
   

  

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

                                                                               103    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Organisational culture aspects that facilitate lean 
implementation: a pilot study 

Abdullah Alkhoraif* and Patrick McLaughlin 
Manufacturing Department, 
School of Aerospace, Transport and Manufacturing, 
Cranfield University, 
Cranfield, Bedfordshire, 
MK43 0AL, UK 
Email: a.a.alkhoraif@cranfield.ac.uk 
Email: p.mclaughlin@cranfield.ac.uk 
*Corresponding author 

Abstract: The paper aims to identify enablers and inhibitors of Lean 
Implementation (LI) in a small and medium-sized manufacturing (SME) 
organisation in Saudi Arabia. The paper opted for an exploratory study using 
the semi-structure interview approach of grounded theory, including seven  
in-depth interviews with employees representing from top management to the 
workers in the workshop having mainly an experience of Lean Implementation 
background. The data was complemented by context analysis, including 
simultaneous and concurrent data collection and constant comparison methods. 
It suggests successful communication and teamwork. However, there were two 
codes which had not been evidenced in prior research and were not identified in 
the literature review. These include; ‘multiple decision makers’ and the ‘family 
effect’. This paper fulfils an identified need to study how organisational culture 
affects LI. It demonstrates the current state of LI in manufacturing companies 
by uncovering the enablers and inhibitors of organisational culture. 
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1 Introduction 

A pilot study is a “small scale version[s], or trial run[s], done in preparation for the major 
study” [Hungler et al., (2001), p.467]. The aim of the pilot study is to identify enablers 
and inhibitors of lean implementation (LI) in small and medium-sized manufacturing 
enterprises (SMEs) in Saudi Arabia. The study uses qualitative analysis in order to gain 
insights into organisational culture. Moreover, the purpose of this is to conduct issue 
focused semi-structured interviews with the sample group. A grounded theory 
methodology has been selected due to the nature of the research which involves exploring 
organisational culture aspects. The pilot study will involve only opens coding analyses 
which enables the identification of enablers and inhibitors of lean in organisational 
culture within a broader context. The findings identify the aspects which did not appear 
in literature review with regards to organisational culture, SMEs, thus informing the main 
research phase. Conducting a pilot study is important to explore and uncover aspects of 
inhibitors and enablers of lean in organisational culture of SMEs which do not appear in 
prior research. The information will then influence the direction of the future interviews 
to be conducted in the main study (Charmaz, 1995). For the purpose of this paper SMEs 
refers to organisations with fewer than 250 employees (European Commission definition 
adopted) (European Commission, 2011). 

Implementing lean into manufacturing SMEs within Saudi Arabia faces difficulties, 
whereas it is more likely to be implemented successfully in larger companies, which then 
benefit from the advantages of lean systems (Karim et al., 2011). Moreover, the culture of 
an organisation plays a vital role, especially for managers facing the challenge to change 
that culture (Graham-jones and Muhareb, 2015). It is necessary to have a feasible Lean 
framework to assist SMEs to successfully implement lean (Pingyu and Yu, 2010). 

Saudi Arabia’s economy is dependent on oil and gas resources, forcing the 
government to find new non-oil sources. According to the IMF (Alshahrani and Alsadiq, 
2014), the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is regarded as a dominant economic force within the 
Middle East and the North African region (MENA).According to the Saudi Industrial 
Property Authority known as MODON (Saudi Industrial Property Authority, 2015), the 
Saudi Government has set up clusters in various regions of the kingdom and right now 
manages over more than 32 existing and under-developed cities. In addition, there are 
more cities currently being planned and designed. The number of these industrial cities 
shall reach 40, with more than 160 million square meters of developed industrial lands. 
There are more than 3,000 factories in the existing industrial cities employing over 
300,000 members with investments exceeding 250 billion Saudi Riyals (SR). Moreover, 
2,000 factories will be built for SMEs. Organisational culture is one of the most 
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important factors in Saudi Arabia to focus on to facilitate the implementation of lean 
within Saudi Arabian manufacturing (Karim and Arif-Uz-Zaman, 2013). The main aim of 
this research is to develop an organisational culture framework for SA-SMMs to facilitate 
(LI) before adopting the lean system. According to Karim et al. (2011), the most 
important factor that affects the implementation of lean is the organisation’s culture. It 
has been observed that the appropriate lean culture enhances the pace of growth and 
keeps the firm competitive (Pooyan et al., 2014). 

2 Lean philosophy 

The aim of lean production is that company resources should all be channelled in ways 
that ultimately create value for the end user (Schouteten and Benders, 2004). In essence it 
works towards the goal of maintaining value while doing less work and at the heart is 
achieving greater efficiency (Schouteten and Benders, 2004). The definition of Lean 
provided by Corbett (2007) emphasises on lean as an integral part of the entire 
organisation, essentially pointing to lean as being considered more of a philosophy than 
just a tool or process. This is further supported by Womack and Jones, (2003) who 
suggest that lean is becoming understood as more than just production, but an  
all-encompassing business ideology which incorporates all aspects of value streams as 
opposed to individual production processes. According to Bhamu and Singh Sangwan 
(2014), lean provides a methodology by which organisations can significantly improve 
their responsiveness to customers while decreasing and managing costs and waste in 
supply and operational procedures. The following table presents various definitions of 
lean. 

