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Abstract 
The purpose of this thesis is to examine which factors are the most important to 

successfully implementing an improvement process, and to examine if subcontracting 

companies differ from the rest of the companies in the study.  

Increasing the quality of products and at the same time lowering the costs is often  

necessary with the pressure from the external environment that many companies are facing 

today. Many companies are active on a global scale with competitors all over the planet. It is 

easy to understand that companies need to have an innovative approach, and improve their 

products, but it is hard to know how and what to change.   

Upon completion of the initial research phase, a form with questions was created. The 

composed question sheet was used in an internet based survey. The same question sheet was 

later used in interviews with 3 different companies. The interview phase provided a chance to 

ask follow up questions to increase the understanding and help with the analysis. The results 

from the study were compared with leading literature and similarities were highlighted. 

The results from the study demonstrate that soft values are the most important factors 

when implementing an improvement process. Engaged leadership, clear goals and 

participation from leaders and personnel are the most prominent factors. The differences 

between subcontracting companies and the other companies in the study are not significant. 
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Sammanfattning 
Syftet med examensuppsatsen var att undersöka vilka faktorer som är viktigast för att 

genomföra en lyckad förbättringsprocess samt att undersöka hur legotillverkande företag 

skiljer sig från de övriga företagen i studien. 

Att behöva öka kvalitén samtidigt som kostnaden måste minskas är ofta något som är 

vardag för företag runt om i världen. Många företag har konkurrenter runt om i hela världen. 

Med denna information är det lätt att förstå varför företag behöver förbättra sina processer 

och produkter. Frågor som behöver ställas är ”hur skall detta göras?” samt ”vad är det som 

skall förbättras?”.  

En frågebank med frågor angående förbättringsprocesser skapades under 

litteraturstudien. Den första delen var en digital enkätundersökning där frågorna från 

frågebanken användes. Den andra delen var en intervjudel där fyra intervjuer gjordes på tre 

företag. Intervjumomentet skapade ett tillfälle där följdfrågor kunde ställas för att skapa en 

djupare förståelse som kunde användas under analysdelen.  De två delarna jämfördes med 

varandra och med litteraturen, likheter uppmärksammades.  

Resultatet från studien påvisade att mjuka värden var de viktigaste faktorerna. Engagerat 

ledarskap, tydliga mål och deltagande från både ledare och medarbetare är de absolut 

viktigaste faktorerna. Skillnaderna mellan legotillverkande företag och de övriga företagen i 

studien är mycket små.  

Sök ord: förbättringsprocess, lyckad implementering, nyckelfaktorer 
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1. Introduction 
This bachelor thesis was written in collaboration with Ekan Management. The research 

was conducted during the spring of 2017. This chapter will discuss the background to why 

the research carried out in this thesis is relevant, as well as its purpose in today’s society. 

1.1 Background 
Compared to a few years ago, the global company environment has changed in many 

aspects. It is now possible for consumers to buy goods from a company located on the other 

side of the world and have the goods delivered to their doorstep within a few days. This 

means that a company in Sweden not only has to compete with the other companies 

nationally, but also companies worldwide, including those in Asia [1]. The increasingly 

interconnected environment provides some benefits for companies, including the creation of 

a larger market with more potential customers; however, it also comes with great challenges. 

The larger potential customer base results in greater competition [1]. Regardless of the 

market being examined, companies nowadays cannot afford to work inefficiently as the 

environment is far too competitive. If there is a more efficient way of working and 

completing necessary tasks, the competitors will adapt in an attempt to pursue the most 

efficient and cost effective working method. As a result, there is a constant incentive to 

continuously improve current methods. The challenges with a more globalized external 

environment have also resulted in the fact that companies must improve their perceived 

quality. A tool commonly used to improve this is offensive quality development or Total 

Quality Management (TQM). A company that is using TQM as an approach is focusing on 

making quality improvement questions a central part of the company. High quality and 

acceptable price requires both high process and organizational efficiency [2]. 

Companies that are subcontracting are working largely in a global environment with 

customers all over the planet. They are therefor optimal candidates for further examination to 

understand how improvement processes are handled and why.  

There are a large number of different methods that present the toolset required to 

successfully improve a company’s day-to-day tasks. Different methods provide the company 

with different approaches, and it is important that the company selects one method that fits its 

organizational structure. A few methods are Lean, Six sigma, Total Productive Maintenance, 

improvement groups, and internal audits [2]. The main objectives on all of the previously 
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mentioned methods are to minimise the waste in all stages of the supply chain, increase the 

quality, cut costs, and improve efficiency [2]. To implement an improvement process is not 

something that is done easily, as it requires extensive training and understanding. To be as 

efficient as possible, it is a good idea to hire a management-consulting firm to help guide the 

company in the improvement process.  

A management-consulting firm can assess the company and makes recommendation on 

what to change, how to change it, and within which timespan. These three variables are 

crucial to the success of the project. The problem is that a wrong assessment might put the 

company in a place where it is overwhelmed and could potentially even lose money.   

The company Ekan Management has expressed a concern with not knowing exactly 

which variables in the improvement process that are dependent on each other, and which 

variables have the greatest impact on the end result. With this knowledge, Ekan Management 

will be able to make better decisions and improve the services offered to its customers.  

1.2 Purpose 
The main purposes of this study are firstly, to isolate the most important factors in a 

successful implementation of an improvement process, and secondly, to determine which 

variables are dependent on each other. Examples on variables could be speed of 

implementation, implementation technique, or type of change. Lastly, the study is to examine 

if companies that are subcontracting differ from the other businesses in the study.  
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2. Theory 
This chapter will describe the theoretical foundation that the thesis is built on. It will describe 

continuous improvements, different improvement programs, phases of the improvement 

implementation, and what, according to theory, will result in the successful implementation 

of an improvement process.  

