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Abstract
Due to the characteristics of services, continuous improvement is different and more subjective than
in a manufacturing context, in which continuous improvement is widely applied. The purpose of this
paper therefore is to explore the criticality of success factors for continuous improvement in the
service industry, to enable the development of lean management and increase operational
performance. Thereupon, semi-structured interviews were conducted and it was found that the critical
success factors of continuous improvement in the manufacturing industry are also applicable in the
service industry. However, some of them are more critical in a service context and work differently.
Besides, it was found that in order to develop continuous improvement charged behaviour should be
enabled. Moreover, human resources is added as a critical success factor for continuous improvement
in the service industry. Finally, it was concluded that the sub-sectors of the service industry have
different characteristics and therefore attention should be paid to what critical success factors work
specifically in that sub-sector in order to successfully develop continuous improvement in an
organization. The findings of this paper provide new insights on how to develop continuous
improvement in the service industry specifically.
Keywords: Continuous improvement, Critical success factors, Service industry, Attitudes and
behaviour, Culture.
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1. Introduction
Nowadays an increasing number of organizations offer the same range of services, and the only aspect
that really differentiates service providing organizations from each other is the quality of the total
service according to the customer (Farrington, Antony, & O’Gorman, 2018). Even more, since our
economy keeps growing, we can buy services of even greater value and therefore people want to
purchase experiences rather than just services (Pine & Gilmore, 2011). Not to mention the high
expectations that customers have for being satisfied beyond their expectations (Toivonen, 2016).
Additionally, there is the rise of servitization, which enables manufacturing firms to compete through
service provision as a means for differentiation (Vandermerwe & Rada, 1988). Due to this turbulence
and increasing customer demands, the service sector is challenged to compete efficiently and respond
quickly to activities in the market (Farrington et al., 2018) and therefore aims to do improvements in
the key activities or processes (Alsmadi, Almani, & Jerisat, 2012). Organizations can turn to lean
management in order to actually do these improvements. However, there is hardly any literature that
addresses sufficiently what prerequisites are needed to successfully improve activities or processes
in the service industry. This is due to the fact that, different from any other branch, the service
industries’ quality is an outcome of the interaction between the organization and its customer, which
is called co-creation. Hence, the customer plays a vital role in establishing the quality of the service
and thus its own satisfaction of it (Bitner, Faranda, Hubbert, & Zeithaml, 1997). To this end, this
paper addresses lean management’s continuous improvement by exploring what service organizations
in particular need in order to successfully improve their activities and processes.
Lean management aims at optimizing costs, quality and customer service in a constant way
by engaging and involving employees to focus on creating and delivering values in the eyes of the
customer as well as it eliminates what does not contribute to this goal (Bhatia & Drew, 2006). Lean
management can be distinguished into two categories, namely lean operations and continuous
improvement. Lean operations are all activities that are necessary to perform the primary processes,
or in other words, the day-to-day operations of an organization (Nelson & Winter, 1982). Moreover,
continuous improvement (CI) is defined as “a particular bundle of routines which can help an
organization improve what it currently does” (Bessant, Caffyn, & Gallagher, 2001, p. 68). The
underlying principle of this is that everybody has the opportunity to contribute to problem-solving
innovation within firms (Bessant et al., 2001). This study concentrates on continuous improvement
in the service industry.
Unfortunately, when it comes to continuous improvement, the service industry seems to lag
behind the manufacturing sector (Alsmadi et al., 2012). Services can be defined as a group of
economic activities not directly associated with the manufacturing of goods (Organisation for
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Economic & Development, 2000) and have certain characteristics such as intangibility, variability in
the quality of the service and heterogeneity, meaning that services can be standard as well as entirely
customized (McCollin, Ograjenšek, Göb, & Ahlemeyer-Stubbe, 2011; Parasuraman, Berry, &
Zeithaml, 1991, 1993). Besides, services include customers as part of the process and are often
produced as well as consumed at the same time and place, which is called inseparability. Moreover,
customers are not only present while consuming the service, in some cases they also actively cocreate the service (Toivonen, 2016). This illustrates that the skills and knowledge of the customer
have an effect of the value of the process (Cossío Silva, Revilla Camacho, & Vega Vázquez, 2013).
Thus, organizations in the service industry are not only dependent on their employees but also on
their customers. Consequently, the relation between both becomes an important characteristic. By the
same token, the behaviour of frontline employees plays an extremely important role in providing the
quality, because they are ought to know what the customer needs and provide them with that
(Baradarani & Kilic, 2018). The above mentioned characteristics of services might call for different
critical success factors on how to develop continuous improvement in the service industry.
Continuous improvement has been extensively investigated by many authors. In the same
way, previous research has identified critical success factors for implementing CI in manufacturing
companies. These so called, critical success factors (CSF’s) are the few particular things in a process
that must go well in order to, when given continual attention, enable successful competitive
performances (Cooper, 2019; Netland, 2016). When these CSF’s are identified, they will encourage
the development of an implementation plan (Desai, Antony, & Patel, 2012), which in this case is the
development of CI. To illustrate, commitment to a culture of quality and change is a CSF for CI in
the manufacturing industry (Kaye & Anderson, 1999). Nonetheless, CSF’s do not directly guarantee
success. So, critical in this case means that it is more or less important to give particular factors
attention to enable a successful result. Thus, this study focuses on factors that must go well in order
to develop continuous improvement in the service industry.
Due to the characteristics of services, continuously improving the service encounter is a more
complex and subjective process than it is in a manufacturing context, because it has to take into
account the customer as well as the producer (Farrington et al., 2018). Hence, this calls for a tailored
approach on exploring what success factors are critical to enable the development of CI in the service
industry. The aim of this paper therefore is to explore the criticality of success factors for continuous
improvement in the service industry in order to develop lean management and increase operational
performance. This leads to the following research question: “What are success factors to develop
continuous improvement in the service industry and to which extent are these success factors
critical?”.
5

Although continuous improvement has had considerate attention in the literature, there is
hardly any literature that goes specifically into the critical success factors of CI in the service industry.
Nevertheless, previous findings have suggested that CI is positively associated with the performance
of service providing organizations (Alsmadi et al., 2012) and therefore can improve operational
performance.
To this end, the second section of this paper will explore critical success factors for developing
continuous improvement in the service industry, by summarizing literature on CSF’s for CI in general
and specifically for the service industry. This will be used to provide the first insights in order to
answer the research question and set out what should be addressed in the semi-structured interviews,
which will be discussed in the methodology. Therefore, in the third section the exploratory research
design will be elaborated, which will provide an in depth look into the process of CI in the service
industry. Moreover, ethics will be reflected on after the quality criteria of this research have been
discussed. Fourthly, the result and analyses of the findings will set out the results of the interviews
that have been held and should provide the specific knowledge that could not be found in literature
and therefore will fill the current gap in literature regarding CSF’s for CI in the service industry.
Finally, the fifth section contains a discussion and the conclusion with regard to the data that has been
found in the literature and interviews and will answer the research question of this paper.
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2. Continuous improvement in the service industry
To explore the criticality of success factors to develop continuous improvement in the service
industry, this section aims to find previously identified success factors for CI in the literature. The
papers that have been used in this literature review, were found in search machines such as EBSCO
host, Emerald group publications, Science Direct, Wiley Online Library and WorldCat.org with
search words such as lean management, continuous improvement, improvement routines, service
industry, improvement behaviour, learning, perfection, conditions and necessary factors. The papers
that were found mostly originate from literature on CI in the manufacturing industry. However, the
characteristics of services might call for a different development of CI. Therefore, the behaviour of
front line employees and accompanied improvement routines will be explored first to shed light on
the role of behaviour in the process of CI in this industry. Also, since there is hardly any literature
regarding CI in the service industry specifically, each of the following paragraphs will explore CSF’s
for CI in general and argue whether this would be critical in the service industry as well.

2.1 Charged behaviour and improvement routines
Continuous improvement is crucial in order to accomplish flexibility, responsiveness and the ability
to adapt quickly to changes in the environment (Kaye & Anderson, 1999). In the service industry, the
front line employees are responsible for this. Front line employees are continuously in touch with the
customer and embody the perspectives of the customer as well as the organization (Karlsson &
Skålén, 2015). Thus, the attitudes and behaviours of the front line service employees are important
factors that can influence the perception that customers have of the total service offered (Baradarani
& Kilic, 2018) and also contribute to improvements (Cadwallader, Jarvis, Bitner, & Ostrom, 2010).
Besides, research has shown that front line employees gain information of the customer as well as
product and practice knowledge as a result of co-creation. Meaning that during their work they
experience which resources are needed to co-create the service and what expertise is necessary to
perform well (Karlsson & Skålén, 2015). Hence, the attitudes and behaviours of front line employees
should be managed by the service organization. Therefore, the concept of charged behaviour is
introduced, meaning that employees should be inspired, enthusiastic and driven in order to participate
in developing better services (Lee & Chen, 2007; Sethi & Nicholson, 2001) and thus develop
continuous improvement. This is important especially in the service industry, because of the
characteristics that require certain behaviour. So, it can be concluded that in order to develop
continuous improvement in the service industry the critical success factors should enable charged
behaviour as well, so that employees are driven to improve.
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In order to manage the process of continuous improvement, it is key to see the improvement
not as an activity for a short period, but as the enhancement of a set of key behavioural routines within
an organization (Bessant et al., 2001). Routines can be described as the pattern of how individuals do
things in organizations (Feldman, 2000; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997) and can be implemented to
provide stability and predictability in the behaviour of an organization (Van Lare & Brazer, 2013).
More specifically, improvement routines are referred to as patterns of behaviour that represent a
particular way in which an organization has learned to deal with some aspect of the innovation process
(Bessant & Caffyn, 1997). Besides, they refer to the strength or the ability of a bundle of interrelated
organizational routines for incrementally improving existing products or in this case processes (Peng,
Schroeder, & Shah, 2008). Bessant & Caffyn (1997) point out that routines of this kind are not
mindless patterns, but should be part of the dominant culture of the organization. Given these points,
improvement routines consist of the organization’s behaviour towards innovation and thus are
important for developing continuous improvement.

