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Aims: Many organizations adopt the Lean management approach to create a culture of 
continuous improvement (CI), but often fail to accomplish such a change. Previous studies 
have explained this high failure rate in terms of poor leadership and management, including 
the role of middle managers. However, the body of knowledge about the role and influence 
of middle management in Lean CI is underdeveloped and highly dispersed. Some earlier 
work suggests that middle managers can both enable and hinder CI initiatives, but a 
systematic overview is missing. This paper provides a systematic review of the literature to 
develop a mechanism-based framework that explains the success and failure of CI initiatives 
in which middle managers are key agents. This study therefore aims to develop an 
evidence-based framework of key aspects of middle management roles in CI practices 
drawing on Lean. 
Methodology:We conducted a mechanism-based systematic review of the literature. In 
total, 203 publications were selected and then reviewed in detail. This review focuses on 
how middle managers influence the implementation and success/failure of Lean CI 
initiatives. 
Results:The review of the literature on CI/Lean and middle management results in two 
frameworks. Each of these frameworks assumes that top management consistently seeks to 
implement a particular (archetypical) philosophy of CI/Lean: the first framework assumes an 
integral management approach and the second one starts from the assumption that a cost-
cutting strategy is adopted. Each of these two frameworks in itself reflects some of the key 
tensions and challenges arising from any CI/Lean change effort, especially for middle 
managers. In practice, the two conditions may overlap, which creates an additional level of 
complexity. Overall, our review provides an understanding of the (non)conditions in which 
continuous improvement initiatives are likely to succeed or fail, and as such also provides a 
starting point for future research as well as practical work in this area. 
 12 
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1. INTRODUCTION 17 

 18 
Organizational change is highly complex, also because its success and failure depends to a 19 
large extent on the specific organizational and industrial context [1,2]. Changes within and 20 
around organizations are the order of the day, for example, those arising from the need to 21 
(often simultaneously) reduce cost, improve quality, reduce time-to-market lead times, and 22 
enhance flexibility [3,4]. In many organizations, top managers seek to address these major 23 
challenges by initiating a change toward Continuous Improvement (CI) – an organizational 24 



 

culture in which all members contribute to performance improvement by continuously 25 
implementing minor or major changes in their work processes [5,6]. To establish a culture of 26 
CI, organizations typically adopt a specific approach to cope with all, or at least some of, 27 
these changes [7]. 28 
 29 
One of the most widely adopted CI approaches is Lean management (hereafter: Lean), 30 
aimed at creating customer value and eliminating waste in operational and other processes 31 
[8]. In this paper we thus consider Lean as an approach for creating an organizational 32 
culture of continuous improvement. Lean appears to have had a major impact on the 33 
contemporary business world and how organizations engage in CI [9,10,11,12], while it has 34 
also been critically assessed [13]. In this respect, The Machine That Changed The Worldby 35 
Womack, Jones and Roos [14]is one of the most influential publications in the area of 36 
operational management. 37 
 38 
Yet, implementing Lean to achieve CI demands substantial organizational changes and a 39 
major commitment of all people involved [15,16,17,18]. While most Lean programs are 40 
initiated as CI efforts, they often end up as a quick fix, without any sustained efforts to create 41 
and maintain a true culture of CI [7,19,20,21]. The success of Lean thus largely depends on 42 
the managers responsible for introducing, implementing and adapting new ways of working 43 
in the operational routines of the organization [6,22]. 44 
 45 
A key benchmark for our review is the earlier literature review by Wooldridge et al.[23], who 46 
outlined and assessed the available evidence with regard to the impact of middle 47 
management on how strategy in large organizations is formed. Almost a decade later, our 48 
review focuses on the role of middle management in CI change initiatives. Middle managers 49 
can play an important role in enabling and sustaining such changes, by identifying and 50 
advancing ideas for making the organization better, thereby helping to strike a balance 51 
between continuity and change [24,25].In this respect, middle managers occupy a (network) 52 
position between operational and upper management and have deep knowledge about what 53 
motivates the employees in their unit or department, which allows them to improve the 54 
effectiveness of any change initiative [25,26,27]. 55 
 56 
In the face of continual organizational change, however, the position of middle managers is a 57 
difficult one: whereas they are responsible for translating strategic change initiatives to daily 58 
operations, on a daily basis they also have to attend to problems prevailing on the shop floor 59 
[28]. The constant pressure to cut costs as well as sustain or grow their unit’s performance 60 
(e.g. productivity or customer satisfaction) may undermine middle managers’ efforts and 61 
commitment to implement Lean [29,30]. Thus, a major challenge arises from the two 62 
different roles that top management typically expects middle managers to play: the role of 63 
change leader and the role of loyal executer. 64 
 65 
The unique role and position of middle managers raises the question as to how they 66 
influence the implementation and success/failure of Lean CI initiatives. This study therefore 67 
aims to develop a framework for studying key aspects of the roles that middle managers 68 
enact in CI practices drawing on Lean. To theoretically ground the relationships between the 69 
roles and actions of middle management and the implementation of Lean, we draw on a 70 
systematic review and synthesis of the literature using a mechanism-based perspective 71 
[31,32]. This mechanism-based approach to reviewing and synthesizing the literature 72 
produces knowledge that is actionable and open to validation, and also serves to close the 73 
gap between managerial practice and academic research [33]. 74 
 75 
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. First, we outline the mechanism-based 76 
review and synthesis approach. Next, the findings regarding the role of middle management 77 



