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Abstract 
 

To better understand why continuous improvement (CI) initiatives often fail and do not result in sustained changes, this 

paper investigates how management’s conceptualization of a continuous improvement program affects its 

implementation via middle managers. The study serves to identify the differences in outcomes of CI initiatives arising 

from implementing CI as an integral management versus an efficiency-improvement approach. This research draws on 
a vignette study (i.e. scenario experiment) with 107 middle managers working at one of the largest financial institutions 

in the Netherlands. The findings arising from this study suggest that CI is more likely to be adopted into the 
organizational culture, enhance the customer orientation among employees and improve the work atmosphere, when it 

is implemented as an integral management approach rather than as an efficiency-oriented program. 
 

Keywords: Continuous improvement, lean, middle management, organizational change, customer orientation, vignette 
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1. Introduction 
 

Changes within and around organizations are the order of the day (By 2005), for example, those arising from the need 

to (often simultaneously) reduce cost, improve quality, decrease time-to-market lead times, and enhance flexibility 

(Lasrado 2018; Oakland and Tanner 2007; Shafiq et al. 2019). In addition, financial service providers increasingly have 

to deal with a growing amount of legislation and regulations. This creates additional pressure on the existing resources 

and an increasing need to deploy them efficiently (Banerjee and Mio 2017; Hancock and Dewatripont 2018). In many 

organizations, top management seeks to address these major challenges by initiating changes toward Continuous 

Improvement (CI) – an organizational culture in which all members contribute to performance improvement by 

continuously implementing minor or major changes in their work processes (Hellsten and Klefsjo 2000; Holmemo and 

Ingvaldsen 2016). 
 

However, achieving a sustained organizational practice of CI proves to be rather difficult (Glover et al. 2015; McLean 

et al. 2017; Pearce and Pons 2017). In this respect, creating a CI culture that is sustained over many years requires the 

commitment, involvement and leadership of the entire management of the organization (Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 

2006; Snee 2010). While top management is responsible for initiating and stimulating a cultural change to support the 

CI principles throughout the organization (Al-Najem et al. 2012; Mann 2009), middle management has a highly critical 

role in implementing CI throughout the organization, by acting ―as a cornerstone between top management and bottom 

line workers‖ (Al-Najem 2012, p. 119). Middle managers‘ position and knowledge about what motivates the employees 

in their unit or department allows them to increase the likelihood of realizing change (Buick et al. 2018; Engle et al. 

2017; Floyd and Wooldridge 1992; Huy 2011), in particular by facilitating sustained changes (Fine et al. 2008) that is 

making middle managers key agents in renewal efforts such as implementing a CI strategy (Collis 2016; Floyd and 

Lane 2000; Jayaram et al. 2008; Rahman et al. 2010). 
 

Although CI programs are typically initiated by referring to ‗sustained improvement‘ and similar terms, they often end 

up as a quick fix for problems without a deliberate effort to create and maintain the conditions needed (Bhuiyan et al. 
2006; Snee 2010).Top management may initially pursue CI as a long-term integral management approach, but may 

frame targets so as to establish short-term cost-cutting results (cf. McCannet al.2015). Indeed, in practice, there is often 

a discrepancy between what top managers say they want and what they actually want (e.g. Argyris 2004; McCann et al. 

2015; Van Maanen and Barley 1984).  
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This gap between the purpose and values of CI espoused by top management and those actually being pursued may 

then result in an almost conflicting organizational reality. In this context, middle managers are facing rather challenging 

conditions when their top management sets out to develop a culture of CI. These conditions include the ambiguity 

around the broader aim of the CI program and what top management expects from them. To better understand why CI 

initiatives often fail to result in a sustained cultural change, this paper seeks to understand how top management’s 
conceptualization of a CI initiative affects the way middle managers perceive and act upon the  Figure 2.1 Research 

model 

initiative. To examine the effect of different ways of conceptualizing a CI initiative within the organization, this study 

draws on a random experiment with 107 middle managers of a large bank in the Netherlands. As part of this study, the 

managers evaluated a vignette: a description of the implementation of a CI project within the bank, with some 

deliberate manipulations. Half of the managers received a vignette describing a CI initiative to be implemented as an 

integral management approach and the other half received a vignette of a CI initiative to be implemented as an 

efficiency program. The experiment reveals that when CI is implemented as an efficiency program it is less likely to be 

adopted into the organizational culture, whereas implementation of CI as an integral management approach is more 

likely to result in a customer-focused culture with a better work atmosphere. The remainder of this chapter is structured 

as follows. First, this paper describes the theoretical background of this study. The subsequent section covers the 

experimental research design, followed by the results. Finally, the main findings are discussed and conclusions are 

drawn. 
 

