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Abstract  
 
The aim of this research is to explore the relevance of the Human Resource Management (HRM) to 
lean in the service sector. In particular, the focus is to further understand the HRM bundle which is one 
of the four main bundles of lean: Just-In-Time (JIT), Total Quality Management (TQM), Total Preventive 
Maintenance (TPM), and Human Resource Management (HRM) (Pont, Furlan, and Vinelli, 2008; Shah 
and Ward, 2003). In this context, a bundle (whether a lean or a HRM bundle) means a set of interrelated 
and internally consistent practices (Pont, Furlan, and Vinelli, 2008). The study uses case study research 
because it allows a rich coverage of the area of investigation (Yin, 2009) via the utilisation of multiple 
sources of evidence (Gillham, 2000). Case study research studies a phenomenon in its real context 
and has the ability of reporting and documenting events in their practical nature (Yin, 2011). Its 
researchers’ understanding that lean influences certain HRM practices (HRM bundle); however, the 
degree and nature of the influence is yet to be further explored.  
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Introduction  
 
Lean creates and delivers value for the customers of an organization (Womack and Jones, 2003). 
Similarly, normative theories of HRM posit that HRM systems can also be a source of value creation 
and delivery for employees of an organisation (Ulrich and Dulebohn, 2015). Accordingly, lean and HRM 
share the same expectations: To create and deliver value. Thus, lean provides HRM an opportunity to 
review its internal architecture and design to prove more useful in a lean context (Sparrow, Hird, and 
Cooper, 2014).   
  
A quantitative study of lean implementation in manufacturing has found evidence that despite a positive 
role of HRM on the operations of an organisation in a lean context, its role is indirect and mediated 
through two main bundles of lean: Just-In-Time (JIT) and Total Quality Management (TQM) (Pont, 
Furlan, and Vinelli, 2008; Ward and Shah, 2003). However, this type of research can only identify 
statistical associations between HRM and Lean, it cannot identify the nature of the relationship between 
them. Do HRM systems have a causal influence on lean, with HR practices like recruitment and 
selection, training and performance management systems contributing to workers having the skills and 
orientations to make lean work (a proposition that makes theoretical sense), or is lean implemented in 
a way that is largely independent of traditional ways of doing HR (a proposition which fits with the 
evidence that HR practices often develop in a piecemeal fashion without being integrated with either 
strategic context or with other HR practices (Armstrong and Taylor, 2014). Therefore, it is crucial to 
understand the review of the internal structure and design of HRM as part of a process of lean adoption. 
While this study does not intend to question the benefits of lean, it further explores the relevance of 
Human Resource Management (HRM) to lean.   
  



The use of case study research is appropriate as it scrutinises detailed contextual analysis of a limited 
number of cases and their relationships (Yin, 2011). This method is used to depict contemporary 
problems that need to be examined in their contexts and deals with problems that their boundaries are 
not yet defined (Yin, 2009). It is complex and evolving as a study progresses, carries hallmark of 
context, and might embrace various methods and methodologies (Compton-Lilly, 2013). The choice of 
the method is mainly because HRM and lean relationship needs to be scrutinised using detailed 
contextual analysis of three case studies. It is researchers’ understanding that this method defines the 
boundaries of HRM and lean relationship and examines the review of the internal structure and design 
of HRM as part of the process of lean adoption in the context of the three case studies.  
  
Literature Review Lean and HRM Relationship  
 
Lean lacks a concise definition to cover its characteristics and human-related issues (Demeter and 
Matyusz, 2011; Sparrow, Hird, and Cooper, 2014; Taylor, Taylor, and McSweeney, 2014). One of the 
definitions in the extant literature, which tries to capture lean concisely, is by Radnor (2012): Lean is a 
philosophy that promotes change in the organisational culture through the use of techniques and tools 
and follows good practices such as waste reduction, a flow process, and customer focus. However, 
‘change in the organisational culture’, ‘use of techniques and tools’, ‘waste reduction’, ‘a flow process’, 
and ‘customer focus’ do not happen in the absence of employees of an organisation i.e. human resource 
of the organisation.   
  
On the other hand, Human Resource Management (HRM) comprises people-related guidelines, 
policies, programmes, philosophy, systems, and practices that organisation implement to manage and 
improve their human resource and bring flexibility to a workplace (Armstrong and Tylor, 2014; Boxall 
and Purcell, 2011; Shah and Ward, 2003). As a function, HRM has existed as early as employee and 
employer relations, in any forms, has existed (Cohen, 2015). And, this function does not disappear 
anytime soon in the future as long as employees work in organisations (Cohen, 2015).  
  