2.2 Organizational culture as a condition for continuous improvement
An organizational culture can be described as what a group of employees learn while they deal with
the issues of external adaption and internal integration. This can be described as a behavioural
process, because culture teaches employees how to behave in this process of adaption and integration
(Schein, 1990). A culture for continuous improvement exists of companywide commitment to a
culture of quality and change, strong leadership, open communication and focus on the employee
(Kaye & Anderson, 1999).
Many authors have stressed the importance of awareness regarding companywide
commitment to a culture of quality and change in order to develop continuous improvement
successfully (Achanga, Shehab, Roy, & Nelder, 2006; Farrington et al., 2018; Holtskog, 2013; Kaye
& Anderson, 1999; Prashar & Antony, 2018). Achenga et al. (2006) argue that organizations must be
conscious of the current culture that exists to successfully develop CI. So, awareness of it must be
created amongst employees which could be done through strong leadership and open communication,
which will be discussed in the next sub-paragraphs (Kaye & Anderson, 1999). All things considered,
continuous improvement needs an explicit corporate culture which is aimed at this specifically so that
certain behaviour can be developed amongst employees (Claver, Llopis, Garcia, & Molina, 1998).
Therefore, the existence of such a culture is expected to be critical for the successful development of
CI in the service industry. Perhaps even more, since the behaviour of front line employees, as
previously discussed, is the most important factor determining the quality of the service. Indeed,
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research on service innovation shows that a culture boosts the improvement performance of
employees in the service industry (Baradarani & Kilic, 2018).
The organizational culture should embody strong leadership that contributes to the
establishment of an environment in which employees feel that they are understood and allowed to
make mistakes and change their behaviour (Fischer & Silva, 2010; Kaye & Anderson, 1999). This
can also be linked to top management support, which will be discussed in the next paragraph of this
section. An environment in which employees feel save and allowed to make mistakes is expected to
be critical for the development of CI in the service industry. Especially, because it is not about
improving a product, but it is about improving the behaviour of employees.
To enable the development of continuous improvement, there should be an open culture with
open and cooperative communication at all levels of the organization (Antony, Leung, Knowles, &
Gosh, 2002; Beer, Voelpel, Leibold, & Tekie, 2005; Farrington et al., 2018; Garcia, Rivera, & Iniesta,
2013). Open communication entails aspects such as open top-down communication as well as bottomup and vertical communication (Antony et al., 2002). Open top-down communication is important,
because information needs to pass through many layers before it reaches the front line employees,
besides very strict top-down communication could constrain bottom-up communication (Anand,
Ward, Tatikonda, & Schilling, 2009). Bottom-up communication is important to develop CI because
top-management cannot oversee everything that takes place in the primary process and therefore the
input of employees is very important in order to continuously improve (Wright & Snell, 1998). Beer
et al. (2005) state that vertical communication enables employees to understand the organizations’
strategy and how this is related to the everyday decisions they have to make. So, a culture with open
communication is critical in order to successfully develop CI. This is expected to be critical as well
in the service industry. Especially, because of the co-creation characteristic in which employees work
together with the customer. Therefore, the employee has the most important information and should
be able to communicate this well.
In the organization’s culture, there should be focus on the employees. Focus on employees is
about creating the opportunity for employees and encouraging them to participate in continuous
improvement (Kaye & Anderson, 1999). To do this, many authors agree that it is critical to provide
power to employees and create an infrastructure in which the CI activities and goals mutually support
and reinforce each other (Bessant et al., 2001; Gonzalez-Aleu, Van Aken, Cross, & Glover, 2018).
As stated by Holtskog (2013), educated employees are capable of working independently and take
decisions by themselves. However, the structure of the organization should provide employees with
the power to carry out their responsibilities (Gonzalez-Aleu et al., 2018; Prashar & Antony, 2018).
Therefore, to enable this employee empowerment and consequently improvement of performance
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leading to continuous improvement, the delegation of authority has most effect (Meyerson &
Dewettinck, 2012). Hence, employees should be allowed to get involved in decision making
regarding the CI activities they perform (Meyerson & Dewettinck, 2012). To illustrate, this could be
done by developing standards, targets and systems (Farrington et al., 2018). Altogether, CI can be
developed through a culture in which employees are empowered to work and make decisions by
themselves. In the literature there is a consensus that employee participation and empowerment is
among the three most important CSF’s of CI (Netland, 2016). Due to the inseparability of services
the front line employees are ought to know what the customer needs and should at all times be able
to adjust to this. It is therefore expected that providing power to employees also is among the most
important CSF’s for CI in the service industry, so that they have the authority to make decisions
regarding CI activities themselves.

2.3 Learning as a condition for continuous improvement
Another critical success factor for developing continuous improvement is organizational learning.
Organizational learning can be defined as a social process of employees that participate in a study to
broaden the organization’s expertise (Popova-Nowak & Cseh, 2015) and consists of training and
education and evaluation of experiences (Kaye & Anderson, 1999).
In order to develop continuous improvement employees must be trained and educated in the
concept of CI (Bortolotti, Boscari, & Danese, 2015; Wells, 1997). This holds that employees should
have the ability to understand the concept of CI in order to actually carry out the improvement
routines, so that they can participate in the process of CI (Bessant et al., 2001; Garcia et al., 2013;
Salaheldin, 2009). According to the Ability, Motivation and Opportunity (AMO) theory this ability
could be developed by better training. However, training is not equivalent to learning, because
learning requires some level of active participating, which brings about changes in attitudes or
behaviour. Also, by making targets visible, the opportunity to perform enhances, because it becomes
more clear for the employees what needs to be done. Consequently, there is more motivation to
perform, because employees respond to the new goals. Furthermore, employees should have control
over problem solving and the organization of their work, because it supports them to use their new
gained skills and experiment (Sterling & Boxall, 2013). Thus, employees should be trained in the
concept of CI and learn through participation in order to change their behaviour. The training and
education of employees is seen as one of the three most important CSF’s for CI (Netland, 2016).
Therefore, training is expected to be very critical for the successful development of continuous
improvement in the service industry as well, because once again this is linked to the behaviour of
employees. Furthermore, research has shown that training can change the mind-set of the front line
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employees and consequently is very critical for the successful development of CI (Martínez-Jurado,
Moyano-Fuentes, & Jerez-Gómez, 2013). Moreover, training and education is expected to prevent
service quality loss, caused by the variability of services, because employees know better what to do
and hence can improve their behaviour.
In the light of learning, a learning environment should be created in which evaluation takes
place. Literature on learning organizations argues that the basic issues identifying whether an
organization has a learning environment or not, are whether they have defined a learning program as
was discussed in the previous sub-paragraph. Besides, it focusses on whether the organization avoids
repeating mistakes, meaning in a learning environment you reflect upon past experiences in order to
avoid repeating mistakes (Garvin & Henderson, 2004; Kaye & Anderson, 1999) through evaluation.
According to the literature the learning and adaption of behaviour will enable the development of
continuous improvement and therefore lead to competitive advantages for the service industry
(Fischer & Silva, 2010). Hence, this is expected to be an important critical success factor for
developing CI in the service industry. Another critical factor is whether the organization loses critical
knowledge when an employee leaves the organization. In a learning environment knowledge will be
institutionalized through policies and procedures and consequently remain in the basis of the values,
norms and operating practices of the organization (Garvin & Henderson, 2004) and therefore in the
routines of an organization. In essence, a learning environment should be established so that
employees can reflect upon their past experiences and hence learn from them. . Finally, it is expected
that by establishing a learning environment in which employees get to reflect upon their past
experiences, employees can better train their behaviour. Therefore this is expected to be a CSF for CI
in the service industry.

2.4 Top management support as condition for continuous improvement
Top management support can be defined as “influencing, motivating and enabling others to contribute
toward the effectiveness and success of the organization of which they are members” (Laureani &
Antony, 2018, p. 504) and consists of senior management commitment and involvement as well as
the integration of continuous improvement in the strategic goals of the organization (Kaye &
Anderson, 1999).
The support and involvement of top management is an important critical success factor for
continuous improvement. However, in most organizations where CI has been developed, senior
management is not involved in the daily operations and continuous improvement that are part of lean
management (Liker, 2004). Hence, a critical success factor for enabling CI is the support and
commitment of top management (Achanga et al., 2006; Garcia et al., 2013; Kaye & Anderson, 1999;
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Liker, 2004; Salaheldin, 2009), which can be done through communicating this by attending training
sessions, recognizing the trainers at meetings, promotions and bonuses (Stephen, Cherie, & Patti
Byrd, 1994). Besides, management should support the process of continuous improvement and the
accompanied behaviour in terms of involvement, support with regard to experimenting, recognizing
the contribution of employees to CI, the allocation of resources (Bessant et al., 2001; Gonzalez-Aleu
et al., 2018) and the recognition and rewarding of team achievements regarding CI (Farrington et al.,
2018). Furthermore, management has to facilitate coaching opportunities to help employees enable
CI (Gonzalez-Aleu et al., 2018). So, the management’s leadership behaviour and business practices
(Prashar & Antony, 2018) in terms of their involvement and whether they support employees, has
great impact on the successful development of CI in organizations. Even more, management
commitment and involvement is among the most important CSF’s for CI (Netland, 2016). Regarding
the service industry, the intrinsic rewarding of teams is linked to the successful development of
improvement behaviour (Martínez-Jurado, Moyano-Fuentes, & Jerez Gómez, 2013) and therefore
this is expected to be critical. Lastly, top management’s support and the intrinsic rewarding of teams
is expected to help in the establishment of the right behaviour in order to develop CI in the service
industry.
Another critical success factor for developing continuous improvement is the alignment of CI
and the strategy of the organization. In order to succeed the development of CI, several authors
underline the criticality of a shared vision and strategy across the organization (Achanga et al., 2006;
Bessant et al., 2001; Farrington et al., 2018; Holtskog, 2013; Kaye & Anderson, 1999). Nevertheless,
it is not recommended to copy the standardized tools directly from literature. For this reason, it is
critical to have a strong local adaption (Holtskog, 2013), so that the CI activities and goals are actually
linked to the business strategy of the organization (Gonzalez-Aleu, Van Aken, Cross, & Glover, 2018;
Prashar & Antony, 2018). As a result, employees are able to link the CI activities, they are ought to
perform, to the strategic goals of the organization (Bessant et al., 2001). Hence, for organizations this
means that they should provide a clear linkage between why employees should be able to
continuously improve in order for the organization to reach their goals. As was discussed before, front
line employees are the ones who deliver the service and therefore play a pivotal role in ensuring
satisfied customers. Thus, it is expected that the alignment of CI and the strategy also is important in
the service industry, because it helps employees understand why their behaviour is so important for
the organization to reach their goals.
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2.5 Managing the process of CI as a condition for continuous improvement
The management of the process of continuous improvement contemplates the effectivity of the quality
management system (Dale, Boaden, Wilcox, & McQuater, 1997). According to many authors
(Farrington et al., 2018; Garcia et al., 2013; Gonzalez-Aleu et al., 2018; Kaye & Anderson, 1999;
Prashar & Antony, 2018) effective management of CI is critical to successfully develop CI in
organizations. This can be done through the documentations of experiences of the employees in the
process of CI (Garcia et al., 2013; Gonzalez-Aleu et al., 2018). In their article, Kaye et al. (1998)
suggest that organizations should establish measurements and feedback systems for CI and hence,
standardize achievements in a quality management system. In brief, organizations should manage the
process of CI through documentation, measurements and systems. Due to the variability characteristic
of services, meaning that the quality can differ at any given time, it is expected that the documentation
of CI is important to shed a light on the differing quality of the service (Schvaneveldt & Enkawa,
1992) and therefore help developing CI in the service industry. Moreover, due to the service
heterogeneity, which results in different levels of quality, it is hard to define improvement for the
entire service. Therefore, it is expected that management of CI is a critical success factor in the service
industry (McCollin et al., 2011).

