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The Strategic Value of HRD in 
Lean  Strategy Implementation

Meera Alagaraja, Toby Egan

Central to the relevance of HRD is the inclusion of HRD professionals and 
functions in organizational strategy. Understanding how HRD units 
and professionals contribute to or hinder organizational strategy is important 
for the fi eld. We describe an organizational case in which a systemic strategic 
initiative involving “Lean strategy” is deployed and the specifi c contributions 
by HRD. We also highlight and provide themes from both extant general 
strategy and Lean strategy literature and key fi ndings from thematic analysis 
from multilevel organizational interview data. An empirically derived model 
framing the strategic value of HRD in Lean strategy implementation is 
provided. These fi ndings highlight HRD  contributions for organizations 
involved in strategy implementation.

Strategy and strategic implementation are central to organizational success 
and longevity (Beer & Eisenstat, 2000). However, extant literature and anec-
dotal evidence from human resource development (HRD) and management 
indicate that HRD is often excluded from central roles related to strategy for-
mulation and implementation (Becker & Huselid, 2006). Despite literature 
and testimony hailing the importance of HRD for human capital growth and 
deployment (Swanson & Holton, 2009) and the importance of HRD-related 
knowledge and processes for organizational success, scant literature is avail-
able detailing how management utilizes and assimilates HRD for organiza-
tional strategy implementation. 

Organizations often adopt strategies such as Lean to improve structural 
factors (e.g., operational processes) and cultural factors (e.g., shared vision) 
and achieve business performance. 

Womack and Jones (1996) popularized Lean as an approach for creating 
customer value. All processes and intermediate steps are identifi ed to improve 
cost, timeliness, value, and, delivery of products or services. Thus, Lean posits 
a determined focus toward continuous improvement of organizational pro-
cesses and procedures to create “perfect value” for customers (lei.org). For the 
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purpose of this study, we defi ne Lean as an organizational strategy for enhanc-
ing operational and organizational performance (Womack & Jones, 1996). 

Organizational strategies exploit tangible (e.g., technology, products, and 
services) as well as intangible resources and capabilities (e.g., human 
resources, creation of a learning culture, leadership) in the organization. 
Strategies that exploit intangible resources such as the effective utilization of 
HRD initiatives are more likely to be sources of competitive advantage rather 
than those that do not because these strategies are path dependent, socially 
complex, and causally ambiguous (Barney, 1991; Itami & Roehl, 1987). 
Intangible resources are costly and diffi cult to imitate, and therefore translate 
into unique sources of competitive advantage for organizations (Ray, Barney, &
Muhanna, 2004). 

The success of strategy implementation is tightly linked to organizational 
learning, performance, and longevity. Organizational human capital literature 
suggests that the effective utilization of HRD is critical; however, there is little 
to no research elaborating on factors promoting or hindering the role of HRD 
in the implementation of organizational strategy. This study examines the 
role of HRD in strategy implementation through the lens of a qualitative case 
study of an organization engaged in Lean strategy implementation. 

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this study is to identify the role and value of HRD in shaping 
and infl uencing strategy implementation. We do so by focusing on the imple-
mentation of Lean strategy. We elaborate on the broader issue of HRD align-
ment with strategy through the examination of a case organization undergoing 
Lean implementation. Lean strategy is an appropriate intervention on which 
to focus, as it is widely utilized in a variety of organizational contexts and 
demands a systemic focus and strategic development of the overall organiza-
tion. The practical implications from this qualitative case study can inform 
managers and scholar-practitioners regarding the role, importance, and value 
of HRD in strategy implementation.

Lean literature, specifi cally focusing on factors that facilitate and hinder 
implementation, is reviewed with an emphasis on operations and manufac-
turing management. A thorough search in HRD journals revealed both a lack 
of literature on strategy implementation and, more specifi cally, on the use 
of Lean strategy. Therefore, we expanded the scope of the review to include 
strategy implementation literature from the management sciences and identi-
fi ed areas of commonalities and distinctions with Lean strategy. The thematic 
analysis derived from this comprehensive review helped identify current gaps 
in research connecting HRD and strategy implementation with an emphasis 
on Lean. We reframed Beer and Eisenstat’s (2000) strategy implementation 
model to emphasize the systemic nature of interactions between facilitating 
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and hindering factors that infl uence Lean strategy outcomes. This reframed 
model served as the conceptual framework for the study. In the subsequent 
section, the method used for conducting the study is described. Then, the 
fi ndings related to aspects of the focal organization are detailed, including 
major factors infl uencing Lean strategy and the value of HRD in the strategy 
implementation process. In the fi nal section of the study, we discuss implica-
tions, conclusions, and recommendations for HRD research and practice.

Review of Literature

Emerging from the total quality management (TQM) movement of the early 
1980s, Lean strategy fi rst gained global prominence in the automobile indus-
try in the early 1990s. Several industries (e.g., health care, information tech-
nology [IT], construction, banking, etc.) have since adopted Lean principles, 
practices, tools, and techniques. The key words HRD, strategy implementation, 
and Lean strategy were used to conduct the search  in three databases—Google 
Scholar, EBSCO, and Psych Info—and yielded articles in Lean strategy and 
strategy implementation literature. A review of the extant literature revealed 
extensive focus on the practice of Lean tools and techniques (e.g., Soderquist 
& Motwani, 1999; White, Ojha, & Kuo, 2009; Womack & Jones, 1996). This 
literature brought to light the application of various Lean practices and their 
effect on operational performance. Scholars and practitioners also shared 
strong agreement on the effect of Lean strategy on organizational perfor-
mance—although empirical support for this claim has remained inconclusive. 
Furthermore, understanding the process of implementing Lean strategy from 
an organizational perspective has received limited empirical support. In addi-
tion to addressing this gap, our review also exposed the need for examining 
the sustainability of Lean strategy implementation over time.

Recognizing the value of Lean in achieving organizational performance, 
scholars attempted to understand essential factors supporting and hindering 
Lean strategy implementation (e.g., Achanga, Shehab, Roy, & Nelder, 2006; 
Motwani, Kumar, & Antony, 2004; Soderquist & Motwani, 1999; Riis, 
Mikkelsen, & Andersen, 2008; White, Ojha, & Kuo, 2009). Available research 
suggests the importance of (1) embedded ecological characteristics such as 
market structure, competition, and customers; (2) internal mechanisms such 
as employee involvement and teamwork (Scherrer-Rathje, Boyle, & Defl orin, 
2009); (3) adoption of systemic perspectives (White, Ojha, & Kuo, 2009); 
(4) long-term focus and the application of the right combination of tools at 
the shop fl oor (Abdulmalek & Rajgopal, 2007; Storch & Lim, 1999); (5) com-
munication and training initiatives (Scherrer-Rathje, Boyle, & Defl orin, 2009; 
Soderquist & Motwani, 1999); and (6) partnerships with key stakeholders 
(Riis, Mikkelsen, & Andersen, 2008). This research is signifi cant as it provides 
valuable information regarding the capabilities, processes, and key human 
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resources that are benefi cial to the successful implementation of Lean strategy. 
Despite this progress, current approaches examining factors that infl uence 
Lean strategy offer scope for improvement in several ways, presented below. 