 

in Lean are presented in terms of contextual conditions, mechanisms and outcome patterns. 78 
Finally, we discuss these findings, also in terms of their contribution to the literature. 79 
 80 

2. METHODOLOGY 81 
 82 
We draw on a mechanism-based research synthesis of a large, rather fragmented, literature 83 
on middle management, continuous improvement and Lean management. A mechanism 84 
captures the deeper theoretical rationale underlying outcome patterns arising from actions in 85 
particular contexts. In the field of design science, the so-called CMO-format serves as a 86 
generic template that allows researchers to understand what works for whom, and in which 87 
circumstances. A mechanism (M) can be defined as the theoretical rationale that explains 88 
why a certain outcome (O) pattern is produced in a particular context (C) [34]. Denyer, 89 
Tranfield and Van Aken [35] at the time proposed the so-called CIMO-format, consisting of 90 
contexts, interventions, generative mechanisms and outcomes. Van Burg and Romme [34] 91 
adapted the CIMO framework by broadening the notion of generative mechanisms toward 92 
social mechanisms [36,37]. Moreover, Van Burg and Romme’s CMO framework [34] serves 93 
to avoid any attempt to specify interventions or actions in any detail, but instead describe the 94 
boundaries of these actions in terms of contextual conditions, social mechanisms and 95 
outcome patterns; that is, these boundaries constitute an action space in which the key 96 
agents can choose specific actions. Thus, the CMO framework is more appreciative of 97 
organizational complexity and ambiguity. 98 
 99 
The CMO approach helps to uncover and define a set of middle management roles and 100 
organizational/social mechanisms that affect CI success or failure in a particular context. In 101 
this respect, mechanism-based research synthesis produces knowledge that is both 102 
actionable and open to validation [38] and also serves to close the gap between managerial 103 
practice and academic research [39,40,41]. 104 
 105 
To develop the mechanism-based framework, we start by conducting a systematic review of 106 
the literature on middle management and continuous improvement (via Lean). This 107 
systematic review approach is expected to produce a literature overview, with minimal bias, 108 
as it aims to minimize the effects of (implicit) selection [42]. The first step consists of an 109 
extensive search of articles with explicit and reproducible criteria in the selection [43]. The 110 
review was conducted in the search engines of ABI/Inform, Emerald, Web of Science, 111 
Science Direct and Google Scholar (for all publications until October 2016). We followed the 112 
three key stages of a systematic literature review: planning, conducting, and reporting the 113 
review [44]. The review was limited to published peer-reviewed articles in journals (to control 114 
for overall study quality), supplemented with important monographs and other books 115 
regarding the main topics (middle management, Lean, and continuous improvement). The 116 
initial literature search was conducted using the terms ‘middle management/manager’, 117 
‘continuous improvement’ and ‘Lean’. The term ‘Lean’ was included as a separate term, 118 
because it refers to one of the most used methods for continuous improvement [11], but 119 
often is presented as a method that stands on its own. Therefore, the search was initially 120 
conducted using the root search string ‘middle manage*’ respectively ‘continuous 121 
improvement’ or ‘Lean’ in the title or subjects of the article. Because this search produced 122 
more than 2800 results, the search string was refined with ‘Lean’ in the abstract, document 123 
text and subject. This resulted in 214 records for middle management and 296 for Lean. 124 
 125 
To further assess the results, we divided the results in three categories [43]: ‘relevant’, 126 
‘relevance not a priori clear (not clear)’ and ‘less relevant’. In this respect, the abstract of 127 
each publication was carefully reviewed with regard to topic, objective, and central research 128 
question before placing it in one of the three categories. 129 
 130 



 

