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Abstract 
The division Sandvik Machining Solutions within Sandvik AB has launched a so called 

Transformation Program for implementing Lean management throughout all their productions 

units around the globe. This will include the production unit in Langfang, China, where this 

case study has taken place. This thesis intends to investigate the organizational readiness at 

the production unit in Langfang to see how prepared the unit is for a transformation and to 

highlight the key factors for a successful implementation at the factory. This contains both 

positive results and suggestions for what they can do to fill the gaps in order to successfully 

implement Lean management. When implementing Lean, recent literature has shown that 

many companies fail due to a far too simplified approach. An implementation of a new 

management system also includes barriers e.g. resistance among the employees and that may 

cause difficulties with an implementation. 

A case study approach to answer the research questions has been conducted to investigate the 

organizational readiness for lean implementation at Langfang Tools. The data collection 

methods have been interviews, observations, documentation and unexpected meetings. The 

interviews were conducted with a total of 10 employees from hierarchical levels at the unit. 

Our study indicates that Sandviks production unit in Langfang are ready for an 

implementation of Lean but preparation in terms of leadership training will be necessary, also 

resistant against change among the staff can occur.  

Keywords  
Lean, Lean implementation, Lean culture, change management, readiness, leadership, 

resistance to change. 
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1. Introduction 

In a more competitive volatile global market organizations need to become more 

efficient throughout the whole organization in order to gain advantages to its 

competitors. One well known technique or management system is Lean Management, 

which has its origin in Toyota Production System (TPS). Large amounts of literature 

have been written about Lean and the implementation of such a management system. 

When going through some of the literature written in the subject, it is difficult to find a 

comprehensive definition and main purpose of Lean among the authors (Langstrand, 

2012). One portion of the authors agrees that the main goal is to increase internal 

efficiency. The other side focuses on external efficiency such as customer satisfaction. It 

might seem like this minor differences will cause small differences in the end. However, 

Pettersen (2009a) debate that the fact that focusing on internal efficiency and cost 

reduction will differ significantly from a focus on external efficiency and customer 

value.  

Nevertheless, the definition of Lean and what it is all about is different than when Lean 

was introduced in an article by Johan Krafcik in 1988 and according to Langstrand 

(2012), a management system is continuously developing over the years thus this can be 

the explanation why the definition differs among the authors.   

Companies have also found it rather difficult to get the same wildly successful results 

like Toyota when implementing Lean. Thus many authors for example debate that Lean 

management needs to be seen as a complete philosophy or business system rather than a 

set of tools for quick productivity gains, if companies are to achieve sustainable gains in 

productivity and continuous improvement (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006; Osono, Shimizu & 

Takeuchi, 2008a; Rother, 2009). Many of the authors also argue that managers in all 

levels within the organization need to get a deeper understanding of the philosophy that 

lies behind the Lean management system.  

1.1 Background 

This research is a case study about Lean implementation at Sandvik Coromant’s 

Production Unit (PU) in Langfang, China. Sandvik is a global cooperation in the steel 

industry and have recognized that in order to maintain its position as the world’s leading 

supplier of tools, tooling solutions and know-how in the metalworking industry, they 

need to get even more efficient and continuously improve the company’s way of 

working. Sandvik Machining Solutions (SMS) has therefore launched a transformation 

program that intends to implement Lean or SMS Production System (as it is called at 

Sandvik) gradually throughout their different subsidiaries/production units around the 

globe. This transformation includes Langfang Tools, and the strategy is to start the 

transformation process in early 2016.  
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Previous research about Lean management has shown that as much as 10% or less of 

the companies trying to implement Lean achieves with a successful implementation 

(Bhasin & Burcher, 2006). Moreover, we additionally seek to identify what the, both 

specific (at Langfang Tools) and general key factors for a successful implementation of 

Lean are. Furthermore, we intend to examine what preparations are necessary for 

making the transformation at Langfang Tools as smooth and effective as possible.  

Langfang Tools has already started a “Gain project” with the purpose to prepare the 

Production unit for the transformation program. It is therefore of interest for this study 

to find out more about this project and how it can be synchronized with the 

transformation program. 

1.2 Purpose 

The purpose with this study is to investigate Langfang Tools organizational readiness 

for the implementation of a corporate Lean program. We also seek to identify the key 

success factors for a successful implementation.  

1.3 Research Questions 

 

1. What is Langfang Tools organizational readiness for the Lean implementation 

program? 

2. What are the key factors for a successful Lean implementation in Langfang 

Tools production unit? 

3. How can the Gain project be synchronized with the Transformation Program? 
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2. Methodology 

In this chapter we will describe what research methodology used in this thesis and 

describe how the research was performed in order to strengthen its credibility. We will 

include method criticism and list possible problems and shortcomings with the research 

method.  

2.1 Scientific approach 

In order to answer the research questions we will use an exploratory case study 

approach. An exploratory case study allows a research to retain the holistic significant 

characteristics just like organizational and managerial processes (Yin, 2003). The case 

study approach is commonly used for answering the type of research questions we have 

in this research and will be well suited to answer to this study´s purpose: To investigate 

Langfang Tools organizational readiness for the Transformation Program and identify 

the key factors for a successful implementation. In a case study the researcher is 

typically digging in to the features of a single unit, such as a company, division within a 

company or multiple companies (Biggam, 2011). The purpose is to get a deep 

understanding of the unit and be able to analyze its diverse events that create the unit´s 

lifecycle. Moreover, Pettigrew (1990) recommends the case study approach as a very 

good choice for studying processes of change, just like the study of Lean 

implementation processes are. 

2.2 Data collection 
The qualitative data is especially useful when a deep and detailed understanding is of 

interest, as in a case study of this nature. The data in this study consists primarily of 

qualitative data assorted as primary and secondary data. The data sources in this paper 

are: 

Primary data 

 Interviews 

 Observations  

Secondary data 

 Documentation such as, historical data from previous implementation 

programs at the company, corporate website and previous thesis work at 

the company. 

The usage of more than one technique will enable us to triangulate the results to get a 

more rounded picture of what we are investigating (Biggam, 2011). However, 

Eisenhardt (1989) states that this method also fortifies this research’s validity by cross-

checking the findings. 
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2.2.1 Interviews 

Interviews were conducted with a total of 10 correspondents from hierarchical levels in 

Langfang Tools. Four of the respondents were managers, three of them were 

supervisors (leading the operators) and two of them were operators. The operators at the 

production unit were machine operators that commonly worked at one machine.   

One interview was also held with a change manager within Sandvik Machining 

Solutions. However, due to that the factory was located in China and that not everyone 

had sufficient English skills the respondents had to be chosen by one of the managers. 

Moreover, the interviews with the operators had to be conducted together with one of 

the managers serving as interpreter. This might influence the answers given by the 

operators due to the strong heretical structure and the willingness to look good in front 

of the mangers. This fact might cause them to angle the responses so that it sounds 

better in front of the manager. 

We did not want to use more than 10 correspondents in this study due to the amount of 

data this would result in. This is associated to what Jacobsen, Sandin & Hellström 

(2002) argues, that the number of respondents should not be more the 20 due to the 

amount of data that will have to be analyzed.  The reason we choose to interview mostly 

managers is that they play a key role when a change program is about to be 

implemented. This decision is based on the information criteria that are one of Jacobsen 

et al. (2002) criteria to use when choosing respondents. The other criteria listed are: 

Random selection, Width and variety, the typical, The Extreme and the Snowball effect. 

The information criteria are appropriate when knowledge in the subject is needed to 

answer these questions, which are the circumstances in this study. Random selection 

means that a number of respondents are chosen from a population. Width and variety is 

when the population is divided into groups regarding certain backgrounds, e.g. age, 

gender, position etcetera. The typical means that a group is chosen that is believed to be 

able to answer the question with a positive angle in the subject. The extreme is to 

choose a group that is seen to be negative in general. The snowball effect means that a 

random person is chosen for the first interview. The next respondent is chosen based on 

the previous interview and so forth. 

The interviews will be semi-structured with both closed and open ended questions, see 

Appendix. One advantage with semi-structured interviews is that the questions can be 

prepared in advance in order to structure it so that it will answer to identified key factors 

found in the theoretical research. The interviews were divided into four different areas 

based on skills, knowledge and mindset, identified by the literature review as important 

factors within Lean and change management. This will make the empirical data easier to 

analyze (Jacobsen, Sandin & Hellström, 2002). The interviews took about 1.5 hour and 

were recorded on a computer. The managers were able to answer most of the questions 

asked, and in some occasions, new interesting questions came up and were added to the 

interview. Semi-structured interviews entails that informants get a chance to express 
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their own views in the subject by their own terms (Cohen & Crabtree, 2008). We have 

chosen to conduct interviews with managers, supervisors and operators to get a holistic 

picture from all hierarchical levels within the organization. 

