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Abstract 

 

This paper focuses on how service-based organisations establish and sustain incremental 

performance improvement. A review of existing continuous improvement (CI) evolution 

theory provides a model for comparison with the observations from the case study 

organisation.  The research employs a longitudinal, embedded case study, involving two units 

of analysis and multiple research cycles.  The use of narrative enquiry provides a means of 

understanding the evolution of CI over almost a decade of activity. It allows the testing of 

Bessant et alôs (2001) Maturity Model against real world situations, specifically in the service 

sector, via comparison of the impact of differing approaches, actions, obstacles and 

achievements within the two units of analysis, all the while operating under the umbrella of a 

common organisation that was evolving in reaction to market challenges. 

 

Key words: Continuous Improvement, Maturity, Evolution, Service Sector, Behaviour, 

Value.  

 

Introduction   

 

Through the past three decades, organisations have faced unparalleled challenges in dealing 

with increasing complexity and turbulence in their operating environments. Private sector 

organisations exist within an ever-changing and challenging economic climate; striving to 

maintain and improve their position, yet facing a constant fight for survival.  Much alike the 

Queen of Heartsô message to Alice in Lewis Carrollôs (1863/1984) óAlice in Wonderlandô it 

is no longer possible for an organisation to stand still and remain competitive, ówe must run 

as fast as we can, just to stay in place, and if you wish to go anywhere you must run twice as 

fast as thatô.   

 

 For those organisations with a willingness to reflect and evolve, the established 

principles of quality management continue to serve as a path for economic survival and 

growth.  Continuous improvement (CI) is frequently cited as being integral to many quality 

initiatives (Berger, 1996; Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Sahin, 2000) that allow an organisation to 

identify and implement improvements on an on-going basis (McLean et al. 2015).  Whilst 

radical and ad-hoc improvements are beneficial, the importance of CI in improving products, 

services and processes is widely recognised (Bhuiyan & Baghel., 2005; Sahin, 2000), moving 



beyond change for changeôs sake, to focusing on change that makes a meaningful 

contribution. CI is a comprehensive and systematic methodology, described by Swinehart et 

al. (2000) as the ultimate test of a world-class organisation.  Once it has matured to an 

advanced state, CI embeds a culture of organisational learning, in which new knowledge is 

created, acquired, and applied (Martinez-Costa & Jimenez-Jimenez, 2008; Bessant et al., 

2001), offering the opportunity to shape new capabilities and build competitive advantage.  

 

 CI aims to identify opportunities for improvement and enhance the level of 

organisational performance by continually reviewing processes to incorporate sustainable 

small step improvements via the active participation of people (Anand et al., 2009; Berger, 

1997).  Such innovation should be considered as a fundamental strategic line (Bessant et al., 

2001) and key to the fulfilment of strategic goals (Audretsch et al., 2011). 

 

Numerous organisations have embraced CI enthusiastically (Bernett & Nentl, 2010), 

with the objective of establishing a culture of sustained improvement (Delgado et al., 2012) 

and a desire to achieve competitive excellence (Caffyn, 1999; Gallagher et al., 1997). 

However, the failure rate is high (Bessant et al.; 1994 & 2001) with the majority of CI 

initiatives reported to end in failure or abandonment for a variety of reasons that may be 

grouped into to eight central themes (Mclean et al. 2015) (shown in Figure 1).  Mendelbaum 

(2006) reports that just 11% of organisations consider their CI initiatives to be successful, a 

challenging rather than simple task (Pullin, 2005) and for most óa struggle rather than a 

smooth processô (Rijinders & Boer, 2004, p. 295).  Whilst initially a CI programme may 

seem successful, it can soon become problematic to keep up the momentum in the long run 

(Brennan, 1991).  The true challenge is in how organisations can truly sustain a CI system in 

the longer term (Bhuiyan, et al. 2006) and demonstrate value added. Yet these reports fail to 

take into account changes in organisational DNA, employee behaviour, developments in 

skills and abilities, and understanding of improvement techniques that arise at least in part 

due to the CI programme.  

 

Establishing an environment rich in CI requires an environment that embodies 

encouragement, participation and inclusivity (Bessant et al., 1994), with a shift from 

mechanical to organic structures (Lindberg & Berger, 1997) and cultures that are supportive 

of ongoing change (Varona & Ravasi, 2003; Fryer et al., 2007). Achieving such an 



environment typically requires a shift in culture that must be led by changes in management 

behaviours to build confidence in staff to empower and engage them in improvement 

activities (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Gallagher et al., 1997). 

