. The research was related during the period 
of 2003 and 2008, during a continuous improvement 
programs implementation based lean principles theory 
and shop floor semi autonomy.

The industrial plant of CFT had more than 1500 people and 
a large number of production equipment. The company 
had a low investment in infrastructure and modernization 
of production management, with a poor history of 
improvement programs. In interviews conducted with 
the leadership and workers at the plant it was identified 
that the previous programs had low participation in 
decision making, learning of work tools, as well as failed 
and distorted communication. Therefore, low interaction 
of people with the change itself, manifested in an 
estrangement from the facts, was also present. 

Despite being a global organization, plants had autonomy 
of operation, when the activities of CI began. Due to 
the history of the plant, a planning process was drawn, 
with tools to implement process improvement, leveraged 
by kaizen and 5S events, change management with the 
support of the communication process daily, weekly and 
monthly, review of positions and skills needed for each 
function, training of team work by setting indicators 
(KPI’s) to accompany each group of production, definition 
of necessary training - from troubleshooting to basic 
education; TPM program (Total Productive Maintenance), 
among other developed tools. 

A pilot of the program implementation was conducted 
in order to build confidence in production, in the 
management and in their ability to change. Strong support 
of the leadership was shown, with the development of 
stories and metaphors of transformation in production. 
With the implementation of the pilot, a social pressure 
was created among people, leveraging the process of 
change and achievement of results, valuing the most 
resilient people in the process of change. Participation 
Programs in financial results were also prepared. 
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The results of the pilot were leaders with more than 
70% of improvement in productivity and efficiency of the 
involved areas, among others such as quality, safety and 
environment. This way, the rest of the plant began to move 
into the implementation process in stages, with a large 
number of planned training, preparation of equipment by 
maintenance and dedicated team of support. For 2 years 
the results still remained very expressive, even though 
only 50% of the factory had made the implementation. 

Despite the acceleration and completion of the 
implementation process in the third year, the time 
devoted to learning was not the same, reducing earnings 
and causing frustration. During the interviews it was 
observed that over time new programs originating from 
the global organization such as ISO 9001, ISO 14000, 
Quality System, modernization of the industrial park that 
had about 50% of the equipment needing remodeling or 
substituting, implementation of new IT operating system, 
began to compete with the resources dedicated to the 
program of CI. Soon, planning change distanced itself 
from the operational and bureaucratized the process that 
was more organic, not keeping the same energy during 
the long process of implementation. This contrast is seen 
on the side effects and symptoms that were described 
by those interviewed by several factors. In the process 
of globalization in the areas of supply chain, for example, 
was the diversion of attention and focus of leadership, 
including bringing conflicting goals and misaligned areas of 
production partners. In the aspect of personal interests, 
respondents also said that the plan still co-existed with 
gap from the past, still unresolved, causing discontent 
among the teams.

This case study showed that there was a considerable 
recovery of the production team in building the MC pro-
gram, supported by processes of communication, partici-
pation, clarity of intention to change the leadership and 
participation. The intensive program of education and tra-
ining practices of MC to basic educational requirements 
to shop floor was sustained for the gap of knowledge 
and learning between the teams. However, the delay of 
completion of training due to threat of other initiatives 
hampered the learning of several initiatives consecutively, 
impacting the achievement of the objectives stated in the 
program and leading it to deterioration. This shows that 
the consistency of the program and focus on the per-
formance of specific actions over time are fundamental 
to motivation and maintenance program. In addition, the 

learning process and institutionalization of the process 
does not happen in an automated way people’s behavior, 
learning and incorporate the changes in individual and di-
fferentiated in that practice through interactions with the 
facts they intend to change.