2.2.2 Observations 

To get a better understanding of the inner workings in the factory, observations of the 

daily work have been conducted on various stations within the factory. During our first 

day in the factory we were introduced to the staffs in the PU whom were told about our 

visit in the factory. After this we got free access to all areas in the factory. Notes were 

taken during the observations and summarized after each day. However, it was 

sometimes difficult to interpret what was going on at the shop, due to the language 

differences, even though we could get a rough idea what they were taking about and the 

general atmosphere among the employees. Nevertheless, the observations were very 

useful to observe the managers visits to the shop floor and how problems were handled 

and solved.  

The first observation was at the regular morning meetings. We wanted to know their 

routines and how they started the day and if they used them to motivate staff and 

promote good performances and behaviors. Further, we observed work at different 

stations at the shop floor, such as the 5-axis machine, turning machine and quality 

control station. The observations were mainly used to compare and cross-check findings 

from interviews and other data sources collected in this study.  

2.2.3 Documents 

Internal documents regarding the “Gain Project” at Langfang Tools and the 

transformation program at Sandvik Machining Solutions were available to us and 

contributed with a better understanding of the initiative that have been started. These 

were then compared and analyzed together with the empirical data collected from the 

interviews. These data were also useful constructing interviews. 

2.3 Analysis of data 

The analyzing of data in a qualitative research is often a challenging task for almost any 

researcher. Not only do you need to categorize and systematize the data, the researcher 

needs interpret large amount of data and also decide how to present the data and 

findings in order present a clear picture of the reality (Biggam, 2011). We had to read a 

lot of literature on the subject in order to be able to interpret and analyze the data in a 

structured and useful way. Processing, interpreting and analyzing data require sufficient 

knowledge in the different subjects.  

The analysis was conducted first by using an A3 sized document to sort out some of the 

identified key points that were found during the interviews and observations.  Secondly, 

we used an excel document in order to structure, categorize, summarize and interpret 

the large amount of data collected from interviews. This gave us a good foundation to 
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write and interpret the results in the analysis chapter. However, it was quite hard to 

make use of and interpret data from informal interviews and observations.  

2.4 Validity and reliability 

A valid research is research that has used tried and tested research strategies and data 

collection methods. The data also needs to be analyzed in an appropriate way in order to 

create a valid research (Biggam, 2011).  

A reliable research is to present a research where the results can be trusted. One way to 

strengthen the validity is according to Yin (2003) “to make as many steps as operational 

as possible”. - Meaning that the better you can describe the research methods the better. 

This is why our procedure is described in a detailed way. However, due to the nature of 

this study, it will not be possible to repeat this study in the same way again, thus it is a 

pre implementation study that will serve as a guidance for this implementation. 

Nevertheless, the well described operations can be used as guidance if a similar case is 

to be studied. So we hope this will increase this study’s reliability,  

Moreover, Yin (2003) describes three ways to increase the validity of a case study. 

These are; to use various sources of evidence, to establish a chain of evidence and to let 

the key informants review the findings and conclusions. We have used all three of these 

ways to strengthen the validity.  It is also important to use data collection and analyzing 

methods and techniques that are suitable for this specific research. Something we have 

tried to do and described as in detail earlier in this chapter. 

Thus, this is a case study, it will not be generalizable to other populations, but it might 

be able to broaden the theories in the subject. However, it will be hard to use the 

findings and conclusions in other situations; something Yin (2003) suggests will 

increase external validity.  It would also have been good to use more than just one unit 

in the study in order to make the conclusions more generalizable. However, the results 

have been presented to the change manager, and PU manager, which have major 

experience in the change management and Lean. They confirmed and validated our 

findings and conclusions as reasonable. This might increase the validity of the research. 

2.5 Ethical and societal aspects 
It is important to have the ethical aspects in mind, collecting, analyzing data. We had a 

framework for this when we conducted interviews, made observations and described the 

empirical data in the findings chapter. Firstly, when we arrived at the factory, everyone 

was informed that we were there and what our purpose was. Before every interview we 

informed the respondents the purpose with the interview, that they were to be 

completely anonymous and that we were recording it in order to make sure that we did 

not miss interpret their statements and that we would not use any names in the final 

thesis. We also made it clear that they could terminate the interview or skip a question 

at any time if they felt uncomfortable in any way. In some occasions when we needed to 
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use a translator in the interviews, the translator was also informed that what was said in 

the interviews were to be confidential. However, it would have been preferable to use a 

translator without any connection to Sandvik if that would have been possible.  

The main societal impact our study has may be that it will contribute to the knowledge 

base on how companies in the society can use resources in a more efficient and effective 

way, minimizing waste, by the use of Lean. 

2.6 Method criticism 

In order to improve the validity in our results, we could have used a different case 

company to compare with ours, since the implementation is taken place worldwide at 

Sandvik machining solutions. Two case companies instead of one would probably have 

given more trustworthy results. Since we have used documents, interviews and 

observations in our data collection we could have in addition to these included a 

questionnaire in order to strengthen the data from the interviews and the data’s 

accuracy. Using more than one source of evidence strengthens the validity in a case 

study (Yin, 2003). 

The fact that we were not given randomly selected operators, without they were selected 

by the managers because of the poor English knowledge among the staff could have 

weakened the results. The fact that the interpreter was one of the managers in the PU 

can also weaken the reliability of the results. Using interviews to investigate can also 

cause misinterpretations among the employees and they can get affected during the 

interview. However for our case study we find it enough with the interviews that we 

have finalized and summarized.  
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3. Theoretical framework 

This section will introduce theories and knowledge required to answer the given 

research questions. The theoretical framework starts with a brief history about the 

origins of Lean management and a review what principles it is grounded in. The 

theoretical framework will also review literature treating change management, Lean 

implementation and Leadership in order to be able to filter the empirical data, collected 

in the case study, through the presented theories and find sufficient answers to the 

research questions. 

3.1 Lean 

Toyota Motor Corporation is widely known for showing extraordinary results that have 

outperformed its competitors in the industry for about 40 years. Lean is based on 

Toyota’s production system (TPS) and was introduced in an article by John Krafcik in 

1988. The term Lean however, got widely recognized from the book “The machine that 

changed the world” (Womack, Jones & Roos, 1990). This can be seen as the 

breakthrough of Lean management and it was the first time the performance gaps 

between Toyota and western car manufacturers was highlighted (Hines, Holweg & 

Rich, 2004). This is one reason why the interest and popularity of Lean as a 

management system has grown increasingly in recent years, and has resulted in large 

amounts of articles and books written on the subject. Toyota’s management system has 

variously been titled by different terms such as “Toyota Production System”, by Ohno 

(1988), Toyota Management System” (Monden, 1993), “Lean Production,” (Womack, 

Jones, & Roos, 1990) or “Lean Management” (Emiliani, Stec, Grasso, & Stodder, 

2003). However, we decided to use the term Lean management in this study.  

3.1.1 The origins of Lean 

The history started in the late 17
th

 century by Sakichi Toyoda who started up a business 

to develop and manufacture looms in Japan. He invented the mechanical loom that was 

a combination between the old manual loom and a steam engine. By continuously trying 

to find new solutions and continuously develop the product, Sakichi Toyoda eventually 

invented the failsafe loom. Sakichi Toyoda’s son Kiichiro went on with the business 

and started the Toyota Motor Company in the 1930’s (Liker, Erkelius & Hallberg, 

2009). However after Sakichi’s death in 1930, Toyoda struggled with both financial 

difficulties and ownership of the company. Despite all of this, Kiichiro prevailed with 

his dream and started the truck and car production in 1935, after renaming the company 

to Toyota (Holweg, 2007). After World War Two, Toyota suffered from economic 

difficulties and growing inventories of unsold cars. This resulted in labor disputes and 

eventually Kiichiro’s resignation. Eiji Toyoda became the new managing director of 

Toyota and went to the USA studying manufacturing methods, which made him 

determined to introduce mass production techniques at Toyota. However the brain 

behind the Toyota Production System (TPS) was Taiichi Ohno and it has been told that 

it was his common sense approach was the foundation of TPS. He argued that 
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producing components in large batches, like Ford and GM, resulted in excessive 

inventories and took up costly capital. He also claimed that this made it difficult to 

accommodate consumer needs and create a customer orientated product portfolio. 

According to Liker (2004) it was Toyota’s pursuit in order to catch up with Ford and 

GM’s productivity that TPS was developed and the two pillars of this system, 

Continuous improvement and Respect for People, were created.  

Ohno, who in 1948 was managing the engine machining shop at Toyota, continued to 

develop TPS with the main purpose to eliminate waste, something he learnt from his 

experience with the automatic loom. He also invented the Kanban system to control 

material replenishment but he also states that Kiichiro is the man behind the Just in 

Time (JIT) philosophy. These techniques and ideas made it possible for Toyota to 

produce a relatively large variety of models at a competitive cost (Holweg, 2007).  

