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1.1 Introduction
The current economic climate can be described as uncertain, competitive and rapidly 
changing (Al-Haddad and Kotnour 2015; Beer 2001; Burgelman et al. 2018; Du Plessis 
2007; Lleo et al. 2017). As such, the environment of organizations is becoming increasingly 
complex, dynamic and global (Canel et al. 2000; Hammer 2004; Lee et al. 2012; Neilson et al. 
2014; Steiber and Alänge 2016) and organizations are therefore constantly trying to adapt 
to these ever-changing conditions (e.g. Birkinshaw et al. 2008; Madhani 2017; Saha et al. 
2017; Wagner et al. 2019).
These challenges also hold for the financial services industry (De Koning et al. 2008; Ensslin 
et al. 2015; Gupta et al. 2016; Palermo et al. 2017; Zaitseva et al. 2014). To say that the 
financial sector is changing is an understatement, as banks, insurance companies, fund 
managers and pension funds continue to experience exciting times (Baker and Dellaert 
2018; Goedee et al. 2008; Riva and Pilotti 2018; Thangavelu and Findlay 2010). Banks, in 
particular, play a central role in the world economy (Niepmann and Schmidt-Eisenlohr 
2017), since they hold the savings of the public and finance the development of business 
and trade. More specifically, Dutch banks finance a large number of Dutch companies and 
play an important role in the economy of not only the Netherlands, but also beyond. This 
became clear in the most recent economic and financial crisis, (Asteriou and Spanos 2019; 
Kudlyak and Sanchez 2017) which underpinned the importance of good bank performance 
(Bijlsma et al. 2015; Fethi and Pasiouras 2010; Roubini and Mihm 2010).
The Dutch banking sector is changing drastically in many ways. For example, financial 
regulation and supervision have tightened since the crisis, and steps have been taken 
towards more central supervision, resulting amongst others in increasing requirements 
with regard to external reporting, and capital requirements. In addition, banks are facing 
increased competition from technology companies outside the traditional financial sector 
(Bijlsma and van Veldhuizen 2016; Salah et al. 2019) which are offering various financial 
technologies (fintech) and other services (e.g. Boot 2016; Cocco et al. 2017; Giungato et 
al. 2017). This may make it more difficult to offer financial services profitably in the long 
run. Financial institutions therefore have to adjust their business models and strategies and 
improve their cost-income ratio (Antoun 2018). In this respect, the pursuit of efficiency (Assaf 
et al. 2019) continues to be most important for financial institutions in the Netherlands and 
beyond (Bikker and Spierdijk 2017; Duncan and Elliott 2004; Thangavelu and Findlay 2010; 
Tornjanski et al. 2017).
Continuous Improvement (CI) practices such as Lean have the potential to position financial 
institutions for long-term success (Bakri 2019; Vashishth et al. 2019). By implementing 
Lean, organizations have a business model that is efficient, effective and sustainable, 
thereby offering the potential of greater flexibility and profitability moving forward (Jenkins 
et al. 2011; Khan et al. 2019). In addition, the fact that CI implementations are of a low 
cost nature, although certainly not cost free, makes them attractive for organizations to 
implement (Bessant et al. 1994; Samuel et al. 2015). However, implementing Lean (or any 
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other CI method) is a challenging process. Efforts to implement CI methods such as Lean 
are characterized by high failure rates (Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Taleghani 2010). 
Achieving sustainable improvement often proves to be difficult (Bateman 2005). Studies 
in both industrial and service-oriented organizations demonstrate that any (initial) results 
arising from such projects are often not sustained (Bortolotti et al. 2015; Found and Harvey 
2007). As a result, a lot of money and effort is put into improving organizations with only 
a short term gain or no gain at all. This suggests it may be beneficial to investigate CI 
implementations within the financial service industry and to examine what drives them.

1.2 Conceptual Background

1.2.1 Organizational change
It can be argued that the successful management of change is crucial to any organization 
in order to survive and succeed in a highly competitive and continuously evolving business 
environment (Burnes 2011; By 2005; Gjerde and Alvesson 2019; Kim and McIntosh 1996; 
Lüscher and Lewis 2008). Since the 1990s, high failure rates of organizational change attempts 
have been observed (Al-Haddad and Kotnour 2015; Ashkenas 2013; Beer and Nohria 2000; 
Burke 2011; Franken et al. 2009; Hammer and Champy 1993). In addition, it can be noticed 
that there are only few change processes that have been either a complete success or a 
complete failure; most change efforts are in between, though they may be perceived as 
unsuccessful rather than as successful (Beer and Nohria 2000; Kotter 1995; Serrat 2017; 
Varney 2017). Looking at these results, one can argue that organizational change is complex. 
Therefore, there is a strong need for studies that provide insight into the complexity of 
organizational change, and particularly the management and leadership of change (Higgs 
and Rowland 2005; Jacobs et al. 2013; Pettigrew et al. 2001).
Middle managers can play an important role in facilitating change in organizations (Dawson 
2019), through their creative and innovative skills, informal network and knowledge about 
what motivates employees (Huy 2001, 2002; Moss Kanter 1982; Realin and Cataldo 2011; 
Tabrizi 2014). They have value-adding ideas for improvement and tend to have a big informal 
network (Groskovs and Ulhøi 2019; Rost et al. 2019) within the organization, which can help 
to strike a balance between continuity and change. At the same time, if middle managers 
think negatively about a particular change, they may actively, though not always visibly, 
block and resist the change (Balogun 2003; Fenton-O’Creevy 1998; Guth and MacMillan 
1986 Neumann et al. 2019).
If CI related change initiatives such as total quality management, Lean, Six Sigma, 
reengineering, scorecards, downsizing, outsourcing, and “cultural renewal” are examined,  
it becomes evident that some companies profited from these methods, whereas others 
experienced massive fiascos (Kotter 1996; McLean et al. 2017). Implementing CI appears to 
be a challenging process and demands substantial organizational changes and commitment 
of the people involved (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Drew et al. 2004). The success (or failure) of 
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CI, therefore, largely depends on the people responsible for implementing the method. 
This includes managers and employees at various organizational levels, including top 
management and middle management (Fine et al. 2008). Effective change links different 
types of improvement efforts, strengthens employee involvement, increases the focus on the 
customer and improves and manages work processes (Moran and Brightman 2000). Middle 
managers link the ideas from top management with those of the shop floor (Burgelman 
1994; Huy and Guo 2017; Tarakci et al. 2018; Van der Weide and Wilderom 2006). They 
must be able to filter information properly and translate it to the right level (Elliott et al. 
2019; Sethi 1999). Hence middle management must be used as a key in facilitating change 
(Burgelman 1983; Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Huy 2002). 
Thus, to make change successful, buy-in needs to exist in the entire organization, from the 
highest level of management to the shop floor (Simmons et al. 2010; Boyle et al. 2011). 
The implementation process requires explicit support from management (Worley and 
Doolen 2006; Achanga et al. 2006; O’Rourke 2005; Fryer et al. 2013; Timans et al. 2012), 
suggesting that top management should not only show commitment, it should also be active 
in implementing and communicating the change in the entire organization (Rentes et al. 
2010; Simmons et al. 2010; Näslund 2013). This dissertation builds on the idea that middle 
managers have a particularly important role in organizational change and will therefore 
focus on middle managers’ impact on CI efforts.

1.2.2 Middle managers
A broad range of studies show that middle managers are important for organizations when 
it comes to change management (Dawson 2019; Herzing and Jimmieson 2006; Huy 2002; 
Tabrizi 2014), formulating strategy (Balogun 2003; Floyd and Wooldridge 1994; Huy 2001; 
Tarakci et al. 2018) and driving performance (Currie and Procter 2005; Mair 2017). To 
investigate the role of the middle manager it is good to briefly look at what is meant by a 
middle manager. We will apply the definition of Huy (2001, p. 73): “Any manager two levels 
below the CEO and one level above line managers”. Middle managers hold a unique position 
in an organization. They are close to the daily operations but far enough away to see the 
bigger picture (Huy 2001). 
As Huy (2001, 2002) argues, middle managers play an important role in facilitating change in 
organizations. They have an important role in disseminating knowledge widely throughout 
the organization and work as mediators between day-to-day operations and strategy (Engle 
et al. 2017; Floyd and Wooldridge 2000; Gatenby et al 2015; Nonaka 1994). Increasing 
productivity is directly related to creative and mainly innovative skills of the middle manager 
(Moss Kanter 1982). Middle managers do not have to be extraordinary individuals, but 
have to share a number of characteristics: comfortable with change, clarity on direction, 
thoroughness, participative management style, persistence and discretion (Moss Kanter 
1982; Tabrizi 2014; Tinline and Cooper 2016).
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Yet, in recent decades, the role of the middle manager has changed (Gratton 2016; Haneberg 
2010; Osterman 2008; Shi et al. 2009). Constant reengineering of organizations, increasing 
automation of work and the impact of IT have diminished the number of middle managers 
in many organizations dramatically (Birkenshaw 2018; Clarke 1998; Dopson and Stewart 
1993; Hayes 2008; Herzing and Jimmieson 2006; North and Kumta 2018; Stoker 2006). 
Downsizing has also led to reduced job security and increased work pressure, because 
the remaining middle managers need to work harder and longer and have a larger span of 
control (McCann et al. 2008; Robyn and Dunkerley 1999). Nonetheless, , middle managers 
remain the critical interface between top management and operations (Burgelman 1994; 
Floyd and Wooldridge 1997; Otto et al. 2015) and academic work continues to emphasize 
the valuable contributions they can make to organizations (Balogun and Johnson 2004; 
Rouleau and Balogun 2011). 
Top management has an important role in empowering and supporting their middle managers 
in ways that enhance their confidence in fulfilling their new role and are trusted to have the 
ability to modify and craft new routines within the organization (e.g. Lampaki and Papadakis 
2018; Nelson and Yeo 2012; Song et al. 2014; Tippman et al. 2013). For CI programs such 
as Lean, the commitment, involvement and leadership of the entire management of the 
organization are critical (Costa et al. 2019; Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 2006; Kreutzer 
2019; Snee 2010). Top managers therefore need to actively support and lead by example 
when dealing with empowerment, as they are responsible for creating a change-oriented 
culture (e.g. by promoting exploration of new and better ways of doing things, or trying to 
uncover the hidden potential of staff members) and adopting new organization-wide ways 
of working. Hence, top management should stimulate a cultural change to continuously 
improve the business and support CI principles throughout the organization (Alefari et al. 
2017; Mann 2009; Netland 2016; Snee 2010).
It should not be underestimated that the function of middle managers is a difficult one 
(Stoker and de Korte 2001). It is the key position between the shop floor and higher level 
management: on the one hand middle managers have to translate strategy and on the 
other hand need to pay attention to the day-to-day problems on the shop floor. There is 
a constant struggle between the policy of the company and running the actual business 
and producing/selling products (Uyterhoeven 1989). Middle managers have an important 
role in disseminating knowledge widely throughout the organization and work as mediators 
between day-to-day operations and strategy (Birken et al. 2018; Floyd and Wooldridge 2000; 
Nonaka 1994). Middle managers have to be constantly alert in a world in which cutting 
budgets and lifecycle management are a true art form: cost cutting, more efficiency and in 
the end delivering the same or even more (Stoker 2006). 
Although some people believe that middle managers are just “passing through” on their 
way to top management positions, it is important to realize that most companies need 
middle managers who are there to stay for the long run (Anicich and Hirsh 2017). Middle 
managers are not just managing change, they are change leaders (Tabrizi 2014). Despite the 
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number of studies that have emphasized the potential role of middle managers as driver of 
change in general, less work has been done on the role of middle managers and the major 
challenges they face in organization-wide implementation and adoption of CI (including 
possible resistance by middle management itself). This dissertation seeks to investigate this 
topic.

1.2.3 Continuous improvement
Organizations today constantly need to uphold quality at low cost, reduce waste (Bhuiyan et 
al. 2006), maintain their competitive position and safeguard their survival (Lleo et al. 2017). 
Much of this can be achieved through the implementation of CI.
CI is defined here as a culture of sustained improvement of products, services or processes, 
aimed at eliminating/reducing waste in all organizational systems and processes, which 
requires employee involvement and teamwork involving all organizational participants (e.g. 
Bessant and Caffyn 1997; Bessant et al. 1994; Bhuiyan and Baghel 2005; Fryer et al. 2007; 
McLean et al. 2017). CI is increasingly considered to be an important component to more 
radical, step-change forms of innovation (Bessant et al. 2001).
Before we continue, it is good to look at what is meant by a CI culture. This is easier said than 
done: in the world of organizational development and operational excellence, concepts 
associated with a CI culture can have a wide variety of meanings and interpretations (Angelis 
et al. 2011). These concepts involve, for example: costumer focus, employee commitment, 
employee engagement, value creation, waste reduction, conceptual learning, and (lean) 
leadership (Bicheno 2008; Mann 2009).
Moreover, creating a CI culture is about getting everyone to see and embrace CI. This can be 
done by creating your own success stories; creating awareness of the need to constantly pursue 
improvements; openly communicating about process inefficiencies and other CI issues; using 
visual management tools; and empowering people to experiment (e.g. Chandrasekaran and 
Toussaint 2019; Dale 1996; Emiliani 2003; Hines 2010). As such, a good CI culture implies 
it is natural to solve a problem directly and structurally. Such a culture makes processes 
increasingly reliable and anchors the focus on process efficiency and product quality in the 
organization (Liker 2004).
One of the most widely adopted CI approaches is Lean management (hereafter: Lean), 
aimed at creating customer value and eliminating waste in operational and other processes 
(Alefari et al. 2017; De la Vega-Rodríguez et al 2018; Emiliani 2003; Womack and Jones 
2015). The term Lean may have been introduced relatively recently, but its origin is further 
back in time (Krafcik 1988). Much of the literature points to Taiichi Ohno as the originator 
in the 1930s, although some of the literature points to the start of Lean thinking as early 
as the 1900s by Henry Ford (e.g. Bhuiyan and Baghel 2005; Motwani 2003; Van Dun 2015). 
Lean began to spread in the first half of the nineties when it was introduced in various 
organizations (Womack and Jones 1994) and from that point on Lean has had a big impact 
on the contemporary business world and how organizations look at CI (Holweg 2007).
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In recent years, CI has evolved from its original focus on the application of CI in manufacturing 
processes, to the entire organization of manufacturing firms as well as service firms (Bhuiyan 
et al. 2006; Carlborg et al. 2013; Hasle et al. 2012; Koval et al. 2019). Moreover, as productivity 
in the service sector is lagging behind the productivity in the manufacturing sector to quite 
some extent (May 2005), a growing number of Lean initiatives has been observed in the 
service industry (Ahlstrom 2005; Seddon and O’Donovan 2010; Swank 2003; Vashishth et al. 
2019). Recent work shows that there is an increase in the use of Lean and other CI methods 
in the financial services industry (De Koning et al. 2008; Hirzel et al. 2017; Leite and Vieira 
2015; Leyer and Moormann 2014).
Despite its increasing popularity, many organizations fail to produce significcant results when 
implementing Lean and other CI methods (Hines et al. 2018; Jasti and Kodali 2015; McLean 
et al. 2017; Repenning and Sterman 2001). Efforts in making process improvements stick in 
the culture often break down because people revert to their old ways of working (Bateman 
and David 2002). Moreover, it appears that the implementation of Lean is not successful 
because (middle) managers do not fully understand what the organization will look like 
after the transformation followed by the implementation of Lean principles (Bortolotti and 
Romano 2012; Durakovic et al. 2018; Gurumurthy and Kodali 2011). Although increasingly 
more attention is paid to Lean and other CI methods within financial service organizations 
(Delgado et al. 2010; Gupta et al. 2016), little is known about what may drive or hinder their 
success in this sector (Leyer and Moormann 2014). In combination with the observation 
that middle managers play an important role in facilitating change in organizations (Huy 
2002; Livijn 2019), this implies that more work needs to be done in this area.

1.3 Research Questions and Study Approach
The main goal of this dissertation is to understand how middle management affects 
organization-wide implementation and adoption of CI and in particular Lean. By investigating 
the relationship, this doctoral dissertation aims to understand how and to what extent middle 
managers influence CI. Having more insight can help an organization to better determine 
what is expected of middle managers and how the context set by top management can 
influence middle management. This will give the organization more means to influence the 
success of the implementation and will increase the likelihood of successfully implementing 
CI in the organization. The key question addressed is therefore: 

How and to what extent do middle managers contribute to accomplishing CI in the financial 
service industry?

This PhD thesis contains three different studies that serve to further explore the influence of 
middle managers on CI (implementation) within organizations. 
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1.3.1 Systematic Literature Review
The first study provides a systematic review of the literature on middle management and 
CI (Needleman 2002). An import starting point of this study is that management theory, 
following Van Aken (2004, p. 221), “is either scientifically proven, but then too reductionistic 
and hence too broad or too trivial to be of much practical relevance, or relevant to practice, 
but then lacking sufficient rigorous justification”. It is frustrating for both academic 
researchers and managers that many theories are not applied in practice. In this respect, 
design research claims to produce knowledge that is both actionable and open to validation 
(Romme 2003). The main idea is to inquire into systems that do not yet exist (Simon 1996). 
The question in design research is “will it work?” rather than merely “is it true?” (Romme 
2003). Here, design science attempts to close the gap between managerial practice and 
academic research (Van Burg et al. 2008). In order to theoretically ground the relationship 
between middle management and CI success, we draw on a mechanism-based research 
synthesis of a large, rather fragmented literature base. In the field of design science, a 
design proposition, the CMO-format, can be applied to offer a general template that allows 
a researcher to understand ‘what works for whom in what circumstances’ (Denyer et al. 
2008). Mechanisms (M) can be defined as something that explains why a certain outcome 
(O) pattern is produced in a particular context (C) (Van Burg and Romme 2014). Here, this 
approach serves to uncover and define a set of middle management roles and organizational 
activities (mechanisms) that have an impact on organizational change towards CI success 
(a sustained practice of CI, or lack thereof) in a particular context. In this respect, the 
mechanism-based research synthesis produces knowledge that is both actionable and open 
to validation (Romme 2003) and also serves to close the gap between managerial practice 
and academic research (Rynes et al. 2007; Van Aken 2004; Van Burg et al. 2008). 
This first study results in two frameworks. Each of these frameworks assumes that top 
management consistently seeks to implement a particular (archetypical) philosophy of 
CI/Lean: the first framework assumes an integral management approach and the second 
one starts from the assumption that a cost-cutting strategy is adopted. Each of these two 
frameworks in itself reflects some of the key tensions and challenges arising from any CI/
Lean change effort, especially for middle managers. In practice, the two conditions may 
overlap, which creates an additional level of complexity. Overall, our review provides an 
understanding of the (non)conditions in which continuous improvement initiatives are likely 
to succeed or fail, and as such also provides a starting point for future research as well as 
practical work in this area.

1.3.2 Vignette Study
The second study examines the effect of different ways of implementation on the adaptation 
of CI within the organization. To investigate the potential causality between the manner 
of implementing CI and the extent to which CI is embedded in the organization, the 
Experimental Vignette Methodology (EVM) is used. The vignette study was carried out at 
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a large bank in the Netherlands. Atzmüller and Steiner (2010, p. 128) describe a vignette 
as “a short, carefully constructed description of a person, object or situation, representing 
a systematic combination of characteristics.” To examine complex situations, vignettes can 
be used while controlling for moderating variables; however they must be appropriately 
designed, otherwise the data is useless (Maguire et al. 2015; Wason et al. 2002). The vignette 
method is used in favor of more traditional surveys to avoid socially desirable answers from 
the participants. By using vignettes, in which a concrete and detailed hypothetical scenario is 
outlined, the participants can go through the decision making process in a more realistic and 
unbiased manner. This reduces the chance that participants give short-sighted and socially 
desirable answers (e.g. Barter and Renold 2000; Finch 1987; Wilks 2004). By compiling the 
text of the vignette in such a way that the participant is included in the story, the questions 
asked are less personal and therefore less threatening (Barter and Renold 2000). By allowing 
the participants to participate in their natural environment, an attempt will be made to 
approach the daily practice in a much better way (Aguinis and Lawal 2013). 
The findings arising from this study suggest that CI is more likely to be integrated in the 
organizational culture, enhance the customer orientation among employees and improve the 
work atmosphere, when it is implemented as an integral management approach rather than 
as an efficiency-oriented program. A significant risk arising from CI is that people perceive it 
as another downsizing method focused on short-term financial targets. This study suggests 
that middle managers can only help reduce this risk, if top managers commit themselves to 
CI as an integrated management philosophy and communicate this in a consistent manner, 
time and again, throughout the entire organization.

1.3.3 An Exploratory Research
The final study focuses on middle managers’ contribution to strategic change. A widely-cited 
model of Floyd and Wooldridge (1992, 1996, 1997), which links organizational performance 
directly to middle management is used. They define four strategic roles for middle managers: 
Championing, Synthesizing, Facilitating and Implementing. These four roles provide “a 
framework that combines upward and downward influence with behaviors that integrate and 
support strategies on one hand and diverge from official strategy on the other” (Floyd and 
Wooldridge 1996, p. 42). Based on this model, middle managers can be expected to perform 
a downward influencing role by implementing deliberate strategy through the translation of 
objectives from top management into effective operational plans, and an upward influence 
role by synthesizing information for top management, thus filtering important strategic 
feedback upwards (Tarakci et al. 2018; Van Rensburg et al. 2014). Middle managers can also 
be facilitating in a downward manner, in search for new strategic initiatives and adaptability 
by organizational experiments; and successful experiments can be championed upward to 
top management (Tarakci et al. 2018; Van Rensburg et al. 2014). 
Although there is a broad body of knowledge about the roles and influence of middle 
management in implementing strategy, insight in which roles are activated in CI initiatives 
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is underdeveloped and highly dispersed. Therefore, in this final study we developed a 
scenario experiment to explore which middle management roles are activated when middle 
managers are confronted with a CI initiative. The main findings from this study demonstrate 
that middle management can be conceived as a change agent, involving both upward and 
downward activities. Our findings show that most middle managers think of themselves as 
implementers and that they engage in this role much more than the other three roles.

1.4 Relevance of the Research
By answering the various research questions raised earlier, this doctoral dissertation makes 
the following academic and social contributions.

1.4.1 Academic Relevance
First, this dissertation enhances the extant knowledge about middle management. There 
has been a lot of discussion about the role of middle management, between those that 
believe and those that do not believe in a valuable contribution from the middle layer of 
the organization (Dopson and Stewart 1990, 1993). We can see middle managers as an 
obstacle to change or as a strategic asset (Balogun 2003). Middle managers can be seen as 
a bureaucratic barrier (Hammer and Champy 1993) or as a part of the organization that can 
make an important contribution (Osterman 2008; Wooldridge et al. 2008). This dissertation 
contributes to the literature by developing a conceptual framework (Chapter 2) that may 
spur empirical research on how middle managers affect CI practices and outcomes.
Second, a high failure rate can be observed in organizations that are implementing Lean 
(Taleghani 2010). Previous research suggest that to make a Lean implementation successful, 
it is important to not just implement a tool box, but also a philosophy (Bhasin and Burcher 
2006). In addition, it appears that middle managers play an important role in ensuring 
Lean implementations are successful (Found et al. 2009). Taking into account that the 
understanding of middle management is remarkably thin (Osterman 2008), it is important 
to better understand the relationship between middle management and the sustainability 
of Lean within organizations. The success (or failure) of Lean programs largely depends on 
the people responsible for implementing the method, mostly middle managers (Fine et al. 
2008). Yet, empirical evidence on how middle management influences CI success is highly 
dispersed.
Third, the work conducted for this dissertation serves to structure and map a large amount 
of available literature in the field of middle management and CI/Lean. We draw on a 
systematic review and synthesis of the literature, using a mechanism-based perspective 
(e.g. Gross 2009; Hedström and Ylikoski 2010; Pajunen 2008; Van Burg and Romme 2014). 
At the same time, we contribute to the research gap regarding a direct link between middle 
management and CI/Lean. With a few exceptions (e.g. Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Lleo 
et al. 2017; Manville et al. 2012; Van Dun et al. 2017), this has been under-researched. This 



26 CHAPTER 1

is remarkable because middle managers can be considered to be key agents in facilitating CI 
initiatives and, more broadly, striking a balance between continuity and change.
Fourth, this dissertation focuses on service-oriented organizations in the financial services 
industry, where CI/Lean has been receiving more and more attention after the initial 
momentum around CI/Lean in the manufacturing industries. CI has thus evolved from its 
original (narrow) applications in manufacturing processes to the entire organization of 
manufacturing as well as service and public sector processes (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Stentoft 
Arlbjørn and Vagn Freytag 2013). Moreover, because service sector productivity trails 
productivity in the manufacturing sector by a wide margin (May 2005), a growing number 
of Lean initiatives has been observed in the service industry (Ahlstrom 2005; De Souza and 
Carpinetti 2014; Seddon and O’Donovan 2010; Swank 2003). However, Arfman and Barbe 
(2014, p. 22) argue “that there is a lack of debate and understanding about the real value of 
using Lean principles in service organizations.” This suggests there is a need to investigate 
this.
Finally, we shed some light upon role of top management versus middle management. 
Middle managers play a significant role during change (Balogun 2003; Balogun and 
Johnson 2004, Floyd and Wooldridge 1992, 1997), and have a major contribution towards 
implementation of top management’s intended strategies (Balogun 2003; Currie and 
Procter 2005). Moreover, for the sustainability over time of a CI practice, top management 
has to reinforce a culture of CI and make it successful through management and workers’ 
involvement and active participation (Angelis et al. 2011; Boyle et al. 2011; McLean et 
al. 2017). In practice, there is often a discrepancy between what top managers say they 
want and what they actually want (e.g. Argyris 2004; McCann et al. 2015; Van Maanen and 
Barley 1984). This gap between the purpose and values of CI espoused by top management 
and those actually being pursued may then result in potentially conflicting organizational 
realities. This ambiguity is further investigated in this dissertation.