2.1 TQM 
Total Quality Management (TQM) or offensive quality development is a procedure that 

is built on four main ideas, all of which have one thing in common: always increase customer 

satisfaction. [2] The TQM model is shown in figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. The TQM model. 

According to B. Bergman and B. Klefsjö, it is important that the customer is always the 

main focus and that all of the processes that follow the TQM procedure are strongly 

supported by the top management [2]. The main points are explained from B. Bergman and 

B. Klefsjö: [2] 

• Always working with continuous improvements: Emphasizes that the company 

should never be happy with its products or processes. It should always try to 

improve itself.  
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• Create conditions that favour everyone’s participation: Expresses the need to use 

everyone’s creativity to take the project forward.  

• Working with processes: All processes need to create value for the customer and 

every process needs to generate information that indicates how well the company 

is fulfilling its expectations.  

• Base all decision on fact: The company should always try to keep randomness as 

low as possible. There are many different tools that can be used to ensure this. 

2.2 Continuous improvements 

Working with continuous improvements means to always acknowledge the current state 

of the company, and how to improve its current situation [2]. There are multiple different 

factors that contribute to working with continuous improvements successfully.  

2.2.1 Four efficient strategies 

According to L Sandholm are there four effective strategies when working with 

continuous improvements [3]: leadership, education, customer and environment orientation, 

and organizational improvements. 

According to L. Sandholm, the four strategies are all critical if the company is going to 

succeed in implementing continuous improvements [3]. Without support from top 

management, the continuous improvement process is destined to fail because it lacks the 

legitimacy, which is critical for success [3].  

An improvement process can result in large changes, which can result in additional stress 

on the employees. An important factor in a successful improvement process is to have all 

employees working towards a common goal. In a company where most personnel is educated 

and well informed in what is going to happen, is the chance of obtaining an environment 

where everyone is working towards the same goal much higher [3]. 

If the company is fulfilling its customers needs and expectations, it is likely that the 

customers will continue to be customers. This is why it is important to study all customers 

and use the results in the improvement process [3]. 

Organizational improvements aim to modify and improve the company’s internal 

environment. A willingness to improve is important and it can be created in the 

organisation’s culture if implemented in the correct way. If the culture in the company thinks 

highly of improvements, it needs less maintenance. This can, for example, be created with 

help from different consultants.  
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2.2.2 Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) Cycle 

A powerful tool when working with continuous improvements is the PDSA cycle. 

Almost all continuous improvement processes are inspired or have a foundation based on the 

PDSA cycle. The PDSA cycle is shown in figure 2. The PDSA cycle is built on the four 

words Plan, Do, Study, and Act [2]. 

 

 
Figure 2. The PDSA cycle, it is a method that is used while working with continuous improvements. 

When a company is working with the PDSA cycle it starts with Plan. During this step, 

the company starts with formulating a problem statement clearly defining the issue to be 

resolved, and also with an idea on how to best attack the problem [2]. 

The second step is Do. During this step, the ideas that were created during step one are 

put into action. It is important that the workforces implementing the ideas are well informed 

and are in a position where they can make the change [2] [4].  

The third step is Study. A big part of continuous improvement is to study and evaluate the 

result of the improvement process [2]. 

The last step is Act, the learning step. The ideas were evaluated during step three, and 

during this step, the decision must be made determining whether to continue with the 

improvement and make it permanent, or rethink it and start over with the PDSA cycle again 

with the same problem statement.  
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2.3 Improvement programs  
A few examples of improvement processes are improvement groups, Six Sigma, Lean, 

and breakthrough methods [5]. All of these methods have their origin in the quality 

revolution that followed after the World War II [2]. Improvement programs are needed 

because companies need guidelines to improve one part or a few parts of the organization [5]. 

The need to improve has its foundation in customer satisfaction, with increasing the demand 

for better products at lower prices.  

There are some requirements for the improvement program [5]. 

• It needs to come from or have strong support from the top management. 

• There needs to be an ongoing or a long-term perspective.  

• Cross-functional teams or at least teams with personnel that think differently from 

each other. 

• Uses a base of improvement tools. 

• Is built on the principle of continuous improvements.  

• Have as a long-term purpose to either achieve customer satisfaction or decreasing 

costs. 

It is easy to assume that Lean, for example, is a “ready to use” concept that can be 

applied to any company. But according to L. Sörqvist, the improvement program is just a 

foundation. It is up to the company itself to fill the foundation with processes and tools that 

fit the company [4]. An improvement program that is going to be implemented on an 

organization needs to be formed and specified for a secure fit. L. Sörqvist recommends that 

every company creates its own program with the use of multiple different programs to ensure 

the best fit. [4] 

One of the most important factors in a successful improvement program is to introduce 

all employees to the program [6]. The workforce needs to practice and to believe in the 

improvements. The top management should support and lead the improvements, but without 

the support and belief from the workforce, the improvements are not likely to be long lived 

[6]. 

2.4 Different phases in the implementation of an improvement program 
To implement an improvement program in one step is rarely seen in the industry. It is 

more likely to be done in a few stages. L. Sörqvist describes the process in five phases, seen 

in figure 3 [4]. 
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Figure 3. The five phases in an implementation process according to L. Sörqvist [4]. 

 Introduction phase: During this phase the improvement program is introduced to the top 

management and other key employees. The objective is to educate and create a positive 

attitude amongst individuals within the company, critical for the future success for the 

improvement program [4]. 

Experimentation phase: The goal during this phase is to create an improvement process 

and test it on a small scale to prove to management that it works, which will gain more trust 

and support. It is important that all personnel are educated during this stage so they have 

sufficient knowledge to carry the program forward [4]. 