Twenty years on since Womack, Jones and Roos’s book release the success rate of 
lean is still rather low (Bhasin, 2012; Pay, 2008; Yamamoto and Bellgran, 2010). Chay  
et al. (2015) suggests it is complicated to implement lean by merely focusing on the hard 
aspect (tools) without also including the soft aspects. Chase (1999) emphasises the need 
to view lean as a long-term strategy. Lewis (2000) and Lin and Hui (1999) are more 
sceptical of lean while, Oliver and Hunter (1998) found no correlation between high and 
low users of lean and organisational performance. Shah and Ward (2007) suggest there is 
a lack of a common definition for lean. The absence of clarity can be seen from the vast 
amount of term used regarding Lean production (Shah and Ward, 2007). The 
ambivalence is in part due to Lean having evolved over a long-time period (Shah and 
Ward, 2007; Womack et al., 1991). Stone (2012) suggest the confusion surrounding what 
exactly lean means is partly what has led to misguided efforts in its implementation 
without encompassing its philosophy. Angelis et al. (2011, p.569) suggests that lean 
production is based on several key principles: eliminating wasteful activities, minimising 
process variability, pursuing continuous process improvement with employee 
involvement, devolvement of activities such a quality inspections and periodic 
maintenance to line workers and maintaining synchronised production flow through shop 
floor visual signals. Overall increased competition and a more globalised market place 
have led to stiffer competition with greater demands on businesses to succeed. Regarding 
demand, customers are presented with a great range of products and thus are growing 
more assertive and looking for greater value. Organisations can respond to this by 
improving their understanding of aspects valued by customers and exercising 
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improvements in operations to deliver this (Hu et al., 2015). Thus, many companies have 
turned towards lean to help fulfil this challenge. At the heart of lean is being highly 
responsive to the needs of customers, while constantly looking to improve waste and cost 
management (Hu et al., 2015). An interesting notion to consider in the definition 
provided above is listing the inclusion of pursuit of improvement with employee 
involvement (Allen and Meyer, 1993). One might consider that employee involvement is 
also somewhat dependent on the (OC) of the company (Angelis et al., 2011). Also, the 
autonomy given to employees and the existence of two way communication within the 
business (Alstrup, 2000). 
Table 1 Lean definitions 

Definitions of lean Reference 
‘The lean approach percolates into ever wider circles of operations, it 
ceases to be about the best practice and starts to become a part of the 
fabric of doing business’. 

Corbett (2007, p.96) 

‘Lean production is based on several key principles: eliminating 
wasteful activities, minimising process variability, pursuing continuous 
process improvement with employee involvement, devolvement of 
activities such a quality inspections and periodic maintenance to line 
workers and maintaining synchronised production flow through shop 
floor visual signals’. 

Angelis et al.  
(2011, p.569) 

‘Lean production is an integrated socio-technical system whose main 
objective is to eliminate waste by concurrently reducing or minimising 
supplier, customer and internal variability’. 

Shah and Ward 
(2007, p.791) 

‘Production that minimises buffering costs associated with excess lead 
times, inventories, or capacity’. 

Hopp and Spearman 
(2004) and Angelis  
et al. (2011, p.569) 

‘Lean manufacturing combines the capabilities of the workforce with 
organisational techniques to achieve high outcomes with few 
resources’. 

Salem et al. (2006, 
p.169) 

When looking at lean from a holistic perspective it is considered to greatly encourage 
organisational learning (Womack, et al 1990). It has been suggested that implementing 
Lean systems sets benchmarks enabling the measurement of performance. However, this 
is greatly dependent on the type of lean system design (Crofton and Dale, 1996). A study 
conducted in Volvo’s Uddevalla automobile plant in Sweden found that l learning as 
much as others (Adler and Cole, 1995). They suggest that the New United Motor 
Manufacturing, Inc. (NUMMI) plant in California, a joint venture between GM Motors 
and Toyota outperformed Uddevalla in terms of performance. This was attributed to the 
ability to better knowledge sharing compared at NUMMI compared to Uddevalla which 
gained deeper knowledge which was kept within tight teams (Adler and Cole, 1995). 

Organisational learning can be described as ways in which a company will seek to 
maintain and ameliorate their competitiveness, productivity and innovation meeting 
external environmental demands, resulting in a continued competitive advantage, 
(Dodgson, 1993).The link between lean and organisational learning is made evident in an 
experiment with Toyota Motor Corporation and their joint venture with General Motors 
which discovered that lean designs were characterised with rather short cycle times and a 
higher level of standardisation (Berger, 1997). Therefore, it was apparently easier for 
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employees to pick out issues and create improvements and solve problems (Crossan  
et al., 1999). 

Another aspect central to lean which was mentioned in the definition above is that of 
waste elimination. However, an aspect of lean which is sometimes counter intuitive is 
that this process of waste elimination lessens the resources often allocated for 
contingency situations creating a somewhat more fragile system (Crofton and Dale, 
1996). This would then rely more heavily on the ability of the employees to react swiftly 
to deal with malfunctions and smooth out any delays. This concept might be more 
difficult for cultures which tend to be more risk averse (Browning and Heath, 2009). 
However, consistency is even more important in this case and employees must abide by a 
standardised process when undertaking production tasks. The continuous process 
improvement is however greatly reliant on the pro-activeness of the employees 
(Cameron, 1994). Workers are given more autonomy in quality checking at the source 
rather than an entire extra operation for the same task. This is also considered to enhance 
employee accountability, critical thinking and empowerment which should be facilitated 
by OC. Studies conducted by Whitfield and Pool (1997), MacDuffie (1997), Kochan  
et al. (1997) and Vidal (2007) have researched human resource practices which would 
help to encourage productiveness and voluntary participation from employees for the 
purpose of lean systems. 