1.4.2 Societal Relevance
The proposed research makes the following societal contributions. First of all, it results in 
an increased understanding of the role of the middle manager in the implementation of CI 
initiatives. Thereby it helps top management, HR officers, (internal) consultants and middle 
managers by indicating which measures they can take to ensure a successful and sustained 
implementation (Found et al. 2009; Mann 2014). This in turn should lead to more sustainable 
results in terms of savings, customer satisfaction and reaching the goals of CI within the 
organization. As a result, the money and effort spent on CI implementations will yield better 
results. As such, this dissertation is relevant to different groups in the organization.
Second, the findings arising from this dissertation are relevant for top management prior 
to and during the implementation process: how can CI best be pursued and implemented, 
what is the role of top management towards its middle managers, which factors influence 
the role of middle managers and how does one deal with them; and so forth?
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Furthermore, for middle managers, this dissertation is relevant by providing a deeper 
understanding of the impact of their own role in CI processes, as well as by providing insight 
in the possibilities, opportunities and threats arising from CI implementation provides for 
them. This dissertation shows that middle managers have a critical but also very complex 
role. They need to demonstrate leadership (“leading by example”), which is not easy because 
the middle management echelon itself is often also subject to change.
The relevance of this dissertation for HR officers is twofold. On the one hand, the results of 
this doctoral work will help HR officers to guide and help people develop in such a way that 
they can effectively implement CI. On the other hand, the results of the dissertation can 
help in determining the profile of people to be hired or promoted to middle management 
positions. Organizations can improve their selection process with respect to selecting middle 
managers, thereby ensuring that the appointed employees fit in the “new” organization, 
thus increasing the likelihood of success.
Internal and external consultants involved in the implementation process may find this 
dissertation relevant as it might help them understand which factors play a role in the 
successful adoption of CI practices by middle management. Moreover, the findings from 
this research can also help to determine areas of potential resistance and may act as a set of 
guidelines during the introduction, development and implementation of CI.
Second, if employees do not feel sufficiently involved, this can have a negative effect on 
the implementation of CI (McLean et al. 2017; Van Assen 2018). So it is very important that 
employees are sufficiently involved to prevent these negative effects (Mantere et al. 2012). 
As a result, a lot of time, money and effort is put into improving organizations with no or 
only a short term gain. Therefore, this research also has a social relevance as it may provide 
more relevant information and insight for organizations to ensure that the chance of success 
increases. What advantages and disadvantages do the employees see, why is it necessary to 
change and what are the concerns? 
Organizational change is complex and highly context dependent, and therefore there is a 
strong need for studies that provide insight into the complexity of (managing and leading) 
organizational change. Lean requires significant efforts regarding organizational change. 
Many organizations engage in these changes to establish CI, but often without success. One 
key reason for the failure of CI change attempts has been said to be poor leadership, and 
particularly the role of middle managers in facilitating and sustaining change. For many years, 
there has been a discussion about the role of the middle management in implementing 
change. I also expect this discussion to continue in the coming years, about key questions 
such as: do we continue to need middle managers and what is their added value? By means 
of this dissertation, I seek to contribute to this discourse.

1.5 Overview of the Dissertation
In this dissertation, three studies are presented. Chapter 2 involves a systematic review 
of the literature, which serves to develop a mechanism-based framework explaining the 
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success and failure of CI initiatives in which middle managers are key agents. Chapter 3 
reports an experimental vignette study that serves to identify the differences in adopting 
a Lean approach as a management philosophy versus a cost-cutting program. In Chapter 4, 
the different roles that middle managers can play in CI (Lean) are analyzed and compared. 
Overall, this dissertation contributes to both theory and practice, by providing new academic 
insights as well as recommendations for both top and middle managers involved in CI/
Lean programs. Chapter 5 summarizes the findings of these three studies, reflecting on the 
potential theoretical contributions with regard to middle managers’ challenges. This chapter 
also identifies potential avenues for future research, while considering the limitations of 
the current empirical work, and then discusses the practical implications of the insights 
gathered.

Figure 1.1 Overview of the dissertation
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The Role of the Middle 
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A Systematic Review and
Synthesis

Chapter 2



Many organizations adopt the Lean management approach (in short: Lean) to create an 
organizational culture of continuous improvement, but often fail to accomplish such a 
change. Previous studies have explained this high failure rate in terms of poor leadership 
and management, including the role of middle managers. However, the body of knowledge 
about the role and influence of middle management in continuous improvement and Lean 
practices is underdeveloped and highly dispersed. Some earlier work suggests that middle 
managers can both enable and hinder Lean and other initiatives, but a systematic overview 
of these processes is missing. This paper therefore draws on a systematic review of the 
literature on middle management and continuous improvement via Lean, to develop a 
conceptual framework for future empirical work in this area. Our findings serve to develop 
a mechanism-based framework that explains the success and failure of change efforts in 
which middle managers play key roles. This framework provides a starting point for future 
research projects as well as practical work in this area.

An earlier version of this chapter has been published as: Hermkens, F.J.A., Dolmans, S.A.M. 
and Romme, A.G.L. (2017). The role of middle managers in becoming lean: A systematic 
review and synthesis of the literature. Journal of Economics, Management & Trade, 20, pp. 
1-17.
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2.1 Introduction
Organizational change is highly complex, also because its success and failure depends to a 
large extent on the specific organizational and industrial context (Higgs and Rowland 2005; 
Pettigrew et al. 2001). Changes within and around organizations are the order of the day, for 
example arising from the need to (often simultaneously) reduce cost, improve quality, reduce 
time-to-market lead times, and enhance flexibility (Homan 2006; Oakland and Tanner 2007; 
Stewart and Melnyk 2000). In many organizations, top managers seek to address these major 
challenges by initiating a change towards continuous improvement (CI) – an organizational 
culture in which all members contribute to performance improvement by continuously 
implementing minor or major changes in their work processes (Hernández and Mateo 2012; 
Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016). To establish a culture of CI, organizations typically adopt a 
specific approach to cope with all, or at least some of, these changes (Bhuiyan et al. 2006). 
One of the most widely adopted CI approaches is Lean management (hereafter: Lean)1, 
aimed at creating customer value and eliminating waste in operational and other processes 
(Emiliani 2003; Womack and Jones 2015). Lean appears to have had a major impact on the 
contemporary business world and how organizations engage in CI (Anand et al. 2009; Hines 
et al. 2004; Holweg 2007; van Dun and Wilderom 2012). In this respect, ‘The Machine that 
changed the World’ by Womack, Jones and Roos (1990) is one of the most influential (and 
widely cited) publications in the area of CI and operational management, and also served to 
make the Japanese concept of Lean accessible to the western world (Holweg 2007). 
Yet, implementing Lean to achieve CI demands substantial organizational changes and a 
major commitment of all people involved (Alhaqbani et al. 2016; Drew et al. 2004; Netland 
2016). While most Lean programs are initiated as CI efforts, they often end up as a quick fix, 
without any sustained efforts to create and maintain a true culture of CI (Bhasin 2011, 2012a; 
Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Snee 2010). The success of Lean thus largely depends on the managers 
responsible for initiating and implementing the method, including middle managers (Fine et 
al. 2008; Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016). 
A key benchmark for our review is the earlier literature review conducted by Wooldridge 
et al. (2008), who outlined and assessed the available evidence with regard to the impact 
of middle management on how strategy in large organizations is formed. Almost a decade 
later, our review in this chapter focuses on the role of middle management in CI change 
initiatives. Middle managers can play an important role in enabling and sustaining such 
changes, by identifying and advancing ideas for making the organization better, thereby 
helping to strike a balance between continuity and change (Huy 2001, 2002; Moss Kanter 
1982). Middle managers occupy a unique (network) position between operational and 
upper management and have deep knowledge about what motivates the employees in 
their unit or department (Huy 2001; Moss Kanter 1982), which allows them to improve the 
effectiveness of any change initiative (Currie and Procter 2005; Floyd and Wooldridge 1992, 

1 Other methods include, for example: Six Sigma, Balanced Scorecard, TQM, and Lean Six Sigma (Bhuiyan and 
Baghel 2005; Hines et al. 2004).
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1997; Moss Kanter 1982). Moss Kanter (1982) therefore argued that the success of any 
attempt to increase productivity is directly related to the creativity and innovation skills of 
the middle manager. 
However, in the face of continual organizational change, middle managers’ pivotal position 
between operations and strategy also makes the implementation of change difficult (Bryant 
and Stensaker 2011).The position of middle managers is therefore a difficult one: whereas 
they are responsible for translating strategic change initiatives to daily operations, on a 
daily basis they also have to attend to problems prevailing on the shop floor (Stoker and 
de Korte 2001; Uyterhoeven 1989). The constant pressure to cut costs as well as sustain or 
grow their unit’s performance (e.g. productivity or customer satisfaction) may undermine 
middle management’s efforts and commitment to implement CI initiatives such as Lean (Sim 
and Rogers 2009; Stoker 2006). Thus, a major challenge arises from the two different roles 
that top management typically expects middle managers to play: the role of change leader 
and the role of loyal executer. Drawing on an analogy with baseball, Uyterhoeven (1989) 
therefore observed that middle managers are typically expected to be able to hit, field and 
pitch at the same time. 
The unique role and position of middle managers raises the question as to how they influence 
the implementation and success/failure of Lean CI initiatives. This study therefore aims to 
develop a framework for studying key aspects of the roles that middle managers enact in CI 
practices drawing on Lean. To theoretically ground the relationships between the roles and 
actions of middle management and the implementation of Lean, we draw on a systematic 
review and synthesis of the literature using a mechanism-based perspective (e.g. Gross 2009; 
Hedström and Ylikoski 2010; Pajunen, 2008; van Burg and Romme 2014). This mechanism-
based approach to reviewing and synthesizing the literature produces knowledge that is 
actionable and open to validation, and also serves to close the gap between managerial 
practice and academic research (Denyer et al. 2008; Pascal et al. 2013; van Burg et al. 2008; 
Van Burg and Romme 2014). 
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. First, we outline the mechanism-based 
review and synthesis approach. Next, the findings regarding the role of middle management 
in Lean are presented in terms of contextual conditions, mechanisms and outcome patterns. 
Finally, we discuss these findings, also in terms of their contribution to the literature. 

2.2 Mechanism-Based Review and Synthesis
To theoretically ground the relationship between middle management and Lean success, 
we draw on a mechanism-based research synthesis of a large, rather fragmented literature 
base. A mechanism captures the deeper theoretical rationale underlying outcome patterns 
arising from actions in particular contexts. In the field of design science, the so-called CMO-
format serves as a generic template that allows researchers to understand what works for 
whom, and in which circumstances (Denyer et al. 2008). A mechanism (M) can be defined 
as the theoretical rationale that explains why a certain outcome (O) pattern is produced in a 
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particular context (C) (van Burg and Romme 2014). Denyer et al. (2008) at the time proposed 
the so-called CIMO-format, consisting of contexts, interventions, generative mechanisms and 
outcomes. Van Burg and Romme (2014) adapted Denyer et al.’s framework by broadening 
the notion of (generative) mechanisms toward social mechanisms (Hedström and Ylikoski 
2010; Merton 1968). Moreover, Van Burg and Romme’s (2014) CMO framework serves to 
avoid any attempt to specify interventions or actions in any detail, but instead describe 
the boundaries of these actions in terms of contextual conditions, social mechanisms and 
outcome patterns; that is, these boundaries constitute an action space in which the key 
agents can choose specific actions. 
The CMO approach here serves to uncover and define a set of middle management roles 
and organizational/social mechanisms that affect CI success or failure in a particular context. 
In this respect, mechanism-based research synthesis produces knowledge that is both 
actionable and open to validation (Romme 2003) and also serves to close the gap between 
managerial practice and academic research (Rynes et al. 2007; van Aken 2004; van Burg et 
al. 2008). 
To develop the mechanism-based framework, we start by conducting a systematic review 
of the literature on middle management and continuous improvement (via Lean). This 
systematic review approach is expected to produce a literature overview with minimal bias 
as it aims to minimize the effects of (implicit) selection (Needleman 2002; Tranfield et al. 
2003). The first step consists of an extensive search of articles with explicit and reproducible 
criteria in the selection (Thorpe et al. 2005). The review was conducted in the following 
search engines (in December 2011 - January 2012; October – November 2014 and August 
– October 2016): ABI/Inform, Emerald, Web of Science, Science Direct and Google Scholar. 
We followed the three stages of systematic literature review advocated by Tranfield et al. 
(2003): planning, conducting, and reporting the review. The review was limited to published 
peer-reviewed articles in journals (to control for overall study quality), supplemented with 
important monographs and other books regarding the main topics (middle management, 
Lean, and continuous improvement). The initial literature search was conducted using the 
terms ‘middle management/manager’, ‘continuous improvement’ and ‘Lean’. The term 
‘Lean’ was included as a separate term, because it refers to one of the most used continuous 
improvement methods (e.g. Holweg 2007) but often is presented as a method that stands 
on its own.
The search was initially conducted using the root search string ‘middle manage*’ respectively 
‘continuous improvement’ or ‘Lean’ in the title or subjects of the article. Because this search 
produced more than 2800 results, the search string was refined with ‘Lean’ in the abstract, 
document text and subject. This resulted in a score of 214 records for middle management 
and a score of 296 for Lean. 
To further assess the results, we adopted the approach suggested by Thorpe et al. (2005) 
and divided the results in three categories: ‘relevant’, ‘relevance not a priori clear (not clear)’ 
and ‘less relevant’. In this respect, the abstract of each publication was carefully reviewed 
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with regard to topic, objective, and central research question before placing it in one of the 
three categories. 
Subsequently, all ‘less relevant’ articles were put aside. We then set out to further examine 
the articles marked as ‘relevant’ or ‘not clear’. Out of the total of 142 (relevant and not clear) 
articles on middle management, 118 were located and downloaded (via university library 
system) and 24 articles were not directly available or accessible. For the latter articles, the 
citation score was checked in Google Scholar. The four articles that had a citation score 
≥ 30 were located via other university libraries. Consequently, 122 articles in total were 
considered for the literature review on middle management. For continuous improvement 
and Lean, 221 articles were assessed as relevant or not clear. Several frequently cited books 
on Lean were also included in the review, because of their influence on the development of 
the field (Jørgensen and Emmitt 2008).
The articles assessed as ‘relevant’ or ‘not clear’ were examined in more detail, drawing on 
content analysis. The following information was considered: subject; key words; literature 
theme; main findings; research method; nature of the data; industry; and country/region. 
As such, several articles were evaluated as not relevant to the purpose of this review and 
were therefore excluded (e.g. book summaries, book reviews, interviews with researchers, 
and articles in the popular press). As a result, 99 articles on middle management and 104 
articles on continuous improvement and Lean served as input for the remaining review.
The detailed review of these 203 publications was conducted by using the CMO framework 
outlined earlier. To categorize and synthesize the findings, we extracted the various contexts, 
outcomes and social mechanisms regarding CI and middle management. These contexts, 
outcome patterns and mechanisms were subsequently clustered, resulting in a systematic 
overview of contextual conditions, social mechanisms and outcome patterns regarding how 
middle managers affect CI success.

2.3 Findings
In order to (better) understand how middle managers affect the implementation and success 
of CI/Lean initiatives, this section presents the main insights arising from the review.
Before turning to these findings, we start with defining several key constructs. First, the 
literature provides various definitions of middle management. Huy (2001, p. 73) defines 
a middle manager as “any manager two levels below the CEO and one level above line 
managers.” Alternatively, middle managers have been more broadly defined as “holding 
positions between the first level supervisors and the level of executives, below those who 
have companywide responsibilities” (Herzing and Jimmieson 2006, p. 628). Harding, Lee and 
Ford (2014, p. 1230) define middle managers as “those who occupy a particular part of the 
organizational hierarchy, in which they face upward to senior management and downwards 
to junior staff”. As a starting point for our review, we define middle management as all 
those in the organization who are employed directly under top management and above the 
operational management layer, and are regularly involved in operational activities while also 
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having regular access to top management (Floyd and Wooldridge 1994, 1996, 1997; Pugh et 
al. 1968; Wooldridge, Schmid and Floyd 2008).
Second, in the Introduction section we defined CI as a culture of sustained improvement 
in which all staff members contribute to performance improvement by continuously 
implementing changes in their work processes (Hernández and Mateo 2012; Jørgensen et 
al. 2003). Finally, Lean refers to a method for training all employees to identify wasted time 
and effort in their own job and to better work together with others in improving these 
activities, in order to make the enterprise deliver more value at less expense (Emiliani 2003; 
Womack and Jones 2015; van Dun and Wilderom 2012).
In the remainder of this section, we discuss the main findings with regard to contextual 
conditions, social mechanisms and main outcome patterns of middle management’s role in 
CI and Lean initiatives.

2.3.1 Contextual Conditions
A contextual condition is a key dimension of the framework used here (Van Burg and Romme 
2014). CI practices such as Lean and Six Sigma have become widespread, but have also 
evolved over the years (Aloini et al. 2011; Fine et al. 2008; Hines et al. 2004; Hines et al. 2011; 
O’Rourke 2005; Rother 2010). Whereas the initial focus was on cutting cost, CI methods 
have more recently evolved towards an emphasis on changing the organizational culture 
(Basu and Ahmed 2012; Dale 1996; Heine et al. 2016; O’Rourke 2005). A key contextual 
condition for the role of middle management in CI/Lean therefore arises from what top 
management aims to accomplish via CI/Lean (Bhasin 2011; Bhasin and Burcher 2006). Lean 
programs intended to cut costs throughout the organization often end up as a quick fix, in 
the absence of any sustained efforts to create and maintain an organizational culture of CI 
(Bhasin 2011, 2012a; Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Snee 2010); moreover, established work routines 
appear to be rather difficult to change (Bateman 2005; Bateman and David 2002).
Organizations embracing Lean as an integral management philosophy, however, tend to 
perform better (Bhasin 2011). Therefore, successful implementation of Lean requires that 
top management views it as a long-term journey in installing a CI viewpoint as well as 
enabling cultural changes that support Lean principles throughout the entire organization 
(Bhasin and Burcher 2006). In the latter cultural changes, top managers need to demonstrate 
their commitment to building and sustaining a culture of CI (Boyle et al. 2011; Heine et al. 
2016; Netland 2016) and empower and support middle managers in ways that enhance 
their confidence and efficacy in fulfilling their new role (Nelson and Yeo 2012; Song et al. 
2014).
Our review also suggests that CI has evolved from its original (narrow) application in 
manufacturing operations to the entire organization (of industrial firms) as well as to 
organizations in professional services, the public sector, and elsewhere (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; 
Langstrand and Drotz 2016; Singh and Singh 2015; Stentoft Arlbjørn and Vagn Freytag 2013). 
Because productivity of the service sector trails productivity in the manufacturing sector 
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by a wide margin (May 2005), a growing number of Lean initiatives has been observed in 
the service industry (Ahlstrom 2005; de Souza and Carpinetti 2014; Seddon and O’Donovan 
2010; Swank 2003). However, Arfman and Barbe (2014, p. 22) argue “there is a lack of debate 
and understanding about the real value of using Lean principles in service organizations.” 
This raises the question whether Lean can be applied outside the original context in which it 
was developed (Bateman et al. 2014; Hasle et al. 2012; Singh and Singh 2015).
Notably, the constant reengineering and downsizing of many organizations appears to have 
dramatically decreased the (relative as well as absolute) numbers of middle managers in 
these organizations (Galagan 2010; Hayes 2008; Keys and Bell 1982; Shook and Roth 2011; 
Sitlington and Marshall 2011). The remaining population of middle managers, though, may 
have gained a much more significant role in facilitating learning and balancing organizational 
change and stability (Béliveau 2013; Costanzo and Tzoumpa 2008; Gonzalez and Martins 
2016; Robyn and Dunkerley 1999). In this respect, downsizing may provide (the remaining) 
middle managers with more responsibilities and autonomy (McCann et al. 2008; Caughron 
and Mumford 2011). Without responsibility and autonomy, middle managers are likely to 
become increasingly frustrated and ineffective (Ouakouak, Ouedraogo and Mbengue 2014). 
In this respect, Huy (2002) argues that middle managers play an important role in facilitating 
change in organizations. They may have valuable ideas for making the organization better, 
tend to have a large informal network within the organization, and can help the organization 
in striking a balance between continuity and change. As such, there is a risk in downsizing the 
organization and its middle management cadre too much, as this may reduce organizational 
flexibility and innovation (Huy 2002). Overall, middle managers appear to play multiple 
pivotal roles in organizational change and transformation.
 This also makes the role of middle managers a very difficult one, between operational and 
upper management and between operations and strategy. A major challenge for middle 
managers involves dealing with the two different roles that, in line with Likert’s (1961) ‘linking 
pin’ principle, their superiors typically expect them to play: the role of change leader and 
the role of loyal implementer. Some middle managers appear to perceive the combination 
of these roles as unfair and unrealistic (Bryant and Stensaker 2011; Gunnarsdóttir 2016; 
Radaelli and Sitton-kent 2016). Evidently, these dual roles and contributions expected 
from middle management become particularly problematic when (part of) the middle 
management cadre itself is downsized. 
Overall, middle managers are facing rather challenging contextual conditions when their 
organization sets out to become more Lean, especially in terms of what top management 
expects from them; these expectations include the broader aim of the CI/Lean program (as 
an integral management approach versus a strategy to cut costs), and the multiple roles and 
contributions expected from middle managers. 
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2.3.2 Social Mechanisms
Mechanisms can help to explain why action patterns in certain contexts produce a certain 
outcome pattern. For one, the CI approach needs to be contextualized and matched with 
the organizational setting (Pettersen 2009; Fryer et al. 2013). Second, people throughout 
the organization need to be willing to adopt CI practices, from the highest managerial level 
to the operational floor (Boyle et al. 2011; Simmons et al. 2010). In this respect, behavioral 
and cultural factors may give rise to resistance among employees and managers, and there 
is a limited understanding of these factors (Harrington and Williams 2004; Lacksonen et 
al. 2010; Sawhney and Chason 2005; Sim and Rogers 2009). Finally, the implementation 
process requires explicit support from management (Achanga et al. 2006; Fryer et al. 2013; 
O’Rourke 2005; Timans et al. 2012; Worley and Doolen 2006) and should be front-line 
driven, involving small steps and improvements on a daily basis, to keep the process focused 
(Näslund 2008; Robinson and Schroeder 2009; Sim and Rogers 2009). 
Some studies of the Lean approach demonstrate that it requires a change in mindset and 
behavior among middle managers and other organizational leaders (Mann 2009), in the sense 
that they feel empowered to structurally apply lean principles. These cultural and behavioral 
changes at the managerial level are often difficult to accomplish, because there is a strong 
tendency among (both top and middle) managers to focus on tools and techniques (Mann 
2009; O’Rourke 2005). In this respect, O’Rourke (2005) notes three important preconditions: 
the leadership’s responsibility to influence business strategy with CI, its direct involvement 
in the design of the deployment process, and its active engagement in the implementation. 
This suggests that top management not only has to show commitment, but should also be 
active in implementing and communicating the change in the entire organization (Alhaqbani 
et al. 2016; Birken et al. 2015; Näslund 2013; Rentes et al. 2010; Simmons et al. 2010). 
This involvement apparently has to go beyond ‘cheerleading’ or sending around an e-mail. 
Rather, a sense of urgency about continually improving the organization and doing things 
differently needs to be created (Martinez-Jurado et al. 2013; Pepper and Spedding 2010; 
Snee 2010). 
Moreover, the commitment and involvement of top management also appears to be 
critical for the sustainability of a CI practice over time (Birken et al. 2015; Cudney et al. 
2010; McLean and Antony 2014; Ramakrishnan and Testani 2010; Rentes et al. 2010; Snee 
2010). Although CI programs are often advocated and introduced to accomplish ‘sustained’ 
improvements, they often end up as a quick fix without a deliberate effort to create and 
maintain the conditions for a culture of CI (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Snee 2010). 
Research by Holden and Roberts (2004) suggests that many middle managers are in fact 
being depowered, and that change labeled as ‘empowerment’ often actually means less 
influence of middle management. Middle managers have thus been observed to actively 
block (so-called) empowerment initiatives, thereby attempting to preserve their power and 
status (Denham et al. 1997). Similarly, another study found that middle managers are less 
likely to block change when they are trusted to have the ability to modify and craft new 
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organizational routines (Tippman et al. 2013), that is, enable their staff to take responsibility 
for their own actions and results. As such, middle managers often (are expected to) move 
away from the role of supervisor to the role of coach. As a result, many middle managers 
feel insecure, which is reinforced by what they perceive to be a parallel hierarchy (Denham 
et al. 1997; Fenton-O’Creevy 2001; Holden and Roberts 2004; Psychogios et al. 2009). A 
parallel hierarchy implies that the formal channels of communication and accountability are 
changed to allow for (more) decisions to be made at lower levels of the organization that 
middle managers no longer control.
Another key mechanism affecting Lean initiatives is job insecurity. For one, employees can 
become afraid of losing their job and view Lean as just another downsizing method (Cudney 
and Elrod 2011). In addition, middle managers themselves may also become insecure about 
their jobs, which sometimes motivates them to take a more strategic role, for example as 
champions of the Lean initiative (Ahearne et al. 2014; Currie and Procter 2005). Overall, if 
there is limited commitment to CI (if any at all) from middle managers and employees and 
thus little knowledge transfer among them, then implementing Lean is unlikely to lead to 
any significant improvements in organizational behavior and performance (Bhasin 2012b; 
Cudney and Elrod 2011; Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 2006; Heine et al. 2016).
Floyd and Wooldridge (1992, 1994, 1997) and Wooldridge et al. (2008) found that the ‘roles’ 
of middle managers are important phenomena in any large organization. In this respect, 
Floyd and Wooldridge (1992) defined four strategic roles of middle managers: 
 • Championing strategic alternatives: the middle manager engages in persistent and  
  persuasive communication of proposals that either provide the firm with new  
  capabilities or allow the firm to use existing capabilities differently.
 • Facilitating adaptability: the middle manager encourages cross-functional problem  
  solving, experimentation and idea generation, and creates arrangements that  
  increase organizational flexibility.
 • Synthesizing information: the middle manager derives strategic meaning from  
  events, connects ideas to strategic issues, and sells issues to top management and  
  others in the organization.
 • Implementing deliberate strategy: the middle manager aligns the unit’s actions  
  with the firm’s strategic intent.

