
 

 

 

 

 

 

Cultural issues in Quality Management and 
Continuous Improvement: 

A case study of Volvo Trucks 

Master’s thesis within Business Administration 

Author:  Andreas Bruce 

  Erik Renström 

Tutor:  Susanne Hertz 

  Hamid Jafari 

Jönköping May 2011 



 

 
i 

Master’s Thesis in Business Administration 

Title:  Cultural issues in Quality Management and Continuous Im-
provement: A case study of Volvo Trucks 

Author: Andreas Bruce  

 Erik Renström 

Tutor: Susanne Hertz 

 Hamid Jafari 

Date:  [2011-05-23] 

Subject terms: Quality Management, Organizatonal culture, National Culture 

 

Abstract 

Quality management and continuous improvement are well known and many successful 

implementations of improvements regarding quality has been made over the recent dec-

ades by many organizations. This means that there are lots of different tools, strategies 

and implementation techniques available for organizations today. However, globalism 

have made this area an interesting aspect for researching cultural impacts in quality 

management and continuous improvement for organizations operating in many differ-

ent countries. 

The purpose behind this thesis is therefore to study how a multinational company han-

dles international quality management and how national culture impacts quality man-

agement and continuous improvement efforts in a multinational company. Initially, a 

frame of reference was developed to examine current available research of quality man-

agement and continuous improvements, as well as cultural aspects regarding differences 

in national culture and how this impacts an organizational culture that operates in sever-

al countries world-wide. 

We used a qualitative research approach and within that performed a case study of Vol-

vo Trucks. Primary data was collected from interviews and other material acquired from 

Volvo Trucks. 

The results showed that power distance was a value that impacted improvement work 

the most. This was seen in different stages of improvement efforts.     
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1 Introduction 

 

This chapter aims to present the background, problem definition, purpose, research questions, delimitations 

and outline of thesis. 

 

1.1 Background 

The global marketplace is getting more and more competitive as the different parts of the 

world are getting integrated into one network, which is a linkage of the organizational and 

the geographical networks. (Dicken, 2007) The Swedish Trade Council defines globalism 

as; “globalism aims in broadest sense on trade, cross-border investment and capital and exchange of infor-

mation and technology between countries”, which basically explains the factors that lies behind the 

increased competition. Maybe the most important enabler of this change is the develop-

ment of technology in IT and transportation. The IT development provided the internet 

that replaced a lot of other technologies and made the world connected and that informa-

tion can be sent anywhere in the world really fast. Internet is now the place where most of 

the communication between businesses is made. It is now possible to make business trans-

actions, email and get real time information about inventories and transports. The new 

transportation technologies with the latest two important developments, the containeriza-

tion and the commercial jet aircraft, has reduced the time and cost factors in transporting 

goods. With the help of technology the marketplace for companies has expanded and made 

it possible to operate outside the home country regarding production, warehousing and 

selling its products etc (Dicken 2007).  

For companies to stay competitive there is a need to internationalize and locate all over the 

world in order to gain advantages against competitors. Because with the globalization 

comes global competition which is volatile (Dicken, 2007), firms can enter each other’s 

market, produce in low cost countries and quickly transport their products to the market.   

As the production networks has gone global, logistics and supply chain management have 

become central fields in which companies want to excel, where particularly the time factor 

is what the companies need to be competitive in. This integration and competition has 

shifted the competition towards supply chains competing against each other instead of sin-

gle companies. So as the product life cycles are getting shorter and shorter the need for a 

well integrated and reactive supply chain has become more important. This in order to be-

come more effective and efficient in producing and distributing your products. 

To stay competitive, there is also a need for increasing quality management, not only for 

products but also for production processes. This means an increased need for products and 

processes to be developed and improved constantly. Internally different continuous im-

provement programs has developed from being based only on production to getting based 

on comprehensive methodologies that focus from top management to the worker (Bhagel 

& Bhuiyan, 2005). According to Bhagel & Bhuiyan (2005), this is the current era of conti-
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nuous improvement. Earlier eras focused on quality as a problem internally and later rec-

ognized that quality could be used as a competitive mean against competing companies.  

However, there is a need to manage quality to cope with the rapidly changing business en-

vironment that is uncertain and unpredictable. So the current era of continuous improve-

ment has made it possible for firms to be more flexible, responsive and agile to changes 

from market requirements and other firms. (Anderson & Kaye, 1998) 

As companies become multinational the impact of culture becomes an interesting topic. 

Culture is related to different values that people posses as a group or in a nation. The cul-

ture of an organization is therefore often related to the nation from where it operates, re-

garding for example hierarchy and structure. As it has been found that the majority of the 

biggest transnational companies have a home base, from where it operates, national and 

organizational culture can clash. Because if the organizational culture is not managed or 

strong enough, subsidiaries can be more influenced from the culture of the nation they are 

located in (Adler 1997).   

So for a company that is developing improvements that are to be implemented in every fa-

cility there might be difficulties in reaching consensus what needs to be done. An example 

from Lindberg et al. (2001) argue that the cultural dimension power distance is one of two 

factors that should be taken in consideration in organizational design of continuous im-

provement. They support this with an observation from L M Ericsson, a Swedish multina-

tional company. Within the different country organizations Ericsson had, a Japanese influ-

enced quality control cycle was introduced. In countries with a large power distance, such 

as France, it turned out quite successful as opposed to Sweden, with a small power dis-

tance, where the implementation failed. A lesson which calls for that our national culture 

affect how we want to work and what is going to work in line with the interplay between 

international and organizational culture. Dicken (2007) says that these companies are na-

tional corporations with international operations. Firms that are not situated at the home 

base have to adapt and take on some character from the environment they operate in. It is 

also concluded by Hofstede (1983) that national and corporate culture are two different 

phenomena. In another article he concludes that management and organizing are activities 

that heavily influenced by culture and that successful companies adapt foreign ideas regard-

ing management to local culture (Hofstede, 1983). 

1.2 Problem definition 

As mentioned opportunities for companies to get bigger comes with a requirement to im-

prove in order to be able to compete. Being able to manage and develop improvements will 

provide for organizations to be able to compete globally in terms of quality and increase 

the opportunities to continuously improve at a worldwide basis.  

At the same time globalism has led to international production networks, which often have 

a home base from where the corporate culture has its roots. Managing and organizing on a 

global scale are though still influenced by the national culture from where every subsidiary 

is located. As an example we explained that the Japanese influenced QCC has worked out 
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differently in organizations in different countries, which are still within the multinational 

corporation.  

The globalism and quality management concepts have been brought together by example 

Chang & Kim (1995) that emphasized a need for a more global approach to quality man-

agement. In turn Lagrosen (2004) explored how multinationals worked with quality man-

agement and found that cultural differences gave rise to the biggest problems. He also sug-

gested that more in depth studies, for example case studies, could contribute to the insight 

of international problems in international quality management.    

So for companies that work with continuous improvement development, there might be 

difficulties in managing their quality efforts and reaching a consensus across all foreign 

subsidiaries what to improve and how to do it. 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to identify how national culture impacts quality management 

and continuous improvement efforts in a multinational company.    

1.4 Research questions 

(1.) How do a multinational company as Volvo Trucks handle international quality 

management? 

(2.) How does national culture impact development and implementation of continuous 

improvement at Volvo Trucks? 

1.5 Delimitations  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The empirical study will be performed at Volvo Trucks in Gothenburg, Sweden. More spe-

cifically at the department of process development. This is where Volvo Trucks do their 

projects for their world-wide concern, which includes continuous improvements. As they 

have factories in different countries, such as Sweden, Belgium, Russia and Brazil, cultural 

difficulties most likely influence how they develop and implement improvements in their 

production processes. 

1.6 Outline of thesis 

Sweden 

Headquarter Production unit 

 

Belgium 

Production unit 

 

Brazil Russia 

Production unit 

 

Production unit 

 

Introduction
Frame of 
reference

Methodology
Empirical 

study
Analysis Conclusion

Figure 1-1: Outline of thesis 
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2 Frame of reference 

 

This chapter will begin with a focus on the background of quality and quality management, followed by a 

framework of TQM. This will be followed by a review of culture and cultural differences to determine its 

impact on quality management  in global organizations. 

 

2.1 Quality Management 

2.1.1 Evolution of quality 

In the 1920´s as the industry developed mass production was everything became more spe-

cialized. Everyone concentrated on a small part and was not involved in the big picture. To 

prevent defective products of leaving the factory inspection was introduced. During the 

Second World War mass production increased in scope and the supply of labour declined. 

In order to improve the inspection activities statistical methods was introduced. This was 

to be called statistical quality control. By the 1960´s products had become more complex 

and total quality control was used a lot. This was company-wide quality control that em-

phasized planned quality activities in all functions. Twenty years later interest in quality 

from management started. Because they realized it could have a big influence of success, 

rising needs from customers and high quality products from Japan were the reason. The 

lack of understanding in that effective leadership was important hindered good results 

sometimes. The managers all too often had a narrow approach whilst some managed to 

adopt a broader one. It has been found quality activities must cover the whole organiza-

tion. So during the 1990´s quality includes all processes, functions with the involvement of 

all people in the organization (Sandholm, 2000). 

2.1.2 Quality 

Quality is a misunderstood word in management because it is often not referenced in con-

junction with its purpose (Seaver, 2003) or its fitness for use (Sandholm, 2000). Quality 

should therefore be defined with the customer’s requirements in mind (Seaver, 2003). 

There can be said to be two dimensions of quality, one related to the design and one to 

conformance to design. These are the two dimensions that are brought together in a com-

pany’s quality culture to create perfection (Dahlgaard et al. 1998). Quality of design is a 

measure on how well the purpose is achieved. If the product does or do not work. This can 

be applied both inside and outside of the company. Inside the company every step in the 

production process can be defined a user and so the product must be fit for use in its cur-

rent state (Sandholm, 2000). Conformance to design is related to the operations function 

and what the customer receives must conform to the intended design (Seaver, 2003). This 

is also called manufacturing quality because it rather natural to divide it into specification 

and conformance quality (Sandholm, 2000), where obviously the ideal state is full confor-

mance to specification.    
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2.1.3 Innovation 

Innovation is about sustained management of innovation and change. It is the creation of 

any new product, process, or service that is seen as new to a business unit. It can be a big 

or incremental change, in order to have a future orientation that involves the right mixture 

of quality, service, product characteristics and price. Organizations that are good at learning 

are seen to be innovative if they at the same time can keep improving their current work. 

Learning organizations are good at acquiring information about customers, their competi-

tors and technology (Nadler & Tushman, 1986).  

2.2 Defining Total Quality Management 

Most research in quality management focus on total quality management as a basis. It has 

been found that quality and innovation can coexist and are supported by different aspects 

of total quality management and therefore it provides a good base. Prajogo & Sohal (2002) 

for example concluded that organizations that want to innovate should implement TQM 

and that it gives a foundation of quality that is needed for their products. A foundation is 

something that gives a precondition for innovation (Prajogo & Sohal, 2002).  

There is a lot of confusion about what Total Quality Management (TQM) really is. We 

have seen that it stems from the evolution in quality (Sandholm, 2000) and that it has been 

influenced by the quality gurus, Deming, Juran, Crosby and others (Costin, 1999).  

Rampersad (2001) describes it as both a philosophy and a collection of principles that 

enables a continuously improving organization. Further he says that it should make it a 

routine of everyone in the organization to be involved and participate in the systematic im-

provement of quality. Another definition where we look at each word provides us with a 

similar approach to TQM (Ho, 1999):   

Total – Everyone that has something to do with a company is involved in continuous im-

provement 

Quality – The requirements from customers are fully met 

Management – Top management are fully committed  

Ho (1999) describes that this makes it a concept that enables continuous improvement in a 

systemic, integrated, consistent and organization wide way. It is supposed to involve every-

one in the organization, preferably in teams, in order to bring forward improvements from 

inside the organization (Ho 1999). Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000) define TQM as: “as a manage-

ment system consisting of the three interdependent components: values, techniques and tools”. They argue 

that every company has a set of core values that characterize the organization which are 

then supported by techniques suitable to support the chosen values. Tools are then identi-

fied and used to support the techniques. They also stress that is should be seen as a system, 

which prevents companys from only picking values, techniques or tools without seeing 

their connection. In a definition by Dahlgaard et al (1998) it is also added that it is a corpo-
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rate culture; “A corporate culture characterized by increased customer satisfaction through continuous im-

provement improvements, in which all employees in the firm actively participate”. TQM requires a cul-

tural and substantial change and is a timely process. Below is a table describing the “TQM 

state” compared to a previous state (Besterfield et al. 1999). 

Table 2-1: Quality elements of TQM compared to previous states (Besterfield et al. 1999)    

Quality element Previous state TQM 

Definition Product-oriented Customer-oriented 

Priorities Second to service and cost First among equals of ser-

vice and cost 

Decisions Short term Long-term 

Emphasis Detection Prevention 

Errors Operations System 

Responsibility Quality control Everyone 

Problem Solving Managers Teams 

Procurement Price Life-cycle costs, partnership 

Managers Role Plan, assign, control, and 

enforce 

Delegate, coach, facilitate, 

and mentor 

 

So based on different definitions we can conclude that TQM is a corporate culture, philos-

ophy and a management system. That seems to focus and enable continuous improvement 

in a systematic way in order to satisfy customers. In involves everyone in the organization 

with an emphasis on top management. 

2.3 Core values of TQM 

There is no unified agreement of what the core values of TQM are, tough by comparing 

different authors we can come close to the core values. As seen in table 2-2, there seems to 

be one that reflect continuous improvement, one on processes and systems, one on base 

decisions on facts, one about involvement and participation, one customer focus and one 

about the people at different levels of the organization. 

Table 2-2: Compiled main concepts of TQM 

Bergman & 

Klefsjö, 

(2007) 

Continuous 

improvement 

Work with pro-

cesses 

Bases de-

cisions on 

fact 

Facilitate 

participation 

Focus on 

customers 

Commited leadership 

Ho, (1999) Improvement System/process   Satisfy cus- People 
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tools tomers 

Rampersad, 

(2001) 

Focus on 

continuous 

improvement 

Process orien-

ted 

Act ac-

cording 

to facts 

Involvement 

of all emplo-

yees 

Customer 

focus and 

customer 

involvement 

Consistency of purpose 

Dahlgaard et 

al. (1998) 

Continuous 

improvement 

 Focus on 

Facts 

Everybody´s 

participation 

Focus on 

the custom-

er and em-

ployee 

 

 

As we can interprete from the table, continuous improvement is a vital part of TQM since 

there are no organizations that cannot be improved (Ho, 1999). The next section aims to 

describe the different compiled main concepts of TQM.  

Starting with a more in depth description of continous improvement to be able to under-

stand its origin, what it is, why it is an important consideration for organizations today and 

how companies actually enable and make use of it. This will be followed by more brief de-

scriptions of the remaining main concepts. 

2.3.1 Continuous improvement 

Continuous improvement should be used as a management tool within TQM using a sys-

tems approach. You maintain and improve using small gradual improvements and the 

symbol for continuous improvement is the plan-do-study-learn cycle (Bergman & Klefsjö 

2007). Using this problem solving method gives you great results (Besterfield et al. 1999). 

History of continuous improvement 

The origin of continuous improvement can be identified as early as in the 1800s, where 

several companies rewarded employees that contributed to improvements in the organiza-

tion. In the early 1900s, scientific management gained more awareness and this led to the 

development of methods for analyzing and solve problems in the production processes. 

During the Second World War, the US government introduced a plan called “Training 

Within Industry” to enhance the industrial output on a national scale. The aim of this plan 

was to highlight the importance of continuous improvement and its techniques. (Baghel & 

Bhuiyan, 2005) 

The evolution of continuous improvement went further when this plan was introduced in 

Japan. However, the Japanase had their own ideas and further developed the plan by intro-

ducing quality control. Because of quality control, continuous improvement grew in to a 

broader term and established itself as a management tool for improving the organization 

involving all employees. (Baghel & Bhuiyan, 2005) 
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Nowadays, continuous improvement has evolved to an essential part of organizations be-

cause of the crucial need to stay competitive in the global market. In other words, conti-

nuous improvement evolved to something important for all organizations, and therefore 

several well-developed tools and methodologies exist today. (Baghel & Bhuiyan, 2005) 

The importance of continuous improvement 

According to Anderson & Kaye (1999), there are five major quality eras which can be iden-

tified since the introduction of continuous improvement: 

 Inspection 

 Statistical quality control 

 Quality assurance 

 Strategic quality management  

 Competitive continuous improvement (Anderson & Kaye, 1999) 

To further describe the different eras; quality was considered a problem to be solved during 

the first three eras. The focus in these eras therefore was on the operations performed in-

ternally in the organization. Quality was first seen as an opportunity for competition in the 

1980s, when companies realized quality was an important factor for customer satisfaction. 

