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Abstract 

This master thesis deals with the analysis of Lean’s influence on innovation. The 

applied theoretical framework combines the Lean theory represented by the 

seven major Lean practices identified by Olivella et al. (2008) with Kline and 

Rosenberg’s (1986) chain-linked model of innovation and the classification of 

innovation types of Cooper (1998). In the present work it was examined how 

Lean is influencing innovation when it is implemented in an innovation-oriented 

environment. In order to answer this research question, six expert interviews with 

CEOs, Executives and Consultants from five different industries were conducted 

and subjected to a qualitative content analysis. As a result of this examination, it 

has been shown that Lean may impede as well as complement innovation. On 

the one hand Lean may complement innovation by freeing up resources and 

providing an appropriate environment for innovation characterized by a learning 

character and multi-functional and multi-skilled knowledge workers operating 

according to scientific methods. On the other hand Lean may impede innovation 

by reducing slack, risks, and variability, which are arguably important to 

innovation. Furthermore, it has been shown that the innovation process is 

influenced negatively most likely at its early stage, and that Lean is rather related 

to innovation types which are process-oriented. The collected data were found to 

be fruitful in answering the question of how Lean is influencing innovation. 

However, questions regarding the innovation process and innovation types could 

not be answered satisfactorily. Here, further research is needed.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

In the last three decades, innovation has increasingly attracted the interest of 

researchers as well as practitioners (Kumar and Kim 2012; Gatignon et al. 2002; 

Damanpour 1987). Today, organizations operate in a turbulent economic 

environment where change is the only constant. In order to survive, these 

organizations have to continuously evolve to meet the changing need of their 

stakeholders (Kumar and Kim 2012; Srinivasan 2010). In recent years, Lean 

Management and innovation have both been touted as adequate strategies to 

ensure the survival of organizations; and although there are a myriad of papers 

on Lean Management as well as innovation, they are, interestingly, rarely 

discussed together (Srinivasan 2010). 

While the importance of innovation as a strategic driver in finding new 

opportunities and protecting knowledge assets (Hurmelinna-Laukkanen et al. 

2008; Teece 2000) and as a critical element for organizational survival has been 

recognized, the academic debate remains ongoing as to exactly what is 

innovation, how the innovation process looks like, and which types of innovation 

can be distinguished (Srinivasan 2010). The whole discussion around the topic of 

innovation led to the emergence of buzzwords like “creative economy”, and new 

organizational roles at corporate levels such as Chief Innovation Officer (ibid.). 

Innovation plays a key role in providing blockbuster products and services by 

creating greater value than was previously has been recognized (Lloréns Montes 

et al., 2005). In order to achieve this, CEOs make major operational changes, 

and even redesign their business models. This is evident by the regular IBM 

Global CEO studies, which innovation is constantly important topic (Byrne et al. 

2007). The CEOs surveyed ranked ‘unsupportive culture and climate’ as the 

major impediment to innovation success. Furthermore, many of the CEOs said 

that their companies lack the processes, discipline and mindset needed to 

support considerable innovation on a continuous basis (IBM Business Consulting 

Services 2006). 

Lean Management is another driving force of today’s business success (Chen 

and Taylor 2009). For instance, 40.6% of all companies in United Kingdom (EU-

15 average: 28.2%) already apply Lean Management (Arundel et al. 2007). By 

applying Lean Management, organizations can fundamentally improve their 
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competitive advantage (Liker 2004; Lewis 2000). By eliminating waste in all 

processes along organization’s supply chain, aligning all steps of an activity in a 

continuous flow, recombining workers into cross-functional teams dedicated to 

that activity, and constantly striving for improvement, organizations can focuses 

on doing more with less (less time, equipment, activities, and materials), while 

moving closer to providing customers the product or service they want, when they 

want it. By going through the waste-elimination process, Lean frees up resources 

which are typically redeployed to more value-adding activities (Schiele 2009; 

Womack and Jones 1994). Although pioneered by Toyota in Japan, Lean 

Management has spread to organizations in many other industry sectors beyond 

the automotive industry with a significant development and ‘localization’ of the 

Lean concept (Hines et al. 2004; Olivella et al. 2008). Lean Management is a 

wide concept with implication for many aspects in a business setting (Parker 

2003).  

Almost 25 years ago Womack et al. (1992) argued that the adoption of Lean 

Production will change almost everything in every industry. Today, advances in 

technology, psychology, and analytics suggest that Lean is still evolving (Duncan 

and Ritter 2014). In the past few years, there were successful applications of 

Lean in various businesses and even in the private sector: From mortgage 

processing in India, more effective and efficient processing of political-asylum 

requests in Sweden to different communication styles in Disney theme parks 

which respond to different emotional cues of visitors at different times of the day1 

(Jacquemont et. al. 2014; Duncan and Ritter 2014). A new development is the 

Lean Startup approach, which aims at fledgling companies but can also be 

implemented in big companies (Ries 2011). This is particularly interesting, since it 

applies Lean Management not primarily to mature businesses with a good 

resource endowment like automotive, but rather to newly emerged industries like 

E-commerce.  

  

                                                           
1 In the morning, Disney employees are obliged to communicate in a more motivational style, which 
resonates with eager visitors starting out their day in the theme park. In the afternoon, employees try to 
communicate more calming since the children are tired and the nerves become frayed (Duncan and 
Ritter 2014). 
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1.2 Problem Discussion 

Recent studies on product innovation suggest that innovation output (amount of 

marketed innovative products) rather than innovation input (e.g. R&D 

investments) has a positive and significant effect on a company’s sales2. In fact, it 

seems to be completely irrelevant to the volume how high a company’s 

innovation effort is as long as the company delivers innovative products at the 

end of the day (Tavassoli 2013). Since the amount of investment on innovation 

obviously does not matter, to cut out the waste in the innovation process is an 

economic imperative.  

A proven method to optimize processes within a company is Lean Management. 

Originally, there was the concept of Lean Production, a systematized 

organization of production in the automotive industry (Olivella et al. 2008; 

Womack and Jones 2003; Krafcik 1988). In the course of further adaptation and 

generalization of the principles of Lean Production beyond the borders of the 

automotive industry, managers and business consultants established the term 

Lean Management. In general, Lean Management is a management and 

organizational concept that complements the concept of Lean Production. The 

objective of both concepts is to avoid all forms of waste, errors and unnecessary 

costs while striving for the best possible quality (Womack and Jones 2003; 

Pfeiffer and Weiß 1992). Fundamental for the understanding of the Lean 

Management concept is the fact that it represents the direct counter-concept to 

the mass-production concept of Ford and Taylor, which is based on the division 

of labor. Lean Management is an individual-oriented and make-to-order oriented 

approach which addresses the shift in demand towards individualization – 

regardless of industry and technology (Pfeiffer and Weiß 1992). 

In their paper, Chen and Taylor (2009) present in detail that there are significant 

differences between a lean environment and the innovation environment. Lean 

assumes stable and routine processes, a high-volume production, a stable 

learning curve as well as a stable workforce and the elimination of buffers, e.g. 

waiting time and inventories. But this predictability required does not apply for 

processes of novel and complex environments, especially in the context of 

innovation (Browning and Sanders 2012). Niepce and Molleman (1998) support 

Browning and Sanders (2012) with respect to Lean’s stable and routine 

processes and state that Lean is particularly effective where tasks are stable, 

                                                           
2 In his paper, the author focuses on exports, i.e. sales in foreign markets. 
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repetitive and uncomplicated. As Browning and Sanders (2012) note, Lean 

environments have the luxury of being repetitive and more thoroughly 

understood. Hence, Lean fits in a production environment characterized by a low 

uncertainty (Mehta and Shah 2005). However, innovation, in particular radical 

innovation, requires approaches deviating from the existing norm 

(Gopalakrishnan and Damanpour 1997), but in the age where products and 

services experience an increase of functionalities, diversification, customization, 

and change in general, novel and complex processes are the norm (Browning 

and Sanders 2012). This may lead to uncertainty in the work setting (Melnyk 

2007). That is something that should not appear in Lean environment. According 

to Jackson and Martin (1996), simplification of work procedures through workflow 

formalization and standardization is a key feature of Lean. Similarly, Niepce and 

Molleman (1998) argue that a lean environment is characterized by a high 

standardization of work processes in order to reduce process variability and 

increase process visibility. Lean reduces variability in order to achieve product 

quality at low costs (Browning and Heath 2009). Variability, however, can be 

considered as an important prerequisite for uncertainty, which in turn is a major 

source of creativity. Organizations should preserve variability to foster innovation 

(Melnyk 2007; Gopalakrishnan and Damanpour 1997). According to Browning 

and Sanders (2012), Novelty can be seen as a lack of familiarity with a kind of 

work. For innovative organizations, novelty is an ongoing feature which increases 

uncertainty within activities. In addition, Christensen (1992) points out that new 

innovation, e.g. new technology, may be worse than existing technology. That 

would contradict the principle of Lean to provide quality/value for customers. New 

design may also be not contingent on existing technology (Melnyk 2007). Thus, 

that would run counter the standardization required by Lean. Furthermore, Lean 

reduces any risks or potential failures that can result in necessary rework (Hale 

and Kubiak 2007). However, Melnyk (2007) and Wynett et al. (2002) recognize 

that the elimination of all risks can prevent innovation from being achieved. In 

order to eliminate waste, Lean reduces any kind of slack or underutilized design 

resources (Chen and Taylor 2009). According to Christensen (1992), time and 

design are, however, needed to a greater extent in order to facilitate innovation. 
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1.3 Problem Formulation and Purpose 

So if Lean and innovation are so different in their approaches and have as well 

as require different environments, following question arises automatically: How is 

Lean influencing innovation when it is implemented in an innovation-oriented 

environment? Surprisingly, there is only little research on this topic as the 

literature review shows. The literature deals mainly with issues where Lean is 

related to competitive advantage (Liker 2004; Lewis 2000; Oliver et al. 1996), 

profitability (Maskell and Baggaley 2004; Lewis 2000; Lin and Hui 1999; Oliver 

and Hunter 1998), workforce (Parker 2003; Lewchuk and Robertson 1996), 

innovation performance (Lorenz and Valeyre 2006; Lam 2005), and innovation 

capabilities (Chen and Taylor 2009; Arundel et al. 2007). Papers on the topic how 

Lean is influencing innovation in general and innovation processes in particular 

are rare. Here, only Browning and Sanders’ (2012) and Mehta and Shah’s (2005) 

works are worth to mention. While the former examine how Lean implementation 

is different for complex, novel, and innovative processes exemplified by 

Lockheed Martin’s Lean implementation for the F-22 fighter aircraft, the latter 

study influence of Lean concepts on the product innovation process of a Brazilian 

shoe manufacturer. Having in mind that Lean is used in more and more areas 

(Duncan and Ritter 2014) and constant innovation is increasingly becoming an 

imperative in the business world (Kumar and Kim 2012; Gatignon et al. 2002; 

Cooper 1998; Kline and Rosenberg 1986; Porter 1980) it seems as if here is an 

interesting research gap to fill in order to make the next crucial step in 

understanding both phenomena. The purpose of the present thesis, therefore, is 

to develop a conceptual framework of how Lean is influencing innovation in 

general and the innovation process and the innovation types in particular. 

The present work applies a theoretical framework which consists of two mayor 

theoretical parts, the theory on Lean and theory on innovation. The Lean theory 

includes Lean principles (Womack and Jones 2003), Lean practices (Olivella et 

al. 2008), and Lean Startup approach (Ries 2011). The theory on innovation is 

twofold, it covers the chain-linked model on innovation (Kline and Rosenberg 

1986) and the systemization of the innovation types according to Cooper (1998). 

As you can see in Fig. 1, the theoretical framework depicts that Lean is 

influencing the Lean process on the one hand and the individual innovation types 

on the other hand. The relationship between the innovation process and 

innovation types is indicated graphically, but is not further addressed in the 

present work. 
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Fig. 1: Theoretical Framework: Lean’s influence on the innovation process and types (Source: own illustration). 

1.4 Delimitations 

Since in this work the influence of Lean on innovation should only be studied in 

business organizations and environments, the public sector is excluded. Here, a 

number of papers have already been published, see e.g. Radnor and Osborne 

(2013), Huniche and Pedersen (2011), and Hines et al. (2008). Furthermore, only 

the corporate level should be considered, the network aspect is to be neglected 

here. However, the author explicitly recognizes the value of networks, especially 

with external actors, for the understanding of innovation processes. Nevertheless, 

in order to answer the underlying research question of this paper, the innovation 

model considered needs to be adequate, since the use of an either too simplified 

or overly sophisticated model would seriously distort thinking. For this reason, a 

complex and network-oriented innovation model such as the one of Lundvall 

(2011) is not used but instead the chain-linked innovation model of Kline and 

Rosenberg (1986). In addition, the present work does not pertains to the ‘Lean is 

mean’ debate is omitted since such a consideration would not help to answer the 

underlying research question. However, the author of the present work 

recognizes that the perception of ‘Lean is mean’ has resulted in limited 

application of Lean principles and practices to innovation (Srinivasan 2010). 

Contribution on this topic can be found, i.a. in Hines et al. (2004) and Parker 

(2003). Finally combinations of the Lean concept with another approach, like 

Lean Six Sigma are deselected from consideration since it can be assumed that 

they may bias the results. Papers with this focus are contributed, e.g. by 

Drohomeretski (2014) and Atmaca and Girenes (2013). 
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1.5 Thesis Structure 
The thesis is structured as follows: In the second chapter, different innovation 

definitions are discussed and examined for their suitability; at the end a working 

definition is formed. Furthermore, the innovation process is depicted and 

explained based on a systematization of the innovation concepts and finally, the 

different innovation types, which will be considered, are discussed. In the third 

chapter Lean is introduced and Lean Thinking and Lean Production are 

segregated. Here, the important concepts are explained and the Lean practices 

are presented. At the end, the Lean Startup theory is introduced. The fourth 

chapter provides information regarding data collection as wells as sampling and 

selection strategy pursued. This is followed by the sample description, a brief 

presentation of the expert interviewees. In the next sub-chapter the 

implementation of the conducted expert interviews and the data preparation is 

explained. After the data analysis, where the appropriate method is discussed 

and presented, a critical view on the quality measures of the present research 

design is taken. Here, the trustworthiness of the present thesis is examined. In 

chapter five the data collected is presented in a condensed form, backed by 

suitable expert quotations from the interviews conducted. This is followed by the 

analysis. Here, the findings are discussed, i.e. the experts’ statements are 

evaluated and reconciled with theory. In the sixth chapter, a conclusion is drawn 

and complemented by implications for research and practice. In the last chapter, 

chapter seven, the limitations of the present thesis are discussed and future 

research is suggested. 
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I Theoretical Part 

2 Innovation 

2.1 Definition of Innovation 

A literature review on innovation reveals several distinct schools of thought as to 

just what innovation is – often depending on the dominant paradigm of a 

considered discipline. As Damanpour and Schneider (2006 p. 216) note: 

“Innovation is studied in many disciplines and has been defined from different 

perspectives”. This work focuses on innovation within business organizations and 

environments. As such, innovation can be performed in relation to products, 

services, processes, operations, and people. For organizations it is essential to 

innovate in response to changing customer demands and lifestyles and in order 

to exploit opportunities such as new technologies and changing marketplaces, 

structures and dynamics (Baregheh et al. 2009). In their definition, Bessant et al. 

(2005) emphasize the role on innovation in renewal and growth. They argue that 

innovation represents the central renewal process in any organization and thus 

they acknowledge innovation’s core role in creating value and sustaining 

competitive advantage. Furthermore, innovation is closely linked to change, as 

organization use innovation as a possibility to influence an environment or due to 

their changing internal as well as external environments (Damanpour 1991).  

The literature review shows that there is no clear and authoritative definition of 

innovation, although there is some overlap between the numerous definitions. 

Adams et al. (2006 p. 22) note: “The term innovation is notoriously ambiguous 

and lacks either a single definition or measure”. Here, the definitions range from 

simple and straightforward to more broad and advanced ones. Representatives 

of the former type are e.g.: “Development [or innovation is] the carrying out of 

new combinations” (Schumpeter 1934 p. 65-66) or “Innovation is the generation, 

acceptance and implementation of new ideas, processes products or services” 

(Thompson 1965 p. 2). Similar definitions are proposed by Wong et al. (2009 p. 

239): “Innovation can be defined as the effective application of processes and 

products new to the organization and designed to benefit it and its stakeholders” 

and Barnett (1953 p. 181): “When an innovation takes place, there is an intimate 

linkage or fusion of two or more elements that not have been previously joined in 

just this fashion, so that the result is a qualitatively distinct whole“.  
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Several scholars, e.g. Kimberly (1981 p. 108), focus on a perspective which 

includes distinct forms of innovation: “There are three stages of innovation: 

innovation as a process, innovation as a discrete item including, products, 

programs or services; and innovation as an attribute of organizations”. Others, 

e.g. Van de Ven (1986 p. 591), emphasize the degree of newness: “As long as 

the idea is perceived as new to the people involved, it is an ‘innovation’ even 

though it may appear to others to be an ‘imitation’ of something that exists 

elsewhere”. A much quoted definition provides Damanpour (1996 p. 694): 

“Innovation is conceived as a means of changing an organization, either as a 

response to changes in the external environment or as a pre-emptive action to 

influence the environment. Hence, innovation is here broadly defined to 

encompass a range of types, including new product or service, new process 

technology, new organization structure or administrative systems, or new plans or 

program pertaining to organization members”. 

The author of the present work will adopt Schumpeter’s and Thompson’s 

definitions of innovation, since they have stood the test of time while the essence 

of innovation remains the same (Srinivasan 2010), and amend it with 

contributions of Wong et al., Van de Ven, and especially Damanpour. According 

to this, innovation is the carrying out of new combination of familiar ideas or 

elements. This combination is perceived as innovative as long as it is new to the 

organization considered. Innovation is a means to change an organization in 

order to respond to an external environmental change or to influence the 

environment preventively.  

2.2 Innovation Process 

In literature, one of the more common debates regarding the definition of 

innovation revolves around the question of whether innovation should be seen as 

a process or a discrete event (Cooper 1998). Advocates of innovation as a 

process focus on the various stages that an organization goes through over the 

time while undertaking an innovation effort. These stages include the 

identification of a problem, the evaluation of given alternatives, coming to a 

decision, and the implementation of the innovation (Rogers 1983). Supporters of 

innovation as an event do not necessarily disregard the process involved in 

innovation. They, however, attach more importance to the moment of the 

innovation implementation, when the actual acceptance of risk and the 

commitment of resources occur. Here, scholars pay more attention to 
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organizational characteristics, for instance the size or the age of an organization, 

and the conditions of the industry that promote or impede innovation. Questions 

that arise here are, for example, what types of organization are more disposed to 

innovation, or in what types of organization will innovation be more successful 

(Cooper 1998). But does the specification of the standpoint whether innovation is 

seen as a process or a discrete event matter? The author of the present work 

would argue that, yes, it is. The most important reason is that Lean may influence 

not only the process as a whole, but also its different stages. Thus, the 

consideration of the innovation as a discrete event would mean that important 

aspects for answering the research question are simply ignored.  

In the following, the limitations of the more conventional linear, push-pull models 

will be identified and discussed and the evolution to the more recent and realistic 

dynamic models that involve networks of actors will be shown. The linear model 

still influences the debate in research and practice (Tidd 2006). However, the 

idea that the innovation can be characterized by a sequential process with clearly 

definable steps is progressively displaced by a systemic approach of innovation. 

Models, such as those of Kline and Rosenberg (1986), Lundvall (2012) and 

Edquist and McKelvey (2000), see the innovation as a complex system with 

interactive elements (De Propris 2002; Kline and Rosenberg 1986; Lundvall 

2012).  

The understanding of innovation as a process changed to a great extent over the 

last decades. Early models depicted innovation as a linear sequence of functional 

activities. Here two approaches came to use: technology-push and market-pull. 

While the former describes a situation where new opportunities arise out of 

research which facilitates applications and refinements which eventually enter a 

marketplace, the latter describes a condition where the market signals a certain 

need for something new and then leads to a new solution for the problem. 

However, this linear model has serious limitations, so that in literature criticism is 

dealt out almost reflexively, or as Freeman (1996 p. 27) notes: “No model of the 

innovative process has been more frequently attacked and demolished as the so-

called linear model of innovation”. Balconi et al. (2010) make an attempt to 

identify the main critiques which are routinely made to the linear model. In 

addition to the importance of basic research in contrast to other sources of 

innovation, the most criticism is directed at the sequentiality of the process. Here, 

it is obvious that an unwarranted linearization of non-linear processes is made. 

Other concerns aim at the absence of bottlenecks in the knowledge flows, the 
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lack of interactions among the components of the innovation process, and the 

assumption that there are no self-reinforcing mechanisms in the interactions 

between the various phases of the innovation process. As Kline and Rosenberg 

(1986 p. 302) put is: “Any model that describes innovation as a single process, or 

attributes its sources to a single cause, or gives a truly simple picture will 

therefore distort the reality and thereby impair our thinking and decision making”.  

In practice, successful innovation is a process of coupling and matching where 

the most critical element is interaction between both, ‘push’ and ‘pull’. Much 

recent literature recognizes this deficiency of linear models and makes efforts to 

develop frameworks which are more complex and with an emphasis on 

interaction (Tidd 2006). Rothwell (1994) provides a useful systematization of the 

innovation concepts which evolved over time, from a simple linear model to an 

advanced multi-actor, network-based and highly integrated innovation process 

model. He distinguishes five generations of innovation models.  

The 1st generation (1950s – mid 1960s) can be characterized by a technology-

push facilitated by the industrial boom after the Second World War. This model 

(see Fig. 1) assumed that a bigger amount of innovation input, i.e. R&D, will 

cause a bigger amount of innovation output, i.e. more successful new products 

(ibid.).  

 
Fig. 2: Technology-push, 1st generation innovation process (Rothwell 1994 p. 8). 

The 2nd generation (mid 1960s – early 1970s) has led to a change in the 

perception of innovation with a noticeable shift towards an emphasis on demand 

side factors which finally resulted in the phenomenon called ‘market-pull’ 

(sometimes referred to as the ‘need-pull’). According to this comparatively simple 

sequential model (see Fig. 2), the market was the source of ideas for directing 

R&D (ibid.). 

 
Fig. 3: Market-pull, 2nd generation innovation process (Rothwell 1994 p. 9). 

The 3rd generation (early 1970s – mid 1980s) revealed that that technology-pull 

and market-push are models which are extreme and uncommon examples of a 
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generic process of interaction between technological capabilities and market 

needs (ibid.). This ‘coupling’ model (see Fig. 3) describes a “logically sequential, 

though not necessarily continuous process, that can be divided into a series of 

functionally distinct but interacting and interdependent stages. The overall pattern 

of the innovation process can be thought of as a complex net of communication 

paths, both intra-organizational and extra-organizational, linking together the 

various in-house functions and linking the firm to the broader scientific and 

technological community and to the marketplace” (Rothwell and Zegveld 1985 p. 

50). Put differently, the process of innovation can be imagined as a conflux of 

technological capabilities and market demands within the boundaries of an 

innovative company. Although these two forces – technology-push and market-

pull – seem balanced, data relating to circa 1800 successful implemented 

innovations gathered by Marquis (1969, in Kline and Rosenberg 1986) reveals 

that almost three quarters of the innovation have been initiated because of 

perceived market needs and only one quarter because of a perceived technical 

opportunity.  

 
Fig. 4: The ‘coupling’ model, 3rd generation innovation process (Rothwell 1994 p. 10). 

The 4th generation (early 1980s – early 1990s) is characterized by the 

noteworthy competitive performance of Japanese firms in world markets. This 

performance excellence, however, was not just a combination of technological 

imitation, Lean-driven relationships with suppliers and efficient and quality-driven 

manufacturing procedures. The new product development system, such as the 

Toyota Production System (later referred to as Lean Production) enabled the 

Japanese innovate more rapidly and efficiently than other competitors on the 

world markets. Here, ‘integration’ and ‘parallel development’ are the two most 

prominent features of innovation in the Japanese approach. These two features 
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form the basis the 4th generation innovation model. According to this approach, 

suppliers are integrated into the product development process at an early stage 

while at the same time other involved integrated in-house departments work on 

project simultaneously, i.e. in parallel, rather than sequentially, i.e. in series. As 

one can see in Fig. 4, Nissan applies such an integrated innovation process 

(Rothwell 1994). 

 
Fig. 5: An example of the integrated model, 4th generation innovation process (Rothwell 1994 p. 12). 

The 5th generation innovation process represents a shift towards a process of 

systems integration and intra- and inter-firm networking with multiple actors, such 

as suppliers, lead-customers, and horizontal alliances. It represents a more 

inclusive process of the electronification of innovation. This latest generation 

innovation process has many of the features which are already implemented in 

the 4th generation process. The main characteristics of the latest model are (a) a 

greater overall organizational and systems integration – including external 

networking, (b) flatter and more flexible organizational structures, (c) advanced 

internal databases, (d) IT-based product development in manufacturing 

(hardware) as well as software, and (e) effective external electronic linkages 

(Rothwell 1994). Other authors also emphasize the importance of networks as 

knowledge/learning systems. Since innovation faces an extended and rapidly 

advancing scientific frontier (Bush 1945), emerging of various fragmented 

markets, political and regulatory uncertainties, and a fierce competition (Tidd 

2006) networks seem to be the right loci to manage innovation. Sakkab (2002) 

goes even further and advocates C&D (for ‘connect and develop’) as a 
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complement for the common R&D activities and the new modus operandi. Here, 

the ‘R’ in R&D should not be omitted; it just means that a company’s technology 

should be better connected and the access to external technical developments 

should be improved. This approach shows what Chesbrough (2003) calls the 

move towards ‘Open Innovation’. However, the importance of such networking 

lays not in mere inter-firm activities, it also about building rich linkages within the 

national system of innovation which consists between, i.a. the many small 

companies, research and technology institutes, and universities (Tidd 2006). 

Here, newer models, such as those of Lundvall (2012) and Edquist and McKelvey 

(2000) provide valuable insights. In addition, if innovation is to be considered 

within networks, it is worth to consult Granovetter’s (1973) theory with regard to 

strong and weak ties. Tidd (2006) argues that close and consistent relationships 

(‘strong ties’) among the network actors may be important to incremental 

innovation, but to create radical innovation companies need to exploit ‘weak ties’ 

in order to get access to new ideas and different sources of knowledge.  