Dombrowski et al. (2010) suggests that Lean includes the following important areas; 
visual management, workplace organisation, 5s and process standardisation, continuous 
improvement, total quality management and total productive maintenance, just in time 
and production levelling. Rymaszewska (2014) considers it important to organise the 
components of the list into two schools of thought, one which provides a holistic view of 
lean emphasising lean as not just tools, but as a philosophy. The other is that Lean should 
be considered as an addition to current methods employed by manufacturers which is 
essentially opposite to the holistic view. 

3 Lean assessment 

According to Taj (2005) the majority of companies waste around 70% to 90% of their 
resources. An important notion to realise is that incorrect or unsuitable (LI) which can 
occur from errors in analysis such as; mistakes in identifying the source of waste, not 
taking into account the unique organisational situation and environment, utilising the 
incorrect lean tools (Almomani et al., 2014). Lean assessment is therefore, the first step in 
the process and it is crucial to get it right in order to avoid a negative impact domino 
effect. However, no one tool suits all assessment situations. Lean assessment tools can 
vary in their ease of use, details and metrics provided (Almomani et al., 2014). Ihezie 
(2009) discovered that the lean assessment tools by Quartman Lee at Strategos Inc. is the 
most simplest to understand while being able to provide the most detailed information in 
relation to manufacturing (Taj, 2005; Alsyouf et al., 2011). A similar methodology for 
lean assessment tool measures several areas including; inventory, employee issues, 
maintenance, suppliers, safety, production and customers. Scores are then assigned 
according to the respective leanness of each area and then totalled for a score given to the 
company as a whole (Alsyouf et al., 2011). The analytic hierarchy process (AHP) helps 
in solving problem efficiently and precisely and thus is widely utilised. It is particularly 
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useful for multi criteria decision making and suitable across numerous sectors such as 
industry, economy and social among others (Vaidya and Kumar, 2006). It has been 
suggested that without a clear path for LI devised from correct lean assessment easily 
results in increased wastage. Furthermore, they discovered that a lean radar score is at 
times somewhat inaccurate in determining an appropriate path for LI (Almomani et al., 
2014). Honda is an excellent example for lean assessment as its main competitor has been 
Toyota which has been the forerunner in LI (Maxwell et al., 1998). Therefore, Honda 
also implemented lean philosophies which were well established in its head office in 
Japan. This same lean philosophy and corporate culture was then transferred to the USA 
when operations were expanded and they aimed to combine the corporate culture and 
lean philosophies with the local culture (Maxwell et al., 1998). By utilising 
benchmarking as a lean assessment tool helped them to quickly catch on and adequately 
compete with Toyota. 

4 Organisational culture 

According to Davis (1985) culture is defined as, “The pattern of shared beliefs and values 
that give members of an institution meaning and provide with the rules for behaviour in 
their organisation,” [Sun, (2009), p.138]. Under this theme (OC) is divided into beliefs 
and daily beliefs. Guiding beliefs provide the context in which the practical beliefs of 
daily life occur (Sun, 2009). Thirdly, culture is viewed as a strategy. Although Bate 
(1995) does not agree with a distinction drawn between culture and strategy. He suggests, 
strategy is in fact a cultural phenomenon (Bate, 1995). This would lead to two inferences; 
firstly, that any sort of strategy formulation is a cultural activity and secondly all cultural 
changes would therefore be considered strategic changes (Sun, 2009). Although 
according to Sun (2009) “Any cultural programme in an organisation is not separate 
because any change to the cultural program occurs during formal and informal strategic 
planning processes,” [Sun, (2009), p.138]. The fourth theme sees culture as mental 
programming. This can be seen through Hofstede’s definition of culture as, “collective 
programming of the mind, which distinguishes the members of one category of people 
from another” [It, (1991), p.5]. Interestingly the understanding of organisational culture 
and its impact on company performance has been adapting over the decades, (Sørensen 
and Sorensen, 2002). Peters and Waterman (1982) identified a correlation between a solid 
organisational culture and successful company and its financial results. However, later on 
Kotter and Heskett (1992) further added to this by discovering that not only was a strong 
organisational culture important for company performance, but that it should also be 
adaptive in order to achieve ‘superior performance’. An important aspect to consider 
when discussing organisational culture is the multidimensional relationship which 
connects organisational culture and the performance of the company (Kotter and Heskett, 
1992). Its impact is far reaching as it involves a number of areas which relate to the 
organisation’s competitive performance (Kotter and Heskett, 1992). Porter (1985) 
reinforces the notion of achieving the right fit between organisational culture and a 
specific type of organisational performance. Prior research which embodies the role of 
organisational cultural influence on performance has been highlighted in numerous 
researches (Dale and Cooper, 1992; Oackland, 1995; Thomas, 1995; Wilkinson et al., 
1998; Stock et al., 2007). According to Ouchi (1981) significant contrasts can be 
identified between corporate structures of the USA and Japan. Japanese companies tend 
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to be characterised with great labour force stability and utilising democratic decision 
making processes (Mehri, 2006). Furthermore, respect for people is at the cornerstone of 
their organisational culture and successful LI (Mehri, 2006). 