2. Theoretical Background 
 

A large number of studies on CI have focused on the sustainability of its implementation (Bhuiyan et al.2006), 

including critical success factors (Achanga et al. 2006; Sim and Rogers 2009), pitfalls (Chen et al. 2010; Gurumurthy 

and  Kodali 2011), culture (Angelis et al. 2011; Bhasin and  Burcher 2006) and lean leadership (Mann 2009; O‘Rourke 

2005).Top management appears to have an important role in the successful implementation of CI (Jørgensen et al. 

2003; Kay and Anderson 1999).In this respect, top management is responsible for creating a change-oriented culture 

and adopting new organization-wide ways of working. Hence, top management should stimulate a cultural change to 

support the implementation of CI principles throughout the organization (Mann 2009; Snee 2010). Yet, when top 

management (perhaps unintendedly) generates ambiguity around the broader aim of the CI program, for example by 

setting short-term efficiency targets, the implementation of the CI program may fail to reach its intended (sustainable) 

cultural change. In particular, middle managers may interpret the initiative as a cost-cutting exercise, undermining the 

necessary cultural change. The remainder of this section serves to develop three hypotheses about how framing by top 

management may influence the way in which middle management acts upon CI initiatives. These hypotheses address 

three key dimensions that reflect how middle managers perceive and act upon CI initiatives, namely organizational 

culture, customer focus and work atmosphere. This paper focuses particularly on these dimensions, because this are 

vital and critical aspects for implementation of CI programs (e.g. Achanga et al. 2006; Angelis et al. 2011; Cudney and 

Elrod, 2011). 
 

2.1 Organizational Culture 
 

Managers in many organizations are increasingly aware of the fact that the introduction of CI is not a quick fix. In this 

respect, CI practices such as Lean have recently become more mature and professional in nature (Aloini et al. 2011; 

Hines et al. 2018; Rother 2010). While CI‘s initial focus was on improving efficiency, CI methods have evolved 

towards an emphasis on changing the organizational culture (Basu and Ahmed 2012; Heine et al. 2016).CI programs 

such as Lean are about reducing waste and non-value adding activities in the entire organization but also about 

changing the corporate culture (Bhasin and Burcher 2006; Chen et al. 2010). The cultural change is typically one of the 

biggest challenges in implementing CI (Bessant et al. 1994; Lacksonen et al. 2010). We consider the organization 

culture to be CI oriented when (a) all managers act as role models in continuous improvement by demonstrating 

commitment as well as by creating a sense of urgency about doing things differently, and (b) everyone in the 

organization is intrinsically committed to reducing waste and improving quality in the entire organization. As 

Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard–Park (2006) stated, creating such a culture is not a quick fix. To create a CI culture, 

commitment of workers is essential (Angelis et al. 2011; Kay and Anderson 1999).  
 

It is therefore important that CI is conceptualized as an integral management approach (Bhasin and Burcher 2006), 

thereby ensuring top management‘s structural commitment towards CI as an integral part of the way the organization is 

organized and managed. This top management commitment can be regarded as conditional for creating a cultural 

commitment towards CI among workers (Angelis et al. 2011; Bessant et al. 2001). In addition, top management is 

responsible for creating a change-oriented culture and adopting new organization-wide ways of working. Hence, top 
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management should stimulate a change in mind set and behaviour to support middle management in getting CI 

principles adopted throughout the organization (e.g. Mann 2009; Snee 2010).  