However, the emergence of the latest generation model does not mean that the 

preceding models are obsolete. Since the reality is very complex, even today all 

models of innovation process continue to exist in various forms. This diversity 

results from differences in the industries, i.e. innovation in consumer products are 

subject to market-pull, innovation in the manufacturing industry is becoming more 

integrated and parallel in nature, while innovation in science-based industries, 

e.g. pharmaceuticals are in a ‘science discovers, technology-pushes’ mode 

(Rothwell 1994).  

In contrast to the linear model, which depicts innovation as a smooth, well-

behaved linear process and thus misspecifies the nature and direction of the 

causal factors at work, the chain-linked model acknowledges the complex, 

uncertain, somewhat disorderly nature of innovation. The model discussed in the 

following tackles three of the deficiencies of the linear model: missing feedback 

paths, the misconception that of basic research instead of design as the source 

of innovation initialization, and sequential change of technology (Kline and 

Rosenberg 1986). As the authors argue, that technological progress is often 

interactive in nature that is why feedback is an important part of the innovation 

process and essential in order to evaluate the performance, to formulate the next 

step, and to assess the own competitive position during innovation efforts. 

Furthermore, they stresses that innovation is not necessarily triggered by science 

but rather by design. They reason this by recognition that most innovation is 
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made with already available knowledge and to a lesser extent with knowledge to 

be generated by science. Thus, one can argue, the notion that innovation is 

initiated by basic research is wrong most of the time. And finally, they criticize the 

sequentiality of the innovation process, stressing that innovation activities occur 

simultaneously. Thus, the process cannot be conceptualized as a sequence of 

steps; rather the innovation process should be depicted as “proceeding in parallel 

as a constellation of concomitant tasks required to deliver a marketable product, 

starting from an initial design” (Balconi et al. 2010 p. 8). 

Kline and Rosenberg’s (1986) chain-linked model of innovation does not have 

one major path of activity, but five. As you can see in Fig. 5, the first path of 

innovation processes is called central-chain-of-innovation and marked ‘C’. The 

path is initiated by design and proceeds through development, production to 

marketing. It is noteworthy that the second path consists of a series of feedback 

links. These feedback links are indicated by ‘f’ (feedback loops) and ‘F’ 

(particularly important feedback). These feedback paths repeat the sequence as 

well as link back from perceived market needs and users to areas for 

improvement of product and service performance in the next design cycle. In a 

way, here, feedback is an integral part of the interplay between the product 

specification, product development, production processes, marketing, and service 

components of a product line. A perceived market need will be met only if the 

technical problems can be solved, and a perceived improvement achievement 

regarding performance will be only put in use if there is a market application 

which can be commercialized. Here, the discussion about the importance of 

market-pull versus technology-push is not expedient since each market need 

entering the innovation cycle automatically leads to a new design and every 

successful new design leads to a new market situation. Innovation is often not 

realizable without knowledge accumulated by scientific efforts and development 

work requires research, that is, new science. Thus, the linkage from science to 

innovation is not exclusively at the beginning of typical innovations, but rather 

extends all through the process. Here, science can be imagined as lying 

alongside the development processes and is to be used when needed. This 

linkage alongside the central-chain-of-innovation, the third path, is shown by 

arrow ‘D’ and links ‘K-R’ (Kline and Rosenberg 1986). 
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Fig. 6: The chain-linked model (Kline and Rosenberg 1986 p. 290). 

2.3 Types of Innovation 

After the innovation process has been discussed, it is appropriate to take a look 

at the types of innovation. In the literature, there is a consensus that innovation 

draws on a variety of different types of change (e.g. Damanpour 1987; De Propris 

2002; Kim et al. 2012) but a plethora of classifications and definitions for the 

different innovation types has resulted in an ambiguity in the way the innovation 

types are utilized in research (Garcia and Calantone 2002). In order not to 

convey this ambiguity, in the present work an often commonly used classification 

of innovation types is applied. Consistent with the classification of Cooper (1998) 

that is similar in concept to Damanpour (1988), innovation need to be considered 

in terms of the three major dichotomies: (a) technological vs. administrative, (b) 

radical vs. incremental, and (c) product vs. process. The author of the present 

paper has chosen this model, because Cooper’s approach is very robust 

compared to other approaches (e.g. Damanpour 1988; Hitt et al. 1996) and 

suggests that various dimensions are relevant, but only as they relate altogether 

to the other dimensions that exist for a given innovation. The model also implies 
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that innovations are not much either/or, but that an innovation has characteristics 

of various innovation types simultaneously (Cooper 1998). The main reason for 

looking at the different types of innovation at all is based on the assumption that 

Lean is influencing not only the innovation processes but the innovation types 

also – and here it is probable that Lean is influencing each type of innovation to 

varying degrees. In the following the differences between technological and 

administrative innovation, radical and incremental innovation, and product and 

process innovation are discussed. 

First of all, innovation is divided into administrative and technological innovation. 

This distinction is the most fundamental in an organizational context since these 

two types together can represent a wide range of changes introduced in an 

organization. It involves the proximity of the change in relation to the operating 

core of an organization. Administrative innovation includes the application of new 

ideas that affect processes, policies, the allocation of resources, and other factors 

associated with the social structure of an organization. Administrative innovation 

is only indirectly related to the actual work activities of an organization and is 

more related to its management. Technological innovation on the other hand 

describes the adoption of new technologies that are integrated into products and 

processes (Weerawardena 2003; Damanpour 1987; Daft 1978). In the literature, 

technology is defined at several levels of abstraction. Here, it should be defined 

as a tool, technique, physical equipment, or a system by which the employees of 

an organization extend their capabilities (Damanpour 1987). Administrative 

innovation often responds to internal requirements for structuring and 

coordination of an organization. In contrast, technological innovation is influenced 

more by environmental factors, such as uncertainty in supply and product 

markets, as well as scientific and technical knowledge. Administrative innovation 

follows a top-down approach where the management triggers such activities, 

while technological innovation follows a bottom-up approach where lower 

organization members are involved (Daft 1978; Gaertner et al. 1984). Daft’s 

(1978) dual-core model of innovation suggests that technological innovation can 

be rather found in organizations with organic structures, whereas more 

bureaucratic structures foster administrative innovation.  

Furthermore, innovation can be classified based on the degree and subject of 

innovation that means into incremental and radical innovation but also product 

and process innovation. Radical innovations are “discontinuous events, which are 

the result of a deliberate research and development activity” (Freeman and Perez 
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1988 p. 46). They represent advances so significant that a major adjustment of 

the organization is needed in order to implement the change (Cooper 1998). 

Incremental innovations, on the other hand, “enhance and extend the underlying 

technology and thus reinforce the established technical order” (Tushman and 

Anderson 1986 p. 441). They refer to improvements due to use or experience 

(De Propris 2002). As Durand (1992) argues, innovation ranges between these 

two extremes but cannot be forced into a binary classification since all radical 

innovation are not radical to the same extent and all incremental innovation is not 

just an additional improvement of an existing technology, as there may be some 

intermediary changes. Although incremental innovation is often seen as inferior 

compared to radical innovation, it is crucial for the productivity growth of an 

organization (Freeman and Perez 1988). An indication that incremental 

innovation is no less important than radical innovation provides Enos (1958). He 

distinguishes between ‘alpha phase’, when an innovation is first introduced 

(radical innovation) and the ‘beta phase’, when the innovation is subsequently 

improved (incremental innovation). Enos found out that in average, cost reduction 

generated by the beta phase of each considered innovation is considerably 

greater than the cost reduction generated by the alpha phase (4.5% compared to 

1.5%). Apart from the level of change (minor vs. major), the target customer or 

market (existing vs. new), and the level of risk (low vs. high) are factors which 

determine whether technological innovation is incremental or radical (Kim et al. 

2012).  

For an organization it may be important to state which subject should receive 

innovation. Here, the subject of innovation is either a product or a process. 

Product innovation reflects a change in the end product or service offered by an 

organization. Process innovation relates to changes in the sequences and nature 

of the production process. It introduces new elements in production such as input 

materials, task specifications, work and information flow mechanisms, and 

equipment used to produce a product or render a service (De Propris 2002; 

Utterback 1994; Damanpour 1991). Here, it should be noted that there is a strong 

interdependence between these two innovations. Kimberly and Evanisko (1981) 

have shown that organizations which favor process innovations experience 

difficulties in the generation of product innovations. Porter (1980) argues that the 

type of innovation plays a key role in the choice of an organization’s business 

strategy. In order to pursue a cost-leadership strategy it is imperative to produce 
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process innovation, whereas a business strategy based on differentiation 

requires a strong focus on product innovation.  

In addition, the degree of innovation can be applied to product innovation. 

Radical product innovation incorporate substantially different technology 

compared with the one in use, while incremental product innovation deals with 

improved products, which provide new features, designs, or other benefits to 

existing technology (Chandy and Tellis 1998; De Propris 2002; Garcia and 

Calantone 2002).  

Furthermore, radical product innovation is typically generated by sources and 

knowledge internal to organizations, whereas incremental product innovation is 

directly related to the interaction between customers and suppliers, i.e. external 

to an organization (Kalantaridis 1999). The degree of innovation can also be 

applied to process innovation, which results in the following classification: Radical 

process innovation, which refers to an implementation of new or substantially 

improved elements into an organization’s production of a product or service and 

incremental process innovation, which introduces a minor improvement to the 

production of a product or service on an organization (Reichstein and Salter 

2006; Gatignon et al. 2002). Both types of innovation imply cost reduction and/or 

an increase in productivity and efficiency of production activities (Reichstein and 

Salter 2006). While radical process innovation has been referred to as advancing 

“the price/performance frontier by much more than the existing rate of progress” 

(Gatignon et al. 2002 p. 1107), incremental process innovation describe “those 

innovations that improve price/performance at a rate consistent with the current 

technological trajectory” (Gatignon et al. 2002 p. 1107).  

Some scholars argue that is necessary to distinguish between technological 

process innovation, which are related to technology and organizational 

(administrative) process innovation with “no technological elements” (Edquist et 

al. 2001 p. 15). However, this distinction is problematic, since in practice many 

process innovations include both, technological and organizational changes. For 

instance, Lean Production is a radical process innovation, which often requires a 

wide range of new material-processing technologies and new work practices 

(Womack et al. 1992). The following section discusses Lean Production and the 

evolution of Lean principles. 
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3 Lean  

3.1 Lean Production and Lean Thinking 

Lean exists at two levels: Lean Production (operational level) and Lean Thinking 

(strategic level). While the former works best on shop-floor level, the latter 

describes a customer-centered approach, which can be applied to all parts of a 

business and influence not just production operations, but the whole range of 

business processes including product development, design, and sales (Hines et. 

al 2004; Chappell 2002). In the literature, this twofold character of the Lean 

concept leads frequently to confusions where to apply Lean. However, the 

distinction of Lean Thinking at the strategic level and Lean Production at the 

operational level is vital to understand Lean as a whole in order to apply the right 

tools and strategies to provide customer value (Hines et. al 2004). On this basis, 

Chen and Taylor (2009) argue that the importance of customer value is showed 

by these two levels of the Lean approach. While the strategic level of Lean 

fosters a deeper understanding of customer value, the operational level aims at 

requirements set by customers through practice of Lean Production techniques. 

In the following, both, Lean Production and Lean Thinking will be described.  

Lean Production is described by Womack et al. (1992) as an integrated, single 

piece flow with small batches and just-in-time giving low inventories. In Lean 

Production the focus is rather on defect prevention than on fault rectification. In 

the overall Lean Production the push system is abandoned in favor of a pull 

system with a smoothed demand. The work organization can be describes as 

flexible and team-based. The workforce is multi-skilled and actively involved in 

root cause problem solving in order to maximize added value. Finally, Lean 

Production is characterized by a close integration from raw material to customer 

through deep partnerships. Clark and Fujimoto (1991) add that Lean Production 

greatly reduces overhead burden by the use of matrix teams, by simplifying the 

flow and processing of information, and flatter organization structures. All these 

characteristics represent, at a high level, what can be seen as best-practice 

principles that can be found in a Lean Production organization (James-Moore 

and Gibbons 1997). Lean Thinking, on the other hand is defined as a multi-

dimensional approach of doing business with a strong focus on waste elimination 

(Womack and Jones 1996). It is a belief system or a mindset which helps 

organizations to manage processes that focuses on adding value from a 

customer’s point of view and it encompasses tools and techniques to reduce 
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waste, along with long-term strategic objectives and related process measures in 

order to monitor results, and standardized process improvement efforts. Lean 

Thinking focuses on doing more with less (less time, equipment, activities, and 

materials), while moving closer to providing customers the product or service they 

want, when they want it. By going through the waste-elimination process, Lean 

Thinking frees up resources which are typically redeployed to more value-adding 

activities. Here, the focus on the customer is paramount. The improvements in 

both process efficiency and effectiveness need to be seen from the customer’s 

perspective (Schiele 2009). 

3.2 Lean: An Outcome, Process, and Philosophy 

A big part of discussion in the literature revolves around the question whether 

Lean must be understood as an outcome, a process or a philosophy (e.g. Lewis 

2000; Moore 2001; Bhasin and Burcher 2006). Supporters of the standpoint that 

Lean needs to be seen as an outcome focus solely on organization’s results in 

value-adding or waste-reducing activities where input and outcome is linked. 

Here, the considered positive outcome can be a higher level of productive activity 

with an increased resource input. Proponents of Lean as a process focus on 

performances and operations that become lean (Lewis 2000). Here, the Lean 

model relates to production performance advantage to three key principles: (a) 

improving flow of material and information across all business functions, (b) focus 

on customer-pull rather than organization-push, and (c) continuous improvement 

by steady employee development (Womack et al. 1992; Womack and Jones 

1996). Authors who support the standpoint that Lean need to be seen as a 

philosophy recognize mindset behind Lean that governs how the organization 

looks at its processes (Bhasin and Burcher 2006; Moore 2001). Rother (2004 p. 

481) states that Lean is “a philosophy that when implemented reduces the time 

from customer order to delivery by eliminating sources of waste in the production 

flow”.  

3.3 Waste and Value 

Similar to the three Lean’s key principles of Womack et al. (1992) and Womack 

and Jones (1996), Chen and Taylor (2009) state that Lean responds to a 

threefold objective: improvement the flow of the overall system, applying solely 

value-adding activities into the organization, and most importantly eliminating all 

muda. Muda is the Japanese word for waste, in the sense of wasted effort or time 

(Hines et. al 2004). All activities within an organization which consume resources 
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but do not add value to the product are considered as muda and must strictly be 

avoided (Choudri 2002). According to Shingo (1992), the seven general forms of 

waste are: (a) overproduction, (b) inventory, (c) motion, (d) waiting, (e) 

transportation, (f) overprocessing, and (g) defects. Several authors have 

extended this list. For instance, Liker (2004) adds the unused employee creativity 

as a major type of waste, while Hale & Kubiak (2007) add wasted potential to 

satisfy customer demand to the list. In the following, the original seven forms as 

proposed by Shingo (1992) and summarized by (Choudri 2002) are presented: 

(a) Overproduction. Each additional product that is not required does not add 

value for the customer and can be considered as waste. This type of muda is 

frequently connected to excess in inventory which ultimately leads to high product 

costs. 

(b) Inventory. Having an excessive inventory or more inventory than is minimally 

required does not add value for the customer and results in inventory waste. In 

Lean, excessive inventory is not considered as an asset. 

(c) Motion. Any motion of people or machines that does not add value for the 

customer is waste. It can lead to operator fatigue as well as to injury or wear and 

tear on machines. This muda can generally be caused by poor designed 

processes and workplaces, ineffectiveness of human-machines interfaces, or 

inadequate planning. 

(d) Waiting. As one of the most common forms, especially in shop floors, this 

waste happens when people, equipment, or material wait for each other or for 

information. This type of muda frequently is connected to poor quality in upstream 

operations, poor scheduling, unreliable suppliers, poor equipment reliability, or 

poor communication. 

(e) Transportation. Any material, people, or information movement that does not 

directly add value to the product or service is a waste. Factors involved here are 

a poor shop layout and workplace organization, wrong work-order information, 

mislocated material, or even excessive inspections. 

(f) Overprocessing. All processing efforts that add no value in an organization 

from a customer’s perspective can lead to this form of muda. This type of waste 

can be caused by redundant approvals, poor definitions of customer 

requirements, and redundant steps to make up for lack of process quality. 
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(g) Defects. A production of defective items involves subsequent re-inspections 

and reworks, which does not add value to the customer. This type of muda is 

connected to higher costs on the organization trough infrastructure needed to 

quarantine the defect units, their re-incpection, and the re-scheduling of the unit 

back into the production line. 

With the continuous elimination of muda, a lean organization attempts to develop 

and maintain production or service value for its customers (Hines et. al 2004). 

However, most organizations do not realize the impact of all these wastes. A lack 

of appropriate accounting tools that capture the real costs, a lack of awareness, 

or simply the acceptance of the way things have always been done may be a 

reason. Closely related to the concepts of muda are two other Lean production 

concepts: mura (unevenness) and muri (overburden). While the former refers to 

an inefficiency in an organization which is concerned with unevenness in 

workload, schedules, material placement, or other aspects of production 

processes, the latter inefficiency is concerned with overburdening workers, parts, 

tools, or machines (Choudri 2002). 

At the heart of the Lean concept, ‘value’ as the counter concept of muda is seen 

from the customer’s perspective, i.a. in terms of cost and product functions (Chen 

and Taylor 2009). Interestingly, there is only little literature that defines this term, 

which is unarguably one of the most vital terms among the whole Lean concept. 

A notable exception is the work of Slack (1998). From a general definition of 

value and including Womack and Jones’ (1996) point that customer value is 

ultimately the only value that matters, the author defines value as “a 

measurement of the worth of a specific product or service by a customer, and is a 

function of (1) the product’s usefulness in satisfying a customer need, (2) the 

relative importance of the need being satisfied, (3) the availability of the product 

relative to when it is needed and (4) the cost of ownership to the customer” 

(Slack 1998 p. 14). Also notable is the change how authors refer to the term 

‘value’. Instead of “adding value” as in their previous work, now Womack and 

Jones (2003) use the term “creating value” as the former is the voice of 

accountant, whereas the latter is the voice of the customer. As one see, value is 

a critical point in the Lean concept. Often however, value creation is seen as 

equal to cost reduction. This thinking represents a common yet critical 

shortcoming of the understanding of Lean (Hines et. al 2004). Another point also 

contributes to the fact that the relationship between value creation and cost 

reduction is elusive. Lean implies that value is to be measured against an ideal, a 
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condition without muda. To put it differently, value should be measured relative to 

perfection (Slack 1998). 

3.4 Lean’s Principles and Practices 

Since there are as much different Lean’s tools, techniques, and principles as 

literature written on this subject, the essence of Lean is elusive. According to 

Ramarapu et al. (1995), Ahmad et al. (2003), and Shah and Ward (2007), in 

literature there is no agreement on what the most important Lean elements are 

although numerous attempts to identify those elements can be found. The 

different sets of elements under the same concept are mostly based on the 

different backgrounds of the authors (Nawanir et al. 2013). Therefore, it is the 

best way to make the Lean concept tangible by studying its principles, and 

practices. Womack and Jones (2003) postulate five major Lean principles: 

 Value should be specified from the end customer’s perspective. 

 All steps in the value stream should be identified and those should be 

eliminated that do not create value. 

 In order to make the flow toward the end customer smoothly, the 

sequence of value-creating steps must not contain any gaps. 

 End customers must be allowed to pull value from the subsequent 

upstream activity, as soon as the flow is introduced. 

 As soon as value is specified, value stream is identified, wasted steps are 

eliminated, the flow and pull are introduced, the process should be 

iterated until a level of perfection is reached. 

Furthermore, there are several practices that come to use in Lean. In total, 

Olivella et al. (2008) identify seven major Lean practices: (a) continuing training 

and learning, (b) team-based organization, (c) participation and empowerment, 

(d) multiskilling and adaptability, (e) common values, (f) compensation and 

rewards, and (g) standardization, discipline and control. In the following these 

work organization practices are presented: 

(a) Continuing training and learning. In Lean Production, the locus of solving 

problems and development improvements happens on the shop floors. Hence, 

line workers need to have a high degree of influence and must together obtain a 

great body of knowledge. Therefore, employees in Lean Production can be 

considered as both, learning and knowledge workers (Duguay et al. 1997) and 

the organization itself as a learning organization (Womack and Jones 1994). 
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Thus, in a lean organization people are the most important corporate asset and 

investments in their knowledge and skills need to be made in order to build 

competitiveness (Spear and Bowen 1999). Olivella et al. (2008) as well as Bhasin 

and Burcher (2006) argue that employees obtain knowledge from previous, initial 

and continuous training and, first and foremost, from experience, to which Spear 

and Bowen (1999) refer as learning-by-doing. Furthermore, the latter argue that 

that both, personal and organizational learning is obtained by continuous 

questioning the appropriateness of methods applied by using scientific methods. 

Since training and learning are key aspects in the implementation of Lean, line 

workers have vocational or technical training on regular basis (Ramarapu et al. 

1995; Gorgeu and Mathieu 2005). 

(b) Team-based organization. By teamwork a joint, shared work between several 

workers is meant. In Organizations, teamwork can be done at various levels and 

different intensities. For instance, a worker can be assigned to different teams 

simultaneously. Organizations which apply teamwork, responsibilities in general 

and workloads in particular are assigned to teams (Olivella et al. 2008). As 

Womack et al. (1992) emphasize, teams are at the heart of Lean. Åhlström 

(1998) adds that multi-functional work teams are essential throughout the 

implementation of Lean. In Lean, leadership is participative, but autonomy for 

work teams is limited due to the fact that the work is based on a pull-system and 

a non-stock production (Dankbaar 1997). Teams are assigned by their managers 

and to strictly predefined tasks (Amelsvoort and Benders 1996). In Lean, the 

organization of hierarchical levels is characterized by flat structures (Olivella et al. 

2008). Furthermore, in order to allow teamwork flow efficiently and to reduce 

muda (waste), e.g. motion, waiting, and transportation, all facilities required to 

produce a product (or related group of products) are grouped densely. This is 

referred to as cellular manufacturing (Bhasin and Burcher 2006). 

(c) Participation and empowerment. Decentralization is one of the most 

widespread practices in a lean organization (Isa and Tsuru 2002). As Olivella et 

al. (2008) argue that participation in decision making is more than simple 

consultation. Lean supports a leadership where hierarchical superiority in 

deemphasized and workers have real influence and power. That includes a 

system of suggestions and planned discussion. Bhasin and Burcher (2006) state 

that in lean organizations, decisions are made at the lowest possible 

organizational level. Majchrzak and Wang (1996) note that Lean requires a 

collaborative management culture. As one of the goals of Lean, continuous 
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improvement demands an active participation of all organization’s workers in 

improvement activities (Jørgensen et al. 2004). Participation enables employees 

to exert their influence over their work and working conditions (Strauss 2006) and 

it has the advantage that fewer levels of management are needed, which is 

considered as Lean principle (Åhlström and Karlsson 2000). 

(d) Multiskilling and adaptability. While adaptability is a necessary capability to 

cope with even a single work position, which may include control of several 

operations (Monden 1983), multskilling refers to a flexibility of members of a work 

team, provides them with an general idea of their work and fosters learning and 

thus continuous improvement in the organization (Olivella et al. 2008). Here, 

training of new tasks is a laborious but needed part of multiskilling. New tasks 

must not only be learned by workers to achieve a broad set of skills, but also as a 

response to regular changes in products or processes (Olivella et al. 2008; 

Gorgeu and Mathieu 2005). Since overly specialized jobs classifications would 

counteract multiskilling, a classical Lean company like Toyota, for instance, only 

knows two types of workers for the entire plant: assembly line workers and craft 

technicians, whereby the former type of worker can perform any task at any place 

on the assembly line (Vaghefi et al. 2000). As stated by Ohno (1988) adaptability 

in Lean is indispensable. Here, discipline is a prerequisite for adaptability, since it 

facilitates strict compliance with standards applied in the organization (Winfield 

1994). On company level, adaptability requires a certain number of workers, but 

not more, is always available (Olivella et al. 2008), So, Panizzolo (1998) found 

that flexibility in work hours is common among organizations that apply Lean. 

(e) Common values. As Shapiro (2001) notes, commitment is urgently important 

for new forms of work organization. Lean involves an active engagement of all 

workers that cannot be obtained by disciplinary procedures. Hence, an 

organization which has implemented Lean demands a high commitment to the 

company’s values from its employees (Olivella et al. 2008; Cutcher-Gershenfeld 

et al. 1994). Niepce and Molleman (1998) note that Lean creates a culture of 

‘reciprocal commitment’ and invests in better work relations in order to establish a 

counterbalance to the standardization and systemized control mode. As 

McLachlin (1997) argues, the visible demonstration of commitment by managers 

is a common management initiative in order to support Lean. Here, it highly 

depends on cultural aspects how commitment is achieved. Obviously, there are 

differences between Asian and Western styles of achieving commitment. While 

commitment in Japan, for instance, is obtained through social relations among 
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team members outside the work, in Europe these forms of social relations are 

uncommon and the leadership of the team is critical (Winfield 1994). 

(f) Compensation and rewards. Womack and Jones (1996) as well as Panizzolo 

(1998) report that in lean organizations, compensation systems can be found that 

tie salaries to skills and performances of workers. While the former argues that 

such systems are fundamental to Lean, the latter found that performance-based 

payment systems are common in companies which apply Lean. Sodenkamp et 

al. (2005) also supports this finding and argues that since compensation is a part 

of any human-resource policy, it must be based on a worker’s skills and team 

performance in order to support Lean. Furthermore he distinguishes between 

skill-based compensation and performance-based compensation. The former 

rewards learning, multiskilling and teamwork, whereas the latter increases a 

worker’s commitment. Bessant and Francis (1999) also recognize such a reward 

mechanism and note that offering rewards to employees for their ideas fosters 

their participation and continuous improvement in the organization. 

