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ABSTRACT 

 

Quality is a vital component in today’s business and its continuous improvement is in the 

strategic interest of any organization pushing to improve their value proposition. How-

ever, quality organizations can face challenges with plateauing development in this con-

text. This study focuses on the quality development work done in companies’ quality 

organizations. More specifically, the study analyses the challenges of value creation and 

continuous improvement in quality development as a qualitative single case study.  

 

There is limited academic evidence available on how earlier mentioned situations could 

be countered and resolved. Hence, the purpose of this thesis is to advance the understand-

ing on quality development plateauing, the reasons for it, and how organizations can man-

age with it by conducting a case study in the case organization. A side contribution is to 

seek potentially supportive findings that could aid companies to improve further their 

quality organizations.  

 

A literature review is presented regarding value creation, continuous improvement, as 

well as quality management systems. After this, an empirical study of a quality organiza-

tion from the Finnish technology industry will be introduced. Information gathered from 

the case organization via interviews, observations, document and records analysis, as well 

as work experience was then compared to the findings done in the literature review sec-

tion.  

 

The results suggest that the implementation of quality management practices contribute 

positively into the value creation of a global quality organization. They can also help in 

the prevention of development stagnation. As a theoretical contribution the existing liter-

ature, an implementation model for quality development practices is presented. Finally, 

further study prospects and limitations of the work are introduced.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Motivation for the study 

In modern global markets companies compete in numerous different arenas related to 

their actual field of business and beyond it. Organizations are challenged in arenas such 

as technology, governance, legislation and corporate social responsibility. At the same 

time, customers are demanding more value by more affordable prices and improved avail-

ability. All this should be achieved while still maintaining to deliver excellent quality and 

continuously improving it (Garza-Reyes, Rocha-Lona, & Kumar, 2015). Quality man-

agement can be seen as a crucial element of modern business. It is a key part in an organ-

ization’s quest for competitive advantage and is hence a strategic priority (Dahlgaard-

Park, 2011; Juran, Godfrey, Hoogstoel, & Schilling, 1999). Quality is linked to economic 

success, operational efficiency and competitive advantage (Barbara B. Flynn, Roger G. 

Schroeder, & Sadao Sakakibara, 1995; Porter, 1991). Kanji (Dahlgaard-Park, 2011: 496) 

described quality as follows:  

“Quality – is to satisfy customer’s requirements continually.” 

Deming sees quality as a foreseeable amount of consistency, reliability which can be 

achieved at a low expense and which is fitting to the market (Boaden, 1997). In 1974 

Juran (Boaden, 1997: 157) defined quality as:  

“Fitness for use in terms of design, conformance, availability, safety and field use.” 

In 1995 Juran broadened the definition in two ways: income-oriented quality (character-

istics that make a given product offered appealing to potential buyers) and cost-oriented 

quality (referring to defects in a given product). (Boaden, 1997; Juran et al., 1999)  

Companies face challenges with the quality of their offered services or products as well 

as quality management within their organizations. Regarding quality management, man-

agers need to adapt to constant change within their respective organizations. With up-

coming new technologies and practices, and phasing out legacy technologies and prac-

tices, organizations are in constant state of learning and adapting to new ways of doing 



12 

 

 

things. This puts a strain financially on the resources available as continuous training is 

required (Nowicki & Sikora, 2015). Pressure is constant to increase profitability in a vi-

ciously competitive business environment, which has shortened the from-innovation-to-

product cycle, thus making time a highly scarce resource. Improving corporate quality 

development processes need to lead to increased performance and help the organization 

to achieve its strategic goals. (Lepmets, Mcbride, & Ras, 2012) Internal and external 

stakeholders need to be kept well informed of the developments and possible challenges 

that are occurring within the organization, hence communication and co-operation is par-

amount. Actual quality of the products or services offered must stay stable even as devel-

opment and changes are occurring in the organization. (Williams, Van Der Wiele, Van 

Iwaarden, Bertsch, & Dale, 2006) 

An essential task for corporate management is to craft an organization that is able to pro-

duce a value proposition that is enticing to customers, and continue its development so 

that the offering stays relevant over the course of time. (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990) In the 

scope of continuous improvement and quality management, the term core competencies 

would likely be better understood as core capabilities, as Long and Vickers-Koch’s (1995: 

12) mention:  

“But whereas core competence emphasizes technological and production expertise at 

specific points along the value chain, capabilities are more broadly based, encompass-

ing the entire value chain.”. 

The processes that an organization possesses relating to value creation and continuous 

improvement of quality management should then be seen as capabilities. (Galeazzo, 

Furlan, & Vinelli, 2017; Long & Vickers-Koch, 1995) These firm specific capabilities 

are resources that can be used to protect the organization’s current competitive advantage. 

A competitive advantage is a maintainable trait that a company or an organization has, 

that gives it an advantage over its competitors in markets. Such resources can be classified 

into three categories: physical capital, human capital and organizational capital resources 

(Barney, 1991). Continuous improvement in quality development can be seen as a strate-

gically important capability that is actually (one of) the company’s competitive ad-

vantages (Long & Vickers-Koch, 1995; Porter, 1991; Prahalad & Hamel, 1990; 
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Savolainen, 1999). Porter (1991) divided competitive advantages to two different types: 

first one being the capability for a company to command lower prices than its competitors, 

and the second one being the capability for a company to differentiate and maintain pre-

mium prices, resulting into increased profitability.  

There is evidence that numerous benefits can be achieved with developed quality man-

agement systems within an organization. Data indicates that organizations with well-de-

fined and implemented quality management systems outperform their rival organizations. 

(Garza-Reyes et al., 2015) Such benefits include customer contentment, swelling reve-

nues, improved quality of offerings, increased productivity and efficiency, improved 

teamwork and management, improved profit margins, greater return on assets as well as 

improved control of business practices. These can all be seen as building blocks of com-

petitive advantage (Porter, 1991). Hence, by strategically implementing quality manage-

ment systems, companies can achieve business excellence. (Garza-Reyes et al., 2015) 

With a low amount of quality related non-conformities, an organization can focus on cre-

ating new business, not needing to use time and resources to handle past mistakes (loss 

of opportunity), hence creating more value. (Dahlgaard-Park, 2011) Complex claims 

need to be handled in a structured way in order to build an understanding of the reasons 

that have led to the claim and give tools for the quality organization to utilize in order to 

prevent the claim from being repeated. (Defeo & Janssen, 2001; Rodrigues, 2007) Quality 

has a cost to the organization in the form of having to use resources to mend occurred 

non-conformities, but also the costs in attempting to keep and develop existing quality in 

products and operations. (Juran et al., 1999; Nowicki & Sikora, 2015) In a challenging 

environment where there are several elements that can cause quality defects, the quality 

management process is in a crucial role, as it can make an impact on all of the earlier 

mentioned factors. (Sitkin & Sutcliffe, 1994)  

This all might sound logical and one might presume that quality organizations have al-

ready been perfected in modern organizations. This is not the case however, as ways of 

working tend to be in a constant cycle of change while searching for optimal operational 

performance, and the quality work cannot always follow in real-time.  
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Several quality development philosophies, tools and methods emphasize continuous im-

provement. Philosophies such as Lean and Six Sigma among others offer different ap-

proaches on the development of quality within an organization. (Garza-Reyes et al., 2015) 

ISO 9001 standard lists continual improvement from the standard’s perspective as an im-

portant part of quality management systems. (Finnish Standards Association SFS, 2008)  

The aim of this thesis is to attempt to increase understanding on value creation and plat-

eauing development in a quality organization via a single case study. A potential side 

contribution is to find ways of preventing such phenomena. Suitable theory and methods 

from the findings could possibly be integrated into the strategies of organizations which 

are developing processes to counter the earlier mentioned challenges. 

While there is extensive academic study on the topic of quality improvement, there are 

not many studies focusing on a quality organization’s development stagnation, reasons 

behind it and possible solutions to the state. 

 

1.2. Research gap 

 

There is a limited amount of literature available on the reasons of a plateauing quality 

development in a value creation, continuous improvement and quality management con-

text. Many quality management practices exist, but the understanding on their relation-

ship to empirical quality development progression and plateau prevention requires further 

research. 

 

The scientific background of this thesis is drawn from an extensive sample of academic 

literature. The main themes are value creation, continuous improvement, quality manage-

ment systems, methods and organizational structure. Methods that could be utilized in a 

quality organization can be drawn from multiple quality management methods, as a single 

or hybrid method approach (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). Such include for example Lean, 

Six Sigma, and Lean Six Sigma. (Andersson, Eriksson, & Torstensson, 2006; Salah, 
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Rahim, & Carretero, 2010) Literature does not however consider the plateauing of devel-

opment and the effect that the quality management practices play in preventing it. This 

study aims to contribute to filling this gap in research. 

 

Different methods have similar focal points and tools but are usually composed of a dif-

ferent method of operating and focus. This thesis’ base work studies a select sample of 

different methods and tools which are deemed relevant in academic literature. From the 

studied sample, the most suitable ones are filtered out for further introduction. The study 

attempts to find commonalities and best practices from value creation theory and different 

quality methods and filter out practices in the context of the case study. Outputs of the 

study could be of value for a researcher studying the effects of quality management prac-

tices as well as for an organization looking for new concepts on how to improve devel-

opment work.  

 

1.3. Research problem and theoretical contribution 

 

The purpose of the thesis is to attempt to increase understanding in the context of value 

creation, CI and quality development practices by studying the case organization. As a 

side contribution, the thesis attempts to increase knowledge on relevant theoretical mod-

els for assisting quality organizations and their management to improve their quality strat-

egy, quality organization structure and quality work once encountering a plateauing de-

velopment phase. Hence, the interest of the study is in the reflection of value and CA 

creation via quality management. Therefore, the main research question is:   

 

How quality management practices may help companies to value creation and cope 

with plateauing progress in a quality organization? 

 

Also, related to the case study conducted as a part of the research for this thesis, the fol-

lowing shall be evaluated as a theoretical implementation exercise: 

 

How quality management practices can be utilized to develop global quality manage-

ment in the case organization? 
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The thesis will introduce relevant scientific studies regarding quality management theo-

ries from the context of quality improvement and organizational development.  

The theoretical findings will be compared to the data gathered from the case organization 

and analyzed. The findings made in the analysis are then presented and discussed. Finally, 

possible managerial implications will be suggested along with future research possibili-

ties.  

 

1.4. Delimitations 

 

This master’s thesis’ scope of study has delimitations. The academic study will focus on 

value creation, quality improvement methods under the scope of continuous improvement 

and related quality methods such as Lean, Six Sigma, and Lean Six Sigma. The related 

methods have been limited to the most often mentioned quality methods in the context of 

CI.  

 

The most important delimitation regarding the case organization is in the scope of the 

organization. The case organization operates in the front-end part of their given organi-

zation, as a quality team dedicated to improving the quality of the functionality. Other 

parts of the organization or external services are excluded from this study. The term front-

end refers to the part of the organization that consists of the teams and employees who 

accept orders from customers, coordinate the orders within the organization and the de-

livery of it.  

 

The research is done in the context of a master’s thesis; hence the study length is limited 

in time and the resources available for the author at the time of the study.  

 

1.5. Structure 

 

The structure of this thesis has been divided into five chapters, of which contents can be 

described as follows. 
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The first chapter is the introductory part. In this chapter the topic of the thesis will be 

presented to the reader generally along with its motivational background. A summary of 

the scientific background regarding academic studies on the topic is offered. The research 

questions and the objectives of the study are offered, while also indicating the delimita-

tions of the study. Finally, the structure of the thesis is introduced to the reader. 

 

In the second chapter, a review into the academic theory behind the study is provided. 

Relevant literature on the field of value creation, quality management systems and con-

tinuous improvement are introduced and a conclusion on the relevant academic findings 

is offered. Also, the methodologies of the concepts are introduced along with their histo-

ries and tools. Concepts for possible improvement methods are drawn from the findings 

of the literature review. The chapter is then concluded in a synthesis section with key 

aspects.  

 

The third chapter is the methodological part of the study. The chapter also introduces the 

case study organization. In this chapter the philosophy, approach and method of the re-

search are introduced. Data analysis and data collection are introduced. Also, the trust-

worthiness of the study is assessed.  

 

Chapter four is dedicated to presenting and analyzing the actual case study part, along 

with an analysis on it. The discussion on the study will commence from a broader per-

spective and will then gradually go more into detail. Empirical findings are examined in 

the light of the literature review chapter. A possible link between the findings made in the 

methodological part and the academic studies introduced on the topic will be explored.   

 

In the final fifth chapter, the research questions and objectives set in the first chapter are 

answered based on the findings done in the study. Theoretical contributions and the lim-

itations encountered during the study are discussed and managerial suggestions to the 

organization offered. Finally, possible future research options are presented. 
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Figure 1. Structure of the thesis.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter explores theory behind value creation, continuous improvement and differ-

ent quality development methods through academic literature. These will form the frame-

work for the study, assist the reader to understand and interpret the findings made.  

 

First part of the chapter will introduce theory on value creation via competitive advantage 

which stems from an organization’s resources and capabilities. The second part will pre-

sent the definition, history and methods associated to continuous improvement. It will 

also present select leading QMS methods via their histories, tools and implementation 

models. Most focus will be applied to the parts that could potentially answer to the needs 

of a quality organization which would require aid in its efforts to move forward with 

continuous improvement.  

 

2.1. Value creation with quality 

 

Value creation is a key aspect of a company as well as in all economic exchange (Vargo, 

Maglio, & Archpru, 2008). Swartling and Olausson (2012) found that a major goal for 

CQI is the added value offered to a customer. It is also a central aspect of lean thinking, 

where value needs to be understood as something that is valuable for the customer of an 

organization. Reducing costs is an important part of value creation for an organization, 

but must not be equaled to it. (Hines et al., 2010) Value consists of how well a product or 

service can offer customers perceived value, as well as how little costs are involved in the 

creation of the offering. Customer perceived value can be of quality, fitness for purpose, 

design or another feature. Costs consist of the investments an organization must make to 

create the given product or service. Therefore, value is closely linked to customer require-

ments and reducing cost or waste as is understood in lean thinking as well, which will be 

introduced later on in this chapter. The relationship between value and cost is elaborated 

in figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Value – cost relationship. Adapted from Hines et al. (2010). 

 

One important aspect of QMS’ is to increase the value creation of an organization utiliz-

ing them, by optimizing such aspects as customer satisfaction, costs and wastes, quality 

of operations, and process speed. (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005) All of these improvements 

drive the creation of CA as answering customer’s requirements, or creating added value, 

is one of the main drivers of QMS’, such as Six Sigma (Keller & Pyzdek, 2010). Quality 

has also been identified as one of the key aspects for companies winning orders, therefore 

creating CA to the supplying organization and value to its customer (Drohomeretski & 

Lima, 2014, p. 815).  

 

Traditionally there has been an impression that an organization must choose between of-

fering value or low cost to the customer. The value – cost trade-off has been introduced 

as a choice that needs to be taken. (Porter, 1980, 1985) This is not the case in more recent 

thinking, as argued in the Blue Ocean Strategy (Kim & Mauborgne, 2004). An organiza-

tion can aim to follow BOS’s concept to create CA without making the trade-off of choos-

ing between value or cost, but to break from this and aim to offer both. (Kim & 

Mauborgne, 2004, 2005) To compete in a contested market and try to beat the competition 

with a choice of strategy is of competing in a Red Ocean Strategy scenario, which can be 

Customer 
perceived 
value of 
product
or
service

Cost of product or service

Value – cost 
equilibrium

1

2

1. Reducing costs or wastes
2. Develop customer value
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seen as similar to the generic strategies concept by Porter (1980). Key differences of the 

two ocean strategies are highlighted on table 1. 

 

Table 1. Ocean strategies comparison. Adapted from Kim and Mauborgne (2004). 

Red Ocean Strategy Blue Ocean Strategy 

Compete in an existing market space. Create an uncontested market space. 

Beat the competition. Make the competition irrelevant. 

Exploit existing demand. Create and capture new demand. 

Make the value – cost trade-off. Break the value – cost trade-off. 

Align the whole system of an organization’s 

activities with its strategic choice of differen-
tiation or low cost. 

Align the whole system of an organization’s 

activities in pursuit of differentiation and 
low cost. 

 

BOS is in contrast to the renown Three Generic Strategies concept introduced by Porter 

(1980). The Three Generic Strategies are described as strategies that help organizations 

cope with the five competitive forces within an industry. The Three Generic Strategies 

are as follows (Porter, 1980): 

1. Overall cost leadership, 

2. Differentiation, 

3. Focus. 

 

Table 2. Generic strategies. Adapted from Porter (1980). 

  STRATEGIC ADVANTAGE 

  
Uniqueness perceived 

by customer 

Low cost 

position 

STRATEGIC Industrywide Differentiation Overall cost 

leadership 

TARGET Particular segment only Focus 

 

Overall cost leadership strategy requires the organization to focus its efforts to cost-re-

ductions, production efficiency and careful selection of profitable customers. (Porter, 

1980, p. 35) Differentiation strategy is a choice where an organization decides to offer a 
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unique product or service within its market. The differentiation can be of unique brand 

recognition, technological superiority, features, or other such as quality (Porter, 1980, p. 

37). Focus strategy is the organization selecting a niche in the market, in which it chooses 

to focus all its efforts. The idea being that the organization can best answer the require-

ments of the customers in the selected niche. The focus point an organization selects are 

almost unlimited: to serve only businesses, selling exclusively digital products, support-

ing a select brand, or offering industry topping quality in offerings (Porter, 1980, pp. 38–

39). The Three Generic Strategies concept states that in order for an organization to be 

successful in its industry, it needs to select one of the above-mentioned strategies. Ac-

cording to the concept, an organization needs to commit itself holistically to the strategy 

in order to effectively deploy the strategy and be successful in its own market. (Porter, 

1980)   

 

The core difference to this thinking is that in BOS the absoluteness of selecting a single 

strategy is rejected. Evidence indicates that low costs and differentiation can be achieved 

at the same time. (Kim & Mauborgne, 2004) In essence, an organization that adapts a 

BOS mentality, will start looking at the competition in the field by creating significantly 

different ways of working in order to provide additional value to its customers while 

keeping its costs on the same level as before or even lowering them. The organization’s 

all activities need to be lined up in order to achieve the full advantage a BOS can offer. 

(Kim & Mauborgne, 2004) With this, an organization can create itself new profitable 

oceans, in which it has barriers to imitation due to first-mover advantage, which again 

offers the organization CA. The principle of the value creation is indicated in figure 3.  
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Figure 3. Value creation in Blue Ocean Strategy. Adapted from Kim and Mauborgne 

(2004).  

 

A blue ocean’s value added realizes through an organization’s cost going down by cutting 

the elements which do not add value to the customers. The other side of the benefit is 

creating new offerings in the field of operation, such as providing exceptional levels of 

quality. (Kim & Mauborgne, 2004) This is essential in creating CA, as it is amplified 

when the organization can maximize created customer value and minimize costs to itself. 

(Porter, 1985) 

 

The value – cost link is a central part of quality management thinking. As a case in point, 

in lean thinking, value is seen as a crucial part of the method. By removing wastes, such 

as bad quality, an organization can offer added value to its customers (better quality prod-

ucts or services) while lowering its own costs (lowered non-conformity handling costs) 

which results into greater value added for the organization itself. (Hines et al., 2010) Some 

Organization 
costs

Customer 
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of the priorities which are important for an organization’s competitiveness can be listed 

as presented in table 3. 