The strategy implementation literature in the management sciences also 
identifi es factors that share common (e.g., structure and fl exibility) and dis-
tinctive (e.g., leadership) characteristics from the Lean literature (Ghobadian & 
Gallear, 2001; Yusof & Aspinwall, 2000). Developed from investigations of 
different types of strategies, the “non-Lean” strategy implementation literature 
broadens our understanding of the factors and their unique combinations in 
facilitating successful implementation experiences in organizations.

Commonalities

We noted several commonalities in the factors identifi ed by both of the afore-
mentioned bodies of literature. Scholars in Lean and strategy implementation 
literature agree that industry characteristics such as presence of competitors, 
market structure, and customer demand, set the “right” context for adoption 
and the implementation of strategy (Gupta & Govindarajan, 1984; Lorange, 
1998). The role of leadership and commitment to the implementation process 
was another common factor. For example, the lack of senior management 
commitment was a signifi cant element affecting implementation (Douglas & 
Judge, 2001). 

Facilitating communication and training at all levels in the organization 
was particularly signifi cant in managing resistance to change (Scherrer-Rathje, 
Boyle, & Defl orin, 2009; Soderquist & Motwani, 1999). Furthermore, train-
ing helped organizations develop core competencies in relation to the content 
of the strategy (White, Ojha, & Kuo, 2009). Employees were trained in cross-
functional teams and problem-solving techniques. Formal and informal chan-
nels facilitated collaboration and enhanced sharing of knowledge through 
cross-functional interfaces (Riis, Mikkelsen, & Andersen, 2008). These cross-
functional collaborations integrated marketing, purchase, and operations 
involvement toward the achievement of strategic goals (Motwani, Kumar, & 
Antony, 2004). In fact, Helper and Kiehl (2004) reported the lack of collabo-
ration as a hindering factor in Lean implementation. Flexible organic struc-
tures were found to better support employee involvement, empowerment, 
teamwork, coordination, and continuous, incremental execution of strategy. 
Finally, long-term focused measures (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006), adoption of 
systems-level perspective (Valerdi, Nightingale, & Blackburn, 2008), and the 
development of formal strategic plans were more likely descriptors of imple-
mentation success. 

Distinctions

The comparative analysis of strategy implementation and Lean literature 
yielded six distinctive factors. The strategy implementation literature suggests 
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tracing different phases in the implementation process (Ghobadian & Gallear, 
2001). In a similar fashion, the Lean literature advises a gradual and sequen-
tial introduction and consistent application of Lean tools, but the timing of 
their introduction and application is not specifi ed. 

The emphasis of identifi ed Lean-related research focuses primarily on 
operational process improvement. Furthermore, the Lean literature also 
emphasizes external partnership, alliances through supplier and customer 
development, and channel alignment, to ensure stabilized demand patterns, 
improved organizational effi ciency, effectiveness, productivity, and quality 
(Brau, Fawcett, & Morgan, 2007). Thus, the Lean characteristic demands a 
partnership-focused approach (external and internal stakeholders) toward 
enhancing performance improvement. The strategy implementation literature, 
however, examines internal conditions of the organization in terms of distri-
bution systems, layers of product ranges (Lorange, 1998), processes, cost 
competiveness, business growth opportunities, turf battles, and a culture of 
innovation depending on the nature and content of the strategy (Dellana & 
Hauser, 1999; Douglas & Judge, 2001; Shea & Howell, 1998). The strategy 
implementation literature also highlights the importance of aligning strategic 
initiatives based on the nature and content of strategy. For example, organiza-
tional structures, networks, and procedures consistent with the nature and 
content of the chosen strategy help reduce confl icts (Hrebiniak, 2006). In 
addition, decentralization or the nature of corporate control over a strategic 
business unit (SBU) was another infl uencing factor (Ford & Slocum, 1977; 
Vancil & Buddrus, 1979). This literature also expresses the importance of 
capital investments for enhancing strategy implementation capability (Bower, 
1970). Not all of these factors are mentioned in the Lean literature. In fact, 
potential changes to the existing structure, disruptions in formal structure, 
and networks that are likely to trigger resistance have not merited suffi cient 
attention in the Lean literature. Recognizing these risks is crucial knowledge 
for generating successful Lean strategy outcomes. 

The Lean literature also does not identify specifi c leadership characteris-
tics that are important for successful implementation. For example, how lead-
ers determine Lean implementation procedures, delegate responsibility, and 
measure accountability for decisions are not reported in available Lean litera-
ture. In contrast, the strategy implementation literature describes leadership 
characteristics such as risk taking, tolerance for ambiguity, functional back-
ground of the leader in relation to the strategy being implemented, internal 
locus of control, and leading the implementation effort from the front. These 
characteristics offer greater explanatory power to the role of top leadership in 
facilitating successful Lean implementation. Finally, the Lean literature places 
employee involvement and autonomy at the heart of the shop fl oor improve-
ment process. This perspective is not overtly evident from the strategy imple-
mentation literature. The value of including nonmanagerial employees 
received limited empirical support in the strategy implementation literature. 
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The limited empirical support emphasized mechanisms for supporting open 
communication of the strategy with employees, excluding their involvement 
in shaping the strategy implementation process. 

The review identifi ed commonalities and differences, which point to the 
need for more research specifically as it relates to better understanding 
the factors that facilitate/hinder Lean implementation and the role/value of 
HRD. The commonalities and differences emerging from the thematic analysis 
revealed current weakness as well as gaps in the research in understanding the 
role of HRD and its value in strategy implementation. We conclude that 
research on factors facilitating Lean implementation, the role for HRD, and 
value in shaping strategic development of the overall organization are rela-
tively underexplored areas. Taken together, these areas point to ways organiza-
tions can recognize factors that contribute to or harm strategy implementation. 
We also reason that organizations taking full advantage of HRD systems, prac-
tices, and policies are more likely to generate superior strategy implementa-
tion outcomes. 

Conceptual Framework

Instead of producing an ad hoc list of factors that facilitate or impede Lean 
strategy outcomes, we identifi ed similarities and differences from Lean-specifi c 
and general strategy implementation literature. Several studies from both bod-
ies of literature advocate for whole systems perspective (Beer & Eisenstat, 
2000; Brenes, Mena, & Molina, 2007; Higgins, 2005; Noble & Mokwa, 1999; 
Okumus, 2001; Qi, 2005; Skivington & Daft, 1991). Guided by this common 
theme, we introduce a conceptual model to organize the factors in three broad 
categories: quality of direction, quality of learning, and quality of implementa-
tion (Beer & Eisenstat, 2000). The synergistic interaction among the three 
categories provides a helpful framework for understanding the factors that 
contribute to and hinder Lean implementation. 