 

Figure 1: Themes of CI Failure  

 

Source: Adapted from McLean, Antony and Dahlgaard, 2015 

 

Methodology  

 

The study uses multi-qualitative methods to build upon current knowledge and construct an 

in-depth understanding of the research context (Yin, 2009). The paper examines how CI 

evolves in reality, seeking insight from the varied and shifting perspectives of employees 

within the case organisations. The multiple embedded case study approach allows for an in-

depth exploration, and extensive comparison of the similarities and differences of two units of 

analysis (Case 1 & 2).  Each case is presented as a narrative (Tsoukas, 1989) and 

subsequently compared developmentally to the Bessant et al. (2001) CI Maturity Model 

(Table I & II), and expressed as vector diagrams (figure 6).    

 

 The empirical data was collected longitudinally over three research cycles 

(Figure 2), between September 2012 and September 2015.  Each cycle included two data 

collection (DC) points, each lasting between two and five days, and data analysis (DA) 

points. This stimulated a parallel literature review evolving over the duration.  Research 



Cycle 1 explored the CI launch with; two rounds of interviews, the opportunity to observe CI 

initiatives in place; and review of in-house documentation (DC 1&2).  Research cycles 2 (DC 

3&4) and 3 (DC 5&6) explored Case CI progress, using two further rounds of interviews with 

existing and additional participants, further observation of CI initiatives, and document 

analysis.   There were 76 interviews in total, with participants who were either self-selected 

volunteers of non- or middle management, plus targeted senior managers and CI specialists, 

who were purposively selected for their knowledge, experience and leadership (Saunders et 

al., 2012).   

 

Figure 2: Research Cycles  

 

 

Source: Author  

 

Thematic data analysis (Figure 2 -DA) followed each period of data collection.  In order to 

test the Bessant et al. (2001) CI Maturity Model (Table II) and map the analysis accurately; 

its constituent behaviours were utilised as óCodesô and the abilities as óThemesô (Braun & 

Clarke, 2008) (Appendix 1)  . The extensive data set was systematically analysed, collating 

data relevant for each code across 3 Phases of CI implementation Phase 1 (2008 ï 2012), 



Phase 2 (2012 ï 2014), Phase 3 (2016 ï 2016) (see Figures 4&5) .   To ensure validity and 

reliability, and an accurate representation of the finding a three lens approach was utilised. 

   

¶ The research was triangulated using multiple methods: semi structured interviews, 

focus groups, observation and document analysis; 

¶ The participants, through member checking and respondent validation (Silverman, 

2011);   

¶ Externally, through peer review, and the allocation and interpretation of data to codes 

and themes corroborated by an independent researcher. 

 

Reflections upon the Evolution of CI Theory 

 

The keys to sustaining CI lie not only in effective implementation, but also in ensuring 

progress is measured, value is established and integrating CI into the organisationôs óbusiness 

as usualô mindset. These are not new messages, but were explored, for example, by Crosby 

(1979) and Parasuraman et al. (1985). Crosby (1979) sought to evaluate the extent of an 

organisationôs approach to quality management through a maturity grid; applying five stages 

of evolution (see Figure 3). Subsequently, Cupello (1994) offered a new paradigm combining 

four new levels of maturity. 

 

 Figure 3 maps the evolution of CI maturity modelling; identifying the progression of 

maturity levels and characteristic behaviours.  Bessant et al. (1994) identified five critical 

factors, providing a platform for identification of the main organisational abilities perquisite 

to the successful implementation of CI.  The organisational ability (capacity to adopt a 

particular approach for CI); constitutive behaviours and routines (established by employees 

which reinforce the CI approach); and facilitators (procedures and techniques used to 

improve CI efforts), representing the CI patterns that should be present.  Bessant & Francis 

(1999) built upon previous work about strategic CI capability, focusing on the relationship 

between the acquisition and integration of key behaviours, and corresponding advancement in 

practice and performance.  Notwithstanding some linguistic differences, the Bessant & 

Francis (1999) evolutionary model and associated behaviours are clearly reflected within 

Caffynôs (1999) CIRCA (Continuous Improvement Research for Competitive Advantage) CI 

Self-Assessment Tool.    



Figure 3: Evolution of CI Maturity Modelling  

 

 

Source: Author 



Bessant et al.ôs (2001) model aligns previous research within a framework consisting 

of five levels of CI maturity and eight classes (A-H) of CI abilities and behaviours. These are 

detailed in Tables I and II. The model provides a roadmap for the journey towards CI 

maturity and capability, where progression from one stage to the next is achieved through a 

process of learning, practicing, and mastering the associated behaviours, routines and 

abilities.  In essence, the later levels of evolution mirror the journey towards Sengeôs (1990) 

learning organisation.  

 

Table I: CI Maturity Levels & Behaviour Patterns 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Bessant et al. 2001 

  



Table II: CI Abilities (Themes) & Constituent Behaviours (Codes)  

 

 

Source: Adapted from Bessant et al. 2001 