 

However, cultural and behavioural changes at the managerial level are often difficult to accomplish, because there is a 

strong tendency among (both top and middle) managers to focus on tools and techniques and there is too little focus on 

knowledge transfer (Hines and Butterworth 2019; O‘Rourke 2005; Zarbo 2012).Most organizations do, however, not 

(sufficiently) consider the people component in change (Hines and Butterworth 2019). As such, their focus is mainly on 

process (efficiency) improvements (Ramakrishnan et al. 2009). This makes it hard to sustain the improvements, once 

they are implemented (McLean et al. 2017; Rentes et al. 2009). 
 

In this respect, Bhasin and Burcher (2006) observed that successful implementation involves viewing CI practices as a 

long-term journey and making cultural changes (as deemed necessary) to support these practices throughout the entire 

organization. As such, top management needs to promote a culture of CI by demonstrating management commitment as 

well as by creating a sense of urgency about doing things differently (Al-Najem et al. 2012; Boyle et al. 2011; Snee 

2010), which serves to create the conditions for middle management to engage in quality and process improvements in 

an early stage and embed the latter in the organization‘s operations (Balding 2005; Davis and Fisher 2002). An 

empirical study by Mann (2005) suggests that the success rate of CI implementation efforts is for about 80 percent 

determined by cultural factors, and the remaining 20 percent involves the tools and processes of CI themselves. 

Overall, one of the biggest challenges in implementing CI is the required cultural change. This cultural change is more 

likely to come about when top management adopts a long-term integral approach, rather than a short-term focus (e.g. 

on implementing a tool). Moreover, commitment of workers appears to be essential for creating a CI culture, and 

middle management evidently plays a pivotal role in creating and sustaining this commitment. This leads to the 

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

organizational culture. 
 

2.2 Customer Focus 
 

Focus on the customer is essential to any business (Bodine 2011; Madhani 2017; McGinn 2011). This customer focus 

can be obtained by CI practices such as Lean, which have a strong focus on customers and eliminating waste (Andrés-

López et al. 2015; Hines et al. 2011; Womack and Jones 2005).CI programs can help to analyse and identify customer 

needs (Hirzel et al. 2017). Nowadays, customers are demanding products and services of high quality and with top 

service delivery and low prices, while at the same time demanding that organizations constantly surpass their 

customers‘ expectations (Azuan and Ahmad 2013; Bicheno 2008).As a result, many companies need to develop a sense 

of urgency about customer focus among their workers and managers (Gulati and Oldroyd 2005; Parasuraman et al. 

1991; Vandermerwe 2004). Standardizing services and increasing reliability in service through optimized processes can 

improve efficiency and increase competitiveness (Carlborg et al. 2013; Van Dun and Wilderom 2016). By using Lean 

and other CI methods, organizations learn to focus on aspects such as creating customer value and improving customer 

satisfaction (Aarnio 2015; Bhamu and Singh Sangwan 2014; Womack and Jones 2005).  
 

Besides the focus on customers, the pursuit of efficiency is an important point for all businesses (Van Dun and 

Wilderom 2016), including financial institutions (Duncan and Elliott 2004). At the same time, there are also studies that 

show an increase in efficiency in services often implies a decreasing customer satisfaction and, in turn, lower levels of 

financial performance (Anderson et al. 1997; Duncan and Elliott 2004).This is in line with the widespread usage of 

Lean-oriented CI programs that strongly emphasize internal flow efficiency, which in turn may negatively affect 

customer satisfaction (Carlborg et al. 2013).Also, previous research shows that if there is a conflict between cost 

efficiency and customer satisfaction, top managers tend to prefer cutting cost (Parasuraman 2002). The pressure to cut 

costs as well as sustain or grow a unit‘s performance (e.g. productivity or customer satisfaction) may undermine middle 

managers‘ efforts and commitment to implement CI (Sim and Rogers 2009; Stoker 2006). However, the service 

industry can benefit from the implementation of CI programs such as Lean by increasing organizational 

competitiveness and customer satisfaction and reducing process variability and waste (Andrés-López et al. 2015). As 

such, many organizations have been exploring ways to improve their business, for example by providing better services 

against lower cost levels and improving customer satisfaction (Bhuiyan et al. 2006; Snee 2010). The role of middle 

management in Lean and other CI practices arises from what top management aims to accomplish (Bhasin 2011; 