Beer and Eisenstat (2000) present these categories as critical organiza-
tional “levers” or “strategic levers” influencing implementation success 
(Douglas & Judge, 2001; Hackman & Wageman, 1995). We reframed the 
model to enhance its applicability to Lean strategy and focused on three criti-
cal lever supports. These three aspects underscore the systemic impact of Lean 
and their synergistic effect on strategy implementation outcomes. Figure 1 
represents the interaction among the three critical levers in enhancing the suc-
cess of strategy implementation. Factors infl uencing the strategy implementa-
tion process (both facilitating and hindering) were grouped into one of the 
three categories in the refi ned and enhanced model of strategy implementa-
tion. These levers are expanded in the following section (see Figure 1 for the 
conceptual framework). 

Quality of Direction. The role of leadership in prioritizing resources 
among implementation activities (Lorange, 1998; Rho, Park, & Yu, 2001) and 
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allocation of people in key positions (Lorange, 1998) were important factors 
facilitating the quality of direction. In addition, leadership characteristics such 
as risk taking, tolerance for ambiguity (Gupta & Govindarajan, 1984), func-
tional background of the leader in relation to the strategy being implemented 
(Bower, 1970; Gupta & Govindarajan, 1984; Hitt, Ireland, & Palia, 1982), 
internal locus of control (Gupta & Govindarajan, 1984; Miller & Toulouse, 
1986), and leading implementation efforts from the front (Huq & Martin, 
2000; Lorange, 1998) showcase evidence of the quality of direction. We cat-
egorized long-term focus and external partnerships identifi ed from the Lean 
literature under this section as they stressed the role of top management.

In contrast, confl icting priorities (Beer & Eisenstat, 2000), lack of commit-
ment (Douglas & Judge, 2001), unclear responsibility or accountability for 
implementation decisions (Hrebiniak, 2006), and vague strategy guidelines or 
lack of implementation models (Beer & Eisenstat, 2000; Hrebiniak, 2006) 
hindered the quality of direction. Moreover, the inability to manage change 
and resistance to change (Child & Smith, 1987; Hrebiniak, 2006) due to dis-
ruption of existing social networks were “expensive and time consuming” 

Quality of Direction

Leadership characteristics,
managing change, accountability

in decision making, clear
strategy implementation

guidelines

Quality of Learning

Targeted employee training and 
development efforts, identifying
key talent, communication and

dialogue on implementation
challenges and opportunities

Quality of Implementation

Coordination of functional
strategies, strategic planning,
execution flexibility, existing

business conditions

Figure 1. Conceptual Model for Understanding the Synergistic 
Interactions Among Three Critical Strategy Implementation Levers 

(Selected examples of factors that shape the quality of organizational 
strategy implementation efforts are provided under each lever.) 
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(Tata & Prasad, 1998, p. 709). Ineffective leadership exercised by the senior 
executive team, including a laissez-faire leadership style, hindered the quality 
of direction and success of strategy implementation.

Quality of Learning. Quality of learning underscored the importance of 
facilitating organizational learning as a critical lever in strategy execution. We 
found targeted employee training and development efforts, identifying key 
human resources (Huq & Martin, 2000; Lakhe & Mohanty, 1994; Lorange, 
1998), encouraging open communication, adequate dialogue with employees on 
implementation success and challenges (Beer & Eisenstat, 2000), and involve-
ment of operating line members in improvement projects teams (Lorange, 1998) 
as representative of the quality of learning. Training and communication were 
identified as contributing factors, whereas the lack of crucial knowledge 
was reported as a hindrance under this lever from the Lean literature. 

Quality of Implementation. Beer and Eisenstat (2000) defi ne quality of 
strategy implementation as the integration of functional strategies (marketing, 
HR, fi nance, operations). In addition, other scholars outline two areas as posi-
tively shaping the quality of strategy implementation. These were (1) the devel-
opment of an integrated plan of achieving the strategic change process and 
(2) maintaining incremental execution fl exibility (Lorange, 1998; Tata & Prasad, 
1998). In keeping with this logic, Tata and Prasad (1998) suggest that fl exible-
oriented organic structures have a stronger effect on strategic implementation 
capability than TQM practices such as employee involvement, empowerment, 
and teamwork. Several scholars emphasized horizontal coordination across 
departments and extending the implementation scope to the entire organization 
as additional facilitating factors (Burdett, 1994; Deming, 1986; Pulat, 1994). A 
high level of strategic implementation capability was also reported through the 
systematic development of core competency. Necessary conditions, mecha-
nisms, tools, and internal partnerships from the Lean literature were regrouped 
in this category as they signifi cantly infl uenced the strategy implementation 
process. In contrast, poor coordination across functions, inadequate informa-
tion sharing between individuals and business units (Doyle, 1992; Hrebiniak, 
2006), and an ineffective top-down approach hindered the quality of strategy 
implementation. Prior to the implementation of the current study, extant litera-
tures failed to address the value of HRD in strategy implementation. We suggest 
the limited empirical support on the role of HRD in shaping and infl uencing 
strategy implementation as a gap in the existing research. The ability of fi rms to 
recognize the value of HRD and its purposeful application is critical for strategy 
implementation success. Firms must consider the strategic value of HRD as they 
begin to implement strategic initiatives such as Lean.

Research Questions

We identify the potential value of HRD noting that key human resource deci-
sions, leadership characteristics, team and cross-functional collaboration, and 
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employee involvement initiatives are relevant to all fi rms involved in any type 
of strategy implementation, including Lean. We posit that the success of strat-
egy implementation is contingent on how fi rms assimilate and utilize HRD. In 
addition, we contribute to the literature regarding how leaders and managers 
can achieve superior strategy implementation outcomes. The following 
research questions guided our investigation:

1. Do and how do the three critical levers—quality of direction, quality of 
implementation, and quality of learning—manifest themselves in Lean 
strategy implementation? 

2. What are the facilitating or hindering factors that infl uence Lean strategy 
implementation in organizations?

3. What is the role for HRD in shaping and infl uencing an organizational 
implementation of Lean strategy? 

A key point in investigating factors infl uencing strategy implementation is to 
gain an understanding of non-HRD-related organizational opportunities and chal-
lenges. Gaining this perspective contextualizes our inquiry on the role of HRD in 
shaping and infl uencing the strategy implementation process. Indeed, this per-
spective helps to reduce potential bias in exaggerating the role of HRD and pro-
vides alternative explanations regarding how organizations assimilate and 
utilize HRD and enhance strategy implementation. Furthermore, focusing 
on Lean as one of the more prevalent organizational strategies, we elaborate on 
the nature of HRD alignment with strategy within a specifi c organizational 
context. Through the examination of Lean strategy and HRD, we simultane-
ously maintain focus on HRD alignment and strategy beyond Lean organiza-
tions. Thus, the study identifi ed perceptions of top or near-the-top managers 
on the perceived value of HRD on strategy implementation, specifi cally Lean. 