(g) Standardization. Among all Lean techniques, standardization is a key aspect 

(Mehta and Shah 2005; Chen and Taylor 2009). It offers a definition how a 

process is to be completed by sequencing all given tasks, and allows the 

development of new technologies and products based on existing proven ones, 

so that the organization’s resources can be leveraged up to a maximum (Chen 

and Taylor 2009; Olivella et. al 2008). Precise standards need to be developed 

for each process though accurate time and motion studies (Mehta and Shah 

2005). If employees would carry out tasks in an individual and non-standardized 

way, there would be neither a basis to analyze the quality of the work, nor a 

possibility to calculate the flow stabilization, nor a basis to introduce a task 

rotation without affecting the flow (Olivella et. al 2008). Lean organizations apply 

standardization in order to simplify, coordinate, and formalize work procedures. In 

so doing, the organization is expected to be less prone to variability and to get a 

higher level of process visibility (Mehta & Shah 2005; Niepce and Molleman 

1996). Nevertheless, standardization can be problematic since it bears the risk 

that workers are discouraged from taking the initiative if they are required to 

follow strict controlled work guidelines (Olivella et. al 2008). Parker and Wall 

(1998) argue that standardization leads to a reduced employee discretion over 

work processes. In addition, it can be assumed, that standardization may have a 

negative effect on workers’ creativity. This may be a problem since creativity has 

been described as a key aspect of organizational change, organizational 
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effectiveness, and the foundation of innovation (Amabile 1996; Woodman et al. 

1993). However, despite the seemingly contradictory natures of creativity and 

standardized procedures Gilson et al. (2005) found that standardization and 

creativity can be complementary. Specifically, it was found that standardization 

moderates the relationship between creativity and team performance. However, 

in Lean’s context the purpose of standardization is not to enforce discipline, but 

rather to enable experimentation. It is not accurate to test a hypothesis if the 

system where the experiments are conducted is not stable (Cleveland 2006). 

3.5 Lean Startup 

The Lean Startup approach, proposed by Ries (2011), provides a set of tools 

which has arisen from the Lean philosophy in order to find a viable business 

model for startups or even large companies. The approach favors 

experimentation over detailed planning, customer feedback over intuition and 

iterative design over the traditional ‘big design up front’ development. Even 

though, this methodology is relatively new its concepts, such as ‘minimum viable 

product’ (MVP) and ‘pivoting’, have quickly gained a foothold in the startup scene. 

The Lean Startup approach knows three key principles. Firstly, rather than 

engaging in a long period of planning and research, entrepreneurs accepts that a 

business plan are generally fiction, and dreaming them up is nearly always a 

waste of time. Instead, entrepreneurs develop a series of untested hypotheses 

and summarize them in a Business Model Canvas, a framework developed by 

Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010). The Business Model Canvas depicts how the 

fledgling company creates value for its customers and captures value for itself. 

Secondly, Lean Startup uses a ‘get out of the building’ approach called customer 

development. It is used to test the pre-established hypotheses. The 

entrepreneurs ask potential customers and partners for feedback on all aspects 

of the business model, including product/service features, pricing, and distribution 

channels. Here, the focus is on agility and speed. The fledgling companies 

rapidly assemble a MPV and ask for feedback. Then, they use customers’ input 

to revise their hypotheses and start the cycle over again in order to test the 

redesign and make small adjustments (iterations) or more profound ones (pivots) 

to ideas which are not working. Thirdly and lastly, a Lean Startup applies agile 

development which is originated in the software development. Customer 

feedback is deeply rooted in agile development. Furthermore, agile development 

– very much in the spirit of Lean – eliminates wasted time and resources by 

developing the product iteratively and incrementally (Blank 2013). 
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4 Method 

4.1 Data Collection, Sampling and Selection Strategy 

Data Collection 

In the following section, starting from a differentiation between qualitative and 

quantitative research, the used data-collection method – the expert interview – is 

derived as well as theoretically classified and the supporting data-collection 

instruments are described. Finally, the sampling and the selection strategy is 

presented. 

In the empirical research, there are two methodological orientations – qualitative 

and quantitative. The qualitative research can be conceived as a multi-method 

research which uses an inductive and interpretive approach to its subject matter 

(Denzin and Lincoln 1994). Unlike quantitative research that focuses on 

measurement and analysis of causal relations between variables and is grounded 

in mathematical and statistical knowledge, qualitative research emphasizes 

qualities of entities and describes actual human interactions, meanings, and 

processes that constitute real-life organizational settings. Qualitative research 

provides a narrative of individual’s views of reality and it relies on words and talk 

to create texts. Thus qualitative work is highly descriptive (Gephart Jr. and Rynes 

2004; Denzin and Lincoln 2000). 

Qualitative research requires qualitative methods by definition (Gephart Jr. and 

Rynes 2004). Marshall and Rossman (2006) argue that qualitative researchers 

usually use four different methods to collect data: (a) participating in the setting, 

(b) observing directly, (c) interviewing in depth, and (d) analyzing documents and 

material culture. In the present work, the interview is the data-collection method. 

A more detailed specification of the chosen method will be carried out just after 

the definition of the term ‘interview’ and a description of the supporting 

instruments of this data-collection method. 

In qualitative research, the interview is a central data-collection method. An 

interview is defined as “a two-person conversation, initiated by the interviewer for 

the specific purpose of obtaining research-relevant information, and focused by 

him on content specified by research objectives of systematic description, 

prediction, or explanation” (Cannell and Kahn 1968 p. 527). Witzel (2000) 

identifies four instruments that support the carrying out of an interview: a short 
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questionnaire, interview guideline, audio recording of the discussion and a 

postscript. The first supporting instrument is the short questionnaire. On the one 

hand, it serves to collect data on social characteristics (age, position within a 

company, work experience etc.) so that the actual interview is not obstructed by 

questions which follow such a simple question/answer scheme. On the other 

hand, the information collected can serve as an opening gambit – particularly in 

combination with an open-ended question (ibid.). Here, a short questionnaire was 

not necessary, since all the relevant data to the experts were collected through 

online searches. An interview guideline, as the second instrument, offers a tool to 

enhance the consistency of data collection. It ensures that relevant topics and 

issues are covered systematically and with some uniformity, while still allowing 

flexibility to pursue the detail that is salient to each interviewee (Arthur and 

Nazroo 2003). For instance, the interviewer may adjust the sequencing and 

wording of the questions. Furthermore, if more than one interviewer is involved in 

the data collecting process, an interview guideline ensures that different 

interviewers will cover the same prescribed topics while remaining conversational 

and free to probe into unanticipated responses and topics that emerge during the 

interview (Rubin and Babbie 2010). An interview guideline can be seen as a 

mechanism for steering the discussion in an interview. A high degree of structure 

will limit the degree to which the interviewer can interact with interview 

participants (ibid.). Rubin and Babbie (2010) argue that a high degree of structure 

will also discourage reflection by both the researcher and the participant and may 

even prevent the emergence of unanticipated but nonetheless highly relevant 

topics. To put it differently, a high degree of structure may have a negative effect 

on the interviewer's general openness in relation to the empirical observation 

(Witzel 2000). Thus, an interview guideline has to be as open and flexible as 

possible and as structured as necessary for the research interest. In its briefest 

form, an interview guideline simply lists all the key topics to be covered as an 

agenda for the interview. At its most detailed form, the interview guideline may 

include a sequence of carefully crafted questions. More detailed versions of an 

interview guideline can contain information such as: formulated opening and 

closing questions, bridging passages, specific subjects to be covered, 

suggestions for prompts, and wording for questions addressing sensitive topics 

(Rubin and Babbie 2010). The interview guideline used in the present work 

consists of three thematic blocks and a total number of eight questions. The first 

block contains introduction and probing questions, the second deals with the 
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process of innovation and the third block with the different types of innovation. 

The complete interview guideline can be found in the appendix. 

The third instrument that supports the carrying out of an interview is audio 

recording. Since the emphasis of an interview is on depth, nuance and the 

participant’s own language as a way of understanding meaning, it is implicit that 

interview data needs to be captured in its most authentic form. Thus, interview 

data is generally audio-recorded. Note taking by the interviewer would change 

the form of data and impede the flow of conversation as well as the perception of 

situation-related conditions and non-verbal expressions (Legard et al. 2003; 

Witzel 2000). In the present research, interviews were conducted by phone using 

the Voice-over-IP (VoIP) software program Skype in combination with CallGraph, 

a software program that allows recordings of Skype calls - more on this later. 

The fourth and last instrument is, thus, the postscript. As a complement to the 

audio recording, a postscript is written directly after finishing the interview. It 

contains an outline of the topics discussed, remarks on the aforementioned 

situational and non-verbal aspects, interviewee’s own foci and, in addition, 

deviations from the topic as well as first ideas for the interpretation. Following the 

theoretical sampling process (Glaser and Strauss 1967), postscripts are also 

used to select additional cases based on content-related criteria. Thus, 

contrasting cases can be grouped, while similarities and counterevidence can be 

sought (Witzel 2000). Here, a postscript for every interview was made. The noted 

ideas were later embedded into the analysis. 

In detail, in the present work, the data-collection method is an expert interview. In 

addition to generic in-depth interviews, there are several more specialized forms, 

including ethnographic interviews, phenomenological interviews, elite interviews, 

and focus-group interviews (Marshall and Rossman 2006). A variety of different 

research designs were potentially applicable but expert interviews were felt to be 

the most appropriate. In most papers concerning Lean’s influence or impact on 

various business aspects, case studies and surveys are the most common data 

collection methods (Benders and Bijsterveld 2000). However, since the intent of 

the present work is not to formally test hypotheses, a quantitative approach was 

not an option. Thus, quantitative data collection methods such as survey were not 

taken into account. Furthermore, there was a considerable risk that an adequate 

sampling for a quantitative work could not be drawn in the given time frame for 

this work. A different qualitative data collection method, which is not an interview, 
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for instance an observation or a content or document analysis was not eligible. 

Firstly, the lack of time was a reason, and secondly, the methods appeared less 

effective to answer the underlying research question. A mixed-methods case 

study was considered but discarded after an in-depth examination. A broad and 

balanced view on the subject would require a multiple-case study. However, such 

a research design was infeasible at the present time. Against the background of 

scarce time resources and for reasons of proven reliability of the method, the 

author of this deliberately chose the expert interview as the underlying data 

collection method. 

In terms of definition, an expert interview is a sub-type of an elite interview. Elite 

is defined as “group in society considered to be superior because of the power, 

talent privileges etc. of its members” (Hornby et al. 1983 p. 280). Furthermore, 

elite individuals are “the influential, the prominent, and the well informed” (Dexter 

2006 p. 19). Interviews with elites may be, but are not necessary expert 

interviews. Experts who are defined by their professional knowledge may be, but 

are not necessarily members of elite (Littig 2009).  

In his definition of the types of interviews, Mayring (2002) refers to three criteria: 

degree of freedom of the interviewee, degree of freedom of the interviewer and 

analysis of the material. The open (in contrast to the closed) interview refers to 

the degree of freedom of the interviewee. He or she can give free-text responses 

without any response specifications, formulate the answer in his or her own 

words, and freely mention what is of importance for the subject matter. The 

unstructured (in contrast to the structured) or unstandardized (in contrast to the 

standardized) interview refers to the degree of freedom of the interviewer. He or 

she has no fixed list of questions and may formulate questions and topics freely, 

depending on the interview situation. And finally, the qualitative (in contrast to the 

quantitative) interview refers to the analysis of the interview material, which is 

conducted with interpretive techniques. According to Mayring’s categorization, 

expert interviews can be considered as open and semi-structured. Expert 

interviews are open because interviewees can give free-text responses and 

formulate answers in their own words and they are semi-structured; and although 

there is an interview guideline this type of interview allows follow-up or contextual 

ad-hoc questions to get greater detail. 

Finally, the nature of the expert interview which is applied in the present work 

needs to be determined. For obvious reasons, the selection of the right expert 
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interview must be matched with the problem formulation and the purpose of this 

work. To select the right type of expert interview, it is appropriate to consider the 

typology of Bogner and Menz (2009). They identify three different types of expert 

interview, each intended for a different purpose: (a) the exploratory expert 

interview is mainly used to find orientation, (b) the systematizing expert interview 

targets a systematic information retrieval and (c) the theory-generating expert 

interview can be used to reconstruct social interpretative patterns and subjective 

action orientation criteria. Since the purpose of this work is to develop a 

conceptual framework of how Lean is influencing the innovation process and the 

individual innovation types, the interview type applied is the systematizing expert 

interview. This interview type is oriented towards gaining access to exclusive 

knowledge of an expert. It aims at knowledge of action and experience which has 

been obtained from practice, is automatically accessible, and can be 

spontaneously communicated. Here, the expert educates the researcher on 

‘objective’ matters with his specific kind of specialized knowledge, which would 

not available to the researcher otherwise. The goal of this kind of interview is to 

gather wide-ranging information in a systematic way. The main focus, though, is 

not on the interpretative character of expert knowledge but rather on its ability to 

provide researchers with facts related to the area of investigation. Moreover, it is 

not the expert as a person who is the object of the investigation; the opposite, the 

expert’s function is to act as an informant who provides information about the real 

object of study (ibid.). 

Sampling and Selection Strategy 

In the following, sampling and selection strategies are discussed, the term expert 

is defined and the different dimensions of the expert knowledge as well as 

sampling problems are addressed. 

By definition, sampling and selection are principles and procedures used to 

identify, choose, and gain access to relevant information. These data sources 

belong to or relate to a relevant wider population. Since in most cases it is not 

useful or even impossible to interview the entire population, researchers use 

sampling strategies (Mason 2002). Finch and Mason (1999) argue that 

quantitative and qualitative methods differ in the way of sampling and selection. 

In quantitative research, decisions are made at the beginning of the project and 

follow formalized statistical procedures for sampling. In contrast, in qualitative 

research such decisions are made at various stages in the research process on 
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the basis of contextual information. Thus, the question arises how to select 

interviewees in order to cover the subject and at the same time to ensure the 

generalizability of the findings (Rubin and Rubin 2012). An appropriate sample 

size for a qualitative research is that one that adequately answers the research 

question. In practice, the number of required subjects usually becomes obvious 

as the study progresses, as new categories or new findings stop emerging from 

data (Marshall 1996). 

The literature on sampling strategies knows three broad approaches on selecting 

a sample for qualitative research: (a) convenience sample, (b) judgment sample 

and (c) theoretical sample. The least rigorous sampling strategy is the 

convenience sample, involving the selection of the most accessible and willing-to-

participate subjects. In terms of time, money and effort, convenience sampling is 

the least costly for the researcher. This sampling strategy may lead to poor 

quality data and lacking intellectual credibility (ibid.). Judgment sample, also 

known as purposeful or purposive sample, is the most common sampling 

technique. Here, the researcher actively selects the sample based on his or her 

judgment in order to answer the research question (Marshall 1996). That means 

the selection of certain units or cases is “based on a specific purpose rather than 

randomly” (Tashakkori and Teddlie 2003 p. 713). Within this method, Marshall 

(1996) identifies different sample variants. Here, it may be advantageous to study 

a broad range of subject (maximum variation sample), outliers (deviant sample), 

subjects who made specific experiences (critical case sample) or have special 

expertise (key informant sample). Furthermore, subjects may be able to 

recommend other useful candidates to study (snowball sample). Since qualitative 

research and its study design are iterative, samples are usually theory driven to a 

greater or lesser extent (Marshall 1996). The starting point of theoretical sampling 

is the Grounded Theory as proposed by Glaser/Strauss (1967). The theoretical 

sampling procedure has two main steps. In the first step, the researcher 

interviews participants who share minimal differences with regard to the subject 

under examination. After the data obtained from the first step has passed the 

inspection of constant comparison, the sampling proceeds to the second step. 

Here, an expansion of the sample takes place until the differences between 

interviewees are maximized. By initially minimizing differences, it is possible to 

develop categories and to identify their characteristics. By maximizing the 

differences, it can be ensured that the categories are fully developed and that 

data saturation is actually occurring (Glaser 1978). A theory has reached the 
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point of saturation when additional interviews or empirical findings do not 

contribute to any change in the theory. That means, at this point no new data 

result from additional data collection. If this is the case, one can speak of 

representativeness in the context of qualitative methods (Rubin and Rubin 2012). 

It is apparent from the descriptions above that all three sampling strategies 

considerably overlapping. Since this work has a strong exploratory character but 

the same time massive time constrains, it is appropriate to apply a mixed method 

sampling strategy. The author of the present work has planned to apply the 

theoretical sampling strategy and to proceed with the help of the snowball 

technique known from the judgment sampling. However, after a careful 

evaluation of this approach it became clear that this strategy is far beyond the 

scope given. Instead, the author chose the judgment sampling strategy in 

combination with the key informant technique. A thorough review of publications 

by and with practitioners on the topic of Lean led the expert search. Here, the 

Lean Management Enterprise Compendium 2014, published by McKinsey & 

Company was of great help. 

Now that the sampling strategy is determined, the appropriate study population 

must be considered. In order to study the problem formulated at the beginning, 

experts need to be interviewed. But who can be considered as an expert? 

Bogner and Menz (2009) identify three different ways to look at the definition of 

an expert. The voluntaristic concept of the expert is based on the fact than every 

person has particular information, capacities etc. that enables them to deal with 

their own everyday life. Thus, every person has a specific advantage in terms of 

knowledge relating to personal arrangements. That means that everyone is an 

expert – an expert on their own life (ibid.). Obviously, this definition is not 

applicable for the present work since the targeted knowledge can hardly be found 

in everyone's life. The constructivist definition of the expert can be characterized 

by its focus on the mechanism involved in the ascription of the expert role. That 

means, every expert is also to a certain extent the ‘construct’ of a researcher’s 

interest, since in the process of investigation, the researcher assumes that the 

selected person is in possession of relevant knowledge. As a consequence of 

this approach, people from the lower hierarchical levels of a company may be 

considered as potential experts (ibid.). An expert in terms of the sociology of 

knowledge is determined by the specific structure of his or her knowledge. Schütz 

(1964, in Bogner and Menz 2009) defines an expert as a scientist, who acts on 

the basis of specific and explicit knowledge that can be imparted and reflected on 
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at any time. Sprondel (1979, in Bogner and Menz 2009) characterizes expert 

knowledge as ‘special knowledge’ in order to clarify Schütz’s concept of the 

expert. Furthermore, Schütz and Sprondel argue that the expert’s special 

knowledge is immediately accessible while everyday knowledge is diffuse 

(Bogner and Menz 2009). Following this definition, in the present work, an expert 

is considered as someone, who has specific knowledge on Lean and either 

specific knowledge on innovation or at least an operational proximity to 

innovation in a business sector setting. In concrete, interviewees were acquired 

from business areas where Lean is implemented, e.g. telecommunication, 

banking, shipping, automotive. Here, the experts hold positions as CEOs, 

Executives, and Consultants. A detailed list of the experts interviewed can be 

found in the next section. 

In addition, Bogner and Menz (2009) identify three central dimensions of expert 

knowledge. They distinguish between (a) technical knowledge, (b) process 

knowledge and (c) interpretative knowledge. Technical knowledge consists of 

information, i.a. about operations and control processes, field related application 

routines, bureaucratic competences. This type of knowledge is attached to the 

area where it provides a specific advantage, where is a difference between 

expert knowledge everyday knowledge due to its systematization and content-

specificity (ibid.). Process knowledge refers to information about sequences of 

action, interaction routines, organizational constellations and past or current 

events. The expert acquired this knowledge either through direct practical 

activities in his or her field of activity or by observation of activities which take 

place in his or her immediate vicinity. Unlike technical knowledge, process 

knowledge is not a specialized knowledge since it cannot be acquired through 

formal education but only through practical experience in one’s own context of 

action (ibid.). Interpretative knowledge is constituted through the expert’s 

subjective orientations, rules, points of view and interpretations – to put it 

differently it consists of ideas, ideologies, inconsistent configurations of meaning, 

and patterns of explanation. The problem here is that it is almost impossible to 

determine whether an expert statement should be considered as “technical 

knowledge”, so that this data does not need further interpretation, or as 

“interpretative knowledge” that is an expression of a subjective construction of 

meaning on the part of the expert (ibid.). The present work aims highly at 

technical knowledge of the experts, since it can be assumed that the underlying 

problem of this work can most likely be studied through expert’s knowledge about 
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operations and processes in a company which has implemented Lean and strives 

for innovation.  

Now that the underlying sampling strategy, the desired type of expert and the 

aimed dimension of expert knowledge are defined, there is one last sampling 

issue which needs to be addressed: getting access to the experts. It is a part of 

the distinction repertoire of elites to distinguish themselves from non-elites by 

setting up access barriers to their private and working areas (Hertz and Imber 

1995). Littig (2009) argues that the higher the social class the more difficult it is to 

get access to this class and that this also applicable to high-level experts. For 

instance, personified barriers that impede access are secretaries, personal 

assistants and PR departments. Time restrictions are another possible access 

barrier. Since high-level individuals are obliged to keep to a tight time schedule, 

there is a strict ranking of important and unimportant appointments and activities. 

Scientific research is not always very high prioritized on this list of appointments. 

Other restrictions can be expert’s preference of status adequate dialogue 

partners, hypersensitivity to any research as their sensitive information could 

make experts or elites vulnerable to political or legal harm, and group specific 

language, which at least complicate the access to desired information (Dexter 

2006). Literature gives an advice on how to overcome such access problems, by 

exploiting the possible motives of interviewees for participating in such interviews. 

Brandl and Klinger (2006), for instance, refer to the interests of the participant, 

e.g. the hope to gain useful insights in latest research. Other motives could be to 

get research results in return for participation or to benefit from the possible PR 

from the cooperation with a well-known research institute. Psychological motives, 

like a lack of competent people to talk with, loneliness or altruism can play a role 

too. 

Here, all experts were contacted via an individual formulated email. Thereupon, 

they answered personally within a short period of time or arranged appointments 

with the help of their personal assistants. The access to the experts was much 

easier than expected. This was probably due to the fact that all experts were 

contacted via their own email address and not via PR departments or the 

customer service. However, since elite individuals often do not publish their 

personal email addresses, finding the correct email addresses took a 

considerable amount of time. Further on, two experts were acquired through 

personal business networks. However, here, an influence on their statements or 

biased information can be excluded due to their professionalism. 
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4.2 Sample Description 

The underlying sample of this work consists of a total number of six experts (see 

Table 1). Following the defined sampling and selection strategy, only CEOs, 

Executives and Consultants were interviewed, who came into question due to 

their multi-years working experience with Lean. In the following, these experts are 

briefly introduced and their qualifications as an expert are presented. 

# Expert Position Company Industry Country 
1 Lius Martinez Process Excellence 

Manager 
Maersk Shipping Denmark 

2 Christian Becker former Head of Product 
at eBay  

eBay Internet/Online 
Retailing 

Germany 

3 David Beaumont Consultant, former 
Toyota employee 

McKinsey Management 
Consulting 

USA 

4 Martin Lippert CEO Broadnet Telecommunication Norway 

5 Yves Poullet CEO Euroclear Financing/Banking Belgium 

6 Jairam Sridharan President  Axis Bank Financing/Banking India 

 

Table 1: Overview of the interviewed experts (Source: own illustration). 

Luis Martinez is Process Excellence Manager at Maersk, largest container ship 

operator and supply vessel operator in the world. He already has held various 

positions at Maersk. In his position as Process Excellence Manager, he is in 

charge of the Process Excellence team within the Purchasing Logistics 

department. Here, he uses techniques such as Lean, Six Sigma and Change 

Management to implement optimization projects and drive continuous 

improvement across purchasing processes and supply chains. He holds a BS in 

industrial engineering from the Tecnológico de Monterrey and a MBA in General 

Management and Leadership from the Copenhagen Business School. 

Christian Becker is Founder and Managing Director at überproduct, an innovation 

and product lab/agency. Earlier, he was Head of Product Management at 

mobile.de, an eBay Classifieds Group company. Here, he had overall 

responsibility for all national and international desktop and mobile applications for 

mobile.de. He has a broad practical experience from projects with high-scaling 

products in international and cross-functional teams based on Scrum, Kanban, 

Lean Startup, Business Model Canvas and Design Thinking. Mr. Becker holds a 

PhD in economics. 
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David Beaumont is Consultant at McKinsey, a global management consulting 

firm; before that, he was Vice President of Roll Excellence at Roll Global, a 

holding company. Here, he designed and executed a company-wide 

manufacturing transformation. From 1997 to 2007, he was an Expert Associate 

Principal at McKinsey and worked with a number of industrial and global energy 

clients to improve their operating performance through the design and 

implementation of Lean Manufacturing systems. Earlier in his career, he worked 

at Toyota, where his main responsibilities included consulting work in the Tier I 

supplier network in the implementation of Lean Manufacturing methods. He holds 

a BS in industrial technology from the California Polytechnic State University. 

Martin Lippert is CEO of Broadnet AS, Norway's leading provider of fiber-based 

data communication to businesses, operators and public sector. He served as 

group COO for TDC, Denmark’s largest telecom provider, until August 2013; 

earlier in his career, he was CEO of TDC Business and was appointed to TDC’s 

corporate-management team in 2009. At TDC, Mr. Lippert was responsible for 

overseeing the company-wide Lean Management transformation from 2009 to 

2013. He holds a MS in economics and business administration and a PhD in 

economics (Lean Management Enterprise Compendium 2014). 

Yves Poullet is the CEO of Brussels-based Euroclear Bank since 2007. He joined 

the bank in 1991, holding a variety of senior positions in the finance, risk 

management, corporate strategy, product management, and operations divisions 

before serving as the bank’s head of operations from 2003 to 2007. In 2007, the 

bank launched a transformation with Lean Management at its core. Yves Poullet 

is overseeing this Lean Management transformation. Mr. Poullet holds a degree 

in business administration from the Université catholique de Louvain and a 

degree in electrical engineering from the Katholieke Universteit Leuven (Lean 

Management Enterprise Compendium 2014).  

Jairam Sridharan is President and Head of Consumer Lending and Payments at 

Axis Bank, the third largest private sector bank in India. Earlier in his career, he 

served in a range of domestic and international retail-finance roles at ICICI Bank 

and Capital One Financial. He worked with Lean in his previous organizations 

and initiated Axis Bank’s “Shikhar” transformation (own-branded Lean 

transformation) since 2010. Mr. Sridharan holds a B.Tech degree from the Indian 

Institute of Technology, Delhi, and an MBA from the Indian Institute of 

Management, Calcutta (Lean Management Enterprise Compendium 2014). 
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4.3 Implementation and Data Preparation 

Kvale (1996) identifies seven stages in designing and implementing an interview-

oriented study: thematizing, designing, interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, 

verifying, and reporting. Now that the first two stages are described in detail in the 

previous sections, this section focuses on the points interviewing and 

transcribing. Here, the implementation of interviews as well as the data 

preparation, i.e. transcription of data collected will be discussed, and related 

ethical issues will be addressed.  