The term Lean was introduced in Krafcik’s article “Triumph of the Lean production 

system” but the term became famous by the book “The machine that changed the 

world” (Womack, Jones & Roos, 1990). Krafcik’s article contributed to the Japanese 

automakers success mostly to the lower amount of in-process inventory. The same 

research material was used in (Womack, Jones & Roos, 1990) research, but here they 

argue that the success lies in the superior company culture, teamwork, communication 

and continuous improvement and in addition to their efforts to eliminate waste in every 

form. However, these were based on Japanese automakers effective production 

philosophy, compared to its western counterparts, in general and it was not until later 

on, in for example the book “The Toyota Way” that Lean became more focused on 

Toyota. The emphasis of Lean has also shifted over the years from focusing on the tools 

and techniques to be seen as complete management system with a more philosophical 

approach (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006; Langstrand, 2012).  

3.1.2 Toyota Production System (TPS) 

As previously written, Lean comes from Toyota's way of working called "Toyota 

Production System" (TPS) and consists in general of two important parts, a hard side 

and a soft side, where the people represent the soft side and tools represent the hard 

side. It is important that both parts work is being used simultaneously in order to 

succeed with the production system. The two pillars that Toyota Production System 

stands for is Kaizen and Respect for people (Liker et al., 2009). Kaizen, meaning 

continuous improvement, belongs to one of the tools associated with Lean. 

Furthermore, the term “respect for people” belongs to the human or soft side of Lean. 

The human side has highest priority and is the most important resource, because the 

people will be managing the tools (Emiliani, 2006; Liker et al., 2009). Toyota’s culture 

is about getting the quality right the first time e.g. any employee can stop the production 

if they suspect quality issues (Liker, 2004). 
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3.2 Definition of Lean 
Many companies try to imitate Toyota because of their success with Lean. However, 

many attempts have resulted in failure due to a far too simplified approach. Large 

amounts of literature have been written with different influencing aspects and it is 

therefore difficult to find a common definition between the authors (Langstrand, 2012). 

The general understanding and the usage of Lean have also evolved through the years. 

At first, Lean was more seen as a set of tools and a method for increasing the 

productivity and reducing the waste within an organization, but over time the emphasis 

has moved towards a more philosophical view (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006).  

There is also a distinction among the authors between the goals of Lean. Some of the 

authors argue that it is to increase the internal efficiency, whilst others are more 

orientated towards external customer satisfaction (Pettersen 2009a; Liker, 2004). 

Although the majority of the authors agree that the main goal is to increase internal 

efficiency.  

Jostein (2012) debates that the Lean definition can be divided into one philosophical 

side and one toolbox side whilst Bicheno (2004) argues about the importance of 

eliminating waste and improving the value. Furthermore, Bhasin & Burcher (2006) 

argue that Lean management needs to be seen as a philosophy rather than a set of tools 

for quick productivity gains, where the “Set of tools” stands for a method for increasing 

the productivity and reducing the waste within an organization (Rother, 2009; Bhasin & 

Burcher, 2006; Osono et al., 2008a). According to Langstrand (2012), Lean is a type of 

management system that is constantly under development. Moreover, Shah & Ward 

(2007) emphasis that Lean is about understanding both the philosophy and the practical 

part together. However Liker (2004) states that Lean has two equally important terms: 

"Continuous Improvement" and "Respect for People" (Liker, 2004) and the most 

important resource is the people (Emiliani, 2006; Liker et al., 2009) .  

However, as mentioned, authors have somewhat different opinions regarding how to 

successfully implement Lean (Pettersen, 2009b). Lean should be seen as an endless 

journey according to Mann (2014) and Osono et al. (2008b) argues that the whole 

organization has to think in a long term, aim to the same goal and have a will for always 

wanting to improve the business. In reference to Bhasin and Burcher (2006), Lean shall 

also be seen as a long-term project rather than a method to gain quick results. (Hicks, 

2007) argues that Lean is a strategy for leading an organization where focus on 

eliminating waste takes place and simultaneously increasing the quality and profitability 

in the business. Rother (2009) debate that it is hard to distinguish what is most 

necessary to improve and only focusing on one area can be a disadvantage for the 

bigger picture i.e. focuses on as many processes as possible.  
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3.3 Lean tools 

There are numerous of tools associated with Lean and to undergo improvements in 

organizations one should have Likers 14 principles in mind (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006). 

Likers 14 principles include both philosophies and principles described in The Toyota 

Way. These tools and philosophies are underlying for Toyotas success. The tools will 

support the company and are helpful, but it is important that the philosophy goes hand 

in hand with tools in order succeed (Pettersen, 2009b). 

Table 1: 14 Lean principles 

Jeffrey Likers 14 principles 

Principle 1  Long-term philosophy 

Principle 2   Eliminating waste (Muda) 

Principle 3   Use a pull system (Kanban) 

Principle 4  Level out the workload (Heijunka) 

Principle 5  Build a culture where the quality is right the first time 

Principle 6  Kaizen 

Principle 7  5S 

Principle 8  Use reliable technology 

Principle 9  Grow leaders who knows the work 

Principle 10  Develop teams  

Principle 11  Treat your suppliers like own employees 

Principle 12  To get the full understanding "Go and see for yourself"  

Principle 13  Decision making must be thoroughly understood. 

Principle 14  Become a learning organization  

 

These 14 principles constitute the foundation for the Toyota Production System and 

include both tools and philosophies. Having a long-term philosophy regarding 

management decisions is significant for succeeding with the business (Osono et al., 

2008a). The term “Muda” means waste and implies designing processes that benefit the 

elimination of waste and lowers the production costs (Osono et al., 2008a). The 

production system should utilize pull systems and it means that in order to produce, it 



12 

 

 

 

has to be a need in the next step in the system, in this case “Kanban” is used where 

Kanban-cards signal when need of materials occur (Rother, 2009).  Liker (2004) argues 

that reliable technology has to be used and pulled through the production. 

Heijunka is a term regarding simplifying and leveling out the production. This is done 

in order to get an even production flow. This part is intended to smoothing out the 

production, likewise Kanban or planning (Rother, 2009). Toyota has a way of working 

where the quality is right the first time under production. Liker (2004) argues that 

Toyota is a company where any employee has the authority to stop a process if it is a 

quality issue. Genchigenbutsu means ”go see things for yourself” and is a term about 

understanding the processes and going down to the actual production floor and see 

things for yourself. This will help the manager to see what is really going on and to 

show interest. Kaizen means continuous improvement and it is about constantly 

improving the quality, cost, delivery and design (Liker et al., 2009).  Liker states that 

the people should be in focus and that the employees are also Toyotas cornerstone tool, 

Kaizen is all about "Continuous Improvement" (Liker et al., 2009). In order for Kaizen 

to be successful, respect for people is also needed (Emiliani, 2006). 

5S stands for sort, straighten, shine, standardize and sustain and means that you get rid 

of all wastes, minimize the mess at the production, clean up at the workplace, 

standardize etcetera.  

3.4 Two Sides of Lean 

In recent studies and literature, authors emphasize that there are two equally important 

sides of Lean, one hard and one soft side (Liker et al., 2009; Osono et al., 2008b; 

Rother, 2009). The hard part is explained as the tools and techniques used in the 

company and the soft part is about the people and leadership. One can call the hard part 

as a system and the way of working at the company e.g. the tools or the production 

system. The soft side however is about the basic values, how they work, leadership, 

how to develop people and so on (Osono et al., 2008b). Since the hard part focuses on 

the tools, techniques and continuous improvement and the soft side aims on the 

philosophy and the people, many authors agree that they are equally important and the 

both sides are needed for succeeding with Lean (Hines et al., 2004). The tools works 

better if they are supported with an understanding for what they are about. Therefore, 

focus on people is important, where knowledge of the philosophy is a significant key for 

succeeding with the business (Osono et al., 2008b). Regarding the culture and how the 

people are treated, Toyota sees the people in the center and as a very important source 

where they continuously strive to maintain a learning organization (Liker et al., 2009). 

4. Implementing Lean 

One of the most challenging tasks for an organization is managing organizational 

change, e.g. the implementation of a management system like Lean Management. 

Managers nowadays are facing a more volatile business environment, with increased 
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competition, faster technological development and a changing workforce (Kotter & 

Schlesinger, 2008). This drives companies to seek out new management systems, e.g. 

Lean that can help them gain competitive advantages to its competitors. Few change 

efforts result in complete failures, but very few seem too been fully successful either. 

Bhasin and Burcher (2006) argue that as much as 90% companies fail or show 

inadequate results with the implementation of Lean, Nevertheless, introducing a new 

way of thinking and working is never an easy task. Even Toyota has had difficulties 

trying to spread TPS to its suppliers and does not achieve the same results as within its 

own organization (Rother, 2009). However, large amounts of research have been in the 

subject and there are companies that actually have been successful with their 

implementation of Lean. Weiner (2009) debate that one important factor for the 

implementation of a new management system (i.e. a change program) is the 

organizations readiness for change, where readiness for change is stated as; the 

organizations members, shared commitment, and their confidence in their collective 

abilities to implement the change. 

Langstrand (2012) describes the introduction of a new management concept is a 

translation process, containing three types of organizational translation that needs to be 

addressed. First the idea oriented, i.e. how ideas are presented and communicated. 