Research Design

The qualitative case study method as proposed by Yin (1994, 2009) and 
Eisenhardt (1989) was utilized to develop micro-level perspectives of the 
HRD role in a single case study of a strategic business unit (SBU) undergoing 
large-scale Lean transformation (elaboration regarding SBU context is pro-
vided later). The case study describes a “rich, detailed story” answering the 
“how” and “why” forms of research questions on contemporary situations or 
events (Yin, 2009). Eisenhardt (1989) observed case study as an appropriate 
methodology for understanding a specifi c phenomenon in complex real-life 
situations. We adopted case study research as an appropriate methodological 
fi t for understanding how organizations implement strategy and why very few 
report successful outcomes. Given that the SBU was the sole manufacturing 
facility for the case organization undergoing Lean implementation, the case 
study methodology helped us to understand how the SBU implemented 
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strategy and why SBU was able to report successful outcomes. In doing so, we 
were able to trace the role and extent of HRD influence on strategy 
implementation. 

The SBU was involved in several projects with a university-industry 
research consortium of which the primary researcher was a member. The SBU 
president consented to a request for providing access to the organization. The 
timing of the request was particularly signifi cant for the organization. The SBU 
president’s statement of support elaborated on the opportunity at hand for the 
primary researcher to examine the aforementioned research questions. 
The president noted, “The junction of Lean and HR is happening right now in 
our SBU. If you are interested in continuing the discussions, we would be 
happy to support the project.”

Case Background

As the sole processing facility, the SBU was vital to the growth and success of 
the case organization. The case organization was involved in automotive dis-
tributorship and part sales for a global automotive company. Exclusive 
distributorship ties with a global automotive manufacturing company guaran-
teed steady demand and market for the company. The corporate control over 
the SBU was decentralized. Thus, the decision to adopt and implement Lean 
strategy was viewed as an SBU initiative. The corporate offi ce played a sup-
porting role in strategy implementation. 

The industry and environment in which the SBU operated provided a 
nearly ideal setting for the selection of Lean strategy. The formal engagement 
with Lean implementation offered several opportunities to exploit the vantage 
relationship with the global auto-manufacturing company and access to excel-
lent Lean practices. Further, an employee-centered culture already existed in 
the SBU. In fact, the hourly associates benefi ted from industry best policies, 
benefi ts, and practices. Thus, the existing culture, operating industry environ-
ment (automotive), and strong alliance with external suppliers and manufac-
turer was a “textbook” context for the formal introduction of Lean as the 
foundational strategy for the SBU. 

A major outcome of the strategy was identifying and mapping SBU busi-
ness capabilities, where direct and indirect functional processes, including 
HRD, were charted. All existing processes and outcomes were outlined and 
documented. The process capabilities mapping helped identify, define, 
and prioritize process and product outcomes that were important to the 
overall performance of SBU. Process mapping the entire SBU operations 
helped in identifying critical and noncritical procedures that are foundational 
elements of Lean strategy. Initiatives for individuals, teams (departments/
functions), workfl ow improvements, and organizational-level interventions 
were additionally introduced to reinforce and improve organizational 
performance.
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Data Collection

As recommended by Yin (1994, 2009), we relied on three sources of evidence: 
interviews, archival records, and observations. The human resource (HR) 
department served as the initial point of contact in setting up site-based inter-
views and observations. The interview questions were developed from previ-
ous Lean implementation experiences drawn from research and practice. To 
enhance reliability, the primary researcher shared the case study protocol in 
advance with the SBU president and the HR department for feedback and 
approval. The case study protocol was approved with no revisions to the con-
tent and on condition that proprietary information would not be shared with 
external audiences. 

The initial interview list consisted of nine senior-level managers who vol-
unteered to participate in the study. The criteria for data collection had to be 
“specifi c and beyond purposeful” (Rocco, 2003, p. 377) to ensure that the 
sampling approach covered all the key stakeholders involved in Lean imple-
mentation. The primary researcher developed rapport with executives during 
the initial round of interviews. These executives then helped the primary 
researcher gain access to the top management, to whom they directly reported. 
In addition, the primary researcher also utilized site visits to interact with 
team supervisors, shift managers, and informal shop fl oor leaders. The persis-
tent engagement with the research project combined with support from the 
SBU president led to participation of key informants. 

A total of 21 stakeholders charged with the execution of Lean strategy at 
different levels in the organization were interviewed in a formal sit-down 
meeting that lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. Additional shop fl oor inter-
views were accomplished while walking around the facility with the fl oor 
supervisors. These shop fl oor interviews were included under observations, as 
some of the recorded interview data were drowned in the hustle and bustle of 
shop fl oor activities. The primary researcher also participated in production 
meetings (tactical) as well as Lean-related planning meetings (strategic) 
involving different stakeholders. The data collection process covered all senior 
executives, including the president of the SBU. We achieved methodological 
triangulation of data by obtaining a wide range of perspectives covering top or 
near-the-top executives of the SBU, including the president, regarding the 
impact of Lean strategy through interviews, participation in meetings, shop 
fl oor observations, and documents (presentations, implementation-related 
timelines, planning materials). We thus corroborated and verifi ed the inter-
view data with additional sources of data. 

Data Analysis

During the process of data collection and analysis, several major themes 
emerged. These themes were further refi ned and modifi ed as more interviews 
and observations were completed. As emphasized by Moustakas (1990), the 
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primary researcher returned “again and again to the data to check the depic-
tions of the experience to determine whether the qualities of constituents that 
have been derived from the data embrace the necessary and suffi cient mean-
ings” (p. 33). This process helped in “achieving a valid depiction of the experi-
ence being investigated” (p. 33). In addition, we established trustworthiness 
by demonstrating four characteristics: credibility, transferability, dependability, 
and confi rmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

In order to establish credibility, prolonged engagement, persistent obser-
vation (45- to 90-minute interviews), follow-up e-mail messages to ensure 
accuracy of data, triangulation (interviews, documents, observations), peer 
debriefi ng (members of university-industry research consortium), and mem-
ber checks were conducted to reduce potential bias in the data analysis, inter-
pretation, and study fi ndings. The 21 interview participants and observations 
allowed for maximizing the potential for common and divergent data, which 
enhanced the transferability of fi ndings to other contexts. Detailed interview 
notes, presentations, and other material enhanced dependability of the study if 
it were to be replicated with similar subjects and contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). Member checking was conducted at two different times of the research 
project. Interview transcripts were sent to interviewees for verifi cation and 
accuracy of data. Key informants also reviewed initial drafts of the case study 
report to confi rm validity of the data analysis. 