4.3. Commercial Vehicles Assembling - CVA 

This case presented was studied in a plant of global 
player that produces commercial vehicles in Brazil. The 
research was performed during the related period of 
1995 to 2008, during a continuous improvement program 
implementation, based on lean principles theory. In the 
initial phase, from 1995 to 2002, the Brazilian board 
had autonomy to make decisions aiming at the recovery 
of profitability. Thus, in 1995 hired a very experienced 
consultant – a former manager from Toyota – of an 
international consultancy firm, who started a Kaizen 
program at CVA to replace the mass production paradigm 
embedded in the bureaucracy mindset by the principles of 
lean production system. 

During this phase, major causes of wastes were identified 
and reduced/eliminated through the realization of 
approximately 3500 kaizen workshops involving most 
of the firm organization. The success accomplished in 
this effort was acknowledged group-wide and the plant 
received many visits of managers from other business 
units around the world. The transformation into a lean 
organization was the main objective of the firm, thus 
other functions than manufacturing were involved in this 
process including the planning departments responsible 
for Development, Facilities, Technology, and Strategy. As 
a result of this, the dissemination of lean thinking triggered 
a profound paradigm shift in the firm. 

In 2003, the second phase started under new directives 
set by the board: the change process and diffusion of the 
new model would continue, though without the support 
of external consultants. 

The headquarters began an intervention in the Brazilian 
board. Gradually the autonomy was reduced. First, the 
sponsor of the consultant in Brazil was retired and his 
substitute was not appointed by him, but by the CEO. It 
was the first in a sequence of substitutions and there were 
no more sponsors of lean in key positions or first level  
management. The new managers knew the lean as a set 
of tools, and several actions  were taken in order to take 
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the lean paradigm as a set of tools: the contract with the 
consultant was canceled, the kaizen management office 
and its internal specialists were dispersed, the managers 
did not consider the lean as central question any longer, 
but a mere tool. 

In 2004 the lean production system was restricted in 
production and standardized in all units worldwide, 
together with a bureaucratic perspective. The audit was 
created and sets of 69 tools were verified in periodic audits. 
The Brazilian unit won the annual award of production 
system despite the auditor wanting documents and 
registers proving the system. Contrary to Toyota, in this 
company, even if the staff member is able to show that the 
principles were applied, without documentation he is not 
considered compliant with such principles. 

In 2006 a consulting firm specializing in the auto industry 
was contracted and showed a detachment of lean 
production practices regarding the improvement of 
the results. The system became restricted to itself as 
a bureaucratic practice. A makeover then, began. The 
set of tools was not abandoned, nor the verification 
audits, continuing bias still bureaucratic of having all the 
improvements recorded, following standard procedures 
with evidence in documents. However, they introduced 
the principle that improvements in results, the indicators 
in general, needed to be emphasized and related to lean 
practices. There was then a recovery in the system since 
it abandoned the focus only on the document as evidence, 
but to having it as a means to achieve results. Thus the 
internal and external auditors of the lean program started 
targeting continuous improvement of the whole process. 
They focused on the process, its results and what tools were 
used to achieve such improvement. That made the program 
stops its degradation and start the recovery process. 

Through interviews with middle managers carried out 
in 2009 we realized that historical movement were 
recognized by the participants. But mostly they are 
managers who are not involved in the first implementing 
movement in 1995 to 2000 and for this reason many 
consider that currently the level is higher than it was in the 
first phase. We chose the intermediate account of some 
specialists and managers to both contemporary periods 
who still consider the current stage below the continuous 
improvement system implemented in early stages of lean. 
The reason for the choice relates to justify this: the 
current system of continuous improvement moves under 

the tutelage of a strong control, almost coercive in that 
the tools must all be linked to income, while in the earlier 
stage when it reached its apex the improvements were 
pulled by teams that had to meet performance goals, and 
chose the tools of lean freely and spontaneously to reach 
them, very differently from the current stage in which 
the application is through a control system of continuous 
improvement set as a requirement that the developer did 
not use that or other tool or not properly used or not used 
as it should, in short, a series of coercive aspects in order 
to take up the use of something that was spontaneous. 