Bhasin and Burcher 2006). Lean programs intended to cut costs often end up as a quick fix with a lack of customer 
focus (Bhasin 2011, 2012; Bhuiyan et al. 2006).By contrast, organizations embracing Lean as an integral approach 

toward CI tend to perform better (Bhasin 2011). In sum, this gives the following hypothesis: H2: When CI is 

implemented as an integral management approach rather than an efficiency-improvement program, middle managers 
expect people in the organization to become more focused on customers. 
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2.3 Work Atmosphere 
 

Implementing CI may provide opportunities to workers in the organization to participate in improvement programs and 

enhance their job scope (Angelis et al. 2011). When a CI program is implemented, itis essential to take care of 

(balancing) the wellbeing of employees as well as the performance of the entire organization (Basu et al. 2015). Middle 

management has to feel supported and a long-term horizon needs to be adopted (Heine et al. 2016; Netland 2016). In 

this respect, when implementing CI, middle managers need to be empowered to act (Nelson and Yeo 2012; Song et al. 

2014). 
 

When top managers seek to implement CI as an integral management approach, middle managers may feel more 

secure, enabling them to better coach and support their staff (McQuade 2008) and facilitate knowledge transfer about 

CI (Caughron and Mumford 2011; Vänje and Brännmark 2017). As such, middle managers can increase the skills and 

knowledge of the entire workforce and stimulate workers to develop themselves (Lam et al. 2015; Poksinska et al. 

2013; Van Assen 2018). In other words, middle managers can adopt a learning mindset and stimulate employee 

participation (Buick et al. 2018; Delizonna 2017; Vänje and Brännmark 2017). However, when CI is implemented as 

an efficiency improvement program, several studies have observed that organizations may go too far in their 

optimization efforts, for example by eliminating all the available human potential, resulting in an organization-wide 

aversion of CI methods (Chen et al. 2010; Sim et al. 2015).While systematic waste elimination may improve 

performance, it also increases the work load and the intensity of work (Angelis et al. 2011; Basu et al. 2015). This can, 

in turn, result in managers feeling extremely stressed as well as in lower levels of productivity (Cascio 1993; 

Harrington and Williams 2004). 
 

In this respect, middle managers have been observed to actively block empowerment, in attempts to preserve the power 

and status they felt was being reduced or lost (Denham et al. 1997). Empowerment of employees may cause anxiety 

among middle managers when they can no longer control decisions made at lower levels and when formal 

communication channels are being rearranged. As such, the increased level of responsibility and autonomy to act 

among the ‗subordinate‘ staff may make middle managers feel increasingly exposed to, and threatened by, a so-called 

‗parallel hierarchy‘ (Holden and Roberts 2004; Psychogios et al. 2009). Moreover, top managers evidently appear to 

have an important role in empowering and supporting their middle managers in ways that enhance confidence and 

efficacy in fulfilling their new role (Song et al. 2014; Tippman et al. 2013). When top management implements CI as 

an integral approach, it can be expected that middle managers are more likely to focus on developing their skills and 

knowledge (to transform themselves) as well as those of their subordinates, as opposed to implementing CI as an 

efficiency program, where the focus may be too much on downsizing, resulting in lower employee morale. These 

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

3. Method 
 

To investigate the potential causality between top management‘s rationale of CI and how middle managers perceive 

and act upon the initiative, the Experimental Vignette Methodology (EVM) is used with participants from one of the 

largest banks in the Netherlands. The EVM is adopted because a vignette offers a hypothetical situation that resembles 

a real-life organizational setting, and thus avoids some of the disadvantages arising from other research methods such 

as surveys and case studies. In a traditional survey, the links between different aspects that influence opinion formation 

are not clear, so the research results become less valid (Alexander and Becker 1978; Schoenberg and Ravdal 2000). In 

EVM, a specific and as detailed as possible hypothetical scenario is sketched, which participants can go through 

(largely) unbiased. This will reduce the chance of socially desirable answers (Alexander and Becker 1978). The main 

added value of an EVM-based study is its explanatory power. In this respect, the participant does not give his/her 

opinion on isolated aspects but on an integrated description of the situation (Atzmüller and Stiener 2010; Jenkins et al. 