Managers should be aware of and make conscious action to make sure that the ideas are 

accepted in a desirable way, thus with the purpose to create a collective image that will 

guide practice. Secondly the object oriented which targets how ideas are materialized, 

like e.g. the use of a specific worksheet or something as simple as a common 

department name. These objects need to be aligned with the new management practices 

and thereby support the change efforts. Finally he describes the practice oriented 

translation that points out how the ideas of the new management system are converted 

to routines. One example of this can be by using a scorecard where daily routines that 

support the change effort and new way of working become mandatory for the staff in 

order to fulfill their duties. As stated before, many authors argue that one reason many 

companies fail is that they tend to see Lean as set of tools and a short term project for 

quick productivity gains and cost reduction. However this is a far too simplified 

approach when implementing Lean (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006; Liker, 2004; Rother, 

2009). It takes more than just introducing a set of tools if the change initiative is to be 

sustainable. In order to change the whole business philosophy, several authors (Bhasin 

& Burcher, 2006; Ricardo & Antony, 2002; Worley & Doolen, 2006) emphasis that top 

managers’ relentless commitment and engagement are crucial factors for a successful 

and sustainable change in the business philosophy. One other important factor for long-

term success is that the company needs to change its corporate culture so that it is 

aligned with the Lean Philosophy. Furthermore, Pettersen (2009a) emphasis that an 

organization that is implementing Lean need to be aware of the different definitions of 

Lean and make active decision about what specific Lean strategy they are undertaking 

in order to minimize the risk of conflicting opinions in which Lean approach they are 
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implementing. This statement is also stressed by Lewis (2000) that also suggests that 

each organization need to find, its own specific approach regarding the implementation 

of Lean. Moreover, Sten & Raine (2013) debate that the implementation process should 

start with a diagnostics of each individual PU, followed by planning and adjusting the 

initial implementation plan in order to make it more efficient and adjusted to the local 

conditions.  

Management control practices are another way that can help companies to implement 

Lean if they use it in the right way. When a global organization is introducing a 

companywide change program, previous research has shown that dedicated 

management teams relates positively to the implementation process (Netland, 

Schloetzer & Ferdows, 2015). They also recommend that the company should form 

Lean expert teams with a mix of middle managers and shop floor employees that can 

provide on-going support in the implementation process. However there are some 

evidence that one negative outcome such teams creates is that the implementation could 

be seen as short term project instead of a long-term project that aims to change the 

overall production strategy and organizational culture. This is also something that 

Bhasin & Burcher (2006) describe as an unsuitable approach when implementing Lean 

and stresses that Lean implementation should be seen as a long journey. Nevertheless, 

Netland et al. (2015) concludes that forming Lean expert teams have many upsides that 

outweigh the possible downsides. One example is that a dedicated team, consisting of 

Lean experts, middle management and shop floor employees, if sufficient training and 

education is provided, will serve as a foundation and near source of knowledge which 

can assist the shop floor employees with important and crucial changes of routines and 

way of working that the Lean implementation entails. Another management control 

practice that correlates positively to the implementation of Lean is according to Netland 

et al. (2015) the use of a Lean based performance reporting system, conducted at a daily 

basis at the shop floor that should also a control practice that can visualize the daily 

operational and financial performance. In addition to this, non-financial rewards 

systems are beneficial to the implementation process, thus it can help keeping the 

employees motivation up and results in friendly competition among the staff. However, 

all reward systems are not favorable for the implementation process. According to 

Netland et al. (2015), financial rewards can result in the opposite effect, resulting in 

reduced cooperation among shop floor employees, dissatisfaction about how rewards 

were distributed and so on.  

4.1 Resistance to change 

The major problems in the implementation of Lean are often related to human, cultural 

and organizational issues. This leads to resistance within the organization and this is one 

of the main reasons why organizations fail with the implementation of Lean. Pettersen 

(2009a) argue that middle managers resistance, employee resistance and superiors’ 

resistance are three of the four most significant obstacles in the implementation of Lean. 
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Experienced managers are often aware of these problems, however very few take the 

time, addressing these issues before a change program is to take place i.e. to scrutinize 

the kind of resistance, why and from whom resistance can be expected. This is very 

unfortunate because if you know what kind of resistance you might run into, preventive 

measures can be applied to minimize the anticipated resistance among the employees.  

There are many reasons why people resist change but the most common reasons is 

according to Kotter and Schlesinger (2008); the desire to not lose something of value, 

misunderstanding of the change and its implications, a belief the change does not make 

sense for the company, and a general low tolerance for change. In addition to this, 

Geller (2003) states one other important factor is the people’s loss of ability to control 

important consequences that cause resistance to change. Thus letting managers maintain 

their control over employee consequences so that the employees can obtain the same or 

even more positive consequences with the same or less effort. Humans are in general 

motivated to learn and develop themselves, they want to discover, know what is going 

on in the company and participate in meaningful goals.  

4.1.1 Overcome resistance 

There are ways to overcome resistance to change. One way is to understand your staff 

and be a good leader instead of a manager. The qualities of good leader can be used 

when applied properly as means to reduce resistance. Kotter and Schlesinger (2008) 

gives a detailed description of several methods to overcome or reduce resistance to 

change.  

One common way is to educate the staff beforehand, so that they can get an 

understanding of why these changes need to take place. If the employees can see the 

logic behind the change program and understand the bigger picture, it is more likely that 

they will embrace it (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008; Sten & Raine, 2013). A useful 

method according to Kotter and Schlesinger (2008) is to some extent; involve the 

employees that are affected by the change. This method allows the participants to feel 

involved in the project which in turn decreases resistance and increases their 

engagement and commitment. However this method is very time-consuming, therefore 

in many cases the best way is to find a balance between involving the employees and 

designing the implementation on a managerial level. Moreover for managers to deal 

with resistance is by being supportive, e.g. managers can offer in-house training in new 

techniques or skills, or simply just show understanding by listening and provide 

emotional support.  

In some cases manipulation can be used to influence others. By manipulation, Kotter 

and Schlesinger (2008) refer to the use of very specific information and conscious 

structuring of events in order to decrease resistance to change. One common way of 

manipulation is co-optation, which means that a person or a leader of group that is 

showing some resistance is selected to have a key role in the design or implementation 
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of the change. In some cases manipulation has shown to be cheaper or faster than other 

methods to overcome resistance to change, however this method can, in some cases, 

result in very negative outcomes. If the staff believes that they have been tricked or feels 

unequally treated, it can end up with increased resistance instead. Moreover, co-opting 

can result in that the co-opted uses its role to influence the implementation in a way that 

is not the best for the organization.  

There are many ways to deal with resistance to change. Nevertheless, managers need to 

evaluate and find out what kind of resistance and from whom, before the change 

program is rolled out. These actions will help managers to minimize the resistance 

within the organization.  

4.2 Leadership 

The leadership in general has been developed through the years. Bergman and Klefsjö 

(2001) states that; ”A leader wants, in collaboration with colleagues, develop 

approaches to problems and open a way for new opportunities”. The definition differs 

between the authors but they all agree that they have a process of influence (Yukl, 

2002). A leader should motivate the people, establish the goals and develop the 

approach to reach the goals (Liker et al., 2009). 

The leadership is of great significance since it is the leader that has the responsibility for 

the employee’s behaviors and values (Mann, 2014). Furthermore, Liker (2004) states 

that how a leader perform and manage their employees affects the future goals. A leader 

should help the organization to reach the goals in a clear, trustworthy manner and with 

responsibility (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2012). Characteristics for a good leader 

according to Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman & Fetter (1990) is good communication 

and to impel the employees to cooperate and reach the shared goals.  

4.2.1 Lean leadership 

Lean leadership according to Rother (2009), includes promoting continuous 

improvement and creativity among the staff. Four of Jeffrey Likers principles support 

leadership and the employees and they describe the characteristics needed to 

successfully lead a Lean organization. The first principle involves the expression 

“Long-term philosophy” and is an important mindset for a leader to have. Principle 9 

implies that the company should -”grow leaders who know the work”. By that meaning 

the leader must have the company philosophy in mind while leading. Furthermore to 

“develop teams” and “become a learning organization” are also key factors for leading 

Lean. Toyota promotes leaders that have worked at the company before and knows the 

processes, company culture and philosophy and is therefore employed internally. 

Coaching and mentoring are also key factors for leadership abilities within Lean 

management and a leader should be a problem solver (Rother, 2009).  

Furthermore, Liker (2004) states that it is important for a leader to go and see things for 

yourself at the production floor to get a good view and a perspective for what is going 
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on. Moreover, Liker (2004) argues that important factors for a good leader are to 

understand the people, motivate them and build collaborative teams. A leader should 

make decisions in a long-term perspective and continuously be evaluated. Furthermore, 

Rother (2009) explains that many companies fail because they do not fully understand 

the Lean philosophy. It is therefore important, as a leader, to really grasp the philosophy 

and mediate it relentlessly in all his or her actions. Companies who implement Lean 

should therefore develop Lean leaders that fully understands and grasps the Lean 

philosophy. The leadership is of great importance regarding management decisions 

when being in a change process (Rother, 2009). Comparable to Lean leadership, a 

change leader should have similar characteristics considering decision taking and long-

term perspective.  