This is the forth era of quality, where the focus was more on the customer and organiza-

tion and to be able to respond to market needs. It became more relevant to involve and in-

tegrate quality into organizations business strategy. (Anderson & Kaye, 1999) 

The fifth era is a result of today’s rapidly changing business environment. Today, compa-

nies have to face global uncertainty and unpredictability and therefore a need for competi-

tive continuous improvement has been established to meet these challenges. This era in-

cludes focus on goals such as flexibility, responsiveness and ability to adapt quickly to 

changes. This information is provided from customer feedback or complaints and ben-

chmarking against rivals. In order for an organization to achieve these goals, implementa-

tion and use of continuous improvement is essential. (Anderson & Kaye, 1999) 

As the importance of continuous improvement is rapidly increasing, organizations need to 

learn how to enable and develop a strategic continuous improvement capability, which will 

be further explained in the next section. 

Enabling continuous improvement capability 

Initially, the organization need to evaluate its ability to improve in order to develop a stra-

tegic capability of continuous improvement. According to de Jager et al. (2004), there are 

four main elements of continuous improvement for organizations to possess to be able to 

develop their ability to improve as shown in the figure below. 
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The organisation’s ability to 

improve

We must know/agree on 

what improvement is

We must know how to 

improve

We must be enabled to 

improve

We must be willing to 

improve

Understanding
Competence/

Skills
Support/enable Commitment

 Does everybody 

agree/understand 

on what change 
for the better 
means for us on 

all levels?

 Do the people 

have the required 

skills to analyse, 

design and 

implement 

change?

 Are there sufficient 

processes and 

systems in place that 

not only make it 

possible to improve 

but require it?

 Is there a burning 

desire to improve 

across the 

organisation?

 

Figure 2-1: Elements of continuous improvement (de Jager, B. et al. 2004) 

These four elements are all involved in the organizations ability to improve, and therefore 

essential to initially be able to adapt continuous improvement (de Jager, B. et al. 2004).  

Bessant and Francis (1999) mentions that continuous improvement can be considered an 

example of a dynamic capability. In which advantage comes from a set of attributes which 

are developed over time in a very specific environment instead of traditional simple assets 

or product/market shares. These attributes of continuous improvement should provide the 

basis for achieving and maintaining competitive advantages in the current uncertain and ra-

pidly changing environment (Bessant and Francis, 1999). 

According to Bessant and Francis (1999), there are three elements of a dynamic capability; 

paths, position and processes. These dynamic capability elements corresponds to the conti-

nuous improvement elements mentioned by de Jager et al. (2004), as paths and position re-

lates to the competencies that the organization possess and the specific position that it is 

able to adopt to in its product or market environment. Processes is related to the how the 

organization do things their way, which most commonly is firm-specific behavioural rou-

tines (Bessant and Francis, 1999). 

Continuous improvement obviously offers competitive potential as it facilitates change of 

the firm-specific behavioural routines, which takes time and are challenging to copy or 

transfer. To be able to continuously improve, the organization must be able to learn, there-

fore when enabling CI, organizations gets closer to the concept of organizational learning 

(Bessant and Francis, 1999). In other words, these particular elements mentioned by both 
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de Jager et al. (2004) & Bessant and Francis (1999), needs to be acquired and embedded in 

the organization to initiate continuous improvement capability.  

Bessant and Francis (1999) argues that the integration and acquisition of these key elements 

is an evolutionary iterative learning process. This means that performance improvements 

across the organization corresponds to integrating and acquiring the key CI beha-

viours/elements. Bessant and Francis (1999) have developed a model, which purpose is to 

describe the different levels in the evolution of continuous improvement capability. 

Table 2-3 below provides the organization with such knowledge to begin define their own 

continuous improvement development strategy. As they can take their current behaviours 

into consideration, reinforce them and also identify new behaviours that needs to be inte-

grated to be able to support their development strategy (Bessant and Francis, 1999). 

Table 2-3: Evolution of continuous improvement: performance and practice (Bessant and Francis, 1999) 
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Level Performance Practice 

0 = No CI activity   No impact from CI.  Problem-solving random. 

 No formal efforts or structure. 

 Occasional bursts punctuated by inac-

tivity and non-participation. 

 Dominant mode of problem-solving is 

by specialists. 

 Short-term benefits. 

 No strategic impact. 

 

 

 

1 = Trying out the ideas 

 Minimal and local effects only. 

 Some improvements in morale 

and motivation. 

 CI happens as a result of learning curve 

effects associated with a particular new 

product or process – and then fades out 

again. 

 Or it results from a short-term input – a 

training intervention, for example, - and 

leads to a small impact around those 

immediately concerned with it 

 These effects are often short-lived and 

very localized. 

 

 

 

2 = Structured and syste-

matic CI 

 Local effects. 

 Measurable CI activity – e.g. 

number of participants, ideas 

produced, etc. 

 Measurable performance effects 

confined to projects. 

 Little or no “bottom line impact. 

 Formal attempts to create and sustain 

CI. 

 Use of a formal problem-solving 

process. 

 Use of participation. 

 Training in basic CI tools. 

 Structured idea management system. 

 Recognition system. 

 Often parallel system to operations. 

 Can possibly extend to cross-functional 

work. 

 

 

3 = Strategic CI 

 Policy deployment links to local 

and project level activity to 

broader strategic goals. 

 Monitoring and measurement 

drives improvement on these is-

sues which can be measured in-

terms of impact on “bottom line” 

- for eample, cost reductions, 

quality improvements, time sav-

 All of the above, plus formal deploy-

ment of strategic goals. 

 Monitoring and measurement of CI 

against these goals. 

 In-line system 



 

 
12 

ings, etc. 

 

4 = Autonomous innova-

tion 

 Strategic benefits, including those 

from discontinuous, major inno-

vations as well as incremental 

problem-solving. 

 All of the above, plus responsibility for 

mechanisms, timing, etc., devolved to 

problem-solving unit. 

 High levels of experimentation. 

 

5 = The learning organi-

zation 

 Strategic innovation. 

 Ability to deploy competence 

base to competitive advantage.  

 CI as the dominant way of life. 

 Automatic capture and sharing of learn-

ing. 

 Everyone actively involved in innova-

tion process. 

 Incremental and radical innovation. 

 

Evaluation of continuous improvement performance 

As an organization has enabled its continuous improvement capability as described in the 

previous section, several authors, such as Jorgensen et al. (2003), Caffyn (1999) and Bessant 

et al. (2000), argue that the next critical step after implementation is to evaluate its progress. 

As mentioned earlier, there are well-known iterative tools such as Deming’s PDSA cycle or 

a simple organizational development cycle illustrated in the figure below, to help perform 

these evaluations. Caffyn (1999) argue that these cycles obviously are important to gain an 

understanding of the current situation and to be able to change and improve. However, 

with continuous improvement implementations, its necessary to understand how processes 

are operating and how changes impacts other areas of an organization (Caffyn, 1999). 

Audit/

diagnose

Formulate CI 

strategy

Deploy enablers 

to create/modify 

CI systems

Results in:

 Impact on 

performance

 Level of 

participation

Review and 

repeat cycle

 

Figure 2-2: Organizational development cycle for continuous improvement (Caffyn, 1999) 

According to Caffyn (1999), further critical factors in the early evaluation process is to: 

 Monitor progress with CI (or the lack of it); 
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 Gauge the impact of any interventions; 

 Identify constraints; 

 Plan further development of continuous improvement; 

 Identify areas within the organization, or particular aspects of continuous im-

provement, that need extra support; 

 Identify examples of good practice that others can learn from (Caffyn, 1999). 

Jorgensen et al. (2003) mentions, in accordance to Caffyn (1999) and Bessant & Caffyn 

(1997) that continuous improvement can be evaluated through a practical tool called the 

self-assessment tool. According to Jorgensen et al. (2003), self-assessment was previously 

associated with quality and business excellence programs. However, nowadays self-

assessment has increased in use for development purposes, including continuous im-

provement activities such as increasing employee involvement and providing feedback on 

improvement efforts (Jorgensen et al. 2003).  

Therefore, the self-assessment tool is useful to evaluate and drive continuous improvement 

forward in the organization. According to Jorgensen et al. (2003), use of the self-

assessment tool has been associated with: 

 Facilitating learning related to continuous improvement; 

 The development of shared language pertaining to continuous improvement; 

 Increased willingness to participate in future improvement activities; 

 Better understanding of how continuous improvement relates to the organizations 

overall strategic and development plans (Jorgensen et al. 2003). 

The self-assessment tool helps organizations move through the levels in accordance to ta-

ble 2-3 in the previous section (Caffyn, 1999). According to Caffyn (1999), organizations 

must possess several core abilities and key behaviours to be able to move through to the 

desired level of continuous improvement. These core abilities and key behaviours can be 

identified as critical factors for being able to evaluate the continuous improvement process 

(Caffyn, 1999), as illustrated in the table 2-4 below. 

Table 2-4: The core organizational abilities and key behaviours for continuous improvement (Caffyn, 

1999) 

Core abilities Key behaviours 

The ability to link CI activities to the 

strategic goals of the company. 

1. Employees demonstrate awareness and understanding of the or-

ganization's aims and objectives. 

2. Individuals and groups use the organization's strategic goals and 

objectives to focus and prioritise their improvement activities. 

The ability to strategically manage the 

development of CI. 

3. The enabling mechanisms (e.g. training, teamwork, methodolo-

gies) used to encourage involvement in CI are monitored and de-

veloped. 

4. Ongoing assessment ensures that the organisation's structure, sys-

tems and procedures, and the approach and mechanisms used to 
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develop CI, consistently reinforce and support each other. 

The ability to generate sustained 

involvement in CI. 

5. Managers at all levels display active commitment to, and leader-

ship of, CI. 

6. Throughout the organisation people engage proactively in incre-

mental improvement. 

The ability to move CI across 

organizational boundaries. 

7. There is effective working across internal and external boundaries 

at all levels. 

The ability to learn through CI activity. 8. People learn from their own and others' experiences, both posi-

tive and negative. 

9. The learning of individuals and groups is captured and deployed. 

The ability to articulate and demonstrate 

CI values. 

10. People are guided by a shared set of cultural values underpinning 

CI as they go about their everyday work. 

 

2.3.2 Process/system 

A process is a collection of linked activities that transform some kind of input to some kind 

of output (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2007) and it can be referred to all activities in a company 

(Besterfield et al. 1999). Inputs can for example be information or material and outputs the 

product or service you want to produce. The goal of the process is in the end to satisfy the 

customer and at the same time perform the process as efficient as possible (Bergman & 

Klefsjö, 2007). 

There are three different kinds of processes: 

Main processes – Their task is to satisfy the external customer needs and create value for 

the customer. For example product development, production processes, and distribution 

processes.  

Support processes – Their task is to provide resources to the main processes. This kind of 

process has internal customers as for example recruitment and information processes.  

Management process – Their task is to take decisions regarding the goals and strategy of 

the organization. It should also improve the other processes in the organization.  

Ho (1999) focus on that it is beneficial to incorporate a quality management system. TQM 

relies on this and such a system can facilitate that preventive measures are taken and that 

the culture of continuous improvement exist in order for processes to provide quality to 

products and services. An example of this is ISO 9000. Which is a system that can be 

adapted to any organization, but there is also systems that are developed to a particular in-

dustry (Besterfield et al 1999). 

2.3.3 Decisions based on facts 

Quality requires actions and attitudes based on competence which is based on knowledge. 

In order to perform a good job you need to be competent to do it, and that kind of people 
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make sure they meet the requirements (Ho, 1999). Therefore it is important to base deci-

sions on facts that are well supported. In order to do this you have to know about variation 

and have the ability to retain the root causes from temporary stuff. In order to do this you 

need facts to analyze and you need to be able to obtain and structure this. Decisions based 

on facts are important in for example market decision and production. In order to satisfy 

the customer you need information about needs and expectations. Otherwise you might 

develop products that no one wants and in that case not based your decisions on facts. In 

production there a lot of measuring has been done. The information though has often been 

unused instead of been used to find variation in the processes, such as variation that makes 

up for bad quality (Bergman & Klefsjö 2007). 

2.3.4 Customer focus 

Satisfying customers means to meet the customer requirements and to have customer satis-

faction. Customer requirements can be factors like availability and delivery. In order to 

uphold quality you then have to be aware of the requirements and strive to hold them. It is 

equally important to keep internal customers satisfied. This will assure that quality is put in 

every step of the business and will in the end decide whether the external customer will be 

satisfied. (Ho, 1999) 

Customer requirements can be conceptualized by the Kano model which includes three 

areas of customer satisfaction. Explicit requirements are represented by the diagonal line 

and are easy to identify, they often relate to performance. Innovation is represented by the 

curved line, upper left corner, this is ideas that excite the customer and after that become 

Figure 2-3: The Kano model (Besterfield et al. 1999) 
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expected. The second curve, lower right area, is the most significant area and is the un-

stated requirements that are expected but hard to define (Besterfield et al. 1999).    

2.3.5 People in the organization 

It is important to get everyone in the organization involved and think quality. Things as 

management commitment, training, leadership and empowerment have a crucial role in a 

quality environment and in order to adopt TQM in a business you have to rely heavily on 

people. They are the driving force behind total quality and were it all starts (Ho, 1999).  

Leadership is the most important factor in order to create a culture working toward total 

quality. Leadership has to create a feeling of comfort in the employees and be proud of 

what they do. It is about giving out self esteem and feel appreciation. Workers will be 

committed to quality to the extent that management is. If there is not a decision to train 

workers they will not be able to produce the according to customer requirement. It is es-

sential for workers to be able to participate and feel that they can affect decisions and join 

in on the quality work. A person that is provided with the ability to do a good job and is 

premiered or it will also engage and contribute to improved quality. The ones in charge 

must therefore support and stimulate the development of these kinds of skills (Bergman & 

Klefsjö, 2007). 

2.4 Dimensions of TQM 

There is a lot of research focusing on that TQM or quality management is multidimension-

al, hence contains practices that focus and work in different areas of quality management. 

Schroeder et al. (1994) provided a framework that can explain the effectiveness of TQM In 

different situations. They distinguished between Total Quality Control (TQL) and Total 

Quality Learning (TQL) as underlying principles of TQM. TQC was said to emphasize the 

“older” focus of quality management, controlling processes using repetition and standardi-

zation to make it routine work, opposed to TQL that is about developing new solutions 

independent of current problems or uncovering new problems. This is an opposite of 

TQC, because the focus is not on reliability but instead on novelty which becomes the 

competitive edge. An edge that may not ever be considered routine work because of the 

emphasize on TQL instead of controlling existing production processes. 

Table 2-5: Dimensions of TQM 

Shared TQM Precepts TQC TQL 

Customer satisfaction Monitor and asses known 

customer needs, Benchmark 

to better understanding ex-

isting customer needs, Re-

spond to customer needs 

Scan for new customers, 

needs, or issues, Test cus-

tomer need definitions, Sti-

mulate new customer need 

definitions and levels 

Continuous improvement Exploit existing skills and re-

sources, Increase control 

Explore new skills and re-

sources, Increase learning 
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and reliability and resilience 

Treating the organization as 

a whole system 

First order learning, Partici-

pation enhancement focus  

Second order learning, Di-

versity enhancement focus 

 

From a TQL approach you do not only focus on existing customers but always try to find 

new and even stimulate and try to change the perception of what they need. Regarding 

continuous improvement you always want to learn in exploring new skills and resources 

and to be able to handle the exploration of these. At the same time learn from them and be 

resilient if they fail, in treating the organization as a whole system.     

These two principles were related to uncertainty where they meant that the goal of TQM is 

dependent on the uncertainty of the organization. In routine work control principles is suit-

ing (TQC) and in non-routine work principles the goal is learning (TQL) saying that rou-

tine work is less uncertain than non-routine work. Examples of non-routine work can be 

R&D and routine manufacturing. This can be related to the part that TQM contain both 

quality and innovation activities. In innovation there is much emphasis on learning which 

proves to be a facilitated by one part of TQM. But there was also important to be able to 

improve and maintain the quality of existing processes/products which is facilitated by 

another part of TQM (Nadler & Tushman 1986). 

Spencer (1994) related TQM to different structures. Structure can be seen as “the formal sys-

tem of task and relationships that determines how employees use resources to achieve the organization’s 

goals” (Jones & George 2008). The finding was that TQM is influenced by two different 

structures, the mechanistic and organic. The organic structure is a structure designed to be 

flexible so that you can adapt and change when conditions change. The more uncertain the 

environment, complex technology and skilled workforce the more flexible you need to be. 

The mechanistic structure is the opposite of the organic. Decision making is at the top of 

the organization; employees only perform one task and have one area of responsibility. 

Rules and regulations control the employees (Jones & George 2008). According to Spencer 

(1994) the mechanistic structure could be seen as an outdated structure that not emphasize 

all the values from TQM, it seems to focus on a chain of command to control static orga-

nizational activities, focus more on processes than customers and unreasonable focus on 

organizational efficiency. While the organic structure enacts more with everything in TQM, 

customer point of view, horizontal work flows, cross functional teams, vision as a motiva-

tor, empowering workers. It was argued that managers that relate to mechanistic may adopt 

those concepts more because they are comfortable with it.  

 

Prajogo & Sohal (2004) also found that, as well as Spencer (1994), that TQM contain both 

the structures, calling it multidimensional, but referred to them as practices. Each of the 

practice was suited for different types of performance in an organization, quality and inno-

vation, and can coexist within the organization under the umbrella of TQM. The mechanis-

tic structure/practice was related to quality and the organic to innovation. They argue that 

as the environment is becoming more competitive there is a need for practicing quality and 
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innovation at the same time. In Prajogo & Sohal (2004) they relate to Schroeder et al. 