Major themes were organized under the three critical levers from our 
conceptual model. We identifi ed linkages between categories to develop a 
logical chain of evidence (Miles & Huberman, 1994). We used the causal map 
approach, as recommended by Miles and Huberman (1994) to describe the 
Lean implementation process in the SBU. The causal map helped in pattern 
matching the fi ndings from the comprehensive literature review and the emer-
gent results of the case (Figure 2). In addition, this visual representation was 
particularly fruitful in crafting explanations for diverse audiences (such as 
consortium members, SBU informants, research and practitioner conferences). 
Rocco’s (2003) criteria for writing and reporting the qualitative case study was 
also utilized, including meaningful elaborations on the signifi cance and impli-
cation of the study and attention to the overall organization of the case report. 

Findings

The analysis revealed three major fi ndings that fi nd partial support in the lit-
erature. We discuss each fi nding as they relate to strategy implementation. In 
our refi ned model, three critical organizational levers—quality of direction, 
quality of learning, and quality of implementation—helped in the assessment 
of strategy implementation in the SBU. The synergistic interactions among the 
three levers enhance strategy implementation and infl uence SBU performance. 
We found that focusing on a single implementation lever in isolation provides 
for an insufficient understanding and inadequate deployment of strategy 
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implementation. This fi nding also suggests that HRD-related factors must be 
tightly coupled with the three critical levers for effective strategy implementa-
tion. The second fi nding identifi ed factors infl uencing Lean strategy imple-
mentation. Top management commitment and targeted acquisition and 
retention of Lean talent emerged as signifi cant factors facilitating the quality of 
Lean implementation in the SBU. In contrast, high turnover among specifi c 
employee groups (e.g., hourly employees) emerged as a hindering factor. The 
third and fi nal fi nding shed light on the role of HRD in shaping and infl uenc-
ing Lean implementation. We found limited support for the role and value of 
HRD in the Lean strategy and strategy implementation literature. We begin 
this section by examining factors contributing to and hindering Lean 
implementation.

Developing and Sustaining Lean Strategy 

Lean was espoused and enacted strongly in the SBU; a very narrow gap sepa-
rated the rhetoric and reality of strategy implementation at the SBU. The effect 
of the planned Lean strategy initiatives resulted in the development of a Lean 
performance culture at the SBU. 

Figure 2 is a causal map displaying a network of interconnected Lean 
strategy initiatives. This emergent framework helped categorize our fi ndings 
under three critical organizational levers (Beer & Eisenstat, 2000). The quality 
of direction shows evidence of top management role and commitment in strat-
egy implementation, inclusion of shop fl oor leaders, and selection of HRD 
initiatives specifi c for Lean. Quality of learning describes learning initiatives 
such as multiskilling, new-hire orientation, and consistent communication of 
Lean to all SBU employees. Finally, quality of implementation describes the 
translation of strategic Lean goals into concrete performance improvement 
solutions such as process mapping, waste reduction, and quality improve-
ment through interdepartmental collaboration. The supporting data from the 
interviews uncovered interconnected pathways of management and HRD ini-
tiatives, which catalyze and sustain strategic development of the organization.

Quality of Direction. Top management commitment propelled, with 
relative ease, the implementation and integration of Lean in SBU. Once fully 
implemented, Lean drove every aspect of SBU performance. A complete over-
haul of existing workfl ow targeted alignment of the business processes. Senior 
leadership role and commitment in strategy implementation led to the intro-
duction of several Lean initiatives in the SBU. The senior manager (Site Trans-
formation) described top management’s role in the SBU: 

Lean is being driven more from the president level right now, and it is 
fi ltered down to the next layer, which is the senior manager level. The 
president of the business and top-level leadership team speaking Lean 
language backs it. That’s when the culture started to change. 
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The director (Operations) recognized the importance of gaining buy-in 
from informal leaders on the shop fl oor. He attributed the relatively smooth 
Lean implementation as due largely to the involvement of informal leaders. 
Organizational designation and hierarchy at the SBU did not necessarily legiti-
mize these leaders. The senior leadership carefully nurtured and developed 
rapport with shop fl oor employees. Involving informal leaders and gaining 
their buy-in was crucial for developing and improving existing shop fl oor 
practices.

I listen not to the “real leaders” but the “informal leaders.” When I fi nd a 
real good skeptic, I agree with them—even if it’s all screwed up, it’s messed 
up I [still] agree with [the informal leaders]. I say, “You are so good at 
fi nding the problems in these things; I want you on my team.” Now, [I] 
watch their demeanor [change]. You capture their mind, spirit, and their 
willingness. Then, I contract with them.

Formal and informal leadership in the organization were committed to 
the strategy implementation process. The inclusion and participation of infor-
mal leaders at the shop fl oor is an important factor that is widely acknowl-
edged in the practitioner literature, although this has not attracted suffi cient 
attention in the academic literature. 

The leadership was also committed in gaining early buy-in to Lean imple-
mentation. A new 360-degree performance management measurement was 
introduced to reinforce a high-performing executive culture. In addition, SBU 
had introduced team accountability initiatives to measure the effectiveness of 
departments and project teams. At the individual level, an employee engage-
ment survey was introduced. The preceding examples show evidence of lead-
ership commitment in developing people and analyzing the data collected 
through these initiatives to improve the implementation process. The leader-
ship team was thus instrumental in the development of a Lean performance 
culture.

Quality of Learning. A highly engaged workforce was a primary goal of 
Lean strategy implementation. As identifi ed earlier, the leadership team intro-
duced annual employee engagement surveys to facilitate communication with 
the workforce. The HR specialist noted: “The initiative [engagement survey 
results] was off and on for the last two years. The initiative has seen ups and 
downs over the last couple of years as employees continue to experience 
changes at the workplace as a result of Lean initiatives.” Despite regular com-
munication, employees perceived these changes to be “drastic,” and their 
views were refl ected in the engagement survey responses. The HR specialist 
continued: “It will be interesting to see when we continue to make changes 
and, if we conduct an engagement survey this time next year, what they 
[associates] are going to say about a lot of these changes.” 
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The engagement survey results were shared with the workforce. 
Consequently, the communication of the results provided a forum for recog-
nizing and managing resistance to change. 

The new-hire orientation program was introduced as a major initiative 
aimed toward turnover reduction. The development of systematic training for 
shop fl oor employees, standardization of content, and delivery of training 
under the TWI (Training Within Industry) emphasized leadership commit-
ment in facilitating learning at the organizational, team, and individual level. 
For example, new hourly associates underwent an initial six-hour introduc-
tion to the company. This was a major shift from past practice, where hourly 
associates were “thrown directly into the shop fl oor.” According to the HR 
manager:

We go over values, policies, benefi ts, and specialize in perks, go into the 
specifi cs of SBU, attendance, dress code, and, of course, new-hire paperwork. 
We end with a DVD on mission, history, and how they [the manufacturer] 
became global. We are going to extend it with a harassment class. So the 
associates are very well informed in terms of our expectations. There won’t 
be any reason for the associates to not feel they are embraced, informed, 
and trained to go out and do their job.