4.3 Culture 

A culture can be explained as people living in the same environment that have built up 

the same understanding and opinions over time (Minkov, Hofstede & Hofstede,  2011).   

Mann (2014) debates that old habits and routines is the hard part to change in a culture 

and as there are differences between cultures it is therefore hard to change it within a 

company regarding values and habits, especially when it is built up during a long time. 

4.4 Lean culture 

As Lean management has its origin in Japan, it is therefore built upon a culture from 

that country. The Japanese culture is deeply rooted and taught from the childhood where 

they learn to perform in detail and with accuracy (Oudhuis & Olsson, 2011). 

Furthermore Liker (2004) states that for Lean company to be successful, creating a 

culture where the employees grasps the problems as soon it shows up is crucial, thus the 

quality needs be right the first time. Moreover, Toyota has a culture where an employee 

can stop a process if they suspect a quality issue (Liker, 2004) and by that meaning they 

want to build a culture that stop fixing problems. When implementing Lean at a non-

Japanese company it generates some cultural differences. To change and create a Lean 

culture in an organization, the employees need to be aware of what Lean is all about and 

understanding the purpose (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006). It requires that the entire 

organization has “Lean thinking” to achieve benefits from implementing Lean at a 

company. Liker (2004) argues that an organization should build up a culture that 

supports and develops exemplary people and teams. This culture should follow the 

organizations philosophy in order to get the benefits from Lean. The leader is the one 

responsible for spreading the company’s culture to the organization (Liker, 2004). 
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4.5  Success factors 

To summarize the theories section we have constructed a model, Figure 1, based on 

what seem to be the most important success factors for the implementation of lean in 

various organizations. The Left side of this model, marked as orange is the soft side of 

the model. Starting from the left, a clear goal and purpose with the change project is 

crucial for the implementation to be successful, as stated by Kotter and Schlesinger 

(2008) and Sten and Raine (2013). Another recurring statement from Lean authors 

(Rother, 2009; Bhasin & Burcher, 2006; Osono et al., 2008a) is that one need to 

understand the philosophy behind Lean in order to successfully implement Lean in a 

long term perspective. Another conclusion from the theories is that the lean leadership 

(described in 4.2.1) and a leadership that support the Lean foundation is important 

factors to implement lean and align the company culture with a Lean culture (section 

4.4).  

The hard side of Lean is often described as the tools, techniques and processes within a 

Lean management system. These are also crucial for a successful implementation, thus 

these are founded in the Lean philosophy and will help the organization to continuously 

develop. Authors like Liker (2004) argue that the organization should implement as 

many of these tools and techniques as possible for making a sustainable change towards 

becoming a Lean organization.  

However, these efforts will require top and middle management relentless commitment 

and support (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006; Ricardo & Antony, 2002; Worley & Doolen, 

2006) in order to make the change initiative sustainable.  

All these efforts, putted together will help the organization succeed with a successful 

lean implementation and reach a continuous improvement culture (which is what Lean 

is all about) in the company. 

 

Figure 1: Important factors for successful Lean implementation 
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5. Findings 

In this section we will present the empirical findings gathered. We will start with a 

presentation of the case company background of the transformation program and then 

introduce the case study. An A3 sized document as well as an excel document were 

used in order to structure, categorize and interpret the large amount of data collected 

from interviews, internal documents and observations from the company. The results 

will be presented below distributed in different categories. 

5.1 Sandvik 

Sandvik AB is a global Swedish engineering group with the vision to set the industry 

standard in its five different business areas which all have their own responsibility for 

research and development (R&D), production and sales. This study is conducted at 

Sandvik Machining Solutions (SMS) Production Unit (PU), located in Langfang just 

outside Beijing, China. SMS (with the brand name Sandvik Coromant) is the market 

leader of tools and tooling systems which employs about 18,900 persons with annual 

sales of about 30,900 MSEK. Sandvik AB is a global company operating worldwide 

and the tools unit in Langfang is mainly important for the Chinese market. SMS has 

during 2013 started up a Transformation Program concerning a global implementation 

of Lean management on the production units worldwide. 

5.2 Transformation Program 
In order to maintain the position as a market 

leader and a company that is setting new 

industry standards, Sandvik Machining 

Soultions has recognized that they need to 

develop their way of working by increased 

efficiency, reduced production cost and a 

systemized way to be a continuously 

improving organization. They have therefore 

launched an ambitious transformation 

program, with the purpose to develop and 

implement the new, Lean based SMS 

production system. The goal in terms of 

savings, is to significantly decrease the overall 

cost and the competitive goal is to set the 

industry standard. Figure 2 shows SMS 

production model with Sandvik´s way of 

setting the industry standard. 

 

 

Figure 2: SMS production model 
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PU transformation  

The decision to launch the transformation program was made in Q3, 2013. The roll out 

of the program started in late 2013, with a few pilot PU’s, followed by a second wave of 

PU’s in Q1 2014. The program was rolled out on a global scale in Q2, 2014, focusing 

mainly on India and USA and by 2016 the program is supposed to reach full coverage, 

including all PU’s. So far the PU transformation program involves approximately a total 

of 3000 persons where 30 of them are employed as change managers. The plan is that 

the program will involve the whole organization with a reachable future. 

 

 

The introduction 

To start with, 9 sites have been evaluated in a diagnostics program and the focus during 

the diagnostic has been categorized in three important factors: operating system, 

management infrastructure and mindsets & capabilities. The operating system concerns 

the techniques, quality and production planning whilst the management infrastructure 

involves for instance the organization, support functions and performance management 

systems. The mindsets and capabilities are also evaluated and it deals with the 

employee’s involvement and capability building structure. 

Special focus is on mindsets and behaviors among the employees and according to 

Sandvik, 50% of all transformations fail because of the issues related to mindsets and 

behaviors which also are mentioned in our earlier findings and it involves employee 

resistance and management behaviors.  

Implementation plan 

Lean is implemented through SMS production system and before the start of the 

transformation a pre-diagnostic is held to prepare the PU for the transformation.  

During the first 6-8 months, the PU transformation program gets introduced and 

prepared for the pre-diagnostics event and pre-diagnostics is conducted. Simultaneously 

an architect transformation plan is conducted and a decision where to start begins. All 

over the first month, preparations for startup within pilot area take place and then boot 

camps are being held to develop capabilities with exercises and discussions. In the 

second period of the program the pilot transformation gets started. During the first year 

the transformation program gets scaled up and parallel efforts are driven. After the first 

year the roll out through the whole PU takes place during 1 year. In figure 3 below the 

implementation time plan can be seen more clearly. 

 

Figure 3: Transformation Program time plan 
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Pre diagnostics 

The pre diagnostics is a step within the transformation program plan. To get an 

understanding of how much a change effort is worth in money, a diagnostic with data 

analysis, shop floor observations and interviews with blue and white collar employees 

are conducted. The surveys concerns mindsets and behaviors and aim to figure out the 

issues that prevent the organization from reaching high performance. Focus groups 

within the diagnostic step are teams’ consisting of 4-6 people and follows an agenda.  

After identifying the issues that prevent the organization from reaching high 

performance, main improvement opportunities gets summarized and evaluated to see 

where the most critical improvements can be made. The observations get summarized in 

a document of observed strengths and improvement opportunities and after evaluating 

the factors, improvement opportunities is drawn up in a spider diagram. The spider 

diagram shown in figure 4 below is used by Sandvik within the transformation program 

and it shows where the worst, average and best opportunities are and where the general 

focus should be. The diagram is built up in 5 different areas: people, just-in-time, 

support systems, automation and flexible manpower systems. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Example of a spider diagram used in TP 
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Boot camp 

In order to be well prepared for the transformation program boot camps are being held 

in order to develop skills that is needed to execute a successful transformation and to 

build a team spirit. It starts with education with theories about the understanding that 

underpins efficient, high-performing operations. Information about the processes that 

will be followed in the transformation program gets taught out and thereafter one should 

understand their role in the transformation process. Before diagnosing and re-designing 

the pilot area, education on the tools are also being held. A summary of the 

transformation programs steps can be found in figure 5 below. 

 

 

 

5.3 Langfang Tools  
Langfang Tools employs approximately 120 persons and is a regional supplier of 

engineering tools. 85% of the production is special tools and 15% is standard tools and 

the PU has the capacity to produce 38.000 pcs in 2015 in its 5000 sqm workshop. The 

production unit is divided into 9 different subareas where each area has a responsible 

supervisor, as shown in figure 6. Moreover, three managers are responsible for the 

supervisors and the managers themselves are reporting to the PU manager (figure 6). 

The unit in Langfang produces mostly special tools for the Asian market. Historically, 

there have been changes in the production line during the years from the beginning and 

new products have been added. Over the years there have been changes and back in 

2008, an unsuccessful (if seen in the long-term perspective) Lean project took place. 

The Sandvik Coromant learning center in Langfang is shown in the figure 1 below. 