These four roles provide “a framework that combines upward and downward influence with 
behaviors that integrate and support strategies on one hand and diverge from official strategy 
on the other” (Floyd and Wooldridge 1996, p. 42). Thus, depending on the organizational 
context, type of strategic change, issues faced by top management, and leadership style of 
top managers, middle managers can play one or more of these roles (Floyd and Wooldridge 
1992, 1994, 1997; Floyd and Lane 2000).
Overall, our review of the literature serves to identify seven social mechanisms: championing 
the intended change by creating a sense of urgency about it; informal networking to facilitate 
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adaptability of employees; actively blocking change (while publicly endorsing it); synthesizing 
and transferring knowledge and learning (outcomes); obtaining more responsibility and 
autonomy to act; being exposed to (what is perceived as) a parallel hierarchy; and becoming 
insecure/anxious about one’s job.

2.3.3 Outcome Patterns
In line with our review thus far, a large number of studies argue and illustrate that successful 
CI\Lean initiatives require a systematic band-controlled change strategy, rather than a 
quick fix (Angelis et al. 2011; Bhasin 2011; Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 2006; Dibia et 
al. 2014; Fryer and Ogden 2014; Lacksonen et al. 2010). However, there is no agreement 
in the literature about what constitutes the (lack of) success of a CI/Lean program. In this 
section, we discuss three outcome patterns identified in the literature. We focus here on the 
results of CI/Lean efforts, rather than (intermediary) outcomes that were earlier categorized 
as social mechanisms. Notably, while each of these three outcome patterns were already 
mentioned in reviewing the contextual conditions and social mechanisms, we define them 
more explicitly here.
First, the ‘ideal’ outcome is accomplished when CI/Lean is embraced and practiced 
throughout the organization, with substantial changes in behavior and shared norms (Heine 
et al. 2016; Nelson and Yeo 2012; Netland 2016; Song et al. 2014); these behavioral changes 
involve, for example, a shift toward more experimentation, assessment, coaching and self-
development. That is, CI/Lean becomes an integral part of the organizational culture (Bhasin 
2011; Bhasin and Burcher 2006).
The second outcome pattern is the ‘quick fix’ mentioned earlier: this quick fix implies the 
organization ends up with ‘just’ another tool, with a rather short (e.g. reporting) time 
horizon and without any substantial changes in behavior and culture toward continuous 
improvement (Dibia et al. 2014; Fryer and Ogden 2014; Mann 2009; O’Rourke 2005; Womack 
and Jones 1994). That is, employees, supervisors and middle managers will participate in 
and complete the formal training required, and add CI ratios to the existing assessment and 
reporting schemes ─ but a true culture of CI does not arise.
Third, several studies have observed that organizations may become too Lean, for example, 
by eliminating most of the available human potential and developing an organization-wide 
aversion of Lean (Chen et al. 2010), especially when top management adopts it to downsize 
the organization rather than as an enabler for strategic and operational developments 
(Pepper and Spedding 2010; Bhasin 2012b). Similarly, Robinson and Schroeder (2009) 
observed that many Lean initiatives do not reach their full potential.
In sum, our review serves to identify three general outcome patterns. These outcome 
patterns involve the extent to which CI/Lean (a) is embraced as an integral part of the 
organizational culture; (b) is implemented as a tool, with a short time horizon, and therefore 
not giving rise to a CI culture; and (c) eliminates most or all of the available human potential, 
which in turn makes the organization less flexible and innovative. Table 2.1 provides an 
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overview of the main outcome patterns, social mechanisms and contextual conditions 
identified in our review.

Table 2.1 Frequently observed contextual conditions, social mechanisms and outcome patterns

Contextual Conditions Social Mechanisms Outcome Patterns
Aim of change initiative (as 
conceived by top management):

- Implement CI/Lean as 
an integral management 
philosophy

- Implement CI/Lean as a cost 
cutting program

Organizational environment:
- The number of middle

managers has been 
substantially decreasing

- At the same time, (remaining) 
middle managers have a 
much more significant role 
in facilitating and balancing 
organizational change

- Middle managers are 
increasingly expected to 
perform multiple roles

Championing the intended 
change by creating a sense of 
urgency

Informal networking to facilitate 
adaptability of employees 

Actively blocking change (while 
publicly expressing support)

Synthesizing and transferring 
knowledge & learning (outcomes)

Obtaining more responsibility & 
autonomy to act 

Being exposed to (what is 
perceived as) a parallel hierarchy

Becoming insecure/anxious about 
one’s job

CI/Lean is embraced and 
practised throughout the 
organization (and thus a CI 
culture arises over time)

CI/Lean is implemented as a 
tool with a rather short time 
horizon (and thus a CI culture 
does not arise)

The available human potential 
is largely eliminated, making 
the organization less flexible 
and innovative

 

2.4 Research Synthesis
Thus far, our literature review has produced an overview of contextual conditions, 
social mechanisms and outcome patterns regarding the literature of CI-Lean and middle 
management. In this section, we synthesize these findings in a CMO format (Denyer et al. 
2008; Van Burg and Romme 2014). This synthesis especially draws on the causal relationships 
for which there is a strong body of evidence, that is, at least two empirical studies in which the 
causal relation was observed. Notably, the selected studies were summarized in a separate 
Excel file, which allowed for extracting the key patterns identified later in this chapter. 
 One key finding arising from our review is that the context in which middle managers 
engage with CI/Lean initiatives is rather turbulent and demanding. For one, the number of 
middle managers has been decreasing (Clark 1998; Dopson and Stewart 1993), while those 
remaining appear to have a much more significant role in facilitating learning and balancing 
organizational change (Costanzo and Tzoumpa 2008; Caughron and Mumford 2011). 
Moreover, the work of middle management has not only become more significant, it has 
also become more demanding, given that it involves engaging in multiple roles at the same 
time and/or continually switching between different roles (Bryant and Stensaker, 2011). In 
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the remainder of this section, we synthesize our research findings in two complementary 
CMO frameworks. 
Before we can present these two frameworks, we need to make an analytical distinction. 
In this respect, the literature on top management learning and behavior has uncovered 
major gaps and inconsistencies between what many top managers say they want and 
what they actually want (Argyris 2004; Argyris et al. 1985; Van Maanen and Barley 1984). 
These inconsistencies between management’s ‘espoused theory’ and ‘theory-in-action’ 
(Argyris et al. 1985) reinforce the complexity of organizational changes towards CI/Lean. 
We will explore this additional layer of complexity later in this section, and at this stage 
simply assume that top management deliberately sets out to implement CI/Lean as either a 
integral management philosophy or a cost-cutting program, and consistently follows up on 
this intention. This assumption serves to develop two CMO frameworks.2 
The first CMO framework, outlined in Figure 2.1, addresses the contextual condition 
(for middle management) in which top management seeks to implement CI/Lean as an 
integral management philosophy (Bhasin 2011; Bhasin and Burcher 2006). In this particular 
condition, various mechanisms are directly or indirectly triggered. If top management 
consistently seeks to implement CI/Lean as an integral management approach, this directly 
affects the sense of urgency about the need to do things differently (Boyle et al. 2011; Pepper 
and Spedding 2010; Simmons et al. 2010; Snee 2010), and also raises expectations among 
employees and middle managers with regard to obtaining more responsibility and autonomy 
to act (Caughron and Mumford 2011; McCann et al. 2008). Moreover, an integral approach 
advocated by top management enables middle managers to (learn to) engage in a broader 
set of roles (between which they continually switch), including: championing CI/Lean by 
creating a sense or urgency, informal networking among staff members to facilitate their 
adaptability, and actively synthesizing and transferring knowledge and learnings between 
teams and units (Floyd and Wooldridge 1997; Wooldridge et al. 2008). In turn, by facilitating 
the adaptability of their staff as well as synthesizing and transferring knowledge between 
teams and units, the responsibility and autonomy of employees is increased throughout the 
organization (Bhasin 2012b; Fryer et al. 2013; Martinez-Jurado et al. 2013).
As Figure 2.1 also suggests, three social mechanisms co-create the (from a managerial 
perspective) preferred outcome, that is, CI/Lean is embraced and practised throughout 
the organization (Bhasin 2011; Mann 2009). The potential noise in this CMO framework 
involves the effect that an increased level of responsibility and autonomy to act (of 
‘subordinate’ staff) can have on middle managers: they may feel increasingly exposed to a 
parallel hierarchy (e.g. Holden and Roberts 2004; Psychogios et al. 2009). In Figure 2.1, we 
hypothesize that the latter perception has a negative effect on the key outcome pattern (this  

2 The CMO frameworks outlined in Figures 1 and 2 are structured in terms of contextual conditions, social 
mechanisms, and outcome patterns. Notably, we depict the social mechanisms with an explicit description of the 
agents (i.e. middle managers) activating these mechanisms and/or the people affected by these mechanisms (cf. 
Van Burg and Romme 2014). 



44 CHAPTER 2

effect is represented by a dotted arrow). The significance of this ‘parallel hierarchy’ effect on 
the CI/Lean culture depends on how large this group of middle managers is (relative to the 
entire population of middle managers in the incumbent organization) and how strong this 
perception of a parallel hierarchy is. 
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Figure 2.1 Implementing CI/Lean as an integral management approach

Solid arrows refer to positive effects and dashed arrow refer to negative effects

The second CMO framework starts from the contextual condition in which top managers 
initiate and implement CI as a cost cutting program (Basu and Ahmed 2012; O’Rourke 2005). 
Figure 2.2 provides an overview of this framework. This contextual condition obviously 
triggers the mechanism of anxiety and insecurity, or more specifically, it makes many people 
in the organization, including (some) middle managers, afraid of losing their jobs (Cudney 
and Elrod 2011; Pepper and Spedding 2010). Unlike the integral approach previously 
discussed, a focus on cost-cutting at the top level is also likely to motivate middle managers 
to avoid any other contribution than the minimum required by top management (e.g. get 
staff members enrolled in the Lean training sessions); in other words, middle managers 
do not (learn to) continually switch between different roles and contributions to the CI/
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Lean process (cf. Floyd and Wooldridge 1997; Wooldridge et al. 2008). We also assume 
that increasing levels of insecurity and anxiety about one’s job further reinforce the middle 
manager’s inability to combine and switch between different roles.
The latter mechanism, in turn, negatively affects the sense of responsibility and autonomy 
that people throughout the organization have (Caughron and Mumford 2011; McCann et al. 
2008). Moreover, if middle managers feel their own jobs are at risk, they are likely to actively 
block the CI/Lean program, although they may publicly endorse it (Denham et al. 1997; Huy 
2011).
In the CMO framework in Figure 2.2, we assume that three social mechanisms positively 
affect two primary outcome patterns: implementation of CI/Lean as a tool with a short time 
horizon, without the rise of a CI culture (Bhasin 2012b; Gurumurthy and Kodali 2011; Mann 
2009; O’Rouke 2005) and elimination of most, or all, of the available human potential (Huy, 
2002; Chen et al. 2010). In Figure 2.2, we also hypothesize that any attempts by middle 
managers to block the intended changes will negatively affect the implementation of 
CI/Lean as a tool (cf. Denham et al. 1997; Tippman et al. 2013), that is, these attempts 
undermine CL/Lean as a quick fix. Compared to the CMO framework in Figure 2.1, the 
outcomes in Figure 2.2 are twofold. Theoretically, the two outcome patterns can co-exist, 
but one outcome pattern can also prevail over the other─contingent on the strength and 
interplay of the cause-effect relationships hypothesized in this Figure. 
Our synthesis of the literature is outlined in the frameworks in Figures 2.1 and 2.2. Each 
framework assumes that top management consistently seeks to implement a particular 
(archetypical) philosophy of CI/Lean, as either an integral management approach or a cost-
cutting strategy. Each of the two frameworks in itself reflects some of the key tensions 
and challenges arising from any CI/Lean change effort, especially for those in middle 
management positions.
But CI/Lean changes are more challenging and complex than the causal relationships 
represented in Figures 2.1 and 2.2. In fact, the CMO patterns in these two figures tend 
to co-exist in practice, because of major gaps and inconsistencies between what many 
top managers say they want and what they actually want (e.g. Argyris 2004; Van Maanen 
and Barley 1984). This gap between the purpose and values of CI/Lean espoused by top 
management and those actually being pursued may create a rather hybrid organizational 
reality: that is, CI/Lean is often initially framed as an integral approach, to be implemented 
for the long-run, but then quickly ends up being (perceived by many as) a cost-cutting 
program initiated to accomplish short-term results. Organizational reality thus tends to be 
more messy than what each figure separately would imply.
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Figure 2.2 Implementing CI/Lean as a cost-cutting program

Solid arrows refer to positive effects and dashed arrow refer to negative effects

2.5 Discussion and Conclusion
Efforts to implement CI and Lean are characterized by high failure rates (Taleghami 2010; 
Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016). The body of knowledge in this area is remarkably thin, and 
we therefore reviewed the literature to develop a framework for studying key aspects of 
the role of middle managers in CI/Lean practices. Our findings underline the strong need for 
studies that provide insight into the complexity of organizational change initiatives such as 
CI and Lean, and particularly how to manage and lead these changes. 
The two CMO frameworks developed in this paper help to unravel the enormous complexity 
of CI/Lean change efforts. In this respect, CI programs are often initiated by managers 
referring to ‘sustained improvements’, ‘cultural changes’ and similar terms, but often end up 
as a quick fix of problems without a deliberate effort to create and maintain the conditions 
needed (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Snee 2010). Studies in both industrial and service-oriented 
organizations demonstrate that any (initial) results arising from such projects are often not 
sustained over time (Found and Harvey 2006), amongst others because these organizations 
strongly focus on tools and thus insufficiently secure changes in the actual behavior of 
employees and managers (Womack and Jones 1994). 
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Overall, the role and influence of middle management within CI appears to be under-
researched (Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Manville et al. 2012), which is remarkable 
because middle managers appear to be key agents in facilitating CI/Lean initiatives and, 
more broadly, striking a balance between organizational change and continuity. In many 
corporate settings, top managers often expect their middle managers to engage in the 
‘triangle’ of leading change, implementing change and changing their own behavior, which 
gives rise to many tensions and possibly makes them actively block and resist change. To 
support middle managers in handling this triangle of roles and challenges, top managers 
would need to lead by example, which is a major challenge in itself, given the volatility at top 
management positions as well as shareholder pressure (e.g. towards cost-cutting) in many 
organizations. 
Our review and synthesis of the literature on CI/Lean and middle management draws on 
a mechanism-based approach and results in two CMO frameworks. Each CMO framework 
assumes that top management consistently seeks to implement a particular (archetypical) 
philosophy of CI/Lean, as either an integral management approach or a cost-cutting strategy. 
We have also argued that organizational reality often is more complex and ambiguous, due 
to inconsistencies between what top managers say they want and what they actually want. 
This implies that the CMO patterns outlined in Figures 2.1 and 2.2 often co-exist and overlap. 
As such, future work in this area will need to test the bundle of hypotheses arising from 
each figure, but also explore and assess the interaction between the two bundles of causal 
patterns in settings in which the two contextual conditions of Figure 2.1 and 2.2 appear to 
co-exist. 
This has important implications for future research. In-depth case studies can capture 
some of the dynamic complexity implied by Figure 2.1 and 2.2. But, any attempt to 
further investigate and disentangle these causal relationships may be best served with 
an experimental vignette approach (Atzmüller and Stiener 2010). Especially in complex 
situations, vignettes can be used to control for various conditions and variables, while offering 
each participant in the study (e.g. middle manager) a case vignette that to a large extent 
reflects authentic organizational settings s/he has been confronted with (Wason et al. 2002). 
Obviously, responding to hypothetical scenarios maybe less confusing and threatening for 
many participants than the reality of their own organization. As such, experimental vignette 
studies may be instrumental in validating and further developing the causal relations and 
patterns hypothesized in the two CMO frameworks presented in this paper.
The CMO frameworks developed in this article are not limited to a particular type of 
organization or industry, also in view of the broad set of studies (cutting across various 
industries and types of organizations) we reviewed. Future work can test the validity of 
these frameworks and possibly also serve to develop context-specific frameworks for a 
particular type of organization or industry. 
Also, future research can explore the role and influence of national culture (Hofstede 1980; 
Hofstede 1988). on efforts to implement CI/Lean. The national cultural dimension has not 
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been addressed in this study. Thus, future work should explore the role of national culture in 
each of the two CMO frameworks as well as how cultural dimensions affect the co-existence 
and interaction between the two frameworks. A related avenue to pursue in future work 
is to apply Mintzberg’s notions of deliberate versus emergent strategy (Mintzberg 1987a; 
Mintzberg 1987b) to CI/Lean changes. In this respect, an interesting research question is 
whether certain (e.g. uncertainty avoiding) cultures better enable top and middle managers 
to deliberately introduce and implement CI in their organizations, whereas other (e.g. 
uncertainty tolerant) national cultures possibly provide more fertile conditions for emergent 
strategies toward CI. 
One key limitation of this review is the assumption that the adoption of Lean can be beneficial 
to any organization. This may be a problematic assumption, one that has been contested 
(Delbridge et al. 2000; McCann et al. 2015). Future work therefore needs to explore whether 
the assumed benefits of Lean are substantial or merely rhetorical. Another limitation of 
most literature we reviewed is the (often implicit) assumption that CI/Lean initiatives 
involve programmatic changes. Successful changes require top and middle managers to 
constantly challenge and adjust the program to make sure the change delivers the desired 
results (Oakland and Tanner 2007). In this respect, an additional reason for unsuccessful 
transformation toward CI/Lean may be that there is no, or limited, management of the 
change process during the transition (Nordin et al. 2012). A final limitation of the literature 
review and synthesis in this paper is that we did not explicitly address the theoretical and 
philosophical foundations of the Context-Mechanism-Outcome approach used (Denyer et 
al. 2008; Van Burg and Romme 2014).
To conclude, CI/Lean is a particular effort toward organizational change that many 
organizations engage in, but often without success. The failure of these change attempts 
has been attributed to poor leadership, and particularly the role of middle managers in 
facilitating and sustaining change. Our review indeed demonstrates that leadership 
by top managers is important in creating a sense of urgency regarding the need for an 
organizational culture of continuous improvement, but middle managers also play a pivotal 
role. The latter role is not an easy one, because middle managers have to change their 
own mindset and behavior and lead by example, in order to create and sustain changes in 
the entire organization (Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 2006; Snee 2010).The success of CI/
Lean thus largely depends on the managers responsible for initiating and implementing the 
method, including middle managers (Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Fine et al 2008). As 
culture and values are to a large extent driven by top management, the role and behavior 
of these managers constitutes the most critical condition for effectively implementing CI 
(Mann 2009; Snee 2010).
The review study conducted in this chapter served to develop a mechanism-based framework 
that helps to understand the complexity of the role that middle managers play in facilitating 
and promoting CI/Lean. This theoretical framework is synthesized from the existing body of 
evidence, but also raises many questions to be addressed in subsequent work.
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A Vignette Study of Middle
Managers’ Responses to
Continuous Improvement
Initiatives by Top
Management

Chapter 3



To better understand why continuous improvement (CI) initiatives often fail and do not 
result in sustained changes, this paper investigates how management’s conceptualization 
of a continuous improvement program affects its implementation via middle managers. 
The study serves to identify the differences in outcomes of CI initiatives arising from 
implementing CI as an integral management versus an efficiency-improvement approach. 
This research draws on a vignette study (i.e. scenario experiment) with 107 middle managers 
working at one of the largest financial institutions in the Netherlands. The findings arising 
from this study suggest that CI is more likely to be adopted into the organizational culture, 
enhance the customer orientation among employees and improve the work atmosphere, 
when it is implemented as an integral management approach rather than as an efficiency-
oriented program.