2.6 The customer as a condition for continuous improvement
Focus on the customer is an important critical success factor to develop continuous improvement,
because it helps to establish information from customers which can be linked to the strategy (Kaye &
Anderson, 1999). Due to the co-production characteristic of services, there is a lot of service
innovation literature which proposes that the customer is critical to improve in a service context.
Thus, it is critical for service providing organizations to include the customer in the development of
continuous improvement (Bortolotti et al., 2015; Farrington et al., 2018; Garcia et al., 2013; Matthing,
Sandén, & Edvardsson, 2004; Prashar & Antony, 2018). To enable this, organizations should learn
from the customer. Therefore, it is vital to include the customer in the process of learning by
facilitating in supporting techniques, which enables service companies to create customer information
and knowledge and input for the systematic learning (Matthing et al., 2004). However, important
challenges in the process of learning from the customer are the difficulties of finding representative
customers, using the right incentives for customers to participate and finally the challenge of
capturing customers’ knowledge (Nambisan, 2002). Another critical success factor for CI in the
service industry is the focus on the customer (Farrington et al., 2018; Garcia et al., 2013; Prashar &
Antony, 2018; Salaheldin, 2009). In fact, to be able to learn from the customer successfully, as
elaborated in the previous section, it is vital to understand the customer. Farrington (2018) found that
the CI practice in the service industry, most frequently mentioned as having a significant impact, is
13

accurately understanding customer priorities through data collection. Also, it is critical to measure
customer experience accurately to fully understand the customer. In brief, the customer is a CSF for
CI in the service industry, because of the co-production characteristic of services.

2.7 Conceptualization
The critical success factors emerged from the literature review are listed in table 1, and provide a
view of the groups of CSF’s comprising continuous improvement in general and CI in the service
industry together. This is used to set out what could be addressed in the interviews. In the interviews
we expect to find a linkage between the CSF’s found in the literature and the experience of service
providing organizations with CSF’s of CI. Moreover, we expect that the three most important CSF’s
(management commitment and involvement, training and education and employee participation and
empowerment) turn out to be very critical in the service industry. Also, we are curious to find new
factors that are found critical for success in the development of CI in service providing organizations.
When taking into consideration the characteristics of the service industry it could appear that the
CSF’s listed in table 1 are not considered useful by the industry due to the fact that most of the CSF’s
originate from lean management literature in manufacturing context. The list of the CSF’s
compromising CI is not exhaustive when it comes to CI in general due to the explorative character.
However, it is when it comes to CI in the service industry, because so little is known yet.

14

X

m
M
en
an
t
a
Cu gin
sto g t
m he
er pr
oc
es
Tr
so
ai
ni
fC
ng
I

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X

Creating a learning environment

Training & education

Understanding/ learning from the customer

X
X
X
X
X

Including customer in learning process

X
X
X
X
X

Managing the process of CI

m
an
ag
e
To
p

X
X
X

Strategic alignment of CI

X

X
X
X
X

Top management support and involvement

X

Open communication

Strong leadership

X

Focus on employees

Awareness of companywide commitment

Cu
ltu
re
CSF's for CI
Service Innovation EE LE AMO

Sources
Achanga, Shehab, Roy, & Nelder, 2006
Anand, Ward, Tatikonda, & Schilling, 2009
Antony, Leung, Knowles, & Gosh, 2002
Beer, Voelpel, Leibold, & Tekie, 2005
Bessant, Caffyn, & Gallagher, 2001
Bortolotti, Boscari, & Danese, 2015
Dale, Boaden, Wilcox, & McQuater, 1997
Farrington, Antony, & O’Gorman, 2018
Garcia, Rivera, & Iniesta, 2013
Gonzalez-Aleu, Van Aken, Cross, & Glover, 2018
Holtskog, 2013
José Martinez-Jurado, Moyano-Fuentes, Jerez Gomez, 2013
Kaye, Andeson, 1998
Laureani & Antony, 2018
Liker, 2004
Prashar & Antony, 2018
Salaheldin, 2009
Stephen, Cherie, & Patti Byrd, 1994
Wright & Snell, 1998

X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

Sterling & Boxall, 2013

X

Garvin & Henderson, 2004

X

Meyerson & Dewettinck, 2012

X

Matthing, Sandén, & Edvardsson, 2004

X

Fischer & Silva, 2010
Baradani & Kilic, 2018
Nambisian, 2002

Table 1: CSF’s compromising CI

X
X

X

X
X

X

AMO - Ability, Motivation, Opportunity theory
LE - Learning Environment theory
EE - Employee Empowerment theory

15

The operationalization of this paper, according to the literature review, can be found in appendix I
of the book of appendixes. The literature review summarized in table 1 has been the input for the
conceptual model of this research paper, which is as follows.

Figure 1: Conceptual model
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3. Methodology
In this section the methodology of this paper will be discussed. According to Yin (2014), five aspects
of methodology are important in particular. To begin with, the questions of the study, by which he
refers to the research question. In this paper the research question is as follows: “What are success
factors to develop continuous improvement in the service industry and to which extent are these
success factors critical?”. The second aspect entails the proposition. As previously stated, since there
is hardly any literature about critical success factors of lean management’s continuous improvement
in the service industry, the aim of this paper is to explore the criticality of success factors for
continuous improvement in the service industry and therefore an exploratory study will be performed,
aiming to enlarge the understanding of a complex phenomenon (Yin, 2014). The third aspect of Yin’s
research design is the units of analysis which will be discussed in the paragraph ‘data set'.
Subsequently, the data analysis procedures will be explained, this sub-paragraph also contains the
fifth aspect, namely the criteria for interpreting the findings. Eventually the quality criteria and the
ethics of this paper will be discussed.

3.1 Research design
In this paragraph the research design of this paper will be discussed, which can be seen as the blueprint
of the research (Yin, 2014). The exploratory research design is open-ended and therefore it will
provide the researcher with a high degree of flexibility and independence (Eisenhardt, 1989). The
flexibility and independence of the research design enables the researcher to steer whenever this is
considered necessary. This is necessary to ensure the quality of this paper, meaning that whenever
something is not clear yet or the data-set turns out to be too small, the researcher can decide to do
more research.
With regard to the actual design of this research, several interviews have been conducted in
order to explore the criticality of the success factors for continuous improvement in the service
industry, as listed in the previous section. Hence, a view has been obtained on which success factors
actually are considered to be critical for developing CI in practice. Consequently, the interviews have
given insights in what success factors are critical in order to develop CI in the service industry and to
what extent they are critical. This research strategy has been chosen by deciding upon a set of key
elements, namely that the phenomenon of continuous improvement will be investigated in depth,
specifically in the context of the service industry. Therefore, the knowledge gained can only be
generalized to the service industry, however it will be elaborated more in depth, more complex and
the risk of uncertainties will be minimized (Verschuren, Doorewaard, Poper, & Mellion, 2010).
Consequently, a qualitative view will be used, namely semi-structured in-depth interviews that enable
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interpretation of the results (Verschuren et al., 2010). This means that the interviews have been
conducted by an interview guide in which introduction questions and subjects are written down
(Boeije, 2014). Therefore, the semi-structured interviews leave room for the respondents to share
their interpretation, and it enables the researcher to ask follow-up questions during the interviews,
that could be crucial for a deeper understanding of the development of CI, even though they have not
been documented in advance. The interview guide is based upon the operationalization that has been
based on the literature review, and can be found in appendix II in the book of appendixes.

3.2 Data set
Regarding the interviews, Symon & Cassell (2012) state that organizations should be representative
of the phenomenon under investigation, which in this case means service providing organizations that
have experience with lean management’s continuous improvement. In order for an organization to be
selected it must consist of two criteria, namely it must be an organization in the services industry and
secondly, it must have developed CI. Therefore, the sampling technique that has been used, is a
heterogeneous purposive sample, because this technique enables us to specifically choose
organizations in the services industry that have implemented CI and therefore allow us to meet our
aim (Symon & Cassell, 2012). It also enables us to select participants with sufficiently diverse
characteristics to provide the maximum variation possible in the data that will be collected (Symon
& Cassell, 2012).
The service industry can be divided into four sub-categories, namely financial services,
property rental and trade services, specialist business services and rental and additional services. The
financial services consist of banks, insurance services and pension funds. The property rental and
trade services group exists of organizations that focus on the rent and sale of real estate as well as
mediation and maintenance of it. The specialist business services consist of juridical services,
administration services, management advice services, architects, research services and design
services. Lastly, the rental and additional services group consists of car rental and lease services,
employment agencies, travel agencies and facility services.
In this paper, out of all four categories organizations have been selected. This way we were able to
choose organizations in the service industry with sufficiently diverse characteristics to provide the
maximum variation, as described before. Besides, this has given us a broad view of the entire service
industry, without focussing too much on the different groups. Thus, this allows us to investigate
continuous improvement in the entire service industry. In table 2 and 3 the participating organizations
and characteristics can be found. As can be seen, many respondents are from the HR department of
the organizations, which might point to their role in the development of CI in the service industry.
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Services sub-group

Organizations

Respondents

Financial services

ABN AMRO

Lean consultant

Achmea

HR employee

ENO

HR employee

VBO makelaars

Manager

Domijn

HR Manager

Breman

Lean facilitator

Property rental & trade services

Specialist business services

Manager Lean
Rental & additional services

Facilicom

HR director

Kleentec

CEO

Koers Oost

Manager

Table 2: Data set

Organizations FTE

Established in

Start of CI

Aspects of lean management

ABN AMRO

1991

2011

Process efficiency

18.830

Operational management
Behaviour workplace
Customer excellence
Continuous improvement
Achmea

13.714

1811

2004-2009 Continuous improvement

ENO

209

1860

2016

Continuous improvement

VBO

1.100

1985

2017

Continuous improvement
Customer excellence

Domijn

220

1999

2015

Continuous improvement
Customer excellence

Breman

1.700

1972

2014

Continuous improvement
Just in time
Kanban
VSM
5S
19

Facilicom

30.157

1966

2012

Continuous improvement
Customer excellence

Kleentec

829

2001

2018

Continuous improvement
Customer excellence

Koers Oost

28

2011

2018

Customer excellence
Continuous improvement

Table 3: Data set characteristics

One of the characteristics of interview studies is that it has a small number of research units
(Verschuren et al., 2010). However, the more organizations investigated, the better the chances are to
distinct the relevant from the more specific, consequently irrelevant, characteristics of organizations
(Swanborn, 2010). Considering the scale of this paper it has been decided that per category one to
three cases will be selected in which there will be one or two interviews, thus there will be a total
sample of about ten service providing organizations out of the four sub-categories. This will allow us
to meet our aim, because this study is explorative and therefore above mentioned organizations will
give sufficient insights in what could be critical success factors for continuous improvement in the
service industry. Above all, this study does not need in depth case specific insights about a certain
sub-sector of services, but aims at the entire service industry. Besides, due to the explorative character
it can be decided to add more organizations when the researchers think they did not gather enough
data to answer the research question.

3.3 Data analysis procedure
To prepare the data that has been obtained by the interviews, first of all the interviews have to be
recorded and transcribed (Vennix, 2011). The data analysis started with basic descriptions of the
codes and then moved to the conceptual arranging of codes, which consequently enabled theorizing
(Patton, 2002). The coding process explores the useful information in the data and looks for
similarities and differences regarding the critical success factors of continuous improvement to
categorize and label the data (Walker & Myrick, 2006). So, first open codes will have been assigned
to text fragments in the transcripts and afterwards those open codes have been assigned to axial codes.
Additionally, contrast coding has been applied by which possible contrasts in the different subsectors
of the service industry were analysed. This way contrasts in codes that represent emerging concepts
were identified in the data (Woolf & Silver, 2017). The data gathered through the interviews will be
the input for possible new critical success factors or can be linked to ones found in the literature.
Also, tables will be used to search for patterns or grouping of similar topics that could help to examine
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the data (Cassell & Symon, 2004), these can be found in appendix III and IV. Whenever necessary,
the researcher can go back to do extended literature study on a topic, because of the flexible
exploratory research design.