Subsequently, all ‘less relevant’ articles were put aside. We then set out to further examine 131 
the articles marked as ‘relevant’ or ‘not clear’. Consequently, 122 articles in total were 132 
considered for the literature review on middle management. For continuous improvement 133 
and Lean, 221 articles were assessed as relevant or not clear. Several frequently cited 134 
books on Lean were also included in the review, because of their influence on the 135 
development of the field [45]. 136 
 137 
The articles assessed as ‘relevant’ or ‘not clear’ were examined in more detail, drawing on 138 
content analysis. The following information was considered: subject; key words; literature 139 
theme; main findings; research method; nature of the data; industry; and country/region. As 140 
such, several articles were evaluated as not relevant to the purpose of this review and were 141 
therefore excluded (e.g. book summaries, book reviews, interviews with researchers, and 142 
articles in the popular press). As a result, 99 articles on middle management and 104 articles 143 
on continuous improvement and Lean served as input for the remaining review. 144 
 145 
The detailed review of these 203 publications was conducted by using the CMO framework 146 
outlined earlier. To categorize and synthesize the findings, we extracted the various 147 
contexts, outcomes and social mechanisms regarding CI and middle management. These 148 
contexts, outcome patterns and mechanisms were subsequently clustered, resulting in a 149 
systematic overview of contextual conditions, social mechanisms and outcome patterns 150 
regarding how middle managers affect CI success. 151 
 152 

3. REVIEW FINDINGS 153 
 154 
This section presents the main insights arising from the review. Before turning to these 155 
findings, we first define several key constructs. First, the literature provides various 156 
definitions of middle management. Huy defines a middle manager as “any manager two 157 
levels below the CEO and one level above line managers” [24]. Alternatively, middle 158 
managers have been more broadly defined as “holding positions between the first level 159 
supervisors and the level of executives, below those who have companywide 160 
responsibilities” [46]. Harding, Lee and Ford define middle managers as “those who occupy 161 
a particular part of the organizational hierarchy, in which they face upward to senior 162 
management and downwards to junior staff” [47]. As a starting point for our review, we 163 
define middle management as all those in the organization who are employed directly under 164 
top management and above the operational management layer, and are regularly involved in 165 
operational activities while also having regular access to top management [23,27,48,49]. 166 
 167 
Second, in the Introduction section we already defined continuous improvement (CI) as an 168 
organizational state, or culture, in which all staff members contribute to performance 169 
improvement by continuously implementing changes in their work processes [5,50]. Finally, 170 
Lean refers to a management philosophy to identify and eliminate waste, in order to make 171 
the enterprise deliver more value to customers at less expense [8,12,51]. 172 
 173 
In the remainder of this section, we discuss the main findings with regard to contextual 174 
conditions, social mechanisms and main outcome patterns of middle management’s role in 175 
CI and Lean initiatives. 176 
 177 

3.1 Contextual Conditions 178 
 179 
A contextual condition is a key dimension of the framework used here [34]. CI practices such 180 
as Lean and Six Sigma have become widespread, but have also evolved over the years 181 
[10,18,22,52,53,54]. Whereas the initial focus of CI and Lean methods was on cutting cost, 182 
more recently these methods have evolved toward an emphasis on changing the 183 



 

organizational culture [55,56]. Whereas many factors (e.g. company size, environmental 184 
turbulence) affect CI/Lean, a key contextual condition for the role of middle management 185 
arises from what top management aims to accomplish via CI/Lean [19,57]. Lean programs 186 
that are primarily intended to cut costs often end up as a quick fix, in the absence of any 187 
sustained efforts to create and maintain an organizational culture of CI [7,19,20,21]; 188 
moreover, established work routines appear to be rather difficult to change [58,59]. 189 
 190 
Organizations embracing Lean as a integral management philosophy, however, tend to 191 
perform better [19]. Therefore, successful implementation of Lean requires that top 192 
management views it as a long-term journey in installing a CI viewpoint as well as enabling 193 
cultural changes that support Lean principles throughout the entire organization [57]. In the 194 
latter cultural changes, top managers need to demonstrate their commitment to building and 195 
sustaining a culture of CI [17,56,60] and empower and support middle managers in ways 196 
that enhance their confidence and efficacy in fulfilling their new role [61,62]. 197 
 198 
Our review also suggests that CI has evolved from its original (narrow) application in 199 
manufacturing operations to the entire organization (of industrial firms) as well as to 200 
organizations in professional services, the public sector, and elsewhere [7,63,64,65]. 201 
Because productivity of the service sector trails productivity in the manufacturing sector by a 202 
wide margin [66], a growing number of Lean initiatives has been observed in the service 203 
industry [67,68,69,70]. However, Arfmann and Barbe [71] argue “there is a lack of debate 204 
and understanding about the real value of using Lean principles in service organizations.”  205 
 206 
Notably, the constant reengineering and downsizing of many organizations appears to have 207 
dramatically decreased the (relative as well as absolute) numbers of middle managers in 208 
these organizations [72,73,74,75,76,77]. The remaining population of middle managers, 209 
though, may have gained a much more significant role in facilitating learning and balancing 210 
organizational change and stability [78,79,80,81]. In this respect, downsizing can provide 211 
(the remaining) middle managers with more responsibilities and autonomy [82,83]. Without 212 
responsibility and autonomy, middle managers are likely to become increasingly frustrated 213 
and ineffective [84]. 214 
 215 
In this respect, middle managers play an important role in facilitating change in 216 
organizations: they may have valuable ideas for making the organization better, tend to have 217 
a large informal network within the organization, and can help the organization in striking a 218 
balance between continuity and change [85]. As such, there is a risk in downsizing the 219 
organization and its middle management cadre too much, as this may reduce organizational 220 
flexibility and innovation [85]. Overall, middle managers appear to play multiple pivotal roles 221 
in organizational change and transformation. 222 
 223 
This also makes the role of middle managers a very difficult one, between operational and 224 
upper management and between operations and strategy. A major challenge for middle 225 
managers involves dealing with the two different roles that, in line with Likert’s ‘linking pin’ 226 
principle [86], their superiors typically expect them to play: the role of change leader and the 227 
role of loyal implementer. Some middle managers appear to perceive the combination of 228 
these roles as unfair and unrealistic [28,87,88].Evidently, the dual roles and contributions 229 
expected from middle management become particularly problematic when (part of) the 230 
middle management cadre itself is downsized. 231 
 232 
Overall, middle managers are facing rather challenging contextual conditions when their 233 
organization sets out to become more Lean, especially in terms of what top management 234 
expects from them; these expectations include the broader aim of the CI/Lean program (as 235 