Adoption phase: This phase is more of a stage in the process where the team stops and 

asks questions such as: “Is the top management supporting the program?” “Is there a positive 

attitude amongst the employees?” and “Is the ambition level on an obtainable level?” When 

all questions are answered, a decision to continue or redo the previous steps is made. There 

are no second chances when the improvement program passes this step according to L. 

Sörqvist [4]. It needs to work on the first attempt. That is why it is common to back up and 

rework the previous step once again [4].  

Expansion phase: The aim during this phase is to take the program from a small part 

within the company and apply it on the entire company. To be able to satisfy this phase the 

company is required to have well organized infrastructure and that the introduction of new 

customers is done stepwise. The process by which this occurs is represented in figure 4 [4]. 
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Figure 4. A visualization of the flow of improvements during the expansion phase.     

Integration phase: This is the last of the five phases. This phase is all about 

implementing the improvement program in the everyday work. It is important that there is a 

change in culture for this to happen. L. Sörqvist emphasises the importance that the top 

management upkeeps their education to support the organization. For example, organizations 

such as General Motors require that if a person is to be promoted to a manager, it demands 

that the person has at least a 10 days Green-Belt education, which is an education in six 

sigma and continuous improvements [4].  

2.5 Different types of strategies when implementing an improvement program 
Improvement programs can be implemented on an organization in a number of different 

ways. It can be done stepwise, all at once, or under an existing improvement program [4]. 

Each of the three implementation procedures have advantages and disadvantages. The choice 

is made during the Adoption phase according to L. Sörqvist [4].  

Stepwise implementation: This means that the implementation is done step by step in 

different components. The line between the experimentation phase and the adoption phase is 

less prominent. Advantages include it being safer and demanding less resources and 

management support when comparing to the all at once method. Disadvantages are that since 
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it requires less attention from management it will be prioritised lower and in some cases, 

forgotten. It is also not at quick as the other techniques [4]. 

All at once implementation: This concept builds on implementing the program over the 

entire company in one go with massive internal marketing efforts. Advantages are that all 

personnel are well informed, visions with the implementations are clear, it is fast, and the 

support from top management is made clear. Disadvantages are that it is not as safe as the 

stepwise method, it requires substantial support from top management, and it is resource 

exhausting [4]. 

Under an existing improvement program method: This concept requires that the company 

have an existing program in progress. An advantage is that it can use the structure that 

already exists, which is more efficient and easier than introducing a brand new concept. 

Disadvantages are that it can be either an unclear difference or a direct conflict between the 

old and the new program, which can result in confusion [4].  

2.6 Successful implementation of a improvement program 
This section of the report will examine a number of different factors that are important to 

consider while implementing different improvement programs according to current experts. It 

will be followed by a short summary that compares similarities. 

According to L. Sörqvist, there are there five factors that improve the chances for the 

successful implementation of an improvement program [4].  

• Large support from top management, which gives access to sufficient resources. 

• Well-informed personnel that have a positive attitude towards the change and are 

urged to come with their own insights. 

• Help from external resources such as coaches and other consultants. 

• An efficient education program that informs and educates all levels of the 

company so all personnel acquire adequate understanding about the changes that 

are happening.  

• Initial projects should be heavily studied and monitored to ensure a few 

successful projects. This can give momentum to the improvement program and 

improve the outlook amongst the workforce.  

There are three factors that are important when implementing Lean as an improvement 

program according to A. Malmbrandt [7]. 

• Support from management with resources that provide the personnel with 

sufficient education and understanding.  
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• Close supervision from management to ensure that correct methods are in use. 

• Take a step back and compare the outcome to the previous results. If the outcome 

is not acceptable evaluate why and make adjustments accordingly.  

K. Henderson and J. Evans have concluded during their study on the implementation of 

Six Sigma that the following factors are key for a successful implementation [8]. 

• Upper management support and involvement. 

• Organizational infrastructure. 

• Proper training and education. 

• Use of improvement tools and programs. 

• Links to human resources-based actions. 

There are some similarities between the three different sources. All of the sources 

emphasize upper management support and involvement as one of the most important factors. 

Other similarities are found to be proper education and the internal communication structure. 

These are all so-called “soft values.” meaning that they have to do with people and their 

relationships.  

2.7 Conducting surveys and interviews 
Surveys and interviews are powerful tools that help the user gather information. The 

information collected during this section is later interpreted during the analysis section. It is 

important that the information is reliable since it is the foundation for the entire report.  

2.7.1 Interviews  

An interview is a qualitative method of information gathering [9]. The person conducting 

an interview needs to be a journalist, spy, and interrogator [10]. This means that the 

interviewer needs have a lot of different tasks to be able to fulfill their duty. A few examples 

of different types of interview questions, as described by E. Kruuse include [10]:   

Open questions, such as “What do you think about...”. They are often hard to analyse and 

can cause confusion when the results are examined.  

Singular questions, are preferable since it only makes the person focus on one topic. 

Examples of this are “How do you like your new boss?” 

Multiple questions, are not preferable since it might cause confusion. Examples on 

questions like this are “Can you name good and bad things about your new boss?” 

Specific questions, it is hard to formulate questions like this, some researchers even state 

that specific questions are impossible since words have different meaning to different people. 
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A specific question is a question that the reader interviewee can’t interpret any other way 

than the intended way. 

Neutral questions, such as “Can you give an example on how…”. Questions like this are 

used when the interviewer asks about a topic that does not have a positive nor a negative 

connotation.  

Dichotomous questions, when the interviewee can answer either yes or no. Questions like 

this should be avoided because it can make the interviewee passive. 

Hypothetical questions, such as “How do you think you would react if you won 1 million 

dollars?”. Questions like this are not preferable since the answers build on the interviewee’s 

imagination.  

