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Abstract

This paper focuses on how serviz@sed organisations establish and sustain incremental
performance improvement. A review of existing continuous improvement (Cl) evolution
theory provides a model for comparisowith the observations from thease study
organisation.The researclkemploys a longitudinal, embedded case study, involvinguinis

of analysis and multiple research cycles. The use of narrative enquiry provides aofeans
undersanding the evolution of Cbver almost a decade of activity allows the testing of
Bessant et al és (2001) Mat u/rspetificallMmotideesdrvica gai n s
sector via comparison of the impact of differing approachestions, obstacles and
achievements within the two units of analysis, all the whileaipey under the umbrella of a

common organisation that was evolving in reaction to market challenges.

Key words: Continuous Improvement, Maturity, Evolution, Servicec®r,Behaviour,

Value.

Introduction

Through the past three decades, organisations have faced unparalleled challenges in dealing
with increasing complexity and turbulence in their operating environmPBnigte sector
organisationsexist within an everchanging and challenging economic climate; striving to
maintain and improve their positipgetfadng a constant fight for survivalMuch alike the

Queen of Heartttme s sage t o Al ice in Lewis Carritol!l 6s

is no longer possible for an organisation to stand still and remain compefitve mu st r ut
as fast as we can, just to stay in place, and if you wish to go anywhere you must run twice as

f ast as thato.

For those organisationwith a willingness to rikect and evolve, the established
principles of quality management continue to serve as a path for economic sanaval
growth Continuous improvement (Cl) is frequently cited as being integral to many quality
initiatives (Berger1996; Bhuiyan & BagheP005; Sahin2000) thagllow an organisation to
identify and implement improvements on angming basis (McLean et al. 2015)\/hilst
radical and aghoc improvements are beneficial, the importance of @hjproving products,

services angrocesses is idely recognisedBhuiyan & Baghel 2005; Sahin2000), moving



beyond change for changeos sake, t o f ocus
contribution.Cl is a comprehensive and systematic methodology, described by Swinehart et

al. (2000) as the ultiate test of a worldglass organisation.Onceit has matured to an

advanced state, @mbed a culture of organisational learning, in which new knowledge is
created, acquired, and applied (Meei-Costa & Jimenedimenez,2008 Bessant et al.

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

Cl aims to identify opportunities for improvement and enhance the level of
organisational performandey continually reviewing processds incorporaé sustainable
small st improvementwia the active participation of people (Anand et 2009; Berger,
1997). Suchinnovation should be considered as a fundamental strategic line (Bessant et al.
2001) and key to the fulfilment of strategic goals (Audretsch e2Gil]).

Numerousorganisations have embrac€l enthusiastically (Bernett &lentl, 2010),
with the objective of establishing a culture of sustained improvement (Delgado 2014l)
and a desire to achieve competitive excellen@@affyn, 1999; Gallagher et al1997).
However, the failure rate is high (Bessant et; d994 & 2001)with the majority of CI
initiatives reported to end in failure or abandonmiemta variety of reasonthat may be
grouped intao eight central theme@iclean et al. 2015(shown inFigure 1) Mendelbaum
(2006)reportsthat just11% of organisations consider thélt initiatives to be successfa,
chalenging rather than simple task (Pullin, 2005) and for ndost st ruggl e r at hi
smoot h (Rijimlersed Boér,2004, p. 295 Whilst initially a Cl programme may
seem successful, it camon become problematic to keep up iti@mentumin the long run
(Brennan, 1991). The true challenge is in how organisations can truly sustain a Cl system in
the longer tern{Bhuiyan et al. 206) anddemonstrate value addedet these reportail to
take intoaccount changein organisational DNA, employebehaviour developments in
skills and abilities, andinderstandingf improvement techniquethat ariseat least in part

due to the CI prgramme.

Establishing an environment rich in Ciequires an environment that embodies
encouragement, participation and inclusiviigessant et gl.1994), with a shift from
mechanical to organic structgréLindberg &Berger, 1997) and cultures that are supportive

of ongoing changeMarona & Ravasi, 2003; Fryer et .al2007). Achieving such an



environment typically requires a shift in culture that must be led by changes in management
behaviours to build confidence irtaff to empower and engage them in improvement
activities(Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Gallagher et al., 1997).

Figure 1: Themes of CI Failure
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Source: Adapted from McLean, Antony and Dahlgaard, 2015

Methodology

The studyusesmulti-qualitative methods$o build upon current knowledge and construct an
in-depth understanding of the reseantext (Yin, 2009) The paperexamines how CI
evolves in rality, seeking insight from thgaried and shiftig perspectives of employees
within the case organisatisnThe multipleembedded case study approach allows for an in
depth explorationand exensive compason ofthe similarities and differensef two units of
analysis Casel & 2). Each caseis presentedas a narrative(Tsoukas, 1989)and
subsequently compad developmentally to the Bessant et al. (2001) Cl Maturity Model

(Table I & 1), and expressed as vector diagrams (figure 6).

The empirical datavas collectedongitudinally over threeresearchcycles
(Figure 2),betweenSeptember2012 andSeptembei2015 Each cycle included twdata
collection (DC)points, each lasting between two and five days] data analysis (DA)

points. This stimulated a parallel literature reviewolving over the duration Research



Cycle lexplored the CI launch with; tw@unds of interviews, the opportunity to observe CI

initiatives in pace and reviewof in-house documentatiofDC 1&2). Researchyxrles2 (DC

3&4) and3 (DC 5&6) exploredCase Cprogressusingtwo furtherrounds of interiews with

existing and additional particpants further observion of CI initiatives and document

analysis. There were 76 interviews in total, with participants who were eitheisskitted

volunteers of nonor middle management, plus targeted senior managers and CI specialists,

who were purposively selected ftireir knowledge, experience and leadership (Saureters

al., 2012).