2010). 
 

More specifically, a vignette is ―a short, carefully constructed description of a person, object or situation, representing a 

systematic combination of characteristics‖ (Atzmüller and Stiener 2010, p. 128). By using vignettes, in which a 

concrete and detailed hypothetical scenario is outlined, the participants can go through a decision making process in a 

realistic and unbiased manner. When the text of the vignette is compiled in such a way that the participant is included 

in the story, the questions to be asked are less personal and therefore less threatening (Barter and Renold 2000).This 

reduces the chance that participants give short-sighted and socially desirable answers (e.g. Barter and Renold 2000; 
Wilks 2004). Moreover, by exposing the participants to an environment that feels natural to them, EVM serves to 

resemble daily practice as closely as possible (Aguinis and Lawal 2013).  
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Based on one of the authors‘ extensive professional experience at banks, a hypothetical scenario of a bank was 

prepared, called ―The Piggy Bank. ―As part of the experiment, all participants received the base case scenario in which 

they work as a manager at ―The Piggy Bank‖, involving a vignette that contains a short description of the change 

program ―GOLD‖, aimed at implementing CI in this bank.  
 

The description of the exact aim of the ―GOLD‖ program was slightly altered to create two situations: vignette 1 

focused more on implementing CI as a management approach and vignette 2 on the implementation of CI as an 

efficiency program (see Figure 1). 
 

3.1 Sample 
 

To obtain participants for the experiment, one of the authors contacted program managers (involved in CI changes) and 

management team members of the various business lines within the bank to construct a list of the names and business 

e-mail addresses of all middle managers. This resulted in a total number of 474 potential participants. Each of these 

middle managers received an e-mail including a password-protected link to the online environment. The unique login 

information ensured confidentiality of both the vignette and the middle managers response. All participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the vignettes. The participating middle managers were asked to provide the following 

personal information: gender, age, business line, reporting line, level of education, years of experience at the bank, 

years of experience at current department, and years of experience with continuous improvement. Table 1 provides 

descriptive information on the sample of middle managers participating in this study. The sample of participants 

included 72 male (67.3%) and 35 female (32.7%) managers, ranging in age from 33 to 64 (M = 47.3). On average, the 

participants had 3.4 years of experience in working with CI. In terms of work experience, 95 (88.8%) participants had 

more than ten years of experience. In terms of the highest level of education obtained, 6 managers hold a postgraduate 

degree (5.6%), 37 hold a master degree (34.6%) and 58 have a bachelor degree (54.2%).  
 

Table 1: Sample 
 

Sample Mean (frequency) 

N 107 

Male 72 (67.3%) 

Female 35 (32.7%) 

Mean age (in years) 47.27 

Experience (in years)  

0-2 3 (2.8 %) 

3-5 2 (1.8 %) 

6-10 7 (6.5 %) 

>10 95 (88.8 %) 

Experience in department (in years)  

0-2 47 (43.9 %) 

3-5 31 (28.9 %) 

6-10 20 (18.7 %) 

> 10 9 (8.4 %) 

Mean experience with CI (in years) 3.4 

Highest degree  

Postgraduate  6 (5.6 %) 

Master 37 (34.6 %) 

Bachelor 58 (54.2 %) 

MBO 2 (1.9 %) 

High school 4 (3.7 %) 
 

3.2 Scenarios 
 

The information in the overall scenario was the same for each participant (see appendix 1). The vignettes were altered 

at different points regarding use of words and the sequence of the enumeration of goals to be achieved with the 

―GOLD‖ program. The two CI implementation strategies are extensively explained in the Introduction section, as the 

two archetypical top management strategies toward CI. The integral management approach is the strategy that is 
consistent with CI, but top management often ends up using CI as a quick fix for financial/efficiency problems, without 

a deliberate effort to create and maintain the conditions needed. Methodologically, a vignette experiment requires the 

development of two straightforward conditions that can be clearly distinguished from each other. As a result, we 

decided to create a black/white contrast between the two top management approaches to CI. 
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Figure 1: Used Vignettes 
 

Vignette A 
Within the context of continuous improvement, there is special attention for the implementation of a mentality change 

throughout the organization. The top management of Piggy Bank considers the implementation of the GOLD program 

as an investment in the vitality and performance of the organization. Therefore, it aims to initiate a substantial culture 

shift. The top management expects that the cultural change will increase customer satisfaction, involve employees and 

increase the profitability of the organization in the long term.  