3.4 Quality criteria
The assessment of quality criteria in this paper will be done according to Guba & Lincoln’s view. In
their view qualitative research differs from quantitative and therefore they have established four
alternative, more suitable criteria (Symon & Cassell, 2012), which will be illustrated next.
In a credible research the researcher aims to discover a good fit between “constructed realities
of respondents and the reconstructions attributed to them” (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 237). This can
be linked to internal validity, which in this exploratory research is about whether the we can secure
an accurate or true impression of continuous improvement and how this could be accomplished. The
validity could be at stake when our presence or activities have effects on the phenomenon that is
observed (Stebbins, 2001), which in this case this could mean that performing the interviews could
cause the organizations to make the process of developing CI look rosier than it actually was. Also,
the validity could be at stake when our perception and interpretation has an effect on the phenomenon
(Stebbins, 2001), this could occur when we are not aware of our personal bias. Therefore, member
checks have been used, meaning that we have tested the obtained interpretations with the research
participants throughout the research process. This way it is ensured that the interpretation we have
(Stebbins, 2001), accurately matches with the respondent and personal bias can be prevented. Finally,
the validity could be endangered when the researcher has not been able to unravel all the aspects of
the phenomenon that are considered relevant (Stebbins, 2001). Therefore, it is important to explore
as much information as possible in the literature review.
Transferability refers to rather than aiming to generalize results to other context, transferrable
research should provide enough detail about the specific research case and ensure that the reader of
the paper can judge what other (perhaps similar) context the research could be generalized to (Symon
& Cassell, 2012). In this paper the service industry is the specific case in which the research is
conducted. However, due to the explorative character of this research, transferability cannot be
entirely ensured because this research is just a start. Therefore, this research will provide the starting
point from which specific case studies in the sub-categories of services can be done.
Dependability could be linked to reliability, in the light of exploratory research, this concerns
the question of when another researcher would perform the same exploratory literature study and
interviews, similar observations would occur (Stebbins, 2001). In other words, dependability or
reliability is about whether the findings of the research are independent of accidental circumstances
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(Kirk & Miller, 1986). To ensure the dependability of this research the design was based on literature
studies on qualitative methods, so that it is done in a proper way. According to Haven & van Grootel
(2019) dependability is about whether the research question is clear and the features of the research
design correspond with it. In this case the exploratory design of the research corresponds with the
exploratory research question and therefore this research is dependable.
Finally, confirmability with regard to qualitative research means that it is made clear where
the data came from and how it was transformed into the findings (Symon & Cassell, 2012). To assess
confirmability it is important to reflect on whether the methods of the study have been described
entirely and whether a full picture has been showed (Haven & Van Grootel, 2019). Thus, in the
literature review it is discussed where the data from the literature came from. Besides, in the subparagraph data-set it is discussed where the data from the interviews came from and those together
provide a full picture regarding the phenomenon continuous improvement in the service industry.
Lastly, a research diary has been kept to be reflective on the process. This will be elaborated further
in the next paragraph in which the ethics of this paper will be discussed.

3.5 Ethics
In doing research, one has to manage their responsibilities in a way everyone considers it to be ethical.
According to the European code of conduct for research integrity, good research is based on the
following principles of integrity (All European Academies, 2017). Firstly, reliability should be accounted
for in order to ensure the quality of the research. This has been discussed in the previous subparagraph. The second principle is honesty in research, meaning that this paper should be transparent,
fair and unbiased. This can be done through reflexivity (Miller, 2012). Reflexivity enables researchers
to acknowledge and be aware of their role in performing the research and the way it can be influenced
by the object of the research (Symon & Cassell, 2012). To use this as a tool, a research journal will
be kept to reflect on the process. Thirdly, this research should be done with respect towards others.
Regarding respect, issues could arise in the process of getting access to potential participants,
therefore, we will strive to seek informed voluntary consent from participants and keep the consent
of the participation renegotiable throughout the research process (Mauthner, 2002). Also,
confidentiality and anonymity are important responsibilities regarding ethics. This will be managed
through creating awareness by the participants with what will happen to the data they provide for the
research (Wiles, 2013). Finally, accountability for the research is an important principle of integrity,
meaning that one is responsible for the impact of the research paper.
Besides, the Netherlands code of conduct for scientific practice distinguishes the following
principles for good scientific research. First of all, the research must be conducted scrupulously,
meaning that it should be performed with dedication and precision. Also, the research should be
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reliable, just like the first principle of the European code of conduct for integrity. Moreover,
verifiability should be accounted for, which means that it should be capable to be verified by others.
In this case this will be done by the first examiner of the student. Fourthly, the principle of
impartiality should be considered to ensure that nothing will affect the judgement and decisions of
the researcher. This will be prevented through member checks as discussed in the quality paragraph,
besides there will be recent checks with fellow student researchers. Lastly, the independence of the
research is at stake, meaning that the researcher is not sensitive to other’s judgement. Therefore, I
will strive to be as objective as possible when making decisions. All things considered, this should
ensure the ethics of this research.
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4. Results and analyses of findings
This section will provide the results of the analyses of the interviews that have been conducted. It is
based on the structure of the operationalization that the literature review has provided. So, the results
regarding (charged) behaviour in the service industry will be discussed. Afterwards the results
regarding culture, top management support, managing the process of CI, learning and the customer
will be reviewed. Next, new insights regarding critical success factors specifically for the service
industry will be analysed, namely the concept of human resources.

4.1 Behaviour
In the interviews it became clear that behaviour is very critical for the success of continuous
improvement in the service industry. So, the critical success factors of CI should also enable charged
behaviour to ensure a successful result.
“You should try to get it in the genes of people…It would be default to only instrumentally use tools instead of
steering on behaviour…I strongly believe that the change is in the people themselves”. 3.5, 3.13, 3.40, 3.65

Especially in this industry, because employees are the representatives of the organization and play an
important role in the realization of the organizations’ strategy.
“I think that employees for you are the representatives for the company and therefore ultimately will
accomplish your strategic goals better…you can influence behaviour a lot, but sometimes you need a different
function profile…a different employee who has that behaviour already”. 2.5, 2.22

In the rental and additional services many employees are stationed at another organization where they
carry out their job. Therefore they have a double loyalty towards the organization they work for and
the one they are stationed. Besides, this group works with the customer more than the organization
itself and therefore it is even more important to steer on the behaviour of employees.
“We see that our employees feel loyal to our organization as well as the organization he’s send to, it’s a double
loyalty…The customer is very important…they see our customer more often then they see us”. 2.45

Another topic specifically for rental and additional services, is that many employees work their way
up through the years and therefore sometimes end in a function although they lack the competences.
Nevertheless, there are many different types of employees in every organization and some might even
be fearful to change. When you ask so many different personalities to contribute to the same goal of
continuous improvement, you have to find methods to support each and every one of them Meaning
that this should be custom-made for every employee. Regarding fear to change, it was mentioned that
one should figure out what thrives somebody and why someone is resisting. This also can translate
back to trust in each other, which then can be linked to the direct manager.
“I try to figure out what someone thrives and what holds someone back…it can be that they just don’t trust
themselves enough on changing…and that can cause resistance, because you’re scared to fail”6.40.

24

Although every organization that has been interviewed mentioned the importance of behaviour, they
all still struggle with developing charged behaviour. In short, the behaviour of the front line
employees needs to be changed in a certain way in order to develop continuous improvement in the
service industry and therefore should be managed by the organization through customization.

4.2 Organizational culture
In the interviews it turned out that organizational culture also is a critical success factor to develop
continuous improvement in the service industry. Because of the behavioural aspect of the front line
employees, CI means that employees should improve their behaviour and therefore commitment to a
culture of quality and change is very important. Firstly, employees should be aware of the fact that
they have to change and therefore they should have the ability to understand the natural need for
achieving goals.
“It might be the biggest critical success factor…because if you do not feel the space to continuously improve,
you will not involve in it.” 6.43
“It is crucial, it should be carried by the entire organization and not be a message… in establishing a strategy
throughout the entire organization people should participate…they need to understand where we want to go
through…consequently, people will move along...so our employees don’t need permission on everything…and
when you make choices, there will be mistakes and that is allowed." 1.57, 1.60 1.22, 1.23, 1.24

Furthermore, a lot of the interviewees talked about how they thought it was important to stay close to
their employees and create a bond so that mutual trust and respect could be developed. Besides, a safe
environment in which it is allowed to make mistakes is critical for the development of CI in the
service industry. One of the respondents told about how the trust she experienced in their current
culture, made her behave like that too.
“The trust what I got and felt, hmmm, you know I experienced what that felt like and now I try to give it as
well”´7.14.“It is about making people feel that they are allowed to make mistakes and learn from it.. that they
feel trusted and ultimately try new things” 4.45.

Moreover, the culture should be built on open communication in which bottom-up feedback and
participation of the entire organization are central. One of the respondents explained that they use
road shows in order to encourage employees to participate in the process of continuous improvement.
This way they were able to learn from the knowledge that their employees have.
“We do this so that people get the feeling that we do not figure everything out ourselves, but that bottom-up
input is important as well…so that the practice also is related to the course we follow”1.27.

Also, employees should be provided with the power to make the changes they think are needed to
develop CI. Even more, since the employees know best how the service actually should be performed,
delegation of authority might even be more important in the service industry than it is in a
manufacturing context.
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“A very rigid structure attracts people who are not used to continuously improve themselves…the structure of
your organization can impede, which conflicts with changing further.” 2.6

To conclude, in the service industry it is considered important to have a safe environment in which
there is open communication throughout the entire organization and employees have a bond with each
other in which mutual respect and trust are central.

4.3 Learning
Regarding the critical success factor training and education, it also holds for continuous improvement
in the service industry. Employees need to understand the concept as well as they need to see the link
between the organization’s strategy and the training and they should be motivated.
“I think training and development are really close to the strategy of the organization…it has a substituted
position in an organization, even though it should have a more strategic position.” 2.31, 2.42

In one of the interviews it was suggested to train early adopters of the process of continuous
improvement. They can be trained to motivate their colleagues and engage them too. Regarding the
rest of the employees, training and education should be centred about their demand. That is to say
that an employee should have a certain wish to learn in order for a training to be successful. Therefore,
organizations should consider whether they should train or educate and if they do, they should
consider what that employee desires to learn.
“When people want to or should do a training…the next step is to consider the learning question behind it…it is
always custom-made…it depends on the phase of your life and what is happening at this moment…it should fit
with that.” 7.8, 7.9

Nowadays many different trainings can be offered, however it is important to know what that
particular employee wants and needs in order to continuously improve and what fits best with the
organization’s strategy. Moreover, employees need to be able to feel that they can make mistakes and
afterwards learn from them and therefore it was suggested to develop an integrated learning program.
Notably, because in the service industry it is not about a product but the learning program should be
about how employees can change their behaviour in such a way that continuous improvement can be
developed and finally operational performance will be increased. To establish this, employees need
to engage in self-reflection and therefore mutual feedback between employees is important.
“Self-consciousness is very important, meaning that we are self-conscious of our behaviour and what effect it
has on others…the first step is to give feedback to each other…you can have feedback sessions on the job and
reflect and evaluate on what happened”. 5.37

Especially, regarding evaluation in service providing organizations it is important to allow bottomup feedback, because of the co-creation character of services. Employees and customers both
participate in the process, meaning that when something has to be evaluated, both evaluations have
to be taken into consideration and not just the evaluation of the customer. In a word, employees need
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to be motivated and trained in the concept of CI. Moreover, the trainings should be custom-made to
what the employee wants to learn. Lastly, self-reflection and feedback are important to develop CI.