An earlier version of this chapter has been published as: Hermkens, F.J.A., Dolmans, S.A.M. 
and Romme, A.G.L. (2019). A Vignette Study of Middle Managers’ Responses to Continuous 
Improvement Initiatives by Top Management. International Journal of Business and Social 
Science, 10, pp. 100-115.
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3.1 Introduction
Changes within and around organizations are the order of the day (By 2005), for example, 
those arising from the need to (often simultaneously) reduce cost, improve quality, decrease 
time-to-market lead times, and enhance flexibility (Lasrado 2018; Oakland and Tanner 2007; 
Shafiq et al. 2019 ). In addition, financial service providers increasingly have to deal with 
a growing amount of legislation and regulations. This creates additional pressure on the 
existing resources and an increasing need to deploy them efficiently (Banerjee and Mio 
2017; Hancock and Dewatripont 2018). In many organizations, top management seeks to 
address these major challenges by initiating changes toward Continuous Improvement (CI) 
– an organizational culture in which all members contribute to performance improvement 
by continuously implementing minor or major changes in their work processes (Hellsten and 
Klefsjo 2000; Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016). 
However, achieving a sustained organizational practice of CI proves to be rather difficult 
(Glover et al. 2015; McLean et al. 2017; Pearce and Pons 2017). In this respect, creating a 
CI culture that is sustained over many years requires the commitment, involvement and 
leadership of the entire management of the organization (Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 
2006; Snee 2010). While top management is responsible for initiating and stimulating a 
cultural change to support the CI principles throughout the organization (Al-Najem et 
al. 2012; Mann 2009), middle management has a highly critical role in implementing CI 
throughout the organization, by acting “as a cornerstone between top management 
and bottom line workers” (Al-Najem et al. 2012, p. 119). Middle managers’ position and 
knowledge about what motivates the employees in their unit or department allows them 
to increase the likelihood of realizing change (Buick et al. 2018; Engle et al. 2017; Floyd and 
Wooldridge 1992; Huy 2011), in particular by facilitating sustained changes (Fine et al. 2008) 
that is making middle managers key agents in renewal efforts such as implementing a CI 
strategy (Collis 2016; Floyd and Lane 2000; Jayaram et al. 2008; Rahman et al. 2010).
Although CI programs are typically initiated by referring to ‘sustained improvement’ and 
similar terms, they often end up as a quick fix for problems without a deliberate effort 
to create and maintain the conditions needed (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Snee 2010). Top 
management may initially pursue CI as a long-term integral management approach, but 
may frame targets so as to establish short-term cost-cutting results (cf. McCann et al. 2015). 
Indeed, in practice, there is often a discrepancy between what top managers say they want 
and what they actually want (e.g. Argyris 2004; McCann et al. 2015; Van Maanen and Barley 
1984). This gap between the purpose and values of CI espoused by top management and 
those actually being pursued may then result in an almost conflicting organizational reality. 
In this context, middle managers are facing rather challenging conditions when their top 
management sets out to develop a culture of CI. These conditions include the ambiguity 
around the broader aim of the CI program and what top management expects from them. 
To better understand why CI initiatives often fail to result in a sustained cultural change, 
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this paper seeks to understand how top management’s conceptualization of a CI initiative 
affects the way middle managers perceive and act upon the initiative.
To examine the effect of different ways of conceptualizing a CI initiative within the 
organization, this study draws on a random experiment with 107 middle managers of a 
large bank in the Netherlands. As part of this study, the managers evaluated a vignette: a 
description of the implementation of a CI project within the bank, with some deliberate 
manipulations. Half of the managers received a vignette describing a CI initiative to be 
implemented as an integral management approach and the other half received a vignette 
of a CI initiative to be implemented as an efficiency program. The experiment reveals that 
when CI is implemented as an efficiency program it is less likely to be adopted into the 
organizational culture, whereas implementation of CI as an integral management approach 
is more likely to result in a customer-focused culture with a better work atmosphere. The 
remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. First, this paper describes the theoretical 
background of this study. The subsequent section covers the experimental research design, 
followed by the results. Finally, the main findings are discussed and conclusions are drawn.

3.2 Theoretical Background
A large number of studies on CI have focused on the sustainability of its implementation 
(Bhuiyan et al. 2006), including critical success factors (Achanga et al. 2006; Sim and 
Rogers 2009), pitfalls (Chen et al. 2010; Gurumurthy and Kodali 2011), culture (Angelis 
et al. 2011; Bhasin and Burcher 2006) and lean leadership (Mann 2009; O’Rourke 2005). 
Top management appears to have an important role in the successful implementation of 
CI (Jørgensen et al. 2003; Kaye and Anderson 1999). In this respect, top management is 
responsible for creating a change-oriented culture and adopting new organization-wide 
ways of working. Hence, top management should stimulate a cultural change to support the 
implementation of CI principles throughout the organization (Mann 2009; Snee 2010). Yet, 
when top management (perhaps unintendedly) generates ambiguity around the broader aim 
of the CI program, for example by setting short-term efficiency targets, the implementation 
of the CI program may fail to reach its intended (sustainable) cultural change. In particular, 
middle managers may interpret the initiative as a cost-cutting exercise, undermining the 
necessary cultural change.
The remainder of this section serves to develop three hypotheses about how framing by top 
management may influence the way in which middle management acts upon CI initiatives. 
These hypotheses address three key dimensions that reflect how middle managers perceive 
and act upon CI initiatives, namely organizational culture, customer focus and work 
atmosphere. This paper focuses particularly on these dimensions, because this are vital and 
critical aspects for implementation of CI programs (e.g. Achanga et al. 2006; Angelis et al. 
2011; Cudney and Elrod, 2011).
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3.2.1 Organizational Culture
Managers in many organizations are increasingly aware of the fact that the introduction of 
CI is not a quick fix. In this respect, CI practices such as Lean have recently become more 
mature and professional in nature (Aloini et al. 2011; Hines et al. 2018; Rother 2010). While 
CI’s initial focus was on improving efficiency, CI methods have evolved towards an emphasis 
on changing the organizational culture (Basu and Ahmed 2012; Heine et al. 2016). CI 
programs such as Lean are about reducing waste and non-value adding activities in the entire 
organization but also about changing the corporate culture (Bhasin and Burcher 2006; Chen 
et al. 2010). The cultural change is typically one of the biggest challenges in implementing 
CI (Bessant et al. 1994; Lacksonen et al. 2010). We consider the organization culture to 
be CI oriented when (a) all managers act as role models in continuous improvement by 
demonstrating commitment as well as by creating a sense of urgency about doing things 
differently, and (b) everyone in the organization is intrinsically committed to reducing waste 
and improving quality in the entire organization. As Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard–Park (2006) 
stated, creating such a culture is not a quick fix. To create a CI culture, commitment of 
workers is essential (Angelis et al. 2011; Kaye and Anderson 1999). 
It is therefore important that CI is conceptualized as an integral management approach 
(Bhasin and Burcher 2006), thereby ensuring top management’s structural commitment 
towards CI as an integral part of the way the organization is organized and managed. 
This top management commitment can be regarded as conditional for creating a cultural 
commitment towards CI among workers (Angelis et al. 2011; Bessant et al. 2001). In addition, 
top management is responsible for creating a change-oriented culture and adopting new 
organization-wide ways of working. Hence, top management should stimulate a change 
in mindset and behaviour to support middle management in getting CI principles adopted 
throughout the organization (e.g. Mann 2009; Snee 2010). 
However, cultural and behavioural changes at the managerial level are often difficult to 
accomplish, because there is a strong tendency among (both top and middle) managers 
to focus on tools and techniques and there is too little focus on knowledge transfer (Hines 
and Butterworth 2019; O’Rourke 2005; Zarbo 2012). Most organizations do, however, not 
(sufficiently) consider the people component in change (Hines and Butterworth 2019). As 
such, their focus is mainly on process (efficiency) improvements (Ramakrishnan et al. 2009). 
This makes it hard to sustain the improvements, once they are implemented (McLean et al. 
2017; Rentes et al. 2009).
In this respect, Bhasin and Burcher (2006) observed that successful implementation involves 
viewing CI practices as a long-term journey and making cultural changes to support these 
practices throughout the entire organization. These cultural changes involve, for example, 
a shift toward more experimentation, creating a learning environment and more customer 
focus. As such, top management needs to promote a culture of CI by demonstrating 
management commitment as well as by creating a sense of urgency about doing things 
differently (Al-Najem et al. 2012; Boyle et al. 2011; Snee 2010), which serves to create 
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the conditions for middle management to engage in quality and process improvements in 
an early stage and embed the latter in the organization’s operations (Balding 2005; Davis 
and Fisher 2002). An empirical study by Mann (2005) suggests that the success rate of CI 
implementation efforts is for about 80 percent determined by cultural factors, and the 
remaining 20 percent involves the tools and processes of CI themselves.
Overall, one of the biggest challenges in implementing CI is the required cultural change. 
This cultural change is more likely to come about when top management adopts a long-term 
integral approach, rather than a short-term focus (e.g. on implementing a tool). Moreover, 
commitment of workers appears to be essential for creating a CI culture, and middle 
management evidently plays a pivotal role in creating and sustaining this commitment. This 
leads to the following hypothesis: 

H1: When CI is implemented as an integral management approach rather than an efficiency 
improvement program, it is more likely that middle managers perceive CI to become better 
integrated in the organizational culture.

3.2.2 Customer Focus
Focus on the customer is essential to any business (Bodine 2011; Madhani 2017; McGinn 
2011). This customer focus can be obtained by CI practices such as Lean, which have a strong 
focus on customers and eliminating waste (Andrés-López et al. 2015; Hines et al. 2011; 
Womack and Jones 2005). CI programs can help to analyse and identify customer needs 
(Hirzel et al. 2017). Nowadays, customers are demanding products and services of high 
quality and with top service delivery and low prices, while at the same time demanding that 
organizations constantly surpass their customers’ expectations (Azuan and Ahmad 2013; 
Bicheno 2008). As a result, many companies need to develop a sense of urgency about 
customer focus among their workers and managers (Gulati and Oldroyd 2005; Parasuraman 
et al. 1991; Vandermerwe 2004). Standardizing services and increasing reliability in 
service through optimized processes can improve efficiency and increase competitiveness 
(Carlborg et al. 2013; Van Dun and Wilderom 2016). By using Lean and other CI methods, 
organizations learn to focus on aspects such as creating customer value and improving 
customer satisfaction (Aarnio 2015; Bhamu and Singh Sangwan 2014; Womack and Jones 
2005). 
Besides the focus on customers, the pursuit of efficiency is an important point for all 
businesses (Van Dun and Wilderom 2016), including financial institutions (Duncan and 
Elliott 2004). At the same time, there are also studies that show an increase in efficiency 
in services often implies a decreasing customer satisfaction and, in turn, lower levels of 
financial performance (Anderson et al. 1997; Duncan and Elliott 2004). This is in line with 
the widespread usage of Lean-oriented CI programs that strongly emphasize internal flow 
efficiency, which in turn may negatively affect customer satisfaction (Carlborg et al. 2013). 
Also, previous research shows that if there is a conflict between cost efficiency and customer 
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satisfaction, top managers tend to prefer cutting cost (Parasuraman 2002). The pressure to 
cut costs as well as sustain or grow a unit’s performance (e.g. productivity or customer 
satisfaction) may undermine middle managers’ efforts and commitment to implement CI 
(Sim and Rogers 2009; Stoker 2006).
However, the service industry can benefit from the implementation of CI programs such as 
Lean by increasing organizational competitiveness and customer satisfaction and reducing 
process variability and waste (Andrés-López et al. 2015). As such, many organizations have 
been exploring ways to improve their business, for example by providing better services 
against lower cost levels and improving customer satisfaction (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Snee 
2010). The role of middle management in Lean and other CI practices arises from what top 
management aims to accomplish (Bhasin 2011; Bhasin and Burcher 2006). Lean programs 
intended to cut costs often end up as a quick fix with a lack of customer focus (Bhasin 
2011, 2012; Bhuiyan et al. 2006). By contrast, organizations embracing Lean as an integral 
approach toward CI tend to perform better (Bhasin 2011). In sum, this gives the following 
hypothesis: 

H2: When CI is implemented as an integral management approach rather than an efficiency-
improvement program, middle managers expect people in the organization to become more 
focused on customers.

3.2.3 Work Atmosphere
Implementing CI may provide opportunities to workers in the organization to participate in 
improvement programs and enhance their job scope (Angelis et al. 2011). When a CI program 
is implemented, it is essential to take care of (balancing) the wellbeing of employees as well 
as the performance of the entire organization (Basu et al. 2015). Middle management has 
to feel supported and a long-term horizon needs to be adopted (Heine et al. 2016; Netland 
2016). In this respect, when implementing CI, middle managers need to be empowered to 
act (Nelson and Yeo 2012; Song et al. 2014).
When top managers seek to implement CI as an integral management approach, middle 
managers may feel more secure, enabling them to better coach and support their staff 
(McQuade 2008) and facilitate knowledge transfer about CI (Caughron and Mumford 
2011; Vänje and Brännmark 2017). As such, middle managers can increase the skills and 
knowledge of the entire workforce and stimulate workers to develop themselves (Lam et al. 
2015; Poksinska et al. 2013; Van Assen 2018). In other words, middle managers can adopt a 
learning mindset and stimulate employee participation (Buick et al. 2018; Delizonna 2017; 
Vänje and Brännmark 2017).
However, when CI is implemented as an efficiency improvement program, several studies 
have observed that organizations may go too far in their optimization efforts, for example 
by eliminating all the available human potential, resulting in an organization-wide aversion 
of CI methods (Chen et al. 2010; Sim et al. 2015). While systematic waste elimination may 
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improve performance, it also increases the work load and the intensity of work (Angelis et 
al. 2011; Basu et al. 2015). This can, in turn, result in managers feeling extremely stressed as 
well as in lower levels of productivity (Cascio 1993; Harrington and Williams 2004).
In this respect, middle managers have been observed to actively block empowerment, in 
attempts to preserve the power and status they felt was being reduced or lost (Denham et 
al. 1997). Empowerment of employees may cause anxiety among middle managers when 
they can no longer control decisions made at lower levels and when formal communication 
channels are being rearranged. As such, the increased level of responsibility and autonomy 
to act among the ‘subordinate’ staff may make middle managers feel increasingly exposed 
to, and threatened by, a so-called ‘parallel hierarchy’ (Holden and Roberts 2004; Psychogios 
et al. 2009).
Moreover, top managers evidently appear to have an important role in empowering and 
supporting their middle managers in ways that enhance confidence and efficacy in fulfilling 
their new role (Song et al. 2014; Tippman et al. 2013). When top management implements 
CI as an integral approach, it can be expected that middle managers are more likely to focus 
on developing their skills and knowledge (to transform themselves) as well as those of their 
subordinates, as opposed to implementing CI as an efficiency program, where the focus may 
be too much on downsizing, resulting in lower employee morale. These arguments lead to 
the third hypothesis: 

H3: When CI is implemented as an integral management approach rather than an efficiency-
improvement program, middle managers expect that the work atmosphere becomes better.

3.3 Method
To investigate the potential causality between top management’s rationale of CI and 
how middle managers perceive and act upon the initiative, the Experimental Vignette 
Methodology (EVM) is used with participants from one of the largest banks in the 
Netherlands. The EVM is adopted because a vignette offers a hypothetical situation that 
resembles a real-life organizational setting, and thus avoids some of the disadvantages 
arising from other research methods such as surveys and case studies. In a traditional 
survey, the links between different aspects that influence opinion formation are not clear, so 
the research results become less valid (Alexander and Becker 1978; Schoenberg and Ravdal 
2000).
In EVM, a specific and as detailed as possible hypothetical scenario is sketched, which 
participants can go through (largely) unbiased. This will reduce the chance of socially 
desirable answers (Alexander and Becker 1978). The main added value of an EVM-based 
study is its explanatory power. In this respect, the participant does not give his/her opinion 
on isolated aspects but on an integrated description of the situation (Atzmüller and Stiener 
2010; Jenkins et al. 2010).
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More specifically, a vignette is “a short, carefully constructed description of a person, 
object or situation, representing a systematic combination of characteristics” (Atzmüller 
and Stiener 2010, p. 128). By using vignettes, in which a concrete and detailed hypothetical 
scenario is outlined, the participants can go through a decision making process in a realistic 
and unbiased manner. When the text of the vignette is compiled in such a way that the 
participant is included in the story, the questions to be asked are less personal and therefore 
less threatening (Barter and Renold 2000). This reduces the chance that participants give 
short-sighted and socially desirable answers (e.g. Barter and Renold 2000; Wilks 2004). 
Moreover, by exposing the participants to an environment that feels natural to them, EVM 
serves to resemble daily practice as closely as possible (Aguinis and Lawal 2013).
Based on one of the authors’ extensive professional experience at banks, a hypothetical 
scenario of a bank was prepared, called “The Piggy Bank.” As part of the experiment, all 
participants received the base case scenario in which they work as a manager at “The 
Piggy Bank”, involving a vignette that contains a short description of the change program 
“GOLD”, aimed at implementing CI in this bank. The description of the exact aim of the 
“GOLD” program was slightly altered to create two situations: vignette 1 focused more on 
implementing CI as a management approach and vignette 2 on the implementation of CI as 
an efficiency program (see Figure 3.1).

3.3.1 Sample
To obtain participants for the experiment, one of the authors contacted program managers 
(involved in CI changes) and management team members of the various business lines 
within the bank to construct a list of the names and business e-mail addresses of all middle 
managers. This resulted in a total number of 474 potential participants. Each of these middle 
managers received an e-mail including a password-protected link to the online environment. 
The unique login information ensured confidentiality of both the vignette and the middle 
managers response. All participants were randomly assigned to one of the vignettes. The 
participating middle managers were asked to provide the following personal information: 
gender, age, business line, reporting line, level of education, years of experience at the 
bank, years of experience at current department, and years of experience with continuous 
improvement. Table 3.1 provides descriptive information on the sample of middle managers 
participating in this study. 
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Table 3.1 Sample

Sample Mean/ Frequency
N 107
Male 72 (67.3%)
Female 35 (32.7%)
Mean age (in years) 47.27
Experience (in years)

0-2 3 (2.8 %)
3-5 2 (1.8 %)

6-10 7 (6.5 %)
>10 95 (88.8 %)

Experience in department (in years)
0-2 47 (43.9 %)
3-5 31 (28.9 %)

6-10 20 (18.7 %)
> 10 9 (8.4 %)

Mean experience with CI (in years) 3.4
Highest degree

Postgraduate 6 (5.6 %)
Master 37 (34.6 %)

Bachelor 58 (54.2 %)
MBO 2 (1.9 %)

High school 4 (3.7 %)

The sample of participants included 72 male (67.3%) and 35 female (32.7%) managers, 
ranging in age from 33 to 64 (M = 47.3). On average, the participants had 3.4 years of 
experience in working with CI. In terms of work experience, 95 (88.8%) participants had 
more than ten years of experience. In terms of the highest level of education obtained, 6 
managers hold a postgraduate degree (5.6%), 37 hold a master degree (34.6%) and 58 have 
a bachelor degree (54.2%). 

3.3.2 Scenarios
The information in the overall scenario was the same for each participant (see appendix 
1). The vignettes were altered at different points regarding use of words and the sequence 
of the enumeration of goals to be achieved with the “GOLD” program. The two CI 
implementation strategies are extensively explained in the Introduction section, as the two 
archetypical top management strategies toward CI. The integral management approach is 
the strategy that is consistent with CI, but top management often ends up using CI as a quick 
fix for financial/efficiency problems, without a deliberate effort to create and maintain the 
conditions needed. Methodologically, a vignette experiment requires the development of 
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two straightforward conditions that can be clearly distinguished from each other. As a result, 
we decided to create a black/white contrast between the two top management approaches 
to CI.

Vignette A  
Within the context of continuous improvement, there is special attention for the implementation 
of a mentality change throughout the organization. The top management of Piggy Bank considers 
the implementation of the GOLD program as an investment in the vitality and performance of the 
organization. Therefore, it aims to initiate a substantial culture shift. The top management expects 
that the cultural change will increase customer satisfaction, involve employees and increase the 
profitability of the organization in the long term. 

Vignette B  
Within the context of continuous improvement, there is special attention to efficiency improvement 
throughout the organization. During the implementation of the GOLD program, several resources and 
tools have been handed to the organization in order to achieve this. The top management of The Piggy 
Bank considers the implementation of the GOLD program as an investment that contributes to the 
optimization of departments and chains. Therefore, it aims to realize process improvements that will 
result in cost reductions. The top management expects that the efficiency improvement will increase 
customer satisfaction, involve employees and increase the profitability of the organization in the long 
term.

Figure 3.1 Used Vignettes

A comparison of the characteristics of middle managers over the two vignettes serves to 
check the random assignment of the middle managers to these vignettes. Table 3.2 shows 
the means, standard deviations and t-tests for the two groups. No statistically significant 
differences exist between the two groups that were assigned a different vignette, indicating 
that randomization has its desired effect.
Furthermore, to ensure that the scenario and vignette would reflect a realistic situation, the 
research team pre-tested the experiment. This test included eight employees of the bank 
participating in the vignette study and four employees of other large banks where a similar 
CI program was introduced. Based on their feedback, both the scenarios and vignettes were 
further refined and some questions were altered to better ensure the anonymity of the 
participants. In addition, the term ‘middle manager’ was replaced with ‘manager’ since all 
participants are middle managers.
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Table 3.2 Check of randomization

Treatments Integral Cost Cutting
N 60 47
Gender 1.65 (0.48) 1.70 (0.46)
t-value 0.57
Age 48.25 (6.66) 46 (6.46)
t-value 0.08
Education 4.37 (0.78) 4.36 (0.79)
t-value 0.97
Years at organization 3.87 (0.50) 3.74 (0.71)
t-value 0.32
Years at department 2.03 (1.04) 1.77 (0.89)
t-value 0.16
Years of improvement experience 3.47 (1.65) 3.36 (1.85
t-value 0.76
Type of department 2.47 (1.20) 2.66 (1.36)
t-value 0.44
Function level 4.15 (1.07) 4.09 (1.12)
t-value 0,76

3.3.3 Measures
The experiment includes seven questions (see Table 3.3) that aim to capture the outcome 
variables included in the set of hypotheses formulated in section 2. First drafts of these 
questions were discussed with several managers in the financial service industry, and 
adapted based on their feedback.
When participants replied to the questions on the basis of the received vignette, they had 
to make a choice based on a 5-point Likert scale (totally disagree – disagree – agree nor 
disagree – agree or totally agree).

Table 3.3 Outcome measures

Outcome Measures Questions
Permanent change culture I consider GOLD to be a program that results in a permanent change 

in our organizational culture.
Integration CI culture I expect that GOLD results in the implementation and integration of 

continuous improvement within our culture.
Adaptation to new culture Because of GOLD, I will steer the department toward achieving 

continuous improvement and the adaption to a new organizational 
culture.

Fulfilling customer needs Because of GOLD, I focus on fulfilling customer needs.
Steering on customer 
satisfaction

Because of GOLD, I will steer the department toward customer 
satisfaction.

Work atmosphere The work atmosphere will improve due to the implementation of 
GOLD.



MIDDLE MANAGERS’ RESPONSES TO CI INITIATIVES BY TOP MANAGEMENT 63

3

3.4 Results
Table 3.4 reports the results of the vignette experiment. Consistent with several hypotheses, 
when CI is implemented as an integral management approach rather than an efficiency 
program, middle managers perceive CI to become more part of the organizational culture 
(H1) and they expect their company to become more focused on its customers (H2). Also, 
middle managers expect a significantly better work atmosphere (H3). The results of the 
statistical analysis of each hypothesis in Table 3.4 show that these effects are statistically 
significant (see P-values) and have a high F-value.

Table 3.4 Experimental results

Treatments Integral Cost Cutting
N 60 47

Permanent change culture Implementation type 3.73 3.26
SD 0.88 1.17
P-value* 0.018
F-value 5.755

Integration CI culture Implementation type 3.68 3.13
SD 0.83 1.05
P-value* 0.004
F-value 8.932

Adaptation to new culture Implementation type 3.97 3.45
SD 0.82 0.99
P-value* 0.004
F-value 8.707

Fulfilling customer needs Implementation type 3.42 2.89
SD 0.90 1.10
P-value* 0.010
F-value 6.981

Steering on customer 
satisfaction

Implementation type 3.72 3.30

SD 0.90 1.08
P-value* 0.035
F-value 4.589

Work atmosphere Implementation type 3.50 3.02
SD 0.72 0.84
P-value* 0.003
F-value 9.536

*(P<0.05)
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3.5 Discussion and Conclusion
This study explores whether the way top management conceptualizes the rationale of the 
CI program affects how middle managers respond in getting CI adopted and implemented. 
In this respect, CI can be considered as a culture of sustained improvement in which all 
its members contribute to performance improvement by continuously implementing small 
changes in their work processes (Jørgensen et al. 2003).
The findings show that implementing CI as an integral management approach may result 
in better integration in the organizational culture, a more customer-oriented focus and a 
better work atmosphere, compared to implementing CI as a cost-cutting tool. This implies 
that a more integral approach can help to prevent that the organization ends up with ‘just’ 
another tool, with a rather short time horizon and without any substantial changes in 
culture and behavior (e.g. coaching and experimentation) toward CI (Dibia et al. 2014; Fryer 
and Ogden 2014; Mann 2009). These findings are discussed in more detail in the remainder 
of this section.
The main findings from this study provide evidence that, when CI is implemented as an 
integral management approach, middle managers may believe CI is more likely to be 
integrated into the organizational culture. This is an important finding because it suggests 
that embedding CI in the organizational culture contributes to the sustainability of CI in the 
organization (Mann 2005; O’Rouke 2005). This particular result of the vignette experiment 
is in line with previous research findings (Bhasin 2012; Bhasin and Burcher 2006). From 
a practical perspective, it means that top management’s conception of CI as an integral 
management approach may have a positive effect on middle management’s expectation 
that CI will be incorporated into the organizational culture in a sustained manner. And 
precisely the element of sustainability is often a major problem (Bessant et al. 1994; Found 
and Harvey 2006; Pearce and Pons 2017).
To survive in today’s highly competitive market, a focus on customers is of great importance 
(Brettel et al. 2014; McFarlane 2013). Knowing what is happening and what customers’ 
expectations are, ensures that one can adapt and connect to the ever-changing customer 
needs (Tomczak et al. 2018; Wiesner et al. 2015). The findings align with the idea that, if top 
management implements CI as an integral management approach, middle managers expect 
that their staff members become more customer-focused. This is important because one 
of the risks of many CI programs is that they mainly focus on internal efficiency instead of 
customer satisfaction (Fryer et al. 2007; Huang and Rust 2014).
In order to serve customers well, a good working atmosphere in the organization appears to 
be very important (Stock et al. 2017; Varghese et al. 2017). Previous studies have observed 
a negative association between CI and work atmosphere, due to the risk of job loss, more 
monotonous work and increasing peer pressure (McCann et al. 2008; Sim et al. 2015). The 
results of our study lead to more nuanced insights. In particular, middle managers may 
have less negative associations regarding the work atmosphere when CI is implemented 
as an integral management approach rather than a cost-cutting tool. Top management’s 
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focus during the implementation of CI should thus be on securing ample opportunities for 
employee participation, development and growth (Angelis et al. 2011).
As such, it is better to create an optimal level of service productivity (Huang and Rust 2014), 
which often involves a trade-off between customer focus on the one hand and efficiency on 
the other. If this is done in a proper way, optimizing the operations will not only improve 
efficiency but also the service level to external customers (Radnor and Johnston 2013). 
Eventually, optimizing the operations will not only improve customer service but also 
improve the financial performance of the organization (Duncan and Elliott 2002; Swank 
2003).
To further disentangle the complexity of CI change efforts, in-depth research needs to be 
done to establish how the interaction between top management and middle managers 
affects the implementation of CI. Here, the framework of Floyd and Wooldridge (1992; 
1996), which combines upward and downward influence with behaviors that integrate and 
support strategies on one hand and diverge from the official strategy on the other, can be 
very helpful.