 

Table 3. Competitive priorities. Adapted from Drohometski and Lima (2014). 

Quality Offerings meet customer specifications. 

Reliability Customer deadlines in deliveries and communication are met. 

Flexibility Capability to adapt to sudden changes when required. 

Speed 
Attempt to offer faster service on all levels to benefit the cus-

tomer.  

Cost Strive to offer lower cost than competition.  

Innovation Aim to innovate in processes and offerings. 

 

As discussed in this section, value creation is a central part of CI, quality thinking and 

management. To develop quality and processes in an organization is to develop value 

creation simultaneously, which leads to CA. The next sections will introduce CI and QMS 

topics in more detail.  

 

2.2. Continuous improvement 

 

CI is a theory of, as its name indicates, continuous improvement in the performance of 

production and service organizations. (Zangwill & Kantor, 1998) It can be applied as an 

evolutionary method, where an existing organization or process can be improved in an 

evolutionary manner, or as a revolutionary method when the actions taken will be more 

drastic, such as by implementing blue-sky innovations or latest technologies (Bhuiyan & 

Baghel, 2005). CI sits as a central philosophy in many quality management theories such 

as Lean. (Zangwill & Kantor, 1998) 

 

2.2.1. Background 

 

CI is a management approach that aims to raise the efficiency of the systems and proce-

dures of an organization in order to provide additional value and reduce costs and wastes. 
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The actual idea of development work conducted in organizations dates back to the 19th 

century, when leadership in various organizations encouraged its subordinates to take part 

in development work conducted and offered rewards to the ones that managed to intro-

duce beneficial improvements. (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005) This development lead to the 

increased popularity of scientific management, which included new techniques that could 

be utilized in improving the efficiency of an organization by implementing scientific con-

trol methods and standards to its processes (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005).  

 

CI originates from two different quality improvement related historical developments, 

which surfaced around the 1950s. One of them was the invention of Toyota Production 

System production system at Toyota in Japan. Just-In-Time is a central part of TPS. It is 

known also as Kanban in Lean production. The invention triggered a revolution in pro-

duction which is comparable to the one started by Henry Ford one generation earlier. The 

method was the first to utilize a well-organized and self-controlled methodology. Excel-

lent results were achieved at Toyota, when its employees started developing their work 

in a systematic and regular manner. The second development was the quality movement 

and statistical reasoning which initiated in the 1920s by Shewhart and its continuum by 

W. E. Deming in the 1950s with the Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle (Zangwill & Kantor, 

1998). Past inceptions had a tendency to see improvement practices through several dif-

ferent principles, while recent practices are more holistic and well-organized methods. 

They are also more inclined to target a whole organization or at least a significant portion 

of it. (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005) 

 

CI can be applied under one method as a single methodology or several, as a hybrid meth-

odology. (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005) The hybrid methodology helps the organization to 

overcome the limitations of a single methodology approach if it is seen as compromising, 

thus giving flexibility to choose from a wider array of CI tools. This can give the program 

further reach than a single method approach. It can also help particularly more complex 

organizations, such as matrix organizations with multiple stakeholders. Lean Six Sigma 

is likely the most recognized hybrid methodology, which combines, as its name indicates, 

Lean and Six Sigma methodologies. (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005) Other combinations can 
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consist of a wide array of different methods, such as Total Quality Management and Six 

Sigma. (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005) 

 

2.2.2. Definitions 

 

CI is not an exact term; it has a multitude of definitions. Academical literature does not 

provide a generally accepted, single definition for the term. A select few of these defini-

tions are introduced, in an attempt to give the reader an understanding on the concept.  

 

According to Deming, CI is a method which consists of development proposals which 

over time lead to the rise of successes and decrease the amount of failures. It has also 

been defined as a process that encompasses a whole organization and drives concentrated 

and incremental improvement as well as a system that incrementally and innovatively 

improves processes, products or services, therefore creating value and cutting waste 

(Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Thalner, 2005). Swartling and Olausson’s (2012: 339) paper 

mentions Gertsen’s definition for CI: 

 

“An improvement process that is systematically applied, improves organizational per-

formance, is carried out in small steps and relies at least to some extend on employee 

participation” 

 

As can be understood from these statements, CI is closely linked to value creation and 

hence competitive advantage, as discussed in section 2.1. earlier. 

 

The term CI is used as a general term that is a combination of various attributes that are 

related to quality development methods. Such methods include Six Sigma and Lean. 

(Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Savolainen, 1999) Some authors use the Japanese term of kai-

zen as a synonym for CI and define it merely as a doctrine for improvement. (Berger, 

1997) Kaizen comes from the Japanese words’ kai and zen, meaning change and improve-

ment. A clear relationship between value creation, quality and CI has been established in 

academic literature (Berger, 1997; Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Michela, Noori, & Jha, 
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1996). Likely the most refined definition for the term has been proposed by Lahy and 

Found (2015: 4): 

 

“Any and all co-ordinated efforts designed to accelerate the achievement of specified 

organizational objectives through change, learning and innovation.” 

 

Lahy and Found (2015) argue that CI should be understood as a framework and mind-set 

instead of a fixed selection of tools and methods. They also recognize the value increase 

that the method can bring to an organization via cost savings. Learning and innovation 

are embedded into the method. The definition also abandons the need for CI to be organ-

ization wide. This difference can be seen as an important point, as the activities can also 

be implemented in a smaller context than on a whole organization level. It is worth also 

noting that CI is not to be seen as the goal, more as of a method to reach the goal. (Lahy 

& Found, 2015) In the context of this thesis, CI is closely linked to CQI. 

 

2.2.3. Process and mechanisms 

 

For CI to function, the organization needs to first develop the capability for it. The process 

requires some key elements that are the strategic and teamwork alignment, as well as 

problem-solving skills. These capabilities are needed to provide the organization skills 

that can change and adapt to new challenges. There are example cases where organiza-

tions have won awards in quality method implementation (e.g. lean) but have been unable 

to enhance the improvement of quality development further, due to lacking capabilities. 

(Galeazzo et al., 2017) With time, multiple different methodologies have emerged. Some 

of the most known are the following QMS’: Lean, Six Sigma and Lean Six Sigma. Liter-

ature on the earlier mentioned indicates, that CI is a capability which systemically 

changes the skill toolbox responsible for the development of processes and products, thus 

furthering CA of an organization. (Galeazzo et al., 2017)  

 

The method can take place on three levels in an organization: management, group and 

individual employee levels. Consequently, it is implemented differently on these levels. 

Management level implementation involves strategy crafting, group level implications 
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are narrower scope problem-solving but remain still on a general level, and on individ-

ual employee level more grass-roots scale problem solving and development tasks. 

(Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005)  

 

 

Figure 4. Continuous improvement organizational levels.  

 

Organizational learning is one of the cornerstones of CI, as in order for improvement to 

happen, the organization needs to be able to learn from its past actions and be able to 

improve on them. One theoretical construct for a framework on organizational learning 

is compressed to three decision areas: purpose, process and people. (Galeazzo et al., 2017) 

The method can also be seen as a course, which is an evolutionary process that makes it 

possible for an organization to reach ever higher levels of performance while CI work 

ripens through organizational learning. (Swartling & Olausson, 2011) Organizational 

learning is a core part of the organization implementing it, as it involves the organization 

from top to bottom. However, it should be noted that CI is not limited to the methods or 

tools mentioned in this thesis but can include various initiatives that can be under various 

operations such as production processes, task design, work conditions and stakeholder 

relationships.  
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2.2.4. Antecedents 

 

CI was originally developed in product focused organizations, where it was utilized in 

processes which were either recurring or related to standardized products. (Bhuiyan & 

Baghel, 2005) Improvement tasks were integrated into the everyday work of the organi-

zation based on the design of a given product or process. CI needed to adopt to the recur-

rence level of the task. Bhuiyan and Baghel (2005) offer a classification for the tasks that 

elaborate the differences between tasks: Basic tasks (with two dimensions, individual and 

group tasks) and improvement tasks (with two dimensions as well, parallel and inte-

grated). Basic tasks are defined based on the process or product set-up in question. Basic 

group tasks are likely to be applied to low standardization context, while basic individual 

tasks more in places with higher standardization. Also, the human resources utilized under 

these different classes differ, where an individual task is more likely to be assigned to a 

trained specialist, whereas group tasks would be handled by normal employees attempting 

to develop tasks in their own work context. Improvement tasks classification to parallel 

and integrated come down to the actual way the improvement work is combined to the 

work, hence parallel tasks run aside normal work while integrated tasks are joined to the 

normal work (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Swartling & Olausson, 2011). Berger (1997) 

classified five organizational models based on the previously mentioned:  

1. Quality control circles  

2. Wide-focus CI 

3. Organic CI 

4. Expert task force CI 

5. Individual CI 

 

Quality control circles are generally formed of employees who are working in the same 

function and are tasked with improvement of the function. The QCC’s develop improve-

ment ideas within their framework, test the ideas (e.g. by utilizing the PDCA method) and 

implement them if feasible. However, decision authority usually in major changes lies in 

the hands of management. QCC’s are a permanent structure, which aids in the CI work. 

Wide-focus CI combines organic CI teams with expert task forces, with the exception that 

it also employs operational workers from the actual work function. Goal is to combine 
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the benefits of specialist knowledge to the operational realities of the function for a tem-

porary development project. Organic CI happens when a group has the capability to ini-

tiate, plan, execute and evaluate improvement tasks within the group’s scope of work. 

Difference to other models presented here, is that the changes are not irreversible, they 

are not conducted by dedicated specialists, the improvements do not require changes out-

side the scope, and no external authorization is required for the improvements. Expert 

task force CI relies on impermanent teams from related organizational functions which 

are to take on development tasks for a limited time. Expert task forces can handle a wide 

array of extensive and demanding CI projects. The downside for this model is that it has 

little permanent worker representation and can then lose in gaining a lasting effect with 

its efforts. Individual CI is where improvement ideas are generated by individual employ-

ees and gathered in a way that is seen suitable. The ideas are then to be rolled out via 

expert teams. This level of development work can only be actual CI if implemented in an 

exceptional manner. (Berger, 1997; Juran et al., 1999)  

 

2.2.5. Effects 

 

CI can aid in focusing an organization from the lowest ranks to top management into 

reducing waste, improving the quality of the products or services and operations that an 

organization engages in, therefore creating more value. Organizations have started devel-

oping their own CI methods that are tailored to their given needs. This hybrid methodol-

ogy approach gives organizations a possibility for “cherry picking” the most suitable tools 

and techniques. (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005)  

 

CI has been noted to contribute to an enhanced understanding of organizational strategy 

and mission, which improves the performance of an organization. (Michela et al., 1996) 

While the concept and methods of CI have kept on evolving throughout the times, the 

endgame has remained unchanged – the quest for further improvement and value.  
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2.3. Quality management systems 

 

In this chapter, three different QMS’ are introduced, for the reader to gain general under-

standing on the tools and methods that these QMS’ offer for CQI. The following methods 

are a select sample of QMS’ that are widely and commonly used in quality development 

projects, as well as widely studied in the academic world (Andersson et al., 2006; Salah 

et al., 2010).  

 

QMS’ have originally been based on the idea of detecting faults in quality and have since 

developed first to focus more on upstream processes. The systems aimed to lessen waste 

and the need for excessive quality inspections. Different tools were used to tackle the 

before mentioned challenges by analyzing errors and looking for process improvements 

that would lead to better outputs and lesser variation. (Williams et al., 2006)  

 

More modern approaches focus to a wider range of actions and to a more holistic view 

on quality. This evolution is due to increased competition, technological advancements, 

shorter product cycles and the need to focus more on soft actions, such as intra- and extra-

organizational cooperation. (Williams et al., 2006) 

 

For an organization looking to implement a QMS, finding the correct option requires re-

search and deciding what the organization wants to achieve. This process is different for 

every scenario, as qualities, situations, and resources are unlikely to be the same across 

organizations. One way to handle this is to utilize a framework of necessary steps for the 

implementation. Garza-Reyes et al. (2015) suggest a five step conceptual framework for 

implementing a QMS:  

1. QMS and organizational process study, 

2. Strategic planning, 

3. Choosing a QMS along with models, methods and tools, 

4. QMS implementation, 

5. Evaluation of the implemented QMS and organizational processes. 
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Each step has processes under it where related matters are analyzed and assessed in order 

to give the organization the information it needs to decide on the best choice of QMS and 

how to implement it.  

 

2.3.1. Brief history of select QMS methods 

 

Lean  

 

Lean is based on the Toyota Production System, which was popularized after WWII in 

Toyota Motor Company. Eiji Toyoda was short on capital and resources, which lead him 

to push for elimination of all waste in Toyota’s operations. Waste was described as some-

thing that was not absolutely necessary to the creation of the final product. European car 

manufacturers later adopted TPS in order to try to match their manufacturing processes 

to the likes of the Japanese, but rebranded it Just-In-Time method. (Pepper & Spedding, 

2010) TPS grew to development tools such as the Just-In-Time method, the Kanban 

method of pull, valuing the workforce and extensive worker problem-solving as well as 

automated mistake proofing. (Hines et al., 2010) Lean offers a wider scope than TPS as 

it combines components of product development, supplier management, customer man-

agement, and the policy focusing process for the whole enterprise. (Pepper & Spedding, 

2010)  

 

Lean is centrally linked to its five principles: Value, Value Stream, Flow, Pull, and Per-

fection (Womack & Jones, 2003). These principles will be elaborated in the next section 

of this thesis. 

 

Six Sigma  

 

Introduced by Motorola in the USA back in 1987 as a quality development tool for pro-

cesses and started quickly gaining popularity. The goal of it is to minimize quality defects 

to a very low level, namely 3.4 problems-per-million opportunities. The name comes from 

this statistical measure of defect rate within a system. Crucial components for success are 
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commitment of top management, supportive infrastructure, training and statistical instru-

ments. (Drohomeretski & Lima, 2014; Juran et al., 1999)  

 

Six Sigma trusts proven quality development tools and deploys them via a group of 

trained specialists graded with Six Sigma belts. Work is applied under the DMAIC model. 

DMAIC is an abbreviation of the steps that it consists of: Define, Measure, Analyze op-

portunities, Improve performance, and Control performance. The model is central to Six 

Sigma. (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Drohomeretski & Lima, 2014; Juran et al., 1999) 

 

Lean Six Sigma  

 

A hybrid methodology which combines the two earlier mentioned methodologies to pro-

vide organizations utilizing it further benefits than could be reached by implementing a 

single method. LSS increases shareholder value via a superior improvement rate in qual-

ity, client satisfaction, cost, process speed and invested capital. (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005)  

 

The hybrid methodology aids to realize further reaching improvements in development 

efforts than what Lean, and Six Sigma could offer if used separately.  

 

2.3.2. Definitions 

 

Lean 

 

Lean thinking is built around five principles: Value, Value Stream Mapping, Flow, Pull, 

Perfection. In image 5. the principles are demonstrated. 
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Figure 5. Lean principles. Adapted from Drohomeretski & Lima (2014). 

 

A central point of lean thinking is emphasis on value. Value creation is commonly mis-

taken for merely cost reduction, but this does not grasp the whole reach of lean. Lean has 

evolved to take into account value adding, such as features that the customers see as value 

adding, as well as removing processes that do not add value. This means that the method 

has changed its focus from merely identifying wastes on shop-floor level to recognizing 

what brings value to the customer, hence the end-result determines the process. (Hines et 

al., 2010; Womack & Jones, 2003) Value is something that the organization must create 

to the customer, thus the end customer is the ultimate defining entity of value. (Womack 

& Jones, 2003)  

 

Once value has been defined, the value stream needs to be identified and mapped for the 

product or service offered. A value stream includes all the actions taken to take a product 

or service through three levels of management tasks: problem solving, information man-

agement, and physical transformation. Problem solving task mean taking the product 

from idea to production via design. Information management refers to the supply chain 

of accepting an order for a product and delivering it as planned. Physical transformation 

meaning the physical creation of the product from resources to the actual delivered end-
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product. The whole value stream map needs to be identified in order to make it possible 

to spot all the wastes in the given process and eliminate them. (Womack & Jones, 2003) 

Lean focuses on the process of decreasing waste in processes. Seven forms of waste 

(Pepper & Spedding, 2010; Womack & Jones, 2003) have been recognized: over-produc-

tion, defects, unnecessary inventory, inappropriate processing, excessive transportation, 

waiting, and unnecessary motion.  

 

After these steps, the next phase in lean thinking is to create flow in the remaining steps 

of the process. Flow can be defined as the flow of value creating activities. This process 

can require a complete rethink of how the work has been organized previously, while 

attempting to create flow. (Womack & Jones, 2003) 

 

Once flow has been established, the organization needs to build pull. Meaning that the 

products offered are not made without indication from a customer. Therefore, the product 

is pulled from the customer’s side as there is a need for the value created by the organi-

zation. This eliminates overproduction before demand has arisen. (Womack & Jones, 

2003) 

 

Final principle of perfection is to seek CI in the steps already taken in order to achieve 

the highest possible level of efficiency for the company. Development cannot stop in the 

organization once lean thinking has been established but must be fostered as stagnation 

will eventually lead to the expiration of the value proposition. CI thinking needs to be 

embedded to the culture of the organization. Customers’ needs are in constant change, so 

organizations must continue to re-invent themselves and redefine the previously defined 

parameters of processes. (Womack & Jones, 2003) 

 

Six Sigma 

 

The method aims to develop an organization’s processes in a controlled and methodical 

manner. (Pepper & Spedding, 2010) The method brings structure to the development ef-

forts of an organization by introducing a more meticulous version of Deming’ PDCA 

cycle with DMAIC. (Juran et al., 1999; Pepper & Spedding, 2010) 
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Figure 6. Illustration of DMAIC and PDCA. 

 

Different steps of DMAIC have specific tools that should be utilized in order for the pro-

cess to be measured, analyzed and improved, so that the process can be brought under 

control. (Drohomeretski & Lima, 2014; Pepper & Spedding, 2010) DMAIC’s phases can 

use the following tools (Drohomeretski & Lima, 2014): 

 Define – Pareto analysis and Project charter 

 Measure – Descriptive statistics and Process capability 

 Analyze – Detailed process map and Fish-bone diagram 

 Improve – Experimentation and New process 

 Control – Statistical process control 

 

In order to gain full advantage of the DMAIC cycle, key personnel need to be trained 

properly on how to utilize the method. (Juran et al., 1999) Also, management commitment 

to the process cannot be underlined enough in order to harness the full potential of the 

development work. Six Sigma should be understood as a philosophy and scientific ap-

proach for process development. It has been mentioned that Six Sigma needs to be seen 

as a CI management philosophy for it to gain a required levels of adaption. (Pepper & 
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Spedding, 2010) Six Sigma has been criticized of failing to integrate the cultural aspect 

of CI, which limits its reach. (Pepper & Spedding, 2010)  

 

Lean Six Sigma 

 

LSS is a problem solving method, business strategy and a methodology (Juran et al., 

1999), which drives process performance, yielding benefits in customer satisfaction and 

organizational output. (Drohomeretski & Lima, 2014) There is no stiff bracket of 

measures how the two QMS’ should be utilized as one methodology, but they are mutu-

ally supporting methodologies when combined. An organization wishing to get the ben-

efits of both methods should make sure that they are truly implemented in conjunction, 

as there is a risk of creating two competing organizational cultures per method if this is 

aspect is not taken into account. Value creation and eliminating waste sits in the core of 

the method. (Pepper & Spedding, 2010) 

 

2.3.3. Process and mechanisms  

 

Lean 

 

Lean consists of different management methods which are utilized to develop the opera-

tions of an organization. This section introduces a non-exhaustive listing of different 

tools, in order to provide the reader an understanding of lean tools.  