 

Vignette B 

Within the context of continuous improvement, there is special attention to efficiency improvement throughout the 

organization. During the implementation of the GOLD program, several resources and tools have been handed to the 

organization in order to achieve this. The top management of The Piggy Bank considers the implementation of the 

GOLD program as an investment that contributes to the optimization of departments and chains. Therefore, it aims to 

realize process improvements that will result in cost reductions. The top management expects that the efficiency 

improvement will increase customer satisfaction, involve employees and increase the profitability of the organization in 

the long term. 
 

A comparison of the characteristics of middle managers over the two vignettes serves to check the random assignment 

of the middle managers to these vignettes. Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations and t-tests for the two groups. 

No statistically significant differences exist between the two groups that were assigned a different vignette, indicating 

that randomization has its desired effect. Furthermore, to ensure that the scenario and vignette would reflect a realistic 

situation, the research team pre-tested the experiment. This test included eight employees of the bank participating in 

the vignette study and four employees of other large banks where a similar CI program was introduced. Based on their 

feedback, both the scenarios and vignettes were further refined and some questions were altered to better ensure the 

anonymity of the participants. In addition, the term ‗middle manager‘ was replaced with ‗manager‘ since all 

participants are middle managers. 
 

Table 2: Check of randomization 
 

Treatments Integral Cost Cutting 

N 60 47 

Gender 1.65 (0.48) 1.70 (0.46) 

t-value  0.57 

Age 48.25 (6.66) 46 (6.46) 

t-value  0.08 

Education 4.37 (0.78) 4.36 (0.79) 

t-value  0.97 

Years at organization 3.87 (0.50) 3.74 (0.71) 

t-value  0.32 

Years at department 2.03 (1.04) 1.77 (0.89) 

t-value  0.16 

Years of improvement 

experience 

3.47 (1.65) 3.36 (1.85 

t-value  0.76 

Type of department 2.47 (1.20) 2.66 (1.36) 

t-value  0.44 

Function level 4.15 (1.07) 4.09 (1.12) 

t-value  0,76 
 

3.3 Measures 
 

The experiment includes seven questions (see Table 3) that aim to capture the outcome variables included in the set of 

hypotheses formulated in section 2. First drafts of these questions were discussed with several managers in the financial 

service industry, and adapted based on their feedback. When participants replied to the questions on the basis of the 
received vignette, they had to make a choice based on a 5-point Likert scale (totally disagree – disagree – agree nor 

disagree – agree or totally agree). 

 

 



International Journal of Business and Social Science        Vol. 10 • No. 6 • June 2019        doi:10.30845/ijbss.v10n6p12 

 

106 

Table 3: Outcome measures 
 

Outcome Measures Questions 

Permanent change 

culture 

I consider GOLD to be a program that results in a permanent change in our 

organizational culture. 

Integration CI culture I expect that GOLD results in the implementation and integration of continuous 

improvement within our culture. 

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

improvement and the adaption to a new organizational culture. 

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

Steering on customer 

satisfaction 

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

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

 
 

4. Results 
 

Table 4 reports the results of the vignette experiment. Consistent with several hypotheses, when CI is implemented as 

an integral management approach rather than an efficiency program, middle managers perceive CI to become more part 

of the organizational culture (H1) and they expect their company to become more focused on its customers (H2). Also, 

middle managers expect a significantly better work atmosphere (H3). The results of the statistical analysis of each 

hypothesis in Table 4 show that these effects are statistically significant (see P-values) and have a high F-value.  
 