Prerequisite questions are questions that require that the interviewee to have certain 

prerequisites. Examples of a question like this would be “Explain how the last improvement 

program implementation went.” It requires that the interviewee had implemented an 

improvement program previously. Questions like this should follow a question that ensures 

that the interviewee has the correct prerequisites.  

Leading questions are questions that give a foundation of an answer. One example on a 

question could be “You have read the book about continuous improvements?”. Questions like 

this are not preferable since it gives the interviewee a hint on what kind of answers the 

interviewer expects, which can lead to fabricated answers.  

Discussion questions are used when the interviewer wants to learn about the 

interviewee’s attitude regarding a subject without asking. For example, “why do you think so 

many people speed when they drive a car?”  

It is important that the questions are asked on a level that the interviewee fully 

understands, double negatives should, for example, be avoided [10]. It is important that the 

interviewer writes down everything, word-by-word, or records everything if the answers are 

open and about the interviewee’s attitude towards something [10]. It is of significance that 

the interviewer takes notes about the non-verbal clues and the environment around the 

interviewee according to E. Kruuse. A good way of remembering everything that was said 

during an interview is to use a recorder [10]. Conducting an interview is a good way to create 

a larger depth in questions in comparison to surveys [11] 
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2.7.1 Surveys 

A survey is a quantitative method of information gathering [9]. The foundation is that a 

person creates a set of questions that later are answered by a larger group of people. The use 

of surveys is not a good way of getting specific answers on complex questions. There are 

many similarities between interviews and surveys when it comes to the questions, with the 

exception that open-ended questions in surveys are often avoided since it might end up in 

poor results [9]. Online surveys are easy to use, cost efficient, and quick if compared to 

traditional interviews [12].  
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3. Method 
This section of the report describes the data collection phase. It contains both a 

qualitative and a quantitative component.  

3.1 Quantitative data collection, Survey 

A survey was conducted and sent out by email and social media to recover as many 

responses as possible. The survey was aimed toward all personnel at the targeted company, 

both in management positions and without management titles. This is to ensure that the 

survey gives a good representation of the actual situation at the company from all different 

viewpoints, and not a swayed representation given by more authoritative individuals. The 

survey questions are formed in four different sections. The first section has general questions 

about the company and the survey taker. The second section has specific questions about the 

company’s structure. The third section has questions about the survey taker’s attitude and 

knowledge about implementing an improvement program. The fourth section has questions 

describing previous implementations of improvement processes. The complete survey is 

attached in Appendix 1. The survey had 34 responses.   

3.2 Qualitative data collection, Interviews 
The interview questions were similar to the survey questions with the exception that the 

interviewer asked the interviewee to further elaborate on their answers, and the interviewer 

asked follow up questions. The interviewer interviewed one or two people at each company, 

one with a management position and one without. The reason behind this is the same as 

mentioned above: to get a better overall picture the company. A recorder was used during the 

interview to ensure that nothing was forgotten or fabricated during the analysis section. 

The companies that were selected for interviews were manufacturing companies and had 

gone through an improvement process recently. Three companies were selected and a total of 

four interviews were conducted.  
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4. Results 
This results section is divided into two parts: one that presents the quantitative results, 

and one that presents the qualitative results. This report is focused on companies that are 

subcontracting, and are therefore presented separately in some of the questions to make the 

comparison easier. A more extensive comparison will be made during the analysis part. 

4.1 Quantitative Results, all survey responses 
Information about the survey:  

• Total number of answers: 34 

• Total days accepting responses: 16 

• Percentage that were subcontracting: 15 % 

4.1.1 General Information about survey taker 
 

From all the survey takers, 11.8 % had the title CEO, 55.9 % are other managers, 5.9 % 

are shift leaders, 2.9% production personnel, and 23.5 % had other positions. From all the 

companies the survey takers worked for, 2.9 % had 1-9 employees, 8.8 % had 10-49 

employees, 2.9 % had 50-249 employees, 5.9 % had 250-499 employees, 14.7% had 500-999 

employees, 5.9% had 1000- 4999 employees, 5.9% had 5000-9999 employees, 2.9% had 

10000- 19999 employees, and 50% had over 20 000 employees. Figure 5 demonstrates which 

industry the companies are currently operating in.  

 
 

 
Figure 5, A diagram over within which industries the companies are active. 
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4.1.2 Company Structure 

The next question on the survey was about how many levels of management the 

companies had. 5.9 % worked for a company with one management level, 2.9 % had two 

levels, 5.9 % had three levels, 11.8 % had four levels, 17.6 % had five levels, and 55.9 % had 

six levels or more.  

The survey taker was then asked questions about the how hierarchical their organisation 

is on a scale one to five, with one being the least hierarchical, and five being the most. The 

results of this are shown in figure 6.  

 

 
Figure 6. Bar graph depicting the assessed level of hierarchy in the organizations examined. 

  

The survey taker was asked to assess how flexible the company is and how the internal 

communication works. This is graded on a scale from one to five, with one being the least 

flexible and poorest communication, and five being the most flexible with excellent 

communication. The results are presented in Figure 7 and Figure 8.   
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Figure 7. Bar graph demonstrating the degree of flexibility. 

 
Figure 8. Bar graph depicting how well the internal communication is working. 

4.1.3 General questions about improvement processes 

The survey taker was asked general questions about improvement processes.  

The first question asked is about how important it is that everyone at the company has 

one common picture of the improvement process on a scale one to five where the higher the 

number, the more important it is. The results are as follows: 0 % graded it one, 2.9 % graded 

it two, 8.8 % graded it three, 29.4 % graded it four, and 58.8% graded it five. This averages 

out to a 4.4 out of a possible 5. Amongst the subcontracting companies, the responses were 

on average 4.4.  
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The next question touches on which implementation technique that should be used 

according to the survey taker. The results are shown in figure 9. Amongst the subcontracting 

companies, 80% thought that stepwise implementation is the best and 20% suggested that 

total implementation is the better option. 