 

When starting implementation, the first phase should be to define the value that is sought 

after. Next step is to find the value stream(s). Recognition of value-adding and non-value 

adding actions by crafting a VSM (Drohomeretski & Lima, 2014; Pepper & Spedding, 

2010; Womack & Jones, 2003). It is a tool that is used to provide a qualitative analysis 

on the actions. VSM tracks and traces possible wastes within a value stream. (Womack 

& Jones, 2003) It can also be utilized to determine the scope for a project by identifying 

the current state and help ripen the idea of the desired post-project state. This state can be 

used as a roadmap for development strategies, such as parallel working and flexibility 

through multi-skilled employees, causing little to no expenses (Pepper & Spedding, 
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2010). VSM can be applied as a “paper-and-pencil” process or with specialized software. 

Software makes it possible to create dynamic VSMs. VSM is also required to be applied 

before starting to move forwards with other tools, such as Single Minute Exchange of 

Die, five whys, 5S, and Kaizen.  

SMED is a series of techniques, aimed at making sub ten-minute changes to the produc-

tion set up in a value stream. Further concept from this is the One-touch setup, where the 

change time should be sub one minute. The goal should be to not have to make changes 

to the production methods, but if required, they should be swift in order to maintain flow. 

(Womack & Jones, 2003) Five whys refer to a practice, where “why” is asked five times 

when studying the root cause for an error in a process. The tool helps to get to the actual 

root cause by making the problem solver dive deep into the issue. (Womack & Jones, 

2003) 5S comes from Japanese and indicates five steps to a tidy and manageable work 

area: Seiri - organization, Seiton - tidiness, Seiso - purity, Seiketsu - cleanliness, and 

Shitsuke - discipline. (Womack & Jones, 2003) It is seen as a vital tool for successful lean 

deployment. (Drohomeretski & Lima, 2014; Pepper & Spedding, 2010) 

 

Kaizen is related to the last principle of lean, perfection. It refers to CI, by persistently 

removing wastes and seeking ever increasing value. Another term related to Kaizen is 

Kaikaku (also known as breakthrough Kaizen and flow Kaizen). The term refers to a 

drastic improvement of a process, where a great leap in efficiency is achieved by creating 

a completely renewed process. (Womack & Jones, 2003) 

 

Six Sigma 

 

Targets to reduce variation by focusing on continuous and revolutionary improvements. 

(Andersson et al., 2006; Juran et al., 1999) Implementation is a process as with other 

QMS methods. Näslund (2008, p. 272) describes the implementation phases in eight char-

acteristics: 

1. Understanding of project expectations from workforce level, 

2. Leadership of top management, 

3. Meticulous implementation of DMAIC, 

4. Swift deployment of the project (3 - 6 months), 
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5. Well-defined target for the results to be reached, 

6. Providing infrastructure to implement improvements, 

7. Focus on the consumer and the process, 

8. Attention on the statistical approach to improvement. 

 

Implementation organizations contain specialists with different levels of expertise in the 

method and roles. Belt ranks are indicated by different colors, and above them are cham-

pions and executives. White belt being the lowest level, followed by yellow, green, black, 

and master black belt as the top level of the belt hierarchy. Green belts are usually workers 

in a Six Sigma group beside their own job, being led by black belts who are committed 

to Six Sigma full-time. Champions direct master black belts, who direct black and green 

belts. Master black belts and champions handle Six Sigma actions on an organizational 

level, as guided by executives’ initiatives. Executive level is responsible for the strategic 

lead, resources and cultural transformation required for the implementation. (Juran et al., 

1999; Keller & Pyzdek, 2010) 

 

In the implementation phase, different tools are utilized. The Six Sigma toolbox has de-

sign, statistical, project, lean, customer, quality control, and management tools 

(Andersson et al., 2006). Some of the tools are: Pareto analysis, Process Mapping: Value 

Stream Mapping; flow chart, failure mode and effect analysis, quality function deploy-

ment, histogram, control chart, checklists, scatter diagram, cause and effect diagram. 

(Juran et al., 1999; Keller & Pyzdek, 2010; Mehrjerdi, 2011)  

 

Flow charts are graphical methods utilized to display the flow of a process with symbols, 

and are used in the Measure stage of DMAIC. (Juran et al., 1999) Failure mode and effect 

analysis is a bottom-up approach for reliability research, which is like Pareto analysis in 

a way that it aims to direct resources to solving most yielding prospects. (Juran et al., 

1999) Quality function deployment is a customer-driven product planning method which 

utilizes matrices (called “house of quality”) to display the planning process. (Juran et al., 

1999) Histograms indicate the frequency of values or groups of values when studying the 

cumulative value of a given date unit. (Juran et al., 1999) Cause and effect diagram (also 
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known as fishbone diagram and Ishikawa diagram) is utilized in organizing and present-

ing graphically available knowledge of a specific quality problem. (Keller & Pyzdek, 

2010) Scatter diagrams are utilized in assessing different cause and effect relationships 

by plotting variables against each other. (Juran et al., 1999) Checklists track the processes 

and determine their implementation readiness. (Juran et al., 1999) Pareto analysis is based 

on the statistic that a small number of processes are the cause of a large number of prob-

lems. The principle aids the organization to prioritize their actions on the processes that 

yield the greatest results. (Keller & Pyzdek, 2010: 125) Flowchart is a visual tool which 

documents the flow of a process. They can be used in the Measure stage of DMAIC to 

display the process as it is and revisited in the Analyze stage to identify unnecessary 

complexities. (Keller & Pyzdek, 2010: 198) 

 

Lean Six Sigma 

 

Several common tools amongst Lean and Six Sigma have been identified in academic 

studies (Pepper & Spedding, 2010; Salah et al., 2010) as indicated on figure 7.  

 

 

Figure 7. Lean, Six Sigma and LSS common tools. Adapted from Drohomeretski & 

Lima (2014). 
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Tools such as brainstorming, process mapping, standardization, mistake proofing and the 

seven quality tools are amongst the tools that are linked to Lean Six Sigma, but it must 

be noted that all the tools linked to Lean and Six Sigma are available for use as well. 

There is evidence, that once LSS is implemented, it can yield greater results than what 

Lean or Six Sigma could generate if applied as a single method (Drohomeretski & Lima, 

2014). Brainstorming refers to the development organization in having brainstorms to 

expand the list of ideas they have for development. In process mapping, a process is an-

alyzed and visualized as a logical flow of work. VSM is one variation of process mapping. 

Standardization is the action of organizing work into uniform and disciplined steps. In 

mistake-proofing, an organization focuses on developing its processes so, that making an 

error that could reach the customer is unlikely. The seven quality tools are quality tools 

that may aid an organization in development work. The tools are check sheet, graphs, 

histograms, Pareto charts, cause-and-effect diagrams, scatter diagrams, and control 

charts. (Keller & Pyzdek, 2010; Neyestani, 2017) 

 

An example of an implication for LSS is when lean’s scope of increasing production, 

improving quality and lessening waste is not sufficient, but requires for example statisti-

cal control which could be introduced with Six Sigma. On the other hand, if Six Sigma is 

to be implemented as a single methodology, it cannot answer to the requirements of pro-

cess speed improvement or lessening working capital. 

 

2.3.4. Effects 

 

Lean 

 

The method offers an organization means to contribute to cost savings, value creation, 

and CA. Some of the benefits that an organization can expect as an outcome of lean are 

reduced work times per process, improved capacity, faster cycle times, and superior cus-

tomer satisfaction. The developments are especially visible in three areas: operational, 

administrative and strategic. Operational developments include reduced lead time, and 

better productivity. Administrative developments include less mistakes in order pro-
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cessing, and better customer service methods. Strategic developments include for exam-

ple reduced costs and hence help create additional value to an organization’s output. 

(Andersson et al., 2006)  

 

Six Sigma 

 

The method has been seen to bring positive elements to CI methodology. Management 

commitment as well as open knowledge sharing within an organization implementing 

development procedures can be seen as indispensable. (Pepper & Spedding, 2010) Six 

Sigma offers an organization economic benefits (cost savings and value creation) by giv-

ing focus to development with sequential and disciplined steps while building a founda-

tion for future success, hence competitive advantage. It includes different levels of pro-

fessionals (belts, champions, and executives) who act as agents of change within the or-

ganization on its endeavor towards data-driven further CI. (Pepper & Spedding, 2010)  

 

Six Sigma programs have been successful in providing positive financial impacts. Exam-

ples of successes include such companies as Volvo, where a Six Sigma program contrib-

uted 55 million euros to the company’s bottom line between the years 2000 and 2002. 

Ericsson Networks witnessed an evolution in their understanding of Six Sigma, as it was 

originally conceived as a methodology for problem solving, but conception has widened 

to them seeing it as a business excellence model, which helps the organization reach its 

business goals. Ericsson Networks estimates that its different level Six Sigma projects 

have generated combined savings of 200 - 300 million euros between the years 1997 and 

2003. (Andersson et al., 2006) 

 

Lean Six Sigma 

 

By utilizing a hybrid methodology, benefits can be achieved when comparing the imple-

mentation of Lean and Six Sigma separately, even though further study on the topic is 

required. Both methods have the same goal, as to achieve quality improvements in differ-

ent operations within an organization, be it customer service, processes, employee com-

mitment or similar. (Pepper & Spedding, 2010) 
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 Figure 8. LSS process. Adapted from Pepper & Spedding (2010). 

 

One way to see LSS is as illustrated by Pepper and Spedding (2010), where lean thinking 

is first introduced to an organization to reduce clutter and the process will be taken to a 

deeper level with Six Sigma tools, hence furthering both methodologies. 

 

 

Figure 9. Relationship between Lean, Six Sigma, and LSS. Adapted from Drohometski 

& Lima (2014). 
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2.4. Conclusion of the literature review 

 

This section provides the reader a conclusion on what has been examined in the chapter. 

Table 4 summarizes the methods introduced in this chapter. 

 

Table 4. Summary of methods. 

Method Strengths Weaknesses Contribution to 

value and CA 

Continuous 

Improvement 

 Flexible approach 

 Prospective benefits 

 No clear definition 

 Demanding process 

 Wide ranging 

contribution 

Lean 

 Develop flow in pro-

duction 

 Minimized waste 

 Possible costs of 

large process 

changes  

 Increase produc-

tivity with faster 

processes and 

minimum waste 

Six Sigma 

 Aim to maximize 

consistency 

 Customer focused 

 

 Outcomes might be 

hard to quantify 

 Possible over-doing 

measures to reach 

Six Sigma 

 Fulfill customer 

requirements 

Lean Six 

Sigma 

 Combines the 

strengths of Lean 

and Six Sigma 

 Defining the mix be-

tween the methods 

 Extensive devel-

opment method 

for quality and 

processes 

 

As presented in the literature review chapter, value creation with quality, CI, and QMS’ 

are somewhat interlinked and likely coexist together. In the chapter, central theory on 

value creation (such as Blue Ocean Strategy), CI, and QMS’ were introduced along with 

academic literature on their definitions and qualities. This theoretical background pro-

vides the framework and lens for the case study phase of this study that will be presented 

in this thesis’ fourth chapter, which includes the main findings.  

 

It can be remarked that extensive study exists on the topic, as has been demonstrated in 

the literature review chapter. As also can be established, there is little evidence in the 

domain on how to tackle the issue of development stagnation, therefore it is to be noted 
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that a research gap exists on the topic of plateauing development within quality manage-

ment. Thus, the challenge is to find relevant methods that can help an organization move 

forward on the path to better quality operations. 

 

The focus is on the theoretical context to be able to answer the research questions, (1.) 

How quality management practices may help companies to value creation and cope with 

plateauing progress in a quality organization and (2.) How quality management practices 

can be utilized to develop global quality management in the case organization. Figure 10. 

illustrates the framework in relation to the research questions, indicated with their respec-

tive numbers on the figure. 

  

 

Figure 10. Illustration of the theoretical framework. 

 

Several lessons can be learned from academic research: the role of value creation and cost 

reductions in the process of CA formation, management’s support and commitment into 

the quality work, the value of a trained workforce applying the development process, the 

resources that are available for the work, utilization of CI and QMS theories and methods, 

and other. These contribute to the quality of the output of an organization and it is case 

dependent which of the parts of the puzzle require more attention to move further on the 

path of CI. A central point behind all of these actions is the idea of creating additional 

value to the organization. This is achieved by lessening its wastes (such as poor quality), 

optimizing its costs to a low as possible level, finding ways to implement the resources 

of the organization in a productive as possible manner (Blue Ocean Strategy), and with 

the CI of these actions, finding CA.  
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3. METHODOLOGY 

 

The research methodology of this master’s thesis is introduced in this chapter. It intro-

duces the process related to the study as well as data collection. The case study organiza-

tion is described in general terms. The final part of this chapter examines the trustworthi-

ness of the study. 

 

3.1. Research strategy and method 

 

Social science research can be conducted in different ways, such as experiments, surveys, 

histories, archival analysis and case studies. This study’s research method is a qualitative 

case study, which can be used in several different types of studies, such as political sci-

ence, community psychology and organizational and management studies, out of the lat-

ter this study represents. (Yin, 1994) The study was made by utilizing the qualitative re-

search method with an abductive research approach as a single-case study.  

 

Qualitative business research approaches a study in a naturalistic manner which tries to 

understand phenomena in an empirical situation. A qualitative study attempts to illumi-

nate and understand comparable phenomena. It also gives the researcher a possibility to 

concentrate on studying business phenomena in a related framework. The process creates 

knowledge of real-life business phenomena, their modus operandi, as well as how to fig-

ure them out and how to alter them. (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008a) The method usually 

applies wide-ranging questions instead of narrow scope hypotheses. The questions’ fun-

neling effect from broader to more specific during the study bring flexibility and respon-

siveness to the study, hence it can be called emergent research. (Fossey, Harvey, 

McDermott, & Davidson, 2002) 

 

Case studies are a favored research strategy when “how” or “why” questions are being 

studied, the researcher has little effect on the study target, and if the scope is on an em-

pirical phenomenon. It gives the researcher a possibility to gain a holistic and relevant 

feature of actual events, for example in organizational and managerial processes. A case 

study is an especially suitable research strategy when there is a need to deal with multiple 
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different types of data sources, such as documents, artifacts, interviews and observations 

(Yin, 1994, p. 8). Case studies can be defined as a research method which attempts to find 

reasoning for taken decisions, their implementation, and resulting outcomes. Critiques 

have also been expressed against case studies. Such are for example the possibility of the 

researcher being disordered when leading a case study, by using ambiguous data or prej-

udiced assessments, which can affect the outcome. Another critique has been that case 

studies can lack basis for scientific generalization. Empirical study requires a research 

design, at least on an implicit level. (Yin, 2003) The qualitative case study was chosen, 

as the purpose of the study is to find ways to aid organizations to keep up their CQI 

efforts. There is a need to study the situation in the case organization and explore it 

through theory. More specifically, a single case study was selected due to the interesting 

nature of the case organization’s situation, as it is presumable that this is a representative 

case for similar organizations. The case organization works in an international environ-

ment and is in the process of developing its processes, giving this research a fitting study 

platform. Consequently, it can be assumed that the findings made in this study might be 

applicable in other similar cases.  (Yin, 2003, p. 41) The case also has a revelatory nature 

to it, as the author has been working in the same matrix organization as the studied or-

ganization for multiple years, and has therefore access to information not available for an 

external researcher. (Yin, 2003, p. 42) There is also a part of action research in the study, 

as the researcher is involved in the process development of the organization, hence trying 

to find evidence from the organization which may be useful in its development (Center 

for Collaborative Action Research, 2019). 

 

The interviews were crafted in semi-structured form with mainly simple open questions, 

as the interviewees come from different backgrounds and work cultures. Therefore, it was 

interesting to keep the discussion within a framework of a given topic, as this leaves room 

for discussion and bringing up points that might not come up with direct questions. The 

interviews were recorded with the permission of the interviewees in order for the author 

to be able to transcript, examine, and analyze them thoroughly after the actual interview. 

The interviewees were from the case organization, and its management. As the group of 

interviewees was small and they all work for the same organization, there was a possibil-

ity for follow-up questions after the actual interview if new questions would arise from 
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the gathered information. Answers to the interviews were analyzed in a socially con-

structed manner, as the interviewees come from different levels of the organization, dif-

ferent geographical, cultural, and educational backgrounds as well as are from different 

age groups. 

 

3.2. Case organization and data collection 

 

This section will present the studied organization and the data collection work done. 

 

3.2.1. Introduction of the case organization 

 

The case company is from the Finnish technology sector. The company is a global leader 

in intelligent technologies and complete lifecycle solutions. The products and services 

offered help its clients to achieve their business goals in an efficient and environmentally 

friendly manner all around the world. Added customer value is provided by emphasizing 

sustainable innovation, total efficiency and data analytics, which maximize the environ-

mental and economic performance of its solutions. The company is committed on ensur-

ing profitability, providing environmentally sound products and services as well as fol-

lowing responsible business conduct.  

 

Quality is in constant monitoring within the case company. This to provide better cus-

tomer satisfaction and spend less resources on handling non-conformities, and hence 

achieve better economic success. The case organization is a quality team which is respon-

sible for the quality development work of a select scope of a supply chain. It consists of 

four quality experts (out of which one acts as team leader), and a team manager. The 

quality experts come from different geographical areas and their role is to be the link 

between the quality team and their respective area in terms of rolling out new practices, 

related information distribution and providing support in quality associated matters. All 

members hold two organizational roles, as the quality experts are all senior employees 

and therefore are experienced in the daily work that they are tasked to develop. The team 

has a defined role within the organization. It is to implement corrective and preventive 

actions to improve the quality of the work conducted in its scope of the organization. The 
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scope refers to a part of the organization, which consists of different teams’ handling 

business from the customer and ending to a coordination team. The time allocation for 

the team’s quality experts’ quality work is set at 50% of total working time.  

 

The main responsibilities of the team are as follows: 

 Root cause analysis and documenting of corrective actions in scope related noti-

fications, 

 Provide direct feedback on one-time claims, 

 Provide input to local leadership on repeating mistakes and area key users on pro-

cess understanding and training needs, 

 Investigate and have a complete overview on the long-term challenges at front-

end in own area, 

 Liaise with colleagues in areas and other departments on analyzing results, clus-

tering and preventive actions proposals and implementation, 

 Provide input to supervisors for corrective preventive actions,  

 Ensure implementation of quality initiatives in all areas, 

 Provide monthly updates for the quality figures and weekly update on location 

scope figures, 

 Participate in quality improvement forum and monthly meetings, 

 Organize and run area management team monthly quality meetings, 

 Support colleagues in own area with quality related questions. 

 

Currently the team’s organizational structure is an ad hoc rolling organization, which has 

not been formed according to any QMS. The current structure would likely fall between 

QCC and Wide-focus CI organizations on Berger’s (1997) scale. Data exists on the work 

done by the team as well as measurement data from the company’s information systems, 

but the data needs to be examined and analyzed from a bird’s-eye view in order for the 

author to be able to study it.  

