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Lean is a strategy

Florian Magnani, Michael Ballé, Godefroy Beauvallet

Lean has been variously described as a coherent set of manufacturing techniques (Shah and
Ward, 2003), guiding principles (Liker, 2004), a set of operational practices (Karlsson and
Ahlstrdm, 1996), or an integrated socio-technical system (Shah and Ward, 2007). The term
“lean” was originally coined to capture the difference in operating theory between Toyota and
its competitors in the 1980s. It was clear to the original research team that they were witnessing
a new industrial paradigm, which has proved harder to capture than originally thought. Looking
at lean experiences and experiments outside of Toyota has led to a richer understanding of what
it encompasses (Ball¢ et al., 2017). Previous research pointed out that lean encompasses
different levels of abstraction: from the philosophy (conceptual level) to its translation in terms

of operational practices (empirical level) (Marodin and Saurin, 2013).

The intention to capture the “essence” of lean gave rise to multiple theoretical interpretations,
leading to heterogenous and wide-ranging models of lean adoption (Anand and Kodali, 2010).
Often derived from quantitative research, such models can lack the contextual elements needed
to help practitioners adapt how they will adopt lean. Most models focus on the creation of a
technical system of continuous improvement, without a clear idea of the potential gains from a
human perspective (Netland, 2013). Progress in research has shown that lean has evolved from
a set of production methods to a complex and comprehensive organizational system,
considering all stakeholders in the organization, and changing fundamentally how to apprehend

company strategy (Ballé ef al., 2017; Marodin and Saurin, 2013).



Lean frameworks can be classified into two main categories, namely "conceptual" and
"empirical" frameworks. The more conceptual frameworks discuss the content of lean, i.e.,
what the elements of a lean system are (Karlsson and Ahlstrém, 1996; Shah and Ward, 2003),
while the empirical frameworks discuss how to implement lean, including what should be the
adoption steps and what feedback loops are in play to reinforce (or slow) adoption. About 30
frameworks were detailed and reviewed by Anand and Kodali (2010) based on their
comprehensiveness, level of abstraction, and the degree of fit they present for adoption in an
organization. The results showed that most of the frameworks examined were not constructed
holistically, while many had rather high levels of abstraction. Recognizing lean as a strategy is

a first attempt to connect these frameworks.

The central debate we want to discuss in this chapter is whether lean is a strategy or a set of
operational principles to execute strategy determined elsewhere. Our contention is that lean is
a strategy, and one based on learning that does not separate “strategic” thinking from execution
(Ball¢, Chaize, ef al., 2019). Our second contention is that this is the point of view of leaders
known to be successful with lean (Ball¢, Chartier, et al., 2019; Byrne, 2012). This contention
underlines the failure of any other interpretation of lean and its adoption (Secchi and Camuffo,

2019; Soliman, 2013).

In the first section of this chapter, the four levels of understanding identified in the lean
literature will be presented. The second section is about the interpretation of lean as a strategy.
And the third section shows how this strategy is implemented, primarily through the adoption

process. Avenues for research will conclude this chapter.

Levels of understanding in the lean literature

Lean has been approached, both from philosophical or pragmatic levels and then from strategic

or operational levels (Pettersen, 2009). This and other researchers' findings (Bhamu and



Sangwan, 2014) highlight that lean is polymorphic, making its theoretical capture complex and
applicable until research leads us to a new understanding. The concept becomes richer and more

refined as we study it at different levels of abstraction.

Philosophical vs pragmatical levels

At a philosophical level, Shah and Ward (2007) conceptualized lean as an integrated socio-
technical system, with the ambition of eliminating sources of waste by reducing or minimizing
internal, customer, and supplier variability. The identification and elimination of waste are often
reported in the lean literature (Liker, 2004; Ohno, 1988; Womack and Jones, 1996) but only
serve one primary purpose: to show how to improve customer value by recognizing activities
that add no value from the customer's perspective. Lean, however, is anchored on the human
dimension of work: the alignment of managerial practices and the corporate value system,
which are the legacy of the tacit knowledge of Toyota's leaders, managers, and employees

(Hino, 2005).