In his work, Kvale (2007) refers to a pre-interview stage as well as a post-

interview phase. Although the author does not use the term ‘interview stage’ 

explicitly, the actual interview conversation can be referred to as such. Similarly, 

Burke and Miller (2001) structure an interview in a pre-interview phase, during the 

interview phase and a post-interview phase. The pre-interview phase is 

characterized by activities which need to be done before conduction the actual 

interview: planning, pre-testing, organizational issues. In order to conduct a high-

quality research, a researcher should pre-test the interview guideline before 

collecting data in the field. This pilot study may be carried out with a few 

individuals from the targeted sample. A pre-test helps to determine the most 

logical order of the topics and question and to identify wording issues, which 

could have a negative impact on integrity of the data collected. In addition, a pre-

test sheds light on the interview duration, which needs to be clarified in advance 

since this is one of the first quests a researcher will be asked by the potential 

participant (Burke and Miller 2001). Here, the first interview conducted is 

considered as the pre-test. However, it was found that the information gathered 

here were relevant, so that the author of this work decided to use this interview 

for the analysis nonetheless. The pre-test showed no errors in the guide. The 

questions were clear and in the correct order. Because of this, the interview guide 

was also used for the other four interviewees.  

In general, interviews should be recorded because handwritten notes distort the 

form of the data (Witzel 2000). There are multiple ways to record the interview 

(Burke and Miller 2001). In the present research, interviews were conducted by 

phone using the Voice-over-IP (VoIP) software program Skype in combination 

with CallGraph, a software program that allows recordings of Skype calls. The 

reason for this decision is that the data collected can be transcribed afterwards 

and analyzed efficiently. The interview phase, that means the interview 
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conversation itself, is introduced by a briefing. Here, the interviewer defines the 

situation for the interviewee and informs the participant about the purpose of the 

interview. This is followed by the actual interview where the researcher asks 

questions based on the interview guideline prepared. In addition, probe question 

and follow-up question are asked. The interview phase is usually rounded off with 

a debriefing, which may include giving the interviewee the chance to add 

something or pose questions (Brinkmann 2008). In respect of the duration of the 

telephone interview, Burke and Miller (2001) recommend 15 to 20 minutes. The 

data collection showed that these recommendations regarding the duration of the 

interview were useful. The average duration of six conducted interviews was 24 

minutes. Here, the shortest interview took 19 minutes, whereas the longest 

interview took 28 minutes. Right after the interview the post-interview phase 

starts with writing the postscript. As already mentioned, it contains an outline of 

the topics discussed, remarks on the aforementioned situational and non-verbal 

aspects, interviewee’s own foci and, in addition, deviations from the topic as well 

as first ideas for the interpretation (Witzel 2000). The post-interview phase 

passes into transcription and subsequent analysis of the data. 

Since there is a growing use of computers to assist with qualitative research, e.g. 

for interview recordings or data analysis, special attention to data preparation is 

needed. Data preparation covers transcription, storage and related ethical issues 

(McLellan et al. 2003). MacQueen and Milstein (1999) emphasize that 

inappropriate data preparation decisions in the beginning will have a negative 

effect on the analysis process – at least in terms of a delay. Nowadays, most 

interviews are audio recorded and then transcribed, that means converted from 

audio data into textual data. The transcript is what actual serves as the primary 

data source for a researcher when he or she interprets and analyzes the 

interview (Brinkmann 2008). Atkinson and Heritage (1984 in McLellan et al. 2003) 

describe transcription as a ‘research activity’, which should not be misunderstood 

as a ‘technical detail’ that just comes before the analysis. Software programs can 

be helpful to structure and especially to code the audio data collected, most 

commonly in form of text (McLellan et al. 2003). Due to time restriction, interviews 

were transcribed fully but only on a basal level; transcription rules were not 

applied. Since the main interest focuses on thematic and content information, 

breaks, empty phrases, fillers and other non-content-related utterances, like tone 

of the voice, emphasis or laughter were not transcribed. The complete transcripts 

of all interviews held are to be found in the appendix. 
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Ethical considerations should be made in all phases of the interview process 

since qualitative research may probe deeply into sensitive information. Thus, 

confidentiality, informed consent, and a consideration of the ramifications of 

participating in the research should be taken as ethical rules of thumb 

(Brinkmann 2008). Since Skype interviews were conducted, a signed informed 

consent form was not easy to implement, instead the informed consent were 

sought at the beginning of the interview. In addition, copyright of interviewees’ 

words and (confidential) company information were taken into consideration.  

4.4 Data Analysis 

This sections deals with the qualitative content analysis with the help of computer 

assisted qualitative data analysis software. Qualitative content analysis can be 

defined as a research method for the subjective interpretation of textual data by 

applying a systematic process of coding in order to identify themes or consistent 

patterns (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). This kind of method allows an analysis of 

not only textual data, such as interview transcripts, recorded observations, 

narratives etc. but also media such pictures, photographs, and videos. While 

quantitative content analysis helps to answer ‘what’ questions, qualitative content 

analysis can help to answer ‘why’ question and analyze perceptions (Julien 

2008). Rather than being a single data analysis method, it is apparent that there 

are three distinct approaches: (a) conventional content analysis, (b) directed 

content analysis, and (c) summative content analysis. All three approaches are 

used to interpret textual data. The main differences are coding schemes, origin of 

codes, and their influence on the trustworthiness. In the conventional content 

analysis, the researcher derives coding categories directly for the data collected. 

In the directed content analysis, the starting point for the analysis is theory or 

relevant findings as a direction for initial codes. In the summative content analysis 

is all about counting and comparisons, usually of keywords, followed by the 

interpretation of the underlying context (Hsieh and Shannon 2005).  

In the present work, the data collected were analyzed using a content analysis 

technique proposed by Mayring (2010). His approach describes a systematic, 

rule-guided qualitative text analysis which tries to preserve some methodological 

strengths of quantitative content analysis and widen them to a concept of 

qualitative procedure. The procedure consists of three steps: paraphrasing, 

generalization and reduction. In the first step, the paraphrasing, irrelevant text 

components are neglected. The content-relevant text passages are brought to a 
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uniform level of language and to a grammatical short form. In the second step, 

the generalization, the paraphrases are formulated in a way that every 

paraphrase is on a common level of abstraction. If the paraphrases are on a 

higher abstraction level than targeted they are kept as they are. This is followed 

by the third step, the reduction. In the first part, all insignificant paraphrases are 

deleted (selection). Then, all paraphrases with a similar or identical subject are 

combined (bundling). Paraphrases with several subjects are condensed into one 

paraphrase (construction and integration). At the end of the procedure, all 

remaining parts result in a category system. The result is checked for its 

suitability by revising the source material (Mayring 2010). 

According to the categorization of Hsieh and Shannon (2005), the content 

analysis technique proposed by Mayring can be considered as conventional 

content analysis. This type of method is appropriate when there is a lack of 

theory or research literature regarding the phenomenon (ibid.). Conventional 

content analysis is described as an inductive approach, since preconceived 

categories are avoided and developed inductively instead (Mayring 2000). Here, 

knowledge is generated based on participants’ perspectives and grounded in the 

data collected. One potential pitfall of the conventional approach to content 

analysis is failing to develop a holistic understanding of the context, thus failing to 

identify key categories. This can lead to findings that are not accurately anchored 

in the data. Lincoln and Guba (1985) address this issue as a lack of credibility 

within the paradigm of trustworthiness or internal validity within the paradigm of 

reliability and validity. Another issue of this type of analysis is that it can easily be 

confused with other qualitative methods, e.g. Grounded Theory, since both 

methods share a similar initial analytic approach (Hsieh and Shannon 2005).  

Although content analysis is an intellectual process, the results of that thinking 

somehow need to be recorded. In fact, content analysis can be done e.g. with 

paper and pencil. These low-tech tools are likely sufficient if the amount of data is 

relatively small. However, computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software 

(CAQDAS) is very helpful for handling larger quantities of data. Using CAQDAS 

does not free the researcher from intellectual effort, but it can assist in organizing 

the work efficiently and in linking identified categories of data for easy 

comparison (Julien 2008). In the present work, the software program MaxQDA 

has been used. The complete content analysis tables can be found in the 

appendix. 



49 
 

4.5 Quality Measures of the Research Design 

Validity and reliability are key to robust content analysis. In qualitative terms, 

qualitative content analysis seeks trustworthiness, a concept which goes back to 

Lincoln and Guba (1985). Recently, this concept has become important to 

qualitative researchers since trustworthiness equips qualitative researches with a 

set of tools by which they can exemplify the worth of their studies outside the 

boundaries of the often ill-fitting quantitative parameters (Given and Saumure 

2008). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness is constituted 

through (a) credibility, (b) transferability, (c) dependability, and (d) confirmability. 

To understand the differences in the concepts, it is helpful to compare these 

quantitative and qualitative terms briefly.  

Credibility and internal validity are considered as similar concepts. If the 

researcher has measured what he or she has sought to measure, his or her study 

has internal invalidity. In contrast, a research can be considered as credible if the 

phenomenon in question has been described accurately and richly. Thus, instead 

of ensuring to measure what is set to measure, the researcher is making sure 

that the data is presented accurately (Given and Saumure 2008). There are a 

number of strategies to increase the degree of credibility, for instance prolonged 

engagement in the field, triangulation of different methods, researchers and data, 

or negative case analysis (Lincoln and Guba 1985). Transferability and external 

validity (generalizability) are comparable concepts. Generalizability on the one 

hand describes research findings which can be easily applied across the widest 

possible context. Transferability on the other hand refers to the need to be aware 

of and to define the scope of a qualitative study so that its applicability to different 

contexts (broad or narrow) is easy to see. That way, a study is not inferior if it is 

not applicable to a wider context. Instead, worthiness of research findings can be 

determined by how well others can determine to which alternative contexts these 

findings might be applicable (Given and Saumure 2008). A thick description as 

suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985) is a way to increase the degree of 

transferability. By describing the studied phenomenon in-depth other researchers 

can assess the extent to which the findings are transferable to other times, 

settings, and people. Dependability and reliability is the next pair to be 

considered. Research findings need to be reliable, that means reproducible, in a 

way that they can be replicated exactly when using the same context and 

method. Reliability is deemed to be a precondition for validity since measures 

which are unreliable cannot be valid (Given and Saumure 2008; Lincoln and 
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Guba 1985). However, achieving reliability can be hard for researchers in a 

constantly changing social world. Therefore, dependability is a more accurate 

notion in the qualitative context. Here, the researcher provides as much 

transparency as possible regarding his or her procedure and research 

instruments in a manner that others can attempt to collect data in a similar 

setting. If the degree of dependability is high, a similar setting should lead to a 

similar explanation for the phenomenon studied (Given and Saumure 2008). 

Finally, confirmability and objectivity can also be compared. A study can be 

considered as objective if the data is unbiased. Confirmability, on the opposite is 

ensured if the interpretations and findings represent the actual data. That is, no 

claims are made that are not anchored in the data obtained. 

The strengths of this work are its high level of transparency and its in-depth 

approach. For instance, in the problem discussion chapter, the research question 

and problem formulation were clearly carved out and discussed in detail. Both, 

the theory of innovation as well as the theory of Lean have been described 

exhaustively and subsequently condensed into a theoretical frame. The used 

methodology including the data collection, sampling and selection strategy, and 

the implementation and data preparation were described in great detail. The 

experts were presented and their suitability was justified. Furthermore, the 

operationalization as well as the analysis is made very transparent. All three, the 

interview guide, the verbatim transcripts, and the content analysis tables can be 

found in the appendix. Nevertheless, this work should be considered as medium-

credible, since strategies to increase the degree of credibility suggested by the 

literature, e.g. prolonged engagement in the field, triangulation of different 

methods and researchers could not be applied (Lincoln and Guba 1985). The 

reasons are to be sought in the strict time limit in which this work was created. 

However, data triangulation and to some extent negative case analysis have 

been used in the present work. The data were collected are from experts with 

very diverse backgrounds, which in fact has favored the richness of data. 

Although this approach has reduced the degree of credibility, at the same time it 

has increased the degree of transferability and dependability, for instance, the 

findings of the conducted research can be easily applied to other industries 

where Lean is implemented in an innovation-oriented environment. In addition, it 

can be assumed that similar findings would be collected if other experts had been 

interviewed. In the present research, the scope of applicability was deliberately 

very broad. By doing so and trough a thick description, as suggested by literature 
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(Given and Saumure 2008; Lincoln and Guba 1985), a high degree of 

transferability and dependability could be established. Finally, the quality 

measure confirmability needs to be considered. It can be implied that this study is 

partly biased. This results from the way in which the research question is 

formulated. The directedness of the research question shows that it is not about a 

non-directional relationship between Lean and innovation, rather it is already 

assumed that Lean has an influence on innovation – either in a positive or 

negative way. Thus, a subconscious bias cannot be per se excluded. The author 

would like to assure that the research was not deliberately forced into a certain 

direction and would assume that confirmability of this study has a medium 

degree. 

II Empirical Part 

5 Findings and Analysis 

5.1 Findings 

Below, the statements of the interviewed experts are presented in a condensed 

form – backed by suitable quotations from the interviews. Here, an evaluation of 

the statements and reconciliation with the theory is not undertaken since the 

findings will be discussed in the subsequent analysis section. 

(a) Lean offers an environment for innovation. Lean creates an infrastructure, a 

framework, or an environment for innovation. Such an environment is a cleaner 

environment and it's easier to build on a cleaner environment, rather than to build 

on an environment where there are loose ends, where a lot of time and energy is 

taken to manage things without knowing exactly how to make it happen. 

However, a lean environment is not stable but changes continuously. A lean 

organization is an organization which has a clear idea of how it functions and 

how its processes look like, it is a learning organization. By providing such a 

framework, an organization makes sure that the employees are spending more 

time on added-value tasks and new ideas. In a lean environment there is a 

greater sensitivity to align objectives and resources than in non-lean 

environments. The Lean culture of driving change fits into that innovation side. 

“With Lean Management you're creating an environment which is more 

transparent than classic environments, where communication is flowing much 
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faster than in the classic environments, where there is a much stronger client 

focus as well, than in classic environments.” – Yves Poullet 

“What the Lean process is doing is that all their researchers are very good at 

knowledge sharing, so you could say that Lean is creating an infrastructure for 

innovation, a frame in which you can form, even use as the underlying 

infrastructure to form that innovation, but I doubt sincerely that it's due to the 

Lean process itself that you are becoming more innovative in terms of the 

bigger things.” – Martin Lippert 

“Lean Management is about achieving a learning organization, so Lean does 

not require at all a stable environment. You don't want to have a completely 

wild environment that I agree with but every environment, every business is a 

changing business today, and that is exactly what is interesting with Lean. “– 

Martin Lippert 

(b) Lean facilitates exchange between employees. Lean contributes to a better 

innovation environment in terms of ideation by promoting communication 

between the employees by not creating silos. Lean creates platforms where 

external as well as internal resources are combined, where people from multiple 

functions are, on a standardized and systematic way, meeting with each other 

and engaging with each other self-contained units, which allows them to 

brainstorm ideas and communicate the relevant information so that the progress 

and implementation of new ideas is more efficiently. Through standardization, 

these platforms help employees to unleash their creativity. A lean organization 

uses collaborative work to solve problems in a structured way, e.g. by using 

Kaizens, i.e. continuous improvement, and leverages internal as wells as external 

resources in order to seek innovation. Kaizens help to transform an idea to a 

great product. In addition, through knowledge-sharing and the integration of 

employees’ insights, Lean enables organizations to use the expertise of the own 

staff. Furthermore it was argued that Lean works less if these platforms consist of 

higher educated people with a more specialized skill doing slightly different things 

all in the same team. 

“If you're willing and able and comfortable with grabbing resources wherever 

they are to help you innovate on that technology that is a very lean-thinking 

kind of way […] just look at Toyota's recent ventureship with Tesla.” – David 

Beaumont 

“When they're going through that innovation, the problem solving philosophy 

in a lean organization is that you don't create silos. You bring in as many 

resources, not just internally, but external as well, so let's get the leading 
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experts on hybrid technology, let's get our leading engineers, let's put them in 

a room and iterate on where we're going to go with this new innovative 

idea.” – David Beaumont 

(c) Lean allows fast testing of new ideas. By creating a prototype and by 

implementing this prototype in a certain area, Lean allows experiments with a 

very focused scope. Due to the small scale of the experiment, Lean enables an 

organization to iterate quickly around it and to come up with new ideas how to 

improve the tested solution. The cross-functionality which is facilitated by Lean 

gives employees a perspective that they normally don’t have on a daily basis and 

leads to broader ideation, which helps to improve a solution. Trial and error and 

willingness to fail are important aspects of Lean philosophy.  

“Let us say you come up with a new tool or a new service that you think might 

be useful, right? Now, you want to go ahead and test this idea out in the real 

marketplace before you actually offer it on a widespread basis. What Lean 

allows us to do is to try out that idea or that innovation in a very focused 

way.” – Jairam Sridharan 

“Recently in our car loans business, we had an innovative idea of how to 

originate car loan. Now, we were not keen on actually trying out this idea on 

a full national basis, because we didn't know whether it would actually work 

or not. We created a prototype, we went to one particular city, we picked 

two Lean pods in that city, and then we implemented this. Now, it's a very 

focused experiment. Because it's a Lean pod, we are very quickly able to 

iterate around it and in two weeks they come up with 20 different ideas of 

how to make that solution even better. Because Lean pods are cross 

functional, we are getting all sorts of cross functional ideas of how to make 

that thing even better.” – Jairam Sridharan 

(d) Lean frees up resources. By managing the day-to-day work, Lean frees up 

bandwidth or brain time of employees to do more strategy, more comparative 

benchmarking, and more innovation thinking. It is stated that before implementing 

Lean, talented employees were bogged down by their everyday business-as-

usual activities that they had very little time and very little ability to apply their 

minds to more innovation thinking. After implementing Lean, these people can 

apply more innovation thinking and drive business outcomes without any stress. 

Lean simplifies the day-to-day work of employees. 

“What we realized is that our people down the line are so busy getting the 

day-to-day work done, they have little time or ability to actually invest in 
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ground-level innovation. What Lean has done for us is massively simplify the 

day-to-day work of our staff” – Jairam Sridharan 

“Normally you're freeing up brain time that can be spent on the high-value 

innovation types of task.” – Yves Poullet 

(e) Lean democratizes and decentralizes innovation. Lean enables innovation to 

come up and flourish across all levels of a hierarchy and across all geographies. 

Lean makes a centralized R&D department, i.e. a group of people who are 

responsible for coming up with new ideas, obsolete since in a lean organization 

everybody is part of innovation. 

“In some sense, what Lean has done for us is, it has democratized innovation, 

instead of having it centralized in a group of people who are responsible for 

coming up with new ideas. That's what Lean has allowed us.” – Jairam 

Sridharan 

(f) Lean influences the beginning and the end of the innovation process. The 

interviewed experts are divided on the question of which stage of the innovation 

process is affected the most. Experts who represent the opinion that Lean 

influences the beginning of the innovation process the most recognizes Lean’s 

influence at the stage where the alternative ideas are designed, where 

experiments are carried out in order to create value. Lean allows originating a 

wide diversity of ideas from a variety of participants. Here, a concern has been 

expressed that Lean must not be applied too strictly since new ideas may be 

rejected too early. Experts who represent the opinion that Lean influences the 

end of the innovation process, on the other hand, see Lean’s influence when it 

comes to scaling, producing, or implementation execution, when all product 

features are determined. One expert considers that Lean may influence the 

innovation process at all different stages depending on the Lean tools which are 

respectively applied. But he also believes that Lean rather influences the 

innovation process at its beginning since this is the stage where breaking 

paradigms and brainstorming are necessary.  

“I don't know if you can put your finger on which one that is influenced the 

most, but if I had to put the bets on it, I'd say the initial get the concept out 

there, the just raising the idea as the potential. It's certainly probably the 

number one. You have to break through that before you even go down any 

other path.” – David Beaumont 
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“Generally, I would say, the more you come down to scaling and really 

producing stuff, the more Lean helps. Or the opposite - the more you are still 

in the very back phase where you really don't know what you're doing, Lean 

might be a problem in itself.” – Christian Becker 

“In summary, I think you can use it at all different stages. There are very 

different tools that you can use in different stages. I would say that at the 

beginning it would be more useful than at the end because at the end is 

more like a project management rollout techniques that you can use. At the 

beginning is when you really need to break paradigms and brainstorm.” – Luis 

Martinez 

(g) Lean is rather related to incremental innovation than radical innovation. All 

experts agree that regular innovation, that is continuous improvement innovation, 

is more concerned by Lean. Here, Lean facilitates communication and helps to 

understand the voice of the customer. It helps to improve existing products in the 

market. On the other hand, the majority of the experts suggests that Lean has no 

(positive) influence on radical innovation. While Lean works very well in the idea-

testing stage, Lean’s benefit in the idea-generation stage is not clear. 

“In my experience, it could well be used for some kind of incremental 

innovation or incremental R&D when you already have something but 

probably not for radical R&D.” – Luis Martinez 

“If you’re a company that is making syringes for the health industry and you 

also want to come up with a completely different device for a completely 

different disease for example, then maybe Lean is not, definitely not the right 

thing to use for that thing.” – David Beaumont 

“On the radical innovation stuff, I'm yet to see strong evidence that Lean 

works particularly in the origination stage. It still where Lean works very, very 

well. In the idea generation stages it is not clear to me yet whether Lean has 

helped us. As I said, we have been on this journey for four years. Maybe over 

time we will find some ways in which we can make Lean work there as well. 

Right now, I would suggest that incremental innovation is more the area 

where we have found benefit.” – Jairam Sridharan 

(h) Lean is rather related to process innovation than product innovation. The 

majority of the experts agrees that Lean affects process innovation to a bigger 

extent than product innovation, since influencing of processes is in the Lean 

DNA. Nevertheless, two experts also see an influence on product innovation but 

not necessarily to the same level as on process innovation. One expert argues 
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that there has been a shift over the last two decades in the influence through 

Lean - from process to product. 

“Process innovation, clearly. By definition, I would say.” – Yves Poullet 

“I think in general the whole principle of Lean is trying to use or improve 

processes to make them more efficient and effective.” – Luis Martinez 

 “Well, if you asked me that question 20 years ago, I probably would have 

said more process. Today, we have a lot of understanding of process 

improvement, and lean has had a significant impact. […] I think today we're 

such a fast-moving innovation-expecting customer-base, you know, the shift 

has probably gone to product.” – David Beaumont 

(i) Lean is rather related to administrative innovation than technological 

innovation. All experts agree that there is greater influence on administrative 

innovation, which includes the application of new ideas that affect processes, 

policies, and allocation of resources associated the social structure of an 

organization. The main argument is that the administrative innovation by 

definition has a great proximity to processes. Two experts suggest that Lean may 

have a greater influence on technological innovation in product-oriented 

organizations.  

“For administrative innovation, clearly Lean is very much contributing to that 

kind of innovation. It's actually the purpose of Lean. The purpose of Lean is to 

improve processes, improve skills, have very state-of-the-art capacity 

management tools, a good view on the resources, and the like. There, it's 

helping quite significantly.” – Yves Poullet 

“If you think about administrative stuff, about organizations, it's closely related 

to processes, how you want to have people interact with each other, who 

has which role, who does what, who is telling people what to do, who takes 

decisions about this.” – Christian Becker 

“Administrative innovation is by definition more or less processes, and 

technology would tend to be much more product oriented.” – Martin Lippert 

5.2 Analysis 

The present work examines how Lean is influencing innovation when it is 

implemented in an innovation-oriented environment. Based on the findings, which 

were presented in the previous chapter, in this section the results are discussed, 
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i.e. the experts’ statements are evaluated and reconciled with theory. The 

findings can be reduced to the following nine statements: 

(a) Lean offers an environment for innovation.  

(b) Lean facilitates exchange between employees.  

(c) Lean allows fast testing of new ideas. 

(d) Lean frees up resources.  

(e) Lean democratizes and decentralizes innovation.  

(f) Lean influences the beginning and the end of an innovation process.  

(g) Lean is rather related to incremental innovation than radical innovation.  

(h) Lean is rather related to process innovation than product innovation.  

(i) Lean is rather related to administrative innovation than technological 

innovation.  

According to the data collected, Lean influences innovation insofar that it offers a 

cleaner environment or a framework for innovation. The idea of Lean as a basic 

conceptual structure is supported by the theory. Schiele (2009) argues that Lean 

can be considered as a belief system which helps organizations to manage 

processes that focuses on adding value from a customer’s point of view, whereas 

Bhasin and Burcher (2006) as well as Moore (2001) describe it more as a 

mindset that governs how organizations look at their processes. However, a 

positive influence of innovation through Lean is not clear, since the theory 

suggests that Lean reduces slack (Melnyk 2007), risks (Hale and Kubiak 2007), 

and variability (Browning and Heath 2009), whose absence could be understood 

as a clean environment. These three aspects in turn are important to facilitate 

innovation (Melnyk 2007; Wynett et al. 2002; Gopalakrishnan and Damanpour 

1997). Obviously, here is a disparity between the empirical findings and theory. 

To bring them in accordance, one can use another aspect of Lean. Bhasin and 

Burcher (2006) argue that lean organizations are learning organizations and 

provide a learning environment. Building on this, Purhaghshenas and Esmatnia 

(2012) recognize that one feature of learning organizations is innovation. They 

argue that in learning organizations all employees participate in innovation 

activities and are encouraged to be creative in order to develop innovation. 

Duguay et al. (1997) describe employees of lean organizations as learning and 

knowledge workers. Furthermore, in agreement with a competence-based view 

on organizations (Prahalad and Hamel 1990) and the dynamic capabilities 

approach (Teece et al. 1997), knowledge workers can contribute to the innovative 

potential of an organization. Hence, a reduction of slack, risk, and variability 
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caused by Lean could have a negative impact on innovation but the fact that 

Lean transforms organizations into learning organizations with learning 

environments and knowledge workers may have a positive influence on 

innovation. As is evident, the academic debate on this point does not yield an 

unequivocal result. 