(1994) regarding the TQC and TQL arguing that TQC is related to quality and TQL to in-

novation. As the two were compatible in different situations, R&D and manufacturing for 

example, the mechanistic and organic practice is that too. Concluding it can be said that 

under TQM there is two structures that can coexist, the mechanistic and organic. The me-

chanistic structure is control oriented and focuses on satisfying existing customers and im-

prove existing processes. The organic structure is flexibility and learning oriented in order 

to be able to innovate and try to attract more customers. 

Table 2-6: Mechanistic vs organic model 

Dimension Mechanistic model Organic model 

Organizational goals Efficiency/performance 

goals 

Organizational surviv-

al(requires performance) 

Definition of quality Conformance to standards Customer satisfaction 

Role/nature of environment Objective/outside boundary Objective/inside boundary 

Role of management Coordinate and provide vis-

ible control 

Coordinate and provide in-

visible control by creating 

vision/system 

Role of the employees Passive/follow orders Reactive/self control within 

system parameters 

Structural rationality Chain of command(vertical 

communication 

Process flow (horizontal and 

vertical communication) 

Philosophy towards change Stability is valued but learn-

ing arises from speculation 

Change and learning assist in 

adaptation 

 

Prajogo & Sohal (2004) further argue that managers that feel comfortable with the mecha-

nistic concept may be more open to use them and obviously the opposite.   

Brown and Moore (2006) tested if the application of TQM in different organizations is ei-

ther organic or mechanistic manner. In the organizations they studied, the implementation 

of TQM is in general applied in either an organic or mechanistic manner; even though the 

way did not conform to the organizations. Two explanations was given, the first that dif-

ferent dimensions, for example goal orientation and definition of quality may be consistent-

ly applied in a more mechanistic or organic way. Secondly, that a specific location may ap-

ply TQM uniformly but applied differently to other locations in the same organization.  

 

One example regarding the potential difficulty of keeping both structures can be derived 

from Korukonda & Watson (1994), they said that in an innovation process initiation of in-

novation is most suitable in an organic structure because you can question the current state 

and explore regarding innovation and that the mechanistic is more suitable in the imple-

mentation stage of the innovation. This is something that calls for adaptability between the 

two. 
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2.5 TQM on a global scale 

Chang & Kim (1995) introduced the concept “Global Quality Management” which they 

argued incorporates TQM and adds what is important when the organizations business is 

performed all over the world. They define it as “The strategic planning and integration of products 

and processes to achieve high customer acceptance and low organizational disfunctionality across country 

markets”. 

 

The scope of GQM is widened and extended to that of TQM to include cultural considera-

tions when applying TQM to global markets and manufacturing. The needed market orien-

tation will lead to more market research and design of products that works for different 

markets that is characterized by diversity. The production orientation will link organiza-

tions operating in and between different countries. The key to this is flexibility with pro-

duction processes that can produce low volume, high variety and with low costs (Chang & 

Kim, 1995).  

Table 2-7: Evolution of quality concepts (Chang & Kim, 1995) 

 
For effective global operations information systems is required.  Different variants of TQM 

should provide for internal benchmarking and lessons to be learned throughout the organi-

zation. The information system therefore needs to be linked across countries to be able to 

perform measurements and transfer “know how” regarding TQM. A technology network 

they mean is a any combination of technology, supplier, production, distribution, and mar-
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keting across markets. It can be difficult to satisfy all these within a corporate network 

meaning that some has to be brought in from outside.      

 

Further they provided an issue regarding markets in different stages of the quality evolu-

tion. Where consideration was taken from a study by Noble (1997) regarding that manufac-

turing firms that adapt to a cumulative model, i.e. address multiple capabilities at once in-

stead of focusing a single one (focused factory) perform better. The cumulative model 

(generally referred as the sand cone model) depicts that a firm acquire lower level capabili-

ties before taking on higher levels. The capabilities in the study can be seen in appendix 

where the two lower capabilities are quality and dependability and the two highest flexibility 

and innovation. The result showed that manufacturing companies adapting this model can 

be found in different stages of acquiring capabilities. 

    

Chang & Kim (1995) issued that as multinational companies need to adapt to the GQM 

concept the cumulative model support that but at the same time different markets can have 

acquired different amount of capabilities saying that they are on different stages in their 

quality evolution. 

2.6 Six Sigma 

The method for quality control, Six Sigma, was established by Motorola in the 1980s. Mo-

torola was searching for a way to reduce or eliminate variability out of their manufacturing 

processes. Their goal was to guarantee the reliability of their products. (Christopher, 2005) 

The six sigma process developed by Motorala was first implemented in their manufacturing 

processes, however the process was adapted to their non-manufacturing processes in the 

1990s. According to Motorola, they managed to save $5.4 billion in non-manufacturing 

processes from 1990 to 1995 because of the usage of their “six steps to six sigma”. The re-

sults of their work clearly states the importance of taking the opportunities for improving 

the non-manufacturing processes in the organisation. The table below describes the six 

steps to six sigma developed by Motorola, both for the manufacturing processes and the 

non-manufacturing processes. (Dahlgaard & Dahlgaard-Park, 2006)  

Table 2-8: Six steps to Six Sigma – Motorola’s quality improvement process. (Fukuda, 1983 in Dahl-

gaard & Dahlgaard-Park, 2006) 

Manufacturing 

(manufactured products) 

Non-manufacturing  

(administration/office/service) 

1. Identify physical and functional re-

quirements of the customers 

1. Identify the product you create or the 

service you provide to external or internal 

customers 

2. Determine the critical characteristics of 

the product 

2. Identify the customer for your product 

or service, and determine what he or she 

considers important (your customer will tell 

you what they require to be satisfied. Fail-
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ure to meet the customer’s critical require-

ments is a defect) 

3. Determine for each characteristic, 

whether controlled by part, process or 

both 

3. Identify your needs (including needs 

from your suppliers) to provide product or 

service so that it satisfies the customer 

4. Determine maximum range of each cha-

racteristic 

4. Define the process for doing the work 

(map the process) 

5. Determine process variation for each 

characteristic 

5. Mistake-proof the process and eliminate 

wasted effort and delays 

6. If process capability is less than two 

then redesign materials, product, process 

as required 

6. Ensure continuous improvement by 

measuring, analyzing, and controlling the 

improved process (establish quality and 

cycle time measurements and improvement 

goals. The common quality metric is num-

ber of defects per unit of work) 

 

These six steps to six sigma is also called Motorola’s roadmap to achieve six sigma quality. 

Six sigma quality aims to reduce process variability with the purpose to minimize defects. 

The process should produce 3.4 defects per million activities to achieve the goal of six sig-

ma; which is to reduce waste, save money and improve customer satisfaction (Christopher, 

2005). Motorola’s roadmap for six sigma quality was later replaced by General Electric 

(GE) in 1996. According to GE, they used the six sigma process as their corporate strategy 

for improving quality and competiveness. However, GE had their main focus on step six 

of Motorola’s roadmap, which in turn led to the introduction of a new five step process for 

six sigma. (Dahlgaard & Dahlgaard-Park, 2006)  The process itself is data-driven and strives 

for continuous improvement by taking control over processes and improve the capability 

of them. This updated six sigma process follows a five step cycle, called DMAIC: (Christo-

pher, 2005) 

 D – Define 

o What are we looking for to improve? 

o Identify the process or product that require improvement. 

 M – Measure 

o How does the process currently perform? What output are we looking for? 

o Identify the characteristics of the product or process that are critical to what 

customers require in order to improve customer satisfaction.  

 A – Analyze 

o Map the process and use cause and effect analysis to be able to choose an 

appropriate action. 

o Evaluate current operations of the process to be able to determine what 

causes variability.  
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 I – Improve 

o Select the characteristics of a process or product which must be improved. 

o Simplify the process and implement the improvements. 

 C – Control 

o Monitor the performance of the process. 

o Improve its visibility by using statistical process control methods for effec-

tive surveillance.  

o Ensure all results and conditions are documented. (Christopher, 2005 and 

Dahlgaard & Dahlgaard-Park, 2006) 

The interest in six sigma increased after the continuous success GE achieved by using the 

DMAIC-process. According to Quinn (2002) the six sigma of today follows these steps and 

strive for bottom-line results, achieved by effective top management in organisations. The 

aim is to improve the bottom-line processes in the origanisation through process im-

provement and process design projects. To achieve the desired bottom-line results, the im-

provements and projects should aim to create near-perfect processes, products and services 

that are aligned to what the customers actually demand (Quinn, 2002). Today, six sigma is 

well-established and widely used by organizations and is considered as a set of powerful 

tools for improving processes and products. It is used as an approach to manage aspects 

related to both the processes and the people involved in the organization and its perfor-

mance. In other words, six sigma is used to develop and improve the skills of leadership, 

ability to adapt, change and manage the organization (Quinn, 2002). According to Quinn 

(2002), to achieve the best results and benefits from six sigma, organizations must effec-

tively link people, processes, customers and culture in their whole business environment. 

2.7 Lean Production 

During the early 1990th century, Henry Ford systemized lean production by establishing the 

concept of mass production in his factories (Baghel & Bhuiyan, 2005). The concept of lean 

production was later adopted by the Japanese and they improved it by identifying and eli-

minating waste through continuous improvement. Their goal was to achieve perfection by 

following the product at the pull of the customer (ibid). According to Womack et al., 

(1990), Lean production originates from the philosophy of achieveing improvements in the 

most economical ways with high emphasis on reducing muda (waste).   

In the 1950s, muda became a very important concept in the activities involving quality im-

provement in the philosophy called Toyota Production System (TPS) (Dahlgaard & Dahl-

gaard-Park, 2006). The lean production philosophy is now based on TPS (Womack et al., 

1990), which focuses on developing and redesigning production processes to remove over-

burden, smoothen production and eliminating waste (Langley et al., 2008). The methodol-

ogy is also designed to adjust to changes in demand by maintaining a continuous flow of 

products in factories. This flow is called just-in-time (JIT) production, which is a technique 

used to minimize scrap and inventory which in turn reduces all forms of waste (Baghel & 

Bhuiyan, 2005).  



 

 
23 

The aim of lean production today is more related to elimination of waste in every part of 

production, which includes customer relations, product design, supplier networks and fac-

tory management (Womack and Jones, 1996). According to Womack and Jones. (1996) 

Lean production aims to use “less human effort, less inventory, less time to develop products, and less 

space in order to become highly responsive to customer demand while producting top quality products in the 

most efficient and economical manner possible.” 

Waste, or muda, can be described as anything that the customer is not willing to pay for 

(Baghel & Bhuiyan, 2005). Lean production should result in improved ability for the organ-

ization to learn, which means that repeated mistakes are reduced. Therefore, mistakes itself 

is a form waste that the philosophy of lean production aims to eliminate (Baghel & 

Bhuiyan, 2005). 

The end-customer should not be responsible to pay for the cost, time and quality caused by 

wasteful processes in supply chain networks. To achieve the principle of seeking perfec-

tion, four other principles are involved as shown in the figure below: (Harrison and Van 

Hoek, 2008) 

5. Perfection4. Let customer pull

1. Specify value

2. Identify value stream

3. Create product flow

muda

muda

muda

muda

 

Figure 2-4: Principles of lean production (Harrison & Van Hoek, 2008) 

1. Specify value 

In lean production, the value is specified from the end-customer perspective. Ac-

cording to Harrison and Van Hoek, (2008) there are two types of activities that are 

valued by the customer. Primary activities creates value by transforming raw mate-

rials into finished goods, followed by distribution, marketing and service of the fi-

nished goods. Support active creates value by designing products and its manufac-

turing and distribution processes which basically assists the primary activities (Har-

rison and Van Hoek, 2008). 

2. Identify value stream 

From the concept of value, the following principle is to identify the whole sequence 

of processes along the supply chain network (Harrison and Van Hoek, 2008). 
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3. Create product flow 

To create a product flow, some key factors are essential. Such as minimizing delays, 

inventories, defects and downtime. All these factors supports the flow of value in 

the supply chain network. To achieve these factors, simplicity and visibility are re-

quired (Harrison and Van Hoek, 2008). 

4. Let customer pull 

Produce in accordance with customer order or demand. This makes it essential that 

demand information is made available across the whole supply chain. According to 

Harrison and Van Hoek, (2008) it is important to avoid supplying from stock and 

instead use supply from manufacturing where possible. And also prefer to use cus-

tomer orders instead of forecasting where possible (Harrison and Van Hoek, 2008). 

The fifth principle of seeking perfection is achieved by continuously getting better at the 

first four principles and reducing muda at every step (Harrison and Van Hoek, 2008). The 

table below describes the seven deadly wastes of lean production. 

Table 2-9: Seven deadly wastes of lean production (Langley et al., 2008) 

Waste: Description: 

1. Overproduction Making more parts than you can sell. 

2. Delays Waiting for processing, parts sitting in 

storage, etc. 

3. Transporting Excessive movement of parts to various 

storage locations, from process to 

process, etc.  

4. Overprocessing Doing more “work” to a part than is re-

quired.  

5. Inventory Committing money and storage space to 

parts not sold. 

6. Motion Moving parts more than the minimum 

needed to complete and ship them. 

7. Making defective parts Creating parts that cannot be sold “as is” 

or that must be reworked, etc. 
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2.7.1 Critical factors of Lean Production 

To be able to achieve perfection and eliminate the deadly wastes of lean production, 

Achanga et al. (2005) has identified some critical factors which will be described in this sec-

tion. 

Organisations will most likely face difficulties in the implementation of lean production, 

therefore it is important to identify, examine and execute factors that are seen as ciritical 

for the implementation (Achanga et al. 2005). According to Holland and Light (1999), any 

effort to implement productivity improvements in the organisation requires a clear vision 

and strategy for a project’s cost and duration. This is supported by Achanga et al. (2005), as 

a clear vision and strategy for the implementation is dependent on strong leadership and 

management commitment. This factor is probably the most critical for lean implementa-

tion, however there are supportive elements to this factor identified by Achanga et al. 

(2005), as the figure illustrates below. 

Leadership &Management

Strategy

Vision

Funding

Organisational Culture

Skills and Expertise

People & Soft Issues

Productivity Improvement

Resource availability

Willingess to learn

Technology Development

The most 

critical factor

Supportive 

elements of the 

critical factor

Benefits

A successfully 

implemented 

lean project 

 

Figure 2-5: Critical factors and supportive elements for lean implementation (Achanga et al. 2005) 

As mentioned, in order to implement the concept of lean production, the organization 

must have strong leadership and management to be able to control projects. The leadership 

and management of an organization facilitates the integration of improvements of all dif-

ferent departments, therefore they should provide clear vision and strategy while generating 

a flexible structure of the organization to be able to adapt to changes. This results in effec-

tive skills and knowledge enhancements for the organizations workforce, which is a sup-

portive element for the critical factor for lean implementation. In other words, the ability to 

adapt to the organizations strategy will result in the potential benefits of resource availabili-

ty, willingness to learn and the acquisition of new ideas and technologies (Achanga et al. 

2005). 

The financial capabilities is a critical supportive element to be able to implement any suc-

cessful project, including lean production. Sufficient funding is crucial to be able to support 

the whole project, including resources to hire consultants, training of employees to utilize 

the new techniques and to aid the actual implementation of the project. Therefore, the fi-

nancial capability for training of employees is important to be able to aquire the necessary 

skills and expertise to use new improvement techniques required for lean production. 

Another important supportive element for lean production is the creation of an organiza-
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tional culture. Nowadays, successful companies are those who maintain a sustainable and 

proactive culture for improvement. Production refers to a global industry, therefore it is 

required for managers to be able to operate in highly diverse environments and cultures. 

The creation of an organizational culture that is able to operate globally is therefore essen-

tial to support the implementation of lean production (Achanga et al. 2005). 

2.8 Differences and similarities between TQM, Six Sigma and 

Lean Production 

This section provides a brief overview of the differences and similarities between TQM, Six 

Sigma and Lean Production that has been described in the previous sections of this thesis. 

As mentioned, both Six Sigma and Lean Production are based on TQM, however this sec-

tion aims to briefly differentiate these concepts to be able to understand what differences 

and similarities they have.  

2.8.1 Origin and theory 

The origin of TQM, six sigma and lean production is the quality evolution in Japan, how-

ever the concepts have been developed in different ways. The popularity of TQM increased 

in the beginning of the 1990s when researchers began to describe how organizations 

should work to improve their performance and customer satisfaction. TQM is mainly asso-

ciated with Deming’s and Juran’s work within the field of quality management, even 

though the term TQM was not used by them (Andersson et al. 2006). 

Compared to six sigma and lean, no organization was the origin of the term TQM. Moto-

rola with six sigma and Toyota with lean, experienced great success and that is the main 

reason for these concepts to being adopted by other organizations (Andersson et al., 2006). 

The difference between the origin of six sigma compared to lean is that Motorola them-

selves labelled six sigma (Rancour and McCracken, 2000), while lean was labelled by au-

thors in the field, such as Womack et al. (1990).  