 

an integral management approach versus a strategy to cut costs), and the multiple roles and 236 
contributions expected from middle managers.  237 
 238 

3.2 Social Mechanisms 239 
 240 
Social mechanisms can help to explain why action patterns in certain contexts produce a 241 
certain outcome pattern. For one, the CI approach needs to be contextualized and matched 242 
with the organizational setting [89,90]. Second, people throughout the organization need to 243 
be willing to adopt CI practices, from the highest managerial level to the operational floor 244 
[60,91]. In this respect, behavioral and cultural factors may give rise to resistance among 245 
employees and managers, and there is a limited understanding of these factors 246 
[30,92,93,94]. Finally, the implementation process requires explicit support from 247 
management [53,90,95,96,97] and should be front-line driven, involving small steps and 248 
improvements on a daily basis, to keep the process focused [30,98,99]. 249 
 250 
Some studies of the Lean approach demonstrate that it requires a change in mindset and 251 
behavior among organizational leaders [100]. These cultural and behavioral changes at the 252 
managerial level are often difficult to accomplish, because there is a strong tendency among 253 
(both top and middle) managers to focus on tools and techniques [53,100]. In this respect, 254 
O’Rourke notes three important preconditions: the leadership’s responsibility to influence 255 
business strategy with CI, its direct involvement in the design of the deployment process, 256 
and its active engagement in the implementation [53]. This suggests that top management 257 
not only has to show commitment, but should also be active in implementing and 258 
communicating the change in the entire organization [15,91,101,102,103]. This involvement 259 
apparently has to go beyond ‘cheerleading’ or sending around an e-mail. Rather, a sense of 260 
urgency about continually improving the organization and doing things differently needs to 261 
be created [21,104,105]. 262 
 263 
Moreover, the commitment and involvement of top management also appears to be critical 264 
for the sustainability of a CI practice over time [21,101,103,106,107]. Although CI programs 265 
are often advocated and introduced to accomplish ‘sustained’ improvements, they often end 266 
up as a quick fix without a deliberate effort to create and maintain the conditions for a culture 267 
of CI [7,21]. 268 
 269 
Research suggests that many middle managers are in fact being depowered, and that 270 
change labeled as ‘empowerment’ often actually means less influence of middle 271 
management [108]. Middle managers have thus been observed to actively block (so-called) 272 
empowerment initiatives, thereby attempting to preserve their power and status [109]. 273 
Similarly, another study found that middle managers are less likely to block change when 274 
they are trusted to have the ability to modify and craft new organizational routines [110], that 275 
is, enable their staff to take responsibility for their own actions and results. As such, middle 276 
managers often (are expected to) move away from the role of supervisor to the role of 277 
coach. As a result, many middle managers feel insecure, which is reinforced by what they 278 
perceive to be a parallel hierarchy[108,109,111,112]. A parallel hierarchy implies that the 279 
formal channels of communication and accountability are changed to allow for (more) 280 
decisions to be made at lower levels of the organization that middle managers no longer 281 
control. 282 
 283 
Another key social mechanism affecting Lean initiatives is job insecurity. For one, employees 284 
can become afraid of losing their job and view Lean as just another downsizing method 285 
[113]. In addition, middle managers themselves may also become insecure about their jobs, 286 
which sometimes motivates them to take a more strategic role, for example as champions of 287 
the Lean initiative [26,114]. Overall, if there is limited commitment to CI (if any at all) from 288 