Furthermore, the data collected suggests that there is a link between Lean’s 

ability to facilitate exchange between employees and innovation. Theory confirms 

that in lean organization the exchange between employees is high; it is explained 

on the one hand by proximity among the employees during their teamwork 

(Womack et al. 1992; Clark and Fujimoto 1991) and on the other hand by the fact 

that in lean organizations worker can be assigned to different teams 

simultaneously (Olivella et al. 2008). Thus, here, both an exchange between 

team members and between members of different teams exists. Furthermore, in 

lean organizations, the flow and processing of information in teamwork is 

simplified through cellular manufacturing, the dense grouping of all facilities 

required to produce a product (Bhasin and Burcher 2006). The link between 

Lean’s ability to facilitate exchange between employees and innovation may be 

established best by considering that a team-based organization of work may help 

through the process from generating new ideas to successfully implementing 

these ideas (Mumford et al. 2002). Furthermore, the empirical findings suggest 

that multi-functionality and multi-skilling in teams facilitate innovation. Here, 

theory seconds that view. One the one hand, Åhlström (1998) argues and multi-

functional work teams are essential throughout the implementation of Lean and 

on the other hand Vaghefi et al. (2000) state that since overly specialized jobs 

classifications would counteract multi-skilling, a classical Lean company like 

Toyota, for instance, only knows two types of workers for the entire plant: 

assembly line workers and craft technicians. Furthermore, Drach-Zahavy and 

Somech (2001) found out, team-based work, heterogeneity among the team 

members, and intensive communication between team members have each a 

positive effect on innovation. Another aspect that has been put forward by the 

experts is the standardized and systematic way work is organized in lean 

companies. Here, the literature is divided on how it affects innovation. Supporters 

of the thesis that it has a negative impact argue that standardization may have a 

negative effect on workers’ creativity. This may be a problem since creativity has 

been described as a key aspect of organizational change, organizational 

effectiveness, and the foundation of innovation (Amabile 1996; Woodman et al. 
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1993). However, despite the seemingly contradictory natures of creativity and 

standardized procedures Gilson et al. (2005) found that standardization and 

creativity can be complementary. In addition, Lean’s rigid work organization may 

cause stress, which in turn may drive ‘creative tensions’ that stimulate 

employees’ creativity (Oldham and Cummings 1996). However, Silverthorne 

(2002) notes that too much stress, e.g. in form of time pressure is more likely to 

stifle creative thinking. Obviously, the contradictions are not resolved by theory 

yet. In summary, the team-based organization of work seems to be conducive for 

innovation, whereas the way how this work is carried out, here in particular the 

standardization is critical, may have a negative effect on innovation. Here, further 

research is clearly required. 

Based on the data collected, the assumption can be made that since Lean 

enables organization to test their new ideas very fast, it is beneficial for their 

innovation efforts. The veracity of this assumption is supported by the newly 

emerged Lean Startup theory, proposed by Ries (2011). This approach, which 

obviously has arisen from the Lean philosophy favors experimentation over 

detailed planning, customer feedback over intuition and iterative design over the 

traditional ‘big design up front’ development. Kline and Rosenberg’s (1986) 

chain-linked model of innovation shows indirectly the importance of feedback 

loops, i.e. iterations, between employees of an organization but operation on 

different stages of the innovation process (Arundel et al. 2007). The Lean Startup 

approach allows organizations to develop new products and improve existing 

ones in a scientific way. Spear and Bowen (1999) support this view by stating 

that Lean requires experimentation through hypotheses that can be tested. To 

put it differently, they consider Lean’s testing as a scientific method. Further, they 

provide an example from Toyota’s Production System and note that to make any 

changes Toyota uses a rigorous problem-solving process that requires a detailed 

assessment of the current state of affairs and a plan for improvement. In other 

words, the plan is an experimental test of the planned changes. This approach 

appears to have a strong resemblance to R&D activities. If, furthermore, the 

statement of one of the experts interviewed is considered that each employee is 

responsible for innovation, and thus proceeds according to the scientific method 

described, the fact that Lean enables idea-testing very fast may lead to the 

conclusion that Lean can influence innovation in this way positively. However, the 

data collected also suggests that Lean can prevent innovation, if an organization 

implements Lean tools too dogmatic or follow Lean processes blindly. Here, the 
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theory contradicts the findings. Bhasin and Burcher (2006) note that if Lean is not 

implemented fully, and dogmatic in a way, Lean will show only poor results. It is 

therefore to assume that Lean is only effective with regard to innovation if the 

experiments are carried out and Lean is implemented holistically. Cases where 

only one of the two conditions is applied must be studied in future research. 

A strong argument that Lean is influencing innovation is the experts’ statement 

that Lean has a beneficial use of resources relating to innovation. Evidence for 

the correctness of this statement is abundant in the literature. Here, two 

complementary aspects can be recognized. On the one hand Lean avoids tying 

up resources by enabling flatter organization structures which require less 

resources Clark and Fujimoto (1991), by obviating activities which consume 

resources but do not add value to the product (Choudri 2002), and by strongly 

focusing on value creation from the customer’s perspective (Chen and Taylor 

2009; Schiele 2009; Womack and Jones (2003; Choudri 2002). On the other 

hand Lean frees up resources – people, space, time, money – by eliminating 

waste (Chen and Taylor 2009; Womack and Jones 1996) which are typically 

redeployed to more value-adding activities (Cross 2013; Schiele 2009). Here, it is 

probable that the elimination of unused employee creativity as a major type of 

waste (Liker 2004) has the biggest positive effect on innovation. Cross (2013) 

recognizes the release of resources as one driver of innovation. He argues that if 

an organization lacks resources, there is no point in being more creative. Another 

driver of innovation is more of a fundamental culture shift. He argues that 

eliminating processes and products which do not add value frees up time for 

employees to start thinking about next. Here, the empirical findings complement 

the theory and it can be assumed that on this issue, Lean has a positive influence 

on innovation. 

According to the data collected, another aspect of Lean has also a positive effect 

on innovation: Lean democratizes and decentralizes innovation. Here, literature 

provides various insights which allow the conclusion that it is the case. Isa and 

Tsuru (2002) found out that decentralization is one of the most widespread 

practices in a lean organization. In lean organizations, the employees are 

empowered and participate in decision making, which is more than simple 

consultation. Furthermore, Lean supports a leadership where hierarchical 

superiority in deemphasized (Olivella et al. 2008). In fact, one of Lean’s cultural 

requirements is that decisions are made at the lowest possible organizational 

level (Bhasin and Burcher 2006), whereby a lean organization is characterized by 
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flat hierarchical structures (Olivella et al. 2008; Åhlström and Karlsson 2000). 

Another point which takes the democratical aspect of innovation in a lean 

organization into account is its culture of ‘collaborative management’ (Majchrzak 

and Wang 1996) and ‘reciprocal commitment’ (Niepce and Molleman 1998). 

According to Cross (2013), innovation in lean organization is not solely the 

responsibility of one department, R&D. By this, he is affirming an expert’s 

statement which suggests that all employees are a part of innovation. Farther, 

Cross (2013) and Tavassoli (2013) point out that many organizations do not have 

a R&D department. This is also true since one of the experts stated that his 

company has no dedicated division for R&D. Obviously, decentralization and the 

simultaneous empowerment of the employees may have a positive effect on 

innovation. Here, it is probable that another aspect is beneficial too. As discussed 

above, the workforce in lean organizations is multi-skilled (Olivella et al. 2008; 

Womack et al. 1992); in combination with the fact that Lean requires multi-

functional work teams (Åhlström 1998) it can be expected that employees are 

capable to innovate successfully, even without a dedicated R&D department. 

Apart from that, a lean organization demands from its employees an active 

participation in improvement activities in order to maintain continuous 

improvement (Jørgensen et al. 2004), and thus development of innovation. 

According to the findings, Lean influences the beginning and the end of the 

innovation process. Concerning this matter, literature provides very few 

references and supports, if at all, the point of view that Lean may influence the 

innovation process at its beginning – negatively. In the present work, the Kline 

and Rosenberg’s (1986) chain-linked model of innovation is used as a conceptual 

model to depict innovation processes. This means if Lean influences the 

beginning of the innovation process then the design stage needs to be affected. 

Here, the strongest indications are provided by Chen and Taylor (2009). In their 

paper, they argue that rather than allowing open ideas, brainstorming, and out-of-

the-box thinking, Lean requires employees to follow strict flows of design. As Van 

de Ven (1986) adds, rigidity, standardization, and being constrained to 

productivity leave little room for creative thinking and innovation. However, as 

discussed above, rigidity provided by Lean is not necessarily counterproductive 

for innovation. Gilson et al. (2005) found that standardization, as one form of 

rigidity, and creativity can be complementary and, in addition, Lean’s rigid work 

organization may cause stress, which in turn may drive ‘creative tensions’ that 

stimulate employees’ creativity (Oldham and Cummings 1996). Furthermore, 
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Chen and Taylor (2009) argue that since the process of innovation requires a 

long experimental phase and higher levels of risk, Lean eliminates such tasks an 

early stage. Indeed, as discussed above, Lean reduces slack (Melnyk 2007), 

risks (Hale and Kubiak 2007), and variability (Browning and Heath 2009). All 

three elements could be associated with the beginning of the innovation process. 

To sum up, the evaluation of the robustness and accuracy of the provided 

arguments is difficult to made, since the literature only give few perspectives how 

Lean may influence innovation processes. Furthermore, innovative lean 

companies such as Toyota or Tesla with innovative products like Toyota Prius 

and Tesla’s Model S indicate that innovation is not automatically killed at an early 

stage. Thus, it is probable that supporting arguments that Lean has a negative 

impact at the beginning of the innovation process do not reflect the reality and 

rather describe negative cases. Here, more future research is needed. 

The last finding considers the types of innovation that are related to Lean to a 

greater extent. The expert interviewees suggest that Lean is rather related to 

incremental innovation than radical innovation, to process innovation rather than 

product innovation, and to administrative innovation rather than technological 

innovation.  

Here, the theory offers a number of indications that, indeed, Lean is rather related 

to incremental innovation than radical innovation. In a multi-case study, Lewis 

(2000) found out that two of three organizations investigated supported the 

hypothesis that Lean implementation results in an overall decrease in 

organization’s capability to employ innovation. The study reveals that the more 

effectively Lean is implemented in an organization the more an organization 

focuses on incremental innovation, and the less innovation activities are involved. 

To put it differently, the leaner an organization, the less radical innovation is 

developed. Chen and Taylor’s (2009) advocates sound much like Lewis’ (2000). 

They argue that Lean is likely to have a positive impact on incremental 

innovation; it may have a negative effect on a company’s culture to facilitate 

innovations. Here, obviously radical innovation as the diametric extreme is 

meant. Christensen (2006) also supports this statement. While Lean is expected 

to incrementally innovate products and increase customer satisfaction, 

particularly in a market-pull situation, it may impede radical innovation that 

creates technology-push opportunities. These arguments are not difficult to 

understand and logical, since Lean has by definition a great proximity to process 

improvements, which are rather continuous, thus, most likely incremental. Further 
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indication provides Kalantaridis (1999). He argues that radical innovation is 

typically generated by sources and knowledge internal to organizations, whereas 

incremental innovation is directly related to the interaction between customers 

and suppliers, i.e. external to an organization. Against the background that one of 

Lean’s technical requirements is a close cooperation with suppliers (Bhasin and 

Burcher 2006), even including joint R&D efforts (Rothwell 1994), experts’ 

assessment that Lean is related to incremental innovation to a greater extent 

than radical innovation may sound plausible but obviously, this line of 

argumentation is not robust. Here, clearly more research on this relationship is 

needed.  

Another finding suggests that Lean rather related to process innovation than 

product innovation. Here, it can be assumed that this is correct. Literature agrees 

that Lean considers processes to a great extent (Schiele 2009; Bhasin and 

Burcher 2006; Moore 2001). Nevertheless, there are indicators that Lean is 

related to product innovation, but less obvious. This is shown through the strong 

focus on the customer perspective for whom a product is manufactured. In lean 

organizations all value-adding and waste-eliminating activities are seen from the 

customer’s perspective (Ries 2011; Schiele 2009; Chen and Taylor 2009; 

Womack and Jones 2003). In addition, one expert argues that there has been a 

shift over the last two decades in the influence through Lean - from process to 

product. According to the literature reviewed, such a shift is not sufficiently 

indicated but perfectly conceivable. Since Lean as a theory is over twenty years 

old and process improvement or innovation driven by Lean is well studied by 

Lean scholars and practitioner, product innovation may be the new focus. The 

emergence of the Lean Startup theory (Ries 2011) is an indication, since it 

emphasizes i.a. customer-centered product innovation.  

According to the findings, Lean is rather related to administrative innovation than 

technological innovation. Administrative innovation is only indirectly related to the 

actual work activities of an organization and is more related to its management 

(Weerawardena 2003). Indications why Lean may be related to administrative 

innovation rather than technological innovation are not provided by literature, but 

it is conceivable that a reason that administrative innovation is stated to be 

related to Lean to a greater extent is that technological innovation can be put on 

a level with product innovation. As discussed above, Lean is per definition rather 

related to process innovation than product innovation and since it can be 

assumed that management of an organization is rather related to processes than 
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products, one may conclude that therefore Lean is rather related to administrative 

innovation than technological innovation. Apparently, this argumentation is not as 

robust as it would be desirable. Here, a research gap is to fill. One aspect, which 

finally needs to be considered, is a statement of one of the experts that Lean 

rather related to technological innovation only in product-oriented organizations. 

Again, there is no appropriate theory on that, but literature on innovation allows 

an argumentation. Porter (1980) argues that the type of innovation plays a key 

role in the choice of an organization’s business strategy. In order to pursue a 

cost-leadership strategy it is imperative to produce process innovation, whereas a 

business strategy based on differentiation requires a strong focus on product 

innovation. Since Lean is widely associated with cost reduction and cost 

efficiency (Chen and Taylor 2009; Bhasin and Burcher 2006; Hines et. al 2004; 

Choudri 2002), a cost-leadership strategy rather than a strategy based on 

differentiation is appropriate for a lean organization. Thus, the expert’s statement 

has no equivalent in the literature, so that one could discard this point. 

6 Conclusion and Implications 

6.1 Conclusion 

The present work examined how Lean is influencing innovation when it is 

implemented in an innovation-oriented environment. For this purpose, empirical 

findings from six expert interviews were analyzed and reconciled with theory.  

In conclusion, it is safe to say that Lean may impede and complement innovation 

(see Table 2). On the one hand Lean may complement innovation by providing 

an appropriate environment for innovation (Schiele 2009; Bhasin and Burcher 

2006; Moore 2001). Lean turns organization in learning organizations with a 

learning environment (Bhasin and Burcher 2006; Purhaghshenas and Esmatnia 

2012), and enables knowledge workers (Duguay et al. 1997) who are multi-skilled 

(Drach-Zahavy and Somech 2001) and work multi-functional (Åhlström 1998). 

This is fostered by regular and close inter-team and intra-team communication as 

well as knowledge sharing (Olivella et al. 2008; Bhasin and Burcher 2006; Drach-

Zahavy and Somech 2001). Furthermore, Lean democratizes and decentralizes 

(Isa and Tsuru 2002) innovation by deemphasizing hierarchical superiority 

(Olivella et al. 2008) and empowering every worker to act as a R&D employee 

(Cross 2013). This is achieved by the application of scientific methods, i.e. 

experimentation and hypotheses testing in problem solving processes (Spear and 
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Bowen 1999; Ries 2011). As Cleveland (2006) states, Lean creates a ‘community 

of scientists’.  

In lean organizations, employees are capable to innovate since Lean frees up 

resources, i.a. people, space, time, money, and unused employee creativity 

(Chen and Taylor 2009; Liker 2004), which are typically redeployed to more 

value-adding activities (Cross 2013; Schiele 2009), e.g. innovation efforts. On the 

other hand Lean may impede innovation since it reduces slack (Melnyk 2007), 

risks (Hale and Kubiak 2007), and variability (Browning and Heath 2009), whose 

existence is important to facilitate innovation (Melnyk 2007; Wynett et al. 2002; 

Gopalakrishnan and Damanpour 1997).  

Furthermore, there are indications of Lean’s influence on innovation which cannot 

be clearly considered as compliments or impediments regarding to innovation. 

For instance, Lean influences employees’ creativity by standardized processes. 

The academic debate on this point does not yield an unequivocal result. Several 

authors support the standpoint that Lean causes stress through rigid work 

organization, which in turn drives ‘creative tensions’ and stimulates creativity 

(Gilson et al. 2005; Oldham and Cummings 1996), others argue that those 

standardized work processes impede employees’ creativity (Chen and Taylor 

2009; Van de Ven 1986), in particular, if the resulting stress level is too high 

(Silverthorne 2002). This aspect needs to be clarified since creativity has been 

described as a key aspect of organizational change, organizational effectiveness, 

and the foundation of innovation (Amabile 1996; Woodman et al. 1993).  

As one can see, numerically there are more impediments than complements 

related to innovation efforts. Nevertheless, one should not draw premature 

conclusions and recognize Lean perhaps falsely as a driver for innovation. Here, 

it is not about the quantity of influencing aspects it is rather about the impact of 

the aspects, and this is something that could not be determined by the present 

work. It is clear that there is a need for future research on this topic. Suggestions 

will be given in the chapter ‘Future Research’. 
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Compliment Impediment 
 Lean turns organization in learning 

organizations with a learning environment, 
and enables knowledge workers 
 

 Lean fosters multi-functionality and multi-
skilling by inter-team and intra-team 
communication/knowledge sharing 

 
 Lean democratizes and decentralizes 

innovation by deemphasizing hierarchical 
superiority and empowering everyone to act 
as a R&D employee by fostering problem 
solving through scientific methods: 
experimentation and hypotheses testing 

 
 Lean frees up resources: people, space, 

time, money, and unused employee 
creativity 

 

 Lean reduces slack, risks, and variability, 
whose existence is important to innovation 

 Lean causes stress through rigid work organization, which may drive ‘creative tensions’ and 
stimulate creativity; too much stress impedes creativity 

 
 

Table 2: Lean’s Influence on Innovation (Source: own illustration). 

Furthermore, it was examined which stage in the innovation process is influenced 

by Lean and which innovation types are related to Lean the most. With respect to 

the former, the findings and the theory do not agree. While the expert 

interviewees suggest Lean influences the beginning and at the end of the 

innovation process, the literature recognizes that the innovation process may only 

be influenced at an early stage. The main arguments concern the detail that Lean 

provides rigidity, standardization, constrains to productivity (Van de Ven 1986), 

requires employees, from the very beginning of the innovation process, to follow 

strict flows of design, which kills open ideas, brainstorming, and out-of-the-box 

thinking (Chen and Taylor 2009), and eliminates tasks, which offer a higher level 

of risk, e.g. extensive experiments (ibid.). Obviously the reality is represented 

only insufficiently by theory since innovative lean companies such as Toyota or 

Tesla with innovative products like Toyota Prius and Tesla’s Model S indicate that 

innovation is not automatically killed at an early stage of process. Thus, it is likely 

that the theory either covers only negative cases or refers to pitfalls of Lean.  

Regarding the question which innovation types are related to Lean the most, it 

can be concluded that Lean is rather related to incremental innovation than 

radical innovation. Theory leads to the conclusion that the leaner an organization, 

the less radical innovation is developed (Lewis 2000), this may be caused by a 

negative effect on a company’s culture to facilitate radical innovations (Chen and 

Taylor 2009). Lean is expected to incrementally innovate products and increase 

customer satisfaction, particularly in a market-pull situation, whereas it may 
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impede radical innovation that creates technology-push opportunities 

(Christensen 2006). Furthermore, is can be concluded that Lean is rather related 

to process innovation than product innovation. Theory refers to fact that Lean 

considers processes to a great extent (Schiele 2009; Bhasin and Burcher 2006). 

Overall, there are only insufficient indicators that Lean is related to product 

innovation. Here, the main indicator is Lean strong focus on the customer 

perspective for whom a product is manufactured (Schiele 2009; Chen and Taylor 

2009). In addition, a relation to product innovation is suggested through 

emergence of the Lean Startup theory which emphasizes i.a. customer-centered 

product innovation (Ries 2011). Finally, is can be concluded that Lean is rather 

related to administrative innovation than technological innovation. Although 

indicators on the relationship between Lean and administrative innovation are not 

provided by literature, such a relationship can be constructed by logic. The 

premise is that that Lean is rather related to process innovation than product 

innovation, as discussed above. Since it can be assumed that management of an 

organization is rather related to processes (Weerawardena 2003) than products, 

one may conclude that therefore Lean is rather related to administrative 

innovation than technological innovation. Here, clearly more research is needed. 

6.2 Implications 

The present work adds to the understanding in several ways. Not fully consistent 

with existing papers (e.g. Chen and Taylor 2009), the findings suggest that Lean 

can impede as well as complement innovation. Furthermore, it has been shown 

that the innovation process is influenced negatively most likely at its early stage, 

and that Lean is rather related to innovation types which are process-oriented. 

Although not all findings could be completely reconciled with existing theory, the 

present work contributes to the academic debate on the topics Lean as well as 

innovation. For research, these finding suggest that further investigation is 

needed regarding to the innovation process and individual innovation types. 

Contradictions in the statements of the experts interviewed, which could not be 

reconciled with theory reveal interesting research gaps and represent interesting 

desiderata. For practice, the results suggest caution for organizations which 

strive for innovation while applying Lean. The need to be cautious, especially if 

they pursue a business strategy based on differentiation where product 

innovation is in the focus (Porter 1980). For organizations, it is advisable not only 

to bear in mind the efficiency of Lean but also to evaluate its effectiveness for the 

own business strategy. 
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7 Limitations and Future Research 

7.1 Limitations 

The present work is not without limitations. In general, attempting to combine 

theoretical and empirical elements means that each area could have been more 

fully explored. In particular, the author of this thesis would recognize four major 

issues. On the one hand, the total number of experts interviewed can be 

identified as the limitation with greatest potential to have an impact on the quality 

of the findings in this thesis. In total, six expert interviews were conducted. 

Although there are no hard rules on numbers in qualitative research (Patton 

2002), a bigger sample would have been probably more appropriate. In the data 

collection, it is decisive to reach the point of saturation or information redundancy 

(Lincoln and Guba 1985). Here, the data saturation regarding to the innovation 

process and innovation types may be called into question. The decision to only 

conduct six interviews based solely on the time constraints under which the work 

was created. This limitation could be easily overcome in future research by 

acquiring a bigger sample and investigate the topic in-depth. On the other hand, 

the actual selection of the expert interviewees can be identified as a limitation 

with a considerable potential to have an impact on the ability to effectively answer 

the research question. One can argue that in particular CEOs cannot be 

considered as experts since they may lack ‘technical knowledge’ on Lean and 

peripheral knowledge of innovation. In this respect, it should be noted that these 

CEOs were selected because they oversaw the Lean transformation in their 

respective companies. It can therefore be assumed that they are even more likely 

to understand the relationship between Lean and innovation than en employee 

from of a certain department, e.g. R&D. In future research, this limitation could be 

overcome be rigorous foregoing assessment of the ‘technical knowledge’ of the 

experts. In this context, another adjoining criticism that could be leveled at the 

present work is the fact that it is almost impossible to determine whether an 

expert statement should be considered as ‘technical knowledge’, so that this data 

does not need further interpretation, or as ‘interpretative knowledge’ that is an 

expression of a subjective construction of meaning on the part of the expert 

(Bogner and Menz 2009). The fourth and last limitation identified concerns the 

fact that organizations often introduce hybrid systems that include aspects of 

both, Lean and a different approach (Parker 2003). This may distort the data 

collection since experts may confuse Lean tools, principles, and practices with 
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aspects from another managerial approach. Although the research was carried 

out carefully, this problem cannot be excluded in the present work. Even in future 

research, these two last limitations cannot be easily overcome. 

7.2 Future research 

The continued managerial popularity of Lean (Lewis 2000) and the increased 

interest in innovation (Kumar and Kim 2012) is sufficient justification for continued 

research on Lean’s influence on innovation. The analysis chapter of the present 

work suggests a number of potential points for further investigation. Since theory 

development on the relationship between Lean and innovation is still in a 

preliminary stage, the present work should be considered as a qualitative 

exploratory study which has worked out the general conceptual framework of how 

Lean is influencing innovation in general and the innovation process and the 

individual innovation types in particular. Building on this, a quantitative study 

should be carried out where the nine present findings are tested through 

hypothesis tests. Particular attention should be paid to the points of how Lean is 

influencing the process and the different types of innovation. It became apparent 

that these points are still under-researched. Further research is also called to 

examine which Lean tools, principles, practices etc. exactly are influencing 

innovation to what extent. In addition, it would be of a particular interest to apply 

newer, more complex models of innovation, first and foremost Lundvall’s (2011) 

innovation system model which takes extensive networks e.g. of producers, 

suppliers, and customers into consideration. Further, Chesbrough’s (2003) Open 

Innovation approach is an interesting future subject of analysis. Chesbrough’s 

concept, the idea behind a joint innovation between an organization and external 

partners demonstrates great similarities with the Lean’s supplier development 

approach. Here, lean organizations establish and actively develop links with their 

suppliers and work closely with them in order to reach mutual benefits (Bhasin 

and Burcher 2006). Thus, it can be assumed that Lean may have a positive 

impact on Open Innovation. More research should provide clarity on this point. 

Finally, future research should study, how the Lean Startup approach is 

influencing innovation. This is particularly interesting, since the Lean Startup 

approach aims at fledgling companies (Ries 2011), startups and to some extent 

SMEs, from newly emerged industries like E-commerce and not primarily at big 

companies in mature businesses like automotive. It can be assumed that the 

former are still in early stages of their Lean evolution and that the Lean topic here 

is under-researched. 
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IV Appendix 

 

Interview Guide 

Interviewer: Sergej Weber                                                                                          

Interviewee:                                                                                                                      

Date/time: 

I. Introduction 

1. We may assume critical activities and processes of a company are – to some 

extent – linked to each other. From your perspective, how is Lean linked to your 

innovation activities and how does Lean influence these innovation activities?  

2. Which parts/elements/principles of Lean are you actively trying to link to and 

influence your innovation activities? 

3. Lean and innovation require contrasting environments. To what extent can Lean 

be used in R&D? 

II. Innovation Process 

4. Innovation is a creative process, which often leads to useless new ideas 

(mistakes/waste). Which results or effects has Lean caused on your innovation 

activities? 

5. Which innovation process stages are influenced by Lean the most? 

III. Innovation Types 

6. To what extent does Lean enable a strategy that focuses on both, exploration 

(radical innovation) and exploitation (incremental innovation)? Which type of 

innovation is influenced by Lean to a greater degree? 

7. Do you think that process innovation or product innovation will be more 

influenced by Lean – how and why? 