4.4 Top management support
For the group managing CI it turned out that, as well as in the manufacturing industry, the
documentation is important in the service industry. Also, top management support is important in
order for CI to be successfully developed, because they are the ones who have to show that CI is
important. Particularly, this is important because of the behavioural characteristic. When top
management does not have the right attitude, employees are not going to change either. Moreover,
during the interviews it appeared that the rewarding of teams hardly happened in practice. Even more,
it became clear that a financial reward does not contribute to the goal of CI in the service industry.
Furthermore, in the interviews it was evident that the direct manager can have a huge impact on the
successful development of continuous improvement. A certain kind of leadership is required with
specific roles of the direct manager, also the beliefs of the direct manager are vital in order for the
successful development of CI. Also, the direct manager should coach and stimulate its employees in
order to show the right behaviour and make sure they get the recognition for it. However, this might
be different for every employee and therefore they should give each employee what they need, which
means that they should continuously adapt.
“The direct manager should stimulate the employees in order to show the right behaviour and eventually value
them for it..they should continuously adapt themselves to the different employees…they should have a certain
talent to feel that." 2.26, 2.37

Regarding the integration of CI into the organization’s goals, it was argued that in the service industry
management should be careful. When CI becomes a goal of the organization, employees could
interpret this as failure of their current behaviour. Therefore, it was mentioned to ensure that the
integration comes with a clear message.
“It can result in people interpreting that ehmm continuous improvement means that you’re not doing well right
now…you should be watch over that…because change does not necessarily mean that you’re not doing
well…so you should have a clear message”1.68.

Another topic that became apparent in the interviews is the gap between top management and the
employees. Regarding the process of continuous improvement and perhaps even in the business sector
overall, much is centred around high educated people who want to continuously improve themselves.
However, the notion of CI can stress out lower educated people and therefore bring fear whether they
are competent enough to perform their job and continuously improve it. Therefore there is not enough
focus on operational employees. Unfortunately there is a gap between the people actually performing
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the services and management, which has to do with the big differences regarding their salaries, their
lifestyles and the fact that their ways of communication is very different.
“That is because the gap between the floor and top management is very big, and that has to do with
communication…I think top management does not succeed to build a bridge between the differences… it is a
social topic.” 4.29, 4.30

To sum up, top management plays an important role in the service industry. Especially the direct
manager can have great impact on the development of CI because, due to the behaviour characteristic,
employees should be coached and stimulated to show the right behaviour.

4.5 Managing the process of CI
Regarding a quality management system, none of the respondents mentioned they had one. Regarding
the management of the process of CI one of the respondents mentioned the following:
“It is a continuous process…We see it as a journey, which we started way before and we are on a journey and
that journey will never end”1.47, 1.50.

However, some respondents argued that they wanted to or established a measurement system
regarding customer information.
“We want to build a measurement system…to use our customer data..which will ensure awareness…the
continuous character of evaluating what the customers think and make it measureable”5.40, 5.42.

In financial services it turned out that because they have different brands, they have to deal with
different timelines regarding the process of CI. Thus, this holds that although it is one organization,
all of the divisions or brands have their own pace regarding the development of CI. A way to deal
with the customer in this sector is by working through chains, meaning that the improvement routines
start with the back-office and ultimately end where the front line service employee meets the
customer.
“Our improvement programs go all the way until we meet the customer…in my experience you can fine tune
the back-office, but when the front still is a mess, you keep compensating.” 3.54

Thus, they go through the chain and try to map the points where more value for customers could be
established. However, due to the different brands or divisions it is important to engage as many of
them, in order to be able to go through the entire chain. Engaging the different divisions has been
done by the use of campaigns or consultants who help analysing and facilitating resources.

4.6 The customer
Since co-production is one of the most important characteristics of services, including the customer
in the learning process is important to successfully develop continuous improvement in a service
context. Meaning that the customers of service providing organizations help to improve. On the
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contrary, it turned out that in a service context letting your customers help your organization improve
also results in improving the customer itself.
“We think that when you are capable of continuously improving yourself, you are capable of continuously
improving the customer…so you innovate in order to help the customer better.” 6.49

In order to learn from customers, the feedback of the customers must be processed. In a service
context this means getting in touch with the customer and have a conversation, leading to the
development that the customer desires. However, due to the co-creation characteristic of services it
also was mentioned that the employees that actually performed the service should also be included in
this. This means that the information gained through the conversation with the customer must be
taken into the organization and discussed with the employees to hear their side of the story and analyse
what they think would be good improvements.
“You should combine those two stories...some things can be more nuanced than the customer says...so that we
can come to results together”1.40.

Not to mention, the customer can also make mistakes. The feedback that has been processed and the
improvements that might have come out of that should be poured into the process of learning.
Furthermore, in order to understand the customer, during the interviews it became clear that the
organizations are continuously in contact with their customers to ask critical questions how their
customers look at the service. Apart from the conversations, organizations need to regularly gather
data of the customer in order to establish measurement regarding their opinion on the quality of the
services. Thus, feedback of customers is necessary in order to understand the customer. This can be
done through customer journeys and customer panels in which customers talk about how they think
about the services. Finally, building a relationship with the customer was added to the conceptual
model as a result of the interviews in which it turned out that in a service context building a
relationship with dedicated customers is very important in order to develop continuous improvement.
“We strive for a personal relationship with our customers..it is custom-made, it is different for
everyone.” 8.6, 8.10, 8.11

Because of the dedicated customers, it is possible to build a relationship, because they are willing to
put their time and effort in establishing a better service. The relationship with the customer is a twoway street in which the service providing organization can give advice to the customer as a
professional partner and the customer wants to engage in an improvement trajectory together with the
service providing organization.
“Out of a respectful base, the customer sees us as a professional partner that knows what it’s talking about and
therefore we dare to give our customer advise, because we think that we can improve their process…we engage
together in an improvement trajectory, to look for answers together.”. 1.35, 1.36, 1.41

The property rental and trade services deal with a social sector in which they have to move along with
what their members want. Their biggest benefit is that their members are extremely concerned and
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want to help to continuously improve. However, this holds that the employees of the organization
should be able to deal with this through ownership. They should ensure they are in touch with the
customer, try understand what their needs are and think from their perspective.
Employees need to take ownership, which takes time and discussions…responsibility, we do it together with our
partners…they should listen close and stand next to the customer instead of saying we are the owners…Our
renters depend on us and therefore we should establish an equal relationship…it is important to empathize”.
9.15, 9.16, 9.17

As shown above, the customer is pivotal in developing CI in the service industry. Thus, a relation
should be established in which mutual feedback and advise can be given.

4.7 Human Resources
In many of the interviewed organizations in the service industry it became clear that human resources
should have a bigger role in the development of continuous improvement than it has at this very
moment.
“You need to include HR on this, because they have a different view of the organization…they are capable of
analysing what is best for the organization and how to reach everyone…HR can support this with suitable
instruments”. 7.16, 7.20, 7.22

For example some of the organizations chose to hire an external coach to objectively look at the
process of CI and another organization started the development of continuous improvement with
external consultants. Also, the notion of CI should already be inserted in the recruiting process.
Another factor that could be successful for CI is to find the right function, meaning that you need the
right person on the right job. Therefore, it is important to find everyone’s interest, why someone does
something in a certain way, which all has to do with their background. Moreover, focusing on
individuals instead of groups can also lead to success. Meaning that you enable every employee to
participate, so that they are not dependent on the direct manager and certain circumstances.
“Make sure that everyone can participate…don’t make it dependent on whether the manager wants to or
not…it is great if a team participates, but if two employees from the team participate and the rest does not, it is
also a win…not everyone wants the same thing at the same time.”. 6.21, 6.22, 6.23

As a consequence of the process of CI in which employees work in a continuous way to implement
changes, perhaps the measurement of competences should change. Instead of performance interviews
twice a year, HR should steer towards an environment of continuous feedback and self-reflection in
which personal development is central. Despite the wish, not everyone will be willing and able to
change along in the development of CI. In this light HR should get involved, have conversations and
ultimately to let people go. Finally, in order to find talent, it was mentioned in the interviews that first
of all you should map the potentials of every individual employee. Subsequently, a talent pool can be
developed in which custom made development can be established. This way, organizations can offer
employees the right path of CI. Meaning that it fits with what the employee wants and what the
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organization needs. Consequently, when a job is centred around one’s talent instead of competencies
that should be attained, employees will have more energy and fun in their job.
“We think we should invest in on the talent of people, so not at what you’re not good at, but built on what you
are good at…HR will analyse this with the managers and look at which talents every team has and whether this
is utilized enough”. 9.8, 9.10

In several interviews the concept of vitality was discussed, in which organizations not only let their
employees improve their work but also their body and mind. It was stated that when employees are
feeling well, it will impact the customers in a positive way. To summarize, HR should be involved in
the development of CI in the service industry so that CI can be moulded into the HR processes.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions
To recap, the aim of this paper is to explore the criticality of success factors for continuous
improvement in the service industry in order to develop lean management and increase operational
performance. In order to answer the research question: “What are success factors to develop
continuous improvement in the service industry and to which extent are these success factors
critical?” there will be a discussion of the interpretations of the literature review and the interview
results. Besides, the next paragraph is concerned with the relevant conclusions of this paper.
Furthermore, the methodological reflection, theoretical contribution, managerial implications and
limitations and directions for future research will be discussed afterwards.

5.1 Discussion
In the literature review of this study it became clear that continuous improvement overall has five
groups with their accompanied CSF’s, namely organizational culture, learning, top management
support, managing the process of CI and the customer. Besides, in the literature review we explored
the concept of charged behaviour, in which the attitudes and behaviours of the front line service
employees are important factors that can influence the perception of the service that customers have.
Therefore these attitudes and behaviours of employees should be managed. However, regarding the
concept of charged behaviour little is known yet, so this could not be elaborated more in depth in the
literature review. Also, in the literature this was not linked specifically to CI in the service industry.
Moreover, due to the variability and heterogeneity of services it was expected that the documentation
and evaluation of experiences are critical to develop CI as well as establishing a safe environment in
which employees feel like they are allowed to make mistakes and get more authority. Nevertheless,
this has not been linked to CI in the service industry. Furthermore, this study proposed that due to the
co-creation characteristic of services, understanding the customer would have a far more important
role in the development of CI.
The results of the interviews suggest that behaviour is indeed important to develop continuous
improvement in service industry just as was suggested in the literature review. The concept of
behaviour is important specifically in the service industry because the employees are seen as the
representatives of the organization, because they play a vital role in the realization of the
organizations’ strategy due to their role in developing the service. These findings support those of
Sethi & Nicholson (2001) who indicated that the front line service employees can influence the
perception that customers have and therefore their attitudes and behaviours should be managed.
Nevertheless, the concept of behaviour also has not been linked to CI before. So, in order to develop
CI in the service industry, the CSF’s should also contribute to the establishment of charged behaviour.
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In the interviews it appeared that indeed culture, learning, top management support and the
customer are CSF’s in the service industry. However, not much was mentioned about managing the
process of CI. Furthermore, concerning a culture with focus on employees it occurred that authority
is extremely important in the service industry, because employees need to be able to immediately
adapt their behaviour when they co-create the service with the customer. This is in line with the
consensus in the literature, which states that employee empowerment is among the three most
important CSF’s for CI (Netland, 2016).
With regard to the evaluation of experiences in a learning organization, it indeed appeared
that it is important to create a culture with a safe environment so that employees feel safe to make
mistakes and learn from them through self-consciousness, self-reflection and feedback between
employees. Therefore, this CSF is considered to be more critical in this industry. However, since
there is hardly any literature about CSF’s for CI in the service industry, this could not be linked to
other theories.
Besides, in the service industry the role of the direct manager seems to have far more impact
on developing CI, due to his role to coach and stimulate employees in their process and make sure to
customize this to every employee. This is critical especially in this industry, because employees need
to change their behaviour and not a process which has proven to make it a more subjective process
and therefore customization is important.
With regard to the CSF’s of understanding the customer, it appeared that this is more critical
in the service industry due to the co-creation characteristic. Hence, the customer has a bigger role in
establishing the quality and the organization and customer establish some kind of relation or
partnership in which mutual feedback is central. This is in line with the theory of Pyon, Woo & Park
(2011) who state that the collaboration between organizations and customers is required for service
input. However, it seems that these concepts have not been investigated in depth yet.
Besides, this study shed light on the importance of HR as a CSF for CI in the service industry.
Especially, because in the service industry behaviour plays such a pivotal role and hence this calls for
a role of HR in the service industry. This is in line with the theory of Rana & Malik (2017) and
Wickramasinghe (2015) saying that talent engagement as well as job-related training has a positive
impact on the quality of services and human resources therefore should develop and engage
capabilities of employees to enhance the quality of service. Finally, this study explored vitality with
regard to CI in the service industry, because when employees feel well their behaviour towards
customers will improve. This contributes to the theory of Lin & Lin (2011) regarding the positive
influence of employee inner emotion and service environment with respect to customer emotion and
service outcomes. (Pyon, Woo, & Park, 2011)
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(Rana & Malik, 2017; Wickramasinghe, 2015) (Lin & Lin, 2011)