According to George et al. (2004), the main difference between six sigma and lean is related 

to that six sigma strives to achieve no defects while lean is more preferred when focusing 

on improving process flow and eliminating waste. Both these goals originates from TQM, 

as it aims to achieve no defects and eliminating waste, however with the main objective to 

increase external and internal customer satisfaction while using reduced amount of re-

sources (Andersson et al. 2006). 

2.8.2 Process view and approach 

Six sigma improvements projects are used in order to reduce variation in processes in many 

different areas and level of complexity. (Magnusson et al. 2003) When the variation in a 

process is reduced, it should result in increased profit and lowered cost for the company. 

As top management are involved in six sigma projects, the project members gain the re-

quired support as the managers realize the economical impact of doing the improvements 

(Andersson et al. 2006). 
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Compared to six sigma, lean is more related to focusing on process/flow speed and effi-

ciency in order to increase customer value and satisfaction (George et al. 2004). As in six 

sigma, lean production usually perform their improvements by establishing project groups. 

While TQM uses the approach of commitment by involving all employees in the improve-

ment projects. However, all three concepts has a strong focus on processes (Andersson et 

al. 2006). 

2.8.3 Methodologies 

One of the most common methodologies within TQM is the improvement cycle (Anders-

son et al. 2006). The improvement cycle is composed of four stages; PDSA, which is ex-

plained earlier in this thesis. 

Six sigma on the other hand, has two main improvement methodologies. One is for already 

existing processes and the other one is for new processes. There are many similarities be-

tween the improvement cycle in TQM to the methodologies of six sigma as the both are 

cyclical and consists of similar phases. Therefore is is arguable that the methodologies in six 

sigma are a further development of the improvement cycle in TQM (Andersson et al. 

2006). 

The lean principles can in this context relate to a methodology itself. The principles of lean 

are; understanding customer value, value stream, analysis, flow, pull and perfection. The 

principles of lean are not related to the methodologies in TQM and six sigma as they are 

not cyclical or not focused on how to perform improvements (Andersson et al. 2006). 

2.8.4 Tools 

The objective of almost all improvement projects is to use the available data to determine 

what is wrong with the system, and therefore be able to improve it. (Deming, 1994) In all 

three concepts there are many different tools to be able to identify what is wrong with the 

system. TQM usually consists of tools of either statistical or analytical approach, such as 

the seven quality control tools and the seven management tools. Six sigma projects have 

been successful at integreating advanced tools for improvement, such as design tools, man-

agement tools and more or less advanced statistical tools. In six sigma, verification of the 

choosen tool is essential to be able to gain results in the statistical part of quality manage-

ment. In lean, the tools focus on reducing or eliminating waste and are more analytical 

compared to the statistical tools used in TQM and six sigma (Andersson et al. 2006). 

2.8.5 Effects 

As mentioned, TQM aims to increase customer satisfaction, and according to Eklöf et al. 

(1999) there is a relationship between customer satisfaction and financial results in organi-

zations. There is also evidence that customer satisfaction increases customer loyalty, which 

also relates to positive financial factors, therefore these are the effects of a successfully im-

plemented TQM (Andersson et al. 2006). 

Six sigma projects are more related to being selected in such way that they are close to the 

organizations business goals or objectives. (Ingle and Roe, 2001) The business goals of an 
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organization is normally related to satisfaction of customer needs and demand. Also, the 

six sigma project must proved or justified to make a positive economical impact on the or-

ganization before being started. The difference to lean projects is that its objective is to re-

duce lead time of processes, but to be able to analyze the lead time the customer demand 

of the process must be known. Therefore, besides reducing lead time, lean also focuses on 

increasing customer satisfaction. Common effects of a successful lean project is also in-

creased productivity and inventory reduction (Andersson et al. 2006). 

2.8.6 Criticism 

As mentioned earlier, there is a common confusion of TQM and what it really means. The 

criticism of TQM can be related this confusion, because of the many failures of organiza-

tions trying to implement it has been with different approaches and various results (An-

dersson et al. 2006). According to Harari (1997), the criticism has also related to organiza-

tions spending a lot of resources for TQM implementations but with non-satisfactory re-

sults  

Regarding six sigma, the criticism has been aimed at the difficulties to be able to exceed the 

customer needs and follow through to increased customer satisfaction (Magnusson et al. 

2003). However, according to Andersson et al. (2006) companies use customer require-

ments and comments in their define phase to be able to cope with this problem. Additional 

criticism is arguments about six sigma’s lack of involvement of everyone in the organiza-

tion, which is more emphasized in TQM. In other words, six sigma projects is accused of 

only providing certain amount of savings. Due to this, several authors argue that the 

projects is aimed to an improvement in a specific department and therefore affects other 

departments negatively. The criticism against six sigma is therefore related to not having a 

whole perspective, also known as a system view (Andersson et al. 2006). 

The lack of flexibility is the most common criticism against lean production, which results 

in delays for the customers (Cusumano, 1994). According to Andersson et al. (2006), this 

flexibility issue is also concerning the application of lean in all industries, as it was devel-

oped for production and distribution situations. Therefore it is argued that six sigma can be 

applied in far more many areas, including production and service industries (Andersson et 

al. 2006). The table below provides an overview of the differences and similarities of TQM, 

six sigma and lean production discussed in this section.  
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Table 2-10: Differences and similarities of TQM, Six Sigma and Lean Production (Andersson et al. 

2006) 
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2.9 Defining culture 

Culture appears on different levels (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1997) and it can be 

analyzed in macro or micro scope. The macro refers to the national aspect with differences 

in between countries or groups. Micro refers to the culture in a system or organization 

(Moran & Harris, 2001), and how attitudes are expressed within the organization (Trompe-

naars & Hampden-Turner, 1997).  

Culture gives people a sense of identity in how to behave and what to value (Moran & Har-

ris, 2001). The differences are shown in different ways and there are four manifestations 

that make it a concept (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). 

1. Symbols 

2. Heroes 

3. Rituals 

4. Values 

Values are the core of culture and are acquired early in our lives. They are tendencies that 

make us prefer a certain state over another. Rituals are activities performed with others and 

have a desired end or purpose. Rituals are also essential in their respective culture. Heroes 

are persons that looked up to and described as being role models for the respective culture. 

The way they act is the right behavior. Symbols are different stuff that posses a meaning to 

the culture. It can be words, pictures or objects etc. The three outer layers are grouped un-

der practices because they are visible outside observers (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). Fer-

raro (2005) gives a similar explanation of the content of culture and defines it: “Culture is 

everything that people have, think and do as members of their society”. This also adds that culture is a 

part of society, because for something to be called a culture it needs to be shared within a 

social group or namely society (Ferraro, 2005). 

Figure 2-6: Layers of culture (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) 
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The difference between values and practises can be seen in the figure below. At a national 

level differences between cultures reside mostly in values and in the workplace it resides 

mostly in practises. This difference occur beause we learn them in different places. Values 

in the early years and school and practises in the workplace. So when we start to work our 

basic values have already been programmed in our minds (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005) 

2.9.1 Organizational culture 

Organizational culture can be traced back from three different sources (Brown, 1995). 

1. The societal or national culture that the organization is located in physically. 

2. The organizations vision, management style and personality of the founder or lead-

er. 

3. The nature of the business environment and the type of business performed. 

Hofstede & Hofstede (2005) argues that organizational culture is: “the collective programming of 

the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another”, hence we can 

say that an organizational culture can exist within other cultures. People in different organi-

zations can have different ways of acting or communicating that is specific for the organi-

zation. This can occur in the same region (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). The organizational 

culture includes the common behavior of all people, in terms of their work, the organiza-

tion, and the relational aspect towards others like for example customers and colleagues 

(Rampersad, 2001). It also ”encompasses its values, and therefore directs employees in how to act and get 

Figure 2-7: The balance of values versus practices at the national, occupational and 
organizational levels (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) 
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things done” (McCune, 1999). Hofstede & Hofstede (2005) claim that the following is what 

organizational culture is: 

 Holistic: The whole is bigger than the sum of its parts  

 Historically determined: History of the organization 

 Related to the things that anthropologists study: Rituals and symbols 

 Socially constructed: Created and preserved by the members of the organization 

 Soft 

 Difficult to change 

2.9.2 Subcultures 

The level of organizational culture can also differ. A total organizational culture exists if it 

as a whole has a shared history, but there can also be subcultures within an organization. 

Some cultures can be strong because of a long history or extraordinary experiences or weak 

because there is a high turnover of members or no common historic attachment (Schein, 

1990). In a subculture beliefs, values and assumptions can compete with the overall domi-

nant culture (Brown, 1995).  The figure below shows different kinds of subcultures in an 

organization, for example there can be subcultures in terms of different countries (Hofs-

tede & Hofstede, 2005). 

Figure 2-8: Subdivisions of an organizations culture (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) 
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2.9.3 Organizational culture and TQM 

Organizational culture is important and TQM can provide a way for establishing a culture 

that supports improvement. Top managers have to focus on this regarding TQM. TQM al-

so provide a kind of framework for an organizational culture that can continuously learn 

and improve. The evolvement of TQM has become to focus on all aspects of the organiza-

tion Gore (1999).  Implementing TQM in a supportive culture will enhance organizational 

learning. The important principle of TQM will act as a facilitator for that (Pool, 2000).  

TQM is a complex program that has a strong relationship with the organizations culture 

and that there is no standard for global application. It requires an adaptive approach that 

takes into account the strength and weaknesses as well as threats and weaknesses. It de-

pends on leadership that is sensitive to local needs and adaptive to cultural conditions (Ny-

strom et al. 2001). 

2.9.4 National culture 

Power distance (PDI) 

Power distance relates to the inequality in power distribution. The more power distance a 

nation has the more they accept that power is not equally distributed (Brown 2005). This 

concerns both members that are powerful and those who are not (Tayeb, 1988).  

In this kind of organization superiors and their subordinates see themselves as unequal and 

the information always comes from the top, i.e. the workers are told what to do without 

consulting. You rely more on those few that have power and the difference in salary and 

privileges is big Hofstede & Hofstede 2005). The power is concentrated to a few people in 

central organizations with a hierarchical structure (Tayeb, 1988). The authority of bosses is 

strengthened by visible symbols such as expensive cars and it is not uncommon to be 

proud of having a good boss. Vice versa it is also common to protest or revolt against the 

leader if you are not satisfied (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005).  

In nations with low power distance there is a higher grade of equality (Brown 1995). Supe-

riors and subordinates see at each other’s as equals and power distribution in the company 

is just due to different roles which can change from time to time. The superiors should 

consult with subordinates regarding their work and decisions that can affect them. Howev-

er there is no conflict in that the superior has the final decision (Hofstede & Hofstede 

2005).    

Individualism/collectivism (IDV) 

This dimension handles to which extent individuals take care of themselves or are more 

dependent on strong groups (Brown 2005).   

In individualistic nations the individuals interests is preferred over the groups. In this kind 

of society the family is your parents with relatives not living close by. The focus is on the 

“I” when you grow up and you focus on your own interests and preferences. In the 

workplace individualist are expected to act in their own interest and you should have self 
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interest in the work you perform that match the interest of the employer. Also the hiring 

process is based on skills (Brown, 2005). 

In collective nations people belong to groups which remove the focus on the “I”. The 

group is protective in return of loyalty towards it. The hiring take the group that the indi-

vidual are part in into account (Brown 2005). This reduces risk if you know the family from 

before and the group will also see to it that the employee does not embarrass them. The 

collectivism also reflects how they work, when working in a group and the result is a 

“group effort” they perform at their best. Therefore management is this kind of society is 

often management of the group instead of individuals (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005).  

Uncertainty avoidance (UAI) 

The uncertainty avoidance index defines how the members of a nation feel about uncertain 

or unknown situations, if they feel threatened or not (Brown, 2005). Uncertainty is ex-

pressed in people getting anxious and released of energy (Tayeb, 1988). 

In a nation with a low uncertainty avoidance index you are not afraid of ambiguous situa-

tions or risks that are unfamiliar (Brown, 2005). There is also a resistance against formal 

rules but the informal rules are instead often better followed. In the workplace employees 

work hard when they need to and relax otherwise. Managers have focus on strategic prob-

lems (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) 

In nations with a high uncertainty avoidance index there is a negative feeling regarding risks 

and ambiguous situations. Time is money and there is need to always be working. Motiva-

tions come from feeling secure and belongingness (Brown, 2005). There are more formal 

laws that control employees regarding rights and duties. There are also more internal regu-

lations regarding how to work. People in these nations feel comfortable in structured envi-

ronments and therefore you should structure what you can. On the work floor you rely 

more on expertise in the form of experts (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005)   

Masculinity/femininity (MAS) 

This dimension deals with social gender, which one that is the most dominant in the na-

tion.  

Masculinity is connected with toughness, monetary and material success, and being asser-

tive (Brown, 2005) and also with competition and high ambitions considering the career. 

The relations in the workplace are that a conflict should be solved with a “fight”, which the 

best will win. Showing results are very important and you will be rewarded based on them. 

Masculine countries are good in manufacturing in large volume as it calls for being efficient 

and fast.   

In feminine nations you focus more on the quality of life and are tender and modest to-

ward people (Brown, 2005). Problems are to be solved with negotiation or compromising 

in order to both parties to be happy. You can even agree to disagree in order to be able to 

work. The reward of people is done according to needs and more based on equality. Femi-

nine countries are good in service industries and manufacturing according to specification 
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2.9.5 National scores on nations 

This part presents the national scores of the cultural dimensions of the different nations in 

this study. 

 

 

Figure 2-9: National scores on nations diagram 
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Table 2-11: Implications for the workplace by Lagrosen (2003), adapted from Hofstede (1997) 
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2.9.6 National & organizational culture 

It has been found that of all aspects that are different on a company-wide basis, in multina-

tional companies, culture (especially power distance) is the one with the most impact (La-

grosen, 2004). The cultural values of multinational firms are determined of its founders, 

leaders and their nationality. The dominance of the home culture is often beneficial when it 

comes to keeping some ground values throughout the organization. This is because multi-

national companies will most often be met by different value patterns which can imply a 

harder company to run. What keeps a multinational company together then is its practices, 

because foreign subsidiaries internally often function according to their home values and 

adopt to the ideas and policies of the home culture (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005).  

 

Referring to national culture it has a big impact on organizations that are located within it. 

This is because citizens that grow up there are affected by the particular values before they 

are even considered working, values that last. When having parts of the company in differ-

ent countries subcultures can be created (as said before), subcultures that can face prob-

lems of the company in different ways and even concentrate on just their own problems. 

That is something that can reduce the company’s effectiveness as a whole (Jones & 

George, 2008). Many managers believe that national differences only affect the work with 

clients outside the organization. But in fact the organizational culture does not erase the in-

fluence of national culture. In Hofstede´s study 50% of differences between the employees 

was due to their national culture, at the same time it has been found that that the differenc-

es between employees become bigger when they work in the same multinational company , 

for example Swedish employees become even more Swedish (Adler, 1997).  

 

For multinational companies influence of national culture can reside in the orientation to-

wards subsidiaries. That orientation can be divided into three different orientations, ethno-

centric, polycentric and geocentric. The ethnocentric orientation resides in putting people 

from the home country in key positions everywhere and the standards are from the home 

country. The home culture is seen to affect more than the host country regarding culture 

and structure. The polycentric orientation allow for subsidiaries to work according to own 

standards and with local personal. The culture and structure of the host company affect 

more. The geocentric orientation integrates regions into global systems where both coun-

tries affect the culture and structure the same. So the implication is that the national culture 

that is said to influence the most will show itself in how the subsidiary is managed (Tata & 

Prasad, 2008). 

 

Although Hofstede (1985) mention that foreign subsidiaries often are hybrids between the 

international organizational culture and local national cultures. Members of multinational 

companies with a strong organizational culture can show similarities despite national and 

corporate culture. Employees in multinationals are both similar and different.  

 

Regarding practices Newman & Nollen (1996) found that business performance are better 

when management practices are more adapted to national culture. Where the implication 
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for managers was that their practices should be adapted to the local culture in order to be-

come most effective. Initiatives that are created at headquarter and then spread worldwide 

has a risk of colliding with cultures that are unreceptive, the more different the host coun-

try is from the host culture the more you need to adapt. Kostova (1999) came to a similar 

conclusion finding that the practices transferred will be affected of the organizational cul-

ture of the recipient unit. Two suggestions were made saying that the attitude towards 

learning, innovation and change are associated as well as the values underlying the specific 

principle. The first suggestion being general for all practice transfer and the second practice 

specific.  

2.9.7 Multinationals and quality management 

Lagrosen (2004) made an explorative study including several multinational companies and 

how they handled international quality management. The problematic differences were that 

many countries were so hierarchical and that decisions were taken by managers and were 

not questioned by the employees. Changes that were to be made were easier to implement 

in those countries but at the same time it was difficult to make the employees participate. 

This was also seen to be problematic as well as coordinating the different units. Interna-

tional differences could also be an advantage in bringing up flexibility and sensitivity. Also 

creativity in contrasting views could result to new ideas. There were differences in centrali-

zation of quality management systems, some let the units practice their own, and some 

were really central using the same approach. The intermediate alternative was chosen by 

most companies which emphasized a common values base and commitment from the head 

office and methods using conventional models and tools.  