 

middle managers and employees and thus little knowledge transfer among them, then 289 
implementing Lean is unlikely to lead to any significant improvements in organizational 290 
behavior and performance [56,113,115,116]. 291 
 292 
The ‘roles’ of middle managers are important phenomena in any large organization 293 
[23,27,48]. In this respect, Floyd and Wooldridge [117] defined four strategic roles of middle 294 
managers: 295 
1. Championing strategic alternatives: the middle manager engages in persistent and 296 

persuasive communication of proposals that either provide the firm with new capabilities 297 
or allow the firm to use existing capabilities differently. 298 

1. Facilitating adaptability: the middle manager encourages cross-functional problem 299 
solving, experimentation and idea generation, and creates arrangements that increase 300 
organizational flexibility. 301 

2. Synthesizing information: the middle manager derives strategic meaning from events, 302 
connects ideas to strategic issues, and sells issues to top management and others in the 303 
organization. 304 

3. Implementing deliberate strategy: the middle manager aligns the unit’s actions with the 305 
firm’s strategic intent. 306 

 307 
These four roles provide “a framework that combines upward and downward influence with 308 
behaviors that integrate and support strategies on one hand and diverge from official 309 
strategy on the other” [49]. Thus, depending on the organizational context, type of strategic 310 
change, issues faced by top management, and leadership style of top managers, middle 311 
managers can play one or more of these roles [27,48,117,118]. 312 
 313 
Overall, our review of the literature serves to identify seven social mechanisms: championing 314 
the intended change by creating a sense of urgency about it; informal networking to facilitate 315 
adaptability of employees; actively blocking change (while publicly endorsing it); synthesizing 316 
and transferring knowledge and learning (outcomes); obtaining more responsibility and 317 
autonomy to act; being exposed to (what is perceived as) a parallel hierarchy; and becoming 318 
insecure/anxious about one’s job. 319 
 320 

3.3 Outcome Patterns 321 
 322 
In line with our review thusfar, a large number of studies argue and illustrate that successful 323 
CI\Lean initiatives require a systematic band-controlled change strategy, rather than a quick 324 
fix [19,93,116,119,120,121]. However, there is no agreement in the literature about what 325 
constitutes the (lack of) success of a CI/Lean program. In this section, we discuss three 326 
outcome patterns identified in the literature. We focus here on the results of CI/Lean efforts, 327 
rather than (intermediary) outcomes that were earlier categorized as social mechanisms. 328 
Notably, while each of these three outcome patterns were already mentioned in reviewing 329 
the contextual conditions and social mechanisms, we define them more explicitly here. 330 
 331 
First, the ‘ideal’ outcome is accomplished when CI/Lean is embraced and practised 332 
throughout the organization, with substantial changes in behavior and shared norms 333 
[17,56,61,62]. That is, CI/Lean becomes an integral part of the organizational culture [19,57]. 334 
 335 
The second outcome pattern is the ‘quick fix’ mentioned earlier: this quick fix implies the 336 
organization ends up with ‘just’ another tool, with a rather short (e.g. reporting) time horizon 337 
and without any substantial changes in behavior and culture toward continuous improvement 338 
[8,53,100,120,121]. That is, employees, supervisors and middle managers will participate in 339 
and complete the formal training required, and add CI ratios to the existing assessment and 340 
reporting schemes ─ but a true culture of CI does not arise. 341 



 

 342 
Third, several studies have observed that organizations may become too Lean, for example, 343 
by eliminating most of the available human potential and developing an organization-wide 344 
aversion of Lean [122], especially when top management adopts it to downsize the 345 
organization rather than as an enabler for strategic and operational developments [105,115]. 346 
Similarly, many Lean initiatives apparently do not reach their full potential [99]. 347 
 348 
In sum, our review serves to identify three general outcome patterns. These outcome 349 
patterns involve the extent to which CI/Lean (a) is embraced as an integral part of the 350 
organizational culture; (b) is implemented as a tool, with a short time horizon, and therefore 351 
not giving rise to a CI culture; and (c) eliminates most or all of the available human potential, 352 
which in turn makes the organization less flexible and innovative. Table 1 provides an 353 
overview of the main outcome patterns, social mechanisms and contextual conditions 354 
identified in our review. 355 
 356 
Table 1. Frequently observed contextual conditions, social mechanisms and 357 
outcome patterns 358 

 359 

Contextual conditions Social mechanisms Outcome patterns 

Aim of CI/Lean initiative, as 
conceived by top management: 

1. Implement CI/Lean as a integral 
management philosophy 

2. Implement CI/Lean as a cost 
cutting program 

 
Organizational environment: 