At a pragmatic level, several works have shown that there are major differences between lean
as it is practiced and what is described in the literature (Brdnnmark and Benn, 2012). Adler and
Cole (1993) study lean, at an individual level around the role, played by employees who are
responsible for the quality produced, as well as the suggestions and implementation of
improvements. Ensuring that employees operate lean practices daily represents the most
difficult part to achieve (Drew et al., 2004). This would mean paying systematic and continuous
attention to operations, the work environment, behaviors, and infrastructure to adapt the

adoption process.

Operation versus Strategic levels
Moreover, lean exists at both an operational and strategical level (Hines ef al., 2004): on the

operational side, lean practices help identify and reduce non-value-added activities to



encourage continuous improvement and help operationalize its strategic dimension. In this
sense, lean is seen as a transformation of work, redefining the level of requirements to master
and improve operational tasks (Losonci ef al., 2011). The majority of the studies are carried out
at this operational level, and notable research has already explained this level in great detail
(Belekoukias et al., 2014; Negrao et al., 2017). At the strategic level, lean provides the
foundation for managers to understand value from the customer's perspective and to focus
internal efforts on exploring and optimizing that value. In this sense, lean can be perceived as
a set of strategic orientations that focus on understanding end customer value by achieving flow
efficiency while ensuring quality levels, with resource efficiency as a byproduct (Modig and

Ahlstrom, 2012).

Referring to lean as a strategy of course imports all the well-known complexities associated
with the ambiguity of the term “strategy” (Mintzberg, 1987). Distinguishing within “lean”
layers similar to the “five P’s” Mintzberg differentiates within “strategy” (strategy as plan, ploy,

pattern, position or perspective) proves helpful:

. “Lean-as-system” encompasses all the tools and activities pioneered by Toyota and
present in lean companies (from pull systems to kaizen-style continuous
improvement activities) (Marodin and Saurin, 2013; Netland, 2013; Soliman ef al.,
2018);

. “Lean-as-pattern” reflects the intent of fostering collective learning and generating
knowledge which must be present in all activities for lean efforts to be successful. It
gives consistency to the behavior of Lean-as-system practitioners and resilience to
the systems they put to work. Maintaining Lean-as-pattern alive is the main task of

a class of actors specific to lean, the sensei (Ball¢é et alii, 2019);



. “Lean-as-competitive-advantage” is the often-vaunted situation of Toyota and of
other companies whose lean mastery helps on the market. It is the “silver bullet” of
many lean consultants, their selling point, even though few companies have
achieved Lean-as-pattern at a scale comparable to Toyota’s (Lewis, 2000);

. “Lean-as-perspective” is the collective intuition of lean practitioners and sensei
about how the world works. It is visible in shared quasi-aesthetic judgments, such
as “no liking inventory”, and intra-daily routines and rituals, such as being willing
to hear “problems first”. The “lean paradigm” contrasts with Taylorism and
Financial management as the general theory of business. It informs the way lean
practitioners create strategies at the firm level and “practice lean” in the field
according to the three other definitions. The epitome of Lean-as-perspective is the
name of the first workbook of the lean community: Learning to see (Rother and

Shook, 1999) and is discussed in more depth by Ahlstrom et al. (2021).

The multifaceted aspects of lean make it hard to grasp in a linear discursive structure, and
therefore most researchers focus only on the form they are familiar with, without fully grasping
the interactivity between the different forms that exist. Many debates about lean articulate —
and sometimes mix — these four layers, similarly, to debates about strategy. Future research is
encouraged to express their point of view, the supported definition, the artifacts, or the
framework chosen by the researcher and by the organizations studied, in order to better

appreciate the results of the studies.



Highlights of the strategic interpretation of lean

Inviting researchers to illustrate the details of the organization being studied and the practices
being observed will bring nuance to the results. This will also help identifying the reasons for

the organization's adoption of lean and the implicit strategy to achieve the expected results.

