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Abstract  

Learning organizations in combination with quality management practices and continuous 
improvement are well known and have throughout the decades seen many successful 
implementations. Implying that there are assorted collections of tools, strategies and 
implementation techniques which are accessible for organizations today. However, what has been 
seen as a strong and contemporary inclination across many manufacturing industries is to develop 
and deploy company-specific production system (XPS) in order to obtain a competitive advantage 
in today’s global and changing business domain. 

The purpose of this explorative and qualitative study aims therefore to inspect and explore the 
occurrence of how a tailored company-specific production system (XPS) attempts to assist as an 
improvement program to contribute to the continuous improvement work and organizational 
learning in a multinational organization. The study includes a case study conducted at Volvo Group 
Truck located in Skövde and their tailored XPS called VPS (Volvo Production System). 

A review of previous literature was conducted and therefore included in order to provide an 
understanding of the topic as well as the empirical findings for further grasping of how a tailored 
specific XPS has benefited the company towards an enhanced improvement work thus becoming 
a learning organization. Interviews and documentation as well as observations from a previous 
internship at the plant in Skövde were conducted and utilized in order to obtain the employee's 
perspective on the contribution towards the continuous improvement work and organizational 
learning. Further on, in order to get a wide-ranging perspective on this matter, interviews were also 
held with persons with different positions within the plant.  

Findings from the analysis indicated that the difference with implementing a tailored company 
specific production strategy in comparison to other systems is that it aids the organization towards 
developing an organizational culture, which will further assist in enhancing the continues 
improvement work and organisational learning. Empirical findings also suggested that supporting 
functions together with XPS makes the transition towards the changes happening in an 
organization much easier. It also appears that the infrastructure of support with the tools and 
structures that VPS brings, is an important aspect in how the VPS assists in fostering continuous 
improvement work. Furthermore these tools, methods and structures are developed and designed 
to support and encourage every employee to think outside the box in a more creative and 
innovative way which foster employees learning process. The conclusion is that supportive 
functions together with a tailored XPS contributes to a joined organisational culture where 
improving and learning is a natural activity therefore fostering continuous improvement work and 
becoming a learning organization.   
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1. Introduction  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, the background of the topic of research is described together with a problem discussion which 

is followed by the research question and purpose of the study. The chapter also includes a presentation of the 

case company and delimitations. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Background 

In today’s competitive and dynamic environment there are numerous approaches that a company 

can use for sustaining or refining their competitiveness (Slack & Lewis, 2010). As a result the 

capability to constantly improve becomes of high importance, as it can be the determining factor 

of the companies’ survival (Rose, 2005). Operations management literature suggests a collection 

of production improvement philosophies, methods and tools that a business can use to achieve 

this (Hayes & Wheelwright, 1984; Schonberger, 1986; Ohno, 1988; Womack et al., 1990). This 

collection of tools and strategies lead to the development of very generic strategies known as best 

practices where the main collective interest could be found in the continuous pursuit for the 

development, classification and reproduction of different strategies (ibid).  

 

Such generic strategies are well known under the umbrella term of best practice paradigm of 

manufacturing strategy (Voss, 1995; 2005), spanning over a range of diverse but associated 

manufacturing concepts including quality management (TQM), just-in-time production (JIT), 

theory of constraints, world class manufacturing, business process reengineering, six sigma and, 

most significantly, lean production (Netland & Aspelund, 2013; Netland & Sanchez, 2014). 

However, in this creek of research one specific company reached outstanding success after years 

of trial and error implementing these generic strategies, namely the Toyota Motor Corporation. 

The continuous success that Toyota has had by implementing their very own company-specific 

production system (XPS), Toyota Production System (TPS), has motivated many other businesses 

to cultivate their variations of this concept (Deming, 1982; Hofman, 2000; Lee & Jo, 2007; 

Neuhaus, 2009). Still, what has been of importance to other business is the realization that in 

order to achieve continued triumph there is an important need to have a higher degree of 

codification as well as adaptation of the best practices to a company’s own unique characteristics 

and environment (Netland & Aspelund, 2013). 

 

Volvo Group Trucks operations was one of the companies who was quick to jump on the 

implementation of a variation of the very successful TPS, and in 2004 it was documented that 

there were periodic and rather ungainly efforts of applying the Lean-concept all over the Volvo 

Group (Netland & Aspelund, 2013). However as the results were rather non-beneficial, a pre-

study was launched with the objective to further modify and create a custom lean production 

system for the Volvo Group, and as a result the first version of Volvo Production System (VPS) 

was launched in 2007. However, by implementing company- specific production system does not 

mean that the company will stay competitive or that they will reach instant success as there are 

more elements within a company that need to be reckoned with (Tickle, Mann & Adebanjo, 2016; 

Netland & Aspelund, 2013). This can for example be shown with Volvo and their journey to 

become a multinational company where their corporate culture and global operations grew and 

became more diverse and dynamic over the last decade. In an attempt to strengthen the common 

values and goals the Volvo Group choose to pursue the process of establishing VPS in 2007 with 

the aim to align all subsidiaries to a common vision and organizational culture (Hill & 

Svenningstorp, 2006).  



 

 2 

 

Netland and Aspelund (2013) mean that there is a prominence of having an organizational 

strategy and a well-functioning production as it can lead to increased quality and production 

processes but to the development of an aligned organizational philosophy thus leading to a 

continuous improvement of the organization to reach the success wanted. Deming (2000) and Li 

(2013) mean that by implementing continuous improvements can be seen as the final 

organizational building block, and the one that keeps it alive. To constantly adapt, improve and 

escalate can help maintain and ensures the long term survival as well the success of the 

organization. Implying that without vigorous continuous improvements the organization will 

remain frozen in time without learning and adapting to environmental changes, and without 

making progress in the market.  

 

However, Ichijo and Nonaka (2007) and Tohidinia and Mosakhani (2010) both reason that 

also  knowledge and learning are crucial parts in an organization as they are the one that can 

contribute to success in this dynamic world of ever-growing data and business challenges. They 

reason that successful companies today are the ones that exploit and use intellectual capital in an 

efficient manner. This intellectual capital that can be found in organizations that largely subsides 

with different individuals. Senge (1990) means therefore that organizations where learning is 

encouraged the businesses takes advantage and empowers the continuous development of 

knowledge, which in turn benefits the company. This means that the company also creates new 

and expansive patterns of thinking and enables people to continually learn and form a culture of 

how to learn together.  

1.2 Problem discussion 

In today’s business environment continuous improvement, learning and an aligned 

organizational strategy and philosophy has become an important aspect of competitiveness. 

Colotla, Shi and Gregory (2003) state that multinational companies face the challenge of 

operating a globally dispersed manufacturing network effectively and efficiently because it is 

difficult to manage quality efforts and reach a consensus and alignment across all foreign 

subsidiaries. However, as suggested by management literature, multinational enterprises today 

choose to conduct their businesses among multiple locations as a fundamental strategy for 

seeking competitive advantage (Maritan & Brush, 2003; Jensen & Szulanski, 2004; Birkinshaw & 

Hood, 1998). Thus, when it comes to improvement programs and building organizational 

strategies the recent innovation for companies is to consolidate the earlier plant-specific local 

improvement programmes into corporate-wide global improvement programmes such as XPSs 

(Netland & Aspelund, 2013), which can be exemplified by the more common examples such as 

Audi Production System, Boeing Production System, Bosch Production System and or as the main 

case of this study - Volvo Production System.  

 

As current literature within management and strategy has been aimed at studying the effects of 

the TPS, TQM, knowledge management and lean production on performance and the successful 

building of a learning organization (Adam et al., 2001; Brox & Fader, 2002; Swamidass, 2007; 

Thun et al., 2010) the application of a XPS in a company has received much less attention. With 

an internship that was conducted beforehand at Volvo Group Trucks in Skövde by one of the 

researchers, made it clear what an important role the VPS or an XPS seemed to play in order to 

reach alignment in the own organisation as well as a consensus and alignment across all 

subsidiaries. With the decision to implement VPS across the Volvo Group the aim was to 

strengthen the common values and goals to pursue, creating a new organizational culture. Spear 

and Bowen, (1999) mean that this culture shall allow a superior organizational exploitation of the 

XPS but the organizational exploitation will always vary between companies. Meaning that those 

that are able to do superior resource deployment can gain competitive advantage whereas others 
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will instead fail (Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997; Makadok, 2001). Adler (1997) outlines a good point 

on the effect of becoming a multinational enterprise also is something that affects the culture, 

becoming something that needs to be managed as if it is not strong enough nor managed 

subsidiaries can be subjective to culture of the nation rather than the organizational one. Whereas 

Ichijo and Nonaka (2007), Tohidinia and Mosakhani (2010) and Senge (1990) further imply that 

by applying knowledge management and pushing for creating an organizational learning culture 

within the organization can change the organizational structure and thereby sway the culture that 

affects the employees. 

 

As the literature review did prove to have some previous academic research, gaps were still 

acknowledged concerning XPSs (Adam et al., 2001; Brox & Fader, 2002; Swamidass, 2007; Thun 

et al., 2010; Netland & Aspelund, 2013). Insights from the internship at Volvo displayed the 

success they had with the implementation of VPS but also exposed the enormous amounts of 

resources that is put into developing, implementing and managing this kind of strategy, therefore 

raising questions how this strategy has contributed back to the organisation. Combining the 

insight from the internship with Tranfield and Starkey (1998) statement that much of the 

management research is lacking the concerns and interests of practitioners with the huge amount 

of resources that goes into developing and managing such programmes in organisations all over 

the world, XPS appears to be a poorly codified phenomenon in the literature. Still, the limited 

previous literature that is found, does show that the implementation of XPSs contributes to 

sustaining a competitive advantage and company performance. However, it is still tremendously 

important that corporations also continually improve and learn in order to become successful on 

the competitive market (Netland & Aspelund, 2013; Jinhui Wu, Zhang & Schroeder, 2011; Senge, 

1990). Being able to manage knowledge and learning but also to develop, will provide for 

organizations to compete globally in terms of quality and increase the opportunities to 

continuously improve at a worldwide basis. Further on, with a slight amount of literature that 

implies that the characteristics of XPS helps improve performance and sustain the improvement 

work, much is still neglected. Therefore, as a step in the right direction with the aim of developing 

this area even further, the question is raised on how the implementation of a company-specific 

production system can help foster a continually improving and also a learning organization.  

1.3 Purpose and research question 

The purpose with this study is to further the research on how a company-specific production 

system (XPS) endeavour as an improvement programme to assist in the continuous improvement 

work and organisational learning. The aim is to investigate and evaluate this specific concept by 

using a real company and their company-specific production system, namely Volvo and their 

Volvo Production System (VPS) to explore how the implementation of such system has benefited 

the company towards an enhanced improvement work thus becoming a learning organization. 

Further on, focus will also be placed towards summarizing existing theory in an attempt to create 

an understanding of the different elements that are needed for a company to foster learning and 

continuous improvement work as well as cross-referencing these in the case of Volvo. Henceforth, 

given the problem discussion in 1.2 and the intended purpose with this study the following 

research questions was developed:     

 

How can the implementation of a company-specific production system (XPS) assist in 

fostering continuous improvement work and organizational learning? 

 

1.4 Delimitation 

In order to accomplish the purpose of this study both an empirical and theoretical base was used 

however as the study was mainly developed around the case company Volvo Group Trucks, not 
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all research within the theme of organizational learning and continuous improvement work was 

included. This due to the focus of the study being aimed at understanding the perceived 

relationship of an XPS system, continuous improvement work and organizational learning 

connected to Volvo’s VPS. Although the Volvo is a multinational company and influenced from 

other subsidiaries, limited time and access do not allow for interviews and other data collection 

at other plants. Thus, the study is limited to investigating how an XPS fosters continuous 

improvement work and organizational learning in this one specific case at Volvo Power 

Engineering in Skövde. However as the case in this study uses a tailored XPS, as many other 

multinational organizations it can be considered reasonable to give a general recommendation to 

similar companies whom have this implemented and that can be of use. 

1.5 Company background 

The Volvo Corporation was first established in 1924 in Gothenburg, Sweden and by 1927 Volvo 

presented their first series-factory-made car. However, since then many changes have been made 

to the company and today Volvo Group Trucks Operations is recognized as the largest Swedish 

multinational manufacturing company (Netland & Aspelund, 2013) and one of the largest 

manufacturers of trucks, busses, marines- and industrial engines and construction equipment to 

the global industrial system. Nonetheless, the Volvo Group has grown considerably worldwide 

since 1999 when Ford acquired Volvo cars. 

 

Today the Volvo Group have 95,000 employees worldwide, a presence in 190 markets, production 

facilities in 18 countries and sales close to 300,000 units per year. They concentrates on three 

different market; EMEA (Europe, Middle East and Africa), Americas (North and South), and 

APAC (Asia and the Pacific region).The company markets and retails within ten business areas 

including different series of brands such as UD Trucks, Mack Trucks, Volvo Trucks and Volvo 

Buses. Figure 1-ii shows the Volvo Group organization´s different parts (Volvo Group, 2012). 

However this study will be focused and performed at the Volvo Group Truck Factory plant in 

Skövde and will be further introduced in the next section.  

 

Figure 1-i Illustration of Volvo Groups Organization (Volvo Group, 2012) 
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1.5.1 Volvo Group Trucks Operations in Skövde 

The Volvo Factory located in Skövde is one of the manufacturers of truck, bus, marine and 

industrial engines and components. These products are exported to other plants included in the 

Volvo Group located in Europe, North- and South America, and Asia. The production is divided 

into three processes resided in sub factories; foundry, machining and assembly. Today´s 

assembling at the F-factory consists of the HDE13 and HDE16 engines. Additionally, a number of 

support functions such as maintenance and logistics departments are located in Skövde as well. 

Approximately 3000 people are today employed at the Skövde Powertrain Plant 

(teamplace.volvo.com).  

 

1.5.2 Volvo Production System (VPS) 

The company-specific production system VPS developed at Volvo contains the core principles of 

their way of working within the multinational company across all subsidiaries in order to jointly 

improve their increasingly diversified operation units of the global group (Volvo Group, 2012). 

The main task is to add value for the customer, increase quality and work on improvements to 

eliminate inefficiencies. The VPS comprises three equally important dimensions; Vision, 

Principles, Tools and Techniques. The vision demonstrates both the beliefs as well as the 

representation of the epitome state and the main objective of the organization. The principles are 

fundamentally key rudiments which sustenance the execution in order to achieve the vision, 

system thinking and decision making within the organization. Practical tools and techniques are 

used to help to envision as well as coping with the material and information flow, endeavouring 

for the possibility to continuously improve activities and behaviours. According to the figure 

below (Figure 1-iii) the principles of the VPS consist of several different core elements that all 

employees must be aware of and work with. However, the most important objective is to add value 

for the customer, increase quality and work on improvements in order to eliminate inefficiencies 

and deliver at the lowest cost and in the shortest time possible (Volvo Truck Corporation, 2008). 

 

Figure 1-ii The VPS House (Internal documents, teamplace.volvo.com) 
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Nevertheless, as continuous improvement is the energetic force that drives the VPS forward, it 
necessitates a methodical, long-term and reliable approach. Therefore, Volvo means that 
standardization is the vital driving force for additional development, whereas previously done 
improvements are protected and maintained by standardization (Volvo Truck Corporation, 
2008). The so called VPS house contains five different key elements; performance, people, 
improvement, lean practices and end-to-end alignment which are supposed to work as support 
pillars of how to reach customer satisfaction, which will be the main focus of the study. 
 
Performance management ensures that performance against set targets is tracked in a 
transparent and visual manner. To manage the process in structured ways to control and manage 
daily status , follow-up activities,  prioritizing containment actions and problem solving tools and 
methods shall support to be reach the performance goals (Internal documents, 
teamplace.volvo.com). 
 