3. The number of middle 
managers has been 
substantially decreasing 

4. At the same time, (remaining) 
middle managers have a much 
more significant role in 
facilitating and balancing 
organizational change 

5. Middle managers are 
increasingly expected to 
perform multiple roles 

 

Championing the intended change 
by creating a sense of urgency 
 
Informal networking to facilitate 
adaptability of employees  
 
Actively blocking change (while 
publicly expressing support) 
 
Synthesizing and transferring 
knowledge & learning (outcomes) 
 
Obtaining more responsibility & 
autonomy to act  
 
Being exposed to (what is perceived 
as) a parallel hierarchy 
 
Becoming insecure/anxious about 
one’s job 
 

CI/Lean is embraced and 
practised throughout the 
organization (and thus a CI culture 
arises over time) 
 
CI/Lean is implemented as a tool 
with a rather short time horizon 
(and thus a CI culture does not 
arise) 
 
The available human potential is 
largely eliminated, making the 
organization less flexible and 
innovative 

  360 

4. RESEARCH SYNTHESIS 361 

 362 
Thus far, our literature review has produced an overview of contextual conditions, social 363 
mechanisms and outcome patterns regarding the literature of CI-Lean and middle 364 
management. In this section, we synthesize these findings in CMO format [34;35]. This 365 
synthesis especially draws on the causal relationships for which there is a strong body of 366 
evidence, that is, at least two empirical studies in which the causal relation was 367 
observed─as well as some additional theorizing about the mechanisms that are likely to 368 
explain why particular outcomes occur in the given context. 369 
 370 
One key finding arising from our review is that the context in which middle managers engage 371 
with CI/Lean initiatives is rather turbulent and demanding. For one, the number of middle 372 
managers has been decreasing, while those remaining appear to have a much more 373 
significant role in facilitating learning and balancing organizational change [79,83]. Moreover, 374 



 

the work of middle management has not only become more significant, it has also become 375 
more demanding, given that it involves engaging in multiple roles at the same time and/or 376 
continually switching between different roles [28]. In the remainder of this section, we 377 
synthesize our research findings in two complementary CMO frameworks. 378 
 379 
Before we can present these two frameworks, we need to make an analytical distinction. In 380 
this respect, the literature on top management learning and behavior has uncovered major 381 
gaps and inconsistencies between what many top managers say they want and what they 382 
actually want [123,124,125]. These inconsistencies between management’s ‘espoused 383 
theory’ and ‘theory-in-action’ [124] reinforce the complexity of organizational changes toward 384 
CI/Lean. We will explore this additional layer of complexity later in this section, and at this 385 
stage simply assume that top management deliberately sets out to implement CI/Lean as 386 
eithera integral management philosophy or a cost-cutting program, and consistently follows 387 
up on this intention. This assumption serves to develop two CMO frameworks, which are 388 
structured in terms of conditions, mechanisms, and outcome patterns. Notably, we will depict 389 
the social mechanisms with an explicit description of the agents (i.e. middle managers) 390 
activating these mechanisms and/or the people affected by these mechanisms [34].   391 
 392 
The first CMO framework, outlined in Figure 1, addresses the contextual condition (for 393 
middle management) in which top management seeks to implement CI/Lean as an integral 394 
management philosophy [19,57]. In this particular condition, various mechanisms are directly 395 
or indirectly triggered. If top management consistently seeks to implement CI/Lean as an 396 
integral management approach, this directly affects the sense of urgency about the need to 397 
do things differently [21,60,91,105], and also raises expectations among employees and 398 
middle managers with regard to obtaining more responsibility and autonomy to act [82,83]. 399 
Moreover, an integral approach advocated by top management enables middle managers to 400 
(learn to) engage in a broader set of roles (between which they continually switch), including: 401 
championing CI/Lean by creating a sense or urgency, informal networking among staff 402 
members to facilitate their adaptability, and actively synthesizing and transferring knowledge 403 
and learnings between teams and units [23,27]. In turn, by facilitating the adaptability of their 404 
staff as well as synthesizing and transferring knowledge between teams and units, the 405 
responsibility and autonomy of employees is increased throughout the organization 406 
[90,104,115]. 407 
 408 
As Figure 1 also suggests, three social mechanisms co-create the (managerially) preferred 409 
outcome, that is, CI/Lean is embraced and practised throughout the organization [19,100]. 410 
The potential noise in this CMO framework involves the effect that an increased level of 411 
responsibility and autonomy to act (of ‘subordinate’ staff) can have on middle managers: 412 
they may feel increasingly exposed to a parallel hierarchy [108,112]. In Figure 1, we 413 
hypothesize that the latter perception has a negative effect on the key outcome pattern (this 414 
effect is represented by a dotted arrow). The significance of this ‘parallel hierarchy’ effect on 415 
the CI/Lean culture depends on how large this group of middle managers is (relative to the 416 
entire population of middle managers in the incumbent organization) and how strong this 417 
perception of a parallel hierarchy is.  418 
 419 