Figure 2: Research Cycles
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Thematic data analysi§igure 2-DA) followed each period of data collection order to

test theBessant et al. (200131 Maturity Model(Table Il) and map the analysis accurately;

its constituent Bhavious wereutilised as@Code® and theabilities aséTheme$ (Braun &

Clarke, 2008YAppendix 1) . The extensivalata sewvassystematically analysedpllating
data réevant for each code across 3 Phase€| implementation Phase 1 (20082012),



Phase 2 (2012 2014), Phase 20161 2016)(see kgures 4&5). To ensure validity and

reliability, and an accuratepresentation of the finding a thrleas approach was utilised.

1 The researctwas triangulated usingnultiple methods:semi structurednterviews,
focus groups, observation addcument analysis;

1 The participants through member checking and respondegiidation (Silverman,
2011);

1 Extemadly, through peer review, arttie allocation and interpretation of data to codes
and themesorroborated by an independent researcher.

Reflections upon theEvolution of Cl Theory

The keys to gstainingCl lie not only in effective implementation but also inensuring

progresss measured, value is establisteedii nt egr at i ng CI ibosinesst he o
as usuda@mindset These are not new messages, but were explored, for example, by Crosby
(1979) and Parasuraman et al. (1985)osby (199) sought to evaluatthe extent of an
organi sationds approach t o @rdapplyihgyfivestagesa ge mer
of evolution(seeFigure3). SubsequentlyCupello(1994)offereda new paradigntombining

four new levels of maturity.

Figure3 maps the evolution of CI maturity modelling; identifying the progression of
maturity levels and characteristic behaviouBessantet al. (1994)identified five critical
factors providinga platform for identification of the main organisatioaailities perquisite
to the successful implementation of.CIThe organisational ability (capacity to adopt a
particular approach for Cl); constitutilEmhaviours and routines (established by employees
which reinforce the CI approach); and facilitatopgofedures and techniquesed to
improve CI effors), represenng the Cl patterns that should be preseBessant &Francis
(1999) built upon previous worlabout strategic Ctapability, focusing onthe relationship
between the acquisition and integratairkey behaviots, and corresponding advancemant
practice and performance Notwithstanding eme linguisic differences, the Bessant &
Francis (1999)evolutionary model and associated behaviours are clearly reflected within
Caffynd €1999) CIRCA(Continuous Improvement Research for Competitive Advantage) Cl
SelfAssessment Tool



Figure 3 Evolution of CI MaturityModelling
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Bessant et &. £2001)modelaligns previous research tin a framework consisting
of five levels of CI maturity andeight classes (Ad) of Cl abilitiesandbehavioursThese are
detailed in Tables | and.llThe model provides aadmap for the journey towards ClI
maturity and capability, where progression from one stage to the next is achieved through a
process of learning, practicing, and mastering the associatedvioeis, routines and
abilities. In essence, the later levels of evolutiinmrort he j our ney towar ds

learning organisation.

Table t CI Maturity Levels & Behaviour Patterns

( ) 4 )
Cl Level Characteristic Behaviour Patterns
|\ J . J/
(e A 4 N\ ' B i,
-
3 Problems are solved randomly; no formal efforts or structure form
:i_‘ Interest in the topic improving the organisation; occasional bursts of improvement
= has been triggered — punctuated by inactivity and non-participation. Solutions tend to
O but implementation realise short-term benefits; no strategic impact on human
;‘1" is on an ad hoc basis resources, finance or other measurable targets; staff and
o management are unaware of Cl as a process.

§ J J \ J
( ) 4 7y £ B
o There is formal Cl or an equivalent organisation improvement initiative has been
° commitment to introduced; staff use structured problem solving processes; a high

3 building a system proportion of staff participate in Cl activities; staff have been
3 which will develop CI trained in basic Cl tools; structured idea management system is in
;:-' across the place; recognition systems have been introduced; Cl activities have
~ organisation not been integrated into day to day operations.
& J \ J . J
( ) ' N\ ( N\
There is

commitment to
linking CI behaviour,
established at a local
level to the wider
strategic concerns of
the organisation

All of the above plus: formal deployment of strategic goals;
monitoring and measuring of Cl against these goals; Cl activities are
part of the main business activities; focus includes cross-boundary
and even cross enterprise problem solving.

3. Goal
Orientated CI

S J J \ J
(" N\ ( ) 4 N\
= There is an attempt
‘; to devolve
e autonomy and to L
= .y o All of the above plus: Cl responsibilities devolved to problem
® empower individuals ¥ S i g
o solving unit; high levels of experimentation.
& and groups to
= manage and direct
their own processes
—/ J \ J
4 N\ 4 3 4 )
S ._..>_' Approximates to a All of the above plus: extensive and widely distributed learning
= = model of the behaviour systematic in finding and solving problems and capture
o 8 learning and sharing of learning; widespread, autonomous but controlled
n 8 organisation experimentation.
\ J \ J \ J

Source: Adapted from Bessant et al. 2001
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Table I CI Abilities (Themes)& Constituent Behaviour@Codes)

Source: Adapted from Bessant et al. 2001