Previous efforts to describe lean as a strategy

In its simplest form, strategy is a way to achieve your goal, a path to victory. But isn't choosing
a goal also strategy? Strategy is a young discipline, and few people agree on how to define it,
or even if there is a way to define it. In the very early days of “strategy”, Chandler (1962)
wrote: "Strategy is the determination of the basic long-term goals of an enterprise, and the
adoption of courses of action and the allocation of resources necessary for carrying out these
goals." Nevertheless, the overarching goal of business strategy seems to be a sustainable
advantage to thrive under conditions of uncertainty. Uncertainty is relevant to the many moving
parts: markets change, enabling technologies change, the company and its supplier networks
change, and so strategy, which is meant to be a framework for medium- or long-term success,
is by its nature always in flux. Businesses should both win the day to deliver promised value to
customers and profits to shareholders, and evolve and adapt to changing, often difficult-to-see
conditions. As discussed previously, Mintzberg (1987) provides five definitions of strategy:
plan, ploy, pattern, position, and perspective. As Stacey (1996) states: ‘The dynamics of
successful organizations are therefore those of irregular cycles and discontinuous trends, falling
within qualitative patterns, fuzzy but recognizable categories taking the form of archetypes and
templates’. This stream of decision successions appears to be consistent with sufficient time.
This means that while some short-term control is possible through traditional techniques, long-

term development avoids the kind of linear, analytical reasoning that underlies many of these



techniques. Getting out of the management control aspect of the strategy is a challenge that lean

literature intended to discuss.

Looking at the lean literature, numerous studies visualized the long-term objectives of lean
initiatives, but few studies talk about lean as a strategy. The one that discusses lean strategy
from a corporate level identified at first lean as a strategic innovation, introducing fragility and
flexibility in its system that provides dynamic competitive advantages (Helmold, 2020;
Volberda, 2006). This strategic innovation reevaluates decisions related to capital allocation,
mergers, acquisitions, partnerships, diversification scope, and coverage. Every choice is made
taking care of stakeholders from the suppliers to the final customers to maximize the value and
outcomes from an efficiency point of view and a human resource point of view (Smeds, 1994).
Some studies found that lean strategy from a product level is driven by designing, producing,
and selling the right product at the right time (Morgan and Liker, 2006). It has changed the way
we have looked at innovation, with the introduction of incremental innovation that, over time,
will be disruptive innovation. Regarding lean strategy from a functional level, it focuses on
cross-functional cooperation between research & development, production, supply chain,
marketing, HR, and finance to pursue shared and mutual objectives (Singh et al., 2009). Finally,
studies identifying the lean strategy from a business level depicted the planning, change
initiatives, collaborative partnership, but most importantly the strong and robust alignment with
the corporate level (Ahmadjian and Lincoln, 2000). This alignment is materialized by hoshin
kanri, which strives to create strong links and alignment between management control of day-
to-day activities (hoshin) and a compass for direction (kanri). Although studies have
investigated lean strategy as one of the most successful management strategies for improving
organizational performance (Chen and Taylor, 2009), researchers have found that lean strategy
can positively contribute to organizational innovation moderated by human resource

management, especially through knowledge management (Shin and Alam, 2022). The aim is to



create a more knowledge-based organization (Nonaka, 1994) that will lead to organizational
learning (autonomy and collective learning) anchored in organizational memory (i.e culture).
This knowledge-based organization is usually accomplished by reinforcing its dynamic

capabilities.