People are the most important asset in the company. For the VPS to succeed and to build a high-
performing Volvo Group, the people within the system must have the capabilities to support the 
deployment and engagement in achieving of the strategic objectives, with everyone´s contribution 
to improve the process all the time. To understand the power of the teamwork and the promotion 
of knowledge management to learn from each other´s experiences is necessary for success. 
Beyond this, the motivation comes when there is a formal recognition and feedback that serves 
both as a check on the effectiveness and efficiency of the improvements, and as a source for new 
energy and commitment (Internal documents, teamplace.volvo.com). 
 
Improvement is one of the elements already stated in the VPS house. An organization’s success is 
largely dependent on its ability to change and improve.  To implement structured methods for 
improvement and learning sets the baseline, and enables process stability, while exposing 
problems to be solved and insures alignment and consistency, meanwhile knowledge is also 
captured which  makes reuse available  (Internal documents, teamplace.volvo.com). 
 
Lean practices is one of the key elements stating that the focus of improvement activities is 
performance improvement using lean concepts to reduce lead time, eliminate waste and losses, 
and improve the quality of the products (Internal documents, teamplace.volvo.com). 
 
The end-to-end alignment element, refers to the entire chain from the first to the last point of an 
entire value stream. Customer focus and business results are expected from the organization, 
therefore alignment of the different players’ targets and lead-time reduction plans with the 
company´s overall goal is a must. According to the end-to-end alignment element cross-
functional work is necessary when to for example solve or improve an existing process, meaning 
that the involvement of more than one area or department should be involved to find the best 
solution (Internal documents, teamplace.volvo.com).   
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2. Frame of reference 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The theoretical framework aims to introduce the company-specific production system and previous research on 

the topic. Further the concepts of continues improvements and organisational learning is displayed. This is 

used as a base of knowledge in order to develop an understanding for the empirical formulation and the 

findings at the Volvo Group Trucks Operations in Skövde. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

2.1 Company specific production systems (XPS) 

The development of company-specific production systems (XPS), where the ‘X’ stands for the 

company’s name, and ‘PS’ for an abbreviation for ‘production system’ or similar such as business 

system, manufacturing system or operations system, goes a long way back to the events 

surrounding Japan after World War II. Typical during this time was automotive manufacturers 

such as Ford and GM using mass production, economies of scale, and big equipment to produce 

as much as possible. However, while Ford is recognized for his assembly line, he was also 

promoting the standardization of one’s work as a means to improvement, eliminating waste so 

that labour could be more effective, levelling production in order to eliminate excess inventory, 

and recycling of excessive materials. Also he believed in taking the work to the employees and not 

the employees to the work (Ford, 1926). Another American industrial engineer at this time, W. 

Edwards Deming began his career investigating problems of quality control and he discovered 

that quality is not improved by after inspection of a product, but by control over the ongoing 

production process (Sashkin & Kiser, 1993). 

  

The beliefs of Ford and Deming reinforced the importance of empowering workers to experiment 

and learn how to continually improve the processes within the organization. Their philosophies 

toward continuous improvement methods was the beginning for the development of company-

specific production systems within the automotive industry. Hence, at the same time, during 

World War II the Japanese society was at that time suffering shortages and lack of resources 

(Modig & Åhlström, 2013; Harrison & Van Hoek, 2011). This was highly affecting the Toyota 

Motor Corporation and due to these business conditions they were lagging behind of their 

competitors Ford Motor Company and the General Motors Corporation. Besides this Toyota also 

had to make a variety of vehicles on the same assembly line to satisfy its customers (Liker, 2004). 

Thus, the lack of resources forced Toyota to think differently regarding efficiency and they 

responded by developing production processes that were flexible and operated effectively with 

minimum waste (Modig & Åhlström, 2013; Harrison & Van Hoek, 2011). When lead times are 

short and the focus is on keeping production lines flexible, the results are better productivity, 

better utilization of space and equipment, higher quality, and better customer response (Liker, 

2004). So forth, besides the events surrounding Japan after the war Toyota was influenced by 

Ford and Deming's philosophies and this was the beginning of the XPS; Toyota Production 

System (TPS). 

2.1.1 The purpose of XPS 

Company-specific production strategies aims to operate as a whole in alignment with the same 

set of principles and improving according to the same system. By implementing an XPS, an 

organization's guiding objective is to adopt and synthesise well-known production philosophies, 

such as just-in-time (JIT), total quality management (TQM), Six Sigma, Lean production in line 

with the organisations characteristics, specific environment and needs (Netland & Sanchez, 

2014). According to Netland (2013) a company’s XPS is the result of a strategic selection of 
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different principles. Therefore, a tailoring to the unique needs of the organisation takes place in 

the development process of the XPS even though the principles stem from the same templates. 

Netland is further rigorous to acknowledge the fact that an XPS is a strategic production 

programme aimed to be tailored to the specific firm and not a precise and general production 

philosophy in the way that lean production, TQM, TPM or six sigma are. Moreover, this is also 

the strength of the XPS, as it allows for this specific adaptation of the one-best-way approach to 

strategically choose from all proven production improvement philosophies. Since companies 

tailor the composition of principles to fit their different needs and strategies, thus XPSs are not 

identical in the different firms.  

 

Lander (2007) also mean that XPS can be defined as a philosophy and way of thinking as he 

asserts that the process of discovery is what develops the social system necessary to sustain the 

system and drive its continued evolution. However, different organisations have different levels 

of demand and task variability that they face. He further means that the system is only realized 

when the tools are combined with the proper people structure into a cohesive socio-technical 

system, and that the system must permeate the organizational culture (Lander, 2007; Liker, 

2004). Moreover, Netland (2013) asserts that the XPS is not always to recommend for all types of 

companies, which might explain why it is not yet a well-codified phenomenon. An XPS is a 

programme for improving production continuously and systematically over a long time. 

Therefore, the advantages of having an XPS is likely to be more in firms with stability of both the 

production network and the environment (Benner & Tushman, 2003). However, this thesis is 

focused on the manufacturing firm Volvo Group Trucks which operates in relatively mature and 

stable industry. Though, in firms where production network or environment is constantly 

changing or industries characterised by rapid and disruptive innovations in technology the XPS 

would naturally have a more time-limited effect and not work as successfully. Netland (2013) 

further suggest that the value of an XPS is dependent on its strategic fit within the firm’s business 

strategy and the speed of the implementation. A considerable amount of research also enlighten 

that many companies struggle to sustain the benefits of the XPSs over a long period (Bateman, 

2005; Schonberger, 2007; Pay, 2008). 

2.1.2 A resource based view on XPS and previous research 

According to Barney (1991) a firm have a sustained competitive advantage when it is 

implementing a value creating strategy that is not simultaneously being implemented by any 

competitor and when these are unable to duplicate the benefits of the strategy. When reviewing 

literature, most of the research conducted about company-specific systems explore the 

circumstances under which an XPS can provide a competitive advantage and company 

performance. It also exist research revealing positive results such as increased uptime and safety 

improvement and considerable quality improvement following the VPS implementation. In a 

study by Netland & Sanchez (2011), they found positive relationship between VPS implementation 

and quality performance in ten globally dispersed Volvo plants. This study also confirmed 

common opinions from respondents working within the company that the VPS contributes to 

increased competitiveness, and that it does so mainly by ensuring a more systemised and 

profitable production. Except from academic studies showing evidence that the implementation 

of so called company-specific systems does prove to be a source of durable competitive advantage, 

the example of Toyota shows little doubt that the TPS has given the company with a sustainable 

competitive advantage and contributed significantly to Toyota's success and growth (Womack, 

Jones & Roos, 1990; Liker, 2004).  

 

By implementing the TPS, Toyota has been able to faster develop more automobile models, with 

significantly less defects and at a lower cost than its competitors (Womack et al, 1990). This also 

shows the potential value of XPS as a system that fosters and exploit firm resources. In another 

study conducted by Netland & Sanchez, (2014) the authors shows that in industries with 
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widespread XPS implementation, an XPS is a necessary resource for achieving competitive parity. 

Also they found that an XPS can provide a sustainable competitive advantage if it has a superior 

fit with other path-dependent resources in the organisation. The company-specific production 

system can so forth be related to the resource-based view (RBV) suggesting that organisational 

performance is influenced by an organization's capabilities and resources (Barney, 1991; 

Wernerfelt, 1995).  Moreno (1999) asserts that although the resource-based view of the firm has 

been mainly used in the strategic management literature, it can also be applied to the competitive 

advantages gained by using specific production systems. This perspective makes it possible to 

more fully understand what those systems superiority is based on and how they are developed. 

Further, the resource based view explains that sustained competitive advantage can be gained 

from resources that are “rare” “valuable” and “inimitable”, supposing that the firm can 

organisationally exploit these resources and capabilities (Barney, 1991; Netland & Sanchez, 2014). 

 

According to Prahalad & Hamel (1990) critical social and learned competences might be the most 

important intangible assets that can lead to sustainable competitive advantage. Lander, (2007) 

also argue that learning and improving are at the core of Toyota’s system and are the key enablers 

that have driven its development. Learning, and learning to learn, are thus key features of any 

true company-specific production system. Hence, the resourced-based view argues that 

organisations must develop capabilities through the application of knowledge and through 

organisational learning and continuous improvement and development in the attempt to produce 

unique competencies that are difficult to repeat. Literature also suggests that the principles of 

building a resourced-based strategy within the firm are related to performance through a 

customer focus, teamwork and continuous improvement work (Grieves, 2010). With this said, it 

should mean that implementing a company-specific strategy which system is all the time 

embracing the firm to enhance and foster unique resources and capabilities by following 

principles also embraces the company to continually improve and learn. Except from these 

acknowledgements, no previous research about company-specific production systems is found 

that contemplates or discuss if or how XPS could have implications specifically on organisational 

learning.  

 

Further on, except from the establishment by Netland and Sanchez (2011) proving that XPS 

makes a successful strategy for improving performance, enhancing the competitive advantages 

and a positive relationship between VPS implementation and quality performance in Volvo 

plants, Netland (2013) has however touched upon the possibility if XPSs also can help sustain 

improvement work in organisations in one of his studies, which is the other main research 

objectives in this study. Regarding XPS being a recommended improvement strategy Netland 

(2013) suggests that it is due to three characteristics; Firstly, he mean that an XPS is company-

specific and not general, so forth the improvement work is adapted to the specific conditions and 

needs of a company. Secondly, an XPS is a strategic improvement programme, not a project like 

many other improvement initiatives and henceforth brings durability and consistency to the 

improvement work. Finally that an XPS is unifying, meaning that is has shared and systematic 

approaches and principles for all units in the organisation which eliminates the need for each site 

to develop and maintain their own improvement programme.  

 

It is further important to mention the concept of lean production which belongs to list of the most 

common XPS principles and the link with the TPS and lean production remains strong (Netland, 

2013). Lean production represent a critical dimension of the XPSs as well as one of the main 

pillars in the VPS house. According to Liker (2004) specifically the concept of lean manufacturing 

encourages, supports and even demands employees’ involvement. Modig and Åhlström, (2013) 

argue that the implementation of such a system creates cogency of stable directions and affinity 

towards the same goals among employees. Further Lean manufacturing is one of the main tools 

to use to enhance the improvement initiatives according to Mohammad, Mann, Grigg, & Wagner 
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(2011) because lean manufacturing requires an aim for creating efficient flows in order to satisfy 

a demand and to develop and improve the organization, which is occurring continuously.  

 

Another thing asserted by Netland, which is emphasised by many major textbooks on lean 

production is the need for a lean enterprise (e.g. Womack & Jones, 1996; Womack et al, 1990; 

Liker, 2004) meaning an organisation where all functions are aligned with each other. 

Nonetheless these lean enterprises are very rare. Further on, scholars echoes this as many 

manufacturing companies emphasis mainly on production, all other functions are supportive 

functions to production and if these aren't lean as well it is impossible to succeed with a just-in-

time system at the production line. Hence, the importance of spreading the XPS beyond 

production is crucial. Furthermore, Netland (2013) asserts that the question of how to spread the 

XPS beyond production remains a headache for many managers. 

2.2 Continuous Improvement 

Continuous improvement (CI) positions itself in many different organizations in different ways, 

current research offers several definitions on this specific topic. Diverse researchers such as 

Prajogo & Sohal (2004) consider CI to be an integral part of the total quality management concept 

whereas Liker (2004) argues for CI to be a part of the Lean philosophy and according to Lillrank 

et. al. (2001) it can be used as an independent approach as well. Nevertheless, the overarching 

understanding of this concept is placed towards the same notion of when it was first introduced 

by Imai (1986) as being a process of ongoing improvements, perhaps being carried out in smaller 

steps with an annexation for everybody in the organization (Gertsen, 2001; Boer, 2000). In 

contrast, Ehie & Sheu (2005) grasp CI to be an umbrella concept for a wide-ranging set of tools 

and practices that can be used in order to improve manufacturing performance. Nonetheless, in 

this study we position CI to be a quality philosophy system and according to previous studies it 

has also been attached to the resource based view (RBV) theory and system theory (Ehie & Sheu, 

2005; Attaran & Attaran, 2004). By placing CI to be a quality philosophy makes room for the 

uniting theories that frame both CI and RBV, constructing the common belief that any ongoing 

organization will use assets and competence in a cost effective way, as they are limited (Attaran & 

Attaran, 2004). Jurgensen (2005) reasons that this current viewpoint of CI ensures that 

continued improvements in the organizations will be amended and that each work process will be 

constantly monitored for further improvements.  

 

Further on, as the key characteristics of CI’s are focused towards enhancement features which 

should be done in a precise, continuous, collective manner but with employee participation it 

makes the process of CI a long-term stream of improvements and incremental changes integrated 

and realized in employees’ daily work (Swartling & Pokasiniska, 2013). Still, as the CI process or 

initiative provides a strategic and structured system for the frequent discovery and 

implementation of needed process changes it can also be seen to consist of two broad areas of 

action required for continued improvements, explicitly the managing and coordination of the 

process improvement projects (Anand et. al., 2009; Choo et al., 2007). Although this would be 

considered to be a common and regular practice within organizations Choo et al., (2007) outlines 

that many organizations today set up these initiatives by implementing extemporary projects 

using tools and techniques that are popular for the time being. Thus ignoring the more 

problematic side of project coordinating and supportive events of the CI initiatives such as 

conserving lessons and knowledge that was learned from projects but also preparing, teaching 

and motivating employees for participation in CI (Swartling & Pokasiniska, 2013; Anand et. al., 

2009; Choo et al., 2007).   

 

As a result of this it has also been pinpointed by researchers that when a lack of coordination and 

support is present for arranged CI initiatives, in the long scope they lose power and become 
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ineffective after the initial gains that they have obtained (Choo et al., 2007). Accessible research 

within this field has accredited the position of project coordination issues for CI initiatives (Anand 

et. al., 2009; Alexander et al., 2006; Yeung et al., 2006), where a known solution would be the 

implementation of an infrastructure for the CI initiative, this can further on help fill the role of 

coordination thus benefit the formation of a supportive organizational culture that focuses on 

continuous improvement (ibid.). On a side note, in line with Ananad’s et. al. (2009) awareness 

that these needed elements for providing a CI infrastructure can be considered to be a bit hazy, 

leaves CI infrastructure to be dependent on the theoretical relationship that is formed between 

the concepts of organizational learning and dynamic capabilities that can be found in the 

organizational context (Zollo & Winter, 2002). 

2.2.1 Organizational framework and dynamic capabilities 

There are several capabilities within the organization and within individuals that support 

organizations to change in accordance with the changing landscape of the business environment 

today. A number of scholars have investigated such capabilities, where amongst others Zollo & 

Winter (2002, p. 340) have outlined such abilities to be a part of dynamic capabilities within their 

classification of being “a learned and stable pattern of collective activity through which the 

organization systematically generates and modifies its operating routines in pursuit of 

improved effectiveness”. This advocates that learning shows to have a significant role in the 

construction and improvement of dynamic capabilities. 