3.5.1 Limitations
This study has a number of limitations. First, the randomized experiment in this study results 
in a stylized setting in which respondents are asked to make a choice based on limited 
information. One of the risks this entails is that respondents tend to judge situations or 
persons more rationally than they would normally do. Since the participants’ judgements 
were simulated in hypothetical situations, one might question whether the results of such 
an exercise do accurately reflect authentic behavior. However, by using a traditional survey 
method, middle managers (as respondents to the survey) might give socially desirable 
answers regarding the implementation of CI (Steiner et al. 2016) and each respondent would 
refer to a possible different CI practice (even within the same organization), which does 
not allow the researcher to systematically compare different CI conditions and scenarios. 
In this respect, the vignette designed in this study provides a specific stylized situation for 
the participants that comes as close as possible to authentic situations they (may have) 
experienced in the past.
 Second, although we took several measures to make the experiment as realistic 
as possible, we are aware that the description is not fully representative of a situation 
experienced by a middle manager in practice. This implies that our experiment is limited in 
its external validity (Roe and Just 2009; Schram 2005). Hence, we hope that future studies 
will serve to replicate or falsify our findings, in order to increase the validity of the emerging 
body of knowledge in this area.
Third, this study was performed within a single organization, which implies that the 
results may not be generalizable. Therefore, future work in this area needs to engage in 
replication and validation efforts regarding the results of this study in other financial service 
organizations as well as organizations in other industries. 
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Finally, vignettes are a valuable method for exploring the perceptions, beliefs and meanings 
of people about specific situations. However, participants in vignette studies may assess 
situations more rationally than they would do in reality. This maks it difficult to clearly 
establish the relationship between, for instance, belief and actions (Collett and Childs 2011). 
Further investigations of this relationship can be an interesting extension of research into 
middle management.

3.5.2 Conclusion
The main findings of this study suggest that top management’s conceptualization of the 
rationale of a CI program could influence the role of middle management in getting CI 
implemented. Middle managers thus appear to have an important role in the organization-
wide implementation and adoption of CI. The results demonstrate some effect of how 
top management conceptualizes CI on the ways in which middle managers perceive CI 
being adopted in the organizational culture, and expect an increased customer focus and 
improved work atmosphere. The effect on middle managers’ fear for their own positions is 
not supported. 
A significant risk arising from CI initiatives is that most people in the organization perceive 
CI as another downsizing method focused on short-term financial targets, rather than the 
necessary deeper cultural change. The findings arising from this study give reason to assume 
that middle managers can  help reduce this risk, but only if top managers commit themselves 
to CI as an integrated management approach and communicate this in a consistent manner, 
time and again, throughout the entire organization. However, in order to establish more 
definite conclusions about causal relationships in this area, more research should be done.
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An Exploratory Study of
Middle Manager’s Roles in
Continuous Improvement

Chapter 4



Floyd and Wooldridge have developed a model regarding the middle managers’ contribution 
to strategic change. In this model, four strategic roles for middle managers are considered: 
Championing, Synthesizing, Facilitating and Implementing. Although there is a broad body 
of knowledge about the roles and influence of middle management in implementing 
strategy, insight in which roles are activated in CI initiatives is underdeveloped and highly 
dispersed. Therefore, in this study we seek to understand which middle management roles 
(i.e. championing, synthesizing, facilitating, implementing) contribute to accomplishing CI? 
To explore which of the four roles are activated when middle managers are confronted with 
a CI initiative, we developed a scenario experiment. Our findings indicate that some middle 
management roles appear to be of key importance in the context of CI initiatives, such 
as the implementing and synthesizing roles, while the facilitating and championing roles 
appear to be less relevant.
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4.1 Introduction
Accomplishing continuous improvement (CI) in an organization is a challenging process and 
demands substantial organizational changes as well as commitment of the people involved 
(Drew et al. 2004). While most of these changes are initiated as sustainable improvement 
plans, they often end up as a quick fix without deliberate efforts to create and maintain the 
conditions needed (Bhasin 2011, 2012a; Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Snee 2010). Accomplishing CI 
thus requires a sustainable change in mindset and behavior  among the organization’s top 
and middle management (Mann 2009).
Creating a sustainable CI culture requires creating new ways of working (i.e. continuously 
improving operational processes) and it requires that CI is integrated as a core activity in 
the daily routines of the organization (Anicich and Hirsh 2017; Bateman 2005; Bateman 
and David 2002; Fine et al. 2008; Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016). Middle managers can 
be considered to be key agents in facilitating this kind of change and striking a functional 
balance between continuity and change (Embertson 2006; Guo et al. 2017; Huy 2002; Moss 
Kanter 1982). Their unique position between operational and top management and their 
knowledge about what motivates the employees in their unit or department (Huy 2001; 
Moss Kanter 1982) allows middle managers to enhance the chances of realizing sustainable 
change (Currie and Procter 2005; Engle et al. 2017; Floyd and Wooldridge 1992, 1997; 
Moss Kanter 1982). As accomplishing CI requires a controlled change strategy (Bhasin 2011, 
2012a), middle managers can play an important role during this change as they can help to 
bridge the gap between top management and employees at the operational level (Ahearne 
et al. 2014; Gatenby et al. 2015; Kim et al. 2014; Likert 1961; Raes et al. 2011; Shi et al. 2009; 
Stoker and De Korte 2001). Their unique position and pivotal role makes middle managers 
important for strategical renewals (Floyd and Lane 2000; Osterman 2008; Raes et al. 2011; 
Wooldridge et al. 2008) such as CI (Collis 2016; Jayaram et al. 2008; Rahman et al. 2010). 
Middle managers translate top management strategy into operational activities and at the 
same time need to pay attention to problems on the shop floor on a daily basis (Anicich and 
Hirsh 2017; Currie and Procter 2005; Floyd and Lane 2000; Sims 2003).
With regard to middle managers’ contribution to strategic change, a widely-cited model is that 
of Floyd and Wooldridge (1992, 1996, 1997), who link organizational performance directly 
to middle management. Floyd and Wooldridge (1992, 1996, 1997) define four strategic roles 
for middle managers: Championing, Synthesizing, Facilitating and Implementing. These four 
roles provide “a framework that combines upward and downward influence with behaviors 
that integrate and support strategies on one hand and diverge from official strategy on the 
other” (Floyd and Wooldridge 1996, p. 42).
Middle managers perform a downward support role by implementing deliberate strategy 
through the translation of objectives from top management into effective operational 
plans, and an upward influence role by synthesizing information for top management, thus 
filtering important strategic feedback upwards (Tarakci et al. 2018; Van Rensburg et al. 2014). 
Middle managers can also facilitate in a downward manner, in the search for new strategic 
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initiatives and adaptability by organizational experiments; and successful experiments can 
be championed upward to top management (Tarakci et al. 2018; Van Rensburg et al. 2014).
In sum, middle managers’ integrative role is important for organizational performance 
while the divergent role is more important for organizations that want to innovate (Floyd 
and Wooldridge, 1997). Although there is a broad body of knowledge about the roles 
and influence of middle management in implementing strategy, insight in which roles are 
activated in CI initiatives is underdeveloped and highly dispersed. Therefore, in this study 
we seek to understand which middle management roles (i.e. championing, synthesizing, 
facilitating, implementing) contribute to accomplishing CI?
To this end, we developed a scenario experiment to explore which of these roles are activated 
when middle managers are confronted with a CI initiative. Our findings indicate that some 
middle management roles appear to be of key importance in the context of CI initiatives, 
such as the implementing and synthesizing roles, while the facilitating and championing 
roles appear to be less relevant. The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. First, 
we further explore CI initiatives and middle manager roles in the following section. We then 
describe our experimental method and procedure. After that, we report the results in which 
middle manager roles are likely to contribute to accomplishing CI. Finally, we discuss our 
findings and the implications for both theory and practice, followed by several conclusions.

4.2 Theoretical Perspective
This study aims to enhance our understanding of Floyd and Wooldridge’s middle manager 
roles in the context of CI initiatives. In this section, we further develop the theoretical 
background of this study.

4.2.1 Floyd and Wooldridge’s Middle Management Roles
Middle managers are crucial in connecting top management’s vision to the shop floor 
(Ahearne et al. 2014; Heyden et al. 2017; Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Kras et al. 2017). 
Their involvement in the formation of strategy is thus associated with the improvement 
of organizational performance (Mair 2017; Ouakouak et al. 2014; Wolf and Floyd 2017). 
In this respect, there are two ways in which middle management involvement could 
enhance organizational performance: higher quality strategic decisions and more efficient 
implementation (Wooldridge and Floyd 1990). 
Floyd and Wooldridge (1992, 1996, 1997) and Wooldridge et al. (2008) found four ‘roles’ 
through which middle managers can influence organizational performance. These roles 
(Floyd and Wooldridge 1992) are described as follows:
 • Championing strategic alternatives: the middle manager engages in persistent and  
  persuasive communication of proposals that either provide the firm with new  
  capabilities or allow the firm to use existing capabilities differently.
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 • Facilitating adaptability: the middle manager encourages cross-functional problem  
  solving, experimentation and idea generation, and creates arrangements that  
  increase organizational flexibility.
 • Synthesizing information: the middle manager derives strategic meaning from  
  events, connects ideas to strategic issues, and sells issues to top management and  
  others in the organization.
 • Implementing deliberate strategy: the middle manager aligns the unit’s actions  
  with the firm’s strategic intent.

These four roles (figure 4.1) provide “a framework that combines upward and downward 
influence with behaviors that integrate and support strategies on one hand and diverge 
from official strategy on the other” (Floyd and Wooldridge 1996, p. 42). Downward influence 
impacts the level in which the organization is aligned with the new strategy, whilst upward 
influence affects the opinion of top management on organizational circumstances and 
alternative strategic options. Divergent ideas are not in line with the organization’s given 
strategy, whereas integrative ideas support the organization’s strategic alignment (Floyd 
and Wooldridge 1996). Thus, depending on the organizational context, type of strategic 
change, issues faced by top management, and leadership style of top managers, as well as 
their personal disposition, middle managers can play one or more of these roles (Floyd and 
Wooldridge 1992, 1994, 1997; Floyd and Lane 2000).

Behavioral dimension

Cognitive
dimension

Upward Downward

Divergent Championing Facilitating adaptability

Integrative
Synthesizing 
information

Implementing deliberate 
strategy

Figure 4.1 Middle management’s four strategic roles (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992, 1996; Jaoua 2016; Neto and 
Lavarda 2017)
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Middle managers should be engaged with strategy implementation due to their 
structural positions in managing resources, providing information to decision makers and 
communicating strategic intent of top management throughout the organization (Salih 
and Doll 2013). Their integrative strategic behaviors entail implementing the deliberate 
organizational strategy by translating it to lower levels and synthesizing new information to 
top management regarding implementation (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992; Van Rensburg et 
al. 2014). Table 4.1 provides illustrations of the behaviors typical to each role. 

Table 4.1 Examples of middle management’s strategic influence activities in each strategic role (Floyd and 

Wooldridge 1997, p. 467) 

Upward
Synthesizing information Gather information on the feasibility of new programs

Communicate the activities of competitors, suppliers, etc.
Assess changes in the external environment

Championing Justify and define new programs
Evaluate the merits of new proposals
Search for new opportunities
Propose programs or projects to higher level managers

Downward
Facilitating adaptability Relax regulations to get new projects started

‘Buy time’ for experimental programs
Locate and provide resources for trial projects
Provide a safe haven for experimental programs
Encourage informal discussion and information sharing

Implementing deliberate 
strategy

Monitor activities to support top management objectives
Translate goals into action plans
Translate goals into individual objectives
Sell top management initiatives to subordinates

To conclude, middle managers play a significant role during change (Balogun 2003; Balogun 
and Johnson 2004, Floyd and Wooldridge 1992, 1997), and make a major contribution towards 
achieving of top management’s strategic ambitions (Balogun 2003; Currie and Procter 2005; 
Van Rensburg et al. 2014) by implementing top-level decisions and coordinating activities at 
the operational level (Floyd and Lane 2000). 

4.2.2 Continuous Improvement
Continuous Improvement (CI) is one of the most frequently sought-after organizational 
change initiatives. CI can be defined as a culture of sustained improvement in which all 
members of the organization contribute to performance improvement by continuously 
realizing small changes in their work processes (Jørgensen et al. 2003). Not surprisingly, 
many organizations strive for CI in hope of improving performance, staying competitive and 
lowering costs (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Nyhuis et al. 2010; Snee 2010). Many organizations 
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in financial services and other industries effect a strategy of CI to adapt to their changing 
environment (Bessant et al. 2001; Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Collis 2016). 
Hernández and Mateo (2012) describe continuous improvement as an ongoing effort to 
continuously improve products, services or processes, which can be incremental over time or 
take the form of larger breakthrough improvements. Due to its popularity, CI practices such 
as Lean have developed and become more professional in recent years (Aloini et al. 2011; 
Hines et al. 2011; O’Rourke 2005; Rother 2010). While the initial focus was on cutting cost, 
CI methods have evolved towards an emphasis on changing the organizational culture (Basu 
and Ahmed 2012; O’Rourke 2005). In this respect, Dale (1996) describes CI as the means to 
enhance process performance on a continual basis. The primary focus of CI practices such 
as Lean is to eliminate activities that do not add customer value and simultaneously address 
value-adding activities (Cudney and Elrod 2011).
Yet, achieving sustainable improvement often proves to be difficult (Bateman 2005). CI 
initiatives have to be included in the organizational culture; otherwise they will fail (Bicheno 
2008). As such, CI implementations such as Lean are less likely to be successful if one or 
more of the following conditions exist in the organization: the absence of a CI culture, short-
term commitment (if any) among middle managers and employees, lack of knowledge 
transfer regarding CI, or too much focus on tools and techniques. In these conditions, the 
execution of CI practices is not likely to lead to any significant improvements in organizational 
behavior and performance (Atkinson 2010; Bhasin 2011, 2012a, 2012b; Cudney and Elrod 
2011; Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 2006; Holweg 2007; Saurin et al. 2011). As such, the 
momentum of CI efforts often comes to a halt, after which the organization falls back into its 
established routines (Bateman and David 2002; Hines et al. 2018).
As a result, it appears that organizational culture is important to achieve a sustainable CI 
practice over time. Top management has to reinforce a culture of CI and make it successful 
through management and workers’ involvement and active participation (Angelis et al. 
2011; Boyle et al. 2011; McLean et al. 2017). If employees do not feel sufficiently involved, 
this can have a negative effect on the execution of CI (McLean et al. 2017; Van Assen 2016). 
Research shows that middle managers play an important role in enabling and sustaining 
change in organizations (Huy 2002). They can enable organizational change, because they 
may have value-adding ideas for making the organization better and tend to have a big 
informal network as well as detailed knowledge about what motivates each employee (Huy 
2001, 2002; Moss Kanter 1982). Moss Kanter (1982) therefore argues that the success of 
any attempt to improve performance is directly related to the creative and innovative skills 
of the middle manager. By focusing on the role of the middle manager, an organization can 
make the implementation process successful (Found et al. 2009) and gain more sustainable 
results in terms of savings, customer satisfaction and reaching CI within the organization. 
Previous studies acknowledge the role of the middle managers in facilitating change into a 
lean organization and making it adhere. 
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But as Osterman (2008, p.2) stated: “Yet our understanding of middle management is 
remarkably thin, compared with research conducted on higher management”. Hence, more 
insight is needed to understand which middle management roles are likely to contribute to 
accomplishing CI.

4.3 Method and Procedure
To investigate which middle manager roles may contribute (in particular) to achieving CI, 
we draw on an exploratory quasi-natural experimental design (Miles et al. 2014; Saunders 
et al. 2009), involving 107 middle managers working within a large bank. As part of the 
experiment, the managers were first asked to complete an existing self-test questionnaire 
(Floyd and Wooldridge 1996) to characterize their natural individual middle manager role 
profile. Subsequently, managers were asked to evaluate a realistic, yet fictitious scenario of 
a CI initiative by indicating how they perceived this initiative and what action they would 
take. This experimental setup allows us to explore which middle managers roles are most 
likely to contribute to achieving CI.

4.3.1 Data Collection
This experiment was carried out at a large bank in the Netherlands. The data was collected 
at the same time as the data collected for the study in Chapter 3. Based on the lead author’s 
extensive professional experience with banks, a hypothetical scenario of a bank, called 
“The Piggy Bank”, was prepared. As part of the experiment, all participants received the 
scenario in which they work as a manager at “The Piggy Bank”. The scenario describes top 
management’s request to the mangers (participants) to implement the CI initiative “GOLD”.

4.3.2 Sample Selection
To obtain participants for the experiment, one of the authors contacted program managers 
(involved in CI changes) and management team members from the various business lines 
within the bank to construct a list of the names and business e-mail addresses of all middle 
managers. This resulted in a total number of 474 potential participants; this is the same group 
of participants as in Chapter 3. Each of these middle managers received an e-mail including 
a password-protected link to the online environment. The unique login information ensured 
confidentiality of their responses. The participants were asked to provide the following 
personal information: gender, age, business line, reporting line, level of education, years of 
experience at the bank, years of experience at current department, and years of experience 
with CI.

4.3.3 Questionnaire Development
To collect the experimental data, the authors made use of two lists of statements. The 
“Self-test of Middle Management Strategic Involvement Integrative Behavior” (Floyd and 
Wooldridge 1996) was used to capture middle manager roles. This is a validated list of 
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statements (see appendix 1) to determine the different roles of the middle manager. The 
middle manager can indicate on the basis of a 5-point Likert scale (never, rarely, sometimes, 
regularly or often) to what extent he or she has a preference for the activities mentioned. 
Second, based on the professional experience of one of the authors in working with 
various middle managers at a bank, we developed a questionnaire to capture the middle 
managers’ perception of the CI initiative as well as their intended response or action (see 
appendix 2) with respect to e.g. culture, customer satisfaction, efficiency, role, job security, 
work atmosphere and top management support (De Waal 2018; Delizonna 2017; Netland 
2016; Nguyen 2018; Sreedharan and Sunder 2018). To ensure that the experiment and the 
questionnaire reflect a realistic situation, the research team pre-tested the experiment. This 
test included eight employees of the bank participating in this study and four employees of 
other large banks where a similar CI program was introduced. Based on their feedback, the 
experiment was further refined.

4.3.4 Characteristics of the Sample
Table 4.2 provides descriptive information on the sample of middle managers participating 
in this study. The sample of participants included 72 male (67,3%) and 35 female (32,7%) 
managers, ranging in age from 33 to 64 (M = 47.3). On average, the participants had 3,4 
years of experience in working with CI. In terms of work experience, 95 (88,8%) participants 
had more than ten years of experience. In terms of the highest level of education obtained, 
6 managers hold a postgraduate degree (5,6%), 37 hold a master degree (34,6%) and 58 
have a bachelor degree (54,2%). 
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Table 4.2: Descriptive statistics of the sample

Sample Mean/Frequency
N 107
Male 72 (67.3%)
Female 35 (32.7%)
Mean age (in years) 47.27
Experience (in years)

0-2 3 (2.8%)
3-5 2 (1.8%)

6-10 7 (6.5%)
>10 95 (88.8%)

Experience department (in years)

0-2 47 (43.9%)
3-5 31 (28.9%)

6-10 20 (18.7)
> 10 9 (8.4%)

Mean experience with CI (in years) 3.4
Highest degree

Postgraduate 6 (5.6%)
University 37 (34.6%)

HBO 58 (54.2%)
MBO 2 (1.9%)

High school 4 (3.7%)

4.3.5 Experiment
The participating middle managers received a scenario in which they are a manager at ‘The 
Piggy Bank’. The scenario describes how The Piggy Bank is going through turbulent times. 
This bank’s top management wants to improve the cost-income ratio every year, but is 
facing stricter requirements of regulators; moreover, they want any changes not to come at 
the expense of customer satisfaction. At the same time, the (banking) world is not free from 
radical changes. In order to be able to cope with all these changes, top management aims to 
roll out the “GOLD” CI program in this bank, with the help of the manager (participant). As 
Chapter 3 indicates, the way of accomplishing CI (either as an integral management approach 
or as an efficiency program) has an influence on how middle managers perceive such an 
initiative, the experimental set-up differentiates between these two ways of accomplishing 
CI to control for their effects.
Before reading and evaluating the scenario, the participants were asked to fill out the self-
test developed by Floyd and Wooldridge (1996) (see appendix 1). The purpose of this self-
test is to get a general picture of the middle manager role. After the participants had read 
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the scenario, they were asked to answer the newly developed questionnaire on the basis of 
the scenario description (see appendix 2).

4.3.6 Questionnaire
The questionnaire includes 22 statements (see table 4.3) that aim to capture both how middle 
managers perceive CI initiatives and what actions they would take to put this into practice. 
We focus particularly on these dimensions because they are vital and critical aspects of the 
practice of CI programs (e.g. De Waal 2018; Delizonna 2017; Netland 2016; Nguyen 2018; 
Sreedharan and Sunder 2018). First drafts of these statements were discussed with several 
managers in the financial service industry to make sure the statements were realistic and 
representative of how middle managers evaluate such initiatives, and adapted accordingly. 
This resulted in statements more focused on the perception of the middle managers (e.g. “I 
consider Gold as an implementation of the CI philosophy”) and statements more focused on 
the actual practice (e.g. “I will steer the department on achieving CI”). This distinction is made 
because in practice there is often a discrepancy between the actual practice and perception 
of middle managers (e.g. Argyris 2004; Van Baarle et al. 2019). In this respect, there is a 
difference between what middle managers say they are going to do and what they will 
actually do (e.g. Argyris 2004). The statements reflect important dimensions of CI initiatives 
such as culture, customer satisfaction, efficiency, own role, job security, work atmosphere, 
tool and top management support. In addition, they correspond to the experiences from 
the professional practice of one of the researchers. Participants were asked to respond to 
the statements on a 5-point Likert scale (totally disagree – disagree – agree nor disagree – 
agree or totally agree).
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Table 4.3 Statements used in experiment grouped on basis of CI aspects

Perception CI aspects Statements
1 Culture I consider GOLD as an implementation of the continuous 

improvement philosophy.
2 Culture I consider GOLD as a programme that results in a permanent 

shift of our organisational culture.
5 Culture GOLD results in the implementation of continuous improvement 

within our culture.
3 Efficiency I consider GOLD as an effort to increase the efficiency of the 

organisation.
6 Efficiency GOLD results in a drastic cost decrease.
7 Work atmosphere The working atmosphere will improve due to the implementation 

of GOLD
4 Job security I consider GOLD as a threat to my function.