There are multiple ways to achieve a lean strategy (Netland, 2013). What they all have in
common is that they create dynamic capabilities to respond to internal and external uncertainties
and organizational constraints (Pil and Fujimoto, 2007). These dynamic capabilities are defined
as the ability of employees to integrate, construct and reconfigure the competencies they hold
to inform the transformations that result from the adoption (Teece et al., 1997). They are
displayed throughout Improvement, which relies on a set of interrelated meta-routines to
incrementally improve existing products/processes, and throughout Innovation, which relies on
a set of interrelated meta-routines to develop new products/processes (Furlan and Vinelli,
2018). These dynamic capabilities emerge as organizational competencies that denote existing
learning patterns, as they ultimately modify the learning mechanisms themselves. These
organizational competencies will evolve and stabilize into a new collective learning pattern that
systematically generates new operational practices (Zollo and Winter, 2002). It should be noted
that these dynamic capabilities emerge in the organization through the processes of
acclimatization, commitment, and development of employees (i.e the human dimension of

lean).

Over time, a complex, intricate system will emerge from these dynamic capabilities. The system
components and their connections were already explained in previous research through the lens
of complex system theory (Saurin et al., 2013). The lean system emerging from these dynamics
capabilities : (1) give visibility to processes, practices, and outcomes, (2) encourage diversity

of perspectives when making decisions, (3) anticipate and monitor the impact of small changes,



(4) design slack while anticipating its side-effects, (5) monitor and understand the gap between
prescription and practice, (6) create an environment to support and develop organizational
resilience. We argue that the lean system most researchers discuss is the outcome of a multi-
layered lean strategy, encompassing generalized lean activities, lean behavior patterns,
leveraging lean features (agility, quality, e.g.) as a competitive advantage, and communicating
within the company as a worldview compatible with lean tenets. Adopting lean incorrectly,
without considering its strategic aspects, increases the inefficiency of an organization’s
resources and reduced employee confidence in lean usefulness (Ball¢ et al., 2017). The success
and implementation of any particular management strategy normally depend upon
organizational characteristics, which means that all organizations should not or cannot
implement a similar set of strategies in their particular case (Shah and Ward, 2003). Therefore,
applying the appropriate lean strategy at the appropriate time for the appropriate company for
the right purposes seems crucial to leverage the benefits of its adoption. Consideration of
organizational contexts such as organization size, and organization resource limitations have
been noticeably lacking in research on the execution of lean strategies (Bortolotti ez al., 2015;
Marodin and Saurin, 2015).

The Five Strategic Fits of lean : a framework

Marksberry (2012), Samuel, Found, and Williams (2015) insisted that organizations need to
regard lean as a dynamic phenomenon and one which is constantly developing. This means that
lean is viewed as a never-ending long-term commitment (Bhasin and Found 2020). A word of
caution is offered by Mértensson, Snyder, and Ingelsson (2018), who suggest that companies
applying lean tend to possess the knowledge of tools and techniques but frequently fail in

direction, planning, and adequate project sequencing, i.e. the strategical aspects of it.

Based on our previous research, we can argue that these dynamic capabilities are anchored

into 5 fits (Ballé et al., 2017):



1. Customer fit: This is the most common fit. It focuses on understanding and satisfying
the needs of the customer. It involves the identification of the customer's
requirements and expectations and the provision of products and services that meet
those needs and maximize value (Womack and Jones, 1996).

2. Market fit: This fit is the understanding and timely response to market demand. It
requires monitoring market trends, identifying opportunities for growth or
improvement, and developing products and services that are in line with customer
needs quickly and efficiently (Morgan and Liker, 2006).

3. People fit: This fit emphasizes the importance of employee satisfaction,
involvement, and empowerment at all levels of the organization. It involves first
considering the preferences and needs of employees. It then involves creating a
culture of continuous improvement, providing training and development
opportunities, and involving employees in decision-making processes and
knowledge-sharing activities (Alagaraja and Egan, 2013).

4. Technology fit: The focus of this fit is on the use of technology to improve processes
and deliver better value to customers or employees. It involves the identification,
selection, and implementation of proven technology solutions that support lean
principles such as quality detection, visual management, and real-time data analysis
(Mothersell, 2009).