4.4 Data Analysis 

In general, the cases demonstrate that continuous im-
provement was developed more discontinuously than in 
a linear and always upward manner. A number of barriers 
acted as the inertia force that acts on the object wanting 
to prevent a new trajectory. At first, the novelty, the in-
novation, the surprise factor seems to act on all and on 
the organization that always shows some improvement. 
People in leadership groups, involved and committed 
move the others and the organization embraces new pro-
cedures that enable the beginning of learning. 

However learning or is not complete or was superficial 
and the organization has a backlash/reflux. In all three ca-
ses we see this. The reasons relate superficially to the 
classical barriers of bureaucracy (CVA), misalignment 
of internal competition of programs (CFT) and isola-
ted groups with no support (Confectionary) linked in a 
greater or lesser degree to collateral factors: poor or 
inappropriate communication, resistance from leaders, 
changes of staff members and loss of knowledge, chan-
ge of leaders, lack of confidence in management and lack 
of support or infrastructure. They are all the classic rea-
sons found in studies of literature and in interviews here. 
However, why do these barriers always emerge? Would 
there be no management of changes?  Management assu-
mes the existence of control and the emblematic case of 
CVA, management detected the decline, intervened and 
managed to reverse it, but did not reach the same en-
thusiasm seen in the initial phase. Few understood the 
system as a way of learning and innovation. 

The literature has already addressed a number of barriers 
and levers of improvement programs, as well as the ma-
nufacturing. Literature has also addressed similar themes 
in this process of change management. 
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In the cases studied, we also observed the need for a set 
of initiatives, planning and monitoring the change in order 
to build institutionalization without setbacks. All cases 
made up a Plan with controls and targets, but were not 
sufficient towards institutionalization. 

In the case of the confectionary company, despite the 
achievement of the goals initially set by the organization, 
due to lack of transparent communication process, as 

demonstrated previously (Rodrigues et al, 2004), (Jiem-
mieson et al, 2004),(Wanderg & Bana, 2000) not only did 
it fail to sustain the program but also caused resistance 
in teams. Moreover, the learning limited to a small team 
failed to foster advancement in the program as expected, 
as identified by Silva(2003). 

The three case studies are described below and summa-
rized in Table II. 

Table II: Three selected cases: results overtime, barriers and levelers identified.

 Confectionary Plant CFT Plant CVA 

Performance of 

CI 

Implementation 

   

Barriers Low trust due to lack of 

transparency of job reduction 
objectives 

High hierarchic organization.  
Poor communication tools 

Poor involvement of floor 
workers, low autonomy 

Limited results achieved due to 
few people involved and around 

30% of obsolete equipment 

Poor history results 

Long CI roll out process f, too 
many company global 

initiatives at the same time and 
around of 50% of obsolete 

equipments 
Complex training and education 

process. Hybrid process 
Workers salaries differences 

Poor Supply Chain objectives 
alignment 

Hierarchical and centralized 

culture. 
Lack of trust 

Bureaucratic processes 
Resistance from middle 

management. 
Turnover of the management and 
coordination of the program. 

Levelers Supply chain aligned objectives 

Quick and simple training tools 
and sections 

Few KPI’s  
Waste reduction and safety 

practices improvements 
 

Communication process (daily, 

weekly, monthly) and 
understand level check 

Middle management 
involvement 

Social pressure among 
employees 

Group work, 5S, safety and 
waste reduction practices 

Corporate Objective 

KPIs Monitoring 
 System Standardization 

Trustworthy Consulting in the 1st 
Stage 

!

 Confectionary Plant CFT Plant CVA 

Performance of 

CI 

Implementation 

   

Barriers Low trust due to lack of 

transparency of job reduction 
objectives 

High hierarchic organization.  
Poor communication tools 

Poor involvement of floor 
workers, low autonomy 

Limited results achieved due to 
few people involved and around 

30% of obsolete equipment 

Poor history results 

Long CI roll out process f, too 
many company global 

initiatives at the same time and 
around of 50% of obsolete 

equipments 
Complex training and education 

process. Hybrid process 
Workers salaries differences 

Poor Supply Chain objectives 
alignment 

Hierarchical and centralized 

culture. 
Lack of trust 

Bureaucratic processes 
Resistance from middle 

management. 
Turnover of the management and 
coordination of the program. 