 

From the case company’s side, the motivation for this study is the possibility to acquire 

new ideas on how to advance the quality improvement work conducted. The organization 
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and its methods being studied in this thesis have not been put through an assessment based 

on academic studies before in this context, hence the thesis will hopefully raise new ideas 

how to further improve the current development work, as well as help raise appreciation 

of some of the steps already taken. 

 

The company has ready crafted material on claim definitions. In the company’s noncon-

formity documentation, quality terminology is defined as follows: 

 

Costs of conformance:  

 

“Costs of conformance are the costs of achieving specific quality standards for prod-

ucts or services. These costs include prevention, appraisal and inspection costs.” 

 

Nonconformity costs:  

 

“Nonconformity costs are the costs that arise when failing to meet the required stand-

ards for products or services. These costs include internal and external nonconformity 

costs which, based on failure source, can be further classified into design, sourcing and 

internal operation related costs.” 

 

Definition for “nonconformity”:  

 

“Nonconformity is a nonfulfillment or failure to meet a requirement. A requirement is a 

need, expectation or obligation. It can be stated or implied by an organization or inter-

ested parties. A deviation from a requirement in a contract, specification, standard, 

process or from an expectation, e.g. shorter component lifetime due to failure, is consid-

ered a nonconformity. A nonconformity occurs when the company fails to meet the de-

fined scope, agreed performance targets, commitments or the expectations of the cus-

tomer or other interested parties e.g. in products, solutions or services.” 
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These definitions match what was introduced from literature in chapter two of this study, 

and it is apparent that the company possesses academic know-how on the topic of quality 

management.  

 

3.2.2. Data collection 

 

The data for the case study has been collected from the case company by direct observa-

tions as well as direct interviews. (Yin, 2003) This was accomplished via reading internal 

documents, Skype for business interviews, attending meetings and by work experience. 

Studying company internal documents gave the author a general view of the work being 

conducted, how it has been organized and what are its goals for the case company. The 

company has internal data visualization tools, which provide data from the operations and 

which’s data has been also utilized in this thesis for numerical evidence of claims spread.  

 

Material for the study was gathered by interviewing key stakeholders in the organization, 

by using the author’s work experience to analyze the observations made from the opera-

tions of the case organization, by attending a workshop related to the actual work of the 

organization, and by analyzing statistical data from the organization’s information sys-

tems. The case study part of this thesis will include interviews of the case organization’s 

experts and management, an introduction into the tasks, methods, goals and challenges 

the organization faces in its work. Other data gathered from the case company on the 

organization and the tasks it processes were used to attempt to find supporting information 

for the study. This to utilize multiple sources of data, as such practice can increase the 

reliability of qualitative research. (Yin, 2003) The author participated to a cross function 

workshop aiming to develop the quality work conducted in the case organization in order 

to learn on the challenges of the organization and make notes that could aid in the analysis 

work of this study.  

 

The author has worked for the case company for several years and is familiar with most 

of the ways of working, tasks and goals that the case organization has set on a general 

level. This experience was useful while conducting the research. 
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The interviews were conducted vis-à-vis online via Skype for business software, due to 

the interviewees being located around the world. The interviews were held between the 

29th of May and 6th of June 2019. Interviewees were provided the question sets beforehand 

in order to offer an opportunity to prepare for the actual interview along with elaborations 

on the vocabulary used. The interviews were recorded with the permission of the inter-

viewees for analysis purposes. The actual interviews were carried out in a relaxed and 

friendly atmosphere. The question sets were re-examined after the two first interviews, in 

order to review if there would have been need for adjustments, but this was deemed un-

necessary. The interview questions were crafted around the research questions and the 

theoretical background from the literature review conducted for this study. Question sets 

for the interview were crafted to their final form after receiving feedback from both the 

thesis’ supervising professor as well as the company’s supervisor. A positivist research 

approach was applied, as the research is interested in facts rather than in experiences or 

meanings lead from interaction. (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008b) The interviews were 

formed in semi-structured format with open ended questions. The question sets are listed 

in the Appendix section of this thesis.  

 

Table 5. The interviewees. 

Interviewee Role Duration Date 

1. Quality Expert 59+60 min 29 - 30.5.2019 

2. 
Quality Expert, 

Team leader 
49 min 31.5.2019 

3. Quality Expert 60 min 3.6.2019 

4. Quality Expert 60 min 4.6.2019 

5. 
Manager, Global 

Quality and Process 
68 min 6.6.2019 

 

3.3. Data analysis method 

 

Data analysis is what a researcher must do in order to process the gathered data for the 

study and interpret it. (Kawulich, 2004) Each study is a unique situation and the data 

gathered for it must be processed under a similarly unique research design and analysis. 

(Saldaña, 2014) The data analysis phase requires rigor from the researcher. When going 
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through the data, its validity and accuracy needs to be continuously monitored, while 

aiming for a meticulous result for the process. The researcher must also keep acknowl-

edging any possible personal biases that might occur from one’s own opinions, experi-

ences or values. (Golafshani, 2003) A challenge regarding qualitative research is that 

there is little numerical data, but text, which limits the analysis methods. (Yin, 2011) The 

empirical data gathered is to be compared to the theory presented and reflected on the 

research questions of the thesis. The data was not coded, so the author needed to keep 

constantly comparing the created substantive notes to the original database in order to 

ensure consistency while searching for themes. (Yin, 2011) 

 

In this study, the theoretical proposition strategy is utilized to compare the theory pre-

sented and the empirical data gathered to the research questions. (Yin, 2003) Hence, the 

study follows positivism as a philosophical orientation, which is the conventional posi-

tion in management research. Coined by Auguste Comte in the late 19th century, positiv-

ism’s position is that knowledge of the world is acquired from empiricism and experi-

ences by applying scientific methods to it. (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008c) The data 

analysis started when the study began and once the empirical data was first gathered, the 

processing of it has been an on-going process until the end of the study. Different analy-

sis strategies were applied to the data. The process progressed from recognizing wider 

lines and progressing through these to a deeper study on the most relevant themes. Inter-

relation and reasoning utilized in this study is a combination of inductive and abductive 

methods. Inductive data analysis relies on experiential exploration and interpretation on 

the evidence to accumulate knowledge, moving from the specific to broad level. Abduc-

tion interprets from evidence which is likely ideas based on indications. Difference in 

the corollaries of these two different methods is that inductive interpretations are likely 

to happen, abductive inferences are merely plausible. (Saldaña, 2014) The content anal-

ysis was processed in the following manner; first the data was prepared (collection of 

data from the organization, theoretical study), organized (filtering out the relevant data, 

comparing empirical data to theory) and finally reported (offer outcomes of the analy-

sis). Content analysis was used to capture the essence of the empirical data to be com-

pared to the theory in order to provide key themes for the organization phase. This to 
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make it possible to draw conclusions from the filtered data to increase understanding on 

the research topic. (Elo, Kääriäinen, Kanste, & Pölkki, 2014) 

 

3.4. Reliability and validity of the study 

 

It is important to know if a study can be trusted. This is to ensure that the events that have 

been studied and the findings made can affect future studies. (Fossey et al., 2002) When 

assessing the trustworthiness of quantitative research, some criteria has been proposed to 

be used while evaluating this. Yin (2011) mentions that to build trustworthiness into a 

qualitative study, the research procedures would need to be transparent. This in order for 

others to be able to examine the evidence provided to support the offered conclusions. 

Yin continues that methodic-ness is also needed in qualitative research, as the researcher 

needs to avoid carelessness and biases. Still, there must be space for unforeseen changes 

in the research. Methodic-ness creates reliability via making cross-checking data and pro-

cedures easier. A study is supposed to be able to display a logical set of statements, so the 

reliability and validity of the research needs to be able to pass a critical review. The study 

needs to be able to convince the critical reader that the researcher has indeed succeeded 

to get the methodology right regarding the analytical methods used, the interviewees, 

thought processes, and the conclusions. (Saldaña, 2014)    

An important part of the trustworthiness evaluation is the evidence provided to support 

the conclusions drawn from the research. As qualitative research relies mostly on empir-

ical and experimental data, much attention needs to be given to the language on how the 

findings are presented in the study. (Yin, 2011)  

 

Yin (2003) discusses four dimensions of reliability and validity to ensure the trustworthi-

ness of a study: construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability. 
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Table 6. Validity and reliability in case studies. Adapted from Yin (2003). 

Tests Case study tactic 
Phase of research in 

which tactic occurs 

Construct  

validity 

- Multiple sources of evidence 

- Establish chain of evidence 

- Have key informants review draft 

case study report 

- Data collection 

- Data collection 

- Composition 

Internal  

validity 

- Do pattern-matching 

- Do explanation-building 

- Address rival explanations 

- Use logic models 

- Data analysis 

- Data analysis 

- Data analysis 

- Data analysis 

External  

validity 
- Use theory in single-case studies - Research design 

Reliability 
- Use case study protocol 

- Develop case study database 

- Data collection 

- Data collection 

 

For construct validity, the researcher should be able to form valid operational processes 

for the studied themes. Internal validity is related to the quality of the data analysis, where 

the researcher should be able to form reasonable causal relationships from the data. Ex-

ternal validity is related to the researcher being able to establish a domain in which the 

study can be generalized. Reliability is the repeatability of the study and that if the re-

search were to be repeated in the same manner, same results would occur. (Yin, 2003) 

 

The earlier mentioned methods were applied to this research in order to reach a high level 

of validity and reliability. Multiple sources of evidence were utilized (internal data, inter-

views, work experience), informants have commented on the study, theories were uti-

lized, and the research is carefully documented in order to guarantee repeatability. Inter-

views were conducted in the same format with all the interviewees and the author at-

tempted to keep the discussion flow in a similar format as well, in order to ensure a high 

consistency amongst interviews. All interviews were recorded in order to be able to verify 

the collected data afterwards. Due to time-zone and geographical differences, the inter-

views were held at different times of the day. It must be noted, that the organization’s 

unique conditions present for this research will likely not be available in the future and 

are hence unrepeatable in the exact same way. 
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The purpose of this chapter was to shed light on the research methods and strategy, data 

gathering methods, the case organization, and finally the trustworthiness of the research 

made. This in order to offer the reader an understanding on the steps taken in attempt to 

ensure the transparency of the research, as well as how the reliability of the study has 

been attempted to keep on a high level.  
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4. FINDINGS 

 

This chapter will introduce the findings made from the gathered data from the case or-

ganization along with an analysis on the results in the light of presented academic re-

search. The aim was to gain understanding on the function and how to contribute on the 

theoretical understanding on the topic with the gathered data. The organization’s own 

goal is to develop in the mentioned field; hence the processes will be examined in the 

light of the research questions and theoretical lens. 

 

The first purpose of the interviews and other data gathering was to find out how the qual-

ity team’s organization functions in its current state. Second purpose for this was the co-

creation of future development ideas. Topics studied here were team member’s general 

knowledge on quality management theories and CI, how do the members’ backgrounds 

support the quality work, how is management committed to the quality development, 

available resources, what sort of quality tools are being used currently, how is value cre-

ation perceived in the organization, and the take on CA and future development ideas that 

could be utilized to improve the function. 

 

 

Figure 11. Desired future development.  

 

Information, processes, 
resources and 
organization

Current actions and 
knowledge

Improved 

function 

Improved 

function 

Future better 
defined state
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It was possible to draw information on the front-end claims from the case company’s 

internal reporting system. From the total claims of the front-end organization, a signifi-

cant part is heavily concentrated on a few claim reasons. Figure 12. illustrates this system 

data and it indicates that 41% of total claims have been under the biggest cause code 

group from the beginning of the year 2019. Top three of the cause codes represent 67% 

of all the claims in the front-end organization, and hence in the quality team’s scope. This 

does support the quality team’s interview results on the need for more focus on value 

creating tasks, instead of focusing on less acute challenges. This is what the earlier intro-

duced Pareto principle guides an organization to do in order to gain greater results in 

development work. One thing to be noted, is that the quality team does not have yet data 

on the costs of different claim reason codes, so financial evaluation cannot be prepared 

yet on this matter, but this observation takes only into account the number of claims per 

root cause. Another thing to be noted with this data, is that in the interviews, the QEs and 

manager stated that the cause codes might not be perfectly defined. This is why a deeper, 

more structured root cause analysis could benefit the accuracy of the data and aid the team 

to focus their efforts into the most value creating issues for the organization’s customers. 

Quality management tools and methods would need to be chosen by the team to see what 

tools would benefit them most. Ideas for such tools will be introduced in the end of this 

study. 
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Figure 12. Claim cause reason of total claims. 

 

From the company’s reporting portal, it can be seen that the number of claims has been 

fluctuating since January 2018, as was reported by the whole quality team in the inter-

views. No clear development trend can be seen; hence, these data support the statement 

that the development of quality in the front-end context can be seen as plateauing. How-

ever, it must be noted that based on the interviews, multiple changes have been made and 

more understanding on quality has undeniably been created by the quality team within 

front-end. The challenge the team now faces, is to translate their actions into concrete 

results which can be verified by the data. Many of the steps taken so far have been to 

better understand the reasons behind the current quality defect reasons. Next the team 

would need to make impact on the figures, in order to possibly gain further resources. 

 

Globally, the claim spread globally is also rather uneven, but this can be due to dissimilar 

business volumes, customer types (few large vs. many small customers, field of business), 

as well as cultural differences (multiple different cultures per area vs. more uniform cul-

tures per area). This poses a challenge for the quality team, as emphasized later in the 

interview with the quality team manager, in terms of creating global alignment within the 

1st
41%

2nd
15%

3rd
11%

The rest
33%

Claim cause reason of total claims
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quality team on the most pressing challenges regardless of geographical or cultural area 

and differences. 

 

4. Interviews  

 

The interviews resulted in a thorough understanding on the matters related to the practical 

work and planning utilized for the development work in the case organization.  

 

Findings indicated that the team lacks training regarding quality management theories, 

tools, and systems. Also, a lack of time to concentrate on the quality work was reported 

by the whole team. The team benefits from a steadfast commitment and passion for the 

work being done as well as strong support from each other as well as other stakeholders 

and upper management. Moreover, they have many development ideas ranging from very 

practical and feasible to very theoretical and demanding. However, the amount of re-

sources is limited from the company’s side, so not all the development ideas can be im-

plemented, at least for the time being.    

 

4.1.1. Team results 

 

During the interviews, the team members seemed a bit confused on which of their role 

was being discussed from time to time. This can be seen as testament to the challenges of 

perception of the double role.  

 

Backgrounds  

 

QEs backgrounds proved out to be similar. All are experienced employees who have been 

with the company for multiple years, some in several different positions. Having worked 

extensively on the functions that they are now tasked to develop; they are experts in the 

field when it comes to practical know-how. The team members have all been requested 

or assigned to join the quality team due to their experience and suitability for the task. 

The longest experience of a QE within the quality team is nearly four years, while the 

most recent addition has joined the team six months prior to this study.  
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“(company manager) said that OK, I know someone who might be interested, so 

that’s how I joined.” QE 1. 

 

“Around three to four years I’ve been a member of the team. I was just assigned 

to the task.” QE 4. 

 

Surprisingly, none of the QEs had any relevant scientific nor practical training on the field 

of quality management theories, systems nor tools. All QEs underlined their previous 

work experience in the front-end scope, as well as in other related functions within the 

company, as justification for their membership in the quality team. Only the latest addi-

tion to the team reported receiving a week long training for the QE role, which was facil-

itated by the quality team’s TL. Even this training however was targeted to introduce the 

team’s current approach to quality development to the newly joined QE, hence it cannot 

be said that the training was conducted under any QMS guidelines. From the interviews, 

it was visible that all QEs were interested in quality as a topic, most also in theoretical 

context, which can be seen as a good foundation for the future development work. 

 

“…most of the things (skills) I got regarding quality is my own experience as  

coordinator, through all the years...” QE 1. 

 

“I’m super interested actually (in quality development) and … after several years 

of practicing I mean, coordinator stuff, honestly speaking this quality role is very 

very interesting and I would like to do only that, you know.” QE 3. 

 

Operational value creation, continuous improvement and quality  

 

The team members have a very practical approach to the value creation that they do in 

their QE role. They see that the development work they conduct, generates value to the 

customers of the organization in decreasing the amount of claim reoccurrences, by actu-

ally taking preventive steps in this direction, making the processes more customer friendly 

and therefore increasing their satisfaction to the business they conduct. The work is also 
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focused on internal process development in order to filter out the possible problematic 

phases which run a risk of causing claims. The effectiveness of this work can be seen as 

questionable due to the limited structure applied to the development and root cause anal-

ysis work, as well as limited alignment on topics within the team. 

 

“For customers it’s mainly focusing on solutions, I mean for the quick ones ... the 

root cause analysis is granting a quicker handling time for the (notification) I 

would say, but also very customer focused solutions which is what customers want 

to see, you know.” QE 3. 

 

“Well we’re trying to implement proactive measures, to make the ordering pro-

cess, quotation process and claims process easier for the customer. We’re trying 

to prevent the claims before they happen. We’re instructing everybody to not to 

put anything in the system unless you have clear and concise information from the 

customer, which will then obviously prevent the claim at the back-end.” QE 4. 

 

The company benefits from the work in terms of operational excellence, as processes 

become more transparent and faster, have less errors, less wastes, and as a result effi-

ciency is increased. This lessens the amount of resources the organization needs to spend 

on handling claims. By decreasing the total amount of the claims received, the company 

saves money and resources, as such will not be needed to mend earlier quality issues. The 

quality team also takes charge of issues that would be left without ownership otherwise 

and promotes their solving efforts, thus aligning the whole extended organization for 

more value and improved quality. This operation creates value as the “leaks” in processes 

are better defined and structured. These development points align well with the competi-

tive priorities, introduced in chapter two. 

 

”One of the things for the company, we also touch challenges that everybody 

else is a bit in-between, so somebody takes responsibility. Because it’s a big 

company, and we then try to find the correct departments or maybe influencers 

to get things changed quicker.” QE 1. 

 



63 

 

 

“For the company obviously will be, each claim runs a cost for man hours, 

freights, what not. So, by doing these proactive measures we’re preventing extra 

expenses for the company.” QE 4. 

 

The QEs influence the front-end quality in numerous ways, such as by organizing train-

ings, monthly quality meetings, root cause analysis, intra-organizational cooperation ac-

tivities, listening and advising colleagues in the realm of quality development. The activ-

ities may be numerous, but they all rely heavily on communication; verbal and written. 

The team also leads by example, by guiding colleagues in the field of quality improve-

ment, by showing example with their own actions on the same organizational level. Co-

operation with corporate claims team has already increased the common knowledge of 

these two teams, making the root cause analysis more fluid. 

 

”I always try to motivate others with my own motivation. I always think that peo-

ple need to be heard, not only give them work, but also listen to their opinions, so 

that somebody creates value for their opinions. So what I try to do is always listen 

and take their opinion and let them think a bit deeper and challenge them again, 

like have you thought about this, not passing it on, but what can they do them-

selves to get better and understand.” QE 2. 

 

”…what I think is paying off is to always speak very frankly without hiding mis-

takes or my personal point of view and being loyal to the colleagues is a very very 

good point.” QE 3. 

 

The tools and methods utilized by the team currently, are not highly structured. The only 

tool from the quality management toolbox all QEs had used is the five whys method. 