10 Own role I perceive my role as crucial within the GOLD programme.
Practice

13 Culture I will integrate GOLD and adapt it to the current way of working 
within my department(s)

22 Culture Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on achieving 
continuous improvement and the adaption to a new 
organisational culture.

20 Efficiency Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on efficiency.
17 Efficiency I will determine specific KPI’s to timely realise the efficiency 

objectives of GOLD.
18 Efficiency In the context of GOLD, I actively monitor individual and team 

KPI’s in order to identify improvement possibilities.
19 Own role By implementing GOLD, I will solely focus on activities that are 

beneficial for me.
9 Own role I will fulfil a pioneering role in making GOLD a success.

11 Customer 
satisfaction

Because of GOLD, I focus on fulfilling customer needs.

14 Customer 
satisfaction

In the context of GOLD, I will adapt the organisation in order to 
meet customer needs in the best possible way.

15 Customer 
satisfaction

Because of GOLD, I focus on fulfilling customer needs at the 
lowest possible costs and shortest lead time.

21 Customer 
satisfaction

Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on customer 
satisfaction.

12 Customer 
satisfaction

I will investigate how GOLD can contribute to customer 
satisfaction.

16 Tool I select the proper tools to achieve and monitor the GOLD 
objectives.

8 Top management 
support

I will support top management during the implementation of the 
change (GOLD).
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4.4 Results
Table 4.4 reports the results of the experiment (see also Appendix 2).We found significant 
P-values regarding the four Floyd and Wooldridge roles on 17 out of the 22 statements. 
These are statements concerning dimensions of CI such as culture, customer satisfaction, 
efficiency, own role, job security, work atmosphere, tool and top management support. 
The results show that the implementing and synthesizing roles in particular play a role in 
activating middle managers to achieve CI.
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Table 4.5 shows that the implementing role, in particular, plays a role in activating middle 
managers to achieve CI. More specifically, the implementing role has a significant P-value, 
a high F-value and a positive B-value in 11 statements. This suggests that the implementing 
role has a positive impact on the different statements regarding CI. 
The synthesizing role has a significant P-value and a high F-value in 8 statements. However, 
Table 4.5 also implies that 4 statements regarding the synthesizing role have a positive 
B-value and 4 statements have a negative B-value. With regard to the synthesizing role, 2 
negative B-values (regarding statements 4 and 20) can be interpreted as a positive impact. 
So, based on these results the synthesizing role appears to have a positive influence on 
achieving CI. 
Moreover, our results show that the facilitating role (i.e. 3 statements) and championing 
role (1 statement) are less likely to be activated in CI initiatives. For the facilitating role, we 
found a significant P-value and a high F-value in 3 statements. Regarding these 3 statements, 
Table 4.5 implies that we have 1 statement with a positive B-value and 2 statements have 
a negative B-value. But the negative B-values (regarding statement 4 and 19) can be 
interpreted as a positive impact. So, based on these results the facilitating role appears to 
make a minor contribution to achieving CI.
The championing role has a significant P-value and a high F-value for one statement 
(statement 19), with a positive B-value that can be interpreted as implying a negative impact. 
We also found that 4 statements have a significant score on both integrative roles. However, 
2 out of the 4 statements had a combined positive and negative effect (B- value) from the 
2 roles involved (in table 4.5: statements 13 and 22), making it difficult to draw a clear 
conclusion. Also, one statement has significant results on both divergent roles, but again 
a combined positive and negative effect was found on the 2 roles involved (statement 19); 
thus, here we can also not draw a clear conclusion.  
Remarkably, none of the four roles show any significant evidence for the five statements 
regarding customer satisfaction.



84 CHAPTER 4

Table 4.5 Statements used in experiment, grouped on the basis of role significance

Perception CI aspects Statements Role Significant Effect
1 Culture I consider GOLD as an implementation of the 

continuous improvement philosophy.
Implementing Positive

2 Culture I consider GOLD as a programme that results 
in a permanent shift of our organisational 
culture.

Implementing Positive

5 Culture GOLD results in the implementation of 
continuous improvement within our culture.

Implementing Positive

3 Efficiency I consider GOLD as an effort to increase the 
efficiency of the organisation.

Implementing Positive

6 Efficiency GOLD results in a drastic cost decrease. Synthesizing Positive
7 Work 

atmosphere
The working atmosphere will improve due to 
the implementation of GOLD

Implementing/
Synthesizing

Positive/ 
Positive

4 Job security I consider GOLD as a threat to my function. Facilitating/
Synthesizing

Negative/ 
Negative

10 Own role I perceive my role as crucial within the GOLD 
programme.

Facilitating Positive

Practice
17 Efficiency I will determine specific KPI’s to timely realise 

the efficiency objectives of GOLD.
Implementing Positive

18 Efficiency In the context of GOLD, I actively monitor 
individual and team KPI’s in order to identify 
improvement possibilities.

Implementing Positive

16 Tool I select the proper tools to achieve and 
monitor the GOLD objectives.

Implementing Positive

9 Own role I will fulfil a pioneering role in making GOLD 
a success.

Synthesizing Positive

20 Efficiency Because of GOLD, I will steer the department 
on efficiency.

Synthesizing Negative

13 Culture I will integrate GOLD and adapt it to 
the current way of working within my 
department(s)

Implementing/ 
Synthesizing

Positive/ 
Negative

22 Culture Because of GOLD, I will steer the department 
on achieving continuous improvement and 
the adaption to a new organisational culture.

Implementing/ 
Synthesizing

Positive/ 
Negative

8 Top 
management 

support

I will support top management during the 
implementation of the change (GOLD).

Implementing/ 
Synthesizing

Positive/ 
Positive

19 Own role By implementing GOLD, I will solely focus on 
activities that are beneficial for me.

Facilitating/ 
Championing

Negative/ 
Positive

11 Customer 
satisfaction

Because of GOLD, I focus on fulfilling 
customer needs.

None None

14 Customer 
satisfaction

In the context of GOLD, I will adapt the 
organisation in order to meet customer needs 
in the best possible way.

None None

15 Customer 
satisfaction

Because of GOLD, I focus on fulfilling 
customer needs at the lowest possible costs 
and shortest lead time.

None None

21 Customer 
satisfaction

Because of GOLD, I will steer the department 
on customer satisfaction.

None None

12 Customer 
satisfaction

I will investigate how GOLD can contribute to 
customer satisfaction.

None None
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4.5 Discussion and Conclusions
The role and added value of middle managers have been subject to debate for a long time 
(Dopson and Stewart 1990, 1993; Harding et al. 2014; Tabrizi 2014). Some consider middle 
management to be a bureaucratic barrier (Guth and MacMillan 1986; Hammer and Champy 
1993) or obstacle to change (Blom 2018; Cândido and Santos 2019), even suggesting 
that middle management might cease to exist altogether (Clarke 1998, p. 191): “Middle 
management is an endangered species that has been delayered and subject to many 
change programs.” Others, however, argue in strong favor of the role and impact of middle 
management, by regarding it as a strategic asset (Balogun 2003; Van der Voet et al. 2016) 
that can have an important contribution (Kuyvenhoven and Buss 2011; Osterman 2008; 
Wooldridge et al. 2008), in particular in the context of responding to organizational change 
(Nonaka 1994). Despite the fact that scholars have argued that middle managers play an 
important role in facilitating change in organizations (Buick et al. 2018; Engle et al. 2017; 
Huy 2011), our understanding of middle management remains remarkably thin (Osterman 
2008). Organizations in financial services and other industries are constantly trying to adapt 
to this ever-changing environment (Birkinshaw et al. 2008; Madhani 2017; Saha et al. 2017), 
among others by implementing a CI strategy (Bessant et al. 2001; Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Collis 
2016). Therefore, in this study, we set out to explore which middle management roles 
(as established in the framework by Floyd and Wooldridge) may contribute to or hinder 
accomplishing organizational change in the form of CI. 
Our findings indicate that some middle management roles appear to be of  importance 
in the context of implementing CI initiatives, such as the implementing and synthesizing 
roles, while the facilitating and championing roles appear seems to be less relevant. In line 
with Floyd and Wooldridge (1997), our results suggest support for the integrative roles (i.e. 
implementing and synthesizing) that middle managers may engage in when top management 
seeks to adopt CI. However, for the synthesizing role we found a negative effect of this 
role on achieving CI (see statement 13 and 22). But, for the majority of the statements, 
there is a positive effect of the integrative roles. So, for our sample, one can state that 
middle managers who prefer an integrative role within the organization are more likely to 
perceive CI initiatives as a sustainable cultural change and are more likely to take action in 
this respect. According to Bessant and Francis (1999), the implementing role can be seen as 
a critical component in CI development, thereby helping to ensure that CI activities are in 
line with the organizational strategy developed by top management (Oakland 2011). Thus, 
for the integrative roles of implementing and synthesizing, our findings suggest that middle 
managers tend to help bridge the gap between top management and employees at the 
operational level, thereby translating top management strategy into operational activities 
(Ahearne et al. 2014; Anicich and Hirsh 2017; Gatenby et al. 2015; Kim et al. 2014; Shi et al. 
2009; Stoker and De Korte 2001). 
This study found less support for the two divergent roles of facilitating and championing 
as contributing to accomplishing CI. In the facilitating role, middle managers facilitate 
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employees to exchange knowledge and information, to come up with new ideas, to 
experiment and realize CI (Floyd and Lane 2000). One explanation for the lack of support 
for this role can be found in earlier research conducted by Delbridge and Barton (2002). 
They indicate that organizations tend to use external knowledge and skills for facilitating 
CI instead of placing this role with the current middle management. In addition, almost no 
support was found for the championing role with respect to accomplishing CI. In this role, 
middle managers may influence the change process by bringing innovative concepts to the 
attention of top management (Floyd and Wooldridge 1996). This would for example imply 
that middle managers would develop alternatives to the current strategy and present them 
to top management (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992). The insignificance of the championing 
role in the data analysis can possibly be explained by the fact that top management does 
often not support or appreciate divergent behavior (Floyd and Lane 2000). 

4.5.1 Interpretation of key Findings
Understanding the role of middle managers is critical because, as stated by Tabrizi (2014): 
the key to change is middle management. In addition, Holmemo and Ingvaldsen (2016) 
define the middle manager as the missing link in Lean implementation. Our experiment aims 
to explain which middle management roles contribute to accomplishing CI. To achieve that, 
we have made the concept of CI practical by focusing on a number of important CI aspects 
such as culture, customer satisfaction, efficiency, own role, job security, work atmosphere 
and top management support (De Waal 2018; Delizonna 2017; Netland 2016; Nguyen 2018; 
Sreedharan et al. 2018).
Regarding the embedding of CI in the culture of the organization, our study indicates that 
the implementing role of middle managers is probably a key driver for them to develop a 
deliberate intention toward embedding CI in the organization. For all statements related to 
the cultural aspect, there is a significant and positive correlation between the statement 
and the implementing role. Thus, our results underline the idea that middle managers are 
executors of the deliberate strategy created by top management (Floyd and Wooldridge 
1992; Nonaka 1994). This is important because creating a CI culture that needs to be 
sustained over many years requires the commitment, involvement and leadership of the 
entire management of the organization (Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 2006; Snee 2010). 
Furthermore, our results also show that the implementation role has a high degree of 
significance when it comes to efficiency statements. Out of the five statements related to 
efficiency aspect three have a significant relationship concerning the implementing role. 
The other two statements show significance related to the synthesizing role. This can be 
supported by the view that the pursuit of efficiency is an important point because optimized 
processes can increase reliability and increase competitiveness (Carlborg et al. 2013; Van 
Dun and Wilderom 2016). By gathering information (synthesizing role) about competitors’ 
activities and evaluating major changes in the business environment, middle managers can 
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play an important role in accomplishing the necessary changes to stay competitive, and 
contribute to accomplishing CI within the organization. 
From a more integrative perspective, the implementing and synthesizing roles indicate 
a significant positive relationship between the (expected) work atmosphere and top 
management support. Our results suggest that middle managers pay attention to these 
CI aspects from the perspective of both roles. A possible explanation is that middle 
managers expect that executing CI may offer opportunities for learning and for new and 
extensive role interpretation (Angelis et al. 2011; McQuade 2008; Nelson and Yeo 2012). 
Moreover, middle managers can increase the skills and knowledge of the entire workforce 
and stimulate workers to develop themselves (Lam et al. 2015; Poksinska et al. 2013; Van 
Assen 2018). In other words, middle managers can adopt a learning mindset and stimulate 
employee participation within the organization (Buick et al. 2018; Delizonna 2017; Vänje 
and Brännmark 2017). This underlines the idea that middle management enables the 
exchange of knowledge and new ideas and plays a key role in strategic renewal (Chandler 
1977). Overall this is in line with the fact that an integrative role in support of intentional 
strategy is predefined and openly expected (Floyd and Lane 2000).
As already mentioned, only a few of the statements indicated that there is a significant 
relationship with the facilitating and championing role. A possible explanation is the fact 
that divergent behavior is often not supported and appreciated by top management (Floyd 
and Lane 2000).
Lastly, our findings imply no significant relationship between the statements about customer 
satisfaction and any of the four roles identified by Floyd and Wooldridge (see Table 4.5). 
This finding fails to support the idea that the primary focus of CI practices such as Lean is 
to eliminate activities that do not add customer value and address value-adding activities 
(Cudney and Elrod 2011). If middle managers adopt a more synthesizing role here, the 
organization would be better able to monitor and evaluate the impact of changes in the 
environment, including activities of competitors and suppliers (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992). 
In line with this, the implementing role of middle managers regarding CI may help safeguard 
customer focus among employees (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992; Gulati and Oldroyd 2005). 
One possible explanation of this result of the experiment is that the description of the 
customer and customer needs was not clear enough in the GOLD case text and survey.

4.5.2 Limitations
The study in this chapter has a number of limitations. First, although the results are insightful, 
our study was performed within a single organization, which makes the results potentially 
less generalizable. Replications of this study in other financial service organizations are thus 
recommended. 
Second, the findings may not be generalizable outside the Netherlands. We have no direct 
evidence for this limitation, because the national cultural dimension has not been explicitly 
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addressed in this study. Thus, future work should explore the possible impact of national 
culture.
Third, more conclusive results could have been generated if the sample size had been bigger. 
For future work in this area, obtaining a larger sample size would therefore be important.
Fourth, the simulated nature of the experiment may, when it comes to the emotional side 
of human perception (e.g. middle management roles), not provide the same setting as a 
real-life organizational context. As a result, our experiment is limited in its external validity 
(Roe and Just 2009; Schram 2005). On the other hand, the substantial number of years of 
management experience of the participants in our sample implies that the vignettes provide 
a context they know from their professional practice. In turn, this positively affects external 
validity (e.g. Barends et al. 2014; Buchanan 2008; Rouleau and Balogun 2011). Hence, we 
hope that future work will replicate and extend our findings in field studies of real-life CI 
initiatives.
Fifth, the effect size of the various statements is quite small. This does not mean that the 
outcomes are not valuable, but they need to be interpreted with caution and thereby invite 
further investigation.
Finally, this study did not consider in an objective manner the extent to which CI was 
accomplished in a specific organization, and what the impact of the different roles was on 
this accomplishment. Rather, the study focused on perceptions, intentions and expectations 
that the participants had with respect to the impact of the roles investigated. One could, 
therefore, state that the internal validity of the findings arising from this study are limited 
(cf. Roe and Just 2009; Schram 2005). As such, it would be valuable to examine real-life cases 
in which CI is implemented and determine the impact the various roles have in these cases. 
The proposed causal relationships arising from our study can inform such investigations.

4.5.3 Conclusion and Further Research
In sum, middle management can be expected to have a role in accomplishing CI throughout 
the organization, by acting “as a cornerstone between top management and bottom 
line workers” (Al-Najem 2012, p. 119). In addition, if middle managers feel they are not 
sufficiently involved at an early stage of the CI effort, they are not likely to become the change 
agents they possibly can be (Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Lleo et al. 2017). Successful 
interventions have been observed to include and activate middle managers at an early 
stage of the process (Davis and Fisher 2002) and to involve top management in creating a 
culture that makes it easier for middle managers to be involved in quality improvement and 
embed it in the organization (Balding 2005). Our findings indicate that the implementing 
and synthesizing roles of middle management appear to be of  importance in the context of 
CI initiatives, while the facilitating and championing roles appear to be less relevant.
The main findings from this study demonstrate that middle management can be perceived as 
a change agent, as was already indicated in different previous studies (Balogun 2003; Buick et 
al. 2018; Kuyvenhoven and Buss 2011; Westley 1990), involving both upward and downward 
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activities (Wooldridge et al. 2008). In line with research by Reid (1989), our findings show 
that most middle managers in our sample think of themselves as implementers and that 
they engage in this role much more than the other three roles (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992).
Changes within organizations have become the norm rather than the exception (Schaffer 
2017). This requires even more adaptive organizations that are willing and able to change. 
To accomplish this, organizations are increasingly using the concept of agility, in addition to 
Lean and other CI methods (Harraf et al. 2015; Rigby et al. 2016), which changes the role of 
middle managers (De Smet 2018). The impact that an agile way of working has on the role of 
middle management is an interesting area for further research, especially to find out which 
middle management roles (i.e. championing, synthesizing, facilitating or implementing) 
contribute mostly to accomplishing organizational agility.
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5.1 Introduction
Since the beginning of the 21st century, many companies have been exposed to growing 
competition and cost pressure (Cruz and Wang 2018; Dombrowski and Karl 2017; Mora 
2014). Thus, the environment of these organizations is becoming increasingly complex, 
dynamic and global (Hammer 2004; Lee et al. 2012; Neilson et al. 2014; Steiber and Alänge 
2016; Van Olffen et al. 2019). So, for many years, these companies have been looking for ways 
to improve their business: that is, providing better services against lower cost, improving 
customer satisfaction, and staying competitive (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Nyhuis et al. 2010; Snee 
2010). Many managers have implemented a strategy of Continuous Improvement (CI) to 
adapt to this ever-changing environment (Bessant et al. 2001; Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Collis 
2016; Madhani 2017; Saha et al. 2017). Successful implementation of CI programs such as 
Lean involves viewing Lean as a long term journey, installing a continuous improvement 
viewpoint, and initiating cultural change to support Lean principles throughout the entire 
organization (Bhasin and Burcher 2006). As mentioned by Emiliani (2006) and Liker (2004), 
implementing CI requires a long-term commitment. 
Organizational change is complex and highly context dependent. Therefore, there is a strong 
need for studies that provide insight into the complexity of organizational change, and 
particularly the management and leadership of change (Higgs and Rowland 2005; Pettigrew 
et al. 2001). CI programs are often initiated by referring to ‘sustained improvements’, 
‘cultural change’ and similar terms, but often end up as a quick fix without a deliberate 
effort to create and maintain the conditions required for CI (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Snee 2010). 
Studies in both industrial and service-oriented organizations demonstrate that (initial) 
results arising from such projects are often not sustained (Found and Harvey 2006).
Overall, the role and influence of middle management within CI appears to be under-
researched (Manville et al. 2012). This is remarkable because middle managers can be 
considered key agents in facilitating CI initiatives and play a key role in striking a balance 
between continuity and change. However, middle managers encounter the triangle of leading 
change, implementing change and changing their own behavior, which gives rise to tension 
and possibly the tendency to actively block and resist change. To support middle managers 
in handling this triangle of roles and challenges, top management has to lead by example, 
which is a major challenge in itself in view of the volatility at top management positions and 
shareholder pressure (e.g. cost-cutting) in many corporations. Hence, the research question 
addressed in this dissertation is: How and to what extent do middle managers contribute 
to accomplishing CI in the financial service industry? To answer this question, I carried out 
three studies to explore the influence of middle managers on CI within an organization. 
Before going to the main conclusion, I provide a summary of the three studies. The chapter 
concludes with a broader exploration of the implications arising from this study as well as 
reflections, limitations and suggestions for future research.
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5.2 Summary of Studies
The studies presented in this dissertation contribute to a deeper understanding of how 
middle management deals with the demanding playing field of continuous improvement. In 
this section, I discuss the key findings of the previous chapters.

Study 1 The role of middle management in becoming lean: A systematic review and 
synthesis of the literature
Implementing any CI method appears to demand big changes in the organization and mindset 
of the people involved (Drew et al. 2004). Efforts to implement CI methods such as Lean are 
characterized by high failure rates (Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Taleghani 2010). One key 
reason for the failure of CI methods has been said to be poor leadership (Lucey et al. 2005), 
and particularly the role of middle managers in facilitating sustainable change (Fine et al. 
2008). Overall, the role and influence of middle management within CI appears to be under-
researched (Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Manville et al. 2012), which is remarkable 
because middle managers can play an important role in facilitating change in organizations 
(Huy 2002) as they can help to bridge the gap between top management and employees 
at the operational level (Ahearne et al. 2014; Gatenby et al. 2015; Likert 1961). The middle 
manager’s unique position and pivotal role ensures that s/he can translate top management 
strategy into operational activities and at the same time is able to pay attention to problems 
on the shop floor on a daily basis (Anicich and Hirsh 2017a; Currie and Procter 2005; Floyd 
and Lane 2000).
However, there is rather little knowledge about the role of the middle manager in the 
implementation of CI methods, and we therefore reviewed literature to develop a framework 
for studying key aspects of the role of middle managers in CI/Lean practices. Accordingly, 
study 1 explores the literature on how middle management influences the implementation 
and success/failure of CI/Lean initiatives due to their unique position.
We conducted a mechanism-based systematic review. In total 203 publications were 
selected and then reviewed in detail. This resulted in two CMO frameworks (see figure 
2.1 and 2.2) which help to unravel the enormous complexity of CI/Lean change efforts. 
Each CMO framework assumes that top management consistently seeks to implement a 
particular (archetypical) philosophy of CI/Lean, as either an integral management approach 
or a cost-cutting strategy. Each of the two CMO frameworks in itself reflects some of the 
key tensions and challenges arising from any CI/Lean change effort, especially for those in 
middle management positions.
But CI/Lean changes are more challenging and complex than the causal relationships 
represented in the two CMO frameworks. In fact, the CMO patterns in these two figures 
tend to co-exist in practice, because of major gaps and inconsistencies between what many 
top managers say they want and what they actually want (e.g. Argyris 2004; McCann et al. 
2015; Van Maanen and Barley 1984). This gap between the purpose and values of CI/Lean 
supported by top management and those actually being pursued may create a rather hybrid 
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organizational reality. Top management may initially frame CI/Lean as an integral approach, 
to be implemented for the long-run, but end up being (perceived by many) as a cost-cutting 
program initiated to accomplish short-term results (cf. McCann et al. 2015). 
This implies that the CMO patterns outlined often co-exist and overlap. Future work in this 
area will not only need to test the bundle of hypotheses arising from each figure in study 1, 
but also explore and assess the interaction between the two bundles of causal patterns in 
settings where these two contextual conditions appear to co-exist.

Study 2 A vignette study of middle managers’ responses to continuous improvement 
initiatives by top management
For the sustainability of a CI practice, the commitment, involvement and leadership of the 
entire management of the organization is critical (Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 2006; Snee 
2010). As culture and values are to a large extent driven by top management, the role of 
top management in the implementation of CI is rather important. Top managers need to 
actively support and lead by example when empowering people in CI. In addition, they 
are responsible for creating a change-oriented culture and for adopting new organization-
wide ways of working. This should result in a cultural change to support the CI principles 
throughout the organization (Mann 2009; Snee 2010). While top management is responsible 
for initiating and stimulating a cultural change to support the CI principles throughout the 
organization (Al-Najem et al. 2012; Mann 2009), they may initially pursue CI as a long-
term integral management philosophy, but may frame targets so as to establish short-term 
cost-cutting results (cf. McCann et al. 2015). In this context, middle managers are facing 
rather challenging conditions when their top management sets out to develop a culture of 
CI. These conditions include the ambiguity around the broader aim of the CI program and 
what top management expects from them. Therefore study 2 seeks to understand how top 
management’s conceptualization of a CI initiative affects the way middle managers perceive 
and act upon the initiative.
This research draws on a vignette study (i.e. scenario experiment) conducted among 107 
middle managers working at one of the largest financial institutions in The Netherlands. The 
vignette used in this study provides information about a hypothetical setting, for participants 
to develop an understanding of the situation. Participants make explicit choices on the basis 
of their understanding of this vignette.
The main findings from this study demonstrate that, when CI is implemented as an 
integral management approach, middle managers believe CI leads to better integration in 
the organizational culture, and expect a more customer-oriented focus and better work 
atmosphere compared to implementing CI as a cost-cutting tool. These findings suggest 
that embedding CI in the organizational culture contributes to the sustainability of CI in 
the organization (Mann 2005; O’Rourke 2005). Our findings also suggest that, if top 
management implements CI as an integral management approach, middle managers expect 
the organization to become more customer-focused. Finally, middle managers appear to 
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perceive less negative associations regarding the work atmosphere when CI is implemented 
as an integral management approach rather than as a cost-cutting tool. 