5.2 Conclusions
First of all, it can be concluded that charged behaviour should be established to develop continuous
improvement in the service industry. As was introduced in the literature, the attitudes and behaviours
of front line service employees are important to influence the perception that customers have whether
they are satisfied or not. The employees performing the service are the representatives of the
organization and therefore play an even more important role in realizing the organizations’ strategy.
However, many organizations still struggle with implementing methods to support employees in
changing their behaviour.
Secondly, it can be concluded that the success factors of continuous improvement in the
manufacturing industry are also very well applicable in the service industry. However, there is more
to it due to the different characteristics of services, which makes continuous improvement more
subjective. So, due to the variability and heterogeneity a culture in which employees feel safe to make
mistakes and change their behaviour is more critical. Moreover, employees should be self-conscious,
give each other feedback and engage in self-reflection in order to learn. Also, this study explored that
the role of the direct manager is more critical in the service industry, because of the behaviour
characteristic which calls for coaching and motivating and stimulating the employee in their process
of CI. More important, the direct manager should be able to continuously adapt to what that particular
employee needs in his process of CI and facilitate in that specifically. Besides, the customer plays a
bigger role in the development of CI in the service industry, because of the co-creation characteristic.
Therefore, building a relationship with the customer is an important CSF for CI in the service industry.
The difference in here lies in the dedication of the customer, because they are willing to put their time
and effort in the organization to establish a better service with them. So, it’s a two-way street in which
the organization as well as the customer give advice as professional partners.
Finally, due to the behavioural characteristic, it can be concluded that HR should play a pivotal
role in developing continuous improvement in the service industry with regard the HR processes of
the organization. Also, it can be concluded that the sub-sectors of the service industry have differing
characteristics which they might have to deal with apart from the overall characteristics and
accompanied CSF’s for CI in the service industry.

5.3 Methodological reflection
When I look back at this research, it can be concluded that at this point the methodology suited the
research question best, because so little is known about continuous improvement in the service
industry and especially the behavioural part of it. Regarding the credibility of this research, I tried to
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really find out the motives for some of the comments that were made during the interviews, so that
the organizations could not make it look rosier than it actually was. Also, I only knew ABN AMRO
and Domijn as organizations and therefore I feel like my perception and interpretation did not have
a big effect due to personal bias. Moreover, I tried to valid my interpretation by asking them if I
interpreted it the right way. To ensure that I unravelled all of the aspects, I went back to the
literature review after I finished the interviews so that I could shed more light on the aspects
behaviour and HR, this is mentioned in the discussion. With regard to the transferability of this
paper it can be concluded that the results can be generalized to the service industry, however due to
the contrasts in the different subsectors, more research should be done in order to be able to fully
generalize it. Besides, in the data set it became apparent that HR employees were overrepresented,
because apparently they are most involved with CI in the organizations. The dependability, or
reliability, the question of when another researcher would perform the study the same way, is hard
to answer because it depends on what aspects he or she would find important to add to the research.
Due to my previous experience in the service industry, I personally am convinced that behaviour is
an important CSF for CI and therefore I gave this more attention than perhaps another researcher
would do. Lastly, the confirmability has been ensured by the data-set in which it has been made
clear where the data came from. Also, every quote in the result analyses has been given a code so
that it is clear where the information has been gathered from.

5.4 Theoretical contribution
The insights into which success factors are critical and to what extent they are critical in the service
industry, have contributed to the existing literature on CI in the service industry as follows. Firstly,
this paper has taken into consideration the characteristics of the service industry such as coproduction, variability, heterogeneity and the attitudes of front-line employees regarding the
development of continuous improvement. Therefore, this paper has contributed to the exploration of
continuous improvement in the service industry and may advance existing case studies on continuous
improvement in specific organizations in the service industry by generalizing it more. Moreover, the
concept of behaviour confirms the theory on the role of front line employees and how their behaviour
can influence the quality (Sethi & Nicholson, 2001). However, this concept of behaviour has not been
linked to CI before in the service industry and therefore this study contributes to the literature of CI
in the service industry overall.
Besides, this paper has distinguished a possible new CSF for the service industry
specifically, namely the concept HR. Regarding the concept of HR this paper has contributed on the
role of HR on developing CI in the service industry. This is in line with the theory of Rana &
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Malik (2017) which states that HR practices are related to organizational performance. Regardless,
this also has not been linked to continuous improvement in the service industry.
Finally, this study has extended the current CSF’s for CI in the service industry by adding
the direct manager as CSF regarding the management of CI and building a relationship with the
customer as a CSF regarding understanding the customer.

5.5 Managerial implications
In this paper it became clear that continuous improvement in the service industry is about changing
behaviour and therefore a tailored way of developing CI is required. To this end, the following
managerial implications should be taken into account. Firstly, due to the behavioural characteristic,
direct managers play a pivotal role in the process and should facilitate, motivate and coach their
employees. More than in different branches, they need to build a relationship of mutual trust with
their employees so that they feel like they are allowed to make mistakes and learn from them in order
to change their behaviour and thus continuous improve themselves. Besides, it is important to link
HR to CI and make sure that through all of the HR practices that are used in the organization, CI is
taken into account. Moreover, organizations should strive to build a relationship with their customer
in which mutual feedback can be given and a partnership can be developed. All things considered, it
is important to realize that developing CI in a service industry means that there should be changes in
behaviour which asks for a different approach of management.

5.6 Limitations and directions for future research
This paper explored the criticality of success factors for developing continuous improvement in the
service industry specifically. Furthermore, it provided an overview of the different subsectors of the
service industry and their characteristics which could influence the development of CI. Moreover,
light was shed on the influence of behavioural characteristics and HR on the development of CI.
However, this study has not provided evidence on whether these CSF’s are actually successful in the
service industry, since it only explored what could be CSF’s for CI in the service industry. So,
regarding the concept of this study more research needs to be done on whether these CSF’s for CI in
the service industry have proven its success. Furthermore, the aspect of behavioural characteristics
and HR, that have an impact on CI, have not been extensively investigated due to the explorative
character of this research. Due to these possible limitations, future research could go into the causal
relationship between HR, behaviour and CI. Also, other concepts with regard to lean management
could be subject to future research, for example CSF’s for CI in lean operations.
Regarding the concept of methodology, this paper has conducted a cross-sectional research,
because the organizations in the dataset were only interviewed once about what they thought were
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CSF’s for CI. Even more, many service organizations that could have been in the dataset, were just
now starting continuous improvement and therefore could not give any insight in what they thought
were CSF’s for it. Therefore, this is a possible limitation. Hence, future longitudinal research could
be conducted to learn more about the journey that service organizations go through in order to develop
CI.
Besides, many organizations in the service industry were not aware of lean management
although they developed continuous improvement in some kind of way and therefore weren’t suitable
for the research. Another possible limitation is that all the organizations in the dataset are Dutch
companies in the service industry. So, future research could broaden the scope by selecting
international organizations, organizations with different background cultures or different branches
than the service industry. With regard to the different subsectors of the service industry, too little
organizations were in the subsets to be able to generalize about it and therefore not much could be
said about the differences, even though it is assumed that there are important factors. Therefore,
regarding the scope of this research, future research could go into the different subsectors of the
service industry and their characteristics regarding the development of lean management’s continuous
improvement.

37

6. References
Achanga, P., Shehab, E., Roy, R., & Nelder, G. (2006). Critical success factors for lean implementation
within SMEs. Journal of Manufacturing Technology Management, 17(4), 460-471.
doi:doi:10.1108/17410380610662889
All European Academies. (2017). The European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity. Berlin: ALLEA -All
European Academies.
Alsmadi, M., Almani, A., & Jerisat, R. (2012). A comparative analysis of Lean practices and performance in
the UK manufacturing and service sector firms. Total Quality Management and Business Excellence,
23(3-4), 381-396.
Anand, G., Ward, P. T., Tatikonda, M. V., & Schilling, D. A. (2009). Dynamic capabilities through
continuous improvement infrastructure. Journal of Operations Management, 27(6), 444-461.
doi:10.1016/j.jom.2009.02.002
Antony, J., Leung, K., Knowles, G., & Gosh, S. (2002). Critical success factors of TQM implementation in
Hong Kong industries. International Journal of Quality & Reliability Management, 19(5), 551-566.
Baradarani, S., & Kilic, H. (2018). Service innovation in the hotel industry: culture, behavior, performance.
The Service Industries Journal, 38(13), 897-924. doi:10.1080/02642069.2017.1420172
Beer, M., Voelpel, S. C., Leibold, M., & Tekie, E. B. (2005). Strategic Management as Organizational
Learning: Developing Fit and Alignment through a Disciplined Process. Long Range Planning,
38(5), 445-465. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2005.04.008
Bessant, J., Caffyn, S., & Gallagher, M. (2001). An evolutionary model of continuous improvement
behaviour. Technovation, 21(2), 67-77. doi:10.1016/S0166-4972(00)00023-7
Bessant, J., & Caffyn, S. J. I. J. o. T. M. (1997). High-involvement innovation through continuous
improvement. 14(1), 7-28.
Bhatia, N., & Drew, J. J. T. M. Q. (2006). Applying lean production to the public sector. 3(1), 97-98.
Bitner, M. J., Faranda, W. T., Hubbert, A. R., & Zeithaml, V. A. (1997). Customer contributions and roles in
service delivery. International Journal of Service Industry Management, 8(3), 193-205.
doi:10.1108/09564239710185398
Boeije, H. R. (2014). Analyseren in kwalitatief onderzoek : denken en doen (Tweede druk. ed.). Den Haag:
Boom Lemma uitgevers.
Bortolotti, T., Boscari, S., & Danese, P. (2015). Successful lean implementation: Organizational culture and
soft lean practices. International Journal of Production Economics, 160, 182-201.
Cadwallader, S., Jarvis, C. B., Bitner, M. J., & Ostrom, A. L. (2010). Frontline employee motivation to
participate in service innovation implementation. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science,
38(2), 219-239. doi:10.1007/s11747-009-0151-3
Cassell, C., & Symon, G. (2004). Essential guide to qualitative methods in organizational research. London:
SAGE.
Claver, E., Llopis, J., Garcia, D., & Molina, H. (1998). Organizational Culture for Innovation and New
Technological Behavior. Journal of high technology management research, 9(1), 55-68.
Cooper, V. (2019). The Critical Success Factor Method: A review and practical example.
Cossío Silva, F. J., Revilla Camacho, M. A., & Vega Vázquez, M. (2013). Heterogeneity of customers of
personal image services: a segmentation based on value co-creation. International Entrepreneurship
and Management Journal, 9(4), 619-630. doi:10.1007/s11365-013-0266-3
Dale, B. G., Boaden, R. J., Wilcox, M., & McQuater, R. E. (1997). Sustaining total quality management:
what are the key issues? The TQM Magazine, 9(5), 372-380.
Desai, D. A., Antony, J., & Patel, M. B. (2012). An assessment of the critical success factors for Six Sigma
implementation in Indian industries. International Journal of Productivity and Performance
Management, 61(4), 426-444. doi:10.1108/17410401211212670
Farrington, T., Antony, J., & O’Gorman, K. D. (2018). Continuous improvement methodologies and
practices in hospitality and tourism. International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality
Management, 30(1), 581-600. doi:10.1108/IJCHM-03-2017-0141
Feldman, M. S. (2000). Organizational Routines as a Source of Continuous Change. Organization science,
11(6), 611-629.