5 Saudi Arabia: organisational culture and lean 

The Middle East are realising the importance of lean in order to advance operations and 
practices in the oil and gas industries as value adding and creating high standards in 
operations (Salem et al., 2016). As most of the non-oil and gas industries are highly 
dependent on the oil and gas industry in the region; production advancements should 
naturally trickle down into the other manufacturing industries also. It is this relationship 
in which Lean thinking enablers can create opportunities for higher operational standards. 
Although the business environment in Saudi Arabia and the gulf countries is somewhat 
more difficult in terms of implementing Lean principles compared with industries in 
other countries (Al-Najem et al., 2012). This is because in KSA and the Middle East 
countries, most industries are either directly or indirectly linked to the oil and gas 
industry. The business environment involves a finely woven network of symbiotic 
relationships and synergies among the industries which can in turn inhibit lean thinking 
and (LI) (Chiarini, 2012). This is primarily because independent decisions cannot be 
made without approvals higher up. Furthermore, very little literature on (LI) has been 
done within the oil and gas sector and especially in the gulf countries. Salem et al. (2015) 
aimed to asses’ aspects pertaining to (LI) in the oil and gas industry. In his research, he 
discovered that in the case of Qatar, which consists primarily of oil and gas companies, 
research showed that the majority of companies were not aware of lean (Chiarini, 2012). 
However, it was identified that a greater awareness of lean existed among the non-oil and 
gas sector (Salem et al. 2015). It was further highlighted that the awareness of Lean 
correlated more highly among ISO certified companies as a number of these certifications 
overlap with lean manufacturing principles (Salem et al., 2015). However, the issue 
identified is that an understanding of lean among the manufacturing organisations in the 
Gulf countries is significantly embedded in other management systems such as ISO 
standards, (ibid). That a failure to understand lean as an isolated philosophy creates 
barriers. (OC) has been heavily researched which also highlights its importance in 
organisational performance (Al-Swidi and Mahmood, 2011). Further to this, it has been 
identified that different regions of the world scubas the Middle East, Eastern Europe, 
Western Europe and Asian regions all possess uniqueness in terms of (OC) and national 
culture. Thus, in order to achieve successful Lean systems, each region needs to approach 
it in a feasible way aligning itself with its own national and corporate cultural 
mechanisms (AL-Najem et al., 2013). 

Not only has literature highlighted a lack of knowledge and difficulties in 
implementing Lean in the Middle Eastern and Gulf countries, but also and increasing 
concern of (LI) in SMEs, (Al-Najem, 2014). A reason for the difficulties in implementing 
lean is a lack of understanding of Toyota’s corporate culture and how it facilitated the 
success of Lean within the organisation (Achanga et al., 2006b). According to Xu et al. 
(2013) SMEs are a vital part of a nation’s economic prosperity and in some Middle 
Eastern countries SMEs get little attention or support in comparison to the larger oil and 
gas companies. According to Al-Najem et al. (2013) suggests that research on 
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implementing lean in SMEs in Kuwait is non-existent. According Calabrò and Mussolino 
(2013), SMEs face different challenges in business and in internationalisation due to the 
nature of numerous informalities which permeate numerous areas of the business such as 
board members’ relationships which are heavily based on trust, informal governance 
mechanisms and non-economic goals driven by the family in family owned businesses. 
This informal nature has been attributed to impact on SMEs export intensity (Calabrò and 
Mussolini, 2013). Calabrò and Mussolini (2013) studied (LI) in SMEs in manufacturing 
in general suggest, a greater emphasis on in house elements which are less financial in 
investment are key to the success of (LI) in SMEs. In addition to this, Rose et al. (2013), 
suggests that SMEs should implement lean gradually starting with aspects which are the 
easiest to implement and the most cost effective. While the research by Rose et al. (2013) 
is particularly useful to this study, its focus is on lean best practices for SMEs and (OC) 
aspects are not addressed. According to MODON (Saudi Industrial Property Authority, 
2015) Arabic countries have their own specific attributes and most companies are SMEs 
with an (OC) that strongly reflects their nature as a ‘family’ business. MODON (Saudi 
Industrial Property Authority, 2015) highlights the need for universalising business 
principles and responsibilities of boards of directors and governance if Arabic SMEs are 
to be able to internationalise. According to Ahmed et al. (1999), Arab organisations can 
benefit significantly by implementing quality initiatives to address their weakness and 
make them more competitive on an international scale. However, there is a real gap in 
research pertaining to the influence of (OC) in implementing lean among SME’s in 
Arabic countries and Saudi Arabia 