Table 4: Experimental results 
 

 Treatments Integral Cost Cutting 

 N 60 47 

Permanent change 

culture 

Implementation type 3.73 3.26 

 SD 0.88 1.17 

 P-value* 0.018  

 F-value 5.755  

Integration CI culture Implementation type 3.68 3.13 

 SD 0.83 1.05 

 P-value* 0.004  

 F-value 8.932  

Adaptation to new 

culture 

Implementation type 3.97 3.45 

 SD 0.82 0.99 

 P-value* 0.004  

 F-value 8.707  

Fulfilling customer 

needs 

Implementation type 3.42 2.89 

 SD 0.90 1.10 

 P-value* 0.010  

 F-value 6.981  

Steering on customer 

satisfaction 

Implementation type 3.72 3.30 

 SD 0.90 1.08 

 P-value* 0.035  

 F-value 4.589  

Work atmosphere Implementation type 3.50 3.02 

 SD 0.72 0.84 

 P-value* 0.003  

 F-value 9.536  

       *(P<0.05)  

 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 
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This study explores whether the way top management conceptualizes the rationale of the CI program affects how 

middle managers respond in the context of getting CI adopted and implemented. In this respect, CI can be conceived as 

a state of the organization in which all its members contribute to performance improvement by continuously 

implementing small changes in their work processes (Jørgensen et al. 2003). The findings indeed show that 

implementing CI as an integral management approach rather than as an efficiency program leads to better integration in 

the organizational culture, a more customer-oriented focus and a better work atmosphere compared to implementing CI 

as a cost-cutting tool. This implies that a more integral approach helps to prevent that the organization ends up with 

‗just‘ another tool, with a rather short time horizon and without any substantial changes in behavior and culture toward 

CI (Dibia et al. 2014; Fryer and Ogden 2014; Mann 2009). These findings are discussed in more detail in the remainder 

of this section. 
 

The main findings from this study demonstrate that, when CI is implemented as an integral management approach, 

middle managers believe CI is more likely to be integrated into the organizational culture. This is an important finding, 

because embedding CI in the organizational culture apparently contributes to the sustainability of CI in the organization 

(Mann 2005; O‘Rouke 2005). This particular result of the vignette experiment is in line with previous findings (Bhasin 

2012; Bhasin and Burcher 2006). From a practical perspective, it means that conceiving CI as an integral management 

approach by top management has a positive effect on middle management‘s expectation that CI can be incorporated 

into the organizational culture in a sustained manner. And precisely the element of sustainability is often a major 

problem (Bessant et al. 1994; Found and Harvey 2006; Pearce and Pons 2017). To survive in today's highly 

competitive market, a focus on customers is of great importance (Brettel et al. 2014; McFarlane 2013). Knowing what 

is happening and what customers‘ expectations are, ensures that one can adapt and connect to the ever-changing 

customer needs (Tomczak et al. 2018; Wiesner et al. 2015). The findings confirm that, if top management implements 

CI as an integral management approach, middle managers expect that the organization becomes more customer-

focused. This is important because one of the risks of many CI programs is that they mainly focus on internal efficiency 

instead of customer satisfaction (Fryer et al. 2007; Huang and Rust 2014). 
 

In order to serve customers well, a good working atmosphere in the organization appears to be very important (Stock et 

al. 2017; Varghese et al. 2017). Previous studies have observed a negative association between CI and work 

atmosphere, due to the risk of job loss, more monotonous work and increasing peer pressure (McCann et al. 2008; Sim 

et al. 2015). The results of our study lead to more nuanced insights. In particular, middle managers perceive less 

negative associations regarding the work atmosphere when CI is implemented as an integral management approach 

rather than a cost-cutting tool. Top management‘s focus during the implementation of CI should thus be on securing 

ample opportunities for employee participation, development and growth (Angelis et al. 2011). 
 

As such, it is better to create an optimal level of service productivity (Huang and Rust 2014), which often involves a 

trade-off between customer focus on the one hand and efficiency on the other. If this is done in a proper way, 

optimizing the operations will not only improve efficiency but also the service level to external customers (Radnor and 

Johnston 2013). Eventually, optimizing the operations will not only improve customer service but also improve the 

financial performance of the organization (Duncan and Elliott 2002; Swank 2003). To further disentangle the 

complexity of CI change efforts, in-depth research needs to be done to establish how the interaction between top 

management and middle managers affects the implementation of CI. Here, the framework of Floyd and Wooldridge 

(1992; 1996), which combines upward and downward influence with behaviours that integrate and support strategies on 

one hand and diverge from official strategy on the other, can be very helpful. 
 