 

 420 
 421 
Fig. 1. Implementing CI/Lean as an integral management approach 422 
Solid arrows refer to positive effects and dashed arrows refer to negative effects 423 

 424 
 425 

The second CMO framework starts from the contextual condition in which top managers 426 
initiate and implement CI as a cost cutting program [53,55]. Figure 2 provides an overview of 427 
this framework. This contextual condition obviously triggers the mechanism of anxiety and 428 
insecurity, or more specifically, it makes many people in the organization, including (some) 429 
middle managers, afraid of losing their jobs [105,113]. Unlike the integral approach 430 
previously discussed, a focus on cost-cutting at the top level is also likely to motivate middle 431 
managers to avoid any other contribution than the minimum required by top management 432 
(e.g. get staff members enrolled in the Lean training sessions); in other words, middle 433 
managers do not (learn to) continually switch between different roles and contributions to the 434 
CI/Lean process [23,27]. We also assume that increasing levels of insecurity and anxiety 435 
about one’s job further reinforce the middle manager’s inability to combine and switch 436 
between different roles. 437 
 438 
The latter mechanism, in turn, negatively affects the sense of responsibility and autonomy 439 
that people throughout the organization have [82,83]. Moreover, if middle managers feel 440 



 

their own jobs are at risk, they are likely to actively block the CI/Lean program, although they 441 
may publicly endorse it [109,126]. 442 
 443 
In the CMO framework in Figure 2, we assume that three mechanisms positively affect two 444 
primary outcome patterns: implementation of CI/Lean as a tool with a short time horizon, 445 
without the rise of a CI culture [53,100,115,127]  and elimination of most, or all, of the 446 
available human potential [85,122]. In Figure 2, we also hypothesize that any attempts by 447 
middle managers to block the intended changes will negatively affect the implementation of 448 
CI/Lean as a tool [109,110], that is, these attempts undermine CL/Lean as a quick fix. 449 
Compared to the CMO framework in Figure 1, the outcomes in Figure 2 are twofold. 450 
Theoretically, the two outcome patterns can co-exist, but one outcome pattern can also 451 
prevail over the other─contingent on the strength and interplay of the cause-effect 452 
relationships hypothesized in this Figure.  453 

 454 
Fig. 2. Implementing CI/Lean as a cost-cutting program 455 
Solid arrows refer to positive effects and dashed arrows refer to negative effects 456 
 457 
Our synthesis of the literature is outlined in the frameworks in Figures 1 and 2. Each 458 
framework assumes that top management consistently seeks to implement a particular 459 
(archetypical) philosophy of CI/Lean, as either an integral management approach or a cost-460 
cutting strategy. Each of the two frameworks in itself reflects some of the key tensions and 461 



 

challenges arising from any CI/Lean change effort, especially for those in middle 462 
management positions. 463 
 464 
But CI/Lean changes are more challenging and complex than the causal relationships 465 
represented in Figures 1 and 2. In fact, the CMO patterns in these two figures tend to co-466 
exist in practice, because of major gaps and inconsistencies between what many top 467 
managers say they want and what they actually want [13,123,125]. This gap between the 468 
purpose and values of CI/Lean espoused by top management and those actually being 469 
pursued may create a rather hybrid organizational reality: that is, top management may 470 
initially frame CI/Lean as an integral approach, to be implemented for the long-run, butthis 471 
initiative then ends up being (perceived by many as) a cost-cutting program set up to 472 
accomplish short-term results [13]. Organizational reality thus tends to be more messy than 473 
what Figures 1 and 2 separately would imply. 474 
 475 