8. Could you please give some examples of how Lean is linked administrative 

innovation and technological innovation in your company? 
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Interview No.:  1 of 6                                                                                                             
Interviewee:   Luis Martinez                                                                                              
Interviewer:   Sergej Weber                                                                                                     
Date:   10.05.2014 

 

Sergej Weber: We may assume critical activities and processes of a company are – to 
some extent – linked to each other. From your perspective, from your 
experience, how is Lean linked to your innovation activities and how does 
Lean influence these innovation activities? 

Luis Martinez: I think Lean and this type of philosophy and theories and tools create 
change. They're basically assigned to trigger improvements. From that 
perspective that type of tools generate change and, therefore, could 
create innovation for example. The idea generation works for example or 
whenever you're analyze a process towards improving it. Normally, it 
creates a space so that people can actually generate new ways of doing 
things and improvements. 

 In my experience with working with processing improvement, if I end up 
calling it process improvements instead of Lean, it's just simply because 
that's the way we call it in the company, but you can call it any way. In my 
experience running all this type of workshops generates a lot of 
innovation. It's really good spaces and opportunities for people to 
contribute with different ways of doing things. 

Sergej Weber: Which parts/elements/principles of Lean are you actively trying to link to 
and influence your innovation activities? 

Luis Martinez: I think in general the whole principle of Lean is trying to use or improve 
processes to make them more efficient and effective. In terms of 
innovation in our case I'm not sure if you would like to hear more on 
anything in particular about my experience or in my opinion about this in 
general. 

Sergej Weber: Yeah, of course. Your experience, examples, whatever you can give me, 
yes. 

Luis Martinez: In my experience then, for example, designing processes and trying to, 
using flow charts and together with other people trying to identify where 
there could be quality concerns or a waste of time. There's a theory 
called the eight types of waste. It's really good to identify where in the 
process you’re actually having some type of waste. 
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 While analyzing it you could always think that worst innovation and just 
writing down the process that already exists but actually while doing this 
it creates an overview for … It gives the person a perspective that they 
normally don’t have on a daily basis. Therefore, they come up with 
improvements or even concerns that they didn’t know before. Yes, 
process is an example but I don’t know if you would like maybe some 
more examples or that’s sort of the […]. 

Sergej Weber: If you can come up with another example, it would be just great. 

Luis Martinez: Ok, what else? For example, when you have a process or an item that … 
In my past I was also working in the manufacturing industry. 

Sergej Weber: Interesting. 

Luis Martinez: We were working rather with Six Sigma than with Lean, but it’s also quite 
related. When you’re redesigning a process or an item and you start 
using things like control charts … I’m not sure if you know or if you have 
used control charts. 

Sergej Weber: Never used it but I think I have read about it, yes. 

Luis Martinez: It’s very good to measure whatever thing you’re doing. It could be a 
simply a measurement of dimensions of a product or it could be just 
efficiency of a process. Then it’s just a graphical way of mapping how that 
process or how that product is compared to how it should be, how it is 
performing. Again, by using these types of tools that would, a framework 
that, you would think there is more just kind of a systematic way of doing 
things but you could easily trigger things like … this item is not working. 
What can we change in the design of this item? What can we change in 
this process to make it better? 

 Then you start looking at the things that really matter like, for example, 
you have an item that’s supposed to cut. I don’t know. You can think of a 
knife. Then your measurements are telling you that the edge of the knife 
is not sharp enough. Then you might end up thinking, “Maybe let’s make 
it larger.” Maybe then in that process you can redefine the whole item. 
The same goes with processes. While you’re analyzing or breaking down 
issues into little pieces, root causes and so on, then you end up creating 
innovation. Another example, I don’t know if you’re familiar with the 
concept of Kaizen. 

Sergej Weber: Yes. 
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Luis Martinez: I participated in some Kaizens in the past. It’s fantastic because basically 
imagine a factory where you can’t stop. If you stop a minute, that means 
money that you’re not making. You actually literally stop the production 
line just to improve whatever things you have to do. Of course, it’s not 
just that you’re stopping for the sake of doing it but you have to develop, 
you have to identify how you’re performing, where you have your 
bottlenecks in your process. Then when you are identify them, you 
realize that the best way with opinions from different people, people that 
own the process. If you realize that the only way of improving it is by 
stopping production and changing things, it could be literally just 
changing the production line or introducing some new tools or something 
like that. Then you do it. 

 It can take you one hour, two hours. It’s an investment at the end of the 
day but after that you know that your production would be safer or faster 
or etcetera or etcetera. It’s just a different way of pursuing things and of 
the investment that you’re making in order to improve. There’s a lot of 
innovation involved. 

Sergej Weber: If we can come back to this example with the knife, you’re talking about 
R&D. 

Luis Martinez: Yes. 

Sergej Weber: Lean and innovation require contrasting environments, as we discussed 
yesterday. Lean is more about stable processes and stable learning curve. 
Innovation is more about new processes; the learning curve is not really 
stable. Of course, it’s about dynamic and unfamiliar processes. To what 
extent can Lean be used in R&D? 

Luis Martinez: I think it really depends on … I think one of your questions was referring 
to more for incremental innovation than for radical innovation. 

Sergej Weber: Yes. 

Luis Martinez: If you’re a company that is making syringes for the health industry and 
you also want to come up with a completely different device for a 
completely different disease for example, then maybe Lean is not, 
definitely not the right thing to use or Six Sigmy for that thing. There 
might be a lot of product techniques that you can use and so on. I’m not 
that familiar with that but if you going to design the new generation of 
the syringe, then I would definitely think that Lean and Six Sigma are […] 
improvement. It’s probably the best thing you can do to trigger the 
changes that you need. 
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 Now it’s normally used for improving processes […] not necessarily 
innovation but I’m pretty sure you could use to […] to trigger that type of 
thing. As I said before I was working within a manufacturing company 
with the product design. It was changing the design of refrigerator parts 
to reduce costs. We used a lot of Lean and a lot of Six Sigma in this 
process. It was actually a daily thing. It was not a radical innovation. It 
was not trying to create a complete different electro-domestic device or 
anything. I was just redesigning the parts of the refrigerator. 

 In my experience, it could well be used for some kind of incremental 
innovation or incremental R&D when you already have something but 
probably not for radical research and development. 

Sergej Weber: Then let’s take a look into this innovation process, a creative process. 
Often, it leads just to useless new ideas. There are useful new ideas 
which can considered as innovation and useless new ideas which can be 
considered as mistakes or waste. Which results or effects has Lean 
caused on your innovation activities? 

Luis Martinez: Just to make sure that I understand the question, you’re saying that 
sometimes when you’re trying to innovate that you make mistakes or … 

Sergej Weber: I mean not mistakes on the way, I mean the output is just waste because 
you cannot use it and commercialize it. Which results has Lean caused on 
your innovation activities? 

Luis Martinez: How can Lean helped avoid them? 

Sergej Weber: No, no. We talked about how Lean can help but maybe Lean has caused 
these mistakes. Do you have examples where Lean was actually 
disadvantageous? 

Luis Martinez: Actually I would dare to say that it’s not likely. If Lean and Six Sigma are 
well used, then basically it’s one of the advantages of using it that if it’s 
well-executed, then it’s very unlikely that it would fail at the end. I would 
even argue that by using Lean or Six Sigma techniques, you can avoid 
these types of mistakes but as you say if you’re trying to innovate and 
you’re just using some Lean tools in that innovation process and you get 
it wrong in the end, I don’t know if you should say that it was because of 
Lean or because of Six Sigma that that happened but I would argue that it 
was because it was not properly used or it was insufficiently used. 

Sergej Weber: If we take a look into this innovation process, there are various stages. Do 
you have an example which stages are influenced by Lean the most? 
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Luis Martinez: Stages of innovation. It would be much easier maybe to talk about there 
might be some special types of innovation or models that you have in 
mind but maybe we can agree innovation probably starts with a need, I 
would guess. That would be the beginning. Then you probably create 
different options to fit that need. Then you have to test the different 
options to see which one fits that need to the highest extent. Then 
finally, you would probably design and produce it. If we can agree on that 
general process of innovation … 

Sergej Weber: Ok, yes. 

Luis Martinez: … then I would say that the early stages. You could use it at any point, I 
think. To be honest I’m thinking more now Six Sigma than Lean because 
Lean is very much regarding processes. With regards to R&D, then maybe 
it would be a little bit more like Six Sigma but, for example, Lean you can 
use a lot at the beginning while you’re very strong and designing the 
different alternatives. In parallel, you also use a lot of statistical tools like 
especially Six Sigma-related to test, for example, the design of 
experiments to test which configuration is best. 

 Then measure it statistically with control charts and different type of 
graphs to see which one is actually more reliable or more what you 
wanted. In summary, I think you can use it at all different stages. There 
are very different tools that you can use in different stages. I would say 
that at the beginning it would be more useful than at the end because at 
the end is more like a project management rollout techniques that you 
can use. At the beginning is when you really need to break paradigms and 
brainstorm. That’s when Lean and Six Sigma can come in more handy. 

Sergej Weber: I see. Then I have two questions left because you already answered one 
of the innovation-type questions. To what extent does Lean enable a 
strategy that focuses on both, exploration (radical innovation) and 
exploitation (incremental innovation)? 

Luis Martinez: To what extent … This question that I was a little bit unsure about. I don’t 
know. Could you rephrase it a little bit maybe? 

Sergej Weber: To put it differently, if you innovate, your outcome can be radical like a 
really breakthrough innovation and incremental as we talked. Do you 
think that Lean enables both? Can you follow the proper strategy which 
applies Lean and follows both ways? 

Luis Martinez: I would say that it’s much more with incremental innovation than with 
radical. I think with radical innovation, there are probably other 
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techniques that you can use instead of Lean. However, even when you’re 
having a completely radical innovation, you might still use some of the 
Lean and Six Sigma tools in the process but traditionally especially if 
you’re looking from the supply chain perspective or the operations 
perspective; Lean is great. It’s fantastic. It was designed for improving 
already-existing and working processes to make them even more 
efficient. 

 From that perspective, maybe not to start out a completely different 
production line or design something new in R&D, or science. There are 
other techniques and tools that are better than Lean for that purpose. 
However, having said that I don’t think there are many companies in the 
world these days that create radical innovation. I think you count them. 
There are not many. Even the big ones that you could think of like IT-
related or technology-related, they still kind of … 

 For example, Macintosh or Apple, they keep maybe releasing new 
versions of their product instead of maybe creating new iPads or […] 
completely different. Even the iPad was something incremental 
compared to before. There are not many companies that come up with 
completely different radical innovation as a business model. 

 I think Lean is more for incremental in summary but having said that 
maybe 95% of all activities even in R&D are probably incremental and not 
radical. Of course, you don’t have to listen to my numbers because I’m 
not… 

Sergej Weber: It’s not statistical. It’s just a god feeling. The last question is... There’s 
innovation regarding administrative and technological ways. Could you 
please give some examples of how Lean is linked administrative 
innovation and technological innovation in your company? 

Luis Martinez: Administrative, I think in our company we use it only for administrative 
innovation. It’s operational processes. How can we make them more 
efficient? For example, we used to have a lot of workshops identifying 
and mapping on the purchases and processes that we have. They’re 
trying to identify where the inefficiencies and therefore where can we 
change them. We would make maybe small changes to the purchasing 
system. Then that would reduce some lead times or we would share 
some kind of a procedure with the purchasers. That would standardize 
the way they do things but in our company would be a lot more with the 
administrative innovation. In my previous job in manufacturing, it was 
probably both but I was more related with the technological innovation 
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because it was more product-related. It was more on releasing new 
versions of refrigerator. 

Sergej Weber: I see. Maybe Lean is more linked to … If the company is service-oriented, 
then it may be more about administrative. If it’s product-oriented, it’s 
about technological? 

Luis Martinez: Yeah. I think it is exactly what I said. I think it’s very versatile. It’s not that 
it’s a very fixed procedure and that you have to follow it. The whole 
philosophy behind Lean and Six Sigma, it’s quite broad. There’s many 
things that you can use both in administration and technology. Of course, 
it depends on the role of your company but I think you can use different 
things of Lean and different things of Six Sigma in both fields. They’re 
very versatile. 
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Interview No.:  2 of 6                                                                                                             
Interviewee:   Christian Becker                                                                                              
Interviewer:   Sergej Weber                                                                                                     
Date:   13.05.2014 

 

Sergej Weber: We may assume critical activities and processes of a company are – to 
some extent – linked to each other. From your perspective, how is Lean 
linked to innovation activities and how does Lean influence these 
innovation activities? 

Christian Becker: Starting with my interpretation of Lean, Lean is eliminating waste, 
focusing on customers first - customer benefits only and doing only 
valuable stuff that creates customer value. Thinking like this means that 
Lean focuses pretty much on how we do things and not so much on what 
we do.  

 Innovation is, for me, again, doing the right things right. Doing things 
right is much about Lean. Doing the right things is pretty much about 
innovation. Lean and Innovation go hand-in-hand. If you are Lean, 
focused on Lean, this does not necessarily mean that you are pretty much 
into innovation.  

 So, yes, Lean is something that supports or can support to be innovative, 
but it's not a guarantee to be innovative. For example, if you focus on 
Lean, have nice Lean processes, and do not produce much waste, you can 
still do the wrong things. Doing the wrong things right is not the thing you 
want to do. You want to do the right things right. This would be the ideal 
combination of Lean and innovation. It's supportive but it's not a 
guarantee that you are successful and produce great stuff. Does that 
answer the question? 

Sergej Weber: Yes, partly, because how does Lean influence? We discussed that or you 
told me that Lean, indeed, linked to innovation activities, but how does 
Lean influence these innovation activities? 

Christian Becker: If you are Lean or ... Yeah, if you have Lean processes, you focus or 
question yourself every day whether what you do is valuable and what is 
not. Lean helps you to find out what's helpful and what's not, what's 
customer-focused and what is not. If you have a great idea or if it helps 
you to find the right way to implement this idea, it helps you on your way 
from idea to scaling, but that's all.  
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 Lean does not give you great ideas per se or produce great ideas by itself. 
You need to have a cool, creative phase and then have that implemented 
by Lean processes. It helps you identify things that do not work. But, still, 
identifying what does not work, coming from a bad idea, doesn't help 
you. It's more of a tool set on your way from a great idea to a really cool 
product. 

Sergej Weber: We're talking about Lean and the ingredients, I would say. Which 
parts/elements/principles of Lean are actively linked to and influence 
innovation activities? 

Christian Becker: That gets, again, pretty much close to the first question. Lean questions 
what is valuable and what's not and what encourages the whole 
organization, if you implement it right, to think about these questions 
every time. A constant mentoring and learning on your way to doing 
things. I think this is the main principle of it which helps you to make a 
great idea, really, into a great product. Yeah, this helps things. Again, it's 
not something that guarantees you to come up with great, innovative 
stuff. Yeah, I think that's pretty much it to it. 

Sergej Weber: Elements like Kaizen or JIT (Just-in-Time), stuff like that, to what extent is 
it linked to innovation activities? 

Christian Becker: I mean all these kinds of different names and things and methods, I think, 
are based on one principle, if you want to eliminate wastes and just focus 
on the customer-driven stuff that creates customer benefits. I think it's 
more about the principles, per se, and that you cannot really say, "Okay, 
take this or that," and then what you need.  

 Just-in-Time. I think that's more coming from production and it does not 
really help you to be innovative because then you have already 
something that you produce and you're already in the scaling phase. 
Talking about Kaizen applies to the general rule idea of bringing an idea 
to a great product, that helps, yeah. This is, again, Kaizen, for me, a 
general principle of Lean. 

 I, personally, am much more in favor of focusing on the principles and not 
too much focusing on single elements or whatever. 

Sergej Weber: Okay, I see. Maybe the next question. Lean and innovation require 
contrasting environments. Lean is mainly about stable learning curves, 
whereas, innovation is about learning curves with disruptions. Lean is 
stable and routine. Innovation, on the other side, is dynamic and has 
unfamiliar processes. High volume on the one side, low volume on the 
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other side. Back to the question: To what extent can Lean be used in 
R&D? 

Christian Becker: For me, only the basic principles of just focusing what's customer-driven 
or what benefits customers. Otherwise, all the process-thinking and the 
very structured way, I think it's more a barrier for being creative and 
thinking out of the box and doing stuff. Keeping in mind that you already 
do stuff for your customers helps you a lot. Otherwise, the chaotic R&D 
phase right at the beginning that you've just had a hunch of what could 
be cool and what's not, I think that then Lean is not the right method to 
apply. 

Sergej Weber: I see. Maybe the next question helps us to understand this 
innovation/Lean relationship better. Innovation is a creative process, as 
you said, chaotic, which often leads to useless new ideas, like mistakes or 
waste. Which results or effects does Lean cause on innovation activities? 

Christian Becker: I think you're completely right that there are a lot of ... If you take Lean as 
it is, in the pure sense, that might be viewed as mistakes or waste. 
Nevertheless, I think, in the creative process, those mistakes or waste are 
no mistakes or waste because it's just an inherent part of what you're 
doing. I think if you are a hard-die Lean guy who just focuses on not doing 
things wrong, then it's absolutely not the right way to approach it. If you 
take it back to the very principle, what I said before, just focusing on 
what is creating customer benefits, then it's only a small step just to 
accept mistakes and waste just as a natural part of this process and that 
you cannot create cool, innovative stuff without these. I think if you take 
it this way, Lean helps you but if you apply Lean, again, in a very die-hard 
way, it just prevents innovation. I think this is something ... If you feel this 
is, in your organization, the case then you must absolutely separate the 
chaotic R&D process and the creativity from the rest with just focusing on 
Lean and delivering stuff and making it better all the time. 

Sergej Weber: Okay, talking about the innovation process and different stages. We can 
assume that if Lean influences the process then it influences the 
[innovation] stages as well, but to what extent and which stage is 
influenced by Lean the most? 

Christian Becker: I mean, there are several ways of thinking about innovation stages. Do 
we have a certain model in mind? 

Sergej Weber: Are you familiar with the chain-linked innovation model or, let's say, 
maybe too advanced to discuss it? 
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Christian Becker: No, not really. 

Sergej Weber: Often, innovation starts with either a market-pull or a technology-push. 
Then it goes to development and then it goes to marketing and then, it 
goes to diffusion ... I mean, how do you call it? Implementation to 
market. 

Christian Becker: Yeah. Generally, I would say, the more you come down to scaling and 
really producing stuff, the more Lean helps. Or the opposite - the more 
you are still in the very back phase where you really don't know what 
you're doing, Lean might be a problem in itself. I like to think about it in 
pretty simple stages, the innovation process that comes, "Oh, you have a 
vision, mission? Okay. I have a hunch this might be cool. I've seen this 
and I have this idea now that could work." Then you must check the 
product-customer fit, whether there's really a need on the customer side 
where you have the right product to fit it. That's mainly about the 
prototypes and just some very basic, simple stuff. Then the product-
market fit comes where you see, "Okay, I have some customers who like 
it, who have really the need. Are there enough out there to have a 
sustainable business model?" Then the last phase would be scaling. 
Again, what I said before, Lean helps you more in the scaling phase when 
you have established the product features and you found a way how to 
market it, and then do it in a very efficient way.  

Sergej Weber: Okay. 

Christian Becker: The other phase is really more about experimenting - trying this, trying 
that - and always asking the question whether that really creates the 
benefit and the desired outcome. If it comes to this question, I think that 
Lean and innovation have something in common, but you must be sure 
not to apply it too strictly in early the stages. Otherwise, you just don't 
support it and it's dead before it really starts. 

Sergej Weber: I see. Okay, the next block of question is about innovation types. There 
are different types of innovation, and I would like to start with radical and 
incremental innovation. To what extent does Lean enable a strategy that 
focuses on both, like exploration and exploitation? 

Christian Becker: Yeah. Lean is pretty much about the incremental innovation where you 
have something already out in the market and need to improve it in some 
way - be fast, better, I don't know - then you can use it. The other, the 
radical innovation, is pretty much about the chaos that I mentioned 
before. I'm not being sure, experimenting here and there. In this phase, it 
helps you really focusing and then getting the experiments right. To come 
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to a result pretty fast, but again, you need to ensure that you are not too 
focused on results but accept mistakes and wastes along this. It's 
absolutely more into this incremental innovation and not so much about 
the radical innovation, which is more chaotic.  

Sergej Weber: Sorry if I'm interrupting, but would you say that Lean maybe even 
prevents radical innovation? 

Christian Becker: It can prevent innovation if you stick to the processes too much. Yes, for 
sure. If you just think about eliminating wastes all the time and don't 
accept the different nature of this environment that is required for 
radical innovation, chaos, failures, time spent having someone reading a 
book for two days or so then it's absolutely preventive.  

 This is what I meant before with just not focus too much on single 
methods and dogmas, but more accepting the general principle about it. 
If you just go to this very basic principle of creating great stuff for your 
customers in a very cool way, both can get together, but you need to 
separate the radical innovation from the incremental innovation, for 
sure. 

Sergej Weber: I see. Maybe the next question, it is related to another pair of innovation 
types: process and product. Do you think that process innovation or 
product innovation will be more influenced by Lean, how and why? 

Christian Becker: I would say it's more about Lean being next to process innovation 
because process is about how you organize people, how you share 
information, how you get things done for something that is in place 
already. Questioning this, I think it's more linked to Lean than product 
innovation. Again, product innovation cannot be done without a cool way 
to deal with product innovation. This requires, again, a process. If you 
think about process innovation, like I produce stuff and get things done, 
then, I think it's much more closer to Lean than the product innovation 
itself. 

Sergej Weber: The last pair of innovation types ... Could you please give some examples 
of how Lean is linked to administrative innovation and technological 
innovation? 

Christian Becker: Can you give me more detail about what you understand about 
administrative innovation? 
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Sergej Weber: It's mainly about bureaucratic processes and innovation within the field 
of bureaucracy. I mean, how to work within a company. It's about people, 
it's about social structures. 

Christian Becker: Okay. Technologically, it's more about how technology is applied within 
the company. 

Sergej Weber: Yes, and how it is used to produce the product itself. 

Christian Becker: Yeah, I think it's pretty much the same as question seven because, if you 
think about administrative stuff, about organizations, it's pretty much 
closely related to processes, how you want to have people interact with 
each other, who has which role, who does what, who is telling people 
what to do, who takes decisions about this. I think if you apply Lean in 
the right way, you question organizations all the time who does what, 
who has which role, and who is deciding what.  

 The technology itself, you can question whether you really have the right 
technology to do things. If you are down under production facility, you 
can do things smarter and better by applying different technology. If you 
think about technological innovation, about using technology to do 
different stuff, I think, for me, the very same stuff as for this chaotic stuff 
innovation where you need to explore different kind of things and make 
failures and just try out things. If you restrict Lean to really just get things 
done as it is then it's not so much about technological innovation.  

 Just maybe for a summary, for me, you can use it for both. For me, it 
depends pretty much on the mindset that people have with Lean and 
how dogmatic they are about certain things. For sure, different people 
are required for radical innovation than for incremental innovation. 

Sergej Weber: I see. Maybe because the question just pops up, how does Lean Startup 
influence innovation? 

Christian Becker: The whole book is about innovation - how to create radical, innovative 
companies. I'm not so much a friend of this statement, because if you just 
follow what is written in this book, it won't have a guaranteed innovative 
company. It helps you to ask the right questions at the right times, to 
have some milestones to follow, and not proceed too fast before you 
have asked yourself certain questions. Again, it's a great method to help 
you to get into the right thinking and ask the right questions. Lean 
Startup, per se, doesn't tell you anything about where the great ideas 
come from. If you have a great idea then you can apply it, but without 
any great idea, well, it doesn't help you to go anywhere.  



  
 

 

 

cb20140513 Page 7 of 7 
 

 I think this is something that has been missed or that's still missing, just 
to focus more on this kind of creative phase before you can apply the 
other stuff at all. Lean Startup only starts with a given mission and vision. 
It starts from there. Really, it doesn't tell you anything about how to get 
to […]. 
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Interview No.:  3 of 6                                                                                                             
Interviewee:   David Beaumont                                                                                              
Interviewer:   Sergej Weber                                                                                                     
Date:   16.05.2014 

 

Sergej Weber: We may assume that critical activities and processes of a company are to 
some extent linked to each other, so from your perspective and your 
experience, how is lean linked to innovation activities and how does lean 
influence innovation activities? 

David Beaumont: Yeah, well first I would say that I think we use too much of the lean label. 
When I talk about lean, to me it's certainly something that has come out 
from understanding in what companies like Toyota do, and we had to 
label it something. I take that from the context of when you ask me a 
question like that, and I say innovation and lean, it's a bit outside of it, 
but I would look at what do typical lean organizations do when it comes 
to innovation. A lean organization is going to be very effective about tying 
everything in to the ultimate goal of getting to the customer.  

 If you look at Toyota and their innovation, and they start researching a 
particular topic, they have design centers which have the innovation and 
the engineering and all that support, and they tie it back into, okay, so 
what is this going to need when we eventually drape this product? From 
initial content and marketing all the way through to delivery to the 
customer is considered in the initial discussion around innovation, so if 
it's the Prius and it's the hybrid vehicle, how are we going to produce that 
vehicle in a way that's going to serve the customer needs and ultimately 
profitable for the organization.  

 Where should we ultimately produce it? Should we enter it into the 
market? What are the things that are out there that are going to cause us 
to have to come up, innovate, do R&D, what those costs are going to look 
like. That's very much kind of lean in my mind that they consider this end 
to end even in the design concept, and then when they problem solve, 
it's not isolated. When they're problem-solving about this innovation, so 
if you look at again to ... Well, take the truck market for Toyota.  

 If they start innovating around how are we going to introduce a full-size 
pickup into this market that we're serving yet back in the early 90s for 
Toyota, why did they come up with a four cylinder full-size truck to start, 
test the market, develop the vehicles, go through CAFE and not focus on 
the big diesel engines yet, although they're there now. When they're 
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going through that innovation, the problem solving philosophy in a lean 
organization is that you don't create silos. You bring in as many 
resources, not just internally, but external as well, so let's get the leading 
experts on hybrid technology, let's get our leading engineers, let's put 
them in a room and iterate on where we're going to go with this new 
innovative idea.  

 You know, that's just part of it, but for me the lean organizations are very 
much into the actual problem-solving approach of collaborative work, 
leverage, leverage the resources external and internal and seek longterm 
[…] innovation is how I would answer that question, I guess.  

Sergej Weber: To be in a brief form, how does lean influence this innovation? You told 
me how it's linked, but for me it's not quite clear how it influences 
innovation activities. 