Also, the cause and effect diagram (Ishikawa diagram in the interview) was mentioned 

by a QE, but the use of it did not seem familiar. There were mixed feelings regarding the 

five whys method, ranging from struggling with it to not seeing the need for its use. The 

tool was also seen as too stiff and time consuming, but also valuable in terms of bringing 

structure to the work. Other things that could be considered as tools that the team uses are 

the company’s internal reporting system and ad-hoc root cause analysis. It was apparent, 
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that the team would need and, at least most members, appreciate more structure to their 

development work in the form of quality management practices. The current situation is 

that due to the lack of training in the field of quality management, the QEs do not know 

enough on the methods and tools which would bring this structure and likely contribute 

to the productivity of the work. Suggestions for potential approaches to this matter will 

be introduced later in this thesis.  

 

”I have not really used it (five whys) so much, but it is also what we had in the 

workshop, I think you attended it, we had a big discussion about having correct 

cost codes and how to analyze it in a perfect manner, to be honest I’m actually re-

cently also using it a lot and I’m still struggling it to get the correct causes and 

define really the ones.” QE 1. 

 

“We use five whys when it’s applicable and time appropriate. No lean, no noth-

ing.” QE 4. 

 

It was clear that the team’s current work set-up is not highly structured, nor defined ac-

cording to any QMS. There is however good understanding on the potential benefits, such 

as adding understanding, creating more value, or introducing more structure to the work, 

along with quality management practices. Potential development paths were mentioned, 

such as the combination of the practical know-how of the quality team to the theoretical 

quality management know-how of corporate quality department. The value creation po-

tential was also recognized in the interviews, which can be seen as a positive sign for 

future development to this direction.  

 

”I think it does, the thing is that we’re not there yet, is not saying that we haven’t 

created value yet. Because before we didn’t even do it yet, I think if I look at a few 

cases … these would be claims which would continue forever, no we can have a 

set-up and work on it.” QE 1. 
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”I think it (quality tool value creation) starts with the rich understanding, then it’s 

a bit hard to get things changed in this organization. You also create understand-

ing for each other I think… Better knowledge of what people are doing and how 

and why things are happening, so…” QE 2. 

 

”Yes (the tools add value), because you proceed in a more structured way if you 

have a technique let’s say in the end. You can avoid waste and focus to the point. 

So that’s for sure. Of course, we are not that technical people in this sense I mean 

and would be nice maybe to approach again (claims) team to see the perspective 

they are looking at the claims. That would be very interesting.” QE 3. 

 

Regarding the progress of development, or lack of it, the QEs were relatively single-

minded. All see that development is proceeding, but the pace is so slow, or the results are 

not verifiable by claim data, that it can be said that the development is plateauing. It must 

be noted that the data always trails in the past, so the developments already made have 

not necessarily had the chance to prove their worth yet. QEs feel that their development 

efforts are limited by the organization’s resources, which would be needed for software 

development as well as time resources. 

 

“I think we’re progressing as I mentioned earlier, were not there yet. We I think 

it’s also taken seriously by management, also I can see that they take so much 

time to make a workshop for a week and everyone’s involved, so it’s been taken 

seriously.” QE 1. 

 

“We are not standing still I think; in the last two - three years the team has faced 

people are more aware and people are more quality minded. The only thing is that 

it’s still humans, we still have some manual processes and influence from the out-

side, so I think to solve the smaller problems due to money problems or automa-

tions, it will take a while before we can say that everything will be solved soon, 

but yeah, it’s a big organization so everything is about money. Automation will 

cost money… what I really think sometimes is that we come up with ideas, we con-

tacted groups so the responsible teams, and OK there are other views than what 
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we have, so sometimes it’s very hard to get our opinion or our way of through or 

convince someone else about it.” QE 2. 

 

“OK, if you look at the figures and numbers on a global level, I would say that it 

is a bit stable. (Claims) actually are not decreasing as expected.” QE 3. 

 

“Yes, we’re making progress. Is it as fast as I want it to be? No. So am I spinning 

my wheels? Yes, kind of, but I’m still moving kind of forwards slowly. I’m not 

stuck, but it’s not as fast as I would like it to go. Make a real impact. We should 

be treated with higher priority.” QE 4. 

 

When discussing the biggest cause of claims, the opinions are quite aligned. All state that 

human error is one main cause. The reasons for this are listed as lack of training, lack of 

understanding, too high workload (lack of concentration), too many interruptions during 

work, having too many locations for information, constantly changing instructions, frac-

tured data, lacking quality of communication, and time constraints. Another main issue, 

as observed from the interviews, was the quality of the data that the whole organization 

utilizes, known as master-data. Operations are being run based on partly expired infor-

mation, certain members of the organization fail to update vital data into the system, mak-

ing the availability of correct data under threat. Hence, the organization’s trust in the data 

is eroded and can then lead to inefficiencies due to unnecessary double checks and tech-

nical identification tasks. 

 

“The biggest cause in front-end I think we still have a problem with  

(master-data) not updated. So, the material needs to be updated correctly.” QE 1. 

 

“I think it’s by working too fast. People are (over loaded), people have a lot to do, 

it (way of working) is always also changing so the organization is changing so 

people need to adapt, and that will also take time. And due to this work pressure, 

things of say customer master-data, customer changes, they will not be changed 

but they will re-write down on a paper, and then somebody knows, but the other 

one does not know, and yeah, this is I think a big problem. Also related to old 
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ways of working, differences between (departments), countries… We all want to 

(be) one team, one goal, but it’s everywhere different in practice.” QE 2. 

 

”I would say it’s the human error, yes. Some of it has to do with getting (infor-

mation collected) correctly, and if you are under time constraints or high work-

load, and the information is somewhere mumbled in the text, like this big (small), 

and you tend to overlook things. It is a human thing to do.” QE 4. 

 

Regarding the split role of quality expert and senior coordinator, most of the QEs were 

satisfied with their role. However, three out of four were eager to start working full-time 

on quality matters and saw that the current 50 – 50 time-split between the roles did not 

allow them to concentrate on the root cause analysis and other development tasks suffi-

ciently. One QE mentioned specifically that ending the coordination work was not favor-

able, due to the added professional understanding and satisfaction that the QE gets from 

getting to work with customers in an operational context. This particular QE saw, that the 

coordination role contributes significantly on the value created of the quality team mem-

bers, due to having up-to-date understanding on potential root causes of claims due to in-

depth first-hand knowledge of the everyday challenges the front-end scope faces daily. 

The majority of the QEs believed that they could contribute more value and develop qual-

ity more, if they could focus full-time on the quality development role. This due to having 

a possibility to better conduct in-depth root cause analysis on more claims and hopefully 

find more relevant solutions, with efficient corrective actions. There are also differences 

on workload per QE. Some have lighter coordination workloads, thus making it easier to 

combine the quality development role. This seemed to be in the light of the interviews 

mostly due to their line management’s commitment to the quality team’s work, as well as 

local resources and workload. Also, local corporate target setting contributes to the dif-

ferent levels of workload experienced per QE. 

 

“I would like to keep the double role, biggest reason being that the coordinator 

work gives you the practical knowledge and you keep in taps with the field, if you 

become a quality expert only, then you become an outsider. Then you lose the 

touch, you don’t know how it in reality works. That is my opinion.” QE 1. 
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“Yes (not too much workload), but this is also due to my (line management) and I 

don’t have any customers at the moment, that are allocated to me. … So yes, this 

quality expert - senior coordinator role, I can combine it pretty well at the mo-

ment. On paper 50 - 50, but I think it is more 75 quality expert and 25 coordinator 

role. But in the quality role and the senior coordinator role I also have the key 

user role...” QE 2. 

 

“Yes, I like it (double role). … Having the experience of the coordinator is the 

background to understand all the real cases and the several scenarios I jump into, 

that’s for sure. I don’t have training for being (QE)… knowledge is coming from 

the field, but this QE role is, I mean I like it so much, and of course I got a bit 

frustrated when … a new urgency comes in and you have to stop all the root cause 

analysis you’re performing, all the quality stuff, because in the end still in this 

mixed role, customer has his or her weight.” QE 3. 

 

“It should be full-time. That (five whys) is a very time consuming task, yet if you 

do it right now with everything else going on, you keep it on in-box session or I 

need to handle this first before I do anything else, because the order book, be-

cause the revenue, because whatever. You cannot focus, you cannot be creative. 

Let’s say if you have 2 min, let’s be creative for 2 min. It doesn’t work like that. 

So, if you’re doing quality, it should be a full-time thing to actually come up with 

ideas. Maybe sketch them out, do a flow-chart... Right now, it’s 5% (time alloca-

tion) on quality. It is to meet the quarterly budget.” QE 4. 

 

The team’s commitment level was considered by the whole team as stellar. All are inter-

ested in the topic and feel that the work that they do creates value for the organization and 

contributes to their professional development. Team members support each other and 

have a good team spirit, regardless of their geographical distance and time-zone differ-

ence. Also, it was clear that the three longer time members of the quality team did share 

a special bond, due to their relationship from the team. The demotivational aspect that 

came through from the interviews was that the lack of resources, time resources and 
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funds, was clearly on everyone’s mind. The QEs have rarely a chance to meet their stake-

holders and this limits the influencer role they are tasked to pursue. Still, all were ready 

to go the extra mile for their QE role by doing for example overtime. 

 

“It’s very good, it’s super high. Apart from me, I see a lot of commitment from my 

colleagues, and this is fantastic because it is a source of energy for us, so it’s su-

per good.” QE 3. 

 

The team’s pros and cons, as informed by the QEs: 

 

Strengths: Commitment, motivation, communication, work experience in the field, col-

laboration with other stakeholders, passion for finding solutions, specific areas of exper-

tise, and close relationship with the colleagues in coordination teams due to belonging to 

them.  

 

Weaknesses: Over analysis, team focus points sometimes too internal, many ideas – not 

prioritizing them, not all product lines under their scope, lack of authorization for system 

changes, bureaucratical constraints, lack of alignment inside the team, and lack of re-

sources. 

 

“Commitment, experience, people know what they’re doing, know analysis, know 

how to see it. Weakness could be that we might sometimes go a little bit all our 

own ways, so not enough alignment, so we need to align more.” QE 1. 

 

“I think the strengths are that we are full of motivation work experience in the co-

ordinator roles, we also know how it is “on the floor”, I think that people really 

know what’s happening, and they hear also the opinions what they are doing, so 

we are not behind the rest, we’re still the same as the rest, so we are still in the 

team. Weaknesses are that we have many ideas, but sometimes we lose the focus 

to close one, so then we have five, six, seven new ideas again and nothing gets re-

ally worked out to the end.” QE 2. 
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”I would say that as weaknesses, it’s the time allocated for this role. Which on pa-

per is 50% coordinator and 50% QE. But it’s never so good balanced, and some-

times to balance, it requires some overtime hours spent here, so also being a co-

ordinator you’re always very distracted by… OK, not the offers and orders be-

cause you can decide to do half-day customer requests and half day quality stuff, 

but in case you receive two urgent requests, all the other will be forgotten. So, this 

is, and another strength would be for sure the commitment, the energy we put into 

this and also people specialized in something. So, I mean it’s a good melting pot 

of experience and background all of us have.” QE 3. 

 

Management and organizational discussion 

 

The team’s take on their management is unanimously positive. The management structure 

of the team members is fairly complex, due to an unusual reporting line arrangement. The 

TL has no earlier leadership experience, so this is the first time the person has been put 

in a position of lead. The team feels that the manager and TL are handling their tasks well, 

even if the role of the TL, nor the need for such, was not necessarily embraced whole 

heartedly by all the members of the team. There was discussion on the need for such, even 

if the QEs did acknowledge that the TL likely brings structure to their work and supports 

the manager as a stand-in and in administrative tasks. One QE reported not to have known 

that the team had a TL, which was a peculiar piece of information.  

 

“Yes, yeah for me it looks good. It’s still more the team than then being managed 

really.” QE 1. 

 

“We get full support from management. (team manager) and my managers here 

are all like yes, full back up, everything is good. Then again, they are also con-

strained by have to jump through hoops, have to set up meetings… I had no idea 

that (team leader) was team leader.” QE 4. 

 

The team enjoys mostly solid support from management and their colleagues and has 

mainly sufficient resources to perform their daily tasks. Some stakeholders were reported 
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to respond slowly to the different requests that the QEs might reach out to. However, all 

QEs reported that it was hard for them to acquire resources to get their development ideas 

approved, such as system updates, trainings which involve costs to the organization, travel 

and most importantly the time resources they have allocated for their quality work. The 

team did not have access to a report which would make it possible for them to define an 

average value per claim, which would be important for the team to indicate the value 

creation and waste removal potential of claim reoccurrence removal projects.   

 

“So, the support is there, the resources that I think then I really could come back 

to the workshop in March. Looking at cost codes and changing the system etc., so 

it has been taken very seriously. That is my feeling.” QE 1. 

 

“I noticed that management is really interested in what we are doing so the sup-

port and is quite good, I think. How it works a bit is that, (team manager) take it to 

the management meetings, our findings, and yeah there’s always coming struc-

tural feedback or another challenge for us to think of. So, I think that they are 

supporting us quite well. For the resources, sometimes it’s really of course diffi-

cult due to people still doing their own work in between or other work… From my 

point of view if I have, if I ask my (line manager) something, it’s no problem at all 

to join a meeting or whatever.” QE 2. 

 

”Yes, I mean we have a good level of support. Although for specific cases we no-

ticed a slow feedback from management, I mean not from management, it was for 

instance I have a case, we realized that we used to have in the past a lot of claims 

due to (reason). I mean, we are understood by our stakeholders let’s say, but 

things are not moving that fast I would say.” QE 3. 

 

“So, support from our management, our team leaders, our manager, (former 

sponsor) even when was still doing it. Yes, good support. They like the ideas we 

send, but then it stops most of the time there as they face a wall and they have to 

climb this wall or go right through it. Resources the quality team has… again, if it 

were full-time, we would be OK.” QE 4. 
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The objectives of the team were not answered straightforwardly. Some QEs had a clear 

answer to this question straight away, some did not. The team has a general target of 

reducing the number of claims to half of their current state, while offering solutions to 

prevent reoccurrences. Another team level objective is to spread quality mind-set in the 

organization and promote cooperation between different teams horizontally as well as 

vertically. The team’s manager is working on a benchmarking to develop the current goal 

setting for the team. On an individual level, the QEs have KPIs from their line organiza-

tion, which has been determined outside the quality team. Value creation in this context 

has not necessarily been considered outside of the set objectives, which would benefit the 

organization’s customer as well as itself. Same applies to customer satisfaction; it is seen 

that if objectives are met, customer satisfaction will increase. This could be a focal point 

for future development. 

 

“This is a good one. Actually, the objectives of the team setting, this is for (team 

manager) really working on and to benchmark what we’re doing. (Team manager) 

always asks for the quality team’s inputs, if we have something, what’s happen-

ing, what we’ve achieved, what’s not going well and that we indicate that’s also 

being under attention by the management team, so that’s a bit objectives. Bench-

marking ourselves is a bit objective setting.” QE 1. 

 

“Yeah, the target was set at reducing claims by (target %), which is a lot. But tar-

gets are now on the (%) in front-end.” QE 2. 

 

“No, I would say that we go along with KPIs of the coordinators. But I don’t 

know about the other guys what did they decide to do. Of course, the decrease on 

a global level of the claims, we should reach, but if you talk about front-end, we 

already had some good signs, from the field. And we are also trying to spread this 

kind of behavior (quality mind-set) let’s say…” QE 3. 

 

The current structure of the quality team was viewed by the QE’s mostly as a good struc-

ture for the function the team serves at the moment. A need for change is recognized, if 
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the scope of the team would grow in the future. According to the team’s answers, most 

likely the team would manage far into the future with four full-time employees and the 

team manager. It must be noted that one QE mentioned here that, the part-time nature of 

team is preferable, while all others would rather move to a full-time function. One thing 

that was mentioned as a compromising structure, was the reporting line. This is linked to 

the fact that the QEs can have four managers simultaneously (due to a matrix organiza-

tion), as well as to the changes happening in the organization outside the quality team. 

One QE specifically mentioned that belonging to the local reporting structure was favor-

able, in order to be a part of the local group in a social sense. Also, a fact that was men-

tioned regarding the organizational structure was that the quality team would benefit from 

more empowerment, giving them wider influencing capabilities. 

 

”I think for now it’s good, for the future I am not sure yet. It (quality team scope) 

might become bigger, it might become wider, I mean quality, we are now focusing 

completely on notifications front-end claims. Maybe in the future we might be fo-

cusing on notifications on the whole organization, with (other team) and maybe 

we can also cooperate with them and finding ways to get more focus on our cus-

tomers.” QE 1. 

 

“I think it’s good that we are now in the same structure as the (related function). 

We are now in the same team, what only I think that the challenges are that the 

same, the reporting line is not really known now. … I think that it’s good that 

we’re a small team and that we only have one reporting line, I think that’s a good 

thing. So, it’s not that we have to report to everybody, but only to (team manager) 

and (team manager) will report to the rest. If I could change the role, I would say 

that we have more empowerment in the changes.” QE 2. 

 

“Besides being full-time… Ok, no I think the set-up is fine. It does not bother me, 

because if you were to take me out of the reporting structure (location), I would 

no longer be part of the group so to speak, you know.” QE 4. 
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Future development  

 

The main challenges the team saw they have regarding future quality improvement and 

value creation were diverse. It was obvious from the answers that the team had been 

thinking about this topic earlier. Every QE mentioned a different main challenge in this 

context. The first one is focusing on relevant value creating matters and trying to find 

ways to not having to dive deep into the claims. Another is the need for further mind-set 

alignment amongst the organization for quality. Not all parts of the front-end organization 

see the value in investing time in process development (e.g. way of working, updating 

information in systems) upstream in order to have less quality defects downstream. Third 

mentioned challenge is the amount of resources the quality team has at its disposal, mainly 

budgetary constraints and the limited time resource of QEs. The final challenge which 

was mentioned was the change pace of the organization. There are too many changes, 

occurring too fast, too often and the team members are lacking tools to communicate these 

changes within the organization. And regarding the changes, automating the process 

changes would decrease the need for the employees to implement changes from memory, 

nor multiple locations where the instructions are stored.  

 

“So the first thing is alignment, globally, with other entities outside (organiza-

tion), this is the first thing, second thing is getting the data correct, the cost codes, 

so we have, we do all the same also and we have for example (most common 

cause code) is not a cause, it’s a result, these things need to be changed. Then we 

went so far that we have so many root causes that we are getting so detailed info 

that we have 20 reasons, and everything is causing like 2% of the claims. That’s 

the second challenge. Having a good overview and having all these root causes 

created in the system.” QE 1. 

 

“The main challenge is to get the coordinators mind-set into (quality) if I arrange 

this background work that costs time with master-data or automation, then it will 

benefit them in the long term. I think that people are a bit hiding behind they’re 

busy and that “I need to do this or that, I don’t have the time for that”. They don’t 
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see the benefit of thinking ahead and investing time in their own customers, or 

way of working, or… That is the main thing.” QE 2. 

 

”I am a bit afraid that budgets are the big issue, I mean money, we are required 

to do a lot of business cases, so I would say money. And also, the fact to have us 

as a full-time dedicated only on quality, would mean to have another person to do 

my job as coordinator, so I see money.” QE 3. 