 

Dynamic capabilities are termed to be and consist of different sets of abilities that allows the 

organization to adjust the ways of resounding routine tasks and other responsibilities that are of 

core to the business (Helfat et al., 2007; Zollo & Winter, 2002). In the organizational environment 

of management and operations, changes and modifications to the routine based responsibilities 

of each employee are conceded through something which is coined to be a part of a process 

improvement. Such improvements with the aim to improve and learn are considered to be a part 

of the CI capability (Anand et al. 2009; Chapman & Murray, 2003; Cyert & March, 1963), however 

for a CI initiative and capability to function as a dynamic capability Anand et al. (2009) argues 

for the importance of providing an coordinated substructure for the CI where this organizational 

context enables and pushes towards organizational learning efforts with the aim to finally improve 

different processes within the organization. Linderman et al. (2006), Molina et al. (2007) and 

Neilson et al. (2008) continue in the same notion by reasoning that this infrastructure can add a 

dynamic dimension to CI but it should also be considered to be a factual context for the dynamic 

capability within an organization as it enables and involves both middle and lower levels of 

management in strategy positioning but also in crafting a culture for organizational learning. 

Previous scholars and studies have delineated that processes that are used within an organization 

together with their coherent strategy should be considered to be an important chess-piece in the 

progression of the dynamic capabilities within the organization (Cyert & March, 1963; Mahoney, 

1995; Schön, 1975).  

 

However, observing old-fashioned methods for managing an organizations typically involves the 

elements of top-down tactical forecasting with different schemes to command and govern the 

actions of middle and front-line managers in order to guarantee loyalty to the already made plans 

(Montgomery, 2008; Tyler and Blader, 2005). This means that important information that needs 

to be spread throughout the organizations needs to clear through several layers, resulting in a 

longer decision process for the upper management and an even longer process for information 

and decisions to reach the operational front-lines which disturbs the swiftness and exactness of 

the communication in the organization (Beer et al., 2005). Further on, both Wright and Snell 

(1998) and Elenkov (1997) point out that each level within the organization is affected in different 

ways and by different factual factors thus creating a toil on the upper management as they need 
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to keep track on the different causes that affects each level. As a result this traditional top-down 

structure constrains the much needed bottom-up communication about the relevant changes and 

influences affecting the organization resulting in a barricade towards the organizational learning 

within the organization (ibid). Accordingly, this positioning of the main responsibilities to the top 

management for execution and implementation of the planned organizational strategy become 

inappropriate in evolving and pushing for organizational learning and for the development of 

dynamic capabilities within the organization (Pfeffer, 2005; Tourish, 2005).  

 

On the other hand, to overcome the flaws and faults of traditional management methods Bartlett 

& Ghoshal (1994) suggest to use a living approach based on the people in the organization, a so 

called “purpose-process-people” structure. This type of structure focuses and treats employees 

within an organization as an information resource and therefore encourages and empowers for 

additional participation in the detection of superior ways to perform different processes in the 

organization with an overarching mission to accomplish the larger organizational commitments. 

Moreover, Teece et al. (1997) continues to outline that by sanctioning and assisting pre-emptive 

changes in the organization, mainly at the middle and front-line levels while preserving a tactical 

similarity in the overall organizational strategy and management approach can help provide an 

operative background for implementing cycles of CI, developing dynamic capabilities and enable 

organizational learning (Chapman & Murray, 2003; Cyert & March, 1963; Mahoney, 1995; Schön, 

1975). 

2.3 Learning in organizations 

Learning in organizations is the principal source of acquiring dynamic capabilities (Anand et. al, 

2009). Nonaka (1991) contends that the human knowledge pool is created and expanded through 

different social interactions where tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge meet and form the 

newly acquired learning of something different. As the subject of organizational learning (OL) has 

been under the microscope for quite some time causing different focuses and beliefs to emerge on 

what OL is and how it can be used (Wang and Ahmed, 2003). 

 

However in this study Fiol & Lyles (1985, p. 803) definition to organizational learning is applied 

from a knowledge level implying that it is used to “improve actions through better knowledge 

and understanding”. From an organizational perspective each employee has managed to acquire 

a routinely based way of carrying out different tasks and processes which amongst other include 

to select action paths in response to the alterations that can be seen in the operational 

surroundings. The same operational surroundings are reformed and improved in order to 

improve performance such as for example manufacturing efficiency or having faster 

responsiveness (Zahra, Sapienza & Davidsson, 2006). The ability of learning to respond to 

external surroundings and make changes to routinely based processes brands organizational 

learning to be a dynamic capability (Helfat et al., 2007).  Moreover, previous literature has also 

touched upon this, where previous studies treated and coined OL as a sentient organizational-

goal-driven process, making the individuals of the organization take on the role of being learning 

agents for the organization (Argyris & Schön 1996; Ortenblad 2002, 2004). 

 

2.3.1 Learning at different levels 

The process of crafting learning and development can be considered to be formless, yet the similar 

process of managing incessant learning and facilitating improvement can be seen as a structured 

progression since it is thinkable to embed different systems and practices which might simplify 

learning and help bring about the environment to induce learning and continuous improvement 

(Argyris & Schon 1996; Ahmed, Loh & Zairi, 1999; Ortenblad 2002, 2004). Ahmed, Loh & Zairi 

(1999) charted a framework for continuous improvement and learning where it was proposed that 
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the three elements of the individual, the group and the organizational characteristics have an 

influence on the knowledge acquiring process, the learning curvature but also on the overall 

continuous improvement within the organization. It has been outlined that these foundations 

have an amalgamation and cross-level effects on the learning aspect within the organization and 

therefore need to be taken in consideration when discussing the plans for activities, performance, 

attitudes of the people and the organization's overall learning transformation (ibid). 

 

Figure 2-i. Structure for continuous improvement and learning from Ahmed, Loh & Zairi (1999) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.3.1.1 Individual learning 

At the level of individual learning it has been proposed that it is the individual’s personal 

attributes which will enable or limit the ability to acquire and produce innovative solutions 

(Anand et. al, 2009; Ahmed, Loh & Zairi, 1999). Previous research within this field, ranging from 

behavioral learning to cognitive learning and finally to include management studies identified a 

core of reasonable personality and cognitive traits, a so called internal mental model that affects 

the response to a certain incentive and heightens the reasoning to having increased motivation to 

learn and be creative in solving problems (Hein, 2009; Yeo 2002).  

 

In accordance with Hackman & Oldhamn’s (1980) motivational model, meaningfulness is one of 

the possible psychological states of an individual and becomes one of the more vital states as each 

person interprets the meaningfulness of each task and job differently (Hein, 2009). 

Meaningfulness is constructed by having different levels of skill sets, whether the task is of 

importance for the well-being of others and about realizing the broadness of the tasks done for 

the specific job (ibid). Yet, the other two pillars of this model are left to the degree of autonomy in 

an individual’s work methods and feedback about the work that has been done (Hein, 2009; Yeo 

2002). But as learning is probable to be affected and determined by the complexity of having an 

interaction between the characteristics of the individual and the features of the environment there 

is no clear line of the amount of each one that is needed. 

  

Knowledge creation clearly enriches the likelihood of generating new understanding and learning 

outcomes but it may also limit the individual as learnt routes and a certain type of skill-set 

restrains them in finding new perspectives around a problem (Zahra, Sapienza & Davidsson, 

2006; Nonaka, 1999). Subsequently, the characteristically pillars of the motivational model by 

Hackman & Oldhamn (1980) can therefore partake in influential effects in production of inner 
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incentive for each individual, produce high-quality work performance, yield high work 

satisfaction but also present low non-attendance and turnover for the organization. Accordingly 

Ahmed, Loh & Zairi (1999) outline the necessity of having individuals absorbing new knowledge 

when they feel most motivated, which primarily happens when the learning is encouraged by their 

interest and enjoyment as well as the fulfilment and challenge that arises with the work and not 

by external pressure from the supervisors. However such prominences of learning happens at 

different levels within an organization, making the learning aspect not only the sum of each 

individual learning but rather a conjoint effort (Law & Chuah, 2015; Argyris & Schon, 1978). 

 

2.3.1.2 Group learning and organizational learning 

Operational OL obliges that concepts and notions are united in a conjoint action, with collective 

implications urbanized within the organization (Law & Chuah, 2015; Ortenblad 2002, 2004; 

Ahmed, Loh & Zairi, 1999; Argyris & Schon, 1978). This conjoint action and effort towards 

learning is directed in the direction of the learning aspect of groups. According to Senge, (1990) 

group learning is vital because groups or teams, not individuals, are the fundamental learning 

unit in modem organizations. However, group knowledge, learning and improvement is not 

merely seen as being the cumulative of all group members’ capabilities although group aptitude 

is undoubtedly a function of the ability of the individuals (Law & Chuah, 2015). Nonetheless, 

knowledge acquisition within a group is also affected by the variety within the group, the 

characteristics such as the cohesiveness and the size of the group but also processes that happen 

within the group such as problem solving skills, social information processes and other 

circumstantial influences which might stem from the organization (Law & Chuah, 2015; 

Ortenblad 2002, 2004). The OL process is not a simple one as it includes refined happenings and 

multiple resources where one of the more significant assets is the learnt capability from both the 

inner and peripheral environment (Law & Chuah, 2015; Lipshitz et al. 2002) entailing that the 

learning happens at different levels and should be directed towards the organization's strategic 

goal, including improved performance and increased competitive advantage (Lipshitz et al. 2002; 

Argyris & Schon 1996) and not merely focusing on the individual's knowledge acquisition 

(Ahmed, Loh & Zairi, 1999). 

2.3.1.3 Managerial development and learning 

Yet, learning does not take place exclusively within groups in an organization (Lee et al. 2000). 

The learning within organizations is more complex than so, as previously mentioned the 

emphasis on empowering individuals to take action and expand, promotes OL by permitting 

operational learning to take place within organizations at a multi-level scope including both 

individual and organizational levels (Revans 1982, 1998; Garvin 1994). However, for OL to be 

beneficial and operational there must be leadership and assurance from the management-level 

combined together with both enthusiasm and determination from the employees as the key to 

creating an effective learning environment is not the plan per se but rather how the information 

is being processed. Endorsing and making learning in organization possible comprises a certain 

amount of the leaders and the management where their main focus is to share the quality 

philosophy, lead a change effort, mentor, and have a strategic focus (Driscoll & Preskill, 1996). 

Santosus (1996), Kjærgaard & Kautz (2008) and Law & Chuah (2015) mean that strong 

leadership and management skills are vital requirements in or wanting to achieve a learning 

organization, this for the reason that they believe that existing knowledge is not respected as 

much as creativity, drive, effectiveness, openness, and strategic thinking from the top-levels. 

Senge (1990) means that leaders should be accountable for the development and learning of the 

individuals, helping them achieve what they want by attending and serving as coaches and 

instructors who continuously inspire towards innovation while perplexing existing beliefs and 

current knowledge.  
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Senge (1990) also means that in order for this to happen learning should be procreant (meaning 

that it should be investigational and continuous) and not adaptive (obedient and narrow). Further 

on he denotes that the vision of learning being something that is ongoing and investigational 

cannot be factual without having a shared vision which is deeply embedded and shared by many 

as it provides the right type of focus and becomes a vital part in generative learning. Law & Chuah 

(2015) echoes this by implying that the mission statement and organizations has is the same thing 

as the organization’s vision with the difference that it is translated into printed form. Making the 

leaders and managers view of the direction and purpose of the organization in a tangible form and 

is therefore seen to be a vital component in any attempt to encourage employees and to offer them 

a nous of priority. Senge (1990) means that this shared vision helps create anticipation and 

eagerness. Meaning that a shared vision generates a common identity, sense of purpose, and 

common values all of which are essential for a learning organization. 

 

Managers and leaders that do not embolden their employees to cultivate a personal vision cannot 

assume the organization’s vision will flourish and perish because the two should weave against 

each other (Law & Chuah, 2015; Kjærgaard & Kautz, 2008; Driscoll & Preskill, 1996). Senge 

(1990) continues to in the same notion by outlining that an organization's vision is a conclusion 

of each person’s sole viewpoint of the same idea. Therefore, in order for the vision to be treasured 

and achieved it becomes imperative that all who share it need to have some sort of involvement 

toward the product and the intended outcome. Therefore what can be concluded from previous 

literature is that the inability to contribute to the vision leads to a lessened commitment for the 

cause (Law & Chuah, 2015; Kjærgaard & Kautz, 2008; Driscoll, & Preskill, 1996; Senge, 1990). 

Without an actual commitment, the collective organization has only passivity towards the 

organization. Further on Senge (1990) assert that the common vision only is a piece of the puzzle 

and the overall system within the organization, however it is an indispensable part of leading ideas 

that includes the organization’s vision, mission, and core values. On the other hand, when these 

prevailing thoughts, ideas and principles give the impression that they are no longer working, 

Senge (1990) means that it could be for the reason that individuals do not see how they can 

contribute and help shape the future that the management describes. Still, Law & Chuah (2015) 

argue that although this might happen what is needed then is a learning tool or framework with a 

specific aim to motivate and push the organization toward OL, as it can serve as a fundamental 

learning movement with the aim towards constructing and developing the learning culture within 

the organization and at all levels, providing the employees with a challenge and bringing the 

learning environment direction and enablement. 

 

2.3.1.4 Classification of organizational learning 

In order to understand the typology of OL researchers have provided several groupings of OL, one 
of the more acknowledged ones is the “single-double loop learning” by Argyris (1976). Single-loop 
learning contemplates the developments of discovering the mistakes within the organization and 
handling those but ignoring the real cause of the problem (Argyris, 1977). On the other hand, 
double-loop learning extends the single-loop learning by interrogating and revising underlying 
concepts, aiming the focus of the learning experience to reach a higher level of learning but also 
put emphasis on action learning’, i.e. through involvement via different response mechanisms 
where interaction happens with for each individual’s sets of beliefs (Calveri & Fearson 2000; 
Smith & O’Neil 2003; Forman 2004). Such of a learning process involves the whole business to 
re-think the set directions and policies within the organization, but also tries to re-set and change 
the mindset and apply new insights to further improve the organization (Law & Chuah, 2015; Fiol 
& Lyles, 1985). 
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Figure 2-ii Overview of single and double loop learning by Argyis (1977) 

 
 

However, as previously stated effective OL necessitates that concepts and ideas are shared and 

actions are taken in a retrospective meaning of the organization’s common goals, which implies 

that the OL is a multileveled process (Lipshitz et al. 2002; Argyris & Schon 1996). In order to 

reach the highest level of learning, deuteron-learning, one most combine the single-loop and the 

double-loop learning (Argyris & Schon, 1978). This type of learning occurs when reflective 

routines assist in the learning process, mainly concerning to improve the learning system itself. 

In other words, managers should encourage organizational members to reflect on the learning 

process and to invoke a ‘stop-and-think’ policy to improve the quality of problem solving and 

learning (Visser, 2007).  

 

Nevertheless, Argyris (2003) also distinguished that the understanding and abilities which are 

prerequisite in order to produce double-loop learning are considerably more intricate than those 

necessary for deutero-learning on single loop disputes. Thus, ensuing on his reasoning the most 

challenging form of OL is deutero-learning on double-loop disputes. It can therefore be noted 

that with a ‘stop-and-think’ procedure for the improvement of problem solving and learning 

skills (Visser, 2007), organizations then become more than simple ad hoc pools of personalities 

with organized relationships but instead singular learning and knowledge acquisition in groups 

become imbedded as the organizational artefacts in the culture of the organization (Hedberg 

1981; Shrivastava 1983). 

 

2.4 Criticism towards XPS, continuous improvement and organizational learning 

There will always be certain difficulties and challenges when implementing new beliefs or 

changing the organizational strategies within the organization. These among can be explained as 

having challenging issues concerning the solicitation, the management and future development 

of the newly implemented strategies, therefore they repeatedly merit discussion and further 

research. It is implied by research that that XPS is assumed to be a suitable strategy for everybody 

regardless of level or industry (Netland & Sanchez, 2014; Netland & Aspelund, 2013; Liker, 2004) 

but looking into the adaptation balance the main concerns is whether XPS should be fully on 

implemented or revised and adapted to the subsidiary and to the remaining floors within an 

organization as different levels in the global network produce different products (and services) 

for different markets using different technologies and skills which is something that Strandhagen 

and Skarlo (1995), Alfnes & Strandhagen (2000) and Alfnes (2005) argue for. They outline that 

companies should use altered philosophies and principles even within the different subsidiaries 

of a company, therefore a mix and match of tailored principles would be needed in order to 

advantageously fit the diverse parts that one can find in a company. This is also relatable to the 

continuous improvement efforts, where the standardization of this type of governing and 
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controlling can become a barrier itself. In terms of that it can slow down the change towards 

improvements making it impossible to finish off (Ravishankar & Kumar, 2015; Mckee, 2009). 