 

Based on his study Lagrosen (2004) proposed a framework for dealing with quality man-

agement in multinational firms, the framework is conceptualized in the form of a bouquet 

(see the figure below). The bottom or ”vase” is supposed to be the base with the common 

values of the company. The “ribbon” is the common practices (models, tools, manuals, 

measures) that hold the international units together, which could be done with tight control 

or not at all. This was possible if there were a common value system as well as information 

system (intranet). The “flowers” are the international units that can have differences that ei-

ther create “…a beautiful sight or disharmonize to create obstructions and problems”. The “florist” is 

the top management that handles the different units with the goal of the best co-ordination 

possible. That is done by showing commitment. He/she should treat every unit the best 

way he can by adding communication and job rotation. This can enable positive effects of 

international differences and avoid coordination troubles.  
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Figure 2-10: Framework for dealing with quality management in multinational firms (Lagrosen, 2004) 

2.9.8 National culture and organizational structure 

Tata & Prasad (1998) found that it is important to consider national culture and organiza-

tional culture/structure when implementing TQM. Their research showed that dependent 

on Power distance and Uncertainty avoidance you either have an Organic or Mechanistic 

structure (Tata & Prasad, 1998). They concluded that in countries with low power distance 

and low uncertainty avoidance companies seem to have flexibility oriented culture and have 

an organic structure. A structure that suits the concepts of TQM because it decentralizes 

decision making which lets problems be fixed when they occur. The employees have a lot 

of skills because they have complex jobs and perform varied tasks. The authority of making 

decisions is given to employees that have the skill to solve problems and the ability to work 

as teams across subunits make it less dependent on a vertical control. Nations with high 

power distance and uncertainty avoidance had a control culture and mechanistic culture. 

This was concluded not to enable TQM implementation success. 

 

Their model (see figure 2-11) is based on a continuum with the two competing structures 

on each end. Where it shows that a national culture with a low power distance and low un-

certainty avoidance is likely to have a flexible culture and an organic structure which in turn 

aligns with a successful TQM implementation. They use three companies as an example, 

company A, B and C (Tata & Prasad, 1998). 
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Company A national culture leads to a control oriented culture that will lead to high im-

plementation costs because they need to change their culture and structure in order to have 

success. They need to change so that employees and management is adaptive to a new flex-

ible culture and decentralized structure.  Company B is located in the middle of the conti-

nuum and shows a tendency towards both cultures and structures. Company C has a flexi-

ble culture and organic structure that is supportive to the successful implementation of 

TQM (Tata & Prasad, 1998). Jabnoun (2005) also found that the organic structure support 

the implementation of customer focused TQM as well as a process network structure. 

2.9.9 Types of organizations 

Hofstede (1985) describes that his four value dimensions affect organizations and individu-

als. Therefore they play a role in the integration of the values of the organizational culture 

and the individuals. Uncertainty and power distance relate to central problems that an or-

ganization faces, the distribution of power and the control of uncertainty which affect the 

structure and functioning of the organization. Hofstede (1985) related these two dimen-

sions and came up with an implicit model that describes four different types of organiza-

tions dependent on their respective scores. The can be said to be what the members of an 

organization thinks it should be. 

 Pyramid of people (large Power Distance plus strong Uncertainty Avoidance) - A 

hierarchical bureaucracy where everybody knows who reports to who and informa-

Figure 2-11: Organizational culture vs organizational structure (Tata & Prasad, 1998) 
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tion goes vertically. Uncertainty is reduced because everyone knows who has au-

thority over whom (Adler, 1997). Typical for France and other Latin and Mediter-

ranean countries)  

 Well-oiled machine (small Power Distance plus strong Uncertainty Avoidance) - 

impersonal bureaucracy that are predictable without a hierarchy (Adler, 1997). Ty-

pical for Germany, and other Central-European countries. 

 Village market (small Power Distance plus weak Uncertainty Avoidance) – Organi-

zations with little hierarchy where everyone talk with each other. Taking risks is en-

couraged and expected (Adler, 1997). Typical for Great Britain and other Anglo 

and Nordic countries) 

 Family (large Power Distance plus weak Uncertainty Avoidance) - The organization 

is viewed as a traditional family. The boss is expected to take care of the employee 

in return for loyalty Adler (1997). Typical for India another Asian and African 

countries. 

These types of organizations can be used to analyze joiners from different cultures and the-

reby the type of organization clash of their preferred type of organization. Looking at the 

figure below there is a possibility to predict the fit for different combinations of individuals 

and organizations, for example an individual from one square going to an organization in 

another square. This can be related to the creation of subsidiaries by multinational compa-

nies since subsidiary cultures can be hybrids between international organizational culture 

and local national cultures (Hofstede, 1985). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2-12: Uncertainty avoidance and power distance matrix (Hofstede, 1985) 
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2.9.10 Values and practices – comparing nations 

Mathews (2001) found that different countries implement quality management systems in 

different ways, especially due to differences in power distance and uncertainty avoidance. 

The approaches that were used often mirrored the culture they were developed in. Cultures 

that did not support all the values of TQM may adopt tools and approaches but not the 

whole concept. Countries with high UAI adopted quality management to be rule based ra-

ther than having dispersed responsibility. The national culture also showed in the adoption 

of tools and techniques in that nation would choose what was in line with their deeper as-

sumptions. High UAI would choose documented systems and management by fact and in-

dividualistic countries would choose self evaluation, empowerment and other similar. The 

impact of power distance and uncertainty avoidance was also found by Lagrosen (2002), 

the key to success was due to relation between PDI and UAI. The key to success was put 

in the following matrix. 

Marchese (2001) suggest that multinational firms may wish to consider the cultural context 

of the management practices they employ. This means that continuous improvement may 

not be as sensitive to cultural differences as other management practices, such as empo-

werment. Therefore, organizations may be better off considering the local organizational 

culture of each location rather than the larger societal culture when deciding how to man-

age employees. Lagrosen (2003) on the other hand found that uncertainty avoidance are a 

dimension that affect continuous improvement as well as a business process focus because 

they often lead to change, continuous improvement often change how operations are con-

ducted and a business process focus often lead to a change in the structure of the organiza-

tion. High uncertainty avoidance will make these difficult to implement and changes should 

be done carefully and gradually. Information on what is going on and what consequences 

that will bring as well as work practices are described in work manuals. Regarding empo-

werment Au & Eylon (1999) found that participants from a culture reflecting high power 

distance performed badly in an empowered environment. The authors reflected that they 

may not have the background or the ability to perform well under such circumstances. 

Figure 2-13: Impact of power distance and uncertainty avoidance matrix (Lagrosen, 2002) 
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Agrawal & Mehra (2002) says that the following elements is to be affected by culture;  atti-

tude towards quality, use of teams, empowerment and quality goals, saying that it is one of 

the most significant challenges for global companies.   

 

The attitude towards culture resides in the attitude towards their work and output. If there 

is a high regard for quality less supervision and inspection is needed. In a High PDI envi-

ronment expatriate supervisors and inspectors will be more successful compared to low. 

You should decide on how much supervision and inspection that is needed at each location 

and whether they should be expatriate or not. The use of teams should be more successful 

in collectivistic countries and empowerment should be more successful in nations with a 

high degree of masculinity. Quality goals are affected by uncertainty avoidance in that it af-

fects how the “workers” work. Very specific instructions are needed, they must be told in 

detail what is expected of them which also relate to the attitude towards quality (Agrawal & 

Mehra, 2002).     

Regarding participation, Newman & Nollen (1996) say that it may improve results in low 

power distance countries. They also concluded that an emphasis on employee contribution 

worked well in individualistic companies.   

2.10 Summary 

Quality management has gone from being product oriented to customer oriented meaning 

that quality in processes is towards customer satisfaction. The focus on products lead to a 

mechanistic structure which later on developed into a organic structure that was more flex-

ible could involve everyone in the organization. The mechanistic structure although still ex-

ist because is seems to get things done. Continous improvement is the core value of quality 

management and has evolved from improving existing processes to the need to conti-

nuously improve relating to innovation. That will provide for strategic benefits from both 

discontinuous , major innovations as weel as incremental improvements. That will lead to a 

learning organization that question the current state and try to learn in order to improve.  

Culture implies how we are to behave and that is deeply associated with the values that are 

acquired during or early life. The values underlie the practices that are undertaken in the 

later stage of life in school and later on in the workplace and they can influence how differ-

ent nations adapt to practices.  

Figure 2-14: Elements affected by culture (Agrawal & Mehra, 2002) 
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Organizational culture includes how people behave in their work and relations with people 

and can come from the vision, management style or societal or national culture that it is 

physically located in. Practising the values of TQM can create an organiational culture that 

is supportive to improvements and facilitates a learning organization. International culture 

can be measured in different dimensions that show the characteristics of different nations. 

Dependent on the values of uncertainty avoidance and powerdistance national culture can 

be connected to the two different structures that coexist under the TQM, the organic and 

mechanistic. In turn these values seem to address central problems in an organization in 

how to be structured and functioned. Where the pyramid of people seem to fit the mecha-

nistic and you focus on leadership and management and village market the organic where 

you focus the individual which has the responsibility.  

The influence of national culture on organizational culture can be refered to the values that 

are obtained before we start working, in that they can the fit with practises in the organiza-

tion differently and that there is a need for practises that suit these values. Some are 

summed up in the table below.  

Table 2-12: The influence of national culture on organizational culture 

Preferred Power distance Uncertainty 

avoidance 

Masculinity Collectivism 

Continous im-

provement 

 Low   

Empowerment Low  High  

Expatriate su-

pervisors 

High    

Use of teams    High 

Quality goals  Low   

Participation Low    

Contribution    Low 

 

How different national cultures in an multinational company affect quality management has 

been studyd by lagrosen (2004) and the dimension of power distance was seen to give the 

most implications. Mostly because a managers decisions were not questioned by employees, 

change were easy to implement but participation were hard to get. The amount of control 

of international units was also to be different, were some hade their own practices and som 

were really central. Influence could also reside in the which culture that is “forced” to the 

unit. If standards come form the home culture or if they are let to be influenced by the 

units home culture.  Some suggest that multinational firms should consider the cultural 
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context in which they are implementing practises and that large differences calls for adapta-

tion.  
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3 Methodology 

 

This part of the thesis presents our research strategy for this study. 

 

3.1 Research strategy 

In qualitative research the goal is to understand the situation the respondent is in compared 

to qualitative research where the understanding is based on quantification of data from iso-

lated properties (Hartman 2004). In our thesis we aim to provide research on a topic that 

has not been given so much attention in current research. The impact of national culture 

has been researched focusing on isolated companys quality management practices, but not 

so much within a single multinational company and its overall corporate culture. So for this 

study the aim is to study how quality management practices is handled within a multina-

tional company and how national culture affects that. Therefore we have chosen the case 

study as a research strategy. This is possible because, according to Yin (2007), research that 

focus on the why in a current non controlled environment is suitable for this type of study. 

We want to get a deeper understanding if national culture impacts the daily work without 

controlling any variables, hopefully this will provide more understanding of the role of na-

tional culture.  

As we can see in the table below the case study seems most suiting for our objective. We 

focus on todays practices and aim to find out if national culture affect the work without 

eliminating other explanations.   

Table 3-1: Relevant situations for research strategies (Yin 2007) 

Strategy Type of research ques-

tion 

Is control of behavior 

needed? 

Focus on current events 

Expirement How, why? Yes Yes 

Survey Whom what, was, how 

many, how much 

No No 

Analysis of sources Whom what, was, how 

many, how much 

No Yes/no 

Historical study How, why? No No 

Case study (Chosen) How, why? No Yes 

 

3.2 The case study 

The case study is different in a number of ways from other strategies. At first it concen-

trates on one research object with the goal to find insights that would not have been found 
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when using a strategy that include a big number of objects. The aim is to highlight the gen-

eral by looking at the individual. The deep insights can be found because you can study 

things in detail opposed to a more superficial study. This enables the study to reach a result 

that can explain the complexity in the research question instead of “just” focusing on a re-

sult of relations and processes (Yin 2007). To exemplify, this thesis aim to result in an un-

derstanding of how quality management and national culture in multinational company af-

fect the daily work instead of saying that it affects it. Which we believe can be answered by 

studying one company.   

The “case” in this type of study is normally something that exists and not a situation that 

has been tempered with just for the purpose of research. It exists before and after the re-

search has been finalized. Lastly a strong side is that multiple sources of data and research 

methods that are relevant can be used in the strategy. It encourages that and for example 

observations, collection of formal documents, interviews and questionnaires can be used to 

get relevant information.  

Table 3-2: Case studies put emphasis on ... (Denscombe 1998) 

Depth of study Rather than Study’s breadth 

The special Rather than The general 

Relations/processes Rather than Results and end products 

Holistic Rather than Individual factors 

Natural environments Rather than Artificial situations 

Multiple sources Rather than One research method 

 

3.3 Data types 

Most often data that can be collected is divided in quantitative and qualitative data. Quan-

titative data assumes that what is studied is supposed to be measurable and presented nu-

merically. Also that the measurement can be ranked in some way. Qualitative data stems 

from that not everything can be measured and therefore consist of a unique combination 

of properties (Andersen 1990). The case study has traditionally been connected with qualit-

ative data because it has been used mostly within that research form. This should also relate 

to that the case study often is detailed and several dimensions are studied (Lundahl & 

Skärvad 1999). Yin on the other hand claims that within the case study both qualitative and 

quantitative data can be used.  

For the primary data we have chosen to use a qualitative study because we feel that fits the 

purpose of our study. We feel that how international culture affects an corporate culture 

will be more understood presented in a way that describes and explains the interactions in-

side the company. Which is something that is hard to measure.     

Our secondary data, international dimensions scores, is based on quantitative data and pro-

vides us with a general picture of each countries cultural values. Our primary data can relate 

to that in comparing the thought of the respondents and how that might affect the work 

inside the company.    
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3.4 Approach to theory 

Theory is the result of a scientific study and commonly known as the explanation to a phe-

nomena (Lundahl & Skärvad 1999). There are basically two approaches in how to treat 

theory against practice, the deductive and inductive approach. The main difference is 

shown in the relationship between theory and research. In the deductive approach, this is 

the most common; theory lays the foundation for the collection of data and the results. An 

Empirical review is then conducted and connected to the theory’s that was behind it. The 

inductive approach starts as an empirical review with the purpose of generating theory 

(Bryman 2008). This thesis uses a deductive approach whereby we formulated a frame of 

reference before collecting empirical data. The aim of the thesis is to test the empirical ma-

terial according to the theory and then be able to develop further insight about the research 

topic of the thesis. Also the strength with a frame of reference, when using a case study 

strategy, is that it helps you to define a proper design, collect data and is the main tool in 

generalizing the results of the case study (Yin 2007). 

3.5 Choice of theory 

The content of our frame of reference, the theory, covers the area of quality management 

where we focused on the “Culture” or “management system” total quality management 

(TQM). It is widely recognized in research and is thereby included in varying types of cross 

context research, including culture. Under the “umbrella of TQM” we included quality sys-

tems such as lean and six sigma. Also it covers culture, first the concept culture followed by 

what corporate and national culture is. What follows is research that has combined the 

concepts of Quality management, culture and multinational companies. A combination of 

theory where our thesis aims to contribute. 

 

Figure 3-1: Choice of theory 
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3.6 Case study design 

The design of case study’s can be divided into three approaches exploratory, explanatory 

and descriptive. The exploratory approach data collection is done before defining the re-

search question and may be used to discover theory trough observing something in its true 

form. Explanatory studies are useful when studying organizations or communities Descrip-

tive studies require a descriptive theory that can be the overall framework that you follow 

during the study, the approach is to identify a theoretical orientation that you base your re-

search questions on. (Berg 2009) 

Our thesis is designed to research one case. A one case design can be used when the case is 

described as the typical or representative for similar objects of subjects (Yin 2007). We 

think that Volvo trucks, as a multinational company, can be seen as a typical organization 

that faces these kinds of problems that the thesis deals with. The results should provide an 

understanding of the effect of national culture. Maybe even disregarding the context of 

quality management. One case can represent important findings that contribute to devel-

opment regarding knowledge and theory (Yin 2007). 

You also have to decide the number of units within the case to study. When choosing sev-

eral units you have identified that the result depends on several units (Yin 2007) Our 

choice is to talk to respondents that  and are also influenced by Volvo themselves.  

Our design: 

Context – Multinational company  

Case – Volvo trucks, Headquarter in Sweden, Production units in  

Belgium(Gent), Sweden(Tuve), Russia(Caluga), Brazil(Curitiba) 

Unit – employees that work within the context of quality management  

3.7 Data collection 

Our empirical data comes from two different sources, primary data which collected our-

selves and secondary data that has been collected for other purposes than our study. As 

mentioned before when doing a case study several sources are recommended (Yin 2007).  

3.7.1 Collection of primary data 

Our primary data is collected through interviews. Interviews are seen as one of the most 

important source of information towards the case study. They can be targeted directly to 

the research questions.   