5. Capability Fit: This fit is the alignment of the organization's capabilities with its
strategic goals and objectives. It requires an understanding of the organization's
strengths and weaknesses, identification of areas for improvement, and making sure
that strategic directions are consistent with the resources and capabilities needed to

achieve them (Anand et al., 2009)

In an in-depth study of dozens of lean transformation efforts (Ball¢ et al., 2017; Medina and
Charles-Lavauzelle, 2020), all veteran researchers and company leaders in the lean field, have
shown that we can find at the root of lean thinking a radically different thinking process —
leading to both different decision-making and operational realization. This different thinking is
based on first finding problems at customers, workplace, and suppliers, then facing the

challenges these problems represent to succeed in the market, to frame issues in a way that



everyone in the company can understand what is at stake and so forming solutions from sharing
individual insights, initiatives, and experiments. This is contrasting to the traditional opposition
of strategy and execution represented in leaders defining situations in the boardroom, deciding
on options, driving them through the ranks, and then dealing with the unexpected consequences

of their decisions.

The lean strategy systematically integrates all activities affecting the products and services
provided to the firm’s customers, from product conception through the product life cycle,
whether these activities are performed by the firm itself, or by external suppliers or channel
members (Ahmed, 2021). It confirms the importance of vertical linkages—Ilinkages that exist
between a firm’s value chain and the value chains of its suppliers and channel members (Yusuf
and Adeleye, 2002). It also calls for the spanning of boundaries not only within a firm; but
between firms to engender a more competitive stance in the global marketplace. Then, the lean
strategy consists of fine-tuning the way the organization will adapt to the changes in its
environment. It combines transformational change where the organization is dramatically
severed from its past (‘framebreaking’), and adjustments to the structures, systems, or
technology while retaining continuity with the past (‘framebending’) (Nadler and Tushman,

1989)

To foster all of these changes and adjustments, managerial and human resource management
practices are also impacted (Shah and Ward, 2003) and consequently transformed. These
modifications will then evolve thanks to cumulative dynamic capabilities (Hansen and Meller,
2016), the ones related to the work system, the ones related to the improvement system, and
creating a new set related to the second-level improvement system leading to innovations.
Developing a system of continuous collective learning through solving the right problem in the

right way at the right time, every time is at the heart of lean strategy. Learning was built into



the purpose of Toyota's strategy, whereas most western companies that have tried to implement

lean have failed to include learning as Toyota did.

To conclude this section, we wanted to examine lean as a strategy, specifically through its 5
fits. The 5 fits help us to capture what are the key components to specify to consider a company's
lean strategy. We argue that the 5 fits are part of a framework that can be applied to different

contexts and that will produce an adapted and specific strategy.

Pathways toward a lean strategy

Consequently, there can be multiple lean strategies, but they are all inspired by the framework
we present. As a result, lean systems are specific to each company that adopts this framework

(Netland, 2012). This uniqueness can be seen in the many ways to get started with lean.

Traditional adoption process

Looking at the operational declinations of the lean strategy, three models coexist: models
constructed by academics; models resulting from consultants' interventions; and models
resulting from organizations' adoptions. Most of the models built by academics are the result of
quantitative research, thus mixing the specificities of each lean adoption in the considered
organization's (Netland, 2013). Models resulting from organizational adoptions are generally
empirical, technically biased, and, although influenced by contingency factors, these are rarely
specified. Anand and Kodali (2010) while studying adoption models described their shared
components: top management commitment, education and training of employees, management
of social relations, and management tools (or manufacturing techniques). Whether such traits

are specific to lean adoption remains uncertain.