Levelers Supply chain aligned objectives 

Quick and simple training tools 
and sections 

Few KPI’s  
Waste reduction and safety 

practices improvements 
 

Communication process (daily, 

weekly, monthly) and 
understand level check 

Middle management 
involvement 

Social pressure among 
employees 

Group work, 5S, safety and 
waste reduction practices 

Corporate Objective 

KPIs Monitoring 
 System Standardization 

Trustworthy Consulting in the 1st 
Stage 

!



            J.  Technol.  Manag.  Innov.  2011, Volume 6, Issue 2

ISSN: 0718-2724. (http://www.jotmi.org)
Journal of Technology Management & Innovation © Universidad Alberto Hurtado, Facultad de Economía y Negocios 105

In the CFT company, since there already was resistance 
from prior production teams as well as from the 
leadership, they sought to follow the steps of planning, 
pilot training and team formation, but these were not 
sustained over time in the potential invested by leaders of 
the globalization process of manufacturing in the company, 
besieged/harassed by parallel programs and organizational 
changes that misaligned the objectives of the partner areas. 

It would be tempting to say that the planning of the 
reported cases was not sufficient to predict or provide 
for all the design barriers and levers and neutralizing 
factors of the resistance. Nonetheless, such obstacles 
and interpretations arise after the facts, after time, 
master of things, gives us the distance to such ramblings. 
In fact, something more hidden and central in the 
findings is the fact that changes are emerging, that is, not 
everything is possible to plan. As Mintzberg (1994) criticizes 
the strategic planning for being a story that is justified after 
the facts, planning for change to actually contribute to the 
management of institutional change must recognize its limits. 

This is the basic and fundamental item/data found here. The 
management of change and the continuous improvement 
programs as such cannot be planned in all its obstacles and 
factors of leverage. The case studies show the traditional 
barriers, but with form and diversity of content that they 
perceive as collateral for something more central. We 
propose to place such factors as supporting the research 
and to focus our efforts on working models of practice 
of continuous improvement at all levels in a way that will 
create the learning and innovation as well as knowledge. 
Focusing research on how to ensure that everyone can 
make improvements depending very little on the systems, 
on distant support or on difficult-to-obtain authorizations, 
that is, to bring continual improvement closer to day-to-
day life of every organization in the factory floor and in 
the offices. Toyota is still an example of the image that we 
set as a priority in the management of change: planning 
ways for everyone to access the continuous improvement 
and take advantage of/enjoy it. It was precisely the lack 
of interaction between the operational public and their 
leadership with the objects and means of change that led to 
their detachment from reality and, hence, the side effects 
collected from the interviews: lack of communication - 
because I see nothing, only hearsay, lack of trust - because 
I know nothing, only hear different and new words, and so 
such barriers go on. 

5. Conclusion
 
Even if the data collected here indicate as main conclusion 
that planning for change should be focused on promo-
ting a network of organizational interactions where what 
we want to change and with which new means we want 
to introduce them, leading to continuous improvement, 
leaving as auxiliary and emerging factors the treatment 
of barriers or stimuli to behavior, the fact is that some 
of these factors must be clearly thought out and plan-
ned in general terms to enable and facilitate the answers 
to the problems that emerge from the interaction. The 
difference is that they should be seen as emerging to fa-
cilitate interaction in a given organization rather than as 
pre-defined models that should be pursued to achieve the 
expected result. In short, they are a function of the inte-
raction and a non-interaction function of them. 

1. Interactive Leadership: mobilization of leaders-
hip for achieving quantitative targets for improvement 
through the interaction between the members of their 
teams having results in line with the organization.