Table 3-3: Collection of primary data 

Data source Strengths  Weaknesses 

Documents Stable – examined several Can be hard to find 

Context 

Case 

Unit 
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times 

Unobtrusive – Not created 

in purpose of the study 

Exact- exact names, refer-

ences and time 

Broad coverage- time, 

events, environment 

Skewed selection – incom-

plete collection 

Skewness in the report – un-

aware of example prejudices 

Acess – can be forbidden 

Interviews Targeted – focuses directly 

on the research questions 

Give insight and causal infe-

rences and explanations 

Skewness due to poorly 

formulated questions 

Skewness in responses 

Failures due to memory gaps 

Respondent answers what it 

thinks the interviewer wants 

 

Interviews 

Interview can be done in different ways and it is often divided dependent on how struc-

tured they are. Since our thesis is relying on a qualitative method the unstructured or semi-

structured interview type since the structured interview is much like a survey method 

(Denscombe 1998).  

The semi structured the interview often uses a list of predetermined subject and questions 

that needs to be asked. Flexibility regarding the sequence of the questions is recommended 

and it is important to let the respondent elaborate regarding the questions that is asked. In 

the unstructured interview the researchers role is to interfere as little as possible and start 

off the interview by introducing a theme and after that let the respondent elaborate on its 

ideas and finish off its thinking (Denscombe 1998).     

Our interview method reflected both of the above interview methods. It reflected the semi 

structured interview in that we had subjects and questions that we wanted the interviews to 

cover. Although the interview often ended up in an open conversation in which the res-

pondents were very keen to express and elaborate on our subject. The preparation for an 

semistructured interview were tough important since some respondents seemed more com-

fortable with that format.  We see this as an advantage as we were able to shift between 

these two methods. This facilitated for getting answers about the topics we wanted to cov-

er as well as it could provide us with answers that were not forced but instead came from 

elaboration from the respondent. The shift between these two is also quite common ac-

cording to Denscombe (1998) and they have in common that they let the respondent use 

its own words and elaborate its toughts.  
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All interviews were personal which means that is only a meeting between the interviewer 

and respondent. An advantage with that is that all information of from the interview can be 

traced back to one source the respondent. It is also easy to control, you only have one per-

son to understand and explore Denscombe 1998  

The empirical study contains a number of 10 interviews (compilation in the table below) 

were the respondents mostly has the position as project leaders for different improvement 

projects. Meaning that they deal a lot with the different production units of Volvo trucks, 

and therefore have the experience of working with different national cultures. Which was 

the kind of people we were focusing on in this study.  

Table 3-4: Compilation of interviewees 

Respondent Position and responsibility Date 

1, Ingemar Knopp  27/4 -2011 

2, Ingemar Alfredsson Group manager for 18 engi-

neers that work with process 

development. Industrialize 

changes that have been iden-

tified and sets of plants for 

different purposes 

27/4 -2011 

3, Paulo Lima Vps department in global 

manufacturing. Implement 

vps in all factories. Teach and 

coach in the implementation 

process.  

27/4 -2011 

4, Veronique Everaert Projectleader, at the moment 

for introducing new products 

in 2013, differences regarding 

final assembly between facto-

ries is documented and the 

best way to work is to be im-

plemented everywhere. 

28/4 -2011 

5, Björn Sterud Projectleader and business 

analyst, been involved inVol-

vo cars and now involved in 

projects towards Volvo 

trucks.   

28/4 -2011 

6, Pasi Ojala Started at the production 

floor and worked his way up. 

Work with production tech-

29/4 -2011 
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nology and logictics, projec-

tleader and networkcoordina-

tor regarding process devel-

opment. 

7, Peter Wold Project leader, just started a 

project in Ghent 

29/4 -2011 

8, Guilherme Garcia Lead change iniatives in Bra-

zil, implement product and 

process change. Local 

projects in Brazil and global 

projects that are to be im-

plemented in Brazil. 

29/4 -2011 

9, Christer Persson Started at production floor, 

work as diverse tasks at tech-

nical department, a lot of 

administration and team-

place. 

2/5 -2011 

10, Ove Börjesson Is responsible for Volvo pro-

duction system, coordinate all 

factories in the implementa-

tion of VPS. 

2/5 -2011 

 

3.8 Secondary data 

3.8.1 Documents 

Documents provide the strength of being examined several times and provide a discrete 

form of information that is created independent of the study. They provide precise infor-

mation and can cover a lot. We have received documents that explain Volvos core values 

and the system the whole organization is supposed to work with. These explain the corpo-

rate culture that is intended for Volvo.  

3.9 Access 

Volvo truck is a large company and therefore it was hard for us to get a grasp of who to 

talk to. Therefore we were provided with help from our contact person at Volvo trucks in 

order to find good candidates for interviews aswell as a time and a date where it could be 

done. Requests for the interviews was sent by email from our contact person , they in-

cluded a brief explanation of our research topic and stated that no preparation was needed, 

only their expertise. We think this made sure that access to people that could provide inter-



 

 
52 

esting empirical material to our study. Not stating that they would not have participated 

otherwise.   

The interviews were conducted at Volvo trucks in Gothenburg in different conference 

rooms. So it was done in the participant’s natural environment and did not interfere with 

their work since they were not in any way forced to participate. Some interviews were also 

performed by phone or conference phone in special rooms with the purpose of doing that 

activity.  

Regarding the documents that were collected they were accessed either trough the internet 

or handed to us in person.  

3.10 Data analysis 

The empirical data from our interviews were all recorded in the consent of each respondent 

and they all confirmed that they could be used as a reference in the thesis if so needed. The 

recordings were then transcribed, one by one, to written form in order to facilitate the 

compilation to empirical part of the thesis.  

The empirical data where then analyzed in conjunction with the theory in the frame of ref-

erence. This process helped us to find similarities and differences between what is con-

cluded in theory and the results of our empirical study, bringing new explanations to how 

our research topic relates to that.   

3.11 Research limitation 

The limitations of the study foremost we believe is the size of the company and the many 

different levels of analysis there is, from the shop floor to the top management. We tough 

believe that our respondents working as project leaders and so on and keep contact both 

with higher and lower levels of management provide a good base for exploring the topic of 

the thesis.  

3.12 Truth criteria 

Yin (2007) describes four different truth criteria or tests that can be used to judge the quali-

ty of a research design. We mean to describe these below and provide our reflections of the 

thesis in the light of these criteras in the last chapter. As seen in the table below there are 

different stages during the study when each of the criteria is applicable. (Yin, 2007)    

Table 3-5: Truth criterias (Yin, 2007) 

Critera Case study application Applicable 

Construct Use multiple sources 

Formulate a chain of evi-

dence 

Let key informants read 

Data collection 

Data collection 

Compilation of report 
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drafts of the report 

   

External validity Use theory in one case stu-

dies 

Research design 

Reliability Use code for case study 

Develop a database for case 

study 

Collection of data 

Collection of data 

 

3.12.1 Construct 

To improve the construct of a case study there is three things that you can do. Use several 

empirical sources in a way that enables a concurrent research form. Develop a chain of evi-

dence that should be relevant during the data collection phase. The final is that you let key 

informant read drafts of the case study report (Yin 2007).   

Since the design of this study is to use one case there is no intention towards generalizing 

towards other cases. The results have been analyzed towards existing theory to provide new 

theories regarding the subject of the study. External validity is therefore assured according 

how to conduct case study’s. 

3.12.2 External validity 

External validity is about knowing if the results from the research can be generalized out-

side of the actual case study. This kind of study is based on analytical generalization where 

you try to generalize a certain result to a more general theory. In a case study you should try 

to generalize towards theory not to other cases(Yin 2007).    

Since the design of this study is to use one case there is no intention towards generalizing 

towards other cases. The results have been analyzed towards existing theory to provide new 

theories regarding the subject of the study. External validity is therefore assured according 

how to conduct case study’s.     

3.12.3 Reliability 

The reliability in a study is ensured if another researcher, that follows the same approach 

that another researcher formulated and performed, is able to get the same result and con-

clusions. Assuming that the same case is used once again. A prerequisite for another re-

searcher to be able to do that is that the approach and method is well documented and is as 

concrete as possible (Yin 2007).      

We have described who we have talked to, how the interviews were conducted and how we 

related to theory. We believe that the results would be the same because we let the respon-
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dents give their point of view as much as possible. The results are therefore not forced due 

to leading questions or similar.  
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4 Empirical study 

The empirical study is performed at Volvo Trucks, based in Gothenburg, Sweden. This section of the thesis 

will begin with a brief description of the Volvo Group, which Volvo Trucks is a subsidiary of.  

4.1 Background 

Volvo Group, or AB Volvo is a Swedish manufacturer of commercial vehicles, such as 

trucks, buses and construction equipment. This section aims to provide a brief overview of 

the Volvo Group and how different companies are involved, which is illustrated in the pic-

ture below.  

 

Figure 4-1: Overview of the Volvo Group, its subsidiarys and participants (Volvo Group AB, 2010) 

By interpreting this picture, we can determine that the group consists of Volvo Trucks, Re-

nault Trucks, Mack Trucks, UD Trucks (Nissan Diesel Trucks), Buses, Construction 

Equipment, Volvo Penta, Volvo Aero and Financial Services. The picture also illustrates 

which companies that are in involved in each part of the group.  

The Volvo Group is one of the world’s leading suppliers of commercial transport solu-

tions. The group have production operations in 19 countries, customers in 180 countries 

and more than 90,000 employees (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 

As mentioned, this study is perfomed at the Volvo Trucks part of the Volvo Group. Which 

are present in about 140 countries in the world, and will be further introduced in the next 

section (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 

4.2 Volvo Trucks 

Volvo Trucks, founded in 1928, is the world’s second largest heavy-duty truck manufactur-

er and as mentioned, it is a subsidiary of Volvo Group - AB Volvo. The global headquar-

ters is in Gothenburg, Sweden and they manufacture and assemble their trucks in 15 coun-
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tries. Volvo Trucks produces and sells over 100 000 units every year (Volvo Group AB, 

2010).  

Volvo Trucks has production units in Sweden, Belgium, USA, Brazil, South Africa, Aus-

tralia, China, India and Russia, which makes them a global manufacturer. This is a truly in-

teresting case company for the culture perspective in this thesis. Volvo Trucks is divided 

into three divisions – European, North American and International (Volvo Group AB, 

2010). 

Volvo Trucks main focus is to provide trucks and support services, which they aim to 

maintain through their strategy called total transport solutions described in the next sec-

tion. 

4.2.1 Total transport solutions 

The strategy of total transport solutions can be described as a goal of being perceived as 

the world’s leading provider of a specific core product including aftermarket offerings, ex-

tended offerings and service offerings. In Volvo Trucks case, they aim to provide their core 

product, which of course is trucks, with high flexibility for different final customer de-

mands. Their product is customer driven as they design and produce their trucks according 

to every individual customer need (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 

The business processes involved in Volvo Group’s strategy is the same for every subsidiary, 

therefore including Volvo Trucks. The generic business processes which is aimed to being 

continuously developed and improved are illustrated in the figure below. 

 

Figure 4-2: Volvo Group generic processes (Volvo Group AB, 2010) 
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Volvo Trucks defines these processes as their core value-adding activities, which together 

with the customer requirements should result in their goal of obtaining customer satisfac-

tion. However, to be able to fulfill customer demands, process orientation is essential. The 

generic processes has to be aligned and strive for the same common goal. Volvo Trucks 

highlights the importance of aligment of their product development, manufacturing and 

sales processes in their organization as key factors to be able to satisfy customers and create 

profitability (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 

Manufacturing SalesProduct

development

A structure of connected activities

 

Figure 4-3: Volvo Trucks process orientation (Volvo Group AB, 2010) 

To be able to align these processes, Volvo Trucks works along certain arrangements of re-

sponsibilities among managers and their production units (factories) in the different divi-

sons mentioned earlier. The figure below illustrates the responsibilities of the managers in 

the different divisions (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 
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IM

Executive Assistant

EM SAM

GME

GML

GMQ

GM IS/IT

GM BC

GM HR &
Communication

Global Manufacturing

 

Figure 4-4: Overview of management responsibilities and production units of Volvo Trucks (Volvo Group 

AB, 2010). 

As mentioned, figure 4-4 illustrates how Volvo Trucks is linked together in different divi-

sons. Whereas Global Manufacturing is the CEO, which have an executive assistant which 

together with the CEO controls the different divisons of production units; European man-

ufacturing (EM), International manufacturing (IM) and South American manufacturing 

(SAM). Each of these divisions has their own manager. These divisions are linked to the 

different areas of processes, which has a scope over all divisons (Volvo Group AB, 2010).  

These areas are; Global manufacturing engineering (GME), Global manufacturing logistics 

(GML), Global manufacturing quality (GMQ), Global manufacturing IS/IT (GM IS/IT), 

Global manufacturing business control (GM BC) and Global manufacturing human re-

sources and communication (GM HR & Communication). These areas has responsibility 

of every production unit in all divisions and have different responsibilities in form as 

process owners, managers or process execution (Volvo Group AB, 2010).  

The responsibility of the process owners is to drive the process development and support 

the process execution. The production unit (PU) managers are responsible for the opera-

tional activities within the process, in other words, they are responsible for the process ex-

ecution and the support/feedback to the process owners. The figure below describes the 
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relationship between the process owners, production unit managers and their responsibili-

ties (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 

 

Figure 4-5: Process responsibilities matrix (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 

This could be considered continuous improvement driven by the production units and 

long-term process development by central process owners, which is of interest in our 

study. The following sections will further describe the purpose, responsibilities and authori-

ties of the process owners, process managers and production unit managers (Volvo Group 

AB, 2010). 

Process owner 

The process owner has the overall responsibility to supply the organization with a process 

that operates at a high level of quality, effectiveness and flexibility in order to fulfil corpo-

rate and customer needs. To be able to measure the process to these goals, the process 

owner must define key performance indicators and follow up the results of these measure-

ments. The process owner is therefore also responsible to initiate corrective actions when 

the process is not performing according to its set up and target. It is also of high impor-

tance that the management of IT support within the process is taken care of to be able to 

benefit all sites where the process is applicable (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 

The process owner has the authority to determine a start-up of improvement work within a 

process, as well as decions regarding corrective actions suggested by the line or process 

managers. The process owner also decides which process the organization should work ac-

cording to and initiate investments in the decided process (Volvo Group AB, 2010).  

Process manager 

The purpose of the process manager is similar to the process owner, which is to develop, 

coordinate, maintain, follow up and communicate the process. However, the process man-

ager is also responsible to deploy the process measurements decided by the process owner. 

This means that the responsibility includes defining needed or critical competence for a 

specific process. The process manager reports the process performance to the process 

owner and is responsible for the documentation of the process. The authority of a process 

manager is to request the required competence for the process development and improve-

ment work, which is decided by the process owner (Volvo Group AB, 2010).  
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Production unit manager 

The purpose of the production unit manager is to implement, allocate resources and meas-

ure the process decided by the process owner for the area which the PU manager operates 

in. The responsibilities for the PU manager is to manage its own production unit towards 

the process objectives, as well as allocating the competent resources for the process initia-

tive. This means allocating the resources required for the process development or im-

provement, and at the same time maintain the needed competence by education and train-

ing of the employees involved in the process. The production unit manager also have to as-

sure that the implementation of the process is made as well as performing necessary mea-

surements and suggest corrective actions when the process is not performing according to 

process set up and targets. The PU manager has the authority to appoint resources for the 

development, improvement work and execution of the process (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 

Now as the structure, process orientation and responsibilities at Volvo Trucks has been de-

scribed, the principles of their way of working is based on Volvo Production System (VPS), 

which will be described in the next section (Volvo Group AB, 2010). 

4.3 Volvo Production System 

The Volvo Production System consists of three equally important dimensions; Vision, 

Principles and Tools & Techniques. The vision illustrates both the philosophy and a pic-

ture of the ideal state or objective of the organization. The principles are basically the key 

elements which supports the implementation to achieve the vision, including system think-

ing and decision making. Practical tools and techniques are used to visualize and manage 

the material and information flow, striving for being able to continuously improve activities 

and behaviors. The figure below illustrates the principles of the Volvo Production System 

(Volvo Truck Corporation, 2008). 
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Figure 4-6: Principles of the Volvo Production System (Volvo Truck Corporation, 2008). 

The most important objective is to create value and satisfaction for all customers, regard-

less if it is an internal or external customer. The aim is to provide the customers with the 

best quality, at the lowest cost and in the shortest possible time (Volvo Truck Corporation, 

2008). 

Built-in quality means doing things right from the beginning to avoid mistakes and rework. 

This results in saved time and reduces the need for product and process adjustments. It in-

cludes the use of quality measures and having quality thinking integrated into the system 

and the organizational culture (Volvo Truck Corporation, 2008). 

The principle of “Just-in-time” means that the demand should pull the production, or in 

other words, produce according to demand. Just-in-time emphasize the ability to deliver 

the right product or service, in the right quantity and at the right time. This means the or-

ganization must control their deliveries in accordance to internal and external customer or-

ders(Volvo Truck Corporation, 2008). 

Teamwork is based on people, teams and leadership, that cooperate to achieve common 

goals. If everybody is working in the same direction, objectives will be achived more effec-

tively. Every employee, team and leader should strive for cooperation to achieve the objec-

tives for best quality and precise deliveries (Volvo Truck Corporation, 2008). 