Most strategic models describe Top-Down approaches, i.e., adoption is usually initiated by
senior management and implemented by dedicated teams through projects, thus including a
limited number of actors. In comparison, bottom-up approaches, based on the emerging
initiatives of field employees (including their local managers), have been mostly relegated to
the background. Womack and Jones (1996) showed that the Top-Down approach was inevitable
in the initial phase of lean adoption. However, it is supposed to give rise to a Bottom-up
approach, equipping employees with problem-solving skills that ultimately transform the
current organization into a learning organization (Liker, 2004). The field employees,
accompanied by the proximity managers, through these daily activities of continuous
improvement, participate in the adoption of lean and continue to contribute to its adoption in
the organization (Ohno, 1988; Shingo, 1981). Therefore, it seems essential to consider both
Top-Down and Bottom-up approach together, to make explicit the strategic dimension of lean.
Successful lean transformations use both approaches simultaneously: senior leadership adopts
the orientation of lean (focusing on customer satisfaction, improvement of quality, lead times,
and total cost reduction) while encouraging bottom-up kaizen from all workplace teams.
Driving both top-down and bottom-up initiatives is unusual in Western management and hard
to describe according to the traditional management paradigm, which leads researchers to
choose one or the other perspective, thereby missing one of the unique components of lean: it’s
a top-down initiative that rests on bottom-up operational improvement (Ballé et al, 2017).
Complementarity between top-down and bottom-up approaches can lead to better adoption
sustainability and operational results: this can also add to the 5 fits an additional fit to monitor,

the organizational fit (Galeazzo et al., 2021).

The analysis of models resulting from adoption by organizations shows that each company or
factory has developed its approach to designing its strategy and resulting management system.

Although these empirical models appear difficult to generalize, Anand and Kodali (2010) and



Netland (2013) have shown that some commonalities can emerge. The general message that
emerges is that a lean strategy, in its historical form, is adaptable to the circumstances,
organizational factors, and contextual factors (Marodin and Saurin, 2015) of the organizations
that adopt it. That reinforces the idea that each organization or company should appropriate

their adoption process to their specificities and their environment.

Alternative adoption process

With a look back to the roots of lean, we discovered an alternative adoption process that
possibly bypass the organizational fit we were discussing previously. Fujimoto (1999)
highlights the emergence of a multi-channel lean strategy. This explains the difference between
the logic of the initial stage of adoption of the elements of the TPS and their subsequent
diffusion in the organization in the second stage. This initial logic has been extensively studied
by researchers: Coriat (1991) describes it as a variety of small events and macroscopic
conditions responsible for the emergence or, more generally, the self-activation of lean, i.e. a
path-dependent logic (Cusumano, 1988). This strategy was not only the result of favorable
initial conditions but was shaped through the evolution of the organization. Van Driel and
Dolfsma (2009) propose to carefully analyze the timing and effects of the initial conditions that

shaped the strategy.

Individual and collective learning meta-routines, interacting with organizational episodes,
enabled a dynamic locking-in of the lean strategy: these metamorphoses form a process of
adoption that is both voluntaristic and opportunistic. Among these, one meta-routine that has
influenced the evolution over a long period is centered on transmission mechanisms:
managerial policies on knowledge transfer through the circulation of personnel in the plants,
and accumulation through the formal documentation of experiences, can explain the diffusion

of the lean strategy at Toyota (Hino, 2005; Van Driel and Dolfsma, 2009). The company's



dedication to this meta-routine still differentiates it from its main competitors: what Toyota
does best compared to its rivals is not the rational calculations before each experimentation, but
rather the systemization and institutionalization done after each experimentation (Fujimoto,
1999). The sequence of specific events, coupled with the meta-routines, could reveal the
emergence of organizational characteristics generated by initial conditions, eventually giving

rise to dynamic locking.

This lock-in was possible according to Knuf (1995) and Fujimoto (2012) through continuous
transformational learning supported by a processual dimension (preparation, implementation,
maintenance, evaluation) and by an interactional dimension (constant reflexivity of employees'
perspectives). The operationalization of the lean strategy was materialized using the knowledge
and skills of each employee to improve the existing system daily. On this point, even if
organizations have adopted lean all over the world, few have truly followed Toyota in that
respect (Saito and Cho 2012). TPS capitalizes on the unique characteristic of Japanese culture
with respect to employee commitment to organizational goals by incorporating other singular
attributes of Western employees. Fujimoto et al. (2009) explain that the development of this
dimension is done through education and skill building of each employee so that they can
understand the state of the current system, and then improve it toward the future system. Saito
and Cho (2012) prefer to use the term "Continuous Learning System" rather than TPS or lean

since it makes explicit the dynamic nature of the system.