6 Methodology 

Qualitative research is confirmed to be useful for uncovering such insider views (Corbin 
and Strauss, 1990).The research will be based on qualitative and grounded theory with 
and an inductive approach. Grounded theory is a research methodology which aims to 
create a theory from data which has been systematically researched and analysed, 
(Strauss, 1987). This methodology was founded originally by Glaser and Strauss (1967). 
According to Golden-Biddle and Locke (2007), grounded theory has been the most vastly 
utilised qualitative methodology in social science research. Its popularity can be 
attributed to; firstly, its suitability for developing new theory or new insights form old 
theory. Secondly, it generates theory which stems from what the research participants 
consider important. Finally, it is able to expose micro-management processes in complex 
situations and environments (Locke, 2001). Goulding (1998) suggests grounded theory is 
particularly useful for making new discoveries thus its usefulness for theory generation. 
Furthermore, Locke (2001) and Goulding (2005) also consider grounded theory as useful 
where there is a clear lack of integrated theory in an area of literature. The main feature 
of this approach is to develop categories which highlight the data and develop the 
categories to create a framework (Silverman, 2006). Due to the nature of the topic 
requiring the exploration of culture it is beneficial to utilise qualitative research. An 
inductive approach enables the researcher to become fully engaged within the research 
environment thus improving the understanding of the culture being studied, facilitating a 
more insider’s view of the culture (Walker and Myrick, 2006). Furthermore, it is 
important to note that most methodologies require extensive literature reviews to inform 
the research and identify the research question as most research methodology is 
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conducted with a deductive approach (Dick, 2006). In contrast, grounded theory being 
inductive ends with a theory as opposed to beginning with a hypothesis and instead is 
used as a method for reviewing literature (Trochim and Donnelly, 2001). Hence why 
research questions and hypotheses are made redundant in grounded theory so, literature is 
generally used as a comparator (Dick, 2006). 

Data analysis in qualitative research deals with words and the meanings implied by 
them (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The analysis of the information gathered is done by 
discovering categories and their interrelationships. The program utilised for this is 
NVIVO software for coding. The tool generally employed to study culture consist of; 
semi structured or in-depth interviews. Interviews are open ended questions gaining  
in-depth responses about people’s experiences, perceptions, opinions and feelings and 
knowledge (Taylor, 2005). In depth interviews/unstructured interviews are often utilised 
to help expose culturally based values (Patton, 2014). The key here is, the researcher 
should not introduce cultural values, but instead using open ended questions and the 
insider’s language, they evoke responses revealing the aspects of everyday life in that 
cultural setting (Creswell, 2013). It is important for the researcher to be conscious of their 
own biases and influences in the information gathering process (Patton, 2014). It is 
important however, for the assisting analysts to also have an understanding of the 
research setting from an insider’s perspective (Sackmann, 1991). For this research semi 
structures interviews, will also be utilised. The advantage with semi structures interviews 
is that it ensures certain topics are covered making it more comparable and reliable 
qualitative information (Patton, 2014). 

In order to obtain a better understanding of the nature of (OCs) within SMEs in 
manufacturing industry this study will focus on three main criteria; firstly, to expose the 
implied components of culture from an insider’s perspective. Secondly, to be mindful of 
structural aspects of the culture for example sub-cultures (Babbie, 2015). Thirdly, to 
facilitate comparisons to be made among individuals and research settings (Birkinshaw  
et al., 2011), the use of this criteria has enabled an issue focused interview style which is 
founded upon the phenomenological orientation leading to successive comparison, 
(Birkinshaw et al., 2011). Issue focussed investigation allows for the fulfilment of the 
above criteria. Due to the nature of culture being omnipresent, this makes it difficult for 
people to often reflect and describe when asked a question about it directly (Dey, 1999). 
Therefore, in order to draw this out it often requires a response to stimulus requiring 
respondents to interpret something, which is naturally done according to their own 
cultural basis as opposed to that of the researcher (Sackmann, 1991). Furthermore and 
issue focus investigation is particularly suitable because, by presenting them with a 
stimulus with a specific context, the respondents then tend to access the same library of 
knowledge already existing in their minds (Sackmann, 1991). This helps to uncover the 
framework about a specific issue. This then enables comparisons of the interpretations to 
uncover individual opinions from cultural beliefs which are common among the group, 
(Willis et al., 2007). Issue focussed investigation needs to be conducted cleverly to ensure 
the participants do not realise the issue is under investigation (Sackmann, 1991). 

The phenomenological orientation has its focus on the insider’s perspective and their 
beliefs and concepts, ideas of the (OC) and life within it. It places emphasis on the 
insider’s view of what is considered important and relevant within that setting (Goulding, 
2005). The researcher will put aside their own assumption so these do not interfere or 
influence the respondent’s answers. The emphasis is to allow the respondents to 
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gradually unravel their own experiences. In order for the researcher to avoid making 
judgments based on their own beliefs, these should firstly be made clear (Annells, 1996). 
The interview procedure in phenomenological orientation is close in style to an in depth 
or intense interview. This usually consists of a longer introduction and a period of 
becoming better acquainted. This also gives the researcher the chance to gently introduce 
the subject of the discussion (Srubar, 1998). The aspects which are brought up by the 
respondent are the points which are then delved into with more detail. In doing so, the 
researcher is better able to explore together with the respondent and identify the cognitive 
frameworks which come up (Bryant, 2009). This process of an established dialogue also 
enables the researcher to check they have understood the respondent’s point of view 
correctly. This can be done by the researcher mentally answering the question in their 
head before the respondent has a chance to check their own accuracy (Goulding, 2005). 
This type of research requires not only flexibility but a rapport to have been well 
established between the researcher and the respondent because for in depth issues to 
come to light the interviewee needs to feel comfortable, safe and that a mutual trust exists 
(Goulding, 2005). 