 

“OK… they (employees in front-end) have too many changes, too fast, too often 

and all we can do in quality or our key user achieve is, is shoot up a message that 

“hey, this has changed, please, remember this the next time”. Because develop-

ment in the system itself does not allow us to be this reactive to have it done within 

the same day.” QE 4. 

 

The QEs see that more value could be created within their scope. The following were 

offered as the key improvements, that would from the team’s perspective add to their 

value creation. Basics need to be strengthened, as in the data in the organization’s systems 

needs to be up to date and in easy to understand format. This would contribute to the 

quality work being done in the form of making the work more approachable and interest-

ing for the employees. More influence and empowerment for the quality team. Making it 

possible to implement changes faster, would aid in the quality team’s capability to create 

value faster as well. Alignment within the team. Agree on bigger lines of development 

within the team, focal points that would be the same globally. Crafting a road-map for the 

team’s development steps. Possible intra-team further specialization on important devel-

opment topics, such as automation. More interaction with the front-end. Meetings face-

to-face, providing full-time support on quality and quality development related matters 

globally. Having more weight in development efforts, such as in process development.  

 

“This is the first thing, have the basics, the data right, make it understandable. … 

I mean get examples, make it so that the quality feels alive for other people, first 

in (coordination) and also for sales and customer. Second thing I did but I did not 

present it myself, but colleague was in (country) last week and had a presentation 
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and one of the things I created was from the template from the (claims) team that 

they ask for more information and a lot of questions that are coming back. If you 

have a claim it takes longer to get the claim solved with which you are probably 

already in a rush, so if you follow this check list there is only a small chance that 

we come back to you asking for more information. That way I think that we al-

ready created more value with that.” QE 1. 

 

“Maybe like I answered before, we have more influence and more (ERP) rights to 

make change happen quicker. We are still of course waiting and relying on others 

instead of taking the lead. There is something where we can win more value.” QE 

2. 

 

“First of all, deciding what we should do for instance. … So, to know what we 

have to do, so having a good discussion the five of us together about business 

(quality team task), maybe we could also think about the fact to have specific 

tasks, for me could be (area of expertise), for (other QE) could be (area of exper-

tise), something like that. So, whenever we jump into an issue, so we have an ex-

pert of the experts, so…” QE 3. 

 

“Full-time. More weight. Like if we’re screaming, drop whatever you’re doing, 

then you can go back to whatever else you were doing, because whatever we are 

screaming about costs money. If you don’t prevent it from happening again, it will 

cost more money. …  Supporting function let’s say, in the technical side, could be 

aware of what we do and why we do it. And when we call, do it, no discussion, 

there should not be one.” QE 4. 

 

The QEs were slightly struggling with strategical thinking, as in order for their team to 

create CA for the organization with their efforts. It was clear from the data from the in-

terviews, that the quality team does not have sufficient information on the competition’s 

capabilities on the field to really compare to their own capabilities. Hence, benchmarking 

the competition was seen as a way to recognize the strong points of the quality team, and 

the whole organization and equally spotting development needs. Still, the whole company 
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is seen as a CA due to its solid reputation in the field and its resources to conduct quality 

development. Due to the case company’s size, smaller competitors might not be able to 

respond to develop similar capabilities and offerings. Also, by looking into the processes 

and other internal matters, such as improvements in the work environment and ways of 

working, they can create CA and increase the value proposition for the customers. Bolder 

developments were also suggested, such as creating an application for quality related mat-

ters which could be utilized to handle claims more efficiently and track shipments while 

providing a near instantaneous communication link between the customer and the com-

pany. This is however a wider development project and would be outside the front-end 

scope, and the quality team could not lead this development. The team also suggested 

area specific specialties, which contradicts the management’s vision of future develop-

ments being exclusively in a global context as well as focusing on select key matters. 

 

“If you have good quality in processes, and you think if you ask the customer how 

to make it better, I believe we have a CA compared to (smaller competitors) espe-

cially, who are only selling. (Externals) say that parts quality is good but service 

not always, so there we should improve.” QE 1. 

 

“I think that we are not looking only at the material quality and first time-right 

delivery but are also searching for internal challenges or internal changes to 

where the customer could benefit from things that we are doing. We’ll also now 

see on the people, what can influence the people to have better work environments 

and work quality, which the customer can benefit from. I don’t think all our com-

petitors are doing this.” QE 2.  

 

“It depends on the level of competition. If we go to the very slow section of our 

competitors, I’m sure they can’t even think about having people dedicated to 

speed up processes or to see where the grey areas are, so, I mean (the  case com-

pany) is already the CA in this kind of roles. But maybe improving, maybe giving 

some strength to this (claim) team maybe merging the two teams, being a very 

powerful entity in (organization) that could be something different.” QE 3. 
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The development ideas for further quality development and on how to counter plateauing 

were on the lines as mentioned before in the interviews. Making the data clear and most 

importantly correct, would lessen the need to get back to it constantly, therefore releasing 

resources to other purposes. Also, there is still need for further alignment in the organi-

zation, so there is a need for workshops, discussions, meetings, traveling to locations, and 

plenty of related work. The organization would need to be benchmarked against the com-

petition to get a comparison point on the capabilities. It would also need to recognize its 

members better who contribute to the development activities and create ways to get ideas 

quickly to evaluation. The scope of the team’s efforts could be widened in the future to 

get a bigger impact with the actions being conducted. The team would benefit from better 

acknowledgement from the organization, so marketing the team’s activities, e.g. in a road-

show, could be beneficial. The team could approach problems from a different angle, by 

possibly focusing on the positive effects of the already done actions which could bring 

more motivation to the employees. Agreeing on a few big topics within the quality team, 

and see them get processed and closed, which would release mental and physical re-

sources for other purposes, instead of having multiple on-going project simultaneously. 

Development should be conducted together with the teams on-site, in order to demon-

strate the actions being taken, gain a more holistic view on the issues and reach better 

recognition in the teams. Once again, more time to focus on the topics is mentioned. This 

to reach deeper root cause analyses and give time for further development tasks. The team 

wished for more autonomy. This would apply to making ERP changes in minor scope 

autonomously, while leaving global mass updates for specialists. 

 

“First of all, … you need to get the basics right, you need time for it, you need to 

get it very clear, take like six months to one year, to make it perfectly fine. Once 

you have that all ready, the data, you don’t have to come back anymore, but you 

need to take time for it, you need to discuss, like in the workshop. … Secondly, get 

it benchmarked, make sure that some actions are taken. I mean preventive actions 

are not usually the actions we have to take, but we have to indicate these, and fol-

low-up that the preventive actions are taken by the teams etc. These are results 

and they are held accountable for and this is the second thing. The first thing is 

that bit longer term is to get the (front-end) and organization already perfectly in 
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order, so we know what to do with the documents, the (master-data) etc. and we 

can then bring it out to sales teams, to customers and to make it like a (case com-

pany) thing. And then it’s shared and if you follow these paths, you are not plat-

eauing very soon.” QE 1. 

 

“What would help is that we also go travel to the teams. The local teams and 

make some sort of training where we do something together, where could demon-

strate what we do, to make it more open to people. And that we also make sure 

that if the good ideas are coming from the people, the people also get recognition 

for this. Also, the closing of big topics, so that people feel that something 

changed.” QE 2. 

 

“More time to be used for the quality stuff, especially for the follow-up, I have a 

lot of tasks I start, and I don’t even remember I have to close. I mean this is a lot 

of how people organize themselves, but also a matter of time. To make this be a 

job to cure (quality challenges), would be interesting and also giving people the 

chance to do something different you know, I mean, I think we all (quality team) 

would take a lot of energy from this decision in case if it will be decided.” QE 3. 

 

“Be more autonomous. We would not be doing (development changes) on mass 

basis, we would be doing it in individually when the claim comes and e.g. that this 

customer has this agreement of a 5% discount and everything, OK done.” QE 4.  

 

When discussing BOS, the whole team was out of their comfort zone, which can be seen 

as understandable. All reacted with genuine interest in the thinking process, but clearly 

did not have past experience in looking at their work from this angle. Most saw that they 

could best utilize their skills in new arenas within the company, by possibly widening the 

scope of their work or by taking the formula for the team’s work elsewhere in the com-

pany. This new arena would need to be chosen carefully in order for it to truly match the 

value that the team could bring. Mentioned arenas could be found in the realm of sales, 

sales support, account management, and technical teams. This could help spread the qual-

ity mind-set closer to the customers and functions critical for quality. A new arena could 
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also be process development, to join the decision process where global development pro-

jects are decided to help filter out the ones with the most impact on front-end. Meeting 

customers in the quality role could also be a new arena of entry, where the team would 

take a new kind of role in the education of customers and learning from them. This could 

add customer commitment by adding reciprocity to the customer - supplier relationship.   

 

“More cooperation, make it broader, look at operational excellence, make it far-

ther for operational excellence, but focus still on the areas which are important 

for us in the front-end and so still be part of the end thing and not becoming a 

quality team inside the whole organization that you have at some point, purchas-

ing quality, warehouse quality, sales… because then you lose track, then you end 

up in a bureaucracy and then it will not be visible anymore. Stay focused.” QE 1. 

 

“I hope that, I think we as (organization) should have like some sort of meeting or 

training or something with the sales account managers for example, sales sup-

port, (technical team) or whatever. So that people know a bit more that what we 

do, why we do it, especially the account managers that what they tell our custom-

ers. What’s possible and what would benefit the customer, but also us.” QE 2. 

 

“For instance, we are just for the front-end, but claims are coming from wher-

ever, not just from front-end, not just (organization), or customer but I also mean 

like parts supply could have quality experts inside their organization, it might be 

that duplicate us somewhere else in other departments. … maybe we could extend 

our knowledge into parts supply and this kind of stuff, would mean to be very very 

into specific processes we really don’t know.” QE 3. 

 

“Sure, it can be applied anywhere. For example, we have our own colleagues 

from (subsidiary) who takes care of (product line) and stuff, we also have (subsidi-

ary) and they are separated. If customer orders from (case company) to be or if 

some (subsidiary) and no matter who processes the order, is it me or for (subsidi-

ary) or (subsidiary) people, should be able to plug it in and off it goes.” QE 4. 

 



81 

 

 

Summary of team results 

 

From the team’s interviews, some conclusions can be made. Quality organizations of this 

type seem to suffer from lack of structure and know how in methods which could aid 

them to advance from plateauing progress in development. The methods exist, but their 

use is not familiar to the organizations and hence they are not actively seeked. 

 

While the team has not been trained in the field of quality management theory, many of 

their challenges and ideas can be linked to theory. Also, value creation and competitive 

advantage were well understood by the team, and it was clear that they had considered 

their actions from this point of view.  

 

It is apparent that many of the shortcomings of the team could be fought with structured 

quality management practices. By selecting a quality management system along with a 

select choice of tools, the organization could reach higher levels of structure in their op-

erations. 

 

4.1.2. Management results 

 

Background 

 

The manager of the quality team, notably not the line manager, has joined the team in 

January 2019, and the scope of the role has been enlarged from the original quality man-

ager to manager of global quality and process. The person does not possess previous 

training in quality related matters and sees that the experience of 17 years in the company 

in related tasks has been educational regarding quality work. The previous tasks of the 

manager have been related to quality matters partially in the past in various positions in 

the front-end scope, from operational to management level. In this sense, the manager’s 

background is very much aligned with the QEs. 

 

“Not really, I have to say (received quality training). I’m now in (case company), 

this year’s going to be 17th year. I’ve always worked for (business line), so always 



82 

 

 

in the aftersales business. Formerly from a sales support point of view, then 

within (company), so managing people for the former (area). So, the quality as a 

subject was one of the tasks within the role, but to be honest I didn’t have a spe-

cific focus or education or background in this respect. Yeah, learning by doing, 

experience.” Team manager. 

 

Operational value creation, continuous improvement and quality 

 

According to the manager, the quality team creates value to customers of the company by 

improving the speed on which the organization can respond to issues that the customers 

might face, while informing them on the preventive actions taken to ensure that they will 

not reoccur. Thus, reoccurrence prevention is one of the main value creating tasks as well. 

Failure root cause analysis is the foundation of this work. The team directs the focus of 

the development of the organization based on their findings and attempts to communicate 

and translate the data into relevant format to stakeholders across the organization. The 

impact of the work is relevant for the company, as the front-end scope represents a sig-

nificant part of the company’s total business. Therefore, when the number of claims is 

reduced and the quality of operations is continuously developed, the cost related to them 

is minimized and hence benefits the business. 

 

“Well, (customers’ perspective) we’re heavily focusing now on spotting what the 

major cause of failures are, and specifically in these days we are analyzing our 

corrective actions, or what we used to call corrective actions. ... And how we 

should then be able to make it visual, so to have some figures making up our 

statements, in order to be able to address where the real issues are in the respec-

tive departments and functions, within the whole organization. So, in a nutshell, 

the too main points are focus on speed and I think we are on the right track there, 

it’s moving down in the right direction. Now we want to prevent the reoccurrence 

in the future. So, these two main things are then leading all our actions, I would 

say. Well, (company’s perspective) there of course all our actions are as you 

know impacted in the overall target, as a (company) and of course the business is 

very heavy in the whole picture for (company). So, in this respect when we can 
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keep the claims down and especially with, we deny the cost of the claims and both 

the financial impact, but also the image impact sometimes, that will of course ben-

eficial for the business in general.” Team manager. 

 

The ways of influencing the manager has are different than those of the QEs. QEs are 

very much into the details of quality challenges and development matters, hence the two 

top levels of the CI organizational levels. The manager’s role is to run reports and pull 

data, conduct a preliminary analysis in order to find patterns or trigger points, and then 

inform the macro level findings for the QEs for micro level analysis. Similarly coordinat-

ing the team’s work and keeping the QEs on target is a value creating task. Both, macro 

and micro level actions, create value but in different ways. Management and group level 

CI see different issues than individual level CI; only by combining these, optimal situa-

tional awareness can be achieved, and the quality development directed to address them. 

Consequently, the manager needs to balance the efforts between these points of view. 

 

“OK, I’m also running reports and pulling out data on which I do some prelimi-

nary analysis, where I think I’ve found some patterns or triggers, then I give it to 

them for further analysis. So are my presumptions correct, so I’m taking a bit 

from a higher view, but when I see something could be further analyzed, I give it 

to them (QEs). So, I’m kind of coordinating and giving the hints and yeah, do a bit 

macro level analysis as such. Sometimes though when you’re are so detailed into 

the cases, you tend to narrow the picture, so maybe for you it’s a very big issue, 

but in the overall picture it’s not so impactful. So in that respect, it’s both ways 

discussions and so I try to show them the big picture, so how would that fit or 

challenge them to, when they really feel passion for something like, OK build a 

business case, we need to have a strong statement behind if we want really to 

bring it forwards. This is also a part, as I see it, of people development in this 

sense, which I’m trying to help out with.” Team manager. 

 

Regarding the biggest reason behind the claims that the team faces in management’s view, 

master-data is mentioned. The biggest cause of the claims does not indicate the root cause 

accurately enough. This is what the team is attempting to clarify with its work, along with 
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the reason allocation. Categorizing root causes accurately would assist the quality devel-

opment efforts, as actions could be targeted more precisely. These issues are linked to 

human errors, master-data inconsistencies, as well as mistakes made in other functions in 

the front-end scope. There is still much to be studied and learned regarding the root cause 

analysis, but development has already been made in this field under cooperation with 

other teams. 

 

“Well, the biggest cause at the moment (risk category) and so it’s (biggest claim 

reason). We just recently went deep into this case, and it came out that half of the 

cases received, in total from the beginning of this year we had (number) cases, 

half of them are related to incorrect customer master-data.” Team manager. 

 

Management does recognize that the team does not approach claims with any mentionable 

quality development practices. There is a steadfast drive to make the quality team to take 

a step forward in this sense and introduce different scientific quality methods and tools 

into their work in order to add logic and structure to the team’s work. It must be noted 

that the team does apply the tool 5whys from time to time, but this is not widely used. 

Also, the team is subject to KPIs, and some members utilize checklists. According to the 

manager, the front-end quality team might need the support of another quality team to 

push change to a scientific direction. 

 

“We’re now slowly introducing the logic and the concept, also to bring to light 

that we need to take a step forward eventually, and really approach with scientific 

methods, if we want to get the real cause of failure and we want to do a proper 

root cause analysis.” Team manager. 

 

Development work in general is going in the right direction in the team, but management 

is not satisfied with the present pace of improvement. The reason for the pace is mainly 

the lack of time resources according to the manager. More resources are unlikely to be 

granted until solid results can be presented to upper management. The pace of improve-

ment is challenging to track, as according to the manager, the scope of work constantly 

changes. This poses a challenge on tracking development of the parts of the organization 
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which are being introduced to the quality mind-set, as these change constantly as well. 

As an outcome of all this, the manager struggles to prove the team’s achievements. Nev-

ertheless, the team’s efforts have been effective, as approximately 70% of organizations 

influenced are meeting their targets. Remaining 30% are being tackled along with local 

management by targeting trainings and making background changes. Hence, CI is occur-

ring.  

 

“Well, it’s not developing at the speed we wish it would be, it’s linked to the rea-

son I was mentioning before, and people are only dedicated for half of their time. 

And unfortunately, until we are able to show consistent results, I do not have 

enough arguments to ask for more time allocation or resources. I think we’re go-

ing in the right direction, but unfortunately, the scope behind keeps on changing, 

so you cannot really compare periods from before. Yes, this is hard to show even 

to my boss.” Team manager. 

 

Value creation is a topic, which is brought up constantly by management within the team. 

The manager has emphasized in the team’s bi-weekly meetings, that the QEs should con-

stantly monitor if they are creating value with their tasks. The manager raised a concern 

regarding the QEs ability to focus on value creation in their quality work as operational 

tasks can draw attention from the development work. 

 

Value creation is also attempted to be exhibited to externals or other stakeholders when 

management introduces the team’s work. This to promote the quality mind-set and indi-

cate consequences that bad quality can have on the whole organization and how counter-

ing this creates value. Value creation can be understood in multiple ways in this context, 

such as waste cutting, process development, information creation and cost saving. 

 

“That’s something I’m basically preaching in every bi-weekly meeting ... I try to 

link this to every practical action. I encourage always to think, yeah is this what 

I’m doing, what is the purpose. I think we made some steps ahead there as well. 

On the other hand I’m also a bit concerned that in some cases they are so 

dragged into the operational stuff, because of this split of their internal allocation 
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that sometimes they kind of loose the focus and just try to do what they have to do, 

complete the task and job done. Because of the pressure they have to fulfil all the 

requirements, so in the time being there’s no full serenity, that I’m now focused 

and try to have a plan, analysis behind, strategy behind. What I’m also doing in 

practice … I try to also show how I further present on the top or externally to the 

stakeholders what we are doing. So, I’m giving them a bit of a vision, more 

ahead.” Team manager. 

 

Biggest challenges for further quality improvement and value creation are seen as organ-

izational. How to promote the topic of quality to stakeholders within the company, which 

are outside the quality team’s influence capabilities, but their actions are reflected to the 

outcomes of the front-end business. Also, the part-time nature of the team limits its capa-

bilities as mentioned before.  