Study 3 An exploratory study of middle managers’ roles in continuous improvement
Understanding the role of middle managers is critical because the “key to change is middle 
management” (Tabrizi 2014) and as such, the middle manager is the missing link in lean 
implementation (Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016). Middle managers can bridge the gap 
between top management and employees at the operational level (Likert 1961; Raes et 
al. 2011; Shi et al. 2009; Stoker and De Korte 2001), especially by translating strategy into 
operational targets and processes and paying attention to the day-to-day problems on the 
shop floor (Anicich and Hirsh 2017a; Currie and Procter 2005; Floyd and Lane 2000; Sims 
2003). This pivotal role makes middle managers important for strategical renewals (Floyd and 
Lane 2000; Osterman 2008; Raes et al. 2011; Wooldridge et al. 2008) such as implementing 
a CI Strategy (Collis 2016; Jayaram et al. 2008; Rahman et al. 2010). Therefore, in the third 
study in this dissertation we seek to understand which middle management roles (i.e. 
championing, synthesizing, facilitating, implementing) contribute to accomplishing CI.
To investigate which middle manager roles may contribute (in particular) to achieving CI, we 
draw on an exploratory quasi-natural experimental design (Miles et al. 2014; Saunders et 
al. 2009), involving 107 middle managers working within a large bank. The managers were 
first asked to complete an existing self-test questionnaire (Floyd and Wooldridge 1996) to 
characterize their natural individual middle manager role profile. Subsequently, managers 
were asked to evaluate a realistic, yet fictitious scenario of a CI initiative by indicating how 
they perceived this initiative and what action they would take.
Our findings suggest that some middle management roles influence how CI initiatives are 
processed. In line with Floyd and Wooldridge (1997), our results show support for the two 
integrative roles (i.e. implementing and synthesizing) that middle managers may play when 
the organization aims to adopt CI. In particular, middle managers who fulfill an implementing 
role within the organization are more likely to perceive CI initiatives as a sustained cultural 
change and are more likely to take action in this respect.
Less support was found for the two divergent roles of facilitating and championing as factors 
contributing to accomplishing CI. In the facilitating role, middle managers support employees 
to exchange knowledge and information, to come up with new ideas, to experiment and 
realize CI (Floyd and Lane, 2000). One explanation for the lack of support for this role can be 
found in earlier research conducted by Delbridge and Barton (2002). These authors indicate 
that organizations tend to use external knowledge and skills for facilitating CI instead of 
having this role executed by current middle managers. 
In addition, almost no support was found for the championing role with respect to 
accomplishing CI. In this role, middle managers may influence the change process by 
bringing innovative concepts to the attention of top management (Floyd and Wooldridge 
1996). This would, for example, imply that middle managers would develop alternatives to 
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the current strategy and present them to top management (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992). 
The insignificance of the championing role in the data analysis could be explained by the fact 
that divergent behavior is often not supported and appreciated by top management (Floyd 
and Lane 2000).

5.3 Overall Conclusion
This section serves to explore the joint contribution of the studies in answering our main 
research question regarding the contribution of middle managers to accomplishing CI in the 
financial service industry.
The three studies conducted (see previous section) reveal that middle managers engage in a 
dynamic playing field (Heyden et al. 2018; McCann et al. 2008; Theodore et al. 2017), in which 
they have a pivotal role when it comes to organizational change (Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 
2016; Huy 2002; Tabrizi 2014; Tarakci et al. 2018). More specifically, top management’s 
conceptualization of the rationale of a CI program appears to significantly affect the role of 
middle management in getting CI implemented (see figure 5.1). From a practical perspective, 
this means that if top management conceives CI as an integral management approach, this 
has a positive effect on middle management’s expectation that CI can be incorporated into 
the organizational culture in a sustained manner.
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Figure 5.1: The dynamic playing field
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However, the findings in this doctoral dissertation suggest that the middle management 
role is not an easy one, because middle managers have to change their own mindset and 
behavior (e.g. experimenting; evaluating; coaching; building trust) and lead by example, in 
order to create and sustain changes in the entire organization (Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-
Park 2006; Snee 2010). To make CI successful, organizations largely depend on the managers 
responsible for achieving CI, including middle managers (Fine et al. 2008; Holmemo and 
Ingvaldsen 2016). The three  studies in this dissertation show that, if the implementation 
of CI is not properly embedded in the organization, there is a significant risk that people 
in the organization perceive CI as ‘just another’ downsizing method focused on short-
term financial targets (see figure 5.1). Middle managers can only help reduce this risk if 
top managers commit themselves to CI as an integrated management approach (again see 
figure 5.1) and communicate this in a consistent manner, time and again, throughout the 
entire organization (Mann 2009; Snee 2010). This implies that a more integral approach 
helps to prevent the organization ending up with ‘just’ another tool, with a rather short time 
horizon and without any substantial changes in behavior and culture toward CI (Dibia et al. 
2014; Fryer and Ogden 2014; Mann 2009). 
From our literature review in Chapter 2, we concluded that it is also important that 
middle managers understand the purpose of the change (Livijn 2019; Strebel 1996; 
Tarakci et al. 2018). While top and middle managers often deliberately try to plan change 
to make it more manageable (e.g. Gilley et al. 2009; Huy 2001b; Rosenbaum et al. 2018), 
organizational realities tend to be more messy and noisy than can be effectively planned 
for. As already noticed in Chapter 3, if top management says one thing but does the other, 
middle management may fear and eventually resist the change; this in turn confirms the 
idea that middle managers are no longer needed or have insufficient skills to support the 
change (Griffith et al. 2019; Keyser et al. 2016). These gaps and inconsistencies between 
what many top managers say they want and what they actually want (Argyris 2004; Argyris 
et al. 1985; Van Maanen and Barley 1984) create a so-called hybrid organizational reality. 
Our vignette study in Chapter 3 shows that this hybrid organizational reality may cause an 
implementation gap between CI (rhetorically being) implemented ‘for the long-run’ and the 
reality of top managers seeking to merely accomplish short-term results (see figure 5.1). 
This gap can be reduced by proactively including middle managers in the change efforts, 
so they can actively contribute to reducing (if not avoiding) major gaps and inconsistencies 
(Snee 2010; Way et al. 2018). 
Cooperation between top management and middle management thus appears to be 
essential for accomplishing CI. Top management needs to create the framework within which 
middle managers - using their link between top management and shop floor - can ensure 
that improvements are actually implemented and guaranteed within the organization. The 
study in Chapter 4 suggests that middle managers, by executing the implementing and 
synthesizing roles, can help bridge the gap between top management and employees at the 
operational level; the two integrative roles, here, especially require that middle managers 
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are skilled in translating top management strategy into operational activities (Ahearne et al. 
2014; Anicich and Hirsh 2017a; Gatenby et al. 2015; Kim et al. 2014; Shi et al. 2009; Stoker 
and De Korte 2001). At the board room level, top management has to communicate openly 
and honestly about CI, by stating what the objective of the change is and then actively 
supporting the change (Gigliotti et al. 2019; Miller et al. 2004; Way et al. 2018).
In recent years, changes within organizations have become the norm rather than the 
exception (Dawson 2019; Sanders 2016; Schaffer 2017; Wee and Taylor 2018; Van Olffen et 
al. 2019) and to cope with all the change, these organizations have to become even more 
adaptive. To accomplish this, organizations are increasingly using the concept of agility, 
in addition to Lean and other CI methods (De Mann et al. 2019; Harraf et al. 2015; Rigby 
et al. 2016; Williams et al. 2013), which changes the role of middle managers (De Smet 
2018). The impact that an agile way of working has on the role of middle management is 
an interesting area for further research, especially to find out which middle management 
roles (i.e. championing, synthesizing, facilitating or implementing) contribute mostly to 
accomplishing organizational agility.
Because the middle manager finds himself in such a dynamic playing field, it helps to 
place her/his role in a somewhat broader perspective. In the remainder of this section, 
we therefore conduct a broader exploration of the implications rising from this study and 
look at middle management from different angles. Firstly, we provide an overview of three 
different ways of looking at middle management. Next, we look at middle managers’ role 
enactment during organizational change initiatives such as CI. We conclude by exploring the 
future of the middle manager.

5.3.1 Toward a broader view: Three Views of Middle Management
In this section we develop a broader perspective, also in view of the discourse on middle 
management. The role and added value of middle managers have been subject of debate 
for a long time (Cândido and Santos 2019; Dopson and Stewart 1990, 1993; Harding et al. 
2014; Tabrizi 2014). The constant re-engineering of many organizations appears to have 
diminished the number of middle managers in many organizations dramatically (Bernstein 
et al. 2016; Clarke 1998; Dopson and Stewart 1993; Hayes 2008), but has not made them 
less important (Balogun and Johnson 2004; Floyd and Lane 2000; Livijn 2019).
Especially the work of Floyd and Wooldridge has had a significant impact on the thinking 
about middle managers and their roles in implementing strategy (Beck and Plowman 2009; 
Bryant and Stensaker 2011; Currie 1999; Currie and Procter 2005; Dutton et al. 1997; 
Hope 2010; Jones 2005; Mair 2005; Mantere 2008; McCann et al. 2008; Rouleau 2005). 
Also more recent studies often refer to the work of Floyd and Wooldridge when discussing 
implementing strategy in organizations (Ahearne et al. 2014); Chen et al. 2017; Currie and 
Procter 2017; Gauthier et al. 2016; Glaser et al. 2015; Guo et al. 2017; Heyden et al. 2017; 
Heyden et al. 2018; Jaoua 2016; Mirabeau et al. 2018; Neto and Lavarda 2017; Radaelli and 
Sitton-Kent 2016). 
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As pointed out in the three studies in Chapters 2 to 4, middle management can be seen 
as one of the most important human agents for creating conditions for achieving CI in an 
organization (Alefari et al. 2017; Holmemo and Ingvaldsen 2016; Lodgaard et al. 2016). 
Especially the practical experience of many middle managers can be an important asset in 
implementing CI within the organization (Harrington and Williams 2004). These reflections 
can be captured in three different views on middle management (see Figure 5.2), based on 
the perception of top management, the employees as well as the middle manager him/
herself. 
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Figure 5.2: Three views of middle management

Middle managers are not needed 
One of the views on middle management is that they are no longer needed, due to changing 
ways of working in organizations, increased automation of various work processes and 
higher levels of employee independence and autonomy (Balogun 2003; Cameron et al. 
1991; Gratton 2011; Hamel 2011). Organizations are increasingly looking for coaches and 
mentors, not middle managers (Gilley et al. 2009; Munteanu and Raţiu 2018; Stoker 2006). 
The delayering of organizations may result in the middle manager’s role being threatened 
by extinction (Belasen and Belasen 2016; Clark 1998; Foster et al. 2019). Supporters of 
this view may argue that middle managers have become dinosaurs that do not add value 
(Sims 2003). They consider middle management as a bureaucratic barrier that needs to be 
overcome (Guth and MacMillan 1986; Hammer and Champy 1993). If this view on middle 
management prevails in an organization, it may result in middle managers becoming afraid 
of change and feeling insecure about their position (Conway and Monks 2011; Keyser et 
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al. 2016; Wagner et al. 2019). It may also lead to middle managers experiencing parallel 
hierarchies (see Chapter 2) as a result of more empowerment of operational employees by 
higher management. (Holden and Roberts 2004; Psychogios et al. 2009). In such situations, 
middle managers may feel as if their role is being dismantled by placing more responsibilities 
at the workplace level (Guth and MacMillan 1986).
Middle managers thus find themselves in a struggle to survive (Gjerde and Alvesson 2019; 
Spreitzer and Quinn 1996; Townsend and Dundon 2015), particularly when they perceive 
the empowering of their subordinates as beneficial to the organization but not beneficial to 
themselves (Denham et al. 1997). Middle managers have been observed to actively block 
empowerment in order to preserve the power and status they felt was being reduced or lost 
(e.g. Denham et al. 1997; Fenton-O’Creevy 2001).

Middle managers lack sufficient potential 
Another view on the role of middle managers is that they have insufficient potential. In 
such cases, middle managers can become demotivated because they do not feel heard and 
because they face many organizational changes (Zenger and Folkman 2014). Supporters of 
this view may feel that middle managers cannot deal with the changing role that is asked of 
them. There is often insufficient attention for the development of middle managers, despite 
the fact that their role is constantly changing (Griffith et al. 2019; Stoker and De Korte 2001). 
Therefore, middle managers stick to their existing patterns (Hout 1999), thereby effectively 
blocking changes and innovations (see Chapter 2), while they should play an essential role 
in the changing organization (Koene 2017). Another reason may be that middle managers 
are promoted until they reach a level that they can no longer cope with what is expected of 
them (Griffith et al. 2019), the so-called “Peter principle” (Benson et al. 2018; Lazear 2004). 
This can be harmful to organizations, especially if professionals are first promoted to middle 
management positions and are subsequently promoted to a level that is just too high for 
them. In such situations, the organization loses a good professional, whilst at the same time 
getting a manager in return who performs a role for which s/he does not have the skills 
(Benson et al. 2018; Griffith et al. 2019). 

Middle managers have great potential 
A third view is that middle managers have great potential, because they occupy a unique 
position in the organization (Lawrence and Lorsch 1967; Mintzberg 1989; Tinline and Cooper 
2016) and can ensure the connection between the shop floor and top management as well 
as translate the ideas from the top to the execution at the operational level (Nonaka 1994). 
The role of (remaining) middle management has apparently become more important in 
efforts to delayer organizations (McKinney et al. 2013). Middle management has thus been 
assumed to play an important role in linking layers and different groups in the organization, 
by safeguarding coordination and helping employees prioritize projects, and facilitating 
collaboration and ensuring that everyone is heard within an organization (Garvin 2013; 
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Livijn 2019; Whitehurst 2015). Middle management can have a big role in this, through 
their creative and innovative skills, informal network and knowledge about what motivates 
employees (Huy 2001a; Moss Kanter 1982).
As already mentioned before, middle managers are the necessary change agents who 
ensure the required execution of the changes (Glaser et al. 2016; Koene 2017; Kuyvenhoven 
and Buss 2011; Van der Voet et al. 2016). In this respect, CI implies continuously achieving 
small changes in the work processes (Jørgensen et al. 2003) and middle managers are highly 
critical in accomplishing CI throughout the organization (Al-Najem et al. 2012; Holmemo 
and Ingvaldsen 2016; Lleo et al. 2017). If one assumes that middle managers have great 
potential, they need to take a leading role (see Chapter 3). This is not an easy task, because 
they have to change their own mindset and behavior and lead by example. 

5.3.2 Bermuda Triangle
Our findings underline the need for studies that provide insight in the complexity of 
organizational change initiatives such as CI (Antony and Gupta 2019; Atkinson 2010; Bhasin 
2012; McLean et al. 2017), and particularly how to implement and lead changes (Buick et 
al. 2018; Engle et al. 2017; Moran and Brightman 2000). Our literature review in Chapter 2 
showed that middle managers can be considered to be key agents in facilitating this kind 
of change and help striking a balance between continuity and change. However, middle 
managers encounter the triangle of leading change, implementing change and changing 
their own behavior, which gives rise to major tensions and possibly the tendency to actively 
block change and create resistance. To highlight the complexity of organizational change 
from a middle management perspective we will look into this triangle of roles and challenges 
in this section. This so-called Bermuda triangle involves three key elements: leading change, 
implementing change, and behavioral change.

Leading Change
When it comes to leading change, middle managers may at the same time be leaders, who 
ensure things get done and changes are implemented in the organization, and followers, who 
implement the assignments of top management (Bryant and Stensaker 2011; Neumann et 
al. 2019; Tiggelaar 2019). Our study in Chapter 4 shows the crucial task for middle managers 
to translate new strategies to the operational level and to implement the desired change 
(Belasen and Luber 2017). This may also seem paradoxical, as many changes also concern 
middle managers themselves: managing change requires middle managers to change their 
own behavior (Eddy and Amey 2018; Heyden et al. 2018; Stoker 2005). As a result, they are 
facing the constant struggle between strategy and business operations (Gjerde and Alvesson 
2019; Uyterhoeven 1989). 
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Implementing Change
Middle managers are often caught between translating top management strategy to the 
workplace on the one hand, and representing the work place towards top management 
on the other hand (Nonaka 1994; Stoker and De Korte 2001). The interests of these two 
organizational layers are not always aligned (Guth and MacMillan 1986; Radaelli and Sitton-
Kent 2016). From their position as a connecting link, middle managers can play an important 
role in the success of the implementation (e.g. Kuyvenhoven and Buss 2011; McCann et 
al. 2008). However, a more servant style of leadership may be required, one in which the 
middle manager shows that the result of the change is more important than his or her own 
position (Gandolfi and Stone 2018).

Behavioral Change
The multiple roles and contributions expected from middle management are particularly 
problematic when (part of) the middle management echelon itself is subject to change 
(Anicich and Hirsh 2017b; Han et al. 2014). The fact that middle managers themselves may 
also be subject to change is a phenomenon that has been largely neglected within the 
organizational change literature (Oreg et al. 2011). If a middle manager wants to be able to 
contribute to the change, it also involves reviewing his own behavior and adjusting it. Having 
access to sufficient development and training opportunities is important here (Abugre and 
Adebola 2015; Jørgensen et al. 2007), as is the individual ability to change. These conditions 
often appear to be missing (Griffith et al. 2019; McKinney et al. 2013; Zenger and Folkman 
2014). Middle managers play a role in showing exemplary behavior and leadership and the 
way in which the middle managers interpret the change is of great importance for the way 
in which they subsequently propagate the change in the organization (e.g. Galbraith 2018; 
Lam et al. 2015; Van Assen 2018). 
All these reflections on the managers’ role enactment during achieving CI can be included 
in the “Bermuda” triangle (see figure 5.3). In many corporate settings, top managers often 
expect their middle managers to engage in the ‘triangle’ of leading change, implementing 
change and changing their own behavior, which gives rise to many tensions and possibly 
results in middle managers actively blocking and resisting change (Blom 2018; Cândido and 
Santos 2019). 
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Figure 5.3: The Bermuda triangle of middle management

Overall, middle managers appear to play multiple pivotal roles in organizational change and 
transformation (Balogun 2003; Buick et al. 2018; Kuyvenhoven and Buss 2011; McKinney et 
al. 2013). To support middle managers in handling this triangle of roles and challenges, top 
managers would need to lead by example (Alhaqbani et al. 2016; Birken et al. 2015; Näslund 
2013). This is a major challenge in itself, given the volatility at top management positions as 
well as shareholder pressure (e.g. toward cost-cutting) in many companies.

5.3.3 A Future Perspective on the Middle Manager
An episode of Tegenlicht (2015), called “The end of the manager”, implies there is no ‘hope’ 
or role whatsoever for the (middle) manager, in line with the first two views outlined in 
section 5.3.1. However, we expect that middle managers will keep their roles: their positions 
may be renamed (De Man 2018), but the need for this type of coordination work will remain 
in more or less the same size. The problem in many organizations is not that management 
is inefficient or redundant, but that the role and purpose of a “manager” does not keep 
pace with what is needed (Pistrui and Dimov 2018). The remainder of this section therefore 
highlights two important developments, which will likely influence the role of the middle 
manager: new organizational forms and further digitalization.

Redefining middle management in new organizational forms
The debate about the middle manager is far from over and will very likely be continued 
in the coming years (e.g. Gjerde and Alvesson 2019; Heyden et al. 2017; Jacobs 2015; 
Nicula and Ghimiși 2019). One current discussion involves the impact of new forms of 
organizing like organizational agility, self-management and holacracy on the role of middle 
management (De Man et al. 2019; Lee and Edmondson 2017; Rigby et al. 2016; Romme 
2015, 2017; Velinov et al. 2018). In several firms in the financial service sector, these new 
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forms of organizing are being adopted (Barton et al. 2018; Birkinshaw 2018a). These new 
organizational forms require a changing role and potentially different competences from 
the middle manager. This especially means that middle managers need to become more 
like coaches and mentors (De Man 2018; Gilley et al. 2009; Munteanu and Raţiu 2018). In 
this respect, middle managers have to start leading by raising questions rather than giving 
orders, and thus need to let go of their command-and-control management style (Denning 
2016; Netland et al. 2019; Nicula and Ghimiși 2019; Rigby et al. 2016). A more servant style 
of leadership is necessary in which middle managers consider the goals of the team and 
individual more important than their own goals (Gandolfi and Stone 2018). As a result, 
middle managers will spend less time on the traditional manager’s roles described by Floyd 
and Wooldridge (Livijn 2019).
On the other hand, various organizations already distance themselves from ‘self- 
management’ (Kumar and Mukherjee 2018; Visser 2019; Zandstra 2019) because self-
managing teams seem to take away people’s professional identities (Ten Bos 2018) and the 
organization’s effectiveness appears to diminish unless it is actively managed (Hout 1999). 
The notion of self-management and the resulting claim that layers of middle managers need 
to be reduced is therefore highly disputed (Burton et al. 2017; Garvin 2013). In this respect, 
there appears to be no clarity about the central concepts of many new organizational forms 
(Anderson and Brown 2010; Bernstein et al. 2016; Lee and Edmondson 2017; Tarakci et al. 
2016), which provides interesting opportunities for future research.

Redefining middle management in a digital world
Technology plays an increasingly important role within organizations (Heavin and Power 
2018; Hirte and Sieger 2018; Lobo et al. 2019; North and Kumta 2018). Especially digital 
technology can be assumed to have a major impact on the role and number of middle 
managers in organizations (Applegate et al. 1988; Birkinshaw 2018b; Gratton 2011, 2016; 
Hirt and Willmott 2014). For example, Mims (2015) claims that data is the new middle 
manager. In addition, operational work by human workers is in many organizations being 
substituted or facilitated by robotic process automation (Kumar and Balaramachandran 
2018; Madakam et al. 2019) and artificial intelligence (Duan et al. 2019; Jarrahi 2018; 
Kolbjørnsrud et al. 2017). This means that a more digital workforce (Colbert et al. 2016; 
Wesche and Sonderegger 2019) will impact the role and activities of management (North 
and Kumta 2018; Stone et al. 2015), for instance, in terms of different (e.g. virtual) ways of 
working together (Lilian 2014; Marlow et al. 2017).
These two developments require adaptive organizations that can and want to change. 
Organizations must become more agile but strike the right balance between agility and 
the ability to absorb changing circumstances (Sull 2009). Continuous organizational 
change appears to be essential for organizations to compete and survive in the changing 
environment (Carter et al. 2013). The role of the middle manager is clearly changing as 
previously described. Technology, automation, digitization, all factors that cause the world 
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and therefore the working environment of the middle manager to change faster and 
faster (Colbert et al. 2016; Kolbjørnsrud et al. 2017). This requires agile middle managers 
(De Smet 2018; North and Kumta 2018). It is thus important to further investigate these 
developments and their future impact on the role of middle management. The following 
section will explore this further.

5.4 Reflection, Limitations and Future Research
As with any research, this doctoral research is subject to limitations, which in turn also 
provide opportunities for further research. Therefore, this section serves to reflect on the 
executed research, and discuss its limitations and potential areas for further research.