This systematic program design and delivery introduced Lean tools and 
techniques and emphasized strategy implementation as foundational to how 
the SBU was organized. The new-hire orientation program helped gain early 
buy-in, participation, and involvement in Lean strategy from new hires. A 
separate communication team also developed communication plans as the 
SBU underwent Lean implementation efforts. The success of the communica-
tion efforts was evident even at the hourly associate level. According to the HR 
specialist, the hourly associates could now “understand the gist [Lean] because 
it is communicated so much.” As a result, the management was able to address 
technical-related changes in the Lean implementation, based on the feedback 
the SBU received from the communication initiatives. For example, the shop 
fl oor improvement plan underwent revisions based on employee feedback. 
The communication initiatives facilitated involvement of full-time and hourly 
employees in the implementation process. The SBU thus facilitated inclusion 
and participation at different levels. This, in turn, affected the quality of Lean 
implementation. We found employee involvement and participation to be a 
contributing factor in strategy implementation. 

Quality of Implementation. The tight coupling of strategic Lean goals 
with operational activities in mapping every functional process to the overall 
SBU business capability emerged as the strongest indicator of the third critical 
lever—quality of implementation. The results indicated improved audit scores 
bettering the manufacturer’s internal audit scores on quality performance. The 
director (Operations) elaborated:
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I remember walking in here, two and half years ago. One of our courtesy 
audits was a 55/100. Now an average [manufacturer] facility or facilities 
average 91. It was embarrassing. I looked around the room and the only 
people that owned it was the quality department. They felt very upset. 
Individuals that had a very specifi c hit felt badly; the ones that did not have 
a specifi c hit just pointed out the ones who did. It was not healthy. In 
today’s organization, we all feel the hit and we all celebrate the win. Our 
last audit was a 97. Last year’s average [for the manufacturer] was 93.

Quality, thus, is a shared responsibility across different functions. Cross-
functional collaboration between functions facilitated greater integration of 
processes and procedures. The director (Operations) recalled, “Before, the bur-
den of quality fell upon the quality department. That is not very Lean. Now the 
burden of quality falls back onto the entire workforce, and guess who cele-
brates success. Everyone!” The mapping of process capabilities of all functions 
also established performance effectiveness measures for department managers. 
SBU processes were value streamed and mapped, and metrics were developed 
to measure key activities. Lean increased opportunities for cross-departmental 
integration and interlinked metrics associated with each department to the 
overall SBU. Through process mapping, Lean strategy enabled the interconnec-
tion of individual, department, and SBU outcomes. A visual display of the 
interconnections communicated the shared vision and mission of the SBU.

Factors Infl uencing Lean Strategy Implementation

Our second major fi nding revealed several facilitating and one hindering fac-
tor infl uencing Lean implementation in the SBU. The fi rst facilitating factor 
discusses shared professional commitment of the management team.

Shared Professional Commitment. Several newly hired senior and mid-
dle management executives were certifi ed in Lean Six Sigma and Black Belt. 
The management team also had extensive experiences implementing Lean 
in the automotive industry. This shared professional commitment to Lean 
implementation created a strong social identity and was found to be a facilitat-
ing factor. This professionally well-defi ned managerial group strengthened top 
leadership commitment and middle-management involvement in Lean imple-
mentation. The SBU also invested in adding Lean talent to its bench strength. 
It did so by hiring managers who had successfully implemented Lean in other 
organizations. The senior manager (Quality) shared insights in this regard:

Whereas some of the individuals you have met, for example, my boss TK, 
DB, and I—we all worked in automotive. TK has 20 years’ work experience 
in Lean, DB has 10 years’; I have 15 years’ automotive experience. Therefore, 
we are all involved with Lean manufacturing. When new folks like us come 
in with Lean manufacturing experience, we bring our own ideas.
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The newly acquired senior-level managers were exposed to Lean in other 
companies where they had experienced the benefi ts of Lean. The senior man-
ager of the Transformation Project corroborated:

The good part about the SBU is they are bringing on people with Six Sigma 
experience. Four other people from the GE facility (newly recruited in 
SBU) were certifi ed in Green belt, Black belt, and Master Black belt. 
Therefore, when I say change in culture, you start to infuse current culture 
with knowledge of how to implement these things. So people like me and 
others in the organization who are certifi ed, with experience, have been 
able to start helping people understand how to use the methodologies and, 
implement programs.

We found evidence of this facilitating factor in the strategy implementa-
tion literature, which advocates for talent acquisition in relation to the content 
of strategy being implemented. Moreover, the newly recruited managers 
shared similar demographic characteristics in terms of age, tenure in the orga-
nization (less than fi ve years), functional background, prior experience (work-
ing for General Electric, Inc.), and education. The Lean implementation 
literature has not been adequately addressed building Lean bench strength 
through talent acquisition. This is a new fi nding from our study.

Other Facilitating Factors. We found the infl uence of external environ-
ment as a necessary condition in the selection, formulation, and implementa-
tion of Lean strategy in SBU. SBU benefi ted from the distributor relationship 
with the global manufacturer in terms of culture, philosophy, and access to 
Lean best practices. Our study also identifi ed several mechanisms that sup-
ported Lean strategy implementation and effect on organizational perfor-
mance. For example, workflow initiatives such as reorganizing work 
processes, buildings, teams, and reporting relationships were key mechanisms 
adopted at SBU.

These initiatives transformed organizational structure and the physical 
layout of SBU. Flexibility, improvization, continuous improvement, and learn-
ing became the norm. “Organizing” workfl ow initiatives were seen as the 
“becoming” of a Lean SBU. Organizational actions were continuously and 
incrementally adjusted to facilitate Lean transformation. These transformations 
due to the introduction of Lean tools, techniques, and practices corroborate 
with the fi ndings from the extant literature. A proportion of actions simultane-
ously focused on utilization of existing resources (e.g., SBU workforce, build-
ings) and exploration of innovative ideas (e.g., employee suggestions). New 
routine and nonroutine activities emerged as the organization underwent Lean 
transformation.

Hindering Factors. SBU was also challenged with high turnover, specifi -
cally with newly hired hourly employees. According to the director (Opera-
tions), high turnover in the workforce created unevenness in operational 
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performance (“maintaining continuity and, of process understanding, quality 
and productivity”), which in turn reduced organizational effectiveness. Reduc-
ing turnover helped in the maintenance of performance homogeneity. Said dif-
ferently, high turnover team and individual performances outcomes caused 
performance variability within employee groups that experienced high turn-
over. This was perceived to inhibit the momentum of strategy implementa-
tion. For example, high turnover of hourly employees reduced the quality of 
operational performance. The senior manager (Operations) noted turnover 
reduction as an important initiative for maintaining the momentum of Lean 
transformation. The HRD involvement with Lean was similarly signifi cant, 
which we present in the following section.