There are some advantages to employing both an issue focused investigation and a 
phenomenological orientation. The latter is much unstructured and broad however, the 
issue focus investigation works to narrow the scope giving more structure to the process. 
Furthermore, the researcher takes their cue from the respondents as to the most important 
aspects to be further explored (Sackmann, 1991). The respondents were asking to 
mention the aspects of Lean they considered most important in their organisation (for 
example). They were also asked to explain why these were the most important. This 
enables the researcher to cross compare the responses of the individuals increasing 
reliability. In the phenomenological phase the researcher ensures all aspects of the factors 
brought up by the respondents are investigated (Bryant, 2009). Therefore, this particular 
approach by Sackmann (1991) has been selected for this research. In this case, the 
questions been asked are issues focussed in accordance with Sackman’s (1991) approach: 
tell me about an example you have seen implementation of lean work well?; tell me about 
situation of LI has not work well?. Therefore, A combination of issues and 
phenomenological approach proposed by Sackmann (2006) is being utilised due to its 
suitability to analysing (OC). In addition to this the grounded theory method of Strauss 
and Corbin (1994) will be adopted. This is an inquiry mode generally utilised to help 
solve organisational issues by dealing with those in particular experiencing the problems, 
(Ibrahim, 2013). 

6.1 Data sampling 

The data sample for the participating companies in this pilot study has been provided in 
Table 1. The pilot study was conducted in October 2015 with three to four interviews in 
various companies where lean had been applied but failed. As the study focuses on SMEs 
for the pilot study, medium sized enterprises were selected in accordance with grounded 
theory which is the methodological choice for this research. The sampling had been 
selected based on their experiences. The participants ranged in terms of their position in 
the organisations. Therefore, the sampling method refers more to events and incidents as 
opposed to participants (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). 
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Table 2 Organisations sample 

No. of interviews Industry Position Organisation size 
4 Steel Private Medium 
3 Oil Private Medium 

6.2 Data collection 

Semi-structured, issue focused interviews have been undertaken for the pilot study. The 
dates and times were pre-arranged and the interviews took place at their primary place of 
work. The participants chose the date and time for the interview which would suit them 
best. According to Kvale (1997), face to face interviews and semi-structure are most 
effective in providing information rich responses. Thus, adhering to the grounded theory 
process utilising an issue focused approach (Sackmann, 1991). This was an important 
aspect which will also be applied in the main study because all levels of employees are 
considered important in the implementation of lean, (Angelis et al., 2011). Each of the 
interviews took between 40 and 70 minutes. There was an initial small talk period to get 
to know each other and break the ice, allowing the interviewee to feel more relaxed. 
Open ended questions were asked which were issues focused as in accordance with 
Sackmann (1991). Open ended questions are more likely to prompt the participant to 
describe their experiences freely. The interviewees were encouraged to share their ideas 
without any time restrictions. They were also informed that the interviews would be 
recorded for the purpose of accuracy in the data analysis stage. Grounded theory applies 
great importance to the perspectives and meanings prescribed to actions and contexts by 
the research participants. Thus emphasises methodological openness and giving priority 
to internal validity (Tidjani, 2010). The interviewees were asked to give examples of 
things that worked well and that did not work well when lean was implemented. 
Table 3 Data sample for pilot study 

No of interviews Position Age Industry Interview length 

1 CEO 52 Steel 50 minutes 
2 Production engineer 33 Steel 60 minutes 
3 Chief engineer 41 Steel 65 minutes 
4 Mechanical engineer 35 Steel 45 minutes 
5 CEO 60 Oil 55 minutes 
6 Production engineer 39 Oil 60 minutes 
7 Worker 30 Oil 70 minutes 

The questions been asked are issues focussed in accordance with Sackman’s (1991) 
approach. 

1 Tell me about an example you have seen implementation of lean work well? 

2 Tell me about situation of LI has not work well? 
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6.3 Data analysis 

An important feature of grounded theory is the constant comparison method of analysis 
(Glaser and Strauss, 1998). In this pilot study, only open coding was conducted. Open 
coding can be defined as, “The analytic processes through which concepts are identified 
and their properties and dimensions are discovered” [Pal, (2012), p.282]. The pilot study 
utilised qualitative data software called NVivo which helps researchers analyse large data 
sets which are common in qualitative research. NVivo helps to enter and code data 
simultaneously helping to find inter-relationships and identify intricate patterns. NVivo is 
a package that facilitates analysis of qualitative data. This software permits the coding 
and subsequent analysis of attributes within a series of documents. NVivo do only present 
and organise the result from the data. In this level the program utilised for this is NVIVO 
software for coding section. During this phase of the pilot study, only open coding was 
conducted. Thus, the researcher role involved segmenting the information into smaller 
parts and creating discrete codes. Each code represented a set of events or occurrences. In 
accordance with grounded theory, looking into these issues deeper helps to place the 
occurrences on a range from one extreme to another (Blaikie, 2009). Data analysis occurs 
at the same time as the data gathering where the results are continuously compared to 
new codes until no new codes emerge (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). The data analysis was 
conducted using line by line coding of the interview transcripts, from which descriptive 
codes were identified and continuously compared to find similarities and differences. 

Figure 1 Grounded theory building process by author 

 

7 Results and discussion 

7.1 Findings 

Having conducted the pilot study interviews the codes were developed, these can be seen 
in Table 3 below. Table 3 provides an overview of organisational culture enablers and 
inhibitors of (LI). Twenty-nine codes were identified and briefly described. What stands 
out in Table 4 is the dominance of family effect, many decision makers and teamwork. 
On the other hand, some codes get less attention such as lack of financial investment in 
continuous improvement. Teamwork is mentioned by all the participants as an important 
driving factor for organisational culture. However, aggression on the shop floor hardly 
affects participants. In general, the findings from the pilot study suggest that family effect 
and many decision makers can influence the (LI) process. 
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Table 4 Pilot study interview aspects 

No. Code Description 
1 Poor communication Failure to convey the correct information to an individual or 

group of individuals. This leads to employee misunderstanding 
as to what is important and who is responsible for what. 