The process stability principle is connected to the teamwork principle, this basically means 

that the processes should be stable in such way that they provide a predictable flow. As the 
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customers expects products with high quality and variability, to improve performance, va-

riability must be reduced in the processes to make them stable and predictable for the 

process operators (Volvo Truck Corporation, 2008). 

Continuous improvement is the driving force in the Volvo Production System, it requires a 

systematic, long-term and consistent approach. Standardization is the key for further im-

provement, whereas already made improvements are secured and maintained by standardi-

zation (Volvo Truck Corporation, 2008). 

The Volvo Way is based on the belief that every individual has the capability and the desire 

to improve the operations and by doing so also develop professionally. The next section 

will further describe the Volvo Way (Volvo Truck Corporation, 2008). 

4.4 The Volvo Way 

The Volvo Way shows what the Volvo Group stands for and what they strive for achieving 

in the future. It is the foundation for continuously developing into a world leading provider 

of commercial transport solutions. The Volvo Way aims to express the culture, behaviors 

and values shared across the entire group. It can be described as a common language or di-

alogue between leaders, within teams and among employees around the world. The Volvo 

Way focus on the way they conduct business and deliever results, by entering relationships 

with customers and suppliers, as well as adapting to changing environments. The following 

sections will describe the different parts of the Volvo Way (AB Volvo, 2009). 

4.4.1 Customer focus 

Customer focus is a key factor in the Volvo Way, where Volvo dedicates themselves to 

meet high customer expectations today as well as long-term requirements in the future. The 

aim is to always deliver in accordance to agreements with customers. To create value for 

their customers, they increasingly provide financing, insurance, rental services, spare parts, 

components, maintenance and reliable IT solutions and other business services.  Volvo 

strives to work closely with customers in order to develop products and services that im-

prove productivity, flexibility, cost-efficency and profitability, not only for Volvo them-

selves but for the customer as well. In order to create value for every unique customer, it is 

important to identify and understand every aspect of the requirements from the customer, 

to be able to find the most appropriate solution. In Volvo’s global business environment 

the competition is intense. Therefore, customer satisfaction and loyalty is a key factor to 

manage this global competition. The customer satisfaction and loyalty, however, does not 

only depend on product quality and performance but also on customer treatment and ser-

vice offerings. Volvo aims to enhance their dealer and service networks to be able to diffe-

rentiate their aftermarket products and service offerings, to create required customer value 

(AB Volvo, 2009). 

4.4.2 Clear objectives 

The strategic objectives of Volvo Group are as mentioned, focus on customer require-

ments, but it also includes profitable growth, product renewal and operational excellence. 
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Continously striving to achieve these objectives powers their competitiveness (AB Volvo, 

2009).  

Profitable growth is a key factor to be able to invest in new products and services, new 

markets and technologies and in skilled employees. Achieving profitable growth results in 

being able to provide financial strength which leads to freedom to act on business oppor-

tunities (AB Volvo, 2009). 

To further add value to customers, product renewal is essential to be able to timely intro-

duce new and better products and services. This includes the development of innovative 

technologies and solutions to meet the increasing customer requirements and to ensure 

global competitiveness (AB Volvo, 2009). 

Operational excellence means that throughout the organization, best practices and tools are 

shared to improve effectiveness and productivity, which in turn results in customer satis-

faction. The objective is to be able to adapt to changes effectively, which reduces cost, im-

proves flexibility and adds customer value (AB Volvo, 2009).  

4.4.3 Quality, safety and environmental care 

Three corporate values of the Volvo Group expresses their commitment in: 

Quality, which they define as their promise to deliver reliable products and services to add 

value to customers. To be able to perform according to this promise, Volvo strives to 

achieve excellence in quality by continuously improve their processes and products based 

on customer requirements (AB Volvo, 2009). 

Safety is related to the reduction of risks, regarding accidents as well as consequences of 

occured incidents.  Considering safety is an essential part of product development and the 

purpose is to improve traffic safety as well as the work environment for both drivers and 

operators of vehicles and machinery (AB Volvo, 2009). 

Environmental considerations is a key factor for both Volvo and their customers. The aim 

is to reduce any adverse impact on the environment from their products and operations. 

This is done by continuously improving fuel efficiency, reducing emissions and noise from 

the final products. They strive to reduce waste, emissions and energy consumtions in their 

operations, and this is also considered an essential part of creating value for the customer 

(AB Volvo, 2009). 

4.4.4 Continuous improvements 

To continuously improve processes and operations are necessary to be able to meet the 

highest demands and expectations of both external and internal customers. Volvo strives to 

enhance leanness, empowerment and agility to be able to improve quality, delivery, cost, 

features and time to market. Doing business in a highly competitive global market, being 

fast, quick and flexible is of great importance. Increased speed in development projects and 

process execution are considered as key factors in a competition perspective (AB Volvo, 

2009). 
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Volvo involves all employees, customers and suppliers in their continuous improvement ef-

forts, this requires a systematic and persistent approach. Key factors are effective teamwork 

and the use of cross-functional teams to identify, analyze and resolve problems. Feedback 

from all different participants is also essential (AB Volvo, 2009). 

By eliminating waste and unnecessary work, such as acitivies that does not create customer 

value, Volvo aims to make processes more stable, predictable and efficient. Volvo strives to 

do things right the first time, throughout the entire organization. To avoid poor quality, 

problems should be identified and corrected at the real source, and strive for zero defects. 

Just-in-time principles helps to produce and deliver what is needed, when it is needed and 

in the amount needed. The aim is to reduce lead and turnaround times, which results in re-

duced inventory and a focus on activities that creates customer value (AB Volvo, 2009). 

Performance measurements is essential to understand how the organization is meeting cus-

tomer and stakeholder demand. Volvo measures themselves against high performers and 

competitors. By benchmarking their own organization against others, they are learning how 

to make use of the best practices and therefore learning how to work more efficiently and 

effectively (AB Volvo, 2009). 

4.4.5 Driving innovations 

The aim of innovations is to create value for the customers, which is the development of 

new transport related technologies to be able to increase and maintain competitive advan-

tages. Volvo’s ability to develop new technologies and being able to implement them in 

their products and services has contributed to their success (AB Volvo, 2009).  

Key factors of driving innovations include early involvement of the customers to identify 

their business needs, as well as willingness to change and open dialogue across the busi-

nesses. To further drive innovations, Volvo collaborates with external partners, universities 

and research institutions, sharing experiences and enhancing their ability to get access to 

new knowledge and technology (AB Volvo, 2009). 

4.4.6 Utilize common strengths 

Volvo’s organization is decentralized, which means that their product related business areas 

are supported by business units. Acquiring agility, alignment, responsiveness and clear re-

sponsibility for results is achived by working closely with customers in cross-functional and 

integrated teams (AB Volvo, 2009). 

The entire organization fully utilizes common platforms, processes, solutions and strengths 

to be able to meet every individual customer need. Combining every different part in the 

organization facilitates their expertise and creates a truly global structure which results in 

economies of scale in product development, production, parts supply, logistics, informa-

tion technologies and business services (AB Volvo, 2009). 

Across the entire organization, business areas and units are teaming up to meet shared 

business objectives. This way of working creates opportunities for sharing knowledge and 

learning from best practices as they do collaborate in common projects, programs and 
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processes. Volvo’s focus on cooperation and integration of all their different businesses re-

sults in increased volumes, operational efficiencies and organizational capabilities, which 

leads to improved customer value, cash flow and profitability (AB Volvo, 2009). 

4.4.7 Establishing culture 

Volvo defines their culture as how they work together with energy, passion and respect for 

the individual. Employee involvement, open dialogue and feedback are key factors for 

maintaining their organizational culture, which is about diversity, teamwork and leadership 

to build trust, customer focus and drive change (AB Volvo, 2009). 

Volvo strives for a culture that includes individual responsibility and accountability for re-

sults. In other words, a culture that provides a clear vision towards common goals and so-

lutions, as well as a willingness to continuously grow, develop and improve (AB Volvo, 

2009). 

Volvo believes that culture is a critical factor for sustainable growth. Culture is difficult to 

copy for competitors, unlike technologies, strategies, organizational structures or business 

models which are easier to replicate (AB Volvo, 2009). 

4.5 Cultural impacts 

Historically, every production unit was established to work for itself and was controlled by 

the management that was situated at the location of the production unit, this led to that 

every production unit was competing against each other in form of productivity. The result 

from this today is that there are differences in the physical processes between the produc-

tion units. 

Nowadays, there is a big focus to make all physical processes as similar as possible in every 

production unit. The aim is to coordinate resources to achieve common results, processes 

should be used and look alike in every production unit. To be able to coordinate the differ-

ent production units, a network has been established between them and representatives 

from every production unit get together in this network. The network can be seen as a 

bridge between the different cultures, where all different production units share and com-

pare goals, to gain more transparency and more facts to base decisions on for improvement 

projects. Tuve is considered the pilot plant, where the changes and new products are tested 

before they are passed on to the other production units through this network. 

In Volvo’s business plans, there is a goal to make all production units as flexible as possible 

to adapt to changes in product demand. And there is also a goal to be able to produce 

every type of product in every production unit. This is to be able to produce every type of 

product close to the different end customers. The production units that produce the heavy-

duty trucks has the possibility to have the same physical processes, while the production 

units that produce middle-duty trucks have differences in their physical processes because 

of different market conditions. 
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4.5.1 General culture information 

There are cultural differences between the production units because they are located in dif-

ferent countries with their own background and history. One way of doing tasks in Sweden 

can differ a lot from Belgium, Russia or Brazil. However, the Volvo way of working is re-

flected on its own corporate culture, where there is a mentioned high-ceiling control, which 

means that the goal is to let the individuals perform and not strictly control them. 

One main factor for this is the background and ability of teamwork in the different coun-

tries. In Sweden, the projects are team based and driven through a certain scope of free-

dom and authority, to be able to identify goals and how to achieve them. In Belgium and 

Russia, the management wants to observe and control the results from projects, which 

gives less freedom and authority for the project members to realize changes they’ve identi-

fied. In other words, projects and changes have to be approved by the management in Bel-

gium and Russia, which is not the case in Sweden where teams have authority to make 

changes without approval from the management. 

4.5.2 Belgium (vs Sweden) 

This means that the production unit in Belgium has a more hierarchic structure, where our 

respondents have noticed that there is another form of respect for the management com-

pared to Sweden. While a manager is speaking, everybody is quiet and they don’t question 

his or her opinions and every decision goes through the manager, as they decide what is 

right or wrong. In Sweden the organization is more flat, however this means that you have 

to establish an understanding from every involved individual in a project, while in Belgium 

it’s enough to establish an understanding with your manager. 

In Ghent, you can’t go to a department and ask a specific employee to do something for 

you; you have to turn to their manager and ask if it’s possible. The manager then have to 

tell that employee to do that specific task, compared to Tuve, where it’s possible to ask an-

yone for help without asking for permission from their manager. The difference is that in 

Tuve you have more freedom and can act as a manager of your own work and in Ghent 

your manager have perfect observation of what you’re currently doing. Therefore, in 

Ghent, managers are more involved from the beginning in a project which means that an 

approved project has commitment from the production unit itself. In Sweden, you can in-

itiate a change by only involving a production engineer and an employee from the tooling 

and equipment department. 

This means that there is a difference in how the projects are driven, in Sweden changes can 

be planned on the production line without the operator’s knowledge. In Ghent, they try to 

involve the production operators in an earlier phase in the projects to prepare them for 

changes and enhance their ability to learn new operations. In other words, the project 

teams in Ghent aim to take responsibility for the training of the operators, while there is a 

difference in Tuve where the project teams themselves take less or no responsibility of 

training the operators for the upcoming changes. Therefore it feels like the Ghent produc-

tion unit has more clear roles, it’s more clear who is responsible for what. 
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Our respondents do not believe there is a better or worse way of working; however they 

perceive that things are done more rapidly in Belgium, as they have in their culture to act 

and not sit around and discuss. In Sweden, there are more discussions because everyone 

has to agree and create a consensus of a specific change, which in turn results in a deeper 

approval but takes longer to decide upon. However, in Tuve, it’s perceived to be easier to 

initiate projects and changes. In general however, as a rule you achieve better results if you 

involve everyone compared to if you don’t. 

Another difference is the spirit of the employees; in Ghent they look more serious and 

proud of working for a company as Volvo and they are very focused and productive, as 

they do the same operations and projects with fewer resources compared to the production 

unit in Tuve. When changes are made in the Tuve production unit and passed along to 

Belgium through the established network mentioned earlier, and it’s adapted in Ghent very 

quickly. 

The way of handling the material passed through the network also differs, because of the 

differences in hierarchies and traditions between Sweden and Belgium. As mentioned, 

Tuve is the pilot plant for the changes and this is probably because Sweden has a more in-

novative culture and creative way to work, the high-ceiling approach makes it easy to ques-

tion and discuss changes. In Ghent, it’s harder to get these discussions because of their top 

management hierarchy. This probably affects the creativity and innovation ability, but you 

get a more productive and structured way of working. The freedom in Tuve makes them 

less productive, but they are more likely to identify innovative changes as they do not need 

to ask for permission to try out their ideas. 

So in general, the main difference is that there is a more controlled way of working in 

Ghent, where you really focus on working towards the way that you’ve decided upon, and 

are strict to go through with that decision. In Sweden they decide to work in a particular 

way, but are not as good as Belgium to follow up that they’re working according to their 

decision, as it is more accepted to take personal initiatives than follow a specific work or-

der. 

4.5.3 Russia (vs Sweden and Belgium) 

The production unit in Russia has recently been established and is therefore considered a 

relative young unit. This means that the production unit is managed by people from both 

Sweden and Belgium, and the goal is to enhance the competence of the Russian employees 

so that they can manage their own unit in the future. However, this is a long term goal and 

may take a while to be able to achieve. As the production unit is relative young, the current 

experience is relative low compared to the other production units. Because of the lack of 

experience, the Russians are overall very receptive to perform changes in their production 

unit. They are thankful to receive ways of working and how to perform operations and they 

are very thorough to do what they are told to do from the headquarters. 

It is decided that Sweden and Belgium is supposed to take care of the production unit in 

Russia, which is done by sending them the necessary information regarding how to per-
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form changes and certain operations. Sweden and Belgium decides what the production 

unit in Russia needs, however, the problem is to establish and gain approval for the decided 

needs from the management in Russia. This is because the Russian management does not 

want to be involved to early in a project, but as mentioned, they are still receptive to per-

form the changes but the process takes longer time as they take their time to gain approval 

for the changes. The main goal is that the production unit in Russia uses the processes and 

operations developed in Sweden and Belgium. But as the management in Russia gets in-

volved in a later stage of the development, they have their own ideas how to perform the 

changes themselves and this may be a problem as the production units in Sweden and Bel-

gium already implemented these changes. 

This is also due to a communication issue, they receive the changes from the management 

in Sweden and Belgium, but it is observed that it’s hard to know if they really understand 

what they are supposed to do. This could be because of the hierarchies in the production 

unit in Russia, it is observed that the employees does not question any changes while a 

manager is present, but as soon as a manager is not present they question the changes and 

reveal what is unclear to them. Therefore, it’s a problem to know if an approval has been 

established for the changes, and because of this the changes may not be performed as 

planned as the Russian managers have their own ideas on how to implement the change. 

One reason regarding the Russians lack of involvement from the beginning in a project is 

that they need permission by the government to perform changes in their production unit. 

In Sweden and Belgium, it is possible to wait a long time to decide how the production line 

is going to be designed for a new product type. In Russia, they have to know exactly how 

the changes affect the design of the production line and they are required to send in docu-

ments and get an approval for the changes by the government, and this permission can take 

up to six months to get. Therefore, the gap between the introduction of a new product be-

tween the production units might be a good thing, because Sweden and Belgium might not 

have the information required by the Russian production unit before they have imple-

mented the changes themselves and this might be a reason why the Russians don’t want to 

be involved to early in a project.  

4.5.4 Brazil (vs Russia, Belgium and Sweden) 

Brazil in general is more related to Russia in an economy perspective, whereas Sweden and 

Belgium are stronger economies. This means that the market itself is less mature in Brazil 

and Russia, which leads to that good job opportunities are rare in these markets. In general, 

they don’t have the same resources for investment opportunities as the stronger econo-

mies. This can be observed in the differences in hierarchies as for example operators do 

not have a strong voice but they really value their job. In Brazil, being employed by Volvo 

is considered important as it’s a structured company with good salaries which is rare com-

pared to other companies in Brazil. This leads to that the employees are really committed 

to the company and their work, which also can be observed in Russia and to some degree 

in Belgium.  
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The production unit in Brazil operates more independent compared to the other produc-

tion units, which has resulted in employees being more willing to improve and change es-

pecially as they feel that the company is providing a good job environment. There are hie-

rarchy levels in Brazil that possibly would affect changes and improvements, but in general 

the commitment and willingness to improve has resulted in significant acceptance for every 

employee to get involved, which is more the Volvo Way of working, and not the Brazilian 

way. The organizational structures in Brazil are similar to Russia, with a top-down ap-

proach. However, at Volvo they began early to develop the team-based approach in Brazil 

and now have a strong culture of performing improvement projects in teams. With this 

structured way of working, the production unit in Brazil experience easy implementations 

and great acceptance for changes. In a top-down structure, it’s obvious that the employees 

must be more responsible and understand what is going on, in that sense a team structure 

puts less responsibility on the individual. This is something the production unit in Brazil 

really achieved. 