 

Further on, the boundary conditions for XPS also show that the implementation of a company- 

specific production system is not for everybody especially for those that are in fast paced, ever-

changing industries and are more prone to be affected by rapid and disruptive innovations in 

technology (Netland, 2012), therefore the relative effects of implementing an XPS would be 

marginal and not noticeable and therefore other improvement strategies might be of superior use 

for the organizations (Netland, 2013).  

 

Another concern is that the implementation and use of an XPS becomes a caparisoned way of 

creating continuous and incremental progressions in all parts of the firm which also might be seen 

as a way of stifling the creativity and out-of-the-box thinking for the employees as there is a strong 

focus on regularization and standardization (Benner & Tushman, 2002). However this problem 

is discussed to be solved through the movement an organization makes from being a non-learning 

organization to a learning organization (Netland 2012, 2013). Implying that the all personnel’s 

contribution through creativity and intellect becomes a facilitator for innovative thinking within 

the organization. Although organizational learning might create great thinkers what they do not 

create are good practitioners which is something Flinchbaugh (2008) outlines in his research. The 

critique towards organizational learning is that supervisors and leaders may comprehend the 

prominence of encouraging learning activities but at the essence the main problem evolves around 

the lack of knowledge of what exactly they should be doing in order for their daily work to keep 

on going (Nevis et al., 1995). Additionally, the lack of complete and useful tools or techniques to 

operationalize organizational learning is something which is considered to be an even bigger issue 

as it creates problem for many organizations. As a result the absence of a clear guide for how to 

operationalize the concepts and notions of organizational learning might pave the way for a less 

accepted personnel within the organization where a struggle and acceptance towards the change 

and the current terms of condition become present.  

  

Ravishankar & Kumar (2015) and Mckee (2009) state a similar problem with continuous 

improvement where he argues that if the aims of the CI efforts are vague and imprecise or if there 

is a lack of strategy for how and when to use CI then it becomes difficult to recognize which 

improvement effort to prioritize on. This can also reflect on how the process management tools 

are rather weak or too complicated for the employees to understand. Further on he also means 

that if the scope of CI improvements are larger than the available resources such as availability, 

skill, proper feedback and the ability to participate then there is an increasing chance that 

collaboration problems between stakeholders might occur as well as a lacking engagement from 

the employees regarding the CI efforts.  Another concern of organizational learning is that it is 

problematic for scholars and/or practitioners to ensure the efficiency and effectiveness of 

organizational learning (Quing et. al., 2011). This means that personnel who have higher positions 

within the company may encourage and promote organizational learning by for example 

increasing the amount of learning activities such as inviting different individuals to give a lecture 

and/or to educate employees through more training, courses and by boosting the communication 

between managers and employees (Quing et. al., 2011; Fiol & Lyles, 1985; Nevis et. al., 1995). 

However, by increasing the amount and number of learning activities within an organization 

cannot promise that the organization and the employees are educating themselves about the 

accurate things or in the factual way (ibid).  
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3. Methodology 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter presents and describes the overall process and methods that were used to gather the necessary data 

and information to fulfil the purpose of this study. Moreover, the last section reviews the selected method and 

discusses criticism towards it.   

______________________________________________________________________ 

3.1 Research approach  

In this study the relationship between theory and reality will be observed where focus will be put 

towards grasping how a company-specific production system (XPS) can benefit a company 

towards an enhanced improvement work thus becoming a learning organization. To help answer 

and address this particular problem the study began by establishing a theoretical framework in 

order to steer interviews in a direction to help add an additional capturing of the role and 

complexity of XPS together with continuous improvement work and organizational learning 

within organizations. Accordingly, continuing with having a continuous movement between the 

theoretical framework and the empirical findings in order to create an understanding and draw 

conclusions regarding the context that was not established in the empirical findings. In 

accordance with Saunders et. al. (2012) and Dubois & Gadde (2002) reasoning, this points 

alternation and comparison between theoretical and empirical elements can also be described as 

having an abductive reasoning in a study, since the researcher has no vibrant basis in either 

previous literature or the empirical findings, but in the interchange between the two. Therefore 

implying that with the specific aim of developing knowledge of a current occurrence through 

comparing theory with empirical findings means that this study stands on developing knowledge 

through abductive reasoning. Moreover, the authors outline that this alteration between the frame 

of reference and the empirical findings is appropriate when undertaking case studies since it adds 

to a profounder understanding and comprehensions of previous theory as well as an empirical 

phenomenon that can be gained by case studies, therefore by assuming an abductive reasoning 

one is able to add new theories while working and not lock the research or the researcher as much 

(ibid). 

  

As the comparing between the frame of reference and the empirical findings play an important 

role in this study when addressing the purpose and the research question within this study this 

study also stands on having a social science perspective with influences of a hermeneutic 

approach. As, Bryman & Bell (2015) discourse on the fundamental intent for using a hermeneutic 

approach where such of an approach can be used as an instrument to bring out the meanings of a 

text from the author's standpoint. The method is also used in relation to the thoughtfulness of 

texts but it can also be a strategy that has potential advantage in relation to both social actions, 

texts and documents. Further on, Ödman (2003) refers to the hermeneutic approach as an 

intention to develop and understand by examining the thoughts and feelings of people through 

interpretation and comprehension. Consequently making this a model approach for this study as 

we aim to evaluate and understand the organization and its context thoroughly by combining 

information from previous research with observations, spending time on site as well as 

interviewing employees. 

3.2 Research strategy 

Hartman (2004) outlines that the main objective in qualitative research is to comprehend the 

condition and position the respondent is in parallel to qualitative research where the same 

understanding of the respondent is grounded on quantifying data from secluded assets and 
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properties. Considering the features of this study and the specific aim of providing exploration on 

a subject that has not been given so much thoughtfulness in current research point it towards 

being of qualitative character. Patel & Davidsson (2003) mean that research and studies that are 

of qualitative explorations are grounded on verbal and vocal analysis with a less structured 

approach to the interview sessions. Further on these sessions that are less organized and planned 

are seen to be a better fit for a more exploratory and inductive study, leaving room for interpretive 

answers.  Nevertheless, considerations have also been made to whether a quantitative approach 

would be a suitable choice for this study. Bryman and Bell (2015) outline the quantitative 

approach to being a research strategy that has a deductive approach where focuses and accent is 

placed on the collection and analysis of numerical data but also testing different theories.  On the 

other hand, as mentioned before a qualitative research method is preferred when researching a 

phenomenon that is yet not well understood since the research requires more intensive and 

detailed investigation in order to attain the an increased understanding of a limited number of 

entities (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Holme & Solvang, 1997). 

  

Further on, Yin (2007) outlines different strategies to consider when choosing a suitable research 

strategy (see table 1.). Yet, it is also argued that it is important that the choice of research strategy 

is steered by the formulation of the research questions. Since the research question within this 

study is a “how” question left us with three different strategies to choose from, namely; 

experiment, historical and case study. However as this study concentrates on present 

events/occurrences/phenomenon and does not require control over behavioural events both 

experiment and history was therefore not seen as an appropriate research strategy for this study. 

As the aim of this study is to provide a deeper knowledge on how a company-specific production 

system (XPS) can help foster continuous improvement work and organizational learning, a case 

study was the most suitable option. 

 

Table 1 Situations for different research strategies (Yin, 2007) 
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3.3 Case study 

Case studies are dissimilar from other strategies in numerous ways. First and foremost the case 

study distillates on a singular research object with the objective to find understandings that would 

not have been established nor found when expending an approach that include looking into a 

number of different entities (Yin, 2013; Denscombe 1998). The specific aim with a case study is 

to highlight a general occurrence by observing the individual. Deeper perceptions can be 

discovered because there is a possibility to study occurrences and different phenomenon in detail 

as opposed to conducting a more shallow study. As argued by Yin (2007) this empowers the study 

to spread and reach an outcome that can help clarify and show on the difficulty in the research 

question as opposed to just concentrating on a result that is dependent on associations and 

progressions. To exemplify, this study has a specific aim to understand how a company-specific 

production system and its elements can assist and foster the continuous improvement work as 

well as the organizational learning instead of just saying that it “does”.  As determined by the 

research question and the state of the development of the theory, we believe that our specific aim 

can be answered by studying one company, namely Volvo Group Trucks Operations located in 

Skövde. This because the phenomena, occurrence or “case” in this study is something that 

exoduses and has not been interfered with just for the purpose for the research. Further on, we 

mean that this occurrence/phenomenon has been present in a real-life context and can be 

distinguished at Volvo Group Trucks Operations in Skövde before the study and that it will 

continue to exist even after the study will be completed. 

 

In addition, the use of case study in qualitative research is more advantageous over other 

approaches due to the benefit of flexibility in the research process and the opportunity to have 

detailed interaction of the subject area (Remenyi, Williams, Money, & Swartz, 1998). Denscombe 

(1998) and Yin (2013) mean that the strong suite of using case study as a research strategy 

includes the possibility to use numerous sources of data as well as research methods that are 

considered to be of relevance for the study. It also emboldens the use of observations, collection 

of formal documents, interviews and questionnaires in order to get relevant material. 

3.3.1 Case study design 

Designing a case study can be done in three different approaches; exploratory, explanatory and 

descriptive (Yin, 2013). Saunder et. al. (2012) and Bryman & Bell (2015) denote that the main 

difference between the three are that an exploratory approach is completed before outlining the 

research question and can therefore be used to ascertain theory through observing something in 

its true form. Further on they mean that an exploratory study is beneficial when studying 

organizations or communities On the other hand descriptive studies necessitate an evocative 

theory that can be used as the overall framework during the study, as the used approach is to 

ascertain a theoretical orientation in which you can base your research questions on. (Berg 2009). 

  

This study is based on one case, namely Volvo Group Trucks located in Skövde. Yin (2013) argues 

that the selection of a one case design within a research study can be of relevance when the case 

is termed as the characteristic or being seen as a representative for similar objects of subjects (Yin, 

2013). Today Volvo Group Trucks is part of the bigger context of the multinational company 

Volvo, therefore can Volvo Group Trucks be seen as one case/supplementary part of the bigger 

context within this multinational company. Further on, as Volvo has implemented VPS across all 

subsidiaries we therefore mean that Volvo Group Trucks in Skövde can be seen as a typical 

organization that faces these categories of difficulties that the thesis deals with. Moreover as the 

aim of this study is to observe and gain insight on how a company-specific production system 

(XPS) can help foster continuous improvement work and organizational learning we aim to find 

patterns within this case study in order to establish theory and provide an understanding of the 

effects of having a XPS implemented in a real life example with employees within the F-Factory 
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in Skövde, therefore implying that this case study has influences of being an exploratory study 

(Yin, 2013). Additionally, Yin (2013) also outlines that the benefit of choosing to have only one 

case can represent imperative discoveries that contribute to progression regarding knowledge and 

theory within this area. 

Figure 3-i Case study design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.4 Data collection method 

In accordance with Bryman & Bell (2015) this qualitative research involved two methods for 

procuring information and data. For the empirical collection interviews as well as observations 

of/with respondents from Volvo were used in order to amass relevant information. Björklund & 

Paulsson (2003) outline that primary sources such as interviews and/or questionnaires in a study 

should be seen and categorized as a knowledge and information source connected to the main 

purpose of the study, thus bringing a valid foundation to be built upon. However, Fisher (2010) 

debates the use of several types of data will give more accurate information. Therefore a 

combination of both primary and secondary sources stand as a base for this thesis where the 

secondary sources consist of articles and internal documents found within Volvo. 

3.4.1 Collection method for the frame of reference 

Through a sufficient review of the literature within continuous improvement work, organizational 

learning and company-specific production systems, the purpose of this study is to conclude how 

the relationship between company-specific production system (XPS), continuous improvement 

work and learning within an organization may resemble. Therefore, existing literature and 

research within this area has had an imperative role in the process of understanding how each 

element is dependent on one another therefore associating the findings of the empirical study 

with the theoretical framework to find relationships as well as missing elements that might be of 

importance to organizations that want to implement an XPS system. Further on, in order to 

understand the organizational structure and gain a holistic view of the VPS in the company, 

internal documentation have also been a part of the data collection. 

 

In accordance and under the influence of Recker’s (2013) recommendations for the process of 

building a theoretical framework with solid arguments and logical conclusions, our approach 

consisted of primarily reading different theories that have been used in other studies and we have 

utilized and lastly evaluated the theories that have been chosen. This method would then be 

revised and reappraised in order to evaluate if parts of the theory can be complemented and 

further reviewed in order to conclude what theory/theories that might be of relevance to our 
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study.  Further on, as the process of reviewing previous studies and literature within this topic is 

rather immense, a summary of the four main keywords that were used to build the theoretical 

framework are: continuous improvement, dynamic capabilities, organizational learning and 

company-specific production system. 

3.4.2 Data collection design for the empirical research 

Data collection method for qualitative research usually takes many forms e.g. document surveys, 

direct observations, interviews and focus groups (Remenyi et al., 1998). In this study, the main 

outlet of information was given through observations and qualitative in-depth interviews of 

employees at Volvo Group Trucks in Skövde. The observations were conducted during a three 

months internship that was made at the Volvo Group Trucks in Skövde. Mind notes and a report 

was conducted during this time as soon as an observation that was notable was made. The 

observations were also done from the view of a participant and collected in order to gather 

information about how people interacted, from different group reflections and from specific 

observed occasions that was of interest for the research. The main objective by doing so was to 

investigate the use of the company's XPS called VPS, and the implications it has had on their 

learning outcome and the continuous improvement work.  

 

The interview questions that were used for this study has been developed in accordance with 

Bryman & Bell’s (2015) semi-structured interview guide. Rubin & Rubin (1995, p.1) express the 

use and advantages of using semi-structured interviews and the qualitative interviewing with the 

assertion; “through qualitative interview you can understand experiences and reconstruct 

events in which you did not participate”. With this approach, predefined questions in an 

interview guide were presented to the respondents with active participation of the researchers. 

Unlike structured interviews, respondents have the freedom to provide open answers that may 

not follow strict interview patterns (Saunders, et al., 2012). 

 

This method applied well with the aim of this study since the discussion regarding the company's 

XPS (VPS) system necessitates a type of freedom for the respondents to be able to discuss and 

express their understandings and visions regarding the topic in a non-judgmental space. This is 

also something that Recker (2013) justifies as he debates that when interviews are conducted on 

a personal manner rather than using a structured approach giving a feeling of trust and empathy 

with the respondent, leaving them more inclined to converse about complex and delicate issues. 

Therefore, the use of semi-structured interviews allows researchers the opportunity to enquire 

more information on responses that lacks clarity, which we thought was very appropriate and 

important for this research in order to get a deep picture of the case (Ritchie & Lewis 2003). This 

approach also gave us the opportunity to ask follow-up questions which we thought was difficult 

to define on prehand.  