 
Figure 9. A pie chart demonstrating what the survey takers think is the best way to implement an improvement 

program. 

In figure 9, it is demonstrated that there were two companies that answered ‘other.’ Their 

answers were “both, it depends on the specific improvement process” and “step by step but 

not in a program, it is more important to work with continuous improvements all the time.”  

 

In the next question, the survey taker was asked to pick out five of the most important 

factors when implementing an improvement process. The responses are demonstrated in 

Table 1. The most important factors according to the subcontracting companies were 

Participation from leaders and personnel with 100%, Engaged leadership with 80%, and 

Clear goals with 80%. 
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Table 1.The most important factors to a successful implementation. The numbers describe how many times each 
factor was selected. 

28 Engaged leadership 10 Knowledge/Education 

5 One united vision 16 Understanding 

27 Clear goals 13 Perseverance and patience 

10 Resources 9 Show success for customers and personnel 

8 Time 2 Working with abnormalities 

1 Money 9 Prioritise work 

1 Other 29 Participation from leaders and personnel 

 

4.1.4 Questions about previous improvement processes 

The survey taker was asked questions about previous improvement processes.  

During the first question, the survey taker needed to assess to which degree the top 

management was involved in the actual process on a scale one to five, with one being 

uninvolved, and five being highly involved. 0% answered one, 5.9% answered two, 5.9% 

answered three, 47.1% answered four, and 41.2% answered five. This averages out to an 

average number of 4.24 out of a possible 5. The subcontracting companies had an average of 

4.28. The next question asked if the top management had the proper knowledge about the 

improvement process, and if they had distributed this in the organisation. Again, this was 

assessed on a scale one to five, with one representing limited knowledge and distribution 

throughout the organization, and five being excellent knowledge successfully distributed 

throughout the organization. 0% answered one, 14.7% answered two, 32.4% answered three, 

29.4% answered four, and 23.5% answered five. This averages out to an average number of 

3.6 out of a possible 5. The subcontracting companies answered with an average number of 

3.7.   

The next question was if the implementation process was not done in time, and if so, 

what were the reasons why. The results are presented in table 2.  
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Table 2. The main reasons to why the improvement processes was not done in time. The numbers along the left 
column represent the number of responses. 

2 Not enough time 

6 Not enough resources  

5 Not enough knowledge about the improvement program 

2 Not enough ambition  

2 Unengaged personnel 

5 Unengaged management 

2 Other (specify) 

 

The two responses that stated “other” answered both that the improvement process was 

not prioritized. 

The next question on the survey is about which technique was used during the 

implementation of the improvement process. The results are shown in figure 10. 

 

  
Figure 10. Pie chart showing which technique was used during the implementation of the improvement process. 

The next question was about why the improvement process was made. The results are 

shown in table 3. The subcontracting companies stated that the biggest reasons to why the 

process was made was to increase efficiency, increase profitability, and decrease stock 

volume. 
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Table 3. Responses explaining the reason why the improvement process was made. 

 

The next question was about which type of change that was made. 17.6% stated that a 

tool change was made, 38.2% stated that an organizational change was made, 38.2% stated 

that a process change was made, and 5.9% stated that other changes was made. The other 

changes were “All of the above” and “New Business System”.  

 
The next questions revolved around how involved the personnel were, to what degree 

they could come with input, and to what degree they actually came with new inputs. These 

three variables are shown in figures 11, 12, and 13. 

 
Figure 11. Bar graph that shows how involved the personnel were in the process. 

6 Demands from customers 29 Increase efficiency 

5 Demands from the company group 4 Decrease stock volume 

1 Demands from governments 16 Increase profitability 

0 Environmental demands 2 Other (specify) 
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Figure 12.  Bar graph that shows to what degree the personnel could come with input. 

 
Figure 13. Bar graph that shows to degree the personnel contributed to the improvement process. 

The next question was about how successful the implementation was. The survey taker 

was going to assess it from 1 to 5 where 1 is the worst and 5 is the best. 2.9 % answered 1, 

11.8 % answered 2, 29.4 % answered 3, 47.1 % answered 4, and 8.8 % answered 5.  

The last question asked was about how permanent the improvement process was. This 

was graded on a scale one to five where five is the best and one is the worst.  

0% answered one, 5.9% answered two, 17.6% answered three, 44.1% answered four, and 

32.4% answered five.  
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4.2 Interview part 
Almost the same set of questions were asked to the interviewee. A short summary of 

each individual interviewee and company follows in Table 4. The interviewees are named 

first with an I and then with a number. The I stand for interviewee and the number represents 

in which order they were interviewed. The reason behind this is to be able to keep the 

different interviewees apart from each other to be able to discuss them separately.  

 
Table 4. A short summary about the interviewees and their company. 

Interviewee Company Position Company 
Size Industry Subcontracting 

Number of 
management 

levels 

Hierarchical 
1-5 

Flexible 
1-5 

Internal 
communication 

1-5 

I1 A CEO 10-49 Steel 
industry Yes 2 3 5 5 

I2 B CEO 50-249 Steel 
industry No 3 2 4 4 

I3 B Production 
personnel 50-249 Steel 

industry No 3 2 4 4 

I4 C Production 
Manager 250-499 Food 

Industry No 3 2 4 4 

 

4.2.1 General questions about improvement processes 
 
How important do you think it is to have a common goal with the implementation? 

I1 - “It is the absolute number one, even if one person is not on the same page it will 

prolong the process at best, and at worst even corrupt the entire implementation”. 