38

Fischer, A. L., & Silva, N. B. D. (2010). Continuous improvement programs as processes for organizational
learning: A case study of a company in the food products industry. universidad y empresa, 8(10), 4972. Retrieved from
Garcia, J. L., Rivera, D. G., & Iniesta, A. A. (2013). Critical success factors for Kaizen implementation in
manufacturing industries in Mexico. International Journal of Advanced Manufacturing Technology,
68(1-4), 537-545. doi:10.1007/s00170-013-4750-2
Garvin, D. A., & Henderson, L. J. D. o. N. S. U. o. W. G. C. G. (2004). Learning in Action: A Guide to
Putting the Learning Organization to Work. AORN Journal, 79(2), 502-503. doi:10.1016/S00012092(06)60626-1
Gonzalez-Aleu, F., Van Aken, E. M., Cross, J., & Glover, W. J. (2018). Continuous improvement project
within Kaizen: critical success factors in hospitals. TQM Journal, 30(4), 335-355.
doi:10.1108/TQM-12-2017-0175
Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1989). Fourth generation evaluation. Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage
Publications.
Haven, T. L., & Van Grootel, D. L. (2019). Preregistering qualitative research. Accountability in Research,
26(3), 229-244.
Holtskog, H. (2013). Continuous Improvement Beyond the Lean Understanding. Procedia CIRP, 7, 575-579.
doi:10.1016/j.procir.2013.06.035
Karlsson, J., & Skålén, P. (2015). Exploring front-line employee contributions to service innovation.
European Journal of Marketing, 49(9/10), 1346-1365. doi:10.1108/EJM-10-2012-0568
Kaye, M., & Anderson, R. (1999). Continuous improvement: the ten essential criteria. International Journal
of Quality & Reliability Management, 16(5), 485-509. doi:doi:10.1108/02656719910249801
Kirk, J., & Miller, M. L. (1986). Reliability and validity in qualitative research. Beverly Hills: Sage
Publications.
Laureani, A., & Antony, J. (2018). Leadership – a critical success factor for the effective implementation of
Lean Six Sigma. Total Quality Management & Business Excellence, 29(5-6), 502-523.
doi:10.1080/14783363.2016.1211480
Lee, C., & Chen, W.-J. (2007). Cross-functionality and charged behavior of the new product development
teams in Taiwan's information technology industries. Technovation, 27(10), 605-615.
doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.technovation.2007.02.012
Liker, J. K. (2004). The Toyota way : 14 management principles from the world's greatest manufacturer.
New York: McGraw-Hill.
Lin, J.-S. C., & Lin, C.-Y. (2011). What makes service employees and customers smile: Antecedents and
consequences of the employees' affective delivery in the service encounter. Journal of Service
Management, 22(2), 183-201.
Martínez-Jurado, P., Moyano-Fuentes, J., & Jerez-Gómez, P. (2013). HR management during lean
production adoption.
Martínez-Jurado, P. J., Moyano-Fuentes, J., & Jerez Gómez, P. (2013). HR management during lean
production adoption. Management Decision, 51(4), 742-760. doi:10.1108/00251741311326545
Matthing, J., Sandén, B., & Edvardsson, B. (2004). New service development: learning from and with
customers. International Journal of Service Industry Management, 15(5), 479-498.
doi:doi:10.1108/09564230410564948
McCollin, C., Ograjenšek, I., Göb, R., & Ahlemeyer-Stubbe, A. (2011). SERVQUAL and the process
improvement challenge. Quality and Reliability Engineering International, 27(5), 705-717.
doi:10.1002/qre.1234
Meyerson, G., & Dewettinck, B. (2012). Effect of empowerment on employees performance. 2(1), 40-46.
Nambisan, S. (2002). Designing Virtual Customer Environments for New Product Development: Toward a
Theory. The Academy of Management Review, 27(3), 392-413. doi:10.2307/4134386
Nelson, R. R., & Winter, S. G. (1982). An evolutionary theory of economic change. Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.
Netland, T. H. (2016). Critical success factors for implementing lean production: the effect of contingencies.
International Journal of Production Research, 54(8), 2433-2448.
Organisation for Economic, C.-o., & Development. (2000). The service economy Business and industry
policy forum series, Retrieved from WorldCat.org.
Parasuraman, A., Berry, L. L., & Zeithaml, V. A. (1991). Understanding Customer Expectations of Service.
Sloan management review, 32(3), 39.
39

Parasuraman, A., Berry, L. L., & Zeithaml, V. A. (1993). More on improving service quality measurement.
Journal of Retailing, 69(1), 140-147. doi:10.1016/S0022-4359(05)80007-7
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3 ed. ed.). Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage
Publications.
Peng, D. X., Schroeder, R. G., & Shah, R. (2008). Linking routines to operations capabilities: A new
perspective. Journal of Operations Management, 26(6), 730-748. doi:10.1016/j.jom.2007.11.001
Pine, B. J., & Gilmore, J. H. (2011). The experience economy (Updated edition. ed.). Boston, Mass.: Harvard
Business Review Press.
Popova-Nowak, I. V., & Cseh, M. (2015). The Meaning of Organizational Learning:A Meta-Paradigm
Perspective. Human Resource Development Review, 14(3), 299-331.
doi:10.1177/1534484315596856
Prashar, A., & Antony, J. (2018). Towards continuous improvement (CI) in professional service delivery: a
systematic literature review. Total Quality Management & Business Excellence, 1-29.
doi:10.1080/14783363.2018.1438842
Pyon, C. U., Woo, J. Y., & Park, S. C. (2011). Service improvement by business process management using
customer complaints in financial service industry. Expert Systems With Applications, 38(4), 32673279. doi:10.1016/j.eswa.2010.08.112
Rana, M. H., & Malik, M. S. (2017). Impact of human resource (HR) practices on organizational
performance. International Journal of Islamic and Middle Eastern Finance and Management, 10(2),
186-207. doi:10.1108/IMEFM-04-2016-0060
Salaheldin, S. I. (2009). Critical success factors for TQM implementation and their impact on performance of
SMEs. International Journal of Productivity and Performance Management, 58(3), 215-237.
Schein, E. H. (1990). Organizational culture. American Psychologist, 45(2), 109-119. doi:10.1037//0003066X.45.2.109
Schvaneveldt, S. J., & Enkawa, T. (1992). Variability and quality loss in services: concepts and
countermeasures. Total Quality Management, 3(3), 233-242. doi:10.1080/09544129200000031
Sethi, R., & Nicholson, C. Y. (2001). Structural and contextual correlates of charged behavior in product
development teams. Journal of Product Innovation Management, 18(3), 154-168.
Stebbins, R. A. (2001). Exploratory research in the social sciences Qualitative research methods ; v. 48,
Stephen, C. B., Cherie, F., & Patti Byrd, C. (1994). Continuous Improvement through Employee Training A
Case Example from the Financial Services Industry. The Learning Organization, 1(1), 11.
Sterling, A., & Boxall, P. (2013). Lean production, employee learning and workplace outcomes: a case
analysis through the ability-motivation-opportunity framework. Human Resource Management
Journal, 23(3), 227-240. doi:10.1111/1748-8583.12010
Swanborn, P. G. (2010). Case study research : what, why and how? Los Angeles: SAGE.
Symon, G., & Cassell, C. (2012). Qualitative organizational research : core methods and current challenges
Teece, D. J., Pisano, G., & Shuen, A. (1997). Dynamic capabilities and strategic management. Strategic
Management Journal, 18(7), 509-533. doi:10.1002/(SICI)1097-0266(199708)18:7<509::AIDSMJ882>3.0.CO;2-Z
Toivonen, M. (2016). Service innovation : novel ways of creating value in actor systems Translational
Systems Sciences, 2197-8840 ; Volume 6, doi:10.1007/978-4-431-54922-2
Van Lare, M. D., & Brazer, S. D. (2013). Analyzing Learning in Professional Learning Communities: A
Conceptual Framework. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 12(4), 374-396.
doi:10.1080/15700763.2013.860463
Vandermerwe, S., & Rada, J. (1988). Servitization of business: Adding value by adding services. European
Management Journal, 6(4), 314-324. doi:10.1016/0263-2373(88)90033-3
Vennix, J. (2011). Theorie en praktijk van empirisch onderzoek (5e ed. ed.). Harlow: Pearson/ Custom
Publishing.
Verschuren, P. J. M., Doorewaard, H., Poper, R., & Mellion, M. J. (2010). Designing a research project (2nd
ed. / ed.). The Hague: Eleven International Publishing.
Walker, D., & Myrick, F. (2006). Grounded Theory: An Exploration of Process and Procedure. 16(4), 547559. doi:10.1177/1049732305285972
Wells, R., W. (1997). Growing a learning culture: new thinking in an old industry. Training for Quality, 5(2),
88.

40

Wickramasinghe, V. (2015). Effects of human resource development practices on service quality of services
offshore outsourcing firms. International Journal of Quality & Reliability Management, 32(7), 703717. doi:10.1108/IJQRM-03-2013-0047
Woolf, N. H., & Silver, C. (2017). Qualitative Analysis Using ATLAS.ti : the Five-Level QDA"!Method (First
edition. ed.). London: Taylor and Francis.
Wright, P. M., & Snell, S. A. (1998). Toward a Unifying Framework for Exploring Fit and Flexibility in
Strategic Human Resource Management. The Academy of Management Review, 23(4), 756-772.
Yin, R. K.-z. (2014). Case study research : design and methods (5th edition, [3rd printing]. ed.). Thousand
Oaks, California ;: Sage Publications.