 

In order to prepare the respondents in a good way we emailed interview sheets and a recap of 

what we intended to investigate in this study to the respondents before the interview date in order 

to give them enough time to prepare for the relevant answers to the questions. Also we clarified 

some academic expressions on a separate sheet to avoid misunderstandings. Respondents were 

also given the opportunity to seek clarification during the interview session. Furthermore, as 

mentioned an amount of information was taken from the previous study conducted during an 

internship also focusing on the topic. The reason why we chose to also observe employees (during 

the internship) was to get an even more reliable result. The purpose of observations is to 

understand what people do, rather than what they say they do (Fangen 2005). It was therefore 

important to keep an open mind towards the subject during the study, because according to 

Fangen (2005) a basic hermeneutic insight is that one will always have preconceptions before 

starting a research. However, these preconceptions will gradually be modified once more 

knowledge is gained. 
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3.4.3 Selection and ethical considerations 

In this study a strategic selection was made when choosing appropriate respondents to participate 

in the interviews. Trost (1997) terms the strategic selection to be dependent on a few variables 

that are chosen by the researches and are of importance to the research questions, at that point 

these variables are used to find apt respondents. However, as this study is a case study conducted 

at Volvo Group Trucks in Skövde the following variables were dispositioned to be of relevance for 

the main purpose of the study and to cover the whole organization within the plant: 

 Different types of employees that could be found within the plant such as managers, 

employees situated in the production but also office holders.  

 

 In order to get the full picture of how the VPS has affected employees in their continuous 

improvement work and learning, chosen respondents was consisting of a mixture 

between both newly- hired and those whom have been in the company for a longer time 

of period. 

 

 In order to increase the diversity of respondents and answers preferably respondents of 

different gender and age was chosen 

 

In order to select relevant respondents that would fit the criteria and the variables which we 

predispositioned advice and recommendations were received from one of the researchers 

internship mentor which is currently employed at the Volvo plant in Skövde. As a result, 

respondents from each of the different employee levels were contacted and resulted in thirteen 

personal interviews for the main purpose of this study. On the topic of the number of respondents 

and interviews that would seem to be appropriate for this study and to the be able to answer the 

research question we oblige to Kvale (1997) to interview as many as it is needed in order to answer 

the question in focus.  

 

However, since piloted interview sessions are rather ineffective and long for both the respondents 

and the researcher, the researcher has no choice but to try to narrow down the interview session. 

Thus, in line with Trost (1997) whom pinpoints an important factor that it is far more important 

to look at the quality of the interviews rather than just focusing on time spent as well as the 

number of interviews, therefore arguing that it is better to complete fewer interviews with a higher 

quality standard rather than doing many interviews. Considering that this thesis already has a 

foundational base of observations and an internship report that was done in a previous stage, we 

therefore argue that the thirteen interviews that were conducted perceived to be enough in the 

view of time. Each interview took approximately fortyfive minutes to conduct with every 

respondent. The material that was collected after these thirteen interviews was contemplated and 

considered to be befitting enough to give us the answers that were needed, thus presenting a result 

that was thought through and reputed enough to conduct an analysis in regards to the main focus 

of the study.  

 

Nevertheless, ethical considerations need to be taken in consideration regardless of the used data 

collection process and when selecting respondents for the study (Saunders et. al. 2009). The 

intention of this study and the topic has explained both verbally and in written form to the selected 

participants in order to clarify our objective and what we seek to find, as well as how we have used 

the data that has been collected (Snijkers et al. 2013). The intention of this study was to be 

presented during three different times. Firstly, when respondents are asked to whether they 

would like to take part in this study. Secondly, in the briefing/introductory letter to the ones whom 

agreed upon participating where interview questions as well as academic expressions were 
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presented together with the intention of this study and how the data will be used. Third time was 

during the actual interview, where we once again stated our intentions and objectives with this 

study.  

 

However, the briefing/introductory letter that was sent out to the selected respondents was done 

in accordance with Saunder et. al.’s (2009) ethical considerations where respondents were 

informed of the following: 

 Due to confidentiality agreements within Volvo all of the chosen respondents have the 

right to stay anonymous. Therefore their real names has been replaced with letters in this 

study. 

 

 The data collected and used in the study should be clearly stated. In this particularly study 

the recordings has only be used for this study, during analysis and transcription and been 

deleted afterwards.   

 

 Personal data such as gender and age has only be used for this study.  

 

 The respondents had the right to not answer a question and proceed to the next one when 

they did not feel comfortable or have any other issues. They also had the possibility to 

change their mind about their participation in this study.  

 

 We did not tolerate racist or sexist remarks during interviews. 

As outlined before, the respondents that were a part of this study agreed upon a confidentiality 

clause and in order to respect their anonymity the name of the respondents was replaced with 

pseudonym, in this case only a letter, however age, gender and their position in the organisation 

is allowed to be presented. Henceforth, in order to give a better overview of all the respondents 

that were a part of this study a summarized outline is presented in the table below (Table 2): 

Table 2 Presentation of respondents from Volvo Skövde 
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3.4.4 Interview guide 

The interview guide that was developed for this study was influenced by Bryman & Bell’s (2015) 

instructional rules which are presented in the book Business Research Methods. This in order to 

best formulate interview questions which can guide both the researcher and the respondent in 

answering the question in relationship to the main focus of the study. As shown below, three main 

topics were created in the interview guide which also can be recognized in the frame of reference 

(see chapter 2). The topics or themes that were created were done in such manner in order to 

benefit the researchers in analysing the answers in a more abundantly way but also to ensure that 

the research question was answered in the best way possible. However, in order to contextualize 

and understand the respondents in relation to the theme and the study, general questions about 

their identity such as age, gender and job role were asked as a way for them to get comfortable 

and confide in us. To recapitulate the interview process, it was also examined and questioned 

whether if we were allowed to contact the respondents for further questions or a second interview. 

 

Specified in the table below (Table 3) are the interview questions which were used during 

interviews. 

Table 3- Outline of interview guide 

 

3.5 Method analysis 

Jacobsen (2002) outlines that is difficult to detach the linking that might appear between data 

analysis and data collection. Further on, Recker (2013) echoes this by arguing that it is 

inescapable as the iterative process that is used when constantly paralleling theory and data. In 

this study the research question will be answered by piloting a thematically summary in which 

then will it be standing as a basis for the empirical gatherings through interviews and observations 

done on a previous internship (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 
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Henceforth, a method of categorization and looking for different patterns is something that has 

been acknowledged and shaped during the course of summarizing current literature, where the 

importance has been placed on finding different key features that are crucial in conceding a 

successful company production strategy and giving space for learning and continuous 

improvement. In accordance to Recker (2012) this type of conceptual analysis allows the 

researchers to uncover dominant concepts which can then help analyze the empirical findings in 

accordance with the dominant concepts.  

 

In this study the conceptual analysis has been settled in accordance with Recker (2013) therefore 

the results from the empirical study are presented in same three different themes that the 

interview questions have been distributed onto, each of the themes have been derived from the 

theoretical framework. Further on, the theoretical framework has then been used to conduct a 

comparative analysis that is described by Denk (2002). Which means that the frame of reference 

has been used to compare with what has been evident and summarized in this section in parallel 

to the actuality that is offered in the empirical findings. The conducted interviews and 

observations have been scrutinized and investigated to see how employees within Volvo Trucks 

Skövde considers the implementation of a company-specific production system (XPS), in this case 

VPS to have assisted in development of continuous improvement work and making them become 

a learning organization. 

3.6 Criticism and quality assessment of the selected method 

Conducting and taking on a qualitative research approach often comes with criticism. Bryman & 

Bell (2015) outline that the qualitative research approach often is seen and argued for to be 

somewhat unscientific and partial to the result, therefore it is considered to be less credible as in 

the corresponding method of quantitative research. This since a qualitative research is based on 

meanings through conversations and how researchers interpret these, in contrary to the 

quantitative research approach which is more scientific thoroughly due to being based on 

numbers and statistics (Cope, 2014).  

 

Further on, the processes which are often used within qualitative methods are rather unstructured 

and don’t follow a standardized process in the same manner as a quantitative method would 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015). Therefore a qualitative approach becomes rather inflexible and a study 

which has taken on such of a method becomes harder to replicate. Moreover, a qualitative study 

often takes on a reduced and limited selection of a population size in relationship to the study 

implying that it becomes more difficult to specify the provided results from the study. As a result 

it becomes essential to have a good research design in order to ensure a certain quality of the study 

since this enables the researcher to make distinct and consistent decisions and thereby clearly 

articulate the procedures performed (Saunders et. al., 2015; Bryman, 2008).  

 

Nevertheless, Brinkmann & Kvale (2009) encounter this criticism towards the use of qualitative 

approach within research by establishing that if the study aims towards explaining an occurrence 

or a specific concept that arises from the empirical findings, then the use of this becomes 

justifiable as it can help produce a valid result to the area of research. However, if the research 

focus is directed towards establishing a baseline for generality amongst other similar studies, then 

the research requires justification in terms of interrogation, inferring and governing the frame of 

reference as well as the empirical findings sporadically in order to contribute with a more valid 

result (ibid.). Therefore the blame and disapproval of using qualitative research methods is a 

question of interpretation, which becomes based on the number of individuals whom approve or 

disapprove this method. Nevertheless, the criticism that has been stipulated in this section is 

carefully contemplated upon throughout the period of conducting this research, but also re-

evaluated within the scope of the criticism.  
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In order to examine and assess the quality of this study, Bryman & Bell (2015) outline validity and 

reliability as a suitable criteria for establishing and assessing the quality of the research. However, 

Guba & Lincoln (1994) mean that concepts are generally recognized and appropriate for 

quantitative research method than qualitative research method. This thesis has a qualitative 

method, thus the terminology should be revised to better fit this research approach (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). Guba & Lincoln (1994) further suggests the use of research trustworthiness and 

authenticity as more receptive quality criteria for qualitative studies. They name four criteria to 

focus on in order for qualitative research to be considered as trustworthy which are; credibility, 

transferability, confirmability and dependability. In the next section an explanation of each 

criteria will be presented as well as the actions taken to certify our attempt to achieve a high level 

of quality. 

3.6.1 Credibility 

Credibility relates to the validation of findings and results and how well these relates to the 

intended purpose of the study (Remenyi et al., 1998). More specifically, it refers to the extent to 

which a researcher’s internal processes used in getting the results is believable and appropriate 

and also the use of best research practices that considering the studied phenomenon (Lee, 1999).  

In order to achieve a high level of credibility, we tried to certify the data collection process by 

evaluating the quality of the content used in the frame of reference. This involved a process where 

comparison and tracing at the number of citations of each source was of importance in order to 

find and use literature which then would be considered to be of relevance for this study. 

Furthermore, obtaining a high level of credibility can be achieved in the way a researcher is 

interpreting the data collected through the interviews and the respondent's answers (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). For instance, before performing the interviews we informed respondents 

regarding what theme the interview would cover and the thesis purpose. Moreover, we continued 

to clarify and discuss the method we have chosen during the interviews with each respondent as 

well as letting them speak freely, in order to not affect the answers of our questions. Also 

permissions were sought from respondents for recordings prior to the interview sessions. 

3.6.2 Transferability 

Transferability is closely linked to generalizability in research, however transferability refers more 

exactly to what extent the research can be transferred to other settings (Daymon and Holloway, 

2011). This criterion is similar to external validity in quantitative research which refers to the 

degree to which the researcher`s findings could be generalized beyond the studied phenomenon 

and applied to a larger domain. (Remenyi et al., 1998, p.180). According to Bryman & Bell (2015), 

transferability or external validity is a common issue for qualitative research, particularly for case 

studies. When conducting case studies it is therefore preferable to generalize towards theory and 

not to other cases (Yin, 2007). In this case, the results have therefore been analyzed towards 

existing theory to provide new theories in regard to the subject of the study. Hence, since any 

conflicts linked to a company type is based on previous theory, which would allow generalizability 

in other conflicts of similar characteristics as well can be linked to a company, actually strengthens 

the level of transferability.  

3.6.3 Conformability 

According to Jensen (2008) the criteria confirmability requires the researcher to account for any 

biases and further use appropriate qualitative methods in order to respond to these biases. In 

other words, the research should be conducted without prejudice or influence from the 

researcher. Hence, this might happen unconsciously, and therefore the construct of the research 

process must be confirmable enough to reduce overbearing influences of the researcher to 



 

 28 

guarantee objective research findings. These are however difficult to confirm due to the widely 

held perception that individual thoughts and concerns are virtual (Guba & Lincoln 1981).  

 

In order to minimise this issue, multiple respondents were used which decreases the possibility 

of the gathered material not to be biased by the respondents (Forza, 2002). Furthermore the the 

primary data collection existing of semi-structured interviews, could according to Saunders, et al., 

(2012) give the study high conformability given that the questions asked in a clarified way and 

that the study is correctly conducted. We used semi-structured interviews because these allowed 

for less influence on the responses from respondents because they answered the questions based 

on their experiences. Additionally, a representative from Volvo reviewed our process as well as 

result to determine whether our interpretations are consistent with their perceptions. 

3.6.4 Dependability 

Furthermore, dependability refers to the research being conducted in a consistent and stable 

manner (Daymon & Holloway, 2011). Lee (1999) asserts that in order to achieve the dependable 

criteria is to strive for making the domain of the entire research process to remain unchanged. 

Thereby, if the study has high dependability a researcher conducting a study the same way with 

equivalent respondents would discover the same findings (Saunders et. al., 2015). However, 

according to Marshal and Rossman (2006) the qualitative research approach has due to its 

dynamic social environment the ability to respond very well to changes in the research process. 

Munn, Porritt, Lockwood, Aromataris & Pearson (2014) argues that dependability can be 

established if the research process is traceable, logical and clearly documented. In order to fulfill 

the criteria of  dependability on-going documentation was made throughout the study. The 

documentation included mind-notes and previous internship report at the case company, clear 

documentation for the interviews as well as other detail that would be considered to be of 

importance to the study. Since an internship had been conducted earlier, a continuous contact 

with the supervisor at the case company was establish. Due to this contact, questions and further 

meetings at the company could be managed when unanswered questions occurred after the main 

data collection with interviews had been held or if changes in the research process occurred.  
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4. Empirical findings 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter provides the findings from the data collection that took place at Volvo Group Trucks in Skövde. 

The interviews represent the main part of the data collection, however observations and internal documentation 

are in some parts also displayed in the empirical findings. Firstly a detailed introduction of VPS at Volvo 

Trucks is presented and further on more insight is given on the employee’s perspective about VPS connected 

to continuous improvements and organisational learning. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

4.1 VPS at Volvo Group Trucks Operations in Skövde 

There are several elements that composes the philosophy of Volvos quality mission, one of them 

being the VPS and it’s principles of unceasing improvements. The VPS is outlined to assist as the 

foundation of giving conjoint principles and practices within the organization, making the general 

vision of VPS which is: 

 

“An organization where we continuously improve quality, delivery and productivity, in 

everything we do.” 

 

Volvo Group Trucks in Skövde has during a longer period of time been working with the 

implemented VPS, which can for example be shown through the dual assignments that are 

converted from the managerial levels. On one hand there is a need for mechanical solutions to be 

provided to the customers but there is also a concentration on providing improvements to the 

ways of working in order for the organization to learn. This continuous advancement in improving 

quality and efficiency in their production processes also aims to be a standard for the important 

improvement that needs to be done between in the interfaces of their different divisions in order 

to create substantial collaborations between the two. The attitude and standard they have, implies 

an organizational focus on improvement of both operations and learning within the larger Volvo 

Group. 

4.1.1 Employees outlook on the VPS 

Although Volvo Trucks in Skövde seems to be a veteran when it comes to VPS it is also important 

to highlight the many failed systems that have been implemented before. Interviews asserted that 

in earlier attempts to implement similar strategy systems and production concepts the 

management expressed the current change and expected employees to start working and 

implementing these without prior or explanation to the change. Systems and tools were used 

periodically for a couple of months then a new system was implemented, leaving the first one to 

be forgotten. As a result skepticism, disbelief and suspicion amongst the employees was very 

common at the initial stages of the implementation of VPS. However many of the respondents 

still seem surprised over the positive outcomes that have come with VPS. 

 

“The difference this time compared to earlier efforts to implement certain production concepts, 

is that now we have been more patience and everyone feel that it is real this time” 

(Interviewee H, 2017) 

 

When interviewees were asked why they thought that VPS has reached it success although it is 

still in its developing stage the answers were collective. The conjoint answer from the employees 

at Volvo Trucks in Skövde was that VPS is not just tools and structure, it is an organisational 

philosophy which includes many elements. Moreover, it contains so much more than just 
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concepts aimed for the operators in production to use to create efficient flows, the system also 

includes “the soft parts”, meaning management tools and how to develop the organization and 

create a common organizational culture.  Interview H, K and D also said that the VPS provides 

structures in how to manage all the activities, which is very comforting. What makes the VPS 

strong is the management structures and the very educated VPS experts, whose main 

responsibility is to work full time with supporting the organization, implementing and improving 

the system even further. 