I2 – “It is very important” 

I3 – “It is good for everyone, it improves everyone’s work day so it is important that 

everyone is onboard”  

I4 – “It is very important, it is a hygiene question. The improvement process will stall 

without support from top management 

 

Which method of implementation an improvement process would you recommend? 

I1 – “It needs to be done in steps, the first step is to try it out so that everyone knows 

what is going to be done, and only when you are completely done with that step are you 

allowed to continue to the next step. Doing it step by step like this is ensuring that even if it 

doesn’t work out you will always be able to go back and give it a new go”. 

I2 – “I want to say both of them, I want that everyone should have all the information but 

I want to start with a small scale and then step by step implementing it to the rest of the 

organisation. 
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I3 – “I would recommend the stepwise method on larger projects and the all in once 

method when working with smaller projects” 

I4 – “I have tested both of the methods and stepwise implementation is the best one, you 

showcase the first process so that the entire organisation can learn. 

 

Pick the five most important factors that you think is the most important while 

implementing an improvement program?  

The results from the question are presented in table 6. 
Table 5. The table presents the results of which factors are the most important while implementing a improvement 

process. 

4 Engaged leadership 1 Knowledge/Education 

0 One united will  0 Understanding  

3 Clear goals 2 Perseverance and patience  

1 Resources  1 Show success for customers and personnel  

2 Time 1 Working with abnormalities 

0 Money  1 Prioritise work 

0 Other 4 Participation from both leaders and personnel 

4.2.2 Questions about your last improvement process 
 
How involved was the top management in the process? 

I1 – “One hundred percent” 

I2 – “Very involved” 

I3 – “Very involved, we had a lot of support”  

I4 – “The top management was involved 4/5 and provided support” 

 

Did the top management possess a proper amount of knowledge about the improvement 

process and the will to spread it through out the entire organization? 

I1 – “In the organisation, yes, but since we did a tool improvement we did not posses the 

proper knowledge on how to drive the machines we needed to invest in external help”. 

I2 – “Yes, we took classes in LEAN implementation during the implementation process at 

the university, it opened new doors for us” 

I3 – “At first they didn’t but after a while they improved their knowledge and gave us 

proper information and help” 
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I4 – “No I don’t want to say so, they had some knowledge but they need to be better 

informed and we are working on that. 

 

Was the personnel informed about the improvement process? 

I1 – “Yes, but it is always hard to make them understand the benefits of the improvement. 

That is why we need to do everything in steps”. 

I2 – “Yes, I think so but there are some differences within the workforce” 

I3 – “We were not very informed at first but we were quickly informed when the actual 

work started” 

I4 – “At the start they were not informed but they are getting there. It is hard because it 

is a lot to take in” 

 

How successful do you think the implementation was? 

I1 – “I want to say a very successful but our equipment is not fast enough so I would say 

a four out of five”. 

I2 – “Very successful, we took it step by step very slow but we needed the time” 

I3 – “It is pretty successful my day is better than before” 

I4 – “It is successful so far, it is a never ending project but we are happy with the 

results” 

 

Was any kind of reward distributed to the personnel during or after the 

implementation? 

I1 – “There was no money involved, but we had team building activities to get their 

minds off the changes that were made. It is the best way to make people open up and come 

with new ideas”. 

I2 – “No we did not give any reward to anyone but we want to, we just don’t know how”  

I4 – “No there were no reward distributed amongst the personnel” 

 

What kind of change was made? 

I1 – “Both a change in the work process and a tool improvement”. 

I2 – “A organizational change and a process change” 

I4 – “Changes in the process” 
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What was the reason/reasons to why the improvement process was done? 

The results from the question are presented in table 6. 
Table 6. The table presents the results of why the improvement process was done. 

1 Demands from customers 4 Increase efficiency  

0 Demands from the company group 1 Decrease stock volume 

0 Demands from governments 4 Increase profitability  

0 Environmental demands  2 Other (Quality)  

 

How involved was the personnel? 

I1 – “The personnel were very involved, 5/5 it does not work otherwise”. 

I2 – “Well, 4/5, it is always someone that is on track with the change” 

I3 – “Probably a 2/5 in the start but it is better now”  

I4 – “They were not involved at all in the planning, they were more involved when we 

started”  

Was there any possibility for the personnel to engage and change the process? 

I1 – “They had all possibilities to help” 

I2 – “Very large possibility” 

I3 – “There was a large possibility” 

I4 – “No possibility at all” 

If the personnel had a chance to engage and change the process was it used? 

I1 – “I want to say that they contributed a lot, we changed a lot more things that we 

thought from the start”. 

I2 – “I want to say, 4/5” 

I3 – “Yeah, I want to say so” 

Some time after the implementation was completed, how permanent was the 

improvement process? 

I1 – “The implementation is very permanent, we are pleased with the results”. 

I2 – “It is permanent” 

I3 – “It is very permanent” 

I4 – “It is very permanent” 
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5. Analysis 
This section of the report focused on tying together the gathered results with the theory 

that was presented in section 2.  

5.1 Important factors for a successful implementation 

According to L. Sörqvist, A. Malmbrandt, K. Henderson, and J. Evans, the most 

important factors for a successful implementation are support from top management, well-

informed personnel, and a well-developed internal communication structure [4] [7] [8]. When 

examining the results from the survey, the most important factors are engaged leadership, 

clear goals, participation from leaders and personnel, understanding and 

knowledge/education, and sufficient recourses. This means that the literature correlates with 

the results from the study.  