At least, in statistical terms, HRM is a pre-requisite to lean adoption (Furlan, Vinelli, and Pont, 2011; 
Pont, Furlan, and Vinelli, 2008). As one of the four main lean bundles, HRM is a source of synergy 
among the other lean bundles: Just-In-Time, Total Quality Management (TQM), and Total Preventive 
Maintenance (TPM) (Furlan, Vinelli, and Pont, 2011; Shah and Ward, 2003). However, as Beauvallet 
and Houy (2010) observe, since HR is the decisive element in lean adoption, the relevant model of 
HRM (people management activities) to lean requires further exploration.  
  
The attempts of scholars to establish the relevance of HRM to lean in the extant literature is evident 
(Liker, 2004; Sparrow, Hird, and Cooper, 2014; Shah and Ward, 2003; Shah and Ward, 2007). For 
instance, Liker (2004) allocates three principles to HRM:   
  

Principles 9: Grow leaders who thoroughly understand the work, live the philosophy, and teach 
it to others.  
Principle 10: Develop exceptional people and teams who follow your company's philosophy.  
Principle 11: Respect your extended network of partners and suppliers by challenging them 
and helping them improve. (Liker, 2004)  

    
The three principles do set the general guidelines with regard of the importance of developing people 
and managing their behaviour. Furthermore, as Sparrow, Hird, and Cooper (2014) note, the application 
of lean into service sector has further increased the relevance of HRM in a lean context. They find that 
lean is an opportunity for HRM to review its internal architecture and design to prove more useful in a 
lean system. Thus, HRM is relevant to lean for mainly three reasons: It aims to bring lean an integration 
of business strategy with quality (Guest, 1987), a committed workforce and increased flexibility in terms 
of organisation and job design (Wilkinson et al., 2001), and positive employee attitudes (Guest, 1987).   
  
Lean and HRM in the Service Sector  
 
Since, the service sector is not concerned with making a hard product, the application of lean in a 
manufacturing context is not expected to be the same as in a service environment. Despite resistance 



from 1980s to 1990s to adopting lean principles to service sector, because of considering lean principles 
as manufacturing principles (Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998), lean in the service industry is getting 
increased popularity (Sparrow, Hird, and Cooper, 2014). It is a popular approach to reform public 
services, at least, in the UK (Radnor and Osborne, 2016). And, the attempts to improve the performance 
and effectiveness of the service sector in the UK through the use of lean is noticeable in the extant 
literature (Radnor, 2012; Radnor, 2010; Radnor and McGuire, 2004; Radnor and Lovell, 2003).  
  
The service sector accommodates various industries such as medical services, legal services, 
restaurants, banks (McClean and Collins, 2011). The extant literature does not question the applicability 
of lean on the service sector (Radnor, 2012; Radnor, 2010; Radnor and McGuire, 2004) or the link of 
HRM to the sector (Boxall and Purcell, 2011). The preconditions for lean in the sector are: management 
commitment, organisation culture change, effective and open communication, training employees, and 
team-working (Sparrow, Hird, and Cooper, 2014).   
  
The HRM practices that fit the context of a service sector are not duplicates of the HRM practices of a 
manufacturing context. A number of HRM practices, which are considered to be the appropriate 
practices for the sector, are: staffing, training, employee involvement and participation, performance 
management and appraisal, compensation and rewards, and caring (Lu et al., 2015). In particular, the 
HRM practices of training, empowerment, and teamwork are reported to strengthen the adoption of lean 
in the sector (Sparrow, Hird, and Cooper, 2014). So, it is not surprising to note that service firms, in 
particular those who target customers with the desire of quality, invest and pay noticeable attention to 
development of their workforce through training (Boxall and Purcell, 2011).   
  
Concluding Remarks  
 
A clear call in the literature is evident to define the characteristics of the lean and HRM relationship  
(Beauvallet and Houy, 2010) and to understand the HRM bundle in a lean context (Shah and Ward, 
2003). This attempt is expected to minimise disappointment efforts of lean, at least, in the service sector. 
Although the number of the cases are limited to a maximum of three, it is hoped that they represent the 
bigger pool in the service sector. This is because organisations tend to imitate what works in their 
industry including people-management practices (Boxall and Purcell, 2011).  
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