5.1 Limitations 
 

This study has a number of limitations. First, the randomized experiment in this study results in a stylized setting in 

which respondents are asked to make a choice based on limited information. One of the risks this entails is that 

respondents tend to judge situations or persons more rationally than they would normally do. Since the participants‘ 

judgements were simulated by hypothetical situations, one might question whether the results of such an exercise 

accurately model authentic behaviour. However, by using a traditional survey method, middle managers of the 

organization in question would very likely be giving socially desirable answers regarding the implementation of CI. In 

this respect, the vignette designed in this study provides a specific situation for the participants that comes as close as 

possible to authentic situations they experienced in the past. Second, although the results arising from this study are 

insightful, the research was performed within one organization which implies that the results may not be generalizable. 
Therefore, future work in this area needs to engage in replication and validation efforts regarding the results of this 

study in other financial service organizations as well as organizations in other industries.  
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5.2 Conclusion 
 

The main findings from this study suggest that top management‘s conceptualization of the rationale of a CI program 

significantly affects the role of middle management in getting CI implemented. Middle managers have an important 

role in the organization-wide implementation and adoption of CI. The results clearly demonstrate the effect of how top 

management conceptualizes CI on the ways in which middle managers perceive CI being adopted in the organizational 

culture, and expect an increased customer focus and improved work atmosphere. The effect on middle managers‘ fear 

for their own positions is not supported. A significant risk arising from CI initiatives is that most people in the 

organization perceive CI as another downsizing method focused on short-term financial targets, rather than the 

necessary deeper cultural change. The findings arising from this study suggest that middle managers can only help 

reduce this risk if top managers commit themselves to CI as an integrated management approach and communicate this 

in a consistent manner, time and again, throughout the entire organization. 
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Appendix: Vignette questionnaire 

 

Background 

 
The continuous improvement of operational processes is an enormous challenge for many organizations. Managers 

play an important role in this matter. The creation of a sustainable continuous improvement practice demands the 

development of a new way of working (this means: ―the continuous improvement of operational processes‖) and its 

integration within the daily routines throughout the organization. In order to achieve this, involved managers 

experience pressure. Since you are a manager that participated in the Customer Excellence programme of XXXXX, 

you are approached to participate in this study. 

 

Our request? 

 

Please read the questions below carefully and subsequently answer them. The main objective of the first questions is to 

establish a general impression of your role as a manager. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact 

(XXXXX). Your contribution to this research is highly appreciated.  

 

Propositions 

 

Please answer the questions below within the context of the above stated information. Execute this by answering each 

question with totally disagree, disagree, not disagree/ not agree, agree or totally agree.  

 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 
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3)  I consider GOLD as an implementation of cost-cutting tools from a ―lean‖ toolbox. 

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

5) I expect that the top management allows me sufficient time to transfer GOLD into a concrete action plan for 

my department and to realise the objectives of GOLD. 

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

10) GOLD results in a drastic cost decrease. 

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

possible way. 

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

time. 

  

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

22) In the context of GOLD, I actively monitor individual and team KPI‘s in order to identify 

improvement possibilities. 

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 

26) Because of GOLD, I will steer the department on achieving continuous improvement and the adaption 

to a new organisational culture. 

 

☐ totally disagree ☐disagree ☐not disagree/not 

agree 

☐agree ☐totally agree 
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General questions 

 

Open question 

 

Do you believe that you the organisation will still work according to Customer Excellence within 5 years? Why yes/no? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gender  

Age  

Function  

Education level ☐ Elementary school 

☐ High school 

☐ MBO 

☐ HBO 

☐ University 

☐ Post doctoral education 

Amount of years 

working at ABN AMRO 
☐ 0-3 years 

☐ 3-5 years 

☐ 6-10 years 

☐ more than 10 years 

Amount of years at 

current department 
☐ 0-3 years 

☐ 3-5 years 

☐ 6-10 years 

☐ more than 10 years 

Years of experience with 

CE/CI 

 