. Procedural activities 
not clear 

The details of lean implementation activities are not clear. 
Leading to confusion regarding the correct steps which need to 
be taken. 

3 Health and safety 
awareness and 

procedures 

How the organisation operates its health and safety procedures 
in the workplace. A lack of awareness of health and safety 
within the workplace leads to poor working conditions. 

4 Poor inspection quality The quality of inspections is not standardised, leading to delays 
in implementing lean. 

5 Lack of professional 
training in lean. 

Employees are unaware of the lean philosophy, what it aims to 
achieve and ultimately how this will be achieved. 

6 A large number of 
decision makers 

There are numerous employees in middle and senior 
management who make decisions based upon their individual 
experiences, rather than following a companywide decision 
making policy. This leads to confusion and potential errors 
within the organisation. 

7 Family effect Family relationships influence the work process. These can be 
positive or negative influences by family members who are 
either involved or not involved in the work process of making 
organisational decisions. 

8 Lack of consultation Decision making by senior management is unquestionable, 
neither is there a culture of dialogue between management and 
employees. This leads to division amongst staff. 

9 Lack of financial 
investment in 

continuous 
improvement 

The organisation does not allocate the necessary investment to 
continually improve employee productivity. 

10 Poor planning The organisation regularly wastes a lot of time dealing with 
implementation problems which could have been foreseen. 

11 Short term focus Senior management focuses their efforts on the short term 
(weeks/months) as opposed to more long term strategic gaols. 

12 No reward systems The organisation does not have a rewards based system for 
employees or their performance, if these were to exist, 
employees would be more productive and motivated. 

13 Promotion non-existent 
opportunities 

Employees are not given the opportunity to be promoted to 
middle/senior management, despite their achievements, 
performance or experience. 

14 Poor recruitment 
process 

Some employees within the organisation are often unskilled 
and unexperienced in the work they are doing and thus require 
extra training. 

15 Lack of organisational 
tools 

The organisation does not provide its employees with 
organisational tools which can assist in their day to day work, 
such as work procedures and handbooks. 

16 Request delays Due to the high number of management tiers, it takes a long 
time before requests can be accepted/rejected. 
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Table 4 Pilot study interview aspects (continued) 

No. Code Description 

17 Lack of knowledge 
within senior 
management 

On a strategic level the senior management team within the 
organisation are aware of the need for lean, and the advantages 
it can bring. However, they do not understand the lean 
philosophy, nor are they willing to learn. 

18 Multi-tasking 
(negative) 

Employees within the organisation are given many roles and 
tasks, which causes them confusion and does not allow them to 
finish their tasks properly. 

19 No 
feedback/evaluation 

system 

Feedback or evaluation systems are non-existent. If these were 
available, it would enable management to understand problems 
raised by employees. Employees are unable to understand the 
impact of decisions made by senior management. 

20 Unclear prioritisation 
of tasks 

The sequence of tasks which needs to be completed are unclear, 
especially because the employees are regularly given different 
tasks to complete, as the organisational priorities are 
changeable. 

21 No performance 
indicators 

There is no system of recording employee performance, 
therefore the organisation is unable to understand employee 
productivity. 

22 No contingency 
planning 

The organisation does not have a contingency plan which could 
guide them in case of an emergency, and thus resume operations 
as per norm. 

23 No teamwork Cross-departmental communication and teamwork needs to 
improve greatly. Building awareness of teamwork can only 
improve performance. 

24 No receptivity Senior management are unreceptive to ideas/improvements 
which have been put forward by junior employees. 

25 No external support The organisation does not seek professional guidance/advice 
from external sources, instead relies on its employees. 

26 Job security There is no guarantee of job security, despite efforts being made 
by employees. 

27 Geographic movement Difficulty for employees to move around within the 
confinements of their workplace. 

28 Openness Employees do not feel safe to share their inner thoughts or 
feelings with senior management as they fear they will receive 
negative feedback. 

29 Aggression towards 
the shop floor 

Due to the hierarchical nature of the organisation, senior 
management are sometimes aggressive in giving 
directions/instructions to employees in lower ranks. 
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Table 5 Interviews codes repetition 

No. Participants codes 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total 