 

“Main challenges are I would say, more related to those coming from (less 

aligned areas). So those claims are either coming from (outside) our organization, 

or from sales, coming from field service. So basically, how they can sell the stake-

holder the matters to avoid reoccurrences, so this is their definitely biggest chal-

lenge. And then of course the time constraint, at least from a couple of QEs, they 

are heavily confirming that they don’t have enough time to focus, as they wish 

they could do, but this has been addressed we see a bit how we can cope with the 

whole… I would say the biggest is to how lower down area and customer, which 

are out of our influence possibilities and try to still have good progress.” Team 

manager. 

 

Management and organizational discussion 

 

From the manager’s perspective, the quality team’s functionality is two tiered: first part 

of their role is to conduct root cause analysis and suggest as well as implement corrective 

actions to counter them, in order to fight reoccurring quality defects. In this sense they 

support other stakeholders in the organization. The second part is to act as quality ambas-

sadors within the front-end organization and promote quality topics, quality thinking and 
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educate employees on quality. Work is done in the QEs own teams, quality meetings, 

trainings, and by contacting employees directly. 

 

“We, (quality team) are the problem solvers for the claims regarding the front-

end, so this area and customer defect locations, so they (QEs) are actually analyz-

ing those claims and going through a root cause analysis and corrective actions, 

with the aim to avoid reoccurrence. … In addition, the important function they 

have is to transfer the quality mind-set let’s say within the organization, so keep-

ing these quality cafés, showing the progresses of the actions we’re doing, show-

ing the results and so forth.” Team manager. 

 

The structure of the team is not ideal from the team manager’s perspective but does ap-

preciate the existence of a TL. Part-time role limits the work being conducted, and full-

time QEs would benefit development. Also, the reporting line should be within the quality 

team, instead of local team reporting line. Consequently, the manager sees the current 

role more as a coach than an actual manager. This topic splits the QEs; some would prefer 

a direct reporting line with the quality team, some would not. The intra-team reporting 

line could support the change towards a truly global quality organization and moving 

away from legacy area-based model, with area specific process peculiarities. Focus of the 

team would rise from micro to a more macro level. Quality and process developments 

from special cases to global developments. QEs are still learning the global point of view, 

but their partly local approach will need to change in the future. Local support is still 

required, but actions should target the global organization. Synergies would be available 

with other functions in the reporting line and would then create value. This would fit the 

management’s future vision. Customers require local understanding and approach, but 

the company’s processes should not be location specific.  

 

“As in all groups, it’s a very key figure (TL) in the structure, as a TL also coordi-

nates, makes sure things proceed, so definitely as per any other team we’ve estab-

lished in the expertise model, we have a TL there. Personally, I would believe now 

besides the time allocation, so it’s in reality two people full-time (4*50%), I would 

prefer them to report to me directly. As sometimes I feel, you know, I can instruct 
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them, I can encourage them, motivate them, but we are more working as a team 

now, as kind of peers… I feel more like a coach of the team than the manager.” 

Team manager. 

 

Regarding quality team management as a task, the team manager does not actually man-

age the team in the traditional sense, as QEs do not report to the team manager. The 

manager coordinates the team’s activities by collaborating with the QEs who report to 

their line managers and by crafting strategy to tackle the pressing development issues at 

hand. As reporting lines run by business, QEs can have several different managers. As 

the QE role is only 50% quality development, the manager can only coach, advise and 

talk to the QEs’ line managers in order to impact the quality development work. The 

manager knew most of the QEs from before, so it was easy to start leading the team. 

 

"Right now, all I can do, is coach them a bit, advise, or talk to their line manag-

ers. To give my comments, so it’s a bit different. Limited. The plus is that I knew 

them all from before, so the relationship was already established…” Team man-

ager. 

 

The team provides excellent support for the manager in the tasks they face. QEs drive to 

succeed makes the manager’s role easier and this is very much appreciated. The team has 

a good spirit. 

 

“They (QEs) are committed, they are motivated. Even though they might not have 

enough time, they really want to do it. It keeps us a live at the moment. I have 

great support, I cannot complain.” Team manager. 

 

QEs are very committed to their work. 75% of the QEs would, according to the manager, 

be willing to take the quality role full-time, the remaining 25% only likely. But this will 

not happen before they deliver concrete results, that can be presented to upper manage-

ment.  
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“¾ would like to do this full-time. They have clearly said it to their line managers. 

The constraint is at this very moment, is that if we are unable to show the results, 

it’s difficult also to justify full-time positions for that.” Team manager. 

 

The target setting from upper management is on a general level. The number of claims 

needs to reduce. It has already reduced, but this is hard to measure due to changes in 

scope. The manager sees that they are close to set objectives, but their quality measure-

ment tools would need to be developed in order to verify this. This is work in progress as 

the manager is collaborating with a group of other managers in the field to develop rele-

vant measurement tools for this function. Upper management monitor the claim percent-

age and lead times, as well as from a cost point of view, but this measurement is approx-

imate due to not having reliable data available on the actual costs of the claims. 

 

“Lower down this (%), they want to have less. The point I’m trying to make since 

the beginning since I got this role, is fine we have these measurements now this 

year, since the last year, we were higher up, we were around +(figure)% six years 

back... We managed to take it down to (below target), now we had acquired or in-

tegrated other business lines, this year it’s still (original target) the target.” Team 

manager. 

 

The quality team’s strategy for development actions is handed down from upper manage-

ment and adjusted also with the group of managers mentioned earlier with the team man-

ager. This strategy is then brought by the manager to the QEs whose task is to implement 

it. Due to this approach, the strategy crafting has been closer to the QEs this year and they 

feel more ownership over the development strategy.  

 

“Well the strategy is, I deliver, so I forward them (QEs) the strategy so what is 

coming from (upper) management team, and from this group I was just mention-

ing, so this group is specifically working on the (corporate) strategy for the quality 

stream.” Team manager. 
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The value created by the quality team is communicated to the upper management in a 

reciprocal manner, so that the actions taken are discussed and agreed on. The reporting is 

then to indicate the actual developments going on.  

 

“I have to say that I’m thinking a bit what we have there in the strategy, it goes a 

bit both ways. We as managers when we met, we want to put down this strategy 

for quality, we were very projected into the future, what is that we don’t have, 

what we’d like to implement. Then we got the comment from upper management, 

what are you doing now.” Team manager. 

 

The manager enjoys the role and feels that it is a good opportunity to learn while being a 

challenge professionally. As mentioned, the manager is new to quality management, at 

least in a theoretical scope, so a steep learning curve is taking place. The manager is also 

pleased with the amount of information available in the company on the topic.  

 

“For me personally, I’m also learning, as I’ve never been deeply tackling the 

quality side as I’m doing. So I’m also learning several aspects I was ignoring be-

fore, e.g. these ISO specifications or all the available material in (intranet) re-

garding the quality directives, quality organization at corporate level, but even if 

we drill it down to our organization, also learning what the colleagues simply in 

the other functions are doing about quality…” Team manager. 

 

The objectives for the team are set per QE in individual development discussions, which 

are tied to the general target setting of front-end. Value creation nor customer satisfaction 

are not separately considered here, but the customers appreciate the added speed of the 

processes. The recognition of issues also creates trust in the customers. Thus, develop-

ment is proceeding, results are achieved, and value is created in the process. Major ac-

complishments are yet to actualize, however.  

 

“This is a good point, though again the objectives regarding the individual tar-

gets are set in their individual DDs by their line managers. And as far as I know, 

the general target that was signed for all PCM coordinators, is this 0,9% at front-
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end. … I believe that the customer satisfaction when it comes to claims handling 

is just the speed in the first place. The other point I think that’s good, and we’re 

recognized from the customer’s that we take responsibility and ownership, so they 

know that if they have a problem, (the company) there. It’s work in progress I 

would say.” Team manager. 

 

Future development 

 

If the manager could develop the team immediately to reach better results in quality de-

velopment and counter plateauing, the methods would be multiple. First would be the 

global quality mind-set. This would help tackle issues of the whole organization. Priori-

tization would be the second one. Focus on value creating changes instead of micro level 

process development, this could be by selecting e.g. top three most impacting actions and 

seeing them through. Third would be the development of quality topic’s communication 

within the organization. Data should be translated into interesting format for impact. This 

would also apply to communicating the team’s actions across the organization on social 

media and other tools. Lastly, the team should take a step forward with quality manage-

ment tools and methods, in order to introduce structure to the work and benefit from best 

practices. The manager would like to personally spend more time on the field with QEs 

to deeper understand the challenges there. 

 

“What I’m trying to do still, this very moment is to develop this global mind-set. 

So really tackle issues from a wider perspective and make it so that whatever we 

propose or try to develop and fit in global level. And then also a bit helping them 

(QEs) to prioritize, maybe something I see that could be developed at the moment 

is this time management and prioritization. Sometimes they get lost in very little 

details, so keep their helicopter view to help them turn towards the right things at 

the right time.” Team manager. 

 

For the team to create more value in its work it should communicate and influence more 

stakeholders. Alignment is needed, as currently QEs have independent ways of conduct-

ing trainings, quality meetings, and root cause analysis for example. Hence, best practices 
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could be mapped and then crafted into a global way of working for the quality team. This 

would also add value to the team’s internal stand-in readiness. 

 

“I was planning to have this as discussion point and bring a bit the feedbacks and 

see how we can reformulate the format of these quality cafés. I was thinking that I 

should first go and see for one time. Because, what I know for sure, right now they 

are running it in four different ways.” Team manager. 

 

The manager had not considered CA in this context, but it did raise interest. This topic 

will be raised in the benchmarking taking place in the quality team’s context. One thought 

was that online mentality would be something that the competition does not offer, and it 

would speed up processes. The manager will be looking into this deeper. The work on 

this has already begun but is not implemented yet. This would be better in multiple ways 

than current way of working, with more accurate data, more user friendly, faster and mu-

tually beneficial for the customer and the company. 

 

“That’s a good one, honestly, I haven’t had the time to think about it in this 

month, but I will look deeper into it with the benchmark with other companies in 

the industry. It’s a very interesting point. But what I think we could be competitive 

on, is further development of this online mentality. So, I’m working on that, I think 

this could be a competitive advantage.” Team manager. 

 

The manager had not thought about new arenas of competition for the quality team in the 

BOS point of view. The person liked the idea and planned to bring it to brainstorming 

sessions within the organization. One idea was that the script of the quality team could be 

implemented in other business areas where similar functions are yet to exist. This might 

be included in a future quality development road map, which is being developed currently.    

 

“That’s honestly, I haven’t totally thought about. As we’re still in the middle of 

the brainstorming. No, it’s a good one, it’s a long-term strategy you know. The 

step to this direction (BOS) is to get the people together, create a mapping, who’s 
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doing what and how, and see whether we have the low hanging fruits where we 

can easily align or integrate.” Team manager. 

 

Summary of management results 

 

The management’s results indicate similar results as the ones from the team. It seems that 

quality management practices have been widely overlooked in a quality organization of 

this type. Potential benefits are the added structure, ready to implement tools and in-

creased improvement capabilities for an organization. These all would be relatively easy 

to implement and adopt to an organization of this type, and could likely augment signifi-

cantly the CA, CI and value creation potential from the reference level. 

 

As the background of the team’s management is similar to the one of the team members, 

it is no wonder that the quality management practices are not well-known. The strategic 

thinking related to the theories presented can be linked to the thinking of the team man-

ager on how to develop the team’s operations. It is clear that the manager is driven to-

wards structured development for the team. This will likely lead to the team to start de-

ploying quality management practices in the near future.  

 

4.1.3. Summary of the interviews 

 

Regarding the topics discussed in the interviews, most were answered in quite uniform 

manner by all the interviewees. This stands testament to the good cohesion within the 

team. All interviewees agreed that quality management practices could bring more value 

to their operations. They would likely also contribute to the progression of CQI, as by 

building a scientific approach to process the challenges faced, therefore combatting de-

velopment plateauing.  

 

CA is a topic that has not been widely discussed within the team and the interviews shed 

light on the team’s views on their possible current CAs and their validity against the com-

petition. Still, there was interest in this topic, and it is likely that CA will be considered 
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more in the organization. Notably, the same applies to the BOS discussion. All interview-

ees were interested in the thinking behind BOS but were not familiar to it.  

 

Based on the interviews, the biggest challenge for the organization will be to find a struc-

ture that matches the demands of the everyday work, available resources, and the target 

setting given from upper management.  

 

A thematic matrix on the key themes that were discussed in the interviews is presented in 

table 7.  

 

Table 7. Thematic matrix on key themes. 

  Themes   

Inter- 

viewee 

Value creation 

with quality 

Continuous  

improvement 

QMS and 

quality tools 

Future 

1 

“…the thing is that 

we’re not there yet, 

is not saying that we 

haven’t created 

value yet.” 

“I think we’re pro-

gressing as I men-

tioned earlier, were 

not there yet.” 

“…the first thing is 

alignment, globally, 

with other entities 

outside (organiza-

tion), this is the first 

thing, second thing 

is getting the data 

correct… “ 

“If you look at qual-

ity and CA, I need to 

know what are the 

(other companies) 

doing, and I need to 

ask the customer to 

ask them hey, what 

do you think is good 

about (case com-

pany).“ 

2 

”…we are looking at 

the quantities and 
reoccurrences, 

maybe the process, 

trainings so… we 

have a better over-

view what’s happen-

ing over these small 

mistakes, but still 

have influence on the 

customer.” 

“We are not stand-

ing still I think; in 
the last two-three 

years the team has 

faced people are 

more aware and 

people are more 

quality minded.” 

“I believe that they 

are very beneficial if 
you have a correct 

group of people from 

different back-

grounds.” 

“…(if) we have more 

influence and more 
(system) rights to 

make change happen 

quicker. We are still 

of course waiting 

and relying on oth-

ers instead of taking 

the lead. There’s 

something where we 

can win more value. 

“ 
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3 

”… we try to reach a 
concrete fix to see 

and to focus on 

where the process is 

leaking, so that’s 

why we, whenever 

we see something go-

ing wrong, we start 

approaching several 

different departments 

that we know can 

help us and… chang-
ing it in the way we 

see… it should be 

done.” 

 

“…if you look at the 
figures and numbers 

on a global level, I 

would say that it is a 

bit stable. (claims) 

actually are not de-

creasing as ex-

pected.” 

“…you proceed in a 
more structured way 

if you have a tech-

nique, let’s say, in 

the end. You can 

avoid waste and fo-

cus to the point. So 

that’s for sure. Of 

course, we’re not 

that technical people 

in this sense…” 

“More time to be 
used for the quality 

stuff, especially for 

the follow-up, I have 

a lot of tasks I start, 

and I don’t even re-

member I have to 

close. I mean this is 

a lot of how people 

organize themselves, 

but also a matter of 

time.” 

4 

”For the company 

obviously will be, 

each claim runs a 

cost … for man 

hours, freights… by 

doing these proac-

tive measures we’re 

preventing extra ex-

penses for the com-
pany.” 

“…we’re making 

progress. Is it as fast 

as I want it to be? 

No. So am I spinning 

my wheels? Yes, kind 

of, but I’m still mov-

ing kind of forwards 

slowly.” 

“We use the five 

whys when it’s appli-

cable and time ap-

propriate. No lean, 

no nothing.” 

“…everybody has a 

smartphone, … if 

you would be able to 

order parts with your 

smartphone, file a 

claim… the app will 

sync up to the 

cloud… Ordering, 

claim filing, all of 
this should be done 

via app.” 

5 

” …focusing now on 

spotting what the 

major cause of fail-

ures are, and specifi-

cally in these days 

we are analyzing our 

corrective ac-

tions…” 

“…not developing at 

the speed, we wish it 

would be, it’s linked 

to the reason… peo-

ple are only dedi-

cated for half of their 

time. And unfortu-

nately, until we are 

able to show con-

sistent results, I do 
not have enough ar-

guments to ask for 

more time allocation 

or resources.” 

“Until we decided … 

to revise the catego-

rization level so to 

do this… I cannot 

say that we as qual-

ity team were ap-

proaching the claims 

with these methods. 

We’re now slowly in-

troducing the logic 
and the concept, also 

to bring to light that 

we need to take a 

step forward eventu-

ally, and really ap-

proach with scien-

tific methods, if we 

want to get the real 

cause of failure and 

we want to do a 

proper root cause 
analysis.” 

“To try to settle 

down a common 

base frame of under-

standing on how we 

want to do things, 

how we’re doing 

things, how they are 

doing things, what’s 

the best way to do 

it… and try to 
align.” 
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Conc- 

lusion 

Value creation is 
clearly considered on 

all levels of the team. 

Not all members are 

sure if the team has 

the evidence to show 

it, but there is con-

sensus that value is 

created. 

CQI is, if not plat-
eauing, not advanc-

ing as wished. All 

members recognize 

this and reasons for 

this are many, such as 

resources.  

The value of quality 
practices is almost 

universally recog-

nized. Strong interest 

to implement more 

structured and scien-

tific approach to 

quality development. 

Future prospects are 
more or less ambi-

tious, but mostly 

aligned. Develop-

ment of the team’s 

work with methods, 

further resources and 

global alignment 

stand out. 

 

4.2. Discussion 

 

In this section the conceptual framework of this thesis will be reflected to the empirical 

findings made in the case study. Relevant links will be explored and conceptualized.  

 

Quality development plateauing is a genuine phenomenon in a modern multinational cor-

poration based on the gathered data. When looking at the data from the interviews, it is 

apparent that the studied organization is suffering from at least some levels of develop-

ment stagnation. Similar reasons were reported from the QEs as well as on the manage-

ment’s side. The reasons behind this are multiple; resources, training, alignment within 

the organization, continuously changing work environment, influencing capabilities, and 

other were mentioned by the team. However, the team did simultaneously report that their 

efforts were greatly appreciated by management and the organization, with high levels of 

support coming from them.  

 

The case organization talks about CI, but due to limited knowledge of the field, does not 

utilize the scientific terminology of quality management. The levels of organizational 

scope go as indicated in figure 4, QEs operate on the individual level and partially group 

level. The quality team manager operates on group and management level, depending on 

the context. Strategy crafting for the whole team along with the upper management is 

clearly management level activity, while analysis crafting and team coordination more 

group level. It can be argued that organizational learning is in strong use within the or-

ganization, due to the educational role of the quality team, their own drive for CI and 

steps being taken towards a more defined, possibly QMS derived approach to CQI. Table 

7. offers a conclusion on the key findings from the interviews in a thematic matrix.  
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4.2.1. Value creation with quality 

 

Value creation is generally well perceived in the case organization. The personnel have 

not been trained to consider value creation specifically, but the building blocks of value 

creation were constantly present in the interviews. This aligns with Swartling and Olaus-

son’s (2012) major goal for CQI; the creation of value to the customer. Customer’s per-

ceived value on the services offered was mentioned in all the interviews. Also, the need 

for cost reductions as a way to increase value creation for the company was communi-

cated multiple times. Ways to achieve these reductions were many, such as removing 

wastes, saving time by developing more efficient processes, and influencing the whole 

organization for a quality mindset. By pursuing these developments, the organization is 

indeed improving the value – cost relationship of the services offered to the customers, 

hence matching what was discussed in chapter two regarding Hines et al. (2010) and 

elaborated in figure 2. It must be again noted that all this work is done without a structured 

set-up under any QMS’, utilizing very little quality tools, nor refined development strat-

egy. But as the organization’s management is working on all of the previously mentioned 

and the QEs’ nearly universal interest in both quality management practices as well as 

introducing more structure into their work, the case organization should be able to reap 

benefits into their development stagnation by introducing scientific value creation meth-

ods. 