 

 

  

Figure 5: Summary of the Transformation program 6 steps 

Figure  1: Sandvik Coromant World Class Learning Center 
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The PU in Langfang is an organized, clean and modern facility. The overall impressions 

were that it was a stress free environment. They started every day with a morning 

meeting, where they went through the current agenda and discussed issues and problems 

that needed to be solved. The culture at the site is quite hard to describe, nevertheless, 

the impression is that it is a hierarchical organization and that the staff feel responsible 

for doing a good work, i.e. fulfilling their own duties in a good way. The supervisors 

and managers offices are almost all located near the shop floor. This makes it easier for 

them to follow the work on the shop floor as well as visiting the operators regularly. 

They all state in the interviews the importance for them as managers to visit the shop 

floor where the production takes place. However, interviews and unofficial meetings 

indicate that the staffs have other opinions and that more frequent visits are desirable.  

Figure 6: Langfang Tools organizational chart 

Picture  2: Sandvik, Langfang Tools Poduction Facilities 
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5.3.1 Gain Project 
The Gain project is a locally driven initiative and was launched in December 2013. The 

purpose with Gain is to prepare Langfang Tools for the transformation program, as well 

as improve quality and recuse costs. The PU manager describes it as a “pre-

transformation program” and that it is a Top-Down driven project. Moreover, he states 

that Langfang Tools, in the past were known for its relatively high production cost and 

therefore they needed to improve their efficiency. Furthermore all the respondents 

(managers, supervisors and operators), describes Gain as a Lean project, which the 

internal documents received confirms to some extent. The project was divided into the 

following subcategories, and most of them can be related to Lean to some extent:  

- Business process efficiency improvement  

- Lean manufacturing cost and productivity improvement 

- Quality improvement 

- Decrease raw material cost 

- Competence development and sharing  

- Volume increase from Coromant (mainly China) 

The first question asked about Gain asked in the interviews was: “What is the main 

purpose with the Gain project?”. Both managers and supervisors agreed that it is to 

prepare for the Transformation Program, to reduce production cost and improve the 

productivity in the PU. However the operators had no knowledge about the 

Transformation program but agreed on the other purposes described by the managers.  

5.3.2 Implementation of Gain 

The project was launched in a “Kick-Up” meeting that gathered all the employees in the 

PU. Some of the managers thought that they had no clear approach and methodology in 

the beginning of the project and when the managers and supervisors were asked how 

they worked implementing the project we did not get a clear answer about this. 

Nevertheless, internal documents show that each category within the project was 

divided into divisions and subtasks within the PU, and they all were responsible to 

identify and prioritize their own specific improvement areas. Furthermore, according to 

the interviews, they got training in some of the Lean tools and methodology associated 

in the Gain project. Almost all supervisors and managers states that the support and 

training they got were given to them by the PU-manager, who owns genuine experience 

and knowledge within Lean and introducing new management systems. However, most 

of them also think that more training and support is necessary to fully understand Lean 

and to be able to manage a change initiative more smoothly and effective. Furthermore, 

of the managers also states that he received plenty of support from the HR department, 

regarding transfer of some of his operators to another department in Langfang.  

Gain has resulted in increased productivity and lower production costs. Key 

Performance Indicators (KPI) was used to measure the progress. 
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The KPIs used for the Gain project were: 

- Pcs / worker (yearly target) 

- Machine utilization  

- Processing value / hour  

- Cutting tools consumption  

- Cost / unit   

The data status report from April 2015 shows that one of the targets has been achieved 

(processing value/hour), two targets are about to be reached (pcs/worker and cutting 

tools consumption), whilst two of the KPI targets have not yet reached desired levels. 

However, the targets for these KPIs were, from what we can tell from interviews, set 

fairly high, which might be one reason why most of the targets were not reached yet 

even though significant improvements have been made. One of the questions regarding 

the outcomes was whether they had discovered any negative outcomes from the Gain 

project or not. Here most of the respondents thought that the work load had increased a 

lot during the project. One of the responding managers stated:  

“Too much is done at the same time”. 

Two of the supervisors also stated that there had been some resistance from the 

operators, which correlates to what one of the operators explained: 

“As an operator, it is hard to see the advantage beforehand. The managers just push 

forward but we need more time to learn”. 

However, when they were asked about the positive outcomes of Gain, many of the 

managers explained that they had learned to collaborate better with different 

departments and that the communication between them had developed to the better. 

To know if the managers had learnt something of interest in change management 

practices from Gain and if they had any valuable input for TP, the managers and 

supervisors were asked the following question: “If a change program similar to Gain 

was to be launched again. What would you like to do different?”. They all argued that 

they would like to have a change leader in place, with the specific knowledge and 

experience in change management and Lean production. Furthermore, they all felt that 

they did not possess sufficient knowledge and experience to implement such a program 

themselves.  

5.3.3 Management and Leadership 

Appropriate management and leadership practices are important when leading a change 

program. Using appropriate practices will decrease resistance among the employees 

(Geller, 2003). Therefore, it is of interest for this study to find out the general level of 

knowledge in leadership and management practices among the supervisors and 
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managers. The study also seeks to find out the managers knowledge or experience about 

leading a change program. 

The managers in Langfang describe abilities to focus on targets and set up goals are as 

important characteristics for being a good leader. Moreover, half of them also described 

a good leader as being able to help the staff to develop and improve themselves. The 

operators on the other hand talks about friendship take responsibility and not get angry 

when or if a mistake is made. The operators and supervisors were also asked if they 

trust their supervisor or manager. All of them agreed and said that they have trust in 

their supervisor or manager. Furthermore, the managers had a united view on that 

leadership training is necessary, especially when the transformation program is about to 

be launched. 

To find out if the managers had any specific knowledge about change management, 

both supervisors and managers were asked what they thought are most important factors 

for leading a change program. Here many of them described the need of a clear 

direction and target or goal. One manager states:   

“It should be a reasonable target and that we must try to get the employees to 

understand how and why a change is necessary.”  

Furthermore, the PU-manager underpins the importance that managers support the 

initiated changes throughout the whole implementation. He also states that a reward 

system can serve as a motivator for the staff involved in a change program.  

Furthermore the operators did not think that the managers visited the shop floor very 

frequently and did not think that they were interested in their work. However, some of 

the managers argue that they did visit the shop floor on a regular basis in order to 

understand and show interest in the production staff. 

 

5.3.4 Lean Knowledge 

One interesting point that came up from most of the respondents in the interviews were 

that they have had some previous Lean training that however did not seem to have been 

so successful even though there was a Lean specialist in place during this time.  

However, this attempt seems to have been, according to the respondents, a light version 

of Lean, only focusing on some of the most common Lean tools in order to gain quick 

results. Most of the managers and supervisors agree upon that Lean is a system to 

improve productivity and cut the production costs. Moreover they also associate Lean 

with tools like 5S, and three of them points out the importance of the “respect for 

people” pillar, as positively described in the theory section. One of them states that:  
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“The respect for people is about seeing the staff as our most important resources. We 

therefore need to help them develop and improve themselves” 

Another question asked was if they have a systematical way to work with continuous 

improvement. All the respondents described that they do work with this today in a so 

called Kaizen project. However, some of them thought that this work can be better and 

that they need to improve the feedback system within this project. This fact is also 

confirmed by an old survey, carried out at Langfang Tools. The survey showed that the 

employees did not think that their ideas were valued or important for the company. 

Nevertheless, one manager states that they do recognize good ideas and that the 

employees often get rewarded for it. 
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6. Analysis and discussion 

6.1 The Transformation Program (TP) 

The Transformation Program (TP) is a major initiative involving many people within 

the company around the world and is a large investment for Sandvik. The TP, launched 

during 2013 has so far been quite successful in terms of productivity goals, cost savings 

etcetera. However, many authors (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006; Taiichi, 1988) debate that 

Lean is a long-term, ongoing journey without ending. Introducing or implementing tools 

can be done fast, but changing the way of working and corporate culture can take very 

longtime, which makes these early results hard to interpret in a wider perspective, even 

though it might indicate that they are on the right track. SMS production system will be 

implemented with quite fast pace, does not mean that they are not well prepared in 

terms of knowledge, diagnostics and methods for implementing Lean. Compared to the 

Lean literature the PU transformation program overall seems to have a well-planned and 

thought through approach. SMS Lean approach is implemented through a production 

system called “SMS production system” that is founded in Lean management. 

In order to prepare for the implementation, education within the subject is held. This 

approach is well linked to the authors’ view of Lean; that the understanding and the 

philosophy is of great importance for an implementation to be successful (Bhasin & 

Burcher, 2006; Langstrand, 2012; Osono et al., 2008b). Moreover theories in change 

management suggest that education and training can help employees to understand why 

the changes are needed and therefore decrease resistance among the employees.  

 

Top management seem to have realized that in order to stay in leading edge of 

development and keep up with their competitors, they need to change their way of 

working and continuously developing themselves. Furthermore, the fact that SMS is 

implementing their new and Lean-based SMS Production system, through the 

transformation program throughout the whole organization is yet promising. Thus, 

implementing Lean will require relentless support and engagement from manager in all 

levels of the organization. The transformation program is a very rigorous program that 

not just tries to implement a set of new tools. The plan is to change their way of 

working from the foundations via this new business system. This strategy correlate with 

what Bhasin and Burcher (2006), Jadhav, Mantha, and Rane (2014) and Liker (2004) 

debate is an important factor for a successful implementation in the long-term 

perspective.  