1 Poor communication 1    2 1 3 7 

2 Procedural activities not clear       2 2 

3 Low of health and safety awareness     1 1 1 3 

4 Poor inspection quality    1 1 1 1 4 

5 Lack of professional training in lean   1 1 1 0 2 5 

6 A large number of decision makers   1 1 1 2 3 8 

7 Family effect   2 3 3 3 4 15 

8 Lack of consultation    1 1 1 1 4 

9 Lack of financial investment in continuous 
improvement 

   1  1  2 

10 poor planning     1  1 2 

11 Short term focus   1 1 1 1 1 5 

12 No reward systems   2 1 1  1 5 

13 Promotion non-existent opportunities 1 1 1     3 

14 Poor recruitment process 1 1 1     3 

15 Lack of organisation tools     1  1 2 

16 Request delays     2 1 1 4 

17 Lack of knowledge within top management   2 1 1 1  5 

18 Multi-tasking      1 3 4 

19 No feedback system    1  2 1 4 

20 Prioritisation of tasks unclear      1 1 2 

21 No performance indicators     1 1  2 

22 No contingency planning   1   1 1 3 

23 No teamwork   1 1 1 1 1 5 

24 No receptivity       4 4 

25 No external support 1  2 1 1 1  6 

26 Job security     1 1 1 3 

27 Geographic movement      1 1 2 

28 Openness     1 1 2 4 

29 Aggression to the shop floor       2 2 
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7.2 Constant comparison 

Having explored all the codes from the interviews conducted, the next step was to 
compare all the codes and information to the literature review. The aim of this is to 
identify existing researched information and new information which has not been 
identified before (Charmaz, 1995).There is a large volume of published studies 
describing the role of lack of consultation, external support from consultation and no 
professional training (Womack and Jones, 1996; Allen and Meyer, 1997; Shah, 2003; 
Womack and Jones, 2003; Achanga et al., 2006; Shah and Ward, 2007; Angelis et al., 
2011; Panizzolo et al., 2012). The existing literature review on (LI) barriers is extensive 
and focuses particularly on poor communication, teamwork and poor planning (Womack 
et al., 1990; Crofton and Dale, 1996; Womack and Jones, 1996; Womack and Jones, 
2003; Mann, 2009; Angelis et al., 2011; Hu et al., 2015). Over the past decade, most 
research in LI has emphasised the use of safety and inspection quality (Munene, 1995; 
Crofton and Dale, 1996; Dixon, 1999). It has been noted that some of the codes get less 
attention such as no performance indicators and an aggressiveness towards shop floor 
employees, also affected the process of LI (Swank, 2003; Mann, 2009; Angelis et al., 
2011; Al-Najem et al., 2012; Hu et al., 2015). While comparing each code to the 
literature review in relation to (LI) for SMEs and organisational culture, it became 
apparent that two codes were unique in the pilot study interviews. These two aspects did 
not appear in the literature review. These two codes are; the issue of many decision 
makers in the company and the family effect. The code for ‘many decision makers’ was 
taken from the following statement in the interview: 

“Many of the decisions made at the same time from several different 
departments. For example, the production manager, my supervisor and the 
stock manager, as well as some of the orders were contradictory at the same 
time. Also, another example of this is, the production manager asks us to 
complete a particular implementation of the task and after a little while my 
supervisor asks us to perform another task while we didn’t finish the previous 
tasks … and that’s it … unbelievable.” 

The other code, ‘the family effect’ was: 
“One of the family member, involved himself throughout the implementation 
process and instructed us, while he is not member of the company … I cannot 
tell you who is [laughing].” 

Calabrò and Mussolino (2013) characteristic of many SMEs, there tends to be a strong 
existence of trust amongst board members which results in a number of informal social 
processes. Moreover, Table 4 shows how these two factors influence the organisation and 
the number of times it is mentioned. This is believed to influence the level of 
internationalisation and governance of the company (Ramaswamy et al., 2000). It has 
been identified that SMEs face unique governance issues as they tend to balance a 
combination of formal and informal aspects which include non-economic goals pursued 
by the family as in the case of family businesses (Calabrò and Mussolino, 2013). Thus, 
the informality which appears to be a common characteristic of SMEs, impacts on 
organisational practices and processes. Thus, in many ways the pilot study has uncovered 
a couple of organisational cultural aspects common SMEs which is incongruent to 
enabling lean. 
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8 Conclusions 

This pilot study begins with the first stages of the grounded theory method by Strauss and 
Corbin (1998) with open coding. The following coding stages of grounded theory are 
followed through in the main study. The main purpose of the pilot study was to uncover 
the areas which enable and inhibit (LI) that has not yet been identified in prior research 
by use of the literature review. In order to do this, a sample of two organisations were 
selected each being in the oil and steel industry and from medium sized organisations. 
Among these a total of seven interviews were conducted with employees of all levels 
from CEO’s to factory workers because all employees are considered equally important 
to the implementation of lean. Thus, it is important this is also reflected in the pilot study. 
The interviews were conducted with an issue focussed approach in accordance with 
Sackmann’s (1991). The interviews were analysed with NVivo qualitative data analysis 
software in order to help identify complex patterns within the interview results. The 
interviews were also analysed by reading line by line and creating codes from each of the 
comments made. Many of the aspects brought up in the interviews correlated with the 
data from the literature review (Charmaz, 1995). However, there were two codes which 
had not been evidenced in prior researches and were not identified in the literature 
review. These include; ‘many decision makers’ and the ‘family effect’. Moreover, the 
family effect is also unsurprising in the case of SMEs as lines of formalities regarding the 
influence and involvement of family members become blurred in family companies, 
(Ramaswamy et al., 2000) Furthermore, when a frequency table was created it was 
discovered that these two aspects which had not been previously researched were raised 
with higher frequency than any of the other aspects that correlated with the findings in 
the literature review. These aspects are also especially relevant and characteristic of 
SME’s (Calabrò and Mussolino, 2013). Thus, this highlights the main research which 
suggests to explore further in order to develop a framework for creating an organisational 
culture that encourages the success of (LI) amongst SMEs in Saudi Arabia. 
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