 

As implied by several respondents the different functions, units, support-functions and office and 

production, at least within the assembly factory F, are much more conjoined than earlier. The 

CNC operator Interview K asserted that when he started working at Volvo he felt that people in 

different positions in the hierarchy where separated even though they are supposed to work 

together. He thinks that the company-specific production system VPS is a very effective way to 

create common views and goals, and he has noticed that it fosters a common organisational 

culture. Now, as the VPS has been more integrated the culture has changed and people are more 

aligned. However he adds that it takes time to implement in this large organisation and this is a 

process that still can get better. The stocktaking operator Interview D argues in the same line, 

adding that she can sense a better atmosphere and people are working towards the same goals. 

She thinks that the organisation has changed much since the implementation and the last few 

years. Usually you can see the problems that emerge at the station where you work, and compared 

to earlier it is now easier to solve these problems due to better collaboration with other functions. 

It is good when people that are experts in certain areas from other functions can help solve 

problems elsewhere. 

  

Hence, the observations from the internship gave insight of an organization that is focusing more 

on creating processes to help create end-to-end alignment and a joined organizational culture. 

Since 2015 when they modified the VPS pyramid to a VPS house with some changes of the content, 

where the end-to-end element was implemented with the aim to help avoid sub-optimizations 

within the organisation by encouraging cross-functional work to foster involvement between 

areas and functions, and many respondents has noticed great difference in the organisational 

culture in a positive way. The end-to-end alignment is established in different ways throughout 

the organisation. One way in how the organisation and the managers tries to implement this 

element in the daily activities is by conducting process mapping activities of the production. 

During the internship this could be observed as employees from different functions, both in 

production and from the offices met during several occasions in order to together map the 

different processes in the factory and find problems and solutions in order to improve. These 

process mappings are taking place in several locations of the sub-factories and is something that 

is continuously occurring and something the organisation is promoting to upgrade even more. 

The respondents interviewed in this study and the people interviewed during the internship said 

that this type of activities contributes much to the improvement work at the site and helps in 

getting a comprehensive picture of the problems occurring in the different flows and processes. 

Furthermore these activities aligns the different functions and people gets insights of each other's 

processes and knowledge can be exchanged. Interview L explains how the organisation and the 

people managing this implementation works with VPS. He clarifies that the production system 

itself does not explain how the organisation is supposed to implement its standards. The VPS 

house constitutes the basis and displays the five pillars in proceed from in order to achieve 

customer satisfaction. However Interview L explain that the organisation developed so called 

pillar objectives (see figure 4-i) which are the focus areas and tools in order to support and reach 

VPS strategy. These does in other words explain how to manage the everyday work and he adds 

that it is important to prioritize these. 
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Figure 4-i - Pillar objectives 

 

 

4.2 Continuous improvement; behaviour, tools and principles 

The general vision of VPS implies having an organization that continuously improves quality, 

delivery and productivity in every aspect within the whole organization. Consequently, empirical 

findings show that continuous improvements constitutes a substantial part at the Volvo plant in 

Skövde, both daily and over a longer time of period, within each employee’s specific function. 

Insights from the internship revealed that it all starts with the employee contact where it is clearly 

stated that as an employee at Volvo Trucks you have to: execute your main work activities, develop 

these activities, develop yourself and develop your team. Implying that the continuous 

improvement work is a build-in at Volvo, everybody should strive for improving their work all the 

time and that this should endure a natural part of everyone's job.  

 

“We have our methods and methodologies in VPS on how to improve something, then we just 

use them and apply it in our continuous improvement work.”       

                                                                                                                                 (Interviewee A, 2017) 
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What has been observed from the internship and said throughout interviews at the plant is that 

as an employee at Volvo you cannot just continue to work as you did yesterday, but there is 

something that you can do to make your job easier and better. In the production input is also 

given by interviewee K and J who thoroughly believe that as employees within Volvo they actually 

have to keep their eyes open for improvements that can help them become more efficient and with 

the aim to become more financially beneficial in the long run. However, improvements can’t be 

made without having structure and instructions on doing so. 

 

4.2.1 Kaizen and Cost Deployment 

Today the continuous improvement work within the VPS contains a structure that everybody 

knows, and with this structure comes certain templates, rules, systems and tools in which 

everybody uses and works with. Continuing on the fact that every employee within Volvo has this 

package of knowledge with them, where there is space for employees to do things how they see fit 

to their own function and assignments but at the same time they remain within the core tools and 

methodologies of VPS (Interviewees A, F, H, I, K, L & M). According to interviewees the most 

common tool of working with CI at Volvo is the “Kaizen” methodology, and this is something 

everybody within Volvo knows about as this was used before VPS was implemented. Logistic 

developments and continues improvements are utilized from the so-called kaizen system. Kaizen 

has become the most important system in relation to the continuous improvement work at Volvo. 

Kaizen is a system that is developed by the Toyota production system where employees at all levels 

of an organization work proactively to achieve regular, incremental improvements to the 

production process. Hence, in this way it also contributes to combining the collective talents 

within a company to create a powerful engine for improvement. The respondents explained that 

the system is developed into models shaped easily be used by the employees. There are four types 

of kaizens to use depending on the complexity of the problem that is reported; quick, standard, 

major and advanced. The first two are used when the problem area/improvement is in less of 

scope and can be done by one person in a period of one and four weeks respectively. Major and 

advanced kaizens comprise more complex improvements which are conducted by teams with 

several people of different areas of competence. These are usually processed in project forms 

during a long time-period. According to information from internship and the Interviewees 

everyone employed at the Volvo plant in Skövde are entitled to hand in a certain number of 

improvements/kaizens per year. Every month Volvo arranges a common meeting where everyone 

working at the site is welcome. The purpose is to issue a winner for the best improvement of the 

month. 

 

The next most common method is “Cost Deployment” which is a system and tool for prioritizing 

improvements within different categories of financial losses which is used all over the site. 

Interviewees also conjointly answered that the structure that is setup up today is very beneficial 

since it assists in categorizing and prioritizing the most important and most cost saving 

improvements for each department, leaving everybody with a goal on how they should work and 

how much time they should be putting on each improvement. At Volvo Trucks in Skövde they also 

have a certain group working only with continuous improvements. These are primarily logistics 

developments and this team further uses “cost deployment” to register kaizens. According to 

interviewee G who works as a logistics developer and VPS ambassador they together with other 

managers of the supply chain department chooses the improvement suggestions they find most 

important and cost saving and digs deeper into these and transform them into project forms for 

the logistic development function.  These are focused improvement (FI) projects which this group 

continue to work with to save greater financial costs. Other kaizens are categorized as continuous 

improvements (CI). Except from the Cost Deployment system Volvo has another system named 

Teamplace which is a part if their internal net functioning as a cloud to upload and spread internal 
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information and documents. Interview G explains that this is a good complement to organise the 

continuous improvement work and enhance the organisational learning. 

4.2.2 Other methods of working with CI and increased administration 

The Volvo organisation also have other methods of improving, one activity that is mentioned by 

Interviewee M, which he finds very beneficial and successful are the team boards posted at every 

department. In connection to these they have meetings every morning in order to frame and 

follow up different improvements from defect reports. Interview C and J who works in production 

also explains that in the production line they have something called production changeovers and 

they stop the machines in the line. During these changeovers the purpose is to gather employees 

in groups in order for them to discuss and find different improvements in specific areas, and 

develop ways to make the workplace better. Most of what they're would be talking about is purely 

preventative, as to not to get into a situation where everything goes wrong and they have to be 

putting in valuable production time into solving a problem instead, making Volvo lose track of 

their goals and we have to work even harder afterwards. The improvement goals when it comes 

to Kaizens are therefore much more simplified, such as buying more barcode scanners in order to 

not lose time during their work hours but it can also include things surrounding the work 

environment, in which Interviewee J mean they need to be more efficient in. However both J and 

C believe that the tools they use today help solve different problems and therefore does this 

collection of fact’s from previous Kaizens adds much benefit to the daily tasks and the continuous 

improvement work, whether it’s their own or somebody else’s. There is always something to fall 

back on when you encounter a problem, and there is always a way to start if you need to solve a 

problem. 

 

On the other hand, interviews with employees also showed that this shift in how they work with 

the continuous improvements since VPS has brought on more administration and 

documentation, meaning that the time they must put on to this now has increased. This is 

exemplified by interviewees E and F who work with material controlling within the supply chain 

function and explain that there is a need to be thorough as well, because otherwise they can send 

your Kaizen back if you miss out to fill in something. There is not always time to do this due to 

difficulties to prioritize and to sometimes to put time aside for these document improvements, 

even though they know the benefits that come with it. Still, it was also made from interviews that 

every function and division within Volvo Skövde has their own goal setting with the improvements 

that they hand in. Interviewee I works as a supplier quality plant engineer clarifies that often 

within the higher levels within Volvo improvements that directed towards achieving a financial 

goal setting, meaning that the focus improvements are all about how much money that can be 

saved per year and for each improvement that is created whereas in the production the 

improvement goals are directed towards preventative solutions, adding or restructuring things so 

that they become more efficient and not lose valuable assembling time. Nonetheless, with the 

pressure of having to send in a certain amounts of improvements each year, many of the 

respondents (B, C, I, K & M) asserted that it often leaves them feeling stressed and pressured in 

accomplishing this. Interviewee K argues in the same line and mean that this sometimes also leads 

to people making kaizens when they have just adjusted smaller changes in order to achieve the 

directed order of kaizens. 

  

Although many of the employees have complains that some of the VPS structures brings much 

administration and perhaps even pressure, respondents who possess a higher position mean that 

the administration is substantial for the continues improvement work, therefore it is crucial that 

the employees continues this and think about the long-term cause. Interview G whom is also one 

of the VPS ambassadors asserts this by expanding that development and improvement is an 

obvious part of every employee's daily work and so forth the organization’s continued success. He 

strongly asserts that people who complains about not having time to improve, are not doing their 
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job since this is listed as one of their four tasks as mentioned earlier. This is as important and 

natural as their other activities. There are always people who are unwilling to take on board and 

assimilate changes, but except from these the organization is responsible of informing the 

employees about the purpose of VPS and hopefully then most people are on board.  

 

4.3 Learning and problem solving 

Volvos attitude and standard towards continuously improving their organization implies that   the 

use of knowledge and learning becomes a unified part of the business and the employees get to 

depend heavily on it as being able to develop is a core part of the VPS. When interviewees were 

asked if they thought that the implementation of VPS has fostered the organization in becoming 

a learning organization, the following answers were unanimous. Interviewees mean that the 

structure of VPS has helped foster both learning and creativity because they use the tools within 

the strategy, which comes especially to the problem solving methodology in order to find the 

actual problem which helps them to think outside the box and in that way hopefully learn 

(Interviewee A, D, G, H, E, F, M & K). Interview G states that the kaizen methodology for example 

and its models which the employee are meant to fill in, asks questions in which they are bound to 

find out certain things in order to answer. In this way the employee is being evoked to find the 

root cause of the issue, bring questions to mind in which the employees perhaps wouldn't think 

about otherwise and it also nurtures creativity and innovation in the way people think. 

  

“I have to strengthen my knowledge and my own team and a great way to do that is to use the 

tools that we have within VPS in order to improve ourselves and our work.” 

                                                                                                                                       (Interviewee A, 2017) 

  

Furthermore, Interviewees H, G, I and A mean that by now employees have probably felt the 

positive changes from the implementation of the VPS which is very much due to the fact that the 

managers have been trying to educate both themselves and others which has been reflected in the 

employee's willingness to continue this process to create an even more joined organizational 

culture and becoming a learning and improving organization. This is exemplified by interviewee 

C and J who affirms that having knowledge about the Lean concept is a compulsory standard for 

every employee within Volvo as it is one of the main pillars in the VPS house. Every employee 

within the organisation gets signed up to attend a Lean production course in order to direct and 

ensure that everybody is on the same page on how the organization should work and according to 

what principles. The VPS expert Interviewee L who was interviewed further, denoted that 

everyone with a management position has to be educated within VPS, because in order to foster 

learning in the organization it must start with the management, which is something both 

interviewee A, C, B and H agree upon. Interviewee L means that the way to go is by educating the 

leaders, because in order to successfully implement something, knowledge must be spread from 

the top down. Therefore it is crucial to give them the best opportunities of learning and 

understanding VPS and its purpose. Further on, he means that with the system they have today, 

they do educate all managers at the plant in order to achieve this. He believes that this way of 

doing things has been very successful, and today most managers are very positive to VPS and have 

a clear understanding of its purpose. 

  

However, as mentioned previously this would not have been possible without the VPS experts and 

ambassadors they have within the organization. Observations and insights from the internship 

showed that the VPS experts’ main purpose is to support the organization, the leaders as well as 

answering surrounding questions about management and improvements. On the other hand the 

VPS ambassadors help develop the logics and methods in how to implement and work with VPS. 

The VPS ambassador interview G said that the ambassadors are working with VPS from a division 

of five cornerstones; logic, method, enforcement, pace and result. The ambassadors for the 



 

 35 

different functions are responsible of some of the cornerstones each. Their responsibility is to 

apply these cornerstones and make them work in their daily activities and so forth implement and 

spread these to the workers. Sometimes they have to develop matrixes in order to e.g. support the 

method with the logic. Further on, interviews also disclosed that they assist in educating other 

employees. However, the most important thing is to be available for support in order to better 

foster organisational learning- spreading lean, visions and organisational goals to develop a 

conjoined organisational culture. 

 

4.3.1 Spreading knowledge 

As mentioned earlier, several of the respondents agreed that learning in the organization must 

start with the management, because in order to successfully implement something, knowledge 

must be spread from the top down. Further on the VPS expert asserted that they therefore put 

resources in to educate all managers at the plant in order to achieve this. Also the managers and 

the VPS expert argued for how well they thought that the managers were educated in the areas 

surrounding VPS (Interviewee A, H, G, I & M). They also added that managers are continually 

educated and sent to attend the lean courses as well. However, the respondents who was working 

in production had a whole different picture as they didn't think that the management had enough 

knowledge about VPS and they didn’t think nor could they actually see that everyone has been 

educated in the area. They mean that the vision within Volvo and VPS is to be a learning 

organization, but at the current state they are not within this vision. According to Interviewee C 

and J, they think that the managers and leaders at the plant doesn't have as much knowledge 

about lean either, so when the employees start to talk about lean they don’t get any response from 

the managers, which is frustrating because then the employees can’t do their job as they are 

supposed to do. Interviewee C said that he thought that the managers did not attend these Lean-

courses or other activities of education concerning VPS. Further he means that learning starts at 

the wrong end, he thinks those at the lowers levels should be educated from the managers and the 

leaders but in reality he thinks it’s the other way around.  

 

“The plan is to have the VPS experts who will coach the executives, how to use it, different ways 

of working, so that we at lower levels can complete this and so this knowledge transfers is 

supposed to go down to us but at the end of the day the employees down at production have 

more knowledge then the executives, so I would say that the learning organizations is at the 

wrong end of the company.” 

(Interviewee C, 2017) 

4.3.2 Rivalry, bad prioritization and limitations to overcome 

What is interesting to mention regarding spreading knowledge is that it has also been pinpointed 

by several respondents that there is an ongoing rivalry between the office and the production and 

that this rivalry can intervene for specific changes being carried through (Interviewee K, I & M). 