The transformation of each PU is thought-out in detail. According to Sandvik´s 

presentation of the TP, it will be customized and adapted to the individual PUs due to of 

the different experiences and abilities amongst the various production units. This 

approach is promising because, rather than just implementing a common set of tools, 

preparations in terms of setting clear targets and expectations followed by a diagnostic 
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to figure out were the main focus shall be. Furthermore a design or a plan for how these 

improvements will be done and involves a “refine-step” before the actual 

implementation takes place. This is an approach that many researchers emphasis, thus 

Sten and Raine (2013) stress that the implementation process should start with a 

diagnostics of each individual PU. Furthermore, Lewis (2000) and Pettersen (2009a) 

argue that organizations need to find their own specific approach regarding the 

implementation of Lean (i.e. SMS production system).  

The refine-step is about reprocessing the previous steps in order to check if something is 

missed or can be designed better. The PU transformation program also follows the Lean 

literature i.e. a company should use a change leader or “Lean coach” in place whilst 

implementing Lean in order to teach and support the organization (Liker, 2004). 

6.2 Langfang Tools 

Langfang Tools launched a locally driven pre transformation program called Gain with 

the main purpose to prepare the Production Unit (PU) for the soon to be launched 

Transformation Program (TP). Another purpose is to improve quality and reduce 

production costs. However the focuses of Gain seems to be more towards improving the 

internal efficiency and reducing costs, as the second underlying purpose suggests. 

Nevertheless, the preparations were also about introducing Lean tools and methods and 

in these terms, Gain can be seen as successful in terms of being a pre transformation 

program. Both managers and operators are now more familiar with methods like 5S, 

reducing setup time and Kaizen (continuous improvement). Moreover, Gain has 

resulted in increased internal efficiency and reduced production costs. This indicate that 

the second goal to some extent been achieved and should have decreased the gap of 

knowledge in terms of Lean tools and methods.  

Nevertheless, this fact raises an important question: Can everyone see the benefits with 

the project and do they understand the purpose with it? Our interviews indicated that the 

managers and supervisors emphasis that Gain is a “Pre Transformation Program” with a 

purpose to prepare the PU for the TP. The operators however, were told nothing about 

the TP and the fact the Gain were much about preparing the PU for the TP. This can an 

area where resistance to change can grow and therefore needs to be handled with extra 

caution when TP is introduced. Thus, the Gain project that the operators think has been 

successful and are proud of to some extent might cause them to question why a new 

comprehensive improvement program like the TP needs to take place. This is supported 

by Kotter & Schlesinger (2008), who debate that the belief that the change does not 

make sense is one common reason for resistance to change. Further, managers and 

supervisors had a generally positive mindset about the TP and what they can achieve 

with more resources and a change leader in place. This indicates a high level of 

organizational readiness, as described by Weiner (2009) as the organizations 

commitment and mindset towards change. On the other hand, the interviews with the 

operators showed a more negative mindset towards change. Nevertheless, we think 
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resistance can emerge from the managers as well. If expectations from the managers are 

not met, the managers might lose some trust and motivation for that is essential for the 

change to be successful. Thus, misunderstanding of the change and its implications can 

lead to resistance according to Kotter and Schlesinger (2008).  

The Gain project involved Lean methodology and tools to some extent. This will 

decrease the gap between how daily work is performed today and how it will be done 

within SMS Production System. Still, as argued by Pettersen (2009a), the company 

culture needs to change from its foundations so that it is aligned with the Lean 

philosophy. However, in order to be successful with the implementation, managers and 

supervisors will have to take the lead and work relentlessly, showing “the new way 

things are done here” i.e. changing the company culture and what they expect from the 

colleges (Worley & Doolen, 2006).  

Furthermore, the interviews showed that the operators did not have a clear view on the 

actual purpose with the project and found it hard to see what advantages different sub-

projects would result in.  Theories in change management are quite clear here; i.e. that 

resistance among the staff can increase if they do not understand the whole picture e.g. 

understand the goals and purpose of the project, why it needs to been done and what 

benefits that can come out from this. However, working with management control 

practices such as a reward system can help motivate the staff along the way. Authors 

like Lawler (1994) argue that financial reward systems, engineered to reinforce a 

change, have a positive correlation to the implementation of a new management system. 

However, Netland et al. (2015) study shows no positive correlation between monetary 

reward system and the implementation of Lean. On the other hand, their study does 

conclude that non-financial reward systems have a positive correlation to the 

implementation process. Monetary rewards can probably in some cases and specific 

situations have a positive correlation to the implementation process but our conclusion 

is that if these are to be used, they need to be designed with caution. In conclusion, we 

think reward systems are important management control practices but one have to be 

careful and designing them and evaluate them to make sure that they generate the 

desired outcomes.  

The overall leadership practices and knowledge is from what we can tell from the 

interviews fairly good. The overall opinion was that a clear goal and direction is 

important when leading a change program. These statements are confirmed by theories 

in change management (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008) that emphasis these as important 

methods when dealing with resistance to change. Two of the managers also argued 

about the need to follow up the progress and give feedback. This confirms that they do 

possess knowledge about leadership, thus giving feedback is an important method to 

keep the staff motivated as well as showing that their work matters. Furthermore, to 

follow up the progress is also an important part of Lean and continuous improvement 

theory, i.e. that improvement should be made using a standardized process. 
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There were also indications that the operators did not think that some of the managers 

visited the shop floor on a regular basis. This is an issue that we think should to be 

analyzed and handled further. Liker (2004) argues that, frequent visits at the production 

floor and see what really happens there help managers to fully understand the processes 

and it shows the shop floor staff that they are committed and engaged in their work.   

6.3 Culture 

A culture is built up through people who work in the same environment and creates 

unwritten rules from both organizational perspectives and national and the most difficult 

part to change within the culture is the deeply rooted values (Hofstede et al., 2011). Old 

habits are therefore hard to change and to become and build up a Lean culture needs 

time. First of all to build a Lean culture the Lean tools are important (Pettersen, 2009a) 

and they should support the Lean philosophy and at the same time strive to become a 

creative organization.  

We got the impression that there are differences between the Swedish and the Chinese 

culture. Our general impressions of the culture at Langfang Tools can be described as a 

mix of Sandvik´s organizational culture and the Chinese culture, e.g. the employees are 

keen of managing and succeeding with their own specific tasks. Traditionally for China 

as a country, it is known for having a hierarchical way of leading were great respect for 

the superiors occur. However, we can see that leadership training within the 

organization at Langfang has given them a different approach regarding leadership and 

it seems that they has moved from a more authoritarian way of leading to a more 

coaching leadership.  

The view over how the transformation program will build up the culture with valuations 

like; fair play, passion to win, building a team spirit and developing the people is 

difficult to interpret since they are statements without a clear approach for applying 

these. We do not get a clear picture of how the transformation program will support and 

create the conditions for the upcoming Lean organization. A thought regarding how the 

transformation program should assemble a culture and a new way of thinking that 

supports Lean is to find a systematical way to implement new values based on each 

PU's conditions. They should be clear about "What kind of culture do we want and how 

do we get there?”. As mentioned, it can be hard to implement new routines and also a 

risk when a leader or manager does not manage it correctly or brings a culture that does 

not support the new management system. Our opinion is that the culture Sandvik is 

seeking e.g. “fair play” or “winning culture” is hard to interpret and can lead to 

misunderstandings among the employees. To implement a new culture is a long and 

difficult journey.  

There are methods that can facilitate a cultural change.  Noteworthy tactics in our 

opinion is to create a reward system i.e. having a system that make the staff feel 
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important, through "employee of the month" or give attention to behaviors that support 

this change in the daily morning meetings, will encourage the needed cultural change.  

6.4 Key success factors 
The interviews showed that the operators had less knowledge about the purpose and the 

philosophy of Lean management. Moreover, interviews also indicated that the operators 

had little understanding about the purpose and bigger picture of the Gain project and did 

not have a view on what it will result in. The managers however, showed a rather higher 

level of Lean knowledge (both soft and hard side of Lean) and had a better view of the 

Gain project. For example, the managers told that one should use as many Lean tools 

possible to be successful with Lean management, which is confirmed by the literature. 

The managers said that the purpose for the Gain project was to improve internal 

efficiency as well as prepare for the TP. Langfang was quite successful in this aspect 

within short time, but this does not mean that the project is going to be successful in the 

long-term.  

One important factor for the implementation of a new management system is the 

organizations readiness for change (Weiner, 2009). Some of the managers have 

knowledge about the philosophy but not all. Therefore, we think that a clear goal and 

purpose of the change initiative is crucial in order to get the employees to fully grasp 

and be engaged in the change. Figure 6 show our conclusion of which the most 

important factors for implementing Lean in any organization are. This will however 

require relentless engagement and support from managers in all levels within the 

organization, including top management (Liker, 2004). 