David Beaumont: Well, the influence is that you're going to be comfortable with the fact 
that you're sharing your internal knowledge and thoughts about where 
you want to take this innovation with others. That's very lean. I mean, 
from the standpoint of it's going to accelerate your production, if you 
will, or your final product. If you're willing and able and comfortable with 
grabbing resources wherever they are to help you innovate on that 
technology, that is a very lean-thinking kind of way. I'm comfortable with 
being an owner, I'm comfortable with how good problem solving is. I'm 
comfortable that we don't stick our heads in the sand when we're doing 
things and lose the more broad innovation. Just look at Toyota's recent 
ventureship with Tesla.  

 Tesla Motors has a very interesting concept. It's not something that 
Toyota does. They see the value of being in a relationship with them on 
that innovation of a full electric vehicle and particularly on the design and 
aesthetic side of it. Toyota is not known for a sexy car company. They are 
a high-quality, very practical car, so you buy that because it retains its 
value, it does what it's supposed to do with very little issues and support. 
So why would that company, which has commanding failed power on the 
hybrid side, joint venture with a Tesla? 

 Well, Tesla has something different, they know that there's good 
innovation there and they know it's kind of a future product that makes 
sense. They're not the experts on it, they want to get a lot smarter on it. 
That's joint venture, so I think that the lean side of it is accelerating your 
take of the innovation itself and leverage of the outside resources, so yes, 
that link takes place, but what's different is the collaborating model. 
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That's a very lean thing. Again, honestly I don't use lean in my language 
much anymore because it carries too much baggage and influence.  

 You read a book on lean. I read a book on lean. We both come away with 
a different perspective of what lean really is. I don't consider it an 
overarching philosophy. Lean is ... Behind that is what's your approach to 
things and what's your culture for driving excellence. Lean doesn't have a 
lot of weight when you start talking about the innovation side, the 
marketing side, the sales side, but certainly organizations that get how to 
drive efficiency in a work force, sales force effectiveness, go after 
marketing, do the research, get the data, analyze the data, see how it's 
going to influence our design for the future, that's very much what's 
considered by a lot lean, but my view is a slightly different take on it. 

Sergej Weber: I see, so… which parts/elements/principles of Lean are actively linked to 
and influence innovation activities?? 

David Beaumont: Well, some of those that I mentioned are the certainly problem solving as 
a principle, as a foundation allowing it to lean organizations. You've got 
to have a structured way of problem solving, and that problem-solving 
approach goes right into the innovation side, so all those things I talked 
about. When you hold problem solving in a lean organization, it looks 
much different than a traditional. We're very open actively, on a very 
focused time line. We think long term planning as opposed to short term, 
and we understand what this means in the overall context of our 
business model. That's a very lean thing and certainly a big principle of 
innovation.  

 The other is the structure and standards. Structure and standards. Just 
look at a model launch activity in a lean organization. Very focused gate 
that you have, performance gate. If you don't meet that ... You set up 
that gate with the parameters of what needs to happen before you go 
through that gate. In a lean organization, if you get to the point where 
you don't have those parameters fulfilled, you don't go through the gate, 
but most traditional organizations go right through the gate. The 
innovation side will have very specific things you need to learn and move 
forward before you move on to the next step.  

 You should have a plan. You should have a long term plan. You should 
certainly have project managed it very well, but that principle of we're 
establishing the milestones, the things that need to happen, be 
comfortable that we can move forward. That's very lean. That structure 
and principle. I think those two certainly. From the other concepts, I don't 
think they really apply when you're just purely […] technique and 
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whatnot. That's not on the innovation side. It's more of the culture of the 
lean culture of driving change certainly fits into that innovation side.  

Sergej Weber: Lean as innovation requires contrasting environments from my point of 
view, like traditional lean needs, for example, stable and routine 
processes and innovation does not, and lean needs traditional learning 
curves and innovation, again, needs something different. From your 
perspective, to what extent can lean be used in R&D? 

David Beaumont: Well, it's significant.  Let's just take a different industry, so we're not 
talking about automotive. Take agriculture and processing plants 
particularly packaged fruits and processing plants of those fruits. If you're 
running a long time, 30 year packing plant that packs up fruit, take citrus, 
so I'm packing citrus. The technology you use in a packing plant it's sizing 
and grading of fruit, and you also throw it through black rooms, dark 
rooms, so you can understand if there's defects in that fruit. You can 
keep progressing like that, but how do I come up with a faster, more 
accurate camera. How do I make it easier to grade that fruit digitally by 
[…] or I could say what technology out there that might make sense to 
use here like MRI technology? Why can't we evaluate the inside of a 
fruit? 

 Well, those that are progressive and that are lean are looking at that kind 
of stuff. You know, well break down that paradigm that says we're a 
packing house and this is how a packing house is operated. That's one 
standpoint within the packing house. Then, take that out into the field. 
Why aren't we doing more to innovate around the harvest activities and 
the actual growth patterns which have a significant impact on the 
number one reason we lose money, yield. Lean organizations are going to 
get very proactive on those kinds of things. They're going to break 
through the paradigm. That's where you really see the shift around the 
innovation side for a lean organization, and that's why I say lean really 
isn't the one. 

 Lean describes the organization that's very comfortable in breaking 
through traditional paradigms. We know we've done this and you've 
done it, but I just took it over, and you've been doing it for 30, 50 years, 
but guess what? We have to take a different look at it. I'm going to have 
guys look at it that aren't packing house guys because I know that'll give 
me a few different ideas, and I might have a surgeon walk through my 
plant and give me concepts, because all those things are going to drive 
new ideas, new innovation, and that's why I'm trying to connect it to 
outside an automotive message you'll see in quote a lean organization 
with regards to the innovation.  
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 These guys break down the old paradigms whichever one you're in, and 
innovation is certainly breaking down a paradigm. You can go both sides 
of that. You know, the over automation thing and not understanding that 
lean is about driving lower cost production, higher quality vehicle, and 
you can automate the hell out it because you just think that's the way to 
go, but that's not innovation. Innovation is figuring out what the next 
level of cost control, quality and safety and all that good stuff.  

Sergej Weber: My next question would be about innovation processes. Innovation is the 
creative process which often leads to useless, new ideas like mistakes and 
waste, so which results or effects does Lean cause on innovation 
activities? 

David Beaumont: You know, we had a philosophy within Toyota within our trial and error 
period. It's more of the Nike “just do it”. Lean is very much a, you have an 
idea, go try it. It might fail, but if you beat it to death with data after data 
after data, this is very much of a different philosophy […] from traditional 
I guess but guys would be upset with me that when I describe it this way, 
but in a stereotypical six sigma versus lean, six sigma, they're going to boil 
the ocean, they're going to use every piece of data before they'll go try 
anything. In the lean world, and if you're in the Toyota world, it's got an 
idea, you think it works, you've got enough data to suggest you can do 
something, go try it, see if it works.  

 You know, Tamura, is a Japanese word meaning become the part, so we 
think there's a reason for a flow rack on the line or a new way of getting 
delivery of a product part, a new conveyor, become the conveyor. Act as 
if you designed it and built it, and obviously you're using a human to get 
it done, but does that make any difference in the way you produce the 
product, so trial and error is very much of a lean philosophy.  

 You know, go out, try it. If it fails, good, you've learned something and 
move on to the next one and unless it's a significantly safety concern, if 
it's significant on the capital investment, obviously you get to the point of 
making the vision long before that you've been doing a very aggressive 
financial assessment on it or a safety and risk assessment, but prior to 
that in your development stages in the innovation side of it, you're very 
actively going after trial and error and very much willing to fail.  

 I think there's a good video or a good commercial out right now for 
Domino's Pizza, willingness to fail. They're actually pitching this on the 
TV. They drove around, I don't know if it's a joke or if it's real, but they 
have a cookie pizza that they produced. That failed but now they have 
one that's a very effective chicken pizza. Had they not been willing to fail, 
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you know, they wouldn't have got there. It's a long way of getting the 
trial and error, willingness to fail is very much of a lean philosophy.  

Sergej Weber: Since we’re talking about innovation processes and stages. Which 
innovation process stages are influenced by lean the most? 

David Beaumont: I don't know if you can put your finger on which one that is influenced 
the most, but if I had to put the bets on it, I'd say the initial get the 
concept out there, the just raising the idea as the potential. It's certainly 
probably the number one. You have to break through that before you 
even go down any other path. Listening to the guys, like a Honda guy, 
coming out with the new small jet aircraft and his innovative put the 
engines on top of the wing in the design of that aircraft.  

 Honda being willing to let an engineer go down a path that no one knew 
where it would land, you know that initial, I need to get buy in to be able 
to have some budget to go chase something that I think is fundamentally 
different and innovative, you have to be in an organization that's willing 
to allow innovation, innovation that fails and innovation that succeeds, 
and not, and obviously you have to have enough successes. 

 You look at Honda, and what are they know for? Engines. They're very 
much driven by coming out and being the number one guys on engines. 
It's not about automotive. You know, that's not their mission in life, we 
are going to have a small motor engine, three in every household, 
whether it's your leaf blower, your lawnmower, or your car. So I would 
say that initial willingness to listen is very much where the lean has 
significant impact on innovation because it's the we'll listen to 
everything, no bad ideas, get all the ideas out there. It's probably the 
fundamental place where it has impact. 

Sergej Weber: Ok. The next question would be about radical and incremental 
innovations, so to what extent does lean enable a strategy that focus on 
both, exploration and exploitation, like radical and incremental 
innovation? 

David Beaumont: I wouldn't label that lean. That's not, have you hired, have you as a 
philosophy gone after individual talents that wants to help drive it, that 
has the research and exploitation kind of ideas, abilities, and you could 
say, well, a lean organization is going to evaluate their talent and attract 
and retain top talent based on where they want to go, and there's a lot of 
industries that without that innovation side and the exploitation side, you 
start talking about Frac Mining and things like this, […] and whatnot, I 
need engineers that are pushing the edge, so a lean organization or a 
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world-class organization, an operationally pitching organization is going 
to understand what kind of talents they need to go after and attract and 
retain that talent.  

 My HR department is going to be very active on going after that. You've 
not going to innovate in a stale organization, you're not going to explore 
or research in an organization that doesn't promote that for one, but also 
attract the talent that's going to get you there, so you need to be willing 
to go after what the different kinds of talent that are going to move the 
organization forward. Look at Apple, Google, these guys. They are 
providing the expertise. They're providing the resources. They're 
providing the opportunity for the employees to do it, but they're also 
going out and attracting the top talent, because they know they have to 
be on the leading edge if they want to play in the game of very fast-
moving technology-driven business.  

Sergej Weber: Do you think that process innovation or product innovation is more 
influenced by lean? How and why? 

David Beaumont: Well, if you asked me that question 20 years ago, I probably would have 
said more process. Today, we have a lot of understanding of process 
improvement, and lean has had a significant impact. There are certainly 
those industries out there that haven't leveraged as much as others the 
impact of process, but process knowledge from a lean standpoint is very, 
is generally well understood. Whereas, on the innovation side or product 
side, probably less so. It's not a structured, you know, we think lean when 
we're going there, although those very proactive product companies are 
lean in my mind.   

 The question you're asking, they're lean. They're doing things that are 
going to set them up for success because I'm pushing the envelope and 
not being comfortable. Go back to the Sony Walkman days, you know 
they were the leader of the Walkman, the radio on your hip. Instead of 
just being comfortable with that, they continued to innovate to get it 
smaller and progress. That's lean to me. I think today, 20 years ago it 
would have been all about take it to your processes is stable and getting 
the cost subsidies so that you can actually compete, and today we're such 
a very fast-moving innovative expected customer-based that it's got to 
have a pretty, you know the shift has probably gone to product.  

Sergej Weber: It changed over the time, interesting. And maybe a last question: Could 
you please give some examples of how Lean is linked administrative 
innovation and technological innovation? 
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David Beaumont: Well, those are two different things. You said administrative? 

Sergej Weber: Yes.  

David Beaumont: Well, a lean organization is going to look at every role from a standpoint 
of impact, so do I have return? Return and value creating. Value creation 
is very much of a lean thing whether you're on the shop floor and you 
expect 85% work content in somebody who's installing a plastic 
component or whether you're in the purchasing department and you 
want to see how active my purchasing agents are and why do I have 
them? What is the span of control that I need across leadership? If I'm 
down on the front line, I need one supervisor for every five guys. Why? 
Because we're doing a product every 60 seconds.  

 Whereas, if I get into the administrative department, it's clearly not that 
way, but I have interaction with suppliers. I want to drive down the 
prices. You'll be doing clean-sheeting. I expect a certain number of 
activities that's going to drive my cost out of the purchasing organization 
and that requires me to have a very good understanding of what each 
individual, why I have them. It gives me a good understanding I'm driving 
cost out of the purchasing group, I'm just not going to have a hundred 
people. 

 I need to know what those hundred people are actually contributing from 
a value-added perspective which also makes it better for me as well as 
purchasing agents to go, okay, this is how I deliver value. I need to take 
3% of the cost out of my components that I own this year in order to 
meet my targets, and I'm going to do that […] sets of activities and tasks 
to have that mission of 3% out, so number of calls or number of visits, the 
kinds of activities I'm doing, that's very lean and considered an 
administrative kind of function, but a lean organization would do that. It's 
value creation with whatever position you're in. Otherwise, you're just 
creating a kingdom, and that creates more value to great top. On the 
technology side, that's what your second part of that was, right? 
Technology? 

Sergej Weber: Yes, technological innovation as the opposite of... 

David Beaumont: Yeah, I just don't think it's much different than what I mentioned already 
on the technology side, and what you need to use. What you decide is 
valuable for you as an organization instead of getting very excited about 
the next technology advance; it's the study of what that's going to really 
fundamentally do to make a better product for me, more profitable. It's 
all about profit. Lean is very much pure economics. You can talk about 
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morale and the fact that you have to treat people with mutual trust and 
respect and all these basic things that you have to do to make sure 
people actually want to work with you, they want to get up in the 
morning and come into your site, but beyond that, you've got to have the 
economics.  

 You can't be an organization losing money. No one will have a job. That 
applies to everything we do. Technology. What is it that this new 
technology ... Say I'm deciding to put a new software system in place to 
help me with the inventory strategy or help me with performance and 
metrics and tracking that. Well, I should understand by putting that in 
what it pays me. You do nothing in a lean organization without knowing 
what the expected impact is going to be, and that's the real difference 
between a lean organization and others. I'm putting this new software 
package in, this new technology, because it's going to save me ten hours 
a day of this department's time, and therefore one less head count, and 
then if I look at that, one less head count per year across 20 of my plans 
for 20 people actually has the payback of X and okay, that's why we're 
doing it.  

 We're not just doing it because it looks cool and it's the next best thing 
out there because frankly we want to be lights out kind of mentality that 
we can do this without being paved by certain technologies, but at the 
same time the old school guys would say that, but the up and comers 
would say there's a lot of efficiency and effectiveness from technology, so 
let's leverage it. Both of those come together and say what is the best 
economic decision? At the end of the day that should be why you do or 
don't do things unless you're taking a bet, unless you're taking a risk on 
something that's unproven, but there's enough of them sitting around 
the table saying, you know what, it's unproven, but if we're the ones that 
get there first, it has this kind of impact, so it's risk reward. Donald Trump 
doesn't go bankrupt because he's not unwilling to take risks. […] but a 
lean organization would be evaluating all those things from an economic 
perspective.  
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Sergej Weber: We may assume critical activities and processes of a company are – to 
some extent – linked to each other. From your perspective, how is Lean 
linked to your innovation activities and how does Lean influence these 
innovation activities? 

Martin Lippert: I think it depends on how you ask, because if you ask the question as a 
more theoretical question that's one way to do it, or if you're asking 
specifically around the case you read about, it's slightly different. The 
case I headed in TDC had no innovation, so it was more or less pure 
productivity; only very limited innovation scope and such. I would say of 
course you can add to the extent of that to take a more general 
approach, you could discuss how Lean processes can impact innovation. 
It is not an area where I would call myself an expert, but I can give you 
more theoretical views on that.  

Sergej Weber: OK, so maybe if you don't have this experience in your company or your 
area, maybe you know it theoretically.  

Martin Lippert: Yes, if you take it as a general picture and also the project I've been 
running here, I think one of the main kinds of uses for Lean, if not Lean 
itself, is in quality. It's a specific way of working. As far as you could say 
[…] the company of forming a procedure and a way of working which is 
becoming equal and identical across an entire company. 

 It helps the company getting aligned and then achieves higher 
performance. In terms of innovation I would say that one of the elements 
from Lean projects is, of course, the fact that you, through knowledge 
sharing and applying of the employee’s insight in processes and niches, 
you are using a team structure and a team process where all the kinds 
experts are basically not outside-in brought experts but the expertise 
which is available in the team. You have the opportunity to get at a 
higher level of a higher level of understanding, of what's going on. 

 It's not evolutionary; also I would be very surprised if you in that 
methodology would in any way be able to make some groundbreaking 
news of that matter, any kind of evolution coming up from such process. 
But there's no doubt that the evolutionary approach and thereby the 
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continuous improvement part of Lean is very strong. It's a very strong 
process.  You would never come up with an iPhone in such a process. 
That demands a completely different kind of innovation.  

Sergej Weber: Lean and innovation require contrasting environments. Lean needs stable 
and routine processes; Lean needs a traditional learning curve. 
Innovation, on the other side, is more about dynamic and unfamiliar 
processes and the learning curve has disruptions, so… 

Martin Lippert: I think it all boils down, whether or not you believe ... What kind of 
innovation we're talking about. All kinds of innovation, that's very few 
revolution, if any, and if you take a view through history, even if you 
might talk about industrial revolution you can point at something like 
more than a hundred different innovations and inventions, […] and shows 
a kind of development over more than a hundred years before you are 
basically forming what we today believe is the Industrial Revolution.  

 Just the name of it, we believe this is something that's going fast, pretty 
much overnight, but in reality it's the process of a hundred years. That is 
to a large extent most of the revolutionary thoughts. If you go back to the 
iPhone, you had a number of previous […] which were not commercial 
hits, but basically introduced concepts like big screens, etc., all of that 
coming together in an iPhone. Is that innovation? It's only a question of 
how fast the evolution is going. 

 Lean, I would say, is very good at creating local and continuous 
innovation. I think that innovation is very important in order to drive 
economical organizations, it's very important to drive a streamlined 
organization. It's very important to make sure that all the small things 
that are keeping back performance is caught in the Lean process. I don't 
think that Lean as a tool is very good at making faster paced innovation, 
to that extent I believe you have to do it differently. 

Sergej Weber: So you're saying it is not possible to use Lean as a strategy and focus on 
both exploitation and exploration, exploration with radical innovation 
and exploitation with incremental innovation. 

Martin Lippert: In my view […] Toyota introduced Lean, and what has happened there in 
these processes of continuous improvement, they will optimize and fine 
tune the existing processes. But then to stop making gasoline driven cars 
and start produce El. driven cars, for example, I think that process will not 
be in the Lean environment only. 



  
 

 

 

ml20140519 Page 3 of 6 
 

 I think Lean to that extent is very good at the local invention, but to 
believe that you can form a strategy and make a completely different 
direction introducing groundbreaking new designs through a Lean 
process… You probably can do that, but I wouldn't subscribe that to the 
fact that you are running Lean. I most likely would subscribe that to 
something very differently. 

 I would say Lean is very good at small, continuous improvements and 
innovations to that extent, local innovation, but not these more 
groundbreaking kinds of ideas, no. 

Sergej Weber: OK, Toyota developed Toyota Prius, a hybrid car, so to what extent can 
Lean be used in R&D? 

Martin Lippert: What is the Prius worldwide market share of electric cars? My point is of 
course Toyota is much more than a Lean company. Toyota is having R&D 
department, probably they would also be running Lean, but it's not 
because it's a Lean process that they are coming up with the Prius. What 
the Lean process is doing is that all their researchers are very good at 
knowledge sharing, so you could say that Lean is creating an 
infrastructure for innovation, a frame in which you can form, even use as 
the underlying infrastructure to form that innovation, but I doubt 
sincerely that it's due to the Lean process itself that you are becoming 
more innovative in terms of the bigger things.  

 That is coming back to a lot of things, that's coming back to […]. It's 
coming back to strategy, the willingness of the company to actually 
commit resources. It's coming to a large impact of things, which I doubt 
that Lean is a substantial contributor to that.  

Sergej Weber: If we consider innovation as a creative process, which often leads to 
useless new ideas with mistakes or waste, non-commercializable ideas. 
Which results or effects has Lean caused in your innovation activities? 

Martin Lippert: Can you repeat that? I didn't get it. 

Sergej Weber: OK, sorry. I consider innovation as a creative process, and this creative 
process often leads to useless new ideas. There are useful new ideas, 
innovation, and useless new ideas, mistakes or wastes. This waste is non-
commercializable in the market. So which effect has Lean on innovation 
activities?  

Martin Lippert: I think I, to some extent, already answered. Lean, for me, is much more 
about optimization rather than innovation, and we would say Lean is 
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creating a framework in which you may or may not be able to improve 
innovation for the same reason that it […] working at, it's making it very 
clear to your colleagues what are your areas of expertise, you have a kind 
of knowledge sharing process. All of this, of course, is a framework to 
form innovation. I doubt that companies running Lean are more 
innovative, depending on how you define it, compared to companies 
which are not running Lean. 

 I believe that companies running Lean are much more efficient and much 
more effective, and they're good at applying their resources but not 
necessarily being better at making successful market launches compared 
to other companies. I tried to apply Lean in knowledge organizations, and 
my experience is that it's much, at least in European concepts, in Norway 
concepts, in Denmark concepts, […] in Luxembourg. In my view it's much 
easier to apply Lean in a production kind of environment compared to a 
product development kind of environment. I think that is being part of 
forming my view of what is Lean capable of.  

Sergej Weber: Let's assume that there are companies which are into product innovation 
and a few of them are into process innovation. Do you think Lean has 
more impact on process or product innovation? 

Martin Lippert: Process. 

Sergej Weber: Process. Why that? 

Martin Lippert: It's coming back to the same point. What I believe Lean is very good at is 
all of these small, continuous kinds of optimizations, which is more the 
definitional change of processes. Of course, that that would give impact 
to some extent that if you change products, in this manner, it would be 
easier to produce... But that again is laws that might be important to 
actually increase efficiency for […], but again, it's small steps, it's an 
evolutionary kind of approach. I doubt that Lean as such would be a 
better process compared to all the other processes to come up with a 
complete new very different kind of a product. 

 You take the iPhone 7, would you ever have been able to put that out 
based on a Lean process? I doubt it. I think that many other processes 
which are much better if you want that kind of really major steps 
innovations. 

Sergej Weber: So don't misunderstand me, I don't want to push you in the direction that 
you say Lean is facilitating innovation. What I am trying to find out is 
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whether Lean is positive or negative as an influence on innovation. That's 
why I'm asking. Of course it can be negative. 

Martin Lippert: Again, I don't know if I see Lean in the way that it was meant. My own 
experience in the area of Lean is that it's very good at these kinds of 
process optimization and efficiency things. I definitely have had a lot of 
success myself introducing Lean into product management, so as long as 
you are moving into daily operations I don't think Lean is a very effective 
way of working.  

 It's more in product optimization for sure that I see that Lean has worked 
well for me. It's pretty evident for me that despite I’ve tried in in many 
different departments, the closer you're getting to higher educated 
people with a more specialized skill doing slightly different things all in 
the same team, the less Lean works for me.  

Sergej Weber: If we would attach the characteristic administrative or technological to 
innovation, I'm talking about the bureaucratic side of innovation, which is 
associated with the social structure of an organization, or the 
technological part, what would you say, is Lean more attached to 
administrative innovation or technological? 

Martin Lippert: It's coming back to questions regarding process and product. 
Administrative innovation is by definition more or less processes, and 
technology would tend to be much more product oriented. In my view, 
it's much better process-wise, and thereby also I would say it's much 
better at optimizing administrative procedures. If you take technology, it 
depends what you mean by technology. If it is a soldering service on a 
motherboard find a new way to produce a supercomputer? I doubt it, 
that Lean would make a hell of a difference there. Is it technology to the 
extent that you say 'If I do this,' or if you could actually shape the product 
like that, or if you actually changed the feature to that, it would be much 
easier for us to process the product through the entire […]. 

 I think that Lean can help to participate there. But I see it much more as 
smaller, evolutionary, continuous improvement kind of steps. 

Sergej Weber: OK. My last question would actually be about innovation process again. If 
we understand innovation process beginning with the market-pull or 
technology-push, and then development, marketing, and application to 
the market; which innovation process stages are influenced by Lean the 
most? 
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Martin Lippert: The way you're asking the question it's confusing me, because you take a 
process which is very different from various companies. […] In 
telecommunication, development of products, and there are very few, 
very big one deciding what to do, addressing five different vendors of 
equipment, and look at their portfolios and decide which one you're 
going to implement. That's the reason why you rotate the product 
portfolio among different Telcos are very identical. 

 At Deutsch Telekom nobody is making their own DSL platform, they're 
acquiring it, and therefore they're implementing that technology in their 
network and thereby products fighting that by introducing processes in 
some of that. The real difference between Telcos is that you actually have 
to take the technology and put it into the same network, and then apply 
the kind of bundles, pricing, go-to-market approach, and processes 
around that. 

 In that regard, I think that Lean can implement that because it is not real 
innovation as you would normally define innovation, it's slightly different. 
Innovation is taking place with Huawei, it's taking place with Cisco, it's 
taking place with Apple and Google, and at Telcos to large extent it's just 
process optimizing afterwards. Lean can do that, no doubt about it, but 
I'm not very sure that Lean in a Google environment would work very 
well for example. I would probably expect that it would be 
counterproductive.  
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Interview No.:  5 of 6                                                                                                             
Interviewee:   Yves Poullet                                                                                              
Interviewer:   Sergej Weber                                                                                                     
Date:   20.05.2014 

 

Sergej Weber: We may assume critical activities and processes of a company are – to 
some extent – linked to each other. From your perspective, how is Lean 
linked to your innovation activities and how does Lean influence these 
activities? 

Yves Poullet: There are several aspects to that. For me, there is one obvious way how 
Lean can influence innovation activity. I don't think that it's fair to say 
that in Euroclear (Bank) what is typically associated with innovation 
functions how are fully working in a lean mode today. Innovation is 
broader than the innovation functions by themselves. 

 Where Lean is helping innovation, it's also linked to how you're defining 
innovation. I would say that in innovation you have the spectrum of 
different types of innovation. For me, continuous improvement is one 
way of innovation. On the other extreme of the innovation spectrum, you 
probably have disruptive innovation. 