Role and Strategic Value of HRD

HRD staff involved in Lean transformation gained valuable organizational level 
perspectives as they were exposed to operational aspects of the business for 
the fi rst time. Lean implementation offered avenues for HRD to assess capabili-
ties and examine interconnections with internal customers. HRD provided criti-
cal support to management in the development of a Lean SBU prototype and 
was included in the strategy implementation process. While management 
and HRD at the SBU were involved with local process improvement and work-
fl ow efforts, corporate HRD developed communication campaigns on impend-
ing changes in work such as the constitution of work groups and shift 
operations. In addition, corporate HRD was responsible for strategic HRD pro-
cesses such as management development and organizational development ini-
tiatives to support Lean implementation. New-hire orientation, development 
of training needs assessment, skill development and evaluation, communica-
tion initiatives, and climate assessment were several programs that were 
revamped and customized. Some operations-related initiatives such as 
problem-solving work groups also placed new emphasis on innovation and 
process improvement at the hourly associate level. In the process, the existing 
work behaviors and values were adapted to support strategy implementation.

Corporate HRD facilitated several HRD initiatives under the direction of 
the SBU leadership. These areas such as the 360-degree appraisal, team 
accountability, and communication campaign initiatives helped Lean imple-
mentation. The local HRD team in the SBU was responsible for developing 
new-hire orientation, revamping employee-related training, and facilitating 
the Q12 survey for capturing employee engagement data. HRD initiatives sup-
ported people processes for shaping the culture, as Lean values became more 
ingrained in the awareness and work behaviors of employees. 

The HRD role in Lean implementation was a high priority for the SBU. 
The president elaborated on two important HRD aspects. These aspects high-
light the important contribution of HRD in developing sound and successful 
strategies for Lean implementation. According to him, the fi rst aspect deals 
with training of employees: “in-depth training of the people, co-coordinating 
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with the Human Resources side of the business, to start to teach a language to 
the people who knew nothing about Lean, like some simple terms such as 
Kaizen.” The second HRD element related to hiring practices was injecting 
new talent into the business:

Talent that had a more sophisticated approach to blend people who had the 
operational knowledge but maybe didn’t know higher-level data-mining 
activities. So that they could say, what does the data really tell and, how do 
we analyze [the data] to get the real message of how the business is running 
and all of that. And we really worked hard for a year to do those things, and 
obviously continue to learn from the last four years.

Acquiring Levels of Lean Competence 

The strategy of acquiring successful Lean leaders jump-started superior per-
formance at the SBU. The hiring strategy was one of the approaches for 
upgrading Lean talent in addition to management development (e.g., skill 
development, training, and exposure to Lean). Corporate HRD played a key 
role in hiring Lean talent at senior levels for SBU. The local HRD team sup-
ported the hiring of the workforce. The local HRD team was additionally 
involved in developing customized Lean-related training. Of direct relevance 
to the current analysis is that HRD involvement builds Lean bench strength, 
enhances communication regarding Lean in the SBU, improves engagement 
through employee suggestion programs, and facilitates systematic training on 
Lean concepts and targeted turnover reduction. 

Discussion 

The fi ndings underscore the systemic impact of Lean on operational and orga-
nizational performance. Our fi ndings identifi ed contributing and hindering 
factors to strategy implementation, specifi c to Lean, which we categorized 
under three major themes: quality of direction, quality of implementation, 
and quality of learning helped in the assessment of strategy implementation in 
SBU. As reported in the extant literature, we found strong evidence on the 
importance of leadership commitment and involvement of middle managers 
in strategy implementation. These factors signifi cantly infl uenced Lean imple-
mentation as well. We found top management commitment and social identity 
(shared managerial characteristics) as signifi cant facilitating factors, which 
have received limited support in Lean and strategy implementation literature. 
In contrast, high turnover among hourly employees emerged as a hindering 
factor. Reducing turnover among hourly employees has not received adequate 
attention (in comparison to turnover of full-time employees) and is a potential 
area for future research. The third and fi nal fi nding shed light on the strategic 
value of HRD in shaping Lean implementation specifically to the 
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hiring strategy, management development, and new-hire orientation for hourly 
employees. In addition, we identifi ed several other HRD initiatives (see Figure 2). 
Thus, we were able to identify additional factors and expand our understand-
ing of their infl uence on not only Lean strategy but also the overall strategic 
development of the organization. 

The idea of developing a causal map (Figure 2) from the qualitative data 
was motivated by Beer and Eisenstat’s (2000) model, which identifi ed six 
implementation barriers. Even though this focus on Beer and Eisenstat’s 
(2000) model came at the end of writing our case report, it was useful as we 
simultaneously focused our analysis on identifying factors that infl uence strat-
egy implementation, communicate the synergistic interactions of three organi-
zational levers, demonstrate the systemic impact of HRD alignment with Lean 
strategy, and extend the fi ndings beyond Lean organizations. The reframed 
model served as a road map for organizing commonalities and distinctions in 
Lean and strategy implementation literatures. The refi ned conceptual model 
forced us to reexamine Lean from the lens of strategy implementation. In the 
process, we were able to identify overlooked factors and expand our under-
standing of the factors that infl uence not only Lean strategy but also the over-
all strategic development of the organization. Thus, the reframed conceptual 
model helped narrow our research focus and identify gaps connecting HRD, 
Lean, and strategy implementation literature. 

The conceptual model was useful in our data analysis phase, as it com-
pelled us to view the data from the lenses of Lean (operations and manufac-
turing literature) and strategy implementation (management sciences) 
literature. In categorizing the emerging themes from the case analysis, the 
conceptual framework was, once again, useful in developing our results in 
four additional ways. When organizations recognize the factors that contrib-
ute or impede the implementation process, they are more likely to initiate 
actions that enhance strategic decision-making process. We were also able to 
link HRD initiatives at multiple organizational levels. Our fi ndings established 
the role of management in stipulating the extent of HRD involvement in Lean 
implementation. Finally, the causal map (see Figure 2) exposed process and 
systemic aspects of strategy implementation and thus offer theoretical insights 
into the emergent nature of the strategy implementation process. 

The use of the qualitative case study design helped us to take advantage 
of these established themes from the literature and sharpened our focus on the 
unique features emerging from the case study. These comparisons raised 
the theoretical level of the case study (Eisenhardt, 1989). The qualitative 
methodology helped in identifying the emergent nature of relationships among 
different stakeholders and the infl uence of organizational factors such as lead-
ership, structure, and culture on Lean strategy implementation. Thus, the 
qualitative methodology was helpful in understanding why dynamic interac-
tions and decisions among stakeholders enable successful strategy implemen-
tation outcomes in this case study. We found limited utilization of qualitative 



22 Alagaraja, Egan

HUMAN RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT QUARTERLY • DOI: 10.1002/hrdq

methodology in Lean strategy and strategy implementation literature. 
Although the case study approach was useful, we found generalizability of the 
fi ndings in the conventional sense to be a limitation—this is a shared episte-
mological principle common to the majority of qualitative inquiries. The 
wider application of our fi ndings to other organizational settings is thus lim-
ited. Case study research also relies on individual judgments of researchers in 
data analysis and interpretation and may not fully refl ect the complexity of the 
case study.