The leadership at Langfang is fairly good since many of the managers argued that 

feedback and follow up as important leadership skills. The managers also stated that 

having a clear goal and direction are important when leading a change program, 

something the theories confirm.  

Implementing this new Lean management system can be difficult to face since 

resistance among the operators is an expected issue claimed from the literature. This 

issue is also discovered from the interviews were the employees feel unsecure for an 

upcoming change whilst the managers are in general looking forward for the new 

management program according to the interviews. Many of the recent studies and 

literature agree that one of the most important success factors for implementing Lean as 

the organizations new management system requires an understanding of the philosophy 

that it is founded on (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006). The philosophy will, after adjustments 

to the specific company’s situation, serve as the foundation from where a new corporate 

culture can be built upon, i.e. align the company culture with the Lean philosophy.  
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7. Conclusion 

Many of the recent studies and literature agree that one of the most important success 

factors for implementing Lean as the organizations new management system requires an 

understanding of the philosophy that it is founded on. The philosophy will, after 

adjustments to the specific company’s situation, serve as the foundation from where a 

new corporate culture can be built upon, i.e. align the company culture with the Lean 

philosophy. This will however require relentless engagement and support from 

managers in levels within the organization, including top management. Moreover, we 

think that a clear goal and purpose of the change initiative is crucial in order to get the 

employees to fully grasp and be engaged in the change. Figure 6 show our conclusion of 

which the most important factors for implementing Lean in any organization are.  

7.1 Organizational readiness 

In this study, the term organizational readiness is used in terms of the mindset towards a 

change in the PU. We also address the most crucial gaps between the current 

management system and the Lean influenced SMS production system as a condition for 

readiness.  

Our study indicates that the mindset among managers and supervisors are very positive 

towards the transformation program. This fact is very promising for the change 

initiative to be successful. However, mindsets among the shop floor employees did not 

give us the same enthusiastic and positive responses and we got the impression that they 

might show resistance to change if a new change initiative is to be implemented. 

The gaps between current management system and SMS production system in terms of 

tools and techniques are not very significant and we do not think that this will be of any 

big concern. We think these gaps will be handled and filled in by the transformation 

program itself. Nevertheless, the study indicates that the implementation process will 

benefit from and be more effective if managers and supervisors, along with ongoing 

support from the change manager, were trained and educated in change management 

practices. 

7.2 Syncronizing  
The Gain project was a Lean project to some extent, just like SMS Production system. 

Therefore the synchronization of these two projects will not be a very difficult task, 

regarding tools processes and techniques. Gain has actually, as was its purpose, 

decreased the gaps between current practices and the practices that are intended to be 

implemented. However our study, as mentioned, indicate that resistance to yet another 

change might emerge among the shop floor employees. Thus, it is crucial that this 

resistance is addressed dealt with before launching the transformation program. 

Interviews with shop floor staff indicated that they had less or no understanding why yet 

another change initiative were to be launched. Therefore, we suggest that the managers 
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really try to explain thoroughly why this change is needed so that it makes sense to the 

employees.  

7.3 Practical implications & key factors 

The transformation program is, when compared to Lean implementation theories, a 

change initiative that is designed to deal with a lot of the issues that might arise during a 

comprehensive program like TP. We think, based on the empirical data that the main 

challenges for Langfang Tools will be in terms of resistance to change among the 

employees as well as creating a sustainable implementation of Lean with continuous 

improvement as a corner stone in the organizational culture. Finally, based on empirical 

data and theories (summarized in Figure 1), implies that the following success factors 

(listed below) can help Langfang Tools to make the implementation process more 

effective and sustainable in a long term perspective. 

 

 Form united and clear goals as well as purpose for the TP 

We conclude that a clear goal and purpose are crucial factors to get everyone engaged 

and moving in the same direction, thus this have been insufficient in the past. Make sure 

that everyone (including operators) understands why the change is initiated, that the 

change makes sense, what their role in the bigger picture is and what they can benefit 

from it; they are more likely to commit to it and participate engaged in the change 

efforts without resistance.  

 Understanding of Lean philosophy, that SMS production system is built upon 

The more recent research is quite clear about this. Understanding the philosophy i.e. the 

foundation of Lean is an important factor if the implementation is to be successful in the 

long term. Even though there is some general knowledge about Lean among the 

mangers, many of them lack a deeper understanding of the philosophy and suggest that 

training in the subject (for the managers/supervisors) is started as soon as possible.  

 Build a company culture that support the Lean philosophy 

A company culture that is aligned with the Lean philosophy is crucial for the 

implementation in the long term perspective. We suggest that a work shop is held to 

scrutinize what kind of culture that is vital to support SMS production system in 

Langfang. Furthermore, we suggest that a systemized plan for how this culture change 

can be implemented is formed. This will help the PU to get a well thought through and 

united plan for how to succeed with the needed cultural change.  They can create a 

reward system (i.e. non-financial rewards) that promotes behaviors that support this 

cultural change and publically promote behaviors that support the change in daily 

meetings. Nevertheless, the culture needs to change throughout the whole organization 
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in order to make this implementation successful in the long term. Managers and 

supervisors need to become more “Lean leaders”, practice “Genchi genbutsu” in the 

daily work and help develop the employees and so forth. The operators need to start 

continuously improving the processes continuously, always searching for a better way 

to do things as well as bring problems to the surface in order to find its root causes and 

so forth. Shortly, the organization needs to be Lean, think Lean and act Lean. 

 Form Lean expert teams as near source of knowledge.  

We suggest that Lean expert teams are formed in order to support the implementation of 

the TP. These teams should consist of a mix of 4-6 persons (i.e. managers, supervisors 

and operators) and will serve as a near source of knowledge to the shop floor staff. The 

team can the provide support for the necessary changes of routines and culture that the 

implementation entails. 

 

 Address the areas identified where resistance to change are likely occur and 

take preventive measures. 

Preventive measures to decrease resistance that are taken in advance will make the 

implementation process more effective. We found that the operators are likely to show 

resistance to change due lack of understanding of the purpose with the Transformation 

program. Further, we think that a more detailed investigation of resistance can arise is 

conducted and if more areas are identified, also managed to overcome resistance, as 

described in 4.1.1.  

7.4 Theoretical contribution 
Thus this research is a pre-implementation study it is quite hard to draw any general 

theoretical conclusions. However, there are some conclusions that might be generable to 

some extent. One is that there, looking at the previous attempt to implement Lean at 

Langfang Tools, are indications that Lean is not likely to work as a short term project, 

using a few tools without any deeper understanding of the philosophy behind it. 

However, most of our conclusions are confirmed by existing theories in the subject. The 

practical implications is however generable to some extent if used in a similar situation. 

7.5 Further research 

One suggestion for a future research can be to compare these findings with companies 

or production units that have gone through the implementation of Lean management. 

This is to be able to make more generable assumptions of success factors when 

implementing Lean.  

Moreover, a closer investigation to see where the greatest resistances among the 

employees are likely to be found can perhaps be of interest.  
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For future implementations concerning the Transformation program, can it be shaped 

differently e.g. in different countries or the conditions of the factory or culture? This can 

be investigated and questioned whether it can be improved or not. The economical 

perspective regarding a change program is also of interest, since it is a quite large 

investment and a risk with a change effort.  
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Appendix 
Interview questions 

 Background information.  

1. Describe your role and main tasks in the company? 

 

2. What are the most challenging tasks with your position? 

 

3. Are you happy with your position in the company? 

 

 Gain project 

1. Can you describe the Gain project to us? 

 

2. Describe the purpose with it? 

 

3. Did you use any specific strategy to implement it? 

 

4. In what way does it affect your daily work? 

 

5. How did you involve the supervisors/operators working for you?  

 

6. How did you learn about the tools and techniques used in the project? 

 

7. How did you set up the goals within this project? 

 

8. Have the goals been achieved? 

 

If no – why? 

 

9. How do you follow up the results? 

 

10. Do you use any reward system in this project? 

 

11. Have you experienced any other positive or negative outcomes from this 

project? 

 

YES/NO – please develop 
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12. Has there been any resistance among the managers or shop floor employees? 

 

If yes, - in what way and how did you deal with this? 

 

13. If you would start this project from the beginning again. Would you like to 

change it in some way? 

 

14. How do you feel about the PU transformation program 

 

15. Can you describe briefly what you know about it? 

 

 Management/Leadership 

1. How would you describe a good leader? 

 

2. Is there any difference between a manager and a leader according to you? 

 

3. How do you motivate and inspire the staff?  

 

4. How often do you visit the shop floor, watching and interacting with the 

staff? 

 

5. According to you, what are the main and most important success factors 

leading a change program?  

 

6. How would you describe the relationship between you and your managers 

and other employees in your PU 

 

 Lean 

1. Can you describe what Lean Production is to you? 

 

2. What advantages or disadvantages do you connect with Lean Production? 

 

3. Are you familiar with the term “continuous improvement”?  

 

If yes, -can you describe it to us? 
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