The processual dimension of the Continuous Learning System is revealed when the incremental
adoption phase results in the creation or reinvention of certain organizational features that
support the adoption process (Knuf, 1995). Once a solid learning base is in place, the
organization is ready to broaden adoption by creating communities of learners, moving from a

focus on content (single-loop learning) to systemic learning (double-loop learning) (Barber,



2006). After learning how to work, through a succession of short learning loops, employees
learn by working (Argyris, 1993), thus institutionalizing the initial learning. The evaluation
phase is based on ongoing evaluations of the learning that accompanies the implementation of
the strategy. Since this evaluation is specific to the organization's pace of adoption, it is
designed locally by its members. Learning occurs by itself, through a stable social process
centered on a permanent questioning of actions to develop the capacity to act of the members

of the organization (Knuf, 1995).

Evolutionary learning capability as the key to lean strategy development

The lean strategy incorporates emergent qualities not known in advance related to the creative
element in the human dimension (Ohno, 1988). Fujimoto (1999) exposes these through the
evolutionary learning capability, which is both intentional and opportunistic in that the
organization uses established routines to generate potential improvements, and at the same time,
it can capture unexpected emergent improvements while intelligently institutionalizing them.
These improvements seem to be possible only because of the human dimension of the system,
i.e., its evolutionary learning capability (Cho, 1995). Importantly, this evolutionary learning

capability is one of the dynamic capabilities we discussed earlier.

The Toyota environment is strongly influenced by the concepts of Monozukuri and Hitozukuri
(Sugimori et al., 1977). It is often recalled that the focus on quality and continuous
improvement is achieved through Hitozukuri. Hitozukuri symbolizes the education of
employees, but also a social and continuous process that allows employees to develop their
skills, and to achieve recognition of their know-how and ability to solve problems in an
atmosphere of mutual trust (Ballé et al., 2017). By empowering employees, they naturally
deepen their practice and learn on their own to perform them more effectively. This concept is

often named in Western literature as the principle of "Respect for People" (Sugimori et al.,



1977). This principle is found in the Toyota Way and is characterized by the promotion of the
best possible human relationships between employees, centered around mutual trust,
transparency, accountability, motivation, and sound personnel recruitment and promotion
policies. Womack and Shook (2011) argue that for Toyota, "Respect for People" refers to the
psychological process built through a series of meaningful dialogues between managers and
their employees to help them identify dysfunction and empower them to act. It is about giving
meaningful activities to perform, ensuring that the environment is conducive to their execution,
and then generating learning situations for employees. This construct implicitly captures the
human resource development often referenced in the Toyota literature (Jayamaha et al., 2014),

as an inherent part of the lean strategy.

Human resource skill development is grounded in a combination of individual learning through
interactional deepening with managers in Toyota, or lean experts in adopting organizations
(Cho, 1995). Learning does not come only from training or from an accumulation of
information, but from interactions between employees. Hitozukuri aims to educate employees
to continuously use their knowledge and wisdom to maintain stable process-related conditions
and respond to anomalies in the organizational environment while capitalizing to improve its
functioning. Finally, Hitozukuri is akin to the continuous process of human development

around actions and interactions among actors (Saito et al. 2011).

As a result, there has been a shift from seeing lean as purely a process-oriented strategy to lean
as a people-oriented strategy (Jayamaha et al., 2014; Marodin and Saurin, 2013). Drawing on
the work of Fujimoto (1999) and Saito (1995), the lean strategy is therefore based on a dynamic
learning system that has evolved according to contextual constraints, but also according to

random trials, successive capitalizations, and knowledge transfer mechanisms. This dynamic



learning system is animated through the existence and development of an evolutionary learning

capability operated by all employees embodied by the Hitozukuri.