They argue that even though managers are well educated and knowledgeable in the VPS area it 

might be very difficult for them to teach people who are not open for it.  Interview I who now 

works as a Supplier Quality Plant engineer, gave information in the matter, because he mentions 

that he was earlier working as a technician engineer developing and providing the production with 

directives of how they are supposed to assemble the engines, and was therefore working as a link 

between the office and the production. According to him this tempestuous environment is the 

reason why many production workers has a very negative approach towards absorbing and 

listening to the management and office workers. Interview C who works as a quality technician in 

production, thought that the functions that did not pursue or absorbed the VPS standards are bad 

at prioritizing. They only prioritize the short term goals which is to deliver engines, and not at the 

long-term goals which might be time consuming but save energy and effort in the long term.  
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VPS has a vision of being “one plant” where the thought is for everyone to work in an equal way 

following the same procedures, methods, tools and goals. However one of the biggest limitations 

with the VPS is the time it has taken to implement a complex production system at the whole site, 

which is something the respondents have acknowledged throughout the plant. As this is a process 

that is still ongoing and far from completion, several interviewees did put forward that different 

areas absorbs this knowledge and learning at different paces, making some areas less eager to 

learn and adapt to the current changes and achieving. Interview L who is one of the VPS experts 

at the site told us that they had noticed very decisively that the areas that best absorbs the VPS 

are also the ones having the leading edge and are very forefront and successful in specifically their 

teamwork, but also in other aspects. These are also the teams in which the leaders are most 

committed, however the implementation starts with the leaders and not the employees. As a result 

this one plant vision is casing behind and the three main factories at the plant; foundry, machining 

and assembly are different from each other showing on more potential to become even more 

aligned. 

 

4.3.3 Managerial leading and inhibiting creativity 

Respondents that possess a managerial title believe that it is important to promote the daily CI’s 

as well, in order to get the daily work to function better and faster. As managers they try not to 

force any CI-work but rather they believe and work with the vision that they as leaders must create 

the right conditions to get to this jargon from daily improvements to the improvement process 

itself to work better. But there is a constant struggle with how the intended structure of VPS and 

CI work in general is going to work in the employee's daily activities and how to help promote 

more creativity. When it comes to creativity, many feel this pressure to figure out where they can 

find an improvement rather than to just reason naturally to see what can be improved in their 

daily routine and how it can benefit Volvo. When you think that you have the pressure and try to 

find what to improve then this has landed wrong. Further on, what has also been pin down after 

interviews with employees is that the reward system of doing CI is not that same as it was before. 

Interviewees B, C, D, F and J whom have been employed before the VPS implementation explain 

that back then each employee that made a huge improvement within the company received a 

bonus pay check, so everybody wanted to make improvements and actually put in an effort, 

however this is not the same for today. 

  

The VPS expert gave a different view of the matter as he means first of all, as mentioned earlier, 

that improving is part of the four tasks included in every employee's job, meaning that this should 

come naturally and every employee are expected to put time into this activity and a reward system 

in terms of money should not be needed. Further, he explains that this system had a huge 

downside, which was that people usually kept their ideas to themselves in order to earn shares 

instead of implementing and using it and get their colleagues on board. This lead to zero 

involvement and single people developed improvements which affected perhaps forty other 

people who didn't get a vote in the matter nor involved. This argument is backed by other 

managers and employees as well (Interviewee A, F, G & M). Interview L said that they have noticed 

that even though the new system may seem not to trigger people to develop improvements as the 

old rewarding system they still mean that better improvements are fostered due to this new 

system. Interviewee L concludes by saying that it is important to make people understand that 

improvement is a natural part of the daily work and it should be in everyone's interest to keep the 

company going and be successful. 

 

“For everyone to develop themselves and the organisation is crucial in order for the continued 

success of Volvo. If we don't keep developing and improving we could end up like Facit, who was 
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a very successful company and world leading in their field, however they forgot to renew and 

develop themselves.” 

(Interviewee L, 2017) 

 

4.3.4 Aligning pillar within the VPS House 

Further on, observations and interviews have shown there are some pillars within the VPS house 

that work better than others, implying that the vision of being a learning organization is not quite 

there yet. Interviewee B and C exemplify this in the interviews by talking about the different 

methods and tools, the quality function in which they work for is the one that is doing preeminent. 

But then again they mean that everything depends on the management pillar, and when it is asked 

for and required then it can be demanded by the managers. But when nothing is required, then 

everything just dies out. So it makes the work difficult for them when they do something one day 

and say something else the other day, implying that there is actually no standardization within 

the company. This becomes a problem throughout the organization as some pillars within VPS 

have taken on some things and others do not. Interviewee C means that this can be the case 

because everyone does not understand why they should improve and do other activities so they 

use the prioritization tools in a way so that the management can draw the conclusion that it 

doesn’t work which is not the purpose of being a learning organization. What can be concluded 

from interviews with J, B and C is that the development and focus on the pillars of management 

and people development are not being prioritized in the same way as other pillars making the 

vision of being and becoming a learning organization a fatality in this structure as so much focus 

is currently being put on other things.  
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5. Analysis 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The succeeding chapter addresses a scrutiny of the collected empirical data and frame of reference that has been 

presented before (see chapter 2 and 4). The following sections will analyse the empirical information in respect 

to the standpoints found in the frame of reference and the research question.  

 ______________________________________________________________________ 

5.1 VPS as an organizational improvement philosophy 

A company-specific production system aims according to Netland & Sanchez (2014) to operate as 

a whole in alignment with the same set of principles and improving according to the same system 

adopted in line with the organisations characteristics, specific environment and needs. However, 

Lander (2007) also mean that an XPS can be defined as a philosophy and way of thinking and that 

the process of discovery is what develops the social system necessary to sustain the system and 

drive its continued evolution. According to what can be withdrawn from the empirical findings, 

most of the interviewed informants had a positive view of VPS and when we asked them about 

what they thought the reasons are why the VPS has been successful and is still developing in the 

organisation this was exactly what they answered; That VPS is not just tools and structure, it is an 

organisational philosophy which includes many elements. VPS contains so much more than just 

concepts aimed for the operators in production to use to create efficient flows, the system also 

includes “the soft parts”, meaning management tools and how to develop the organisation and 

create a common organisational culture (Interviewee L). What could further be drawn from the 

empirical results was that this is the difference with VPS compared to earlier attempts to 

implement famous production concepts such as 5s, just-in-time (JIT) and lean production. 

Because with VPS they have been able to introduce the best of all types of production concepts 

and implement them successfully together with supporting functions and structures in line with 

the Volvo organisation´s specific characteristics, environment and needs. According to Netland 

(2013) this the strength of the XPS compared to the general production philosophies, as it allows 

for a strategic selection of the one-best-way approach chosen from all proven production 

improvement philosophies aimed to be tailored to the specific firms unique characteristics. In line 

to what has been established by the respondents the value of an XPS is dependent on its strategic 

fit within the firm’s business strategy.  

 

Except from the fact that industries with widespread XPS implementation achieves competitive 

parity, Netland and Sanchez (2014) also mean that an XPS can provide a sustainable competitive 

advantage if it has a superior fit with other path-dependent resources in the organisation. This is 

something that Volvo really have thought about since they implemented the end-to-end 

alignment element in connection to the modifications of VPS pyramid to a VPS house. The end-

to-end alignment element refers to the involvement and alignment from entire chain from the 

first to the last point of an entire value stream. The purpose of this element is to encourage cross-

functional work to foster involvement between areas and functions to avoid sub-optimizations. 

According to the respondents this pillar has assisted much in creating a joined organisational 

culture as one of the respondents also asserted that a company-specific production system helps 

very effectively to create common views and goals.  

 

However, the VPS implementation is an ongoing process. The people who earlier worked in 

different positions in the hierarchy were separated even though they are supposed to work 

together. Now, as the VPS has been more integrated the culture has changed and people are more 

aligned. The empirical data informs that the end-to end pillar in this way helps fit resources that 

are dependent of each other. The empirical findings also contributed to the insight that building 
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an organisational philosophy is very important and one of the main factors of implementing 

production systems which further will assist in enhancing the continues improvement work and 

organisational learning. As earlier stated, researchers mean that the key to sustained competitive 

advantage is a deeply rooted and subtle organisational culture (Netland & Aspelund, 2013; Liker 

& Hoseus, 2008). Hence, it seems like the company-specific production system is a very effective 

way to create common views and goals, as respondents have noticed that it fosters a common 

organizational culture. 

5.2 VPS and Continuous Improvement 

Respondents emphasize the importance and the immense role that CI has within the organization 

since the implementation of VPS. Interviewee A for example explains that with this edifice comes 

certain templates, rules, systems and tools in which everybody uses and works with. He means 

that every employee within Volvo has this package of knowledge with them, leaving them with a 

collective sense of belonging but with enough space for employees to do things how they see fit to 

their own function and assignments but at the same time they remain within the core tools and 

methodologies of VPS. Still, Liker (2004) describes that a company-specific production system 

within a company is considered to be a system that is designed to provide tools for employees to 

continuously improve their own work, implying that it entails more than just the tools themselves. 

To implement such system creates cogency of stable directions and affinity towards the same goals 

among employees (Modig & Åhlström, 2013). Further on, Jurgensen (2005) and Swartling and 

Pokasiniska, (2013) reason that although the many definitions it remain clear that the focus 

towards enhancement and CI features should be done in a precise, continuous and collective 

manner throughout the organization. The empirical study that was conducted echoes this where 

most of the respondents feel that the VPS in combination with the CI efforts within the 

organization has contributed to a more alignment amongst employees as compared to before 

when the functions where more shattered (Interviewee K). Findings indicate that today the 

employees at Volvo Group Trucks in Skövde are a team more than they have ever been before and 

according to them it is all thanks to the VPS and CI.  

 

Through insights from observation and interviews, the empirical findings demonstrated this 

infrastructure of the common tools, methods and structures that the VPS consists of. The 

respondents gives examples in which tools that are used work with continuous improvements 

which are primarily the kaizen concept and secondly Cost Deployment which works directed by 

the VPS structure as explained by Interview M. He also mentions team boards which are posted 

at every department and in connection to these they have meetings every morning in order to 

frame and follow up different improvements from defect reports. Several respondents mean that 

these tools helps them to create improvements and thus assist in how to think when developing 

and implementing them. As a result the VPS becomes and fulfils the shoes of an infrastructure 

that is needed and can support the CI initiative, which further on helps fill the role of coordination 

and forming a supportive organizational culture that focuses on continuous improvement (Anand 

et. al., 2009; Alexander et al., 2006; Yeung et al., 2006). Interviewees mean that having a system 

that is so structured in parallel to how things were previously, this focus on CI where everything 

is documented is also very favourable in a accessibility- and organizing perspective but also 

because there is always somebody or something to fall back to, today they are a team more than 

they have ever been before and that is all thanks to the VPS and CI.  

 

Continuing this analysis it is interesting to mention that although there is a limited amount of 

previous research on the XPS phenomenon, Netland (2013) does however discuss XPS of being a 

recommended improvement strategy. Hence, he suggests the possibility that XPSs can help 

sustain improvement work in organisations and he lists three main characteristics of why; which 

is that an XPS is company-specific and not general, XPS is a strategic improvement programme, 

not a project, and  finally that an XPS is unifying, not isolating. However, what the empirical result 
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of this study show as the primary factor is this infrastructure of support with the tools and 

structures that VPS brings, as this is the most frequently mentioned and discussed aspect by 

several respondents. Moreover, as mentioned by Interview L the production system itself does 

not explain how the organisation are supposed to implement its standards. Therefore, the role of 

the support functions such as the VPS ambassadors, experts and pillar objectives are crucial since 

they manage the implementation of the system to the everyday work. 

 

5.2.1 Stimulating and coordinating CI initiatives with VPS 

Anand et. al., (2009) and Choo et al., (2007) argue that although there are broad areas within CI, 

there is a need for some form of action in order for the CI to continue, explicitly pointing towards 

the managing and coordination of the process improvement projects for the needed structure. 

The interviewees whom work on a higher level and possess managerial titles contend with this 

avowal, meaning that it is important to promote the daily CI’s as well, in order to get the daily 

work to function better and faster throughout the plant. As managers and leaders they try not to 

force any CI-work but rather they believe and work with the vision that it is their role as leaders 

to instead help and create the right conditions in order to get the efficient flow that is needed, 

mainly bridging the gap between daily improvements to the improvement process itself in order 

for it to work better and for them to promote learning patterns. Linderman et al. (2006), Molina 

et al. (2007) and Neilson et al. (2008) continue in the same notion by reasoning that this 

infrastructure and support can also add a somewhat dynamic dimension to CI, making it a factual 

context for the dynamic capability within an organization as it enables and involves both middle 

and lower levels of management in strategy positioning but also in crafting a culture for 

organizational learning where everybody feels seen and heard. Bestowing upon the empirical 

finds what has been denoted by all of the interviewees, is that the structure Volvo works in today 

is much more organized, leaving everybody with a goal, how they should work and how much time 

they should be putting on each improvement and task but also to conjoin everybody together with 

one mission and vision. 

 

Interviewee L who is a VPS expert explains that each employee is very well aware of the tasks that 

comes with a contract at Volvo and they are; to execute their main work activities, to develop 

these activities, develop themselves and to develop their team. These task, although rough and 

hard imply that there is an organizational culture within Volvo, that this is built in the continuous 

improvement goals at Volvo, everybody should strive for improving their work all the time. The 

employees at Volvo mean that you cannot just continue to work as you did yesterday, but there is 

something that you can do to make your job easier and better (Interviewee, G, H, A and L). What 

can be established is that in line with the frame of reference and the empirical findings, the 

structure that VPS brings is designed for the employees to firstly continually improve themselves, 

secondly these concepts and tools are designed to nurture creativity and innovation especially in 

the way of how people think and resonate when solving problems (Zollo & Winter, 2002; 

Linderman et al., 2006; Molina et al., 2007; and Neilson et al., 2008). 

 

In line with theory, these changes and modifications to the routine based responsibilities of each 

employee are acknowledged by both the support of the infrastructure and the managerial support 

but also through something which is coined to be a part of a process improvements. Having these 

specific improvements used within an organization together with their coherent strategy should 

be considered to be an important chess-piece in the progression of the dynamic capabilities within 

the organization, aiming to improve and learn and therefore fall in line with the dynamic 

capability of CI as well (Anand et al. 2009; Chapman & Murray, 2003; Cyert & March, 1963; 

Mahoney, 1995; Schön, 1975). 
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5.2.2 Stifling creativity, goal setting and reward system 

Wright and Snell (1998) and Elenkov (1997) point out that each level within the organization is 

affected in different ways by changes and by different factual factors can affect each level within 

the organization in a different way, which might result in a barricade towards the organizational 

learning within the organization. Nevertheless, the empirical results exhibited a firm belief from 

the managers towards the CI efforts and the implemented VPS. However, they also point out that 

there is a struggle with how the intended structure of VPS and the CI’s work in general is going to 

work in the employee's daily activities. But also how they should work with helping to promote 

more creativity, as many employees feel that this is taking much time from them as well as 

increasing administration. Insights from the empirical study show that the current goal setting of 

handing in a number of Kaizen per year is different for each employee, however, there is a constant 

pressure of having a number, thus becoming very energy consuming and time-taking which gets 

affirmed by many of the interviewees. This is a concern that Benner and Tushman (2002) brings 

up, meaning when the implementation and use of an XPS can become a caparisoned way of 

creating continuous and incremental progressions in the firm. However, they mean that this 

might also be seen as a way of stifling the creativity and out-of-the-box thinking for the employees 

when there is a strong focus on regularization and standardization (Benner & Tushman, 2002). 

  

Still, it is argued by VPS experts from Volvo that the administration is necessary and very 

important for the continuous improvement work to concede, therefore it is crucial that the 

employees continues this and keep long-term cause in mind. Hence, as argued by Netland (2012, 

2013) solving this problem can be done through the movement an organization makes from being 

a non-learning organization to a learning organization, which is somewhat the effect of enforcing 

this VPS regularization and standardization. Further on, most of the interviewees does see the 

positive aspects of it, however the ones whom have been employed there for a longer time compare 

the current situation to how things were before when they got compensated much more when 

they handed in improvements, and today best case scenario is that you get a movie ticket. But, 

although money always seems like a good way to push people towards the effected wanted 

empirical insight show that from an organizational perspective the system had a huge downside, 

which was that people usually kept their ideas to themselves in order to earn shares instead of 

implementing and using it and get their colleagues on board. This lead to very little involvement 

and single people developed improvements which affected many other people who didn't get a 

vote in the matter. 