Moreover, the interviewees emphasised multiple times the importance of top 

management support and the involvement and education of the personnel. It is clear that the 

soft values are the most important factors. One of the interviewees gave the answer “Why do 

you have money as an option? You save money on an improvement process.” Receiving an 

answer like that emphasizes the fact that everyone can always work with improving their 

business. This provides a clear connection to the claims made by the previously mentioned 

authors.  

Furthermore, when comparing companies that employ fewer than one thousand with 

companies that employ more than one thousand, there are some differences. The four largest 

reasons are the same (engaged leadership, clear goals, understanding, and participation from 

leaders and personnel) but it is more important for smaller companies to show success to 

customers and personnel and it is more important to have perseverance and patience 

amongst larger companies.  

The biggest reasons to why a company did not succeed were, according to the survey, 

unengaged management, not enough resources, and not enough knowledge about the 

improvement program. Two of the mentioned reasons, unengaged management and not 

enough knowledge about the improvement program are mentioned in the literature as the 

most important factors for success. The survey is confirming what has been written in the 

literature. 
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5.2 Implementation techniques  
There were three different techniques described by L. Sörqvist: stepwise implementation, 

all at once implementation, or implementing under an existing improvement program [4]. It 

was decided to not mention the third technique because this report is examining new 

improvement processes, and not upgrades of old ones. When examining the results from the 

survey, 76.5% said they preferred the technique with stepwise implementation, but when 

examined which technique that was used on the previous implementation, only 55.9% stated 

that stepwise implementation was used. The literature states that the stepwise technique is not 

as fast and that can be a reason to why the all at once technique is used to a larger degree than 

people would have wanted [4]. There is no significant difference between stepwise and all at 

once implementation in success rates or how permanent the change was. The differences 

between the different implementation techniques both in success rates and how permanent 

the change was were under 2% in both cases and it is not possible to draw any kind of 

assumptions.  

When interviewing the different companies, the general conception was that the stepwise 

implementation is the technique that is mostly used and gives the best long-term results for 

larger projects. But it depends on the type of implementation the stepwise method becomes 

too slow for smaller projects. It is easy to understand that it depends a lot on the nature of the 

change and how big it is. For example, the all at once method is used twice as much when 

doing organizational change. When doing a process change the stepwise method was used 

2.25 as often as the all at one method. 

Moreover, companies of different sizes were compared. The cut off was at one thousand 

employees. Amongst small companies, the stepwise method was used twice as often as the all 

at once method. But there was no difference between the two methods when comparing the 

larger companies. Reasons behind this can be that the stepwise method is safer and demands 

less time and recourses. Smaller companies have less resourses and fewer staff members, 

which can be the reason to why stepwise implementation is more widely used in this 

company group.  

5.3 Complex companies 
To assess how complex a company was, the survey takers and the interviewees were 

asked how flexible, how hierarchical, and how the internal communication was at the 

company. Companies that score high on hierarchical and at the same time scored low on the 
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other two were assessed to be complex. It was noticed that the complex companies had the 

same results as the large companies. 

5.4 Subcontracting companies 

After examining the results and comparing results between the companies that are 

subcontracting with the rest, there are no differences apart from the fact that the 

subcontracting companies used the stepwise method four times as often as the all in once 

method. The overall average was that companies used the stepwise as often as the all in once 

method.  

The reasons behind the results are hard to assume but they may be attributed to the fact 

that most companies are active within a global environment where margins are slim, meaning 

that high standards of efficiency are important. Mistakes in the implementation process of an 

improvement process can be very expensive and quickly consume the profit. Therefore, 

companies have the incentive to read up on what experts suggest and that may be a reason to 

why the results of the different groups are similar when compared. The reason why 

subcontracting companies are more likely to use a stepwise implementation method may 

have to do with the fact that the companies that answered to the study are small, meaning that 

they have less money to spend on improvement processes and the management has more time 

to allocate to the specific process.  
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6. Discussion 
In this section, the method, results, and the validity of the study will be discussed.  

6.1 Method 
It was decided to have two different types of information gathering, one survey part and 

one interview part. The main reason to have a survey is to be able to give a pointer in the 

right direction on what kind of factors are important and how different company groups 

differ. The interview part is then able to be understood, and made clear why certain factors 

are important, and to confirm the results of the survey. 

6.1.1 Survey 

The survey consisted of over 30 questions in four different categories. Every category 

gives the user the possibility to narrow the results down to specific company groups. The user 

can then make calculated assumptions and decisions based on the results. The problem is that 

not all questions answered the problem statement that was presented in the start of this thesis, 

which makes them unnecessary and have therefore been removed. A better targeted survey 

with more relevant questions would have made it shorter, which could have increased the 

amount of answers and decrease the amount of work analysing the results.  

The second issue with the survey is the amount of filters that could be applied. It is 

possible to narrow the results down to very specific company groups. For this to have any 

kind of validity it is required to have a large pool of data to begin with. Unfortunately, the 

pool of data is not large enough, which means that it can give the user a false sense of 

certainty. This can guide the user to make decisions on loose grounds.  

As a result, the conclusions from the survey are only to be seen as pointers and not as 

concrete facts. It is important that a larger study that builds off of this one is performed, 

which could potentially confirm the results created in this thesis.  

A third issue with having an internet based survey is that anyone is able to answer it even 

if they do not possess the proper experience to give liable results. The survey was distributed 

in professional channels and with targeted emails but it still brings in uncertainty since it is 

impossible to know for certain who answered. If to redo a similar experiment it needs to be 

conducted for an extended amount of time, which would provide the possibility to target only 

individuals and ensure the reliability of the survey.    
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6.1.2 Interviews 

There were four different interviews performed with three different companies. The same 

set of questions was asked during the interviews as the survey. The reason behind having the 

same set of questions is to understand and give credibility to the survey results.  