 

Creating additional value in the future is a challenge that all organizations face which 

operate in a contested market. As mentioned in chapter two, according to Prahalad and 

Hamel (1990) an essential task for management is to create an organization that is con-

stantly reinventing its value proposition, so that it stays relevant for customers. Due to the 

fact that the case organization was not educated in the field of strategic management nor 

quality management, the interviewees were not particularly familiar to the concepts of 

competitive advantage and blue ocean strategy or strategic thinking of the work in gen-

eral. The fact that the team members’ role does not include addressing strategic matters 

in their work must be acknowledged and mastering this cannot be expected in all fairness 

from the QEs. Hence, the discussion of strategic value creation development in the future 
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was a challenge, but the topic was greeted with enthusiasm by the interviewees. New 

development ideas where potential blue oceans could exist, which would be suitable for 

an organization of this type, ranged from extending the team’s current role to a larger 

scope, creating a script of the team’s role and exporting it to other parts of the company, 

and joining some of the development efforts with the process development function. 

 

4.2.2. Continuous improvement 

 

The concept of CI is central in today’s competitive business world. If an organization 

operating in this arena fails to embrace CI, chances are high that it will start to decline.  

 

The case team’s task is to conduct CQI in the front-end scope of the organization, in order 

to develop the organization’s value creation in an evolutionary manner as described by 

Bhuiyan and Bagel (2005). Still, the team has not embraced any relevant methods (e.g. 

Lean, Six Sigma, Lean Six Sigma) nor tools (e.g. DMAIC, VSM, mistake proofing) which 

would aid it in this and bring structure to the work. Some steps in this direction have been 

taken, such as the five whys which has been performed by QEs, but in limited scope. The 

QEs did not really embrace this tool, which notably is partially due to the existing time 

constraints. Other tools that were mentioned and are in use in the context, but not neces-

sary by the quality team are KPIs, fishbone diagram, checklists, and brainstorming. How-

ever, a noteworthy aspect regarding the before mentioned is that none of these are used 

by all team members (checklists, fishbone diagram, brainstorming) nor managed by the 

team (KPIs). Checklists were mentioned in the interviews to be have been used with cus-

tomers in some circumstances, where the aim was to guide the customer to provide suffi-

cient information for the company to process the matter at hand efficiently without need-

ing to ask for further information. Fishbone diagram was also mentioned in the team’s 

workshop as a tool for root cause analysis, and later in the interviews by one of the QE’s, 

but no concrete evidence on the use of it nor achievements by its use were reported. 

Brainstorming was mentioned by the team manager regarding future strategy crafting and 

road-map development for the team. KPIs were mentioned in all of the interviews, but 

the use of them was directed by QEs line organization management or regarding the qual-

ity team’s KPIs, by upper management. Therefore, the case organization is subject to the 
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KPI tool within the company, but the quality team itself is not utilizing it in their own 

actions towards CQI.  

 

This all means that there is a myriad of tools available for the team to introduce into their 

development work. As mentioned by Nowicki and Sikora (2015), to efficiently introduce 

these practices to the quality team’s work, continuous learning, adaption and training 

would be required for the whole organization. This would require further resources, which 

are limited. 

 

4.2.3. Quality management systems 

 

QMS’ can provide an organization a good framework for future development steps by 

offering a ready process and tools to follow and implement. There are several options to 

choose from, out of which three were introduced in this thesis. From the gathered data it 

was apparent that the case organization is not operating under any specific QMS but is 

more of an ad-hoc organization in its structure, even if it resembles a QCC and wide-

focus CI organizations by Berger (1997). The interviews did not reveal any preferences 

for future QMS adoption from neither the QEs nor the management’s side, as knowledge 

on them was limited. The company itself is ISO 9001 certified.  

 

During an informal discussion with the team manager, the goal of moving to a leaner 

structure was mentioned in order to develop operations. This does not however mean that 

the organization is looking to adopt lean as such but would be motivated to introducing a 

structured scientific approach to the quality development work in this spirit. This could 

be seen as a good opportunity to explore the possibility to utilize a hybrid methodology, 

such as Lean Six Sigma, which would allow the case organization to find an optimal mix 

of QMS’, which would be regarded suitable for the specific organization, or as Bhuiyan 

and Baghel (2005) put it, “cherry picking” the most suitable tools and techniques. The 

team would have the possibility to build a custom set-up of quality methods and tools to 

implement for optimized continuous quality development impact.  

 

 



100 

 

 

4.2.4. Contribution 

 

The theoretical contribution for the development of global quality development organi-

zations can be summarized as presented on figure 13. An organization that is suffering 

from plateauing in development would need to acknowledge the situation and start taking 

development steps in an organized manner.  

 

The situation can be so, as in the case organization, that much work is being done but the 

actions are not necessarily creating value as much as they could due to the work being 

unstructured. An organization can start countering this by starting to develop their work. 

Based on the theory and empirical findings made in this thesis, a functional development 

stage could be described as follows. An organization that does not deploy scientific meth-

ods to their quality work should first train the staff to have understanding on them. Next, 

a benchmarking should be conducted against leading organizations in the field to gain 

understanding on the expected future performance levels. Then the organization should 

be ready to craft its development strategy that consist of, but is not limited to, selecting 

relevant quality management practices (QMS & tools) to be used, build structure to the 

organization’s work, and while doing this strive to make the organization such that it is 

aligned for maximum value creation, understands principles of CI and is determined to 

build CA. 
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Figure 13. Theoretical framework for quality management practices implementation. 

 

Therefore, when an organization decides to embark on the path of developing their oper-

ations via implementing scientific quality management practices, it should consider to 

first craft a development plan. Here ideas and inspiration can be drawn from conceptual 

frameworks for QMS implementation, such as the one from Garza-Reyes et al. (2015). 

 

The case organization is currently facing a situation where a structured development step 

would be desired. Figure 14. is the researcher’s suggestion for a potential development 

path for the case organization.  

 

Development stage Target situation

Quality 
management 

practices

Structure
Value 

creation,              
CI and CA

Cluttered 
actions

Progress 
plateau

Lack of 
structure

Inefficiency

Focused

Structured

Trained

Progressing

Pre quality management 
practices situation

Benchmarking Training Development strategy 
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Figure 14. Case organization potential development path. 

  

Start situationStart situation

• Local actions

• Ad-hoc processes by QEs

• No training

• Limited alignment internally and externally

• CQI plateau

Development 
stage

Development 
stage

• Quality practices selection

• Development road-map crafting

• Theoretical training 

• Systematical alignment actions

• Embrace value creation, CI and CA

Target 
situation

Target 
situation

• Structured global function

• Implementing selected quality 
practices 

• Trained staff

• Highly alighned internally and 
externally

• CQI progress
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5. CONCLUSIONS 

 

5.1. Research questions 

 

In the beginning of this thesis, two research questions were presented. These are at-

tempted to be answered by the study results. 

 

The first research question: How quality management practices may help companies to 

value creation and cope with plateauing progress in a quality organization? 

 

From the data that was gathered to the empirical part of this thesis and the academic 

literature on the subject, we can draw conclusions regarding the main research question 

of this study. Quality management practices, in this study incorporating quality manage-

ment systems, tools and continuous improvement methods, based on this study can bring 

additional value to global quality organizations by introducing structure to the develop-

ment work conducted and by giving intellectual as well as practical tools on how to pro-

cess quality issues. These practices can help align the team internally for increased effi-

ciency, by giving the employees a common methodology for problem solving and devel-

opment work. They can also improve the communication with specific vocabulary for the 

topics in the scope, therefore increasing understanding within an organization by intro-

ducing a common terminology for a group which is not familiar with the theoretical side 

of continuous quality development. 

 

Regarding the plateauing progress development, it was discovered in this thesis, that the 

lack of focus and prioritization in development themes is one of the significant causes 

behind plateauing progress. Quality management practices answer to this by aiding the 

quality organization to filter the most affecting reasons for the quality defects and focus 

on them for maximum development impact. This way the organization does not waste 

time nor resources by focusing on micro level solutions, leading to micro level outcomes, 

which can seem relevant when an employee does not have a macro vision on the causal-

ities of development activities. The quality management tools can also give a quality or-

ganization valuable intellectual tools for root cause analysis, which once again can help 



104 

 

 

to determine the most valuable development points. These all factors contribute to com-

batting plateauing progress and thereby advance continuous quality improvement. 

 

The practices can aid an organization on waste cutting activities, provide ready structures 

for process development and even organizational work splitting by task groups. These all 

can be seen as reasons that are likely to aid a quality organization to create more value 

for its customers and stakeholders. Also, the fact that there are so many different QMS’, 

tools and methods available, means that an organization suffering with value creation is 

likely to find relevant tools to support the next steps in development. 

 

The study also indicates that understanding on strategic thinking in quality organizations 

is not necessarily on the level as would be beneficial for developing future value propo-

sitions and applications. 

 

The second research question: How quality management practices can be utilized to de-

velop global quality management in the case organization? 

 

The second research question was an empirical exercise to seek suggestions for relevant 

quality management practices, tools and methods which could create value for the case 

organization from the findings made in the study. The practices were to be selected from 

the ones introduced in the study for added relevance. It must be noted however, that the 

introductions made in this study’s second chapter are general level information on the 

select quality practices and if the organization will continue on the path communicated 

while making the study, it should dive deeper into the tools for optimal effects.  

 

The biggest issue communicated by the case organization whilst making this study was 

clearly the lack of time resources to conduct the quality development work. As quality 

management practices cannot directly influence this resource, it would seem relevant to 

firstly focus on the efficiency of how this limited resource is utilized. There introducing 

internal structure and start applying e.g. the Pareto principle to continuously keep the 

team’s focus on the biggest impact making development actions. As was indicated by the 

claim reasons spread in figure 12, most of the claims fall under three reasons. By tackling 
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the biggest claim reasons, the quality team could likely impact the results enough to prove 

their value better towards upper management via reporting. Delivering concrete results 

might aid to promote the idea of a full-time quality team upgrade to upper management. 

This would also create the biggest savings in claim handling times and processing costs, 

therefore creating value to the whole company and its customers, as claims are always 

unpleasant incidents to customers.  

 

Second main point that could generate a high impact is organizing the quality team theo-

retical training(s) for the quality work. Deeper understanding on the possibilities of the 

theoretical tools would likely result to the quality team themselves identifying suitable 

tools and development paths that would make most sense to the case organization. This 

naturally requires some degree of investment from the organization in time and likely 

funds. 

 

The case organization is in theory well positioned to start developing its operations with 

scientific tools, as it is currently deploying them sparingly. The experiences of the quality 

tools they have used, namely five whys, checklists, brainstorming, and KPIs, have not all 

been inspirational to all QEs. The team has the motivation, intellect, and commitment for 

taking their development work to the next level in terms of a more structured and scien-

tific approach. The introduction of, example given, basic Six Sigma DMAIC approach to 

direct the development process could be a good step for the team. Value stream mapping 

key processes to spot wastes and “leaks” is something that could help their work by in-

troducing deeper understanding and finding the beforementioned inefficiencies. By uti-

lizing 5S to study and standardize a functional desktop work set-up suitable for global 

use could help spot inefficiencies and best practices which could potentially benefit the 

whole coordination organization. The process could be deployed to the physical work-

spaces where work is conducted as well as in the digital realm by developing or finding 

ideal digital interface set-ups for stakeholders.  

 

The introduction of an actual QMS set-up would aid the case organization to take a big 

leap forward on the desired scientific approach path. This would in practice require a 

thorough investigation on the desired set-up. 
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5.2. Theoretical implications 

 

This study contributes to the existing understanding on quality management practices and 

their link to value creation and development plateauing within quality organizations and 

attempts to fill the research gap in this context. Theoretical implications of the study are 

that there is a link between countering quality development stagnation and enforcing 

value creation with the utilization of theoretical quality management practices. These dif-

ferent practices, which have been studied in great detail in academic literature, have clear 

relevance in the real-life world, which underlines their validity if implemented appropri-

ately. Still, the understanding on their usability in this context is augmented with this 

study, and therefore contributes to the earlier mentioned literature such as the ones men-

tioned previously (Andersson et al., 2006; Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Salah et al., 2010).  

 

The theoretical framework for quality practices implementation contributes to the litera-

ture on quality development plateau countering practices and attempts to build a bridge 

on understanding between the deployment of wider quality practices and value creation 

in relation to conceptual frameworks implementing just QMS’, such as the one by Garza-

Reyes et al. (2015). This gives an input to a basis for a decision-making model for man-

agerial research on the topic. In the study light was shed on the reasons behind that con-

tribute to the actual stagnation of development in a quality organization, which is not 

widely researched. 

 

5.3. Managerial suggestions 

 

This study contributes to the understanding on the importance of quality management 

practices for a quality organization suffering from development plateauing. As was intro-

duced, the mentioned practices can positively contribute to the value creation and contin-

uous quality development activities conducted in organizations. This leads to the conclu-

sion that management of similar organizations can gain value for their work by imple-

menting quality management practices, or by developing the use of them if already de-

ployed. All these actions contribute to countering development plateaus. 
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Managerial suggestions on the findings can be summarized to three points. First, concen-

tration on the most value creating actions. An organization’s role is to create value with 

its actions. A lack of focus or focus on non-essential matters can dilute the potential max-

imum outcome of an organization due to wasted resources. This is in the core of multiple 

quality practices and is an on-going process for any organization wishing to avoid devel-

opment stagnation. Limited resources are a constant challenge, so it is vital to maximize 

the return-on-investment per action. Second, structuring the work conducted. In the light 

of this study, higher internal efficiencies should be achieved by introducing structure into 

the work of an expert team. This helps get results that should be benchmarkable and cross-

referenceable across different employees, as results have been achieved under the same 

research methods. Adding structure should also increase the productivity of the work, as 

employees have readily available processes and tools for problem solving. Third, educa-

tion of the employees. An organization conducting work where expert level knowledge 

is required, combining theoretical and practical expertise could be seen to support the 

skills of an employee executing the work and the total productivity. Training gives intel-

lectual stimulus and contributes to the creation of new and ready-to-implement problem-

solving techniques. Here the quality management know-how possibly already existing 

inside a company could likely be utilized to train the quality team further in theoretical 

subjects and take notes from lessons learned. 

 

Organizations are always unique, but with these general guidelines an organization which 

is suffering from development stagnation can likely find easily approachable steps which 

support progress on the path of development. They can also be applied all together sim-

ultaneously or by selecting the ones that contribute most to the organization in question. 

They are not time critical, so their implementation can be conducted little by little or 

summarily, depending on the resources available and prevailing circumstances. But as 

mentioned in this study, these activities are meant to be adopted permanently to the oper-

ations of an organization in order to reach continuous development. 
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5.4. Limitations of the study 

 

The fact that the study was made with a qualitative research methodology as a single case 

study limits the statistical generalizability of the findings, as they reflect the situation 

within the case organization. Hence, the interviewees’ unique points of view, the circum-

stances of the case company, and other existing factors make the study relevant in this 

context. However, the findings contribute to the overall knowledge base on the topic. 

 

The scope of the study is limited on purpose, as the goal was set to study the challenges 

within this context. At the same time, we can note that if the study had incorporated a 

larger sample of the organization, the findings could have been different.  

 

The realm of quality management is vast and therefore having prior deeper understanding 

on the case organization and quality management theory would have possibly contributed 

to the relevance of the study.   

 

5.5. Suggestions for future research 

 

The study conducted for this thesis indicates that further research is required in the field 

of quality development plateauing. This study focused on a single organization within a 

company. It would be interesting to conduct a companywide study on the same topics 

within a multinational corporation. This would shed light on the possible commonalities 

in the challenges of development on different levels of an organization and could they be 

countered with similar actions.  

 

Regarding the organizational impact of development plateauing, it would be advanta-

geous to conduct a follow-up study to understand the effect of implementing quality de-

velopment methods to the case organization and measure the effects from implementation 

to a certain milestone. This would aid to increase understanding in the next steps of de-

velopment and indicate if the choices made based on theory have been beneficial for the 

empirical value added. Also, there would be a chance to test the theoretical findings of 

this study in an empirical context. 
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As a final point, there is a need for further study on the topic on organizational acceptance 

of quality management practices. A wide benchmarking amongst industry would contrib-

ute to a deeper understanding on the commonality of the empirical and theoretical aspects 

observed in the study across the field.  
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX 1. Interview questions, team 

 

1. Background - Let’s talk about your background. 

- How long have you been a member of the quality team and how did you become 

a member of it? 

- What sort of previous knowledge and training do you have regarding quality 

work? 

 

2. Operational – Value creation, Continuous Improvement and Quality tools.   

- How does the team create value to a) customers b) the company?  

- What sort of ways of influencing quality objectives do you have? 

- What sort of tools and methods does the team use in its development work? Do 

you think these add value for customers and organization? How? 

- How do you think that the development work is progressing? 

- What do you see is the biggest cause for claims in front-end? Why? 

- How do you feel about the double role of senior coordinator and quality expert? 

- How would you describe the team’s commitment level for the quality work? 

- What would you say are the potential strengths and weaknesses of the quality 

team? 

 

3. Management – Organizational discussion. 

- How is the quality team managed? 

- How would you describe the support and resources the quality team has? 

- How are the objectives of the team set? Do they take into account value creation 

and customer satisfaction? Are they reached? Why is this? 

- What is your opinion on the organizational structure of the quality team? 

 

4. Future – How onwards?  

- What in your opinion are the main challenges the team faces regarding quality 

improvement and value creation?  

- How could the team create more value in your opinion? 

- What could help the team create competitive advantage for the company in con-

trast to the competition? 

-  How would you develop the team for it to reach better results in quality im-

provement and counter plateauing? 

- Do you have ideas where the organization could find new arenas of competition 

where value could be created? 

 

Thank you for your time!  
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APPENDIX 2. Interview questions, management 

 

1. Background - Let’s talk about your background. 

- How long have you been managing the quality team and how did you become 

the manager? 

- What sort of knowledge and training do you have regarding quality work? 

 

2. Operational - Value creation, Continuous Improvement and Quality tools.   

- How does the team create value to a) customers b) the company?  

- What sort of ways of influencing quality objectives do you have in your role? 

How do you think these add value for customers and organization? 

- What do you see is the biggest cause for claims in front-end? Why? 

- What sort of tools and methods does the team use in its development work? 

- How do you think that the development work is progressing? 

- How is value creation considered in the team? 

- What in your opinion are the main challenges the team faces regarding further 

quality improvement and value creation?  

 

3. Management – Organizational discussion. 

- How would you describe the functionality of the quality team? 

- What is your opinion on the organizational structure of the quality team? 

- How is the team to manage in your opinion? 

- How would you describe the support from the team you have for your role? 

- How would you describe the team’s commitment level for the quality work? 

- Are the objectives for the team clear from upper management? 

- What sort of a strategy does the team have for its quality development? 

- How is the team’s value creation seen from the management’s side? 

- How do you feel about your role as manager of the quality team? 

- How are the objectives of the team set? Do they take into account value creation 

and customer satisfaction? Are they reached? Why is this? 

 

4. Future – How onwards?  

- How would you develop the team for it to reach better results in quality im-

provement and counter plateauing? 

- How could the team create more value in your opinion? 

- What could help the team create competitive advantage for the company in con-

trast to the competition? 

- Do you have ideas where the organization could find new arenas of competition 

where value could be captured with less competition? 

 

Thank you for your time!  
 

 