Comparing this to Sweden and Belgium, where Belgium clearly has a more developed team 

structure which leads to a more stable work environment. There are visible differences in 

results and productivity comparing the production units in Sweden and Belgium. The team-

based structure makes it easier to implement changes, which means that teamwork will re-

sult in faster implementation where you have an environment where the employees are 

more committed and value their work. And this is where Brazil and Belgium are more simi-

lar compared to Sweden. 

However, there is a difference in initiating an improvement project in Brazil compared to 

Sweden; the Brazilians consider themselves as more flexible people. The difference in 

projects can be observed as Sweden plan with lots of discussion, striving for an agreement 

and consensus between the employees. In Sweden, there is a bigger confidence in solutions 

and decisions based on that specific solution. In Brazil, with a Latin based culture, it’s 

common to come to a decision more rapidly. Brazilians don’t react the same way to 

changes as Swedes do; as Swedes try to understand the purpose of the change, aiming for 

employee interaction to gain confidence in the solution. The Brazilians aim for a more high 

speed implementation with less focus on discussion and consensus, which can be related to 

the approach they use in Belgium.  

The difference between the production units in Brazil and Belgium is that the project man-

agers in Brazil have authority over resources in the whole organization, which is more like 

the approach in Sweden. Therefore, it requires more effort to drive a project and secure re-

sources compared to Belgium, but Volvo is project oriented and the Brazilians are striving 

to get that culture. As they want to adapt to this project oriented way, with their culture of 

high speed implementation, some problems occur. For example, it has been observed that 

it’s hard to get the Brazilians to do as agreed upon, the final decision usually differ between 

the production units. This is probably because the Brazilians lack of creating discussions 

and gaining a consensus of a solution. 
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5 Analysis 

 

This part will present the analysis of our study. 

 

5.1 Volvo Trucks and international quality management 

Chang and Kim (1995) introduced the concept global quality management (GQM) where 

the scope of quality management is widened from cross functional to cross organizational 

and cross country organization. Volvo has a matrix organization where process owners 

drive process development across the different production units that are located within dif-

ferent countries, this seem to be in line with this. The market orientation is said to be a 

high priority and diversified and Volvo seem to address this by putting a strong emphasis 

on customer value as the trucks are produced to specific orders. The diversity seems to be 

solved through their strategy to be able to produce everything in every factory in order to 

be really flexible, although they are not there yet. That calls for a production orientation is 

line with GQM because they need to provide high flexibility, an orientation they indeed 

have. The location of control is located in the headquarters in Sweden that are responsible 

for European manufacturing although they also work with a factory in Brazil. So this HQ is 

appointed to this specific region. There is no common information system between the 

factories. Volvo seem to emphasize most of what GQM is about according to (Chang & 

Kim 1995) the focus on market orientation and production orientation and how to provide 

control over quality management on a global scale. The issue regarding different stages of 

quality evolution is hard to reflect over; instead it seems that the heritage of different 

processes from when the factories were their own is an issue that takes time to align.   

The ability to improve comes with a package of values that needs to be emphasized in or-

der to create a responsive culture. TQM has been defined in many ways and is seen as cul-

ture Dahlgaard et al. (1998), management system Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000) and a founda-

tion (Prajogo & Sohal, 2002). For example Nystrom et al. (2001) say that TQM has a 

strong relationship with the organizations culture and Gore (1999) that TQM can create an 

organizational culture that supports improvements. Organizational culture in turn can be 

derived from the organizations vision, management style and personality of the founder 

and is something that distinguishes a group of people from another and exist inside within 

other culture (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005). Lagrosen (2004) proposed a framework for 

dealing with quality management in an multinational setting where he supported the use of 

common values and practices.    

Volvo trucks seem to have emphasized the use of common values with the Volvo Way that 

is explained to aim to express the culture, behavior and values that should be shared 

through the entire Volvo group. Indeed something that is derived from the vision of the 

organization and should be seen as their intended or desired organizational culture.  
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The values of TQM, by comparing different authors, were found to be continuous im-

provement, to be process oriented and use systems, base decisions according to facts, 

people, and customer focus. Most of these values are all reflected in the Volvo Way and 

seem to influence and shape how improvements are decided upon and started using team 

based projects. At first there is a process focus that is expressed to achieve quality and meet 

the demands of both internal and external customers. Main processes is divided into prod-

uct development, manufacturing and customer processes that are seen as connected activi-

ties. There is a goal to have the same processes everywhere and that goal is gradually 

reached when there is new products that requires change.  Customer focus is important 

and they want to meet customer expectations today and in the future. Customer focus also 

seem to drive innovation in product development that lie the foundation for bigger innova-

tive process improvements that in turn calls for other improvements related to the new 

process. This relates good to the Kano model where new products and thereby processes 

satisfy the innovation part and processes are improved to satisfy explicit and unspoken re-

quirements (Besterfield et al 1999). Regarding the people factor there is a stated emphasis 

on employee involvement, open dialogue and feedback that are to maintain organizational 

culture. When addressing people issues the respondents talk a lot of the company’s team 

structure that is stated to get work in the same direction and achieved more effectively, this 

is something that comes up in . The facts are gathered trough the common network and 

enable that the best solutions are undertaken. 

In continuous improvement the business environment today is rapidly changing and you 

need to be flexible, responsive, and have an ability to adapt to change (Anderson & Kaye 

1999). The ability to improve was divided in four elements by (de Jager et al. 2004). The 

respondents are stating here again that there are no problems with these and that change is 

what they work with also again that if they don’t do the changes they cannot produce any-

thing. So it seems that the working with improvement is nothing strange and that there is 

an acceptance that you need to do that. 

The connection between organizational culture and TQM is that it can provide a culture 

that support improvements (Gore 1999) and facilitates organizational learning (Pool 2000). 

As Volvo seem to emphasize all core values in TQM and that it comes from the vision in 

the Volvo Way they have made it their organizational culture.    

Spencer (1994) related TQM to organizational structure and found that in order to em-

phasize TQM at its fullest you needed an organic structure as well as a mechanistic struc-

ture. Dependent on the performance needed maintaining quality or innovating products or 

processes. The way Volvo work with these structures seems to support their process im-

provements. It is divided into process development and process execution where the long 

term process development is made mainly by the process owners and process managers. 

The process development task seem to be to decide about processes which to use which Is 

sometimes done by looking at best practices between the different production units. Re-

flecting this to structure it seems that this type improvement work tends to be more to-

wards the organic structure of TQM since it is about learning and being flexible in order to 

come up with new processes. The role of the production unit on the other hand is mainly 
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supposed to implement the process that is decided and measure and control that it per-

forms as intended, i.e. work with existing processes. This seem to relate more to the me-

chanistic side of TQM because it is more related to conforming to the standards that are 

decided and efficiency and performance goals. Korukonda & Watson (1994) related the 

two structures and said that they could be needed in different stages of process initiation, 

organic in the initiation and mechanistic in implementation. This in a way support how 

people working with the process development needs a more organic and flexible structure 

and that process execution can be more towards the mechanistic since it more about im-

plementing. The way Volvo works tough seem to depict that when working with develop-

ment both parties have to work in an organic way and when working with execution in a 

mechanistic way. Hence there seems to exist a need for switching between these two struc-

tures.   

 

According to Hofstede & Hofstede (2005) organizations are held together by its practices 

and Lagrosen (2004) said what keeps international units together is common practices and 

that the amount of control can differ between them. Volvo emphasizes this by using the 

Volvo production system as a standard practice which is based on lean manufacturing and 

seems to have an influence from six sigma as well. This practice is performed both in the 

development phase as well as execution phase in that the processes are developed and im-

proved in order with the concept of lean production and six sigma. So it confirms that 

practices are a strong factor in handling international units but it still seems that there is 

some freedom related to how to perform them. This seems to be in order with the critical 

factors of a lean project were the most critical factor is leadership, management and so on 

which seems to be in line with the organizational culture that leaders and management are 

promoting. It was said by Achanga et al. (2005) that successful companies are those that 

maintain a sustainable and proactive culture and that the creation of an organizational cul-

ture that can operate globally support lean implementation. Promoting this as a system and 

a common practice that everyone works with should create an organizational culture that 

enables the work in different cultures. The relation between the common values and prac-

tices seems to be that the values emphasize the important things to work with in a compa-

ny and that the practices are more suited to keep this up.  

Mechanistic Mechanistic 
Organic 

Organic 

Figure 5-1: Process responsibilties matrix and structure 
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Adler mentioned three ways in how to manage subsidiaries. The way Volvo does this de-

pends on the current state of each factory. The ethnocentric approach is used in that newer 

factories receives help from the more established factories of Sweden and Belgium so that 

they are kind of established in the way Volvo works, and at the same time it seems that 

they have a lot to learn. They are polycentric in that they mostly have local personal but the 

standards that they should work according to are promoted all through Volvo. 

5.2 Differences reflected to national culture dimensions 

Power distance 

 

Figure 5-2: Differences in power distance 

According to theory there is a big gap between the power distance of Sweden and the other 

countries with Russia as the very highest. The empirical results agree to this as it is said that 

Sweden is more flat and that projects can be driven with freedom in that the project groups 

can make decisions without the consultation of a manager. Also in that many say that 

Swedes can act little as their own boss and that you can start something without asking for 

permission from its boss. In Belgium most agree that it is more hierarchical, the respon-

dents mention the respect for the manager and that their decisions is much more respected, 

also that they want more control and that nothing can be changed without their approval. 

Russia shows somehow the pattern in that there is respect for the manager and that you 

should not question him/her. Brazil is described as being hierarchical and is compared to 

Russia in that sense.  
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Uncertainty avoidance 

 

Figure 5-3: Differences in uncertainty avoidance 

According to theory Sweden has a low uncertainty avoidance compared to the other coun-

tries. In the case of Sweden the empirical study show that Sweden may be a bit more open 

to ideas and innovative ideas and that changes can be performed quite easily which has to 

do with not being as structured as the other countries. Although there is little support for if 

any of the other countries are high on this dimension. Even the case that they are more 

structured none of the respondents can say that they can relate to this dimension. It seems 

that the power distance in the different countries is what could lead to some uncertainty 

avoidance in that is relates to a more structured way of working and thereby more uncer-

tainty. 

National culture and structure 

Tata & Prasad (1998) related national culture to organizational structure and said that pow-

er distance and uncertainty avoidance is related to the outcomes of TQM. Hofstede (1985) 

related the same dimensions to the structure and functioning on an organization. Based on 

theory and the empirical results Sweden is located in the Village market and the others in 

the pyramid of people saying that Sweden is more towards the organic structure and the 

other countries towards the mechanistic structure. This is in line with theory but is seems 

that power distance is the dimension that influences the most in Volvos Case. Uncertainty 

avoidance were hard to tie between theory and the empirical results, however this is in line 

with the results of Lagrosen (2004) in his study of quality management in international 

companies.  

This seems to reflect how these dimensions, especially power distance, affect the work with 

improvements in Volvos organization. In the process development phase the work were 

concluded to be more related to the organic approach. Since many of the respondents are 

Swedish and work at the headquarters with overall process development and coordinate 

between the different factories their way of working would be the optimal. The structure of 
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the other countries tough seem to hinder this a bit as they are not as open and seem a bit 

uncomfortable by the Swedish organic approach. In process execution on the other hand 

the respondents seem to think that the mechanistic approach seem to work better, which is 

mainly illustrated by that the Belgium factory is said to perform implementation faster and 

get better results than the Swedish factory. An implication from that is that the Russian and 

Brazilian factories seem to be less aligned and developed compared to the Swedish and 

Belgium factory. This means that the results from them do not give an equal comparison. 

They although show the same tendencies about implementation and taking quick decisions. 

So in picture x the preferred power distance in each phase of improvements is shown ac-

cording to theory and our empirical findings.  

 

 

 

 

Masculinity 

 

Figure 5-5: Differences in masculinity 

According to theory Sweden is very feministic compared to the other countries. The empir-

ical study shows that the Swedish culture is much about discussing and reaching consensus 

about a specific change which is said to provide a deeper understanding about the im-

provement and what the change will mean. In Belgium there is more a culture of acting and 

not sitting around and the workers seem more focused on working and being productive 
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Figure 5-4: Process responsiblity matrix and power distance 
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which related good to the theory of Belgium being a masculine country. Brazil was in the 

empirical results said to aim for high speed implementation and not discuss and come to a 

consensus so much as the Swedes do relating to higher masculinity than Sweden. As Russia 

is so heavily controlled by managers from the other units it was hard to get at conclusion 

about if they were masculine or feminine.   

Individualism 

 

Figure 5-6: Differences in individualism 

According to theory Sweden and Belgium are seen to be more individualistic than Brazil 

and Russia. The empirical results although show little evidence for vice versa. Volvos cul-

ture though is heavily influenced by teamwork in projects and such. So it seems that the 

other international dimensions in this case affect how people from the different nations 

behave inside of these groups. For example it seems that power distance affect the open-

ness of the actors in the group in that it is hard to get feedback and a discussion going. This 

is something that seems to be important in the development phase as they are to reach a 

consensus about a uniform process that is to be used in every factory.  

Values and practices 

Lagrosen (2002) found that the success of quality management practices depended on 

power distance and uncertainty avoidance. And it is argued by Mathews (2001) that such 

practices are implemented in different ways due to those dimensions. This seems to be true 

as they way people are acting seem often seem to match the values they posses according 

to theory. The results from lagrosen (2002) that the nations with high PDI and UAI focus 

on leaders and that responsibility is theirs seem to be correct as well as the other way 

around were low PDI and UAI focus more on the individual and give them responsibility.  

Marchese (2001) said that continuous improvement is not as sensitive to culture if you 

adapt the practices to it while Lagrosen (2003) argued that it is affected because improve-

ment lead to change and the structure that is needed for a business process focus. Since 

many improvements are due to new products there is an understanding that without 
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change they cannot produce the new products. Secondly as the different factories have 

been a part o Volvo for different periods of time there seems to be differences in the wil-

lingness for change. For example the factory in Russia is very keen to receive help and learn 

to work according to how Volvo does it. So with in line with Marchese (2001) there seem 

not to be so much the cultural differences but instead the state of the factory and how in-

corporated it is in the Volvos organization.  

Agrawal & Mehra (2002) say that for global companies the elements of attitude towards 

quality, the use of teams, empowerment and goals. We have not found that there are differ-

ences in if one culture favor quality over another but some indices when comparing Swe-

den and Belgium is that quality always seem to be better in the Belgium factory. In use of 

teams they say collectivistic companies should perform that in a better way. As Volvos or-

ganization is based on teamwork this seems not to be culture specific but it seems like it 

depends on how long this has been emphasized. The empirical results here show that the 

respondents think that Brazil stands regarding this. According to theory it is a collectivistic 

culture but at the same time the use of teams had been going on before it became a Volvo 

factory. Quality goals were said to be affected by uncertainty avoidance in that instructions 

and expectations had to be clearly stated. This is something we have not seen.   
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6 Conclusions 

 

In this chapter our conclusions are presented 

 

Quality management in an multinational company seem to be handled through the use of 

common values that emphasize TQM as well as other firm specific values, that are spread 

as the intended organizational culture. Inside a multinational company the value of cus-

tomer focus seems to drive new product improvements that are the base for improvements 

in processes and process development. In order to achieve total quality there is an incentive 

to use the same processes in every factory and this calls for different ways of orientation 

between different factories and depends on how long it been in the organization of Volvo 

and how developed it was before that. This is done through their matrix organization that 

divides it up in development of processes and execution of processes. These were find to 

relate to different dimensions of TQM where one emphasize a more innovative way of 

driving improvement where involvement and discussion is important and one that is more 

controlled in order to execute and control the existing developed process.   

When adapting common quality management practices to fit a multinational company it 

seems that the practices promoted are more towards practices that are related to process 

improvement as lean and six sigma. They provide for similar ways of working despite cul-

ture and are what everyone should work according to.  

When asking about improvement work in general there seem to be a concensus in that the 

organization is very open for improvements and that it is needed in order to compete. So 

national culture just seem to impact the way they have chosen to work with improvements, 

not the resistance towards it. The results showed strong correlation to theory regarding dif-

ferences in power distance and that is what seems to influence the work the most regarding 

cultural differences. It related to the different dimensions of TQM where the power dis-

tance of Swedish culture seemed more appropriate in the process development phase and 

the power distance of Belgium, Russia and Belgium seemed more appropriate for the ex-

ecution phase.  

So the impact of national culture in multinational companies will most likely differ on how 

improvements are initiated, the amount of standardization between different factories and 

if there is a standardized way to work throughout the organization. The result provided 

that especially power distance seems to be a value that is deeply rooted and impact practic-

es. This should be taken into consideration when working with people from different cul-

tures.  

Future research should focus more on these separate parts of improvement projects, de-

velopment and implementation, in order to provide a deeper understanding of that. Also it 

would be interesting to do a similar study where the headquarters is situated in a culture re-

flected by a high power distance. 
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