5.3 VPS and Organizational Learning 

All organizations strives for competitive advantage and organisational performance and 

according to Barney, (1991) and Wernerfelt, (1995) this is influenced by an organization's 

capabilities and resources. Hence, the theoretical framework brings up the potential value of XPS 

as a system that fosters and exploit firm resources. Other researchers such as Cyert and March 

(1963), Mahoney (1995) and Schön (1975) continue this same notion by stating that several 

previous scholars and studies have delineated that processes that are used within an organization 

together with their coherent strategy, is an important chess-piece in the progression of the 

dynamic capabilities within the organization. Within the framework for continuous improvement 

(see chapter 2.2) and learning (see chapter 2.3) three elements of the individual, the group and 

the organizational characteristics have been proposed to influence the knowledge acquiring 

process. Further on it has also been denoted by Netland and Sanchez, (2014) that in industries 

with widespread XPS implementation, an XPS is a necessary resource for achieving competitive 

parity. The empirical information from this study displays that the VPS system does foster and 

exploit firm resources. Primarily its tools and structures contributes to exploit the human 

resources. This was also something the empirical findings gave insight to as the extensive use of 

the Kaizen methodology as well as other tools and structures found within the VPS has developed 
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the employee's ability to think more creatively in finding important improvement for Volvo but 

also opening up space for innovative thinking in solving problems and learning.  

 

Previous literature also denoted on the importance of learning new things when individuals feel 

most motivated, which primarily happens when learning is encouraged by interest and enjoyment 

as well as the fulfilment and challenge that arises with the work and not by external pressure from 

the supervisors (Ahmed, Loh & Zairi, 1999). Empirical findings showed that the use of these tools 

for CI  and the external pressure of handing in X-numbers of kaizen’s each year has also been a 

big limitation that has been denoted with the VPS structure. Still, respondents also indicate that 

the used kaizen methodology within VPS encourages and evokes employees in finding the root 

cause of the issue. This form of interrogation and revision in which the VPS and the kaizen 

methodology works with help reveal underlying concepts and finding the real issue, making the 

focus of the VPS being put towards double-loop learning. Therefore aiming the focus of the 

learning experience to reach a higher level of learning but also put emphasis on action learning’, 

i.e. through involvement via different response mechanisms where interaction happens with for 

each individual’s sets of beliefs (Lipshitz et al. 2002; Argyris & Schon 1996) through the different 

principles and methods found within the VPS structure. 

  

According to Lander (2007), learning and improving are key features of any true company -

specific production system. Prahalad and Hamel (1990) also mean that the learned competences 

might be the most important intangible assets in an organisation. By developing capabilities 

through the application of knowledge and through organisational learning and improvement can 

produce unique competencies that are difficult to repeat which that can lead to sustainable 

competitive advantage. Hence, the main part of the respondents expresses distinguish the 

importance of having knowledge distributed within the organization as it is an integral part of 

their daily activities (Interviewees A, B, C, J & K). Except of the dissensions of how learning is 

distributed and embraced in the organisation by managers, all single respondents thinks the VPS 

structures assists in fostering learning in the way that its tools and methods are developed to 

support and encourage every employee to think outside the box and in that way hopefully learn 

(Interviewee A, D, G, H, E, F, M & K). Interview G says that the kaizen methodology for example 

and its models which the employees are meant to fill in, asks questions in which they are bound 

to find out certain things in order to answer. In this way the employee is being evoked to find the 

root cause of the issue and it also nurtures creativity and innovation in the way people think. 

 

As earlier mentioned the end-to-end alignment element, which has been added onto the VPS 

house, has an important impact in the Volvo organisations since it creates involvement between 

the areas and functions of the organisation. Furthermore, the empirical evidence also shows that 

it seem to have a very important role regarding spreading the knowledge throughout the Volvo 

organisation. Thus Netland (2013) contends the crucial importance of spreading the XPS beyond 

production and throughout all the supporting functions of the organisation. He also ads that this 

is a difficult task, yet so important. Insights from the internship and the interviews gave a picture 

that this is something that is highly prioritized, the Volvo organisation has realized the importance 

of unifying all functions in order to get efficient flows in both production and information- and 

knowledge sharing. 

5.3.1 Knowledge dispersion and managerial involvement 

Lipshitz et al. (2002) and Argyris and Schon (1996) mean that in order to reach effective OL 

necessitates that concepts and ideas are shared and actions are taken in a retrospective meaning 

of the organization’s common goals, which implies that the OL is a multileveled process. Implying 

that group learning is vital because groups or teams, not individuals, are the fundamental learning 

unit in modern organizations. Further on, Driscoll and Preskill (1996) emphasize that endorsing 

and making learning in organization possible comprises a certain amount of the leaders and the 
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management where their main focus is to share the quality philosophy, lead a change effort, 

mentor, and have a strategic focus. This topic is one of the most discussed by the respondents. 

From what can be drawn from their information, the respondents have very different views and 

opinions on how knowledgeable the management is and in turn how this knowledge is transferred 

down in the organization. However everyone agrees that in order to foster learning in the 

organization it must start with the management. 

 

According to the VPS expert Interviewee L the way to go is by educating the leaders, because in 

order to successfully implement something, knowledge must be spread from the top down and he 

means that this is what they are doing. Other managers and office workers agrees with him and 

argued for how well they thought that the managers were educated in the areas surrounding VPS 

(Interviewee A, H, G, I & M). Interview H & A said that the management structures is what makes 

the VPS strong; and the fact that they have VPS experts working full time with supporting the 

organization and implementing the system. Interview H, K and D also thought that the VPS 

provides structures in how to manage all the activities, which is very comforting. Hence, it was 

made clear that everyone with a management position has to be educated within VPS, and they 

are continually educated and sent to attend then lean courses as well. As mentioned the 

organization has also assigned VPS ambassadors which are involved in developing how to 

implement and work with VPS. They are continually educated and supported in learning about 

VPS and they function as an asset to spread and assist in educating other employees. 

 

On the other hand, as displayed in the empirical section, some employees are not happy with the 

management and the way learning and knowledge is distributed down in the organization. 

Empirical findings indicate that a number of employees find that the learning starts at the wrong 

end, meaning that those whom are at the lowers levels should be educated from the managers and 

the leaders but in reality it’s the other way around. The question is if the reason why some people 

feel that knowledge isn't spread down to the lowest layers of the organisation depends on the 

implementation of VPS isn't well enough and lacks commitment by managers? Nevis et. al. (1995) 

brought up a similar problematization denoting that supervisors and leaders may comprehend 

the prominence of encouraging learning activities but at the essence the main problem revolves 

around the lack of knowledge of what exactly they should be doing in order for their daily work to 

keep on going. 

 

Regarding this matter however, it is interesting to mention the rivalry that seems to take place 

between the office workers and the production workers. According to Interviewee I this 

tempestuous environment is the reason why many production workers has a very negative 

approach towards absorbing and listening to the management and office workers and not the fact 

that the managers does not have enough knowledge about VPS. Other respondents agrees and 

mean that this rivalry intervenes for changes being carried through (Interviewee K & M). 

According to Lander (2007) and Liker (2004) a company-specific production system is only 

realized when the tools are combined with the proper people structure into a cohesive socio-

technical system, and that the system must permeate the organizational culture. This rivalry 

moreover can explain why learning is not distributed all the way down in the organisation, as well 

as all the parts of the system cannot be realized in all the parts of the company. 
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6. Conclusion 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter the conclusions and answer to the research question will be presented. This chapter also includes 

contribution of the study and suggestions for further studies. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This thesis embarked on contributing to the empirical research on company-specific production 

systems (XPS). More specifically, to investigate how the company-specific production system VPS 

in the case Volvo group trucks in Skövde assist in fostering the continuous improvement work 

and organisational learning. More so, in complementing and challenging the previous research 

on VPS as an improvement strategy based on the empirical findings. After the development of a 

conceptual framework, derived from the previous research on XPSs, continuous improvement 

work and organisational learning, and a thorough and reflective analysis, the research question;  

How can the implementation of a company-specific production system (XPS) assist in fostering 

continuous improvement work and becoming a learning organization? was able to be answered 

and conclusions to be drawn. 

 

As previous studies indicates several benefits in different areas of an organization being enhanced 

by the implementation of XPSs, Netland (2013) also suggests the XPS as a recommended 

improvement strategy. He concludes this according to three characteristics; firstly that an XPS is 

company-specific and not general, so forth the improvement work is adapted to the specific 

conditions and needs of a company. Secondly, an XPS is a strategic improvement programme, not 

a project and finally that an XPS is unifying, and not isolating. This study confirms his arguments 

as the XPS is company-specific and not general meaning that it operate as a whole in alignment 

with the same set of principles and improving according to the same system in line with the 

organisations characteristics, specific environment and needs (Netland & Sanchez, 2014). The 

empirical findings in this study shows that the VPS has assisted in building a conjoined 

organisational philosophy. The difference with VPS compared to attempts with other concepts is 

that this time they have developed an organisational culture which makes it easier to getting 

people on board. To have a strong organizational culture is very important and one of the main 

factors of implementing production systems which further is displayed in this study to have 

assisted in enhancing the continues improvement work and organisational learning since these 

becomes natural activities for the employees.  

 

Furthermore it is important to clarify that the VPS itself does not explain how the organisation 

are supposed to implement its standards. Therefor the organisation has developed so called pillar 

objectives which are the focus areas and tools in order to support and reach VPS strategy. These 

does in other words explain how to manage the everyday work, thus they becomes very important 

to prioritize and continually adjust to the changing environment. Also the Volvo Trucks 

organisation have developed supporting functions, VPS experts, VPS ambassadors which prove 

to have much importance since these functions assist in the implementation and longevity of the 

VPS, according to the empirical information. Empirical findings also suggested that supporting 

functions together with XPS makes the transition towards the changes happening in an 

organization much easier. 

 

Netland and Sanchez (2014) also mean that an XPS can provide a sustainable competitive 

advantage if it has a superior fit with other path-dependent resources in the organisation. This is 

something that Volvo have really thought about since they implemented the end-to-end alignment 

element in connection to the modifications of VPS pyramid to a VPS house. The end-to-end 

alignment element refers to the involvement and alignment from entire chain from the first to the 

last point of an entire value stream. The purpose of this element is to encourage cross-functional 
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work to foster involvement between areas and functions to avoid sub-optimizations. According to 

the respondents this pillar has assisted much in creating a joined organisation where the different 

functions and sub-factories are collaborating. The end-to end pillar in this way helps fit resources 

that are dependent of each other. Hence this also confirms Netlands (2013) theory of XPSs being 

unifying.  

 

Volvo Trucks in Skövde work with continuous improvements according to certain tools which are 

primarily the kaizen concept and Cost Deployment which are directed by the VPS structure. The 

Volvo organisation also have other methods of improving, one activity is connected to the team 

boards posted at every department. Associated to these they have meetings every morning in 

order to frame and follow up different improvements from defect reports. Furthermore, they have 

something called production changeovers in the production lines and they stop the machines. 

During these changeovers the purpose is to gather employees in groups in order for them to 

discuss and find different improvements in specific areas, and develop ways to make the 

workplace better. It appears according to the empirical findings, that this infrastructure of 

support with the tools and structures that VPS brings is the primarily aspect in which the VPS 

assists in fostering continuous improvement work. In the same way the VPS has contributed to 

becoming a learning organisation as its tools and methods are developed to support and 

encourage every employee to think outside the box, more creative and innovative, and in that way 

the employees learn.  

 

Most of the respondents agreed that the implementation of VPS has assisted in fostering learning 

within the plant making them a learning organization. However, they still have work to do, the 

VPS is still under development and isn't fully implemented in the Volvo organisation and the 

Skövde plant. The empirical information given also reveals that the knowledge management and 

knowledge spreading within the organization about the concepts, tools and structure isn't always 

spread down in the organisation. However, regarding this matter it is interesting to mention the 

rivalry that seem to take place at the plant, specifically between the office workers and the 

production workers. According to several of the respondents and as observed at the earlier 

internship this tempestuous environment is a contributing factor why sometimes knowledge seem 

difficult to spread to all parts of the organisation. Some of the respondents mean that many 

production workers has a very negative approach towards absorbing and listening to the 

management and office workers and this rivalry intervenes for changes being carried through.   

 

6.1 Contribution to theory and practice 

The frame of reference revealed that XPS as a strategy is still considered to be an area under 

development for academic investigation (see chapter 2). Its academic substructures have not been 

sufficiently scrutinized which this study echoes as it was tough finding theoretical implications, 

underlying the necessity for further contributions to theory and practice. 

Therefore, the study contributes to new insights as well as knowledge towards the massive 

literature on production and process improvement, which Voss (1995) tags as a ‘best practice 

paradigm of operations strategy’ but also to the limited literature on XPS. Moreover, this study 

also opens up additional avenues and points to openings for further amplification by academics 

that are in need of exploration for the development of theory and practice on XPS (see chapter 

6.2). 

  

Moreover, by using a distinct and focused case study on the manufacturing site of Volvo Group 

Trucks located in Skövde also assists in making sense of how or why things work in real life 

contexts (Yin, 2007). We therefore argue that by doing so helps gain insight on how the complex 

phenomenon of XPS and its implementation fosters continuous improvement work and 

organisational learning within a company. The findings can also be used as a toolkit for building 
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a better understanding about how a company's XPS can be used in further developing the 

continuous improvement work and learning within the specific plant. As Volvo Group Trucks 

located in Skövde is part of the multinational company of Volvo we also claim that the result can 

be used by the other plants in order to improve their current status of working with the XPS. 

 

Further on, as XPS is strategy that utilizes in helping companies gain and sustain competitive 

advantage this study is not only a representative for other subsidiaries of Volvo but also applies 

to other companies and industries where a XPS has been implemented. Findings from this study 

can therefore be used as a guide on how a company-specific production system can be developed 

in order to foster continuous improvement work and organizational learning in other contexts. 

6.2 Limitations and future studies  

A main shortfall of this research has been the positioning of choosing best practice archetypes of 

operations strategy, taking an implicit postulation that some operations management strategies 

are superior to others. Further on, as the dependency of this research is postulated on the main 

principles of XPS, continuous improvement work and the broader scope of organizational 

learning, it has therefore disregard areas to include areas such as knowledge management, total 

quality management and culture in the frame of reference. Nevertheless, as argued, the choice in 

this study represents values which are chosen by the case company as important values for them 

but also due to the limited time and the focus of a specific area, therefore the aim was to help 

Volvo Group Trucks expand their knowledge on the VPS but also expanding the current yet 

limited research within XPS where there is lacking knowledge. 

 

Further on, it is also essential to profess that the chosen topic of XPS is inclined to updates, 

therefore might take aforementioned XPS take different forms today in the declared multinational 

company since the case company was a subsidiary. From a possibility standpoint, one could 

reason that just as multinational companies claim to adjust the XPS philosophies to their 

particular features and circumstances, subsidiaries of the company would claim that the 

alteration of the XPS is done in order to fit the resident eventualities. Therefore the 

implementation of a XPS offers many opportunities for future, high impact research as it might 

be the subject to the exact same intentions as they are when applied locally. As a further matter, 

findings denote that knowledge management and organizational culture play an important role 

in the implementation of XPS therefore insinuating further topics that need to be investigated in 

order to comprehend the complex and social phenomenon of XPS and the contributions it might 

bring to an organization. Moreover, the discoveries of this study would have greater external 

validity if a comparison study was done throughout the whole of Volvo or including several XPSs, 

which could therefore give the possibility of a comparison through different countries, similar 

industries as well as other concluding factors. However, this would prospectively necessitate an 

altered research strategy, implying inclinations to a quantitative methodology. Such an approach 

would advance new challenges in regard to using numerous respondents that construe their XPS 

philosophies thus increasing the risk of having low internal validity. 
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