5.4.1 Reflection
This study is bounded by several conditions. The literature review in Chapter 2 draws on 
a particular set of search terms we opted for. Our review method implies the use of many 
papers from journals such as JOM, IJOPM, IJQRM, which use the word Lean in different 
ways depending on the respective research fields. For instance, some researchers in the 
operations management field focus on lean tools for waste elimination, such as process flow 
mapping, 5-whys analysis, and JIT. However, other researchers in the same field focus on 
“lean” as a “learning capability” for conducting continuous improvement activities. The lean 
concept is also used as shop-floor management techniques and practices in the field of HRM. 
This doctoral study also draws on some papers from HRM journals, such as Human Relations 
and Human Resource Management Journal. In this field, the word “lean” is sometimes 
considered the same as “TQM”. Furthermore, the lean concept is also used in the innovation 
field where many researchers focus on “process innovation”. In our research, we did not 
make a specific distinction between these different research fields. Such a distinction could 
have been helpful to further disentangle and structure the literature found. 
On the other hand, one could argue that the original search terms were too narrow, which 
potentially resulted in an incomplete or superficial perspective. For example, much has been 
written about the politics of lean, and particularly about “Japanese” management principles 
and the Toyota Production System, both representing more or less the same principles as 
lean. This is insufficiently taken into account in the current literature review, while this may 
significantly impact the issues that we seek to explore. Additionally, the word “lean” can be 
considered ambiguous, and has been used in different ways depending on different research 
fields. This observation provides opportunities for further research.
Also, one could argue that the fact that the two CMO frameworks developed in Chapter 2 are 
likely to overlap, due to top managers saying one thing and doing another. Perhaps it would 
thus have been useful to develop a single model that better captures the hybrid nature 
of the process of implementing CI. On the other hand, the current distinction between 
the two frameworks helped to disentangle (the outcomes arising from) two different CI 
implementation strategies in the studies in Chapter 3 and 4. 
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The research builds on the importance of top management policy and initiative related to 
CI implementation, because in most cases middle-managers’ autonomy, responsibility, and 
motivation are influenced by or perhaps even dependent on top management policies. 
However, other potentially influencing factors could have been taken into account as 
well, such as: company size, environmental conditions (e.g. stable or rapidly changing 
environment), industrial settings (e.g. manufacturing or service), and industrial relations 
(e.g. collaborative or hostile).
Furthermore, the findings arising from Chapter 3 show that implementing CI as an integral 
management approach, rather than as an efficiency program, is likely to lead to better 
integration in the organizational culture, a more customer-oriented focus and a better work 
atmosphere compared to implementing CI as a cost-cutting tool. This result is very much 
in line with the hypotheses developed in Chapter 3. In this respect, the main outcomes of 
the study in Chapter 3 are rather self-evident, in terms of the conventional wisdom about 
CI as a cultural change. None the less, no previous study has demonstrated or indicated 
these causal relationships, which can thus be considered to be the main contribution arising 
from Chapter 3. A possible explanation for this self-evident outcome can be that the two 
CI implementation strategies are framed as archetypical approaches of top management 
toward CI. 
We choose the vignette approach over a traditional survey because of the advantages 
mentioned in Chapter 3. For instance in a traditional survey, the links between different 
aspects that influence opinion formation are not clear, so the research results may become 
less valid (Alexander and Becker 1978; Schoenberg and Ravdal 2000). We decided to 
present the vignettes as a short textual description of the change program “GOLD”, aimed 
at implementing CI in this bank, although there are also various other ways of presenting a 
scenario. For instance, vignettes could have alternatively been presented in the experiment 
by means of video, audio, sketches (visuals) or (simulation) games (e.g. Eifler 2007; Hughes 
and Huby 2004; Steiner et al. 2016). Other ways of presenting the vignette are likely to 
influence the outcome. For instance, a video can also take show interactions between 
people and tends to draw more attention from the participants (Hughes and Huby 2004; 
Weekley and Jones 1997). A downside of a high quality video use is the cost of developing 
it (Weekley and Jones 1997), which was a reason for not choosing this method. Another 
example is using visual representations, which generally help to avoid information overload 
(Hughes and Huby 2002) and can also ensure a more direct response from the participants 
(Hughes and Huby 2004). However, the latter was not desirable, given the purpose of our 
study. Overall, the use of other design elements, such as video and visuals, in the vignettes 
tend to make them more complicated in terms of execution, but may also increase the 
validity of the findings. 
In Chapter 4, our findings imply no significant relationship between the statements about 
customer satisfaction and any of the four roles identified by Floyd and Wooldridge. These 
findings do thus not support the idea that the primary focus of CI practices such as Lean is to 
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eliminate activities that do not add customer value and addressing value-adding activities. 
This can perhaps be explained by the fact that we have used middle managers placed in a 
head office in our study, who may be positioned too far away from the (end) customer. As a 
result, these middle managers may have interpreted questions about customers differently 
from what was intended; a similar type of perception gap was observed in studies of 
headquarter-subsidiary relationships by Abdullah and Liang (2013) and Birkinshaw et al. 
(2000). 
All in all, the results of Chapters 3 and 4 may have been influenced by the original blueprint of 
the bank at which data was collected. The so-called founder’s blueprint involves fundamental 
choices regarding how to deal with human resources and employer-employee relationships 
(e.g. Romme et al. 2012), choices that have a long-term impact on how the organization 
operates, also many decades after the organization was first established. This blueprint is 
unique and may lead to a certain type of middle manager (in this particular Dutch bank): 
namely, a manager who does not seek to ‘shake the tree’ and who is completely excluded 
from engaging in strategy development, which is exclusively claimed by top management. 
Those middle managers who do not fit this profile and challenge this implicit agreement are 
likely to be considered ‘obstacles’ by top management, and will therefore have to leave the 
organization sooner rather than later (Romme et al. 2012; Van Baarle et al. 2019).

5.4.2 Limitations
The first limitation of this dissertation involves the assumption that the adoption of CI 
practices such as Lean can be beneficial to any organization. This may be a problematic 
assumption, one that has been contested (e.g. Ashkenas 2012; Delbridge et al. 2000; 
McCann et al. 2015). Future work therefore needs to explore whether the assumed benefits 
of CI practices such as Lean are substantial or merely rhetorical. Literature on Lean and other 
CI methods downsides and weaknesses and its effectiveness could be further reviewed. 
Another limitation of most of the literature reviewed is the (often implicit) assumption that 
CI tools such as Lean involve programmatic changes. Successful changes require top and 
middle managers to constantly challenge and adjust the program to make sure the change 
delivers the desired results (Oakland and Tanner 2007). In this respect, an additional reason 
for unsuccessful transformation CI programs such as Lean may be that there is no, or limited, 
management of the change process during the transition (Nordin et al. 2012). 
A third limitation of the literature review and synthesis in this dissertation is that we did not 
explicitly address the theoretical and philosophical foundations of the Context-Mechanism-
Outcome approach used (Pascal et al. 2013; Van Burg and Romme 2014).
Fourth, the findings may not be generalizable outside the Netherlands. We have no direct 
evidence for this limitation, because the national cultural dimension has not been explicitly 
addressed in this study. Thus, future work should explore the potential impact of national 
culture (Hofstede 1998, 2011).



CONCLUSION 109

5

Fifth,  although the results arising from this study are insightful, a large part of the 
research was performed within one organization, which implies that the results may not 
be generalizable. Therefore, future work in this area needs to engage in replication and 
validation efforts regarding the results of this study in other financial service organizations 
as well as organizations in other industries.
Sixth, in our research we did not explicitly ask about how long the participants have been 
practicing their management role; instead, we included the number of years working 
within the department and the number of years of experience with CI. One can assume 
the latter measurements to be highly correlated with management experience, given the 
fact that most participants have entered the bank through a management traineeship, after 
completing tertiary education (e.g. Oliver 2010). 
Finally, as previously stated, the simulated nature of the experiment may not provide 
the same setting as a real-life context, especially when it comes to the emotional side of 
human perception (e.g. in middle management roles). A vignette experiment appears to 
be a valuable method for exploring the perceptions, beliefs and meanings of people about 
specific situations. However, participants in this type of experiment can assess situations 
more rationally than they would do in reality. This make it difficult to clearly indicate the 
relationship between for instance belief and eventual actions (Collett and Childs 2011). This 
may limit the external validity of the vignette experiment conducted (Roe and Just 2009; 
Schram 2005). By drawing more on mixed-methods (Van Dun et al. 2017), one can possibly 
increase the validity of research findings in this area. Hence, we hope that future studies will 
replicate and/or extend our findings by using mixed method approaches. Moreover, future 
work in this area needs to engage in replication and validation efforts in other financial 
service organizations as well as organizations in other industries. The internal validity of our 
experiment can also be questioned (cf. Roe and Just 2009; Schram 2005). As such, it would 
be valuable to examine, for instance, in a real life case to what extent CI was accomplished in 
a specific situation, and what the impact of the different roles was on this accomplishment.

5.4.3 Future Research
CI will remain an important challenge within many organizations and those studying it 
(Dorval et al. 2019; Prashar and Antony 2018; Van Dun et al. 2017). There is a wide range of 
CI-related topics that should be further researched. For example, an increasing number of 
organizations are using Agile ideas, in addition to Lean, in order to improve organizational 
performance (e.g. Parker et al. 2015; Tripp et al. 2018). This raises the question whether 
Agile is likely to replace Lean, or whether a combination of both in so-called Leagile methods 
will arise (Krishnamoorthy and Ben 2019; Rahiminezhad and Helmi 2016). If we conceive 
Agile as a further development of Lean, it raises various questions for further research: 
What is the impact of an agile way of working (in autonomous teams) on the role of middle 
management? And which middle management (i.e. championing, synthesizing, facilitating 
or implementing) roles contribute mostly to accomplishing organizational agility?
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Further research can also be done on how CI will further develop if we explore the 
assumptions about the need to properly adopt Lean, as well as the meanings of the success/
failure rates of the processes of adoption. And what is the impact of corporate culture on 
embedding CI in the organization (Bhasin 2013; Pakdil and Leonard 2015)? As mentioned 
before, the word “Lean” appears to be equivocal and has been used in highly different ways, 
contingent on different research perspectives. This observation also provides opportunities 
for further research. 
Our findings underline the need for studies that provide insight into the complexity of 
organizational change. Further research should be conducted to address this complexity and 
examine the impact of various middle management roles on the successful implementation 
of CI, for example by field observations across a long period of time (cf. Van der Weide 
and Wilderom 2006). These field studies can draw on various methods such as interviews, 
participant-observation, and participation in the life of middle managers (e.g. Garsten and 
Nyqvist 2013; Lewin 1946; Mintzberg 2004).
Also, future work needs to explore whether the assumed benefits of Lean are substantial or 
merely rhetorical. Lean’s downsides, or weaknesses, can be further reviewed and studied 
(Magnani et al. 2019; Minh et al. 2019). Based on the CMO patterns outlined in Chapter 2, 
these various downsides often co-exist and overlap. Future work in this area will not only 
need to test the bundle of hypotheses arising from each figure in Chapter 2, but must also 
explore and assess the interaction between multiple bundles of causal patterns in settings 
where the two contextual conditions appear to co-exist. Finally, future research would 
benefit from broadening the research domain by involving more cases within and outside of 
the financial service industry.

5.5 Closing Remarks
The findings in this dissertation suggest that commitment and a change in behavior and 
attitude from the entire organization, is a critical factor for achieving sustainability. Creating 
sustainability in lean management practice has been an enormous challenge within many 
organizations. Important is to what extent is CI/Lean sustained over time and supported by 
the efforts of (most if not all) employees and managers and has become part of the way of 
working throughout the organization. If an organization does not succeed in creating some 
level of sustainability in its CI practices, it will very likely fall back to ways of working that 
prevailed before the intervention.
It is realistic to expect that middle management will continue to play an important role 
within organizations. Organizations are undergoing major changes, including the roles of 
all types of managers in these organizations. The importance of effective management has 
not changed, but the way we do this is changing fundamentally. Organizations are changing 
at a rapid pace, in response to changing customer behavior, shorter times-to-market, and 
changing expectations of employees. Therefore, they have to become more agile, also in 
the context of an increasing digitalization. Middle management is an important link in this 
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rapidly changing world, which requires personal adaptability and a new interpretation of the 
role of middle management.
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Appendix B  Vignette Questionnaire

Background
The continuous improvement of operational processes is an enormous challenge for many 
organizations. Managers play an important role in this matter. The creation of a sustainable 
continuous improvement practice demands the development of a new way of working (this 
means: “the continuous improvement of operational processes”) and its integration within 
the daily routines throughout the organization. In order to achieve this, involved managers 
experience pressure. Since you are a manager that participated in the Customer Excellence 
programme of XXXXX, you are approached to participate in this study.

Our request?
Please read the questions below carefully and subsequently answer them. The main 
objective of the first questions is to establish a general impression of your role as a manager. 
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact (XXXXX). Your contribution to 
this research is highly appreciated. 

Propositions
Please answer the questions below within the context of the above stated information. 
Execute this by answering each question with totally disagree, disagree, not disagree/ not 
agree, agree or totally agree. 

1) I consider GOLD as an implementation of the continuous improvement philosophy.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

2) I consider GOLD as a programme that results in a permanent shift of our organisational culture.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

3)  I consider GOLD as an implementation of cost-cutting tools from a “lean” toolbox.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

4) I consider GOLD as an effort to increase the efficiency of the organisation.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

5) I expect that the top management allows me sufficient time to transfer GOLD into a concrete action plan 
for my department and to realise the objectives of GOLD.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

6) I consider GOLD as a threat to my function.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree
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7) I expect sufficient support from the top management for the implementation of change (GOLD).

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

8) I expect that GOLD will lead to resistance within the organization.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

9) GOLD results in the implementation of continuous improvement within our culture. 

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

10) GOLD results in a drastic cost decrease.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

11) The working atmosphere will improve due to the implementation of GOLD.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

12) I will support the top management by the implementation of the change (GOLD).

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

13) I will fulfil a pioneering role in making GOLD a success.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

14) I perceive my role as crucial within the GOLD programme.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

15) Because of GOLD, I focus on fulfilling customer needs.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

16) I will investigate how GOLD can contribute to customer satisfaction.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

17)  I will integrate GOLD and adapt it to the current way of working within my department(s)

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

18) In the context of GOLD, I will adapt the organisation in order to meet customer needs in the best possible 
way.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

19) Because of GOLD, I focus on fulfilling customer needs at the lowest possible costs and shortest lead time.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

20) I select the proper tools to achieve and monitor the GOLD objectives.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

21) I will determine specific KPI’s to timely realise the efficiency objectives of GOLD.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree
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22) In the context of GOLD, I actively monitor individual and team KPI’s in order to identify improvement 
possibilities.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

23) By implementing GOLD, I will solely focus on activities that are beneficial for me.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

24) Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on efficiency.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

25) Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on customer satisfaction.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

26) Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on achieving continuous improvement and the adaption to a 
new organisational culture.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

General questions

Gender
Age

Function
Education level □ Elementary school

□ High school

□ MBO

□ HBO

□ University

□ Post doctoral education
Amount of years working at ABN 

AMRO
□ 0-3 years

□ 3-5 years

□ 6-10 years

□ more than 10 years
Amount of years at current 

department
□ 0-3 years

□ 3-5 years

□ 6-10 years

□ more than 10 years
Years of experience with CE/CI

Open question
Do you believe that you the organisation will still work according to Customer Excellence 
within 5 years? Why yes/no?
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Appendix C Floyd and Wooldridge Self-Test of Middle Management Strategic 
Involvement

1) Monitor and assess the impact of changes in the organisation’s external environment.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

2) Implement action plans designed to meet top management objectives.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

3) Integrate information from a variety of sources to communicate its strategic significance.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

4) Evaluate the merits of new proposals.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

5) Evaluate the merits of proposals generated in my unit, encouraging some, discouraging others.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

6) Translate organizational goals into objectives for individuals.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

7) Provide a safe haven for experimental programs.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

8) Assess and communicate the business-level implications of new information to higher-level managers.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

9) Search for new opportunities and bring them to the attention of higher-level managers.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

10) Communicate and sell top management initiatives to subordinates.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

11) Define and justify the role of new programs or processes to upper-level managers.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

12) Encourage multidisciplinary problem-solving teams.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

13) Proactively seek information about your business from customers, suppliers, competitors, business 
publications, and so on.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

14) Monitor and communicate to higher-level managers the activities of competitors, suppliers, and other 
outside organizations

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently
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15) Justify to higher-level managers programs that have already been established.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

16) Provide resources and develop objectives/strategies for unofficial projects.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

17) Translate organizational goals into departmental action plans.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

18) Relax regulations and procedures in order to get new projects started.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

19) Propose new programs or projects to higher-level managers.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently

20) Monitor activities within your unit to ensure that they support top management objectives.

□ Never □ Rarely □ Occasionally □ Regularly □ Frequently
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Appendix D Experiment Questionnaire

Please answer the questions below. Execute this by answering each question with totally 
disagree, disagree, not disagree/ not agree, agree or totally agree. 

1) I consider GOLD as an implementation of the continuous improvement philosophy.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

2) I consider GOLD as a programme that results in a permanent shift of our organisational culture.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

3) I consider GOLD as an effort to increase the efficiency of the organisation.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

4) I consider GOLD as a threat to my function.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

5) GOLD results in the implementation of continuous improvement within our culture. 

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

6) GOLD results in a drastic cost decrease.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

7) The working atmosphere will improve due to the implementation of GOLD.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

8) I will support the top management during the implementation of the change (GOLD).

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

9) I will fulfil a pioneering role in making GOLD a success.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

10) I perceive my role as crucial within the GOLD programme.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

11) Because of GOLD, I focus on fulfilling customer needs.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

12) I will investigate how GOLD can contribute to customer satisfaction.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

13)  I will integrate GOLD and adapt it to the current way of working within my department(s)

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree
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14) In the context of GOLD, I will adapt the organisation in order to meet customer needs in the best possible 
way.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

15) Because of GOLD, I focus on fulfilling customer needs at the lowest possible costs and shortest lead time.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

16) I select the proper tools to achieve and monitor the GOLD objectives.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

17) I will determine specific KPI’s to timely realise the efficiency objectives of GOLD.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

18) In the context of GOLD, I actively monitor individual and team KPI’s in order to identify improvement 
possibilities.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

19) By implementing GOLD, I will solely focus on activities that are beneficial for me.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

20) Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on efficiency.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

21) Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on customer satisfaction.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree

22) Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on achieving continuous improvement and the adaption to a 
new organisational culture.

□ totally disagree □ disagree □ not disagree/not 
agree

□ agree □ totally agree
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General questions

Gender
Age

Function
Education level □ Elementary school

□ High school

□ MBO

□ HBO

□ University

□ Post doctoral education
Amount of years working at ABN 

AMRO
□ 0-3 years

□ 3-5 years

□ 6-10 years

□ more than 10 years
Amount of years at current 

department
□ 0-3 years

□ 3-5 years

□ 6-10 years

□ more than 10 years
Years of experience with CE/CI

Open question
Do you believe that you the organisation will still work according to Customer Excellence 
within 5 years? Why yes/no?
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Summary The role of middle management in achieving continuous improvement: 
a demanding playing field
Many organizations in financial services and other industries are constantly trying to adapt 
to an ever-changing environment. Since the beginning of the 21st century, many of these 
organizations have been exposed to growing competition and cost pressure. As a result, 
these companies have been looking for ways to improve their business: that is, providing 
better services at lower cost, improving customer satisfaction, and staying competitive. One 
particular example is the Dutch banking sector, which is changing drastically in many ways. 
Banks are facing increased competition from technology companies outside the traditional 
financial sector which are offering various new financial technologies (fintech) and other 
services. Top managers of banks often adopt a strategy of Continuous Improvement (CI) 
in their organizations as a means to cope with all, or at least some of, these changes. CI 
practices such as Lean appear to have the potential to position financial institutions for long-
term success. Studies in both industrial and service-oriented organizations demonstrate 
that (initial) results arising from such projects are often not sustained. Previous studies 
have established that making CI work is more than just the implementation of a tool box; 
it requires effectuating a management philosophy in combination with the help of (middle) 
management to make the implementation adhere. 
Therefore, it is important to understand the role of middle managers in implementing 
organizational change initiatives such as CI. Overall, the role and influence of middle 
management within CI appears to be under-researched. This is remarkable because middle 
managers can be considered key agents in facilitating CI initiatives and can play a key role 
in striking a balance between continuity and change. So a better understanding can help 
organizations to determine what is expected of middle managers and how conditions set 
by top management influences middle management. As a result, organizations will have 
more instruments to exert influence, thereby increasing the likelihood of successfully 
implementing CI. This dissertation investigates how and to what extent middle managers 
influence CI efforts in the financial service industry. 
The main research question of this dissertation is: How and to what extent do middle 
managers contribute to accomplishing CI in the financial service industry?
This dissertation contains three different studies that serve to further explore the influence 
of middle managers on CI (implementation) within organizations.

Insights from study 1
First, a systematic review of the literature is conducted to develop a mechanism-based 
framework that explains the success and failure of CI initiatives (incl. Lean) in which middle 
managers are key agents.
This first study (chapter 2) results in two frameworks. Each of these frameworks assumes 
that top management consistently seeks to implement a particular (archetypical) philosophy 
of CI: the first framework assumes an integral management approach and the second starts 
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from the assumption that a cost-cutting strategy is adopted. Each of these two frameworks 
in itself reflect some of the key tensions and challenges arising from any CI change effort, 
especially for middle managers. In practice, the two conditions may overlap, which creates 
an additional level of complexity. Overall, our review provides an understanding of the (non) 
conditions in which continuous improvement initiatives are likely to succeed or fail, and as 
such also provides a starting point for future research as well as practical work in this area.
Future work in this area will not only need to test the bundle of hypotheses arising from 
each framework in this study, but also explore and assess the interaction between the two 
bundles of causal patterns in settings where these two contextual conditions appear to co-
exist.

Insights from study 2
Secondly, an experimental vignette study (chapter 3) serves to identify the differences in 
adopting a CI approach as a management philosophy versus a cost-cutting program. The 
second study examines the effect of different ways of implementation. The vignette study 
was carried out at a large bank in the Netherlands.
The findings arising from this study suggest that the expectation is that C1 is more likely 
to be integrated in the organizational culture, may enhance the customer orientation 
among employees, and could improve the work atmosphere when it is implemented as an 
integral management approach rather than to implementing CI as a cost-cutting tool. These 
findings suggest that embedding CI in the organizational culture apparently contributes 
to the sustainability of CI in the organization. We also found some confirmation that, if 
top management implements CI as an integral management approach, middle managers 
expect that the organization will become more customer-focused. Finally, middle managers 
appear to perceive less negative associations regarding the work atmosphere when CI is 
implemented as an integral management approach rather than as a cost-cutting tool.
Middle managers can only help reduce the risk of perceiving C1 as another downsizing 
method focused on short-term financial targets, if top managers commit themselves to it 
as an integrated management philosophy, and continually communicate this in a consistent 
manner throughout the entire organization.

Insights from study 3
Thirdly, the different roles that middle managers can play in CI are analyzed and compared. A 
widely-cited model of Floyd and Wooldridge (1996), which links organizational performance 
directly to middle management, is used. The main findings from this study (in Chapter 4) 
suggest that middle management can be perceived as a change agent, involving both upward 
and downward activities. In line with Floyd and Wooldridge, our results show support for the 
integrative roles (implementing and synthesizing) that middle managers may play when the 
organization aims to adopt CI. In particular, middle managers who fulfill an implementing 
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role within the organization are more likely to perceive CI initiatives as a sustainable cultural 
change and are more likely to take action in this respect.

Overall
The three studies conducted reveal that middle managers engage in a dynamic playing 
field in which they play a pivotal role in organizational change. More specifically, top 
management’s conceptualization of the rationale of a CI program appears to affect the role 
of middle management in getting CI implemented. From a practical perspective, this means 
that if top management perceives CI as an integral management approach, this may have 
a positive effect on middle management’s expectation that CI can be incorporated into 
the organizational culture in a sustained manner. The findings of this doctoral dissertation 
suggest that the middle management role is not an easy one, because middle managers 
have to change their own mindset and behavior and lead by example, in order to create and 
sustain changes in the entire organization. We concluded that it is important that middle 
managers understand the purpose of the change. 
While top and middle managers often deliberately try to plan change to make it more 
manageable, organizational realities tend to be more messy and noisy than can be effectively 
planned for. Cooperation between top management and middle management thus appears to 
be essential for accomplishing CI. Using their link between top management and shop floor, 
top management needs to create the conditions in which middle managers can ensure that 
improvements are actually implemented and guaranteed within the organization.
Organizations are undergoing major changes including the roles of all types of managers. It 
is expected that middle management will continue to pay an important role within them. 
The importance of effective management has apparently not changed, but the way one 
engages in management may be changing fundamentally. In response to altering customer 
behavior, shorter times-to-market, shifting expectations of employees, and increasing 
digitalization, organizations are changing rapidly and need to become more agile. Middle 
management is an important link in these transformation processes. This in itself requires 
personal adaptability and a new interpretation of the role of middle management. Thus, the 
impact that an agile way of working has on the role of middle management is an interesting 
area for future research, in particular to find out which roles (i.e. championing, synthesizing 
or implementing) can contribute the most to accomplishing organizational agility.
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