Sergej Weber: Yes. 

Yves Poullet: For me, innovation is a spectrum. Unless you tell me that it's only about 
disruptive innovation, but in my mind innovation is by far not only about 
disruptive innovation. Do you agree with that? 

Sergej Weber: Yes, I agree. 

Yves Poullet: It's actually important because my inclination would be to say that Lean 
Management is probably not really helping in the case of disruptive 
innovation. Maybe I will tell about the potential drawbacks of Lean on 
innovation in general. As for a continued improvement there, it's pretty 
obvious that Lean is a major contributor to innovation, whether it's in 
terms of innovation or improvements identification, or in terms of 
innovation or improvements implementation. 

Aside continuous improvement you have the other types of innovation, 
which are the more structured innovations, new product, new services, 
can be brought to the market. 
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 There, I would be tempted to believe that a Lean Management 
organization should contribute to a better innovation environment, in 
terms of ideations, so gathering of ideas of innovation, simply because 
you're creating a Lean Management environment, which is promoting 
communication, which is making sure that people are spending more 
time on added-value tasks, new ideas, and the like, clients, and are not 
spending their time on low-value or less-value tasks. 

 Normally you're freeing up brain time that can be spent on the high-value 
innovation types of task. It's an assumption that I'm making but which 
seems to make sense to me overall. When you want to bring a new idea 
to market, you need to have the idea, but you need to implement the 
idea as well. I think that the Lean Management organization definitely 
should help with a more timely, so a better time to market, and a better 
quality implementation of execution of the idea. 

Sergej Weber: And how? 

Yves Poullet: By virtue of Lean Management; for me a Lean Management organization 
is an organization which has a clear idea of how it functions, what are the 
processes, what are the skills, what are the capacity needs, capacity 
constraints, and the like.  

 If you have a clear idea of all of that what you're going to implement will 
be better thought-through, and you're going to use all the different Lean 
Management tools, to make sure it is all well implemented. You will have 
already the mentality to think up-front about what is needed, what do 
you need to implement properly your idea, but you will be acquainted to 
use all these different Lean Management tools to ensure a good 
execution of the idea as well. 

 The assumption that I make here and that I'm experiencing on a day-to-
day basis is that a Lean Management environment is a cleaner 
environment and it's easier to build on a cleaner environment, rather 
than to build on an environment where there are loose ends, where a lot 
of time and energy is taken to manage things without knowing exactly 
how to make it happen and the like. The incremental investment cost is 
smaller in the Lean Management environment than in a Non-Lean 
Management environment. 

Sergej Weber: Lean and innovation require contrasting environments? 

Yves Poullet: What do you mean? 
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Sergej Weber: Lean, traditional Lean, is based on stable and routine processes, high-
volume production, let's say, a traditional learning curve, but innovation, 
on the other hand, needs dynamic and unfamiliar processes, low-volume 
production, and a learning curve which is disruptive, so to what extent 
can Lean be used in R&D? 

Yves Poullet: There I won't agree with you. Lean Management is about continuous 
improvement. Lean Management is about achieving a learning 
organization, so Lean does not require at all a stable environment. You 
don't want to have a completely wild environment, that I agree with, but 
every environment, every business is a changing business today, and that 
is exactly what is interesting with Lean. It implements continued 
improvement environments.  

 It precisely is helping an organization to adapt better to changes in the 
environment, with client’s expectations, and the like. Of course, that 
assumes that you have continuous improvements, that you don't take a 
process for granted. That a process is a mean to an end, it's just a mean 
to get something to clients and that that process can change, as the 
environment on client expectations is changing. I don't agree with your 
premise that Lean is fit only for a stable environment. 

Sergej Weber: It was not about stable environment. It was more about stable processes, 
learning ... 

Yves Poullet: No, no. Processes ... It's continued improvement, so process can change, 
should change. 

Sergej Weber: Yes, of course, but can we agree that lean processes may be more stable 
than an innovation process where the ends are loose, do you know what I 
mean? 

Yves Poullet: That is true for disruptive innovation. I agree with you for disruptive 
innovation. There, no doubt about it, but for regular innovation, it's less 
obvious to me. I think that Lean certainly doesn't need to be an obstacle 
to innovation. Again, I think that Lean environment tends to be a more 
transparent environment, so it should help to get faster to new ideas. I'm 
not saying that you're going to put innovation in the process, but the 
general environment in which innovation is happening is more 
transparent, so it should help innovation, and it also should help to have 
a much more effective and efficient implementation of innovation. 

Sergej Weber: Then, you would say that Lean and R&D work fine together, right? 



  
 

 

 

yp20140520 Page 4 of 7 
 

Yves Poullet: They should. As our R&D department in Euroclear is working in a lean 
way, so therefore I don't know, actually. I will avoid to make a statement 
on that, to which extent an R&D environment can work in a lean way. My 
gut feeling is that it can, because even in R&D you have a number tasks, 
which can be documented, which can be repeated, maybe not as much as 
in a back-office environment, for example, but it's not like you're truly 
reinventing the wheel every day of the week that you're doing R&D.  

 Therefore, my temptation would be to say that the […] repetitive tasks 
also in R&D can be managed in a lean way. That is also one of the reasons 
why we have also transformed various departments like our legal 
department, for example, where you might consider that the main acting 
is analysis day after day. And it seems to be working. 

Sergej Weber: If we can come back to the innovation process, innovation is another 
presumption; innovation is a creative process which often leads to 
useless new ideas. Useless new ideas are not commercializable, like 
mistakes or wastes. Which results or effects has Lean caused on your 
innovation activities? 

Yves Poullet: Can you repeat that? 

Sergej Weber: Yes. I presume that innovation is a creative process which often leads to 
useless new ideas, and I would like to know which effects has Lean 
caused on innovation activities, which maybe lead to such new ideas, 
which are useless. 

Yves Poullet: Again, under the presumption that innovation activities could work in a 
Lean environment, for me there is no contradiction, as Lean is targeting 
waste. What you're talking about there, which is ideas that can't be 
commercialized or lead to nothing, it's not waste. It's part of the learning 
process, so you will, even in R&D, you will learn something out of that. I 
would not describe that as waste, as such. Therefore, I don't think that 
there is a contradiction between what Lean is after and what you're 
describing in terms of innovation whereby some ideas indeed can lead to 
nothing in the end. 

Sergej Weber: If we consider the innovation process, maybe there are differences in the 
stages which are influenced by Lean. Which innovation process stages are 
influenced by Lean the most? 

Yves Poullet: Certainly execution. 

Sergej Weber: Execution? Okay. 



  
 

 

 

yp20140520 Page 5 of 7 
 

Yves Poullet: Implementation execution, that is very clear. 

Sergej Weber: So it's in the end? 

Yves Poullet: I don't know whether you call it the end or whatever, but that is a part 
which clearly can be helped positively by Lean Management at the 
moment. Also as far as the ideation of innovation is concerned, clearly 
Lean is contributing in major ways in a continuous improvement 
innovation. I think it's generally helping for regular innovation in a sense 
that it helps to speed up communication, it helps to better understand 
client expectations like in regular innovation. For me it's probable that 
Lean has no positive influence on disruptive innovation. 

Sergej Weber: At the beginning of our interview you mentioned Lean tools. Which Lean 
tools, parts, elements, or principles of Lean are influencing innovation? 

Yves Poullet: It's not a specific tool, as such. It's more the environment that you're 
creating, with Lean Management, and I'm insisting on Lean Management, 
not just lean process. With Lean Management you're creating an 
environment which is more transparent than classic environments, where 
communication is flowing much faster than in the classic environments, 
where there is a much stronger client focus as well, than in classic 
environments.  

 It's that kind of environment, where also it's important, of course, from 
an institution point of view, where there is a greater sensitivity to align 
objectives and resources. It's the Lean Management environment that is 
creating this and which is contributing to innovation, it's not one tool 
versus the other, it's more the environment in general, which is creating 
the... 

Sergej Weber: In the beginning of the interview you said that you think that incremental 
innovation, that is, continuous innovation is influenced by Lean to a 
greater degree, compared to disruptive or radical innovation. 

Yves Poullet: Yes. 

Sergej Weber: Do you think that Lean enables a strategy that focus on both, like radical 
and incremental? 

Yves Poullet: Yes, because you can use Lean to improve your business on an on-going 
basis and nothing prevents you, aside from that, to use other techniques 
to look for disruptive innovations, so for me the two are not contradicting 
each other. 
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Sergej Weber: Okay. 

Yves Poullet: There is maybe one thing, one caveat I would like to mention and it's 
more a risk than a contradiction. It is that the risk in a lean environment 
like in any environment where processes are documented, even in a 
smart way, there is always the risk that people do hold on processes 
blindly, that they see the process as more important than why they are 
following a process. Do you see what I mean? 

Sergej Weber: Yes, I see your point. 

Yves Poullet: I think it is a general risk that you have in the lean environment or a non-
lean environment that has a number of processes, which is that you take 
a process for the truth and that you forget to think, and of course, if you 
forget to think, well, it clearly is not going to help innovation, that is very 
clear. That is the caveat that I would mention.  

 If you have, and again that is why I'm insisting on Lean Management, 
living processes whereby people understand why they're doing their 
work, where people have a high focus and attention for client needs, and 
for changing client and business needs. In that kind of environment 
where people do not forget that what matters first is the business and 
clients, I don't see a contradiction between a lean environment and 
disruptive innovation. 

Sergej Weber: I see. We already talked about product innovation. Of course, there's 
process innovation. Do you think that process innovation or product 
innovation will be more influenced by Lean? How, and why? 

Yves Poullet: Process innovation, clearly. By definition, I would say. What you call 
product innovation is what I call the product or service innovation so that 
in my spectrum of innovation that is what is in the middle of innovation, 
and there I think I already answered to your question. I think it's helping 
in terms of getting to ideas and communicating the relevant information 
so that ideas progress more efficiently and it should definitely help in the 
implementation of new ideas. 

Sergej Weber: I'm not sure if you answered the question. So you think that process 
innovation is clear that there is an influence. 

Yves Poullet: Positive influence, yes. 

Sergej Weber: Yes. On product innovation, there's an influence as well, right? 
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Yves Poullet: On product innovation, normally Lean should contribute, but it's not 
enough. Lean should contribute to the ideation, or having the idea, 
because you have a more efficient environment, more transparent 
environment, and so forth, and I think it should clearly contribute in the 
implementation of the new ideas, or product innovation. 

Sergej Weber: That is much clearer. Maybe a last question. Could you please give some 
examples of how Lean is linked to administrative innovation and 
technological innovation in your company? Administrative innovation 
includes the application of new ideas that affect processes, policies, the 
allocation of resources, everything associated with social structure. 

Yves Poullet: Administrative innovation ... You're using a vocabulary I'm not used to, so 
I'm trying to understand what you're saying. For administrative 
innovation, clearly Lean is very much contributing to that kind of 
innovation. It's actually the purpose of Lean. The purpose of Lean is to 
improve processes, improve skills, have very state-of-the-art capacity 
management tools, a good view on the resources, and the like. There, it's 
helping quite significantly. Your other type of innovation, what is that? 

Sergej Weber: The other type was technological innovation. It describes the adoption of 
new technologies that are integrated into products and processes. 

Yves Poullet: There, I would say I'm less competent for that one. We do use Lean 
Management as a way of managing our technology domains, both in 
terms of running technology as well as in terms of developing new 
projects, your new technology projects. Now, is Lean contributing to new 
technology innovation? I think that the answer will be more the general 
answer, which is, you're creating an environment which is more 
transparent, more efficient, so it should help to lead more quickly to new 
ideas or identifying needs to move to new technology and the like. I don't 
think that Lean is what triggers technology innovation by itself. 
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Interview No.:  6 of 6                                                                                                             
Interviewee:   Jairam Sridharan                                                                                              
Interviewer:   Sergej Weber                                                                                                     
Date:   30.05.2014 

 

Sergej Weber: We may assume that critical activities and processes of a company are, to 
some extent, linked to each other. From your perspective, how is Lean 
linked to your innovation activities and how does Lean influence these 
innovation activities? 

Jairam Sridharan: I’d start by saying that for Axis Bank, we are first applying at the frontline 
with people who are delivering our day-to-day results and applying Lean 
as a way to drive standardized platforms and behaviors, which will help 
them unleash their creativity. 

 To put it differently, there is a core set of activities that are team-
performed to drive business value, but in the past, those set of activities 
have been driven pretty much based on the individual person’s own idea 
about what is the best way to do this. 

 There’s been no standardized, organizational, let’s say, formula of how or 
what are the key components of boxes you need to check off while doing 
a particular, let’s say, sales activity or a credit underwriting activity, etc. 
where Lean has come in to actually take some of those core activities and 
then say, “Okay, what we are actually doing can be bucketed into these 
five components; let’s do that.” Then, let us think about what is the most 
efficient way for each bucket of activities to get completed and for hand-
offs to happen. 

 When you start mapping out that, what we realized is that our people 
down the line are so busy getting the day-to-day work done, they have 
little time or ability to actually invest in ground-level innovation. What 
Lean has done for us is massively simplify the day-to-day work of our 
staff, number one. 

 Number two, it has actually created engagement platforms where people 
from multiple functions are, on a standardized and systematic way, 
meeting with each other and engaging with each other, which allows 
them to brainstorm ideas and talk about any new things they thought of. 
Let’s say, in the morning huddle, or any of those things. That’s the 
number two. 
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 Third is, basically, it has allowed us to systematically set up platforms like 
a monthly planning forums, etc., where people are bringing in their ideas 
of what has worked in different cities or in different geographies. Try and 
explore that, and say, “Okay, and I make this national?” Those are the 
ways in which Lean has actually played into our organizational 
framework. 

Sergej Weber: I see. In fact, this is consistent with other experts. That’s just great. 
Maybe another question: Which part, element, or principles of Lean are 
you actively trying to link to and influence in your innovation activities? 

Jairam Sridharan: See, the way I would think about this is … As practitioners, we are not 
actually starting with the assumption that we need to go ahead and 
implement Lean. Let alone that we need to go ahead and implement A, B, 
or C component of Lean. What we are trying to do is to look at our 
situation and say, “Okay, here is a business problem I have. What is the 
best way to solve this business problem?” Now, if Lean approaches our 
way to solve that problem, it’s well and good. If not, that’s fine too. We 
are happy to take any other approach to actually solve that problem. 

 What I’m trying to say is that we are not academically thinking about 
ways in which particular, let’s say, academic concepts or parts of a Lean 
philosophy or Lean principles can be applied in our setup. Might be. To be 
perfectly honest, I couldn’t care less what is there as long as it solves my 
business problem. Now, that said, there are some aspects of what is 
typically called Lean, which are more relevant to our context and adds a 
lot of value for us. 

 For example, one of the most important ones is the idea of reducing 
waste and saying, “Let us look at ways in which we are doing the 
activities, which are wasteful, in one form or the other.” We realize when 
we do a walk-through of our flows, etc., of how much waste exists in our 
system. How many processes are redundant or that kind of stuff. 
Reduction of waste is a really important element of what we’ve been able 
to do. 

 The other bit that we’ve been able to focus on a whole lot is the idea of 
creating self-contained units. Units where multiple people from various 
functions fit together around a table as a pod and work on whatever the 
case is. Instead of, in the past, being very functionally oriented. Where I 
would have function A, all people of function A sitting together, all 
people of function B sitting together, and all people around form, 
function C sitting together, etc. 
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 Instead of that, I might now have a table, which is a Lean pod, in which 
two people from category A, one person from category B, and one 
person from category C, all sit together and together solve the particular 
problem at hand and move on to the next problem. That idea of actually 
creating pods have been extremely helpful for us. That’s something that 
we have implemented in a very, very big way. 

Sergej Weber: I would ask differently: Do you use maybe tools like Kaizen or Kanban 
boards or something like that, and link it to your innovation activities? 

Jairam Sridharan: Sort of. It’s just that we don’t call them Kaizen and Kanban boards. We 
have created our own visual management tools. There are a lot of visual 
management tools that we use. For example, if you go to any of our 
offices and setups, you’ll see a large number of whiteboards with key 
metrics, which people are filling handwriting, and filling out and around 
which hurdles are taking place every day. 

 That idea of creating whiteboards as visual tools for management has 
been really important to us and has really helped us. What also happens 
is that all these whiteboards end up getting very personalized and 
customized to the local area. By which I mean that the local teams use 
that whiteboard as a platform for innovation. 

 They might come up with their own themes of how to design or decorate 
that board. They might come up with their own, say, somebody might 
have a Formula One team for the month. Hence, the whole visual display 
board might be set up in a Formula One way, and different people might 
be representing different Formula One teams, etc. 

 Everybody does their own thing and the allow people to actually innovate 
around their visual displays in whichever way that makes most sense. 
They might use some local, regional level festivals that are presently 
going on or whatever it is. We let that flavor to come in and flourish at 
that local level as long as the visual displays are actually largely talking 
about the key things that we want to drive. That’s about the visual 
display as a tool. 

 The huddle, as a tool, is very, very important for us. Then, we have these 
things called Shikhar waves. Shikhar is our internal branding for our Lean 
process management approach and all our processes. For example, if a 
process goes through the Shikhar reinvention, we would call that out and 
we’d say, “Okay, now this process has become Shikhar.” Branding is really 
important to us. 



  
 

 

 

js20140530 Page 4 of 9 
 

 From a project standpoint as well, we would have Shikhar mini projects 
that would be launched on any new area, which requires innovative 
thinking, we would set up a Shikhar project around it. That’s like a … 
Imagine it like a Kaizen or whatever. We would roll out the results. Also, 
every year, we have a big wave of Shikhar being launched, which is all 
product, projects, processes, etc., which have gone through a Shikhar 
reinvention so far. We will keep reinventing it. 

 In the first year, we had Shikhar, and the second year, we had Shikhar 
2.0. Now, we are at Shikhar 3.0. Every year, as processes keep getting 
reinvented and improved, there would be a new wave that would be 
rolled out and released all across the country, in all our offices, which 
would let people know, here is the most up-to-date using best practices 
from all across the country. Here is a new wave of how Shikhar processes 
are going to look like for us. Things like that. 

Sergej Weber: Okay. Sorry to ask, Shikhar is your creation in your company? 

Jairam Sridharan: Yes. 

Sergej Weber: Okay. I assume that’s not used in the Lean theory, but it’s one tool you 
invented to work with? 

Jairam Sridharan: Yes, that’s right. Shikhar is basically an internal brand for all our 
employees. When we say that a process has gone through Shikhar, what 
we actually mean is that the process has gone through a Lean-based 
reinvention. 

Sergej Weber: I see. 

Jairam Sridharan: We don’t use the word Lean internally at all because, as I said, we are 
very agnostic to the underlying methodology. It could be Lean, it could be 
Six Sigma, it could tomorrow, be something totally different. I actually am 
totally agnostic to it and I don’t care. As it happens, Shikhar is largely a 
Lean-based process, but I’m not restricted to it. 

 If tomorrow, Shikhar looks at a particular process and finds that Six Sigma 
is the much better way to look at it, I’m very happy to use the Six Sigma 
methodology under it and still brand it Shikhar. 

Sergej Weber: I see. Maybe the next question. I assume that Lean and innovation 
require contrasting environments. Lean is about stable and routine 
processes, it’s about the traditional learning curve. Innovation, on the 
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other hand, is about dynamic and unfamiliar processes, and maybe, the 
learning curve has disruptions. To what extent can Lean be used in R&D? 

Jairam Sridharan: What we have found is that what Lean does for us is, it enables 
innovation ideas to come up and flourish across all levels of a hierarchy 
and across all geographies. We do not have a central innovation team or 
an R&D team, which is responsible for coming up with new innovative 
ideas. Everybody is part of innovation. 

 What Lean does is, it creates the framework and the infrastructure 
around which, at the ground level, somebody comes up with an 
interesting thought or an idea. His Lean pod is very quickly able to try 
that out and see whether this type or way of doing things … Let’s say, a 
process innovation, somebody comes up with a process innovation idea. 
He can very quickly try it in his Lean pod. 

 If it works well, it will percolate up. We have the cascading huddles and it 
can percolate up. Very quickly, everybody will come to know there is a 
process that is being tried in one city, in one pod; it seems to work really 
well. Others will try to and if it works, then the whole country will take 
that up. In some sense, what Lean has done for us is, it has democratized 
innovation, instead of having it centralized in a group of people who are 
responsible for coming up with new ideas. That's what Lean has allowed 
us. 

 The second thing that I would say is that lean does such a great job of 
managing the day-to-day work that it actually frees up a lot more 
bandwidth for everybody to do more strategy, more innovation thinking, 
more comparative benchmarking, and things like that. What we found is 
that in the past, some of our most talented people were so bogged down 
by their everyday BAU activities that they had very little time and very 
little ability to apply their minds to more innovation thinking. 

 What Lean has done for us is standardized the BAU, so people can do it 
all the time without any stress at all and without really having to struggle 
too hard to try and drive business outcomes. Then, they have the time 
and ability and bandwidth available to go ahead and look at what is 
happening in the market that is most cutting edge. How we can come up 
with a little variant to what we are doing, which could put us more in line 
with where the competition is. Things like that. That's how Lean has 
helped us in that respect. 
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Sergej Weber: It sounds like Lean creates a framework, which actually can substitute 
R&D, like the R&D Department since people come together be creative, 
create innovation. 

Jairam Sridharan: That is absolutely how it has worked for us. What we have found is that 
centralized strategy teams, profits innovation teams, things like that, they 
did not work for us, but once we have implemented Lean, what we're 
finding is that from the ground level, we are getting so many more ideas 
and so many more innovative things are being tried out and are actually 
succeeding. That is actually pretty amazing. 

 One other thing that I would say is what Lean also offers is if you do have 
a centrally driven innovation idea. Let us say you come up with a new 
tool or a new service that you think might be useful, right? Now, you 
want to go ahead and test this idea out in the real marketplace before 
you actually offer it on a widespread basis. What Lean allows us to do is 
to try out that idea or that innovation in a very focused way. 

 Recently in our car loans business, we had an innovative idea of how to 
originate car loan. Now, we were not keen on actually trying out this idea 
on a full national basis, because we didn't know whether it would actually 
work or not. We created a prototype, we went to one particular city, we 
picked two Lean pods in that city, and then we implemented this. 

 Now, it's a very focused experiment. Because it's a Lean pod, we are very 
quickly able to iterate around it and in two weeks they come up with 20 
different ideas of how to make that solution even better. Because Lean 
pods are cross functional, we are getting all sorts of cross functional ideas 
of how to make that thing even better. 

 Now, we quickly tweak that solution and we came up with a version 2 of 
that solution and then we went ahead live all across the country with that 
more robust solution. In that sense, the idea of Lean can also help 
centralize innovation by creating the platform for very local, very focused 
experimentation. 

Sergej Weber: I see. Maybe we can look more into the innovation process now. 
Innovation is a creative process, but it leads often to useless new ideas, I 
mean mistakes and waste. With waste, I mean non-commercializable 
ideas, which you can't implement in the market, so which result or effect 
has Lean caused in your innovation activities this way? 

Jairam Sridharan: One thing is what I mentioned just before which is that some of the 
innovation ideas which are actually not going to work in the market 
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place, Lean allows you to very quickly sift through that and tells you that 
okay, like in the example that I was giving you. There were two different 
types of prototypes that we had created. It was very clear when we did 
the little experiment with the […], it was very clear that one of them was 
completely unworkable. 

 The other one could be worked, but with a lot of tweaks. In that sense, 
actually, without you burning a lot of money by taking something on a 
very large scale, and then realizing that it doesn't work. Lean allows you 
to take care of that very quickly. The other piece that Lean does is 
because of its cross functional nature, make sure that people are asking 
cross functional questions. 

 Oftentimes the idea comes up in the head of one guy and let us say that 
guy is a very customer facing guy or a product development person or 
whatever. He will take a particular mindset to that idea and when he 
goes to the IT person or when he goes to the process person or when he 
goes to the risk management person, he will try and sell the idea from 
that customer focus, let us say. 

 When right at the initiation process, if all these three or four people are 
sitting together anyway and are going cross functional, origination or co-
crafting of ideas, it is much more likely that any fatal issues that are there 
in that idea gets surfaced right away by one of the functions. There's, no 
here's a big thing that we need to think about and the solution needs to 
cater to this, otherwise it's totally not going to work. 

Sergej Weber: Sounds about right. If we consider innovation process as a subsequence 
of stages, which innovation process stage or stages are influenced by 
Lean the most? 

Jairam Sridharan: I would say that at the idea origination stage, I think the Lean has a lot of 
impact, in the sense that it allows a lot more ideas to originate from a lot 
many more participants, in a very democratic way. I think there it helps. 
At the early stages of design, this whole of cross functional redoing or 
cross functional enrichment of the idea is something in which it works as 
well. 

 Finally, in the testing stage, when you're trying to test out stuff, we found 
it to be very useful to test it. One other thing that we are trying as well 
now, we need to figure out how much this works is on project work 
where that's very defined project, which is trying to render one particular 
thing one time. 
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 Even those projects, just creating Lean work cells and having the cross 
functional work cells fit together and work. We are trying on that, we 
don’t know how well that would work out, but my hypothesis is that in 
project type work, in the project development stage, where multiple 
functions are required, that's another stage as well, in which Lean and 
the pod concept can really work well. 

Sergej Weber: Okay. My last three questions will be about innovation types. If we 
consider that there is radical innovation and on the other side 
incremental innovation, to what extent does Lean enable a strategy that 
focuses on both? Exploration and exploitation. Radical and incremental 
innovation. 

Jairam Sridharan: Yeah. See, in our case, certainly Lean has been much more effective in 
incremental innovation, in the exploitation stage. We have tended to 
keep it that way, and I'm perfectly happy with it. I think over the last 
three years, that we have been on this journey, four years that we have 
been on this journey, I think Lean has done a great job for us in coming 
up with a lot of very, very interesting ideas at the incremental level, at 
the ground level, which has made us a whole lot better. 

 On the radical innovation stuff, I'm yet to see strong evidence that Lean 
works particularly in the origination stage. It still works very well in the 
idea-testing stage where Lean works very, very well. In the idea 
generation stages it is not clear to me yet whether Lean has helped us. As 
I said, we have been on this journey for four years. Maybe over time we 
will find some ways in which we can make Lean work there as well. Right 
now, I would suggest that incremental innovation is more the area where 
we have found benefit. 

Sergej Weber: Okay. Maybe