Conclusions

Lean implementation efforts successfully integrated HRD systems, practices, 
and policies. Micro-level perspectives of strategy implementation process indi-
cate a central role for HRD in organizations. The role and value of HRD initia-
tives enhanced the likelihood of success in Lean implementation. The 
implementation capability was signifi cantly more effective when management 
efforts assimilated and utilized HRD policies, practices, and systems. The close 
alignment of operational and HRD practices enhanced the overall implemen-
tation efforts in the SBU. We argue this as a notable contribution in the 
research and practice of HRD in organizations. We go further and suggest that 
inconsistency in the application of HRD practices produces a weak strategy 
implementation-performance relationship. 

Despite the central role for HRD and value of HRD activities in Lean 
implementation, HRD enacted a supporting role facilitating employee-related 
initiatives, sharing people management data (such as turnover), and designing 
new hire orientation interventions that enhanced the value and role for HRD 
in the implementation process. The HRD role and involvement was further 
enhanced when HRD processes (routine and strategic) were mapped with other 
departments in the SBU. The process mapping of the entire SBU was particu-
larly helpful in tracking the performance of HRD initiatives with respect to 
timeliness, cost, and quality of service. The causal map illustrated in Figure 2 
departs from Beer and Eisenstat’s (2000) model as we adopt a constructivist 
view to identify HRD-specifi c programs that support Lean strategy—involving 
corporate and SBU-level HR teams and how top management interpretations 
of HRD help in the development of a strategically aligned HRD. 

Lean and strategy implementation literature and HRD literature (particu-
larly within organization development) established the importance of manage-
ment commitment. Strong leadership at the top echelons of the SBU ensured 
that Lean strategy implementation was fully decentralized at the SBU, with 
limited corporate control. Several capital investment decisions (for example, 
additional manufacturing facility) proposed by the SBU were accepted by the 
corporate offi ce. Furthermore, the top management was instrumental in inte-
grating HRD systems, practices, and policies at all phases of the strategy—
formulation, planning, implementation, and evaluation. The role of the top 
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management and commitment in the implementation process appears to be a 
signifi cant factor for success. The evidence from the case study seems to sug-
gest the importance of involving leadership at other levels of the organization—
middle management and the shop fl oor. Informal and formal leadership roles 
are likely to ensure strategy implementation success. In terms of leadership 
characteristics, despite prolonged engagement with study informants, we were 
not able to assess leadership characteristics in a meaningful way. This is a limi-
tation of the study. 

Our conclusions confi rm the strategic role and value of HRD in the pro-
cess of implementing Lean as a fi rm-level strategy. In terms of their actual 
involvement, we found that HRD executives played a role, but did not lead 
the strategy implementation process. The implications for HRD research and 
practice are further elaborated upon in the next section.

Implications for HRD Practice and Research

For HRD and functional managers involved in strategy implementation, this 
case study has both practical implications and research implications involving 
integration of key fi ndings within the current study and formation of future 
studies. 

Future Directions for HRD Research

Prior to the current study, previous literature has not explored the value of 
HRD in either general strategy implementation, or Lean strategy implementa-
tion. Some scholars in the strategy implementation literature found indirect 
support for the importance of key human resources in leading change. We 
recommend future research on the HRD and strategy implementation linkage 
more systematically examine ways in which organizations increase HRD 
involvement for effective strategy implementation. One limitation of our study 
was the noninclusion of hourly employees. Qualitative research designs would 
be particularly useful for understanding how different employee groups (e.g., 
full-time employees, hourly employees, leadership team, middle-level execu-
tives) engage and respond to the challenges involved in the implementation of 
all types of strategies, including Lean. There is also a need to address organi-
zational members’ adaptation to Lean-related change. As Short et al. (2003) 
stated, it is important that HRD researchers focus on “delivering and measur-
ing outcomes, thinking and working systematically, with a sounder theoretical 
base” (p. 242). In order to do so, we must extend the current fi ndings to fur-
ther elaborate on the ways organizations have successfully implemented strat-
egy in a holistic manner—that includes HRD—and further elaborate on 
factors hindering HRD inclusion  in strategy implementation. Additional qual-
itative case studies in examining the Lean strategy implementation with a cen-
tral focus on HRD would offer further support for our fi ndings. 
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Studies employing quantitative research designs would extend the gener-
alizablity of the study’s fi ndings to organizations from nonmanufacturing con-
texts involved in the implementation of strategies other than Lean. The 
creation of some type of quantitative assessment from an HRD perspective 
would enable practitioners to determine potential pitfalls during the strategy 
implementation process (in terms of the perceived presence or absence of 
supporting/hindering mechanisms). Lean implementation studies also need to 
shift their scholarly focus from examining application and impact of Lean and 
quality-related tools on operational performance. Literature on the inclusion 
of HRD during the strategy formulation phase is even more limited. We urge 
HRD scholars to push the envelope for understanding the intersection of HRD 
and management in the formulation and implementation phase.

Implications for HRD Practice

Organizations are most likely to initiate actions when they are able to recog-
nize the factors that contribute or harm the implementation process. Thus, 
understanding the contextual influence of the organizational culture and 
structure, as outlined earlier, will support the anticipation and reduction of 
potential barriers to implementation. The recognition of organizational-level 
implementation opportunities and challenges enhances the overall quality of 
strategic decision making. 

Both functional and HR/HRD manager capacities to focus on long-term, 
systemic, and process-based perspectives can be enhanced by attending to the 
key issues outlined in this study. HR/HRD managers must recognize their crit-
ical role in acquiring and developing talent to build the momentum and com-
mitment for successful strategy implementation outcomes. HR/HRD managers 
need to recognize and elevate the role of informal leaders for managing change 
and resistance to change. Involvement in turnover reduction is another exam-
ple for linking HRD contributions to organizational performance. These rec-
ommendations offer concrete ways in which HR/HRD managers can earn and 
keep a seat at the table with senior leadership.

Study participants and related study fi ndings suggest different ways in 
which HRD-related roles can be elevated and specifi c competencies HRD pro-
fessionals may need to be valued contributors to Lean strategy implementa-
tion. For example, several competencies emerge from this study with 
signifi cant relevance to HRD practitioners. HRD practitioners need to under-
stand the strategic goals of the organization, must demonstrate their capaci-
ties, establish credibility regarding their operations-related understanding, 
should emphasize and validate value-added HRD-related approaches, and 
take overtly aligned actions toward achieving organizational objectives. 
Unfortunately, these competencies appear to be rarely taught in HRD or HRM 
programs—as was brought to the primary researcher’s attention by the SBU 
president. These fi ndings are also relevant because they address an occasional 
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narrative within HRD regarding the vulnerability of HRD practices within 
organizations. Short, Bing, and Kehrhahn (2003) raised concerns about HRD’s 
being “left on the sidelines.” Our fi ndings suggest that HRD professionals who 
are part of organizational strategic intervention have an opportunity to extend 
and opportunity for mutual benefi t toward shared management interests. The 
case explored herein provides support toward these ends.
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