41

Appendix I – Operationalization

42

Appendix II - Interviewguide
Interviewguide
Introductie

-

Mag ik je zeggen?

-

Mag ik dit gesprek opnemen? > verwerking van onderzoek

-

vertrouwelijkheid

voorstellen + onderzoek kort uitleggen + aangeven dat ze elk moment
gewoon vragen kunnen stellen als er iets niet duidelijk is.
Begrippen uitleggen: lean management, CSF’s/KSF’s, continuous
improvement.
Beginvragen

-

In hoeverre zijn jullie op dit moment bezig met Lean
Management overall?

-

Hoelang zijn jullie al bezig met lean management?

-

In hoeverre zijn jullie bezig met Continuous Improvement? [het
process van continue verbeteren]

Hoe slagen jullie er op dit moment in om CI te bewerkstelligen?
-

Welke randvoorwaarden denk je dat er zijn voor het
ontwikkelen van CI?

Kritieke succes factoren

-

Hoe hebben jullie dit ervaren tijdens het implementeren van [het
project]?

-

Wat waren KSF’s in de opstartfase?

-

Wat waren KSF’s tijdens de uitrol?

-

Wat waren KSF’s tijdens het gehele project? > Welke KSF’s
zijn nog steeds belangrijk?

Cultuur

-

Hoe zou je jullie cultuur omschrijven? Hoe komt CI terug in
jullie cultuur?

-

In hoeverre hebben jullie cultuur ervaren als een belangrijke
factor voor continuous improvement?
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Het managen van CI

-

In hoeverre zit CI in jullie strategie?

-

Hoe gaat het management om met het proces van CI?

-

In hoeverre hebben jullie het managen van het CI proces als een
belangrijke factor ervaren voor CI?

Training & educatie

-

Hoe komt training en educatie terug in jullie visie/strategie?

-

In hoeverre is training en educatie 'kritiek' voor het succesvol
opzetten van CI?

De klant opnemen in het

-

Hoe proberen jullie de klanten te begrijpen?

proces van CI

-

Hoe proberen jullie van de klant te leren?

-

In hoeverre is het meenemen van de klant in het proces
belangrijk voor CI?

- Commitment

-

- Learning environment
- Open communicatie
- Medewerkers ‘macht’
geven

“Commitment to a culture of quality and change”
o

Consciousness of current culture

o

Understanding of natural need for achieving goals

o

Strong leadership Creating a learning environment

o

Having defined learning programs

o

Reflection upon past experiences

o

Institutionalizing knowledge

-

Open communication

-

Providing power to employees
o

Supportive infrastructure

o

Delegation of authority
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-

- Managen CI practices

Managing CI practices

- Strategie
- Top management
ondersteuning
-

-

-Begrijpen/leren van
concepten CI
-Medewerkers motiveren
- klant in leerprogramma
- leren en begrijpen klant

Afsluiting

o

Documentation

o

evaluation

Alignment Ci & Strategy
o

Shared vision & strategy

o

Ability to link CI to strategy

Top management support
o

Communication

o

Recognition

o

Rewarding team achievements

o

Facilitating resources

-

Understanding the concept of CI

-

Motivating employees

-

Including customer in learning program

-

Learning from & understanding the customer

We zijn aan het eind van dit interview gekomen
-

Afrondende vragen
•

Wat is het belangrijkste dat u/je in dit interview hebt willen
zeggen over continuous improvement?

-

Heb/heeft u/ je nog iets gemist in het interview, of heb/heeft u/je
nog iets toe te voegen? Contactgegevens geven

-

Zou ik nog terug mogen komen op dit interview indien ik nog
vragen heb? Controleren of je contactgegevens hebt

-

Uitleg gebruik van de gegevens: uitwerken maar gegevens zijn
anoniem

-

Bij dezen wil ik je bedanken voor je tijd en je bijdrage aan mijn
onderzoek!
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Appendix III – Axial coding scheme
Concepts

Axial codes

Culture

Commitment to a culture
of quality and change

Open codes
Consciousness of current Culture
culture
Power of culture
Understanding of natural Boundary condition lean
need for achieving goals Downside of culture

Creating a learning
environment

Strong leadership

Allowed to make mistakes
Bonding with employees
Center employees
Earning trust of employees
Hearing the employee
Intensive contact employees
Leadership
Participating with employees
Reflecting diversity in feedback
Resistance
Respect for DNA
Respecting employees
Social excellence
Taking care of employees
Understanding employees

Having defined learning
programs

Online learning
Process of training
Train early adopters
Training with a big population
Selfreflection

Reflection upon past
experiences

Learning from mistakes
Self-consciousness
Share results
Share success

Institutionalizing
knowledge
Open communication

Providing power to
employees

Communication
Make things visual
Make it personal
Storytelling
Tell the story
Feedback between employees
Make it tangible
Regular stimulus
Interactive dialogue sessions
supportive infrastructure

Advantage of structure
Challenges of structure
Downside structure
Make organization agile
Revising tasks

46

Concepts

Managing CI

Axial codes

Management of CI
practices

Alignment of strategy and
CI

Top management support

Training & education

Open codes
Delegation of authority

Ability to make own decisions
Bottum-up
Make employees realize changes

Documentation of CI

Lean journey

Evaluation of CI
practices

Bottum-up feedback
Clear expectations
Reflecting

Shared vision and
strategy
Ability to link strategy
to CI

Clear message
Expectations
Gaining support for strategies
Goal of CI
Longterm view

communication of top
management

Management attitude
Supporting role top management

Recognition

Appreciating employees

Rewarding of team
achievements

Rewarding

Facilitating resources

Facilitating role top management
Resources

Direct manager

Beliefs of manager
Invisible role manager
Role of direct manager
Stimulating intensions of
employees
Type of leadership
Coaching employees

Understanding the concept
of CI

Understanding CI

Motivating employees

Early adopters
Employees as promotors
Enthousiasm
Intrinsic motivation
Motivating employees

Link strategy and training

Custom education
internal training
Link strategy and training
Make education fit
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Concepts

Axial codes

Open codes

Including the customer Including the customer in
the learning process

co-creation
Improving the customer

Learning from the
customer

Learning from customer
Processing feedback customers

Understanding the
customer

Constantly in conctact with
customer
Data of customer
Feedback customer

Relationship customer

Relationship customer

Dedication customers
Relation with customer

Behaviour

Behaviour

Behaviour
Different types of employees
Employees as representatives
organization
Importance of behavior
Training behavior
Fear of change

HR

HR practices

External coach
Find everyones interest
Finding right function
Focus on HR
Personal development
Letting go employees
Measurement of competences
Not everyone can change
Human factor

GAP

Gap different levels
Not enough focus on operational
employees
Focus on individual

Find talent

Mapping potential
Talent pool
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Appendix IV – Codebook
Concept

Definition

Exemplary quotes

Culture

Because CI in the service industry means that employees have
to change their behavior towards customers, employees should
be aware of the fact they have to change their behavior and
understand why this is so important. Also, they should get the
power to make these changes. Besides, an environment should
be established with open communication in which employees
feel like they are allowed to make mistakes and therefore feel
safe to contribute to CI.

A very rigid structure attracts people who are not used to continuously improve
theirselves…the structure of your organization can impede, which conflicts with
changing further. 2.6
It is crucial, it should be carried by the entire organization and not be a message… in
establishing a strategy throughout the entire organization people should
participate…they need to understand where we want to go through…consequently,
people wil move along.
..so our employees don’t need permission on everything…and when you make
choices, there will be mistakes and that is allowed. 1.57, 1.60 1.22, 1.23, 1.24
It might be the biggest critical success factor…because if you do not feel the space to
continuously improve, you will not involve in it. 6.43

Managing CI

Managing CI contains the documentation and evaluation of CI
practices, as well as top-management support of it. Especially
the direct manager has an important position in the process,
because they are the ones closest to the front line employees
who together with the customers carry out the services.

The direct manager should stimulate the employees in order to show the right
behavior and eventually value them for it..they should continuously adapt themselves
to the different employees…they should have a certain talent to feel that. 2.26, 2.37
That is because the gap between the floor and topmanagement is very big, and that has
to do with communication.”. “I think top management does not succeed to built a
bridge between the differences… it is a social topic”. 4.29, 4.30
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Concept

Definition

Exemplary quotes

Training & Education

Employees need to be able to link the training and educational
programs to the strategy of the organization as well as they
need to be motivated in order to actually change their behavior.
Besides, training and education should be custom-made to the
individual employee and suit their desires to learn. Lastly, a
learning environment should be established in which the
employees can reflect on their own behavior and giving
feedback between employees is stimulated.

“Self-consciousness is very important, meaning that we are self-conscious of our
behavior and what effect it has on others…the first step is to give feedback to each
other…you can have feedback sessions on the job and reflect and evaluate on what
happenened”. 5.37
“I think training and development are really close to the strategy of the
organization…it has a substituted position in an organization, even though it should
have a more strategic position.” 2.31, 2.42
“When people want to or should do a training…the next step is to consider the
learning question behind it…it is always custom-made…it depends on the phase of
your life and what is happening at this moment…it should fit with that.” 7.8, 7.9

Including the customer

Because of the co-creation characteristic of services, the
customer is vital for continuous improvement. Therefore in the
service industry a different relation between the organization
and customer is established in which mutual feedback and trust
are central and together they work on improving the service.

Out of a respectful base, the customer sees us as a professional partner that knows
what it’s talking about and therefore we dare to give our customer advise, because we
think that we can improve their process.”. “We engage together in an improvement
traject, to look for answers together.”. 1.35, 1.36, 1.41
We think that when you are capable of continuously improving yourself, you are
capable of continuously improving the customer…so you innovate in order to help the
customer better. 6.49
“We strive for a personal relationship with our customers..it is custom-made, it is
different for everyone.” 8.6, 8.10, 8.11

Behavior

Due to the characteristics of services, continuous improvement
demands change in the behavior of front line employees. They
are seen as the representatives of the organization and play an
important role in the realization of the organization’s strategy
and establishing the quality of the service.

“You should try to get it in the genes of people…It would be default to only
instrumentally use tools instead of steering on behavior…I strongly believe that the
change is in the people themselves”. 3.5, 3.13, 3.40, 3.65
“I think that employees for you are the representatives for the company and therefore
ultimately will accomplish your strategic goals better…you can influence behavior a
lot, but sometimes you need a different function profile…a different employee who
has that behavior already”. 2.5, 2.22
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Concept

Definition

Exemplary quotes

Human Resources

CI should be molded in several HR processes like recruiting,
putting the right person on the right place, talent development,
vitality, measurement of competencies and letting people go.
Besides, HR should ensure that every person in the
organization gets the right opportunities and is not solely
dependent on their direct manager.

“Make sure that everyone can participate…don’t make it dependent on whether the
manager wants to or not…it is great if a team participates, but if two employees from
the team participate and the rest does not, it is also a win…not everyone wants the
same thing at the same time.”. 6.21, 6.22, 6.23
“You need to include HR on this, because they have a different view of the
organization…they are capable of analyzing what is best for the organization and how
to reach everyone…HR can support this with suitable instruments”. 7.16, 7.20, 7.22
“We think we should invest in on the talent of people, so not at what you’re not good
at, but built on what you are good at…HR will analyze this with the managers and
look at which talents every team has and whether this is utilized enough”. 9.8, 9.10
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