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 476 

 477 
The two frameworks developed in this paper help to unravel the enormous complexity of 478 
CI/Lean change efforts. In this respect, CI programs are often initiated by managers referring 479 
to ‘sustained improvements’, ‘cultural changes’ and similar terms, but these programs often 480 
end up as a quick fix without a deliberate effort to create and maintain the conditions needed 481 
[7,21]. Studies in both industrial and service-oriented organizations demonstrate that any 482 
(initial) results arising from such projects are often not sustained over time [128], also 483 
because these organizations strongly focus on tools and thus insufficiently secure changes 484 
in the actual behavior of employees and managers [8]. 485 
 486 
Overall, the role and influence of middle management within CI appears to be under-487 
researched [6,129], which is remarkable because middle managers appear to be key agents 488 
in facilitating CI/Lean initiatives. In many corporate settings, top managers often expect their 489 
middle managers to engage in the ‘triangle’ of leading change, implementing change and 490 
changing their own behavior, which gives rise to many tensions and possibly makes them 491 
actively block and resist change. To support middle managers in handling this triangle of 492 
roles and challenges, top managers would need to lead by example, which is a major 493 
challenge in itself, given the volatility at top management positions as well as shareholder 494 
pressure (e.g. toward cost-cutting) in many organizations. 495 
 496 
The synthesis of the literature outlined in Figures 1 and 2 suggest that CI/Lean changes are 497 
highly challenging and complex, possibly reinforced by inconsistencies between what top 498 
managers say they want and what they actually want. The latter observation implies that the 499 
causal patterns outlined in Figures 1 and 2 often co-exist and overlap, and future work in this 500 
area will not only need to test the bundle of hypotheses arising from each figure but also 501 
explore and assess the interaction between the two bundles of causal patterns in settings 502 
where these two contextual conditions appear to co-exist. 503 
 504 
This has important implications for future research. In-depth case studies can capture some 505 
of the dynamic complexity implied by Figure 1 and 2. But, any attempt to further investigate 506 
and disentangle these causal relationships may be best served with an experimental 507 
vignette approach [130]. Especially in complex situations, vignettes can be used to control 508 
for various conditions and variables, while offering each participant (e.g. middle manager) a 509 
case vignette that to a large extent reflects authentic organizational settings s/he has been 510 
confronted with [131]. Obviously, responding to hypothetical scenarios can be less confusing 511 
and threatening for many participants than the reality of their own organization. As such, 512 
experimental vignette studies may be instrumental in validating and further developing the 513 
causal relations and patterns hypothesized in the two frameworks presented in this article. 514 



 

 515 
The CMO frameworks developed in this article are not limited to a particular type of 516 
organization or industry, also in view of the broad set of studies (cutting across various 517 
industries and types of organizations) we reviewed. Future work can test the validity of these 518 
frameworks and possibly also serve to develop context-specific frameworks for a particular 519 
type of organization or industry. 520 
 521 
Also,future research can explore the role and influence of national culture [132,133] on 522 
efforts to implement CI/Lean. The national cultural dimension has not been addressed in this 523 
study. Thus, future work should explore the role of national culture in each of the two CMO 524 
frameworks as well as how cultural dimensions affect the co-existence and interaction 525 
between the two frameworks.A related avenue to pursue in future work is to apply 526 
Mintzberg’s notions of deliberate versus emergent strategy [134,135] to CI/Lean changes. In 527 
this respect, an interesting research question is whether certain (e.g. uncertainty avoiding) 528 
cultures better enable top and middle managers to deliberately introduce and implement CI 529 
in their organizations, whereas other (e.g. uncertainty tolerant) national cultures possibly 530 
provide more fertile conditions for emergent strategies toward CI. 531 
 532 
One key limitation of this review is the assumption that the adoption of Lean can be 533 
beneficial to any organization. This may be a problematic assumption, one that has been 534 
contested [13,137]. Future work therefore needs to explore whether the assumed benefits of 535 
Lean are substantial or merely rhetorical. Another limitation of most literature we reviewed is 536 
the (often implicit) assumption that CI/Lean initiatives involveprogrammatic changes. 537 
Successful changes require top and middle managers to constantly challenge and adjust the 538 
program to make sure the change delivers the desired results [3]. In this respect, an 539 
additional reason for unsuccessful transformation toward CI/Lean may be that there is no, or 540 
limited, management of the change process during the transition [136]. A finallimitation of the 541 
literature review and synthesis in this paper is that we did not explicitly address the 542 
theoretical and philosophical foundations of the Context-Mechanism-Outcome approach 543 
used [34,35]. 544 
 545 
To conclude, CI/Lean is a particular effort toward organizational change that many 546 
organizations engage in, but often without success. The failure of these change attempts 547 
has been attributed to poor leadership, and particularly the role of middle managers in 548 
facilitating and sustaining change.Our review indeed demonstrates that leadership by top 549 
managers isimportant in creating a sense of urgency regarding the need for an 550 
organizational culture ofcontinuous improvement, but middle managers also play a pivotal 551 
role. The latter role is not an easy one, because middle managers have to change their own 552 
mindset and behavior and lead by example, in order to create and sustain changes in the 553 
entire organization [21,116]. The success of CI/Lean thus largely depends on the managers 554 
responsible for initiating and implementing the method, including middle managers [6,22].As 555 
culture and values are to a large extent driven by top management, the role and behavior of 556 
these managers constitutes the most critical condition foreffectivelyimplementing CI [21,100]. 557 
 558 
The review study conducted in this article served to develop a mechanism-based framework 559 
that helps to understand the complexity of the role that middle managers play in facilitating 560 
and promoting CI/Lean. This theoretical framework is synthesized from the existing body of 561 
evidence, but also raises many questions to be addressed in future work.   562 
 563 
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