Since the same questions are used in the interviews it could have been shortened and 

refined in the same way that the survey could have been improved. To improve the survey 

would not have increased the amount of answers, but it would make the interview easier to 

analyse, which would be more time efficient. It would also be more time to go more in to 

depth on the questions if there would be fewer questions.  

Moreover, the interviewers did not have any previous experience of interviewing. This 

affected how well the interviews were conducted. The interviewee was allowed to deviate too 

far from the topic, which made the interview lose its momentum without contributing to the 

results. This could have been avoided by being firmer with the interviewee, and preventing 

the interviewee’s from going on unrelated tangents.  

Finally, the interview part should have been extended, but due to time limitations, it 

could not be done. More interviews with companies in different industries could have 

provided the study with more credibility.  

6.2 Results 
The results of this study are not statistically significant and are not to be taken as 

concrete facts. They are only to be as a pointer and need to be backed by a more extensive 

research. 34 responses and 4 interviews are not enough. The study needs to be larger and a 

professional must ensure the quality of the questions.  

6.3 Validity 
It is hard to assess the validity of the interviews because of the low response rate and the 

inexperienced interviewer. It is According to E. Kruuse almost impossible for an interviewer 

to ask specific questions that are not able to interpret any other way than the way intended 

[10]. This means that the questions that were asked are being interpreted in different ways. 

Having this said, the four interviews still correlate well with the results from the survey. It 

gives the study some validity to hear the same answers in the interviews and the survey.                
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7. Conclusion 
The reason behind the study was to examine which factors that were important during an 

implementation of an improvement process and to assess if subcontracting companies are 

different from the rest of the companies. Both the interviews and the survey provides very 

similar results. It is the “soft values” that are important.  

The most important factors when introducing an improvement process were “Engaged 

Leadership”, “Participation from leaders and personnel” and “Clear Goals”. Those factors 

are repeated in the survey, the interviews, and in the literature.  

Which technique that is the most successful is dependent on the change that is about to 

happen, the size of the company, and the culture on the company. The interviewees 

recommended that the stepwise method is better when dealing with larger changes that effect 

multiple different departments of the company.  

There is nothing that shows that subcontracting companies are any different from the rest 

of the companies in the study other than that they are more likely to use the stepwise method 

then implementing an improvement process.  
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Appendix 1 
This section provides the questions that were asked during the both the interview phase and 

in the survey.  

General Information 
Which role do you have in your company? 

 CEO 

 Other Manager 

 Shift Leader 

 Production personnel 

 Other 

How many people work at the company? 

 1–9 

 10–49  

 50–249  

 250–499  

 500–999  

 1 000–4 999 

 5 000–9 999  

 10 000–19 999  

 > 20 000  

Which industry is the company in? 

 Raw material industry 

 Textile industry  

 Structural industry  

 Steel industry  

 Paper industry  

 Forest industry 

 Electronics industry  

 Food industry  

 Vehicle industry  

 Other industry 
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Is the company subcontracting? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

Company Structure 
How many manager levels exists within the company? 

 One 

 Two 

 Three 

 Four 

 Five 

 Six or more 

 

How hierarchal do you think that the organisation is? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 5 To a very high degree 

 

How do you think that your organisation is from idea to implementation? 

Very slow  1 2 3 4 5 Very Flexible 

 

How do you think that the internal communication works at your company?   

Not at all  1 2 3 4 5 Very good 

 

General questions of improvement processes 

How important do you think it is to have a common goal with the implementation? 

Not at all important 1 2 3 4 5 Very important 

 

Which method of implementation a improvement process would you recommend? 

 Total implementation (meaning that the entire program is implemented over night) 

 Stepwise implementation, (meaning that the program is being implemented step by 

step) 

 Other ( specify ) 
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Pick the five most important factors that you think is the most important while implementing 

an improvement program?  

 Engaged leadership  Knowledge/Education 

 One united will   Understanding  

 Clear goals  Perseverance and patience  

 Resources   Show success for customers and personnel  

 Time  Working with abnormalities 

 Money   Prioritise work 

 Other  Participation from both leaders and personnel 

 

Questions about your last improvement process 

How involved was the top management in the process? 

Not at all  1 2 3 4 5 Very much 

 

Did the top management possess a proper amount of knowledge about the improvement 

process and the will to spread it trough out the entire organization? 

No, not at all 1 2 3 4 5 Yes, very much so 

 

Were the improvement process done according to the timeline? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

 If your answer was “No” to the question above, which was the largest reason/reasons to 

this?  

 Not enough time 

 Not enough resources  

 Not enough knowledge about the improvement program 

 Not enough ambition  

 Unengaged personnel 

 Unengaged management 

 Other (specify) 
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Which method was used to implement the improvement process? 

 Total implementation (meaning that the entire program is implemented over night) 

 Stepwise implementation, (meaning that the program is being implemented step by 

step) 

 Other (specify) 

 

How successful do you think the implementation was? 

Not at all  1 2 3 4 5 Very successful 

 

What kind of change was made? 

 Process change  

 Organizational change  

 Tools change 

 Other (Specify) 

 

Which was the reason/reasons to why the improvement process was done? 

 Demands from customers  Increase efficiency  

 Demands from the company group  Decrease stock volume 

 Demands from governments  Increase profitability  

 Environmental demands   Other (specify)  

 

How involved was the personnel? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 5 Very involved 

 

Was there any possibility for the personnel to engage and change the process? 

No possibility  1 2 3 4 5 Yes, to a large degree 

 

If the personnel had a chance to engage and change the process was it used? 

No not at all 1 2 3 4 5 Yes to a large degree 
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Some time after the implementation was completed, how permanent was the improvement 

process? 

Not at all, we are back 

where we started 

1 2 3 4 5 Very permanent, there is a big 

difference from where we were 

before. 

 