2. Interactive communication: create a communica-
tions program that reaches all audiences involved with 
ascending and descending news on the operation and the 
language of actors, often enough not to miss the timing 
- the elements of communication daily, weekly, and mon-
thly shall be constructed.

3. Means of Organizational Interaction: This can be 
accomplished in several ways: creation of project team, core 
team and steering team - with regular meetings involving 
interfaces, improvement teams, floor workers and leaders.

4. Interactional capabilities: the organization must be 
capable in carrying out the interaction sector, through 
technical training and behavior on the job and in teams. 

5. Interactive performance management: process 
management and monitoring following not only the re-
sults of processes of interaction, but especially if the re-
sults were achieved with the new procedures. 

6. Processes and technologies: equipment and proces-
ses need to be at least adequate to the needs of the business. 
The stability of the equipment in the production process is 
key to stability of the new procedures and their interactions. 
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7. Infrastructure: systems and data should facilitate in-
teractions at all levels. Avoid blocks of information to the 
actors, apart from what is confidential. 

Observing the three CI programs case studied presented, 
all of them have declined the positive results trends ob-
served after start up, and somehow the barriers were not 
treated in a way to continue improve the program perfor-
mance and credibility as before, although it is difficult to 
generalize the analyse. Finally, the institutionalization of 
CI, aiming to give basis to innovation and lifelong learning 
throughout the organization, before seen as a process 
planned in all its details and phases, we propose here to 
see it as a process partially planned, in what is more fun-
damental: to enable the interactions between members 
seeking continuous improvement and to disable the stag-
nation or retrogression. In a speculative way, because this 
was found in none of the companies; on the contrary, the 
interactions were bureaucratized (the CVA case), partial 
and isolated (confectionary) and misaligned and broken 
(CFT), so depending on what we have seen here in cons-
truction of a vision of what might enable interactions ari-
sing from the continuous improvement: 

- Leadership designed to teach and having as a goal, group 
training, teaching, enabling of improvements through people. 
- Support workshops or laboratories which are open for 
employees to put ideas or improvements into practice. Ha-
ving the satisfaction of being able to implement minor im-
provements without bureaucracy. “I can do.” “Yes, we can”. 
- Alignment of organizational goals with individual goals 
by fostering the detection and disclosure of problems that 
are in the way of expected results. Identify, understand, 
disseminate and seek solutions to problems of alignment 
across teams. 
- Establish interactions between a bank of issues and a 
bank of ideas and solutions. Conventionally everyone 
thinks of solutions and ideas, but real learning comes with 
a problem to solve. Motivate the detection of problems 
as a way to stimulate creative thinking. 
- Simple visual management as a means of transparent 
communication of what is being done regarding improve-
ments, the status of the situation, and what still needs to 
be improved. Viewing and enabling others to see the bank 
of problems in each sector. 
- Encourage, through goals, the formation of systemic 
or multidepartment groups to solve systemic problems. 
Some problems involve Production-Engineering-Purcha-
sing, ultimately involving several sectors at the same time. 

The question should be: “Have you ever solved a problem 
with your colleague from another sector?” motivate the 
interaction that will culminate in improvement. 
- Simplify the portfolio of tools used to improve proces-
ses and frequently analyze the understanding of the teams 
regarding the learning process, through an intense pro-
cess of communication. 

If by means of these and other initiatives, the organiza-
tion focuses on interaction for continuous improvement, 
obstacles will emerge as well, but it will be a problem 
motivated by the interaction so that the wheel will turn 
towards continuous improvement. We do not want to 
give a recipe with such suggestions of procedural inte-
raction, but only to illustrate our basic conclusion: The 
process of continuous change is an emerging institutio-
nalized phenomenon and if thus considered and planned 
through the privilege of interaction among agents, the so-
lutions against the pitfalls of bureaucracy, misalignment 
and breakdown will emerge. 
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