Conclusion and Future Research

In Western organizations, the key to prosperity lies in seeking to increase productivity. Previous
research tells us that productivity can be the result of three factors: work (sought through
organization and optimization), financial capital (sought through investment and innovation),
and human capital (sought through education, development, and use of skills). Human capital,
through lean, has a leverage effect on work (better organization, well-being, alignment) and
financial capital (innovation acceptance and improvement idea generation). The lean strategy
proposes and postulates that human capital is not acquired outside the company, but through
educational activities daily, in the work environment, while working. This is exemplified by
the Hitozukuri principle that create an evolutionary learning capability. Learning is, therefore,
inseparable from production. Lean becomes a strategy for the acceptance and valuation of
human capital to make better use of labor and financial capital, which consequently becomes a
major competitive advantage. All employees accept that they can make mistakes. Above all,
they are committed to identifying, understanding, and solving them. The lean system anchored
in the strategy is designed to highlight these errors and give people the tools and skills to deal
with them. At the same time, it develops their expertise, which ultimately delivers more value
to the customer. This is achieved by specializing in one's field and by working in teams to
improve coordinating expertise. This results in a more flexible organization, which can be used

to implement a more adaptive and dynamic strategy.

The literature is consistent in its message that lean sustainability is characterized by four traits:

scale (organization-wide), magnitude (influences the status quo), duration (can take years), and



strategic importance. History shows that Toyota has the most adaptative strategy regarding
contextual, economic, and environmental aspects of the competitive market but also regarding
crisis management. Lean is viewed as a dynamic strategy, in comparison to static strategies
clarified by Porter (2008), that is supported by a specific evolutionary learning capability

intertwining value chain control with dynamic capabilities development (Soliman ef al., 2018).

The first steps to understanding the lean strategy can be explained as follow:
1/ knowing what needs to be done better in the organization (learning to identify/see
what is in one's interest to improve, starting with what will convince customers)
2/ developing problem-solving routines that will, with time, shape an improvement
culture (learn to improve individually and collectively)
3/ investing the gains generated by problem-solving activities in what needs to be done

better and in what needs to be started (learn to capitalize and innovate).

The lean strategy, through mostly its evolutionary learning capability, can also be viewed as a
strategy-as-practice (Sage et al., 2012), i.e. something that people do rather than something that
a firm possesses. Looking at the practical aspects of lean helps connects the macro and micro-
practices of strategizing (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007). It also stretches the way strategies are not
only disseminated but appropriated, translated, and transformed by specific people, artifacts,
and events, often in an unintentional way. To open the discussion, looking deeper into lean as
a survival strategy, especially during these difficult times (Singh et al., 2009) can provide more

details about its strategic features.

We would like to suggest avenues for future research. The first avenue is to keep studying lean
through the prism of strategy. This was the main purpose of this chapter, and we specified future

directions in this regard throughout the article. The second avenue would be to study in a more



qualitative and contextual way the organizations by making explicit their strategy and the
researcher's point of view to mitigate the interpretations. Researchers often use different
interpretations of lean, sometimes implicitly, and therefore it is difficult to generalize the
research results. It is about turning the feeling of knowledge into the actual creation of
knowledge. The third avenue is to continue to strengthen the knowledge acquired about lean,
moving from accumulation to assimilation of knowledge. It is our belief that this will be the
best way to emphasize that lean is a new paradigm, rather than a mix of functionalist paradigms

(as described by Hoss and ten Caten (2013)). It is going to reveal new questions to explore.

By doing so, future research could then reevaluate the interdependency of the lean strategies,
the lean organization or systems resulting from it, and the impact of the interdependency on the
outcomes. Paradoxically, this was a question addressed by early studies of lean, from the most
positive (Womack et al., 1990) to the most pessimistic (Boyer and Freyssenet, 2000). The fact
that this question endures — and not the issue of the “perimeter of validity” of lean, which was
the other issue raised early by lean critics (Freyssenet ef al., 2012) — testifies to the success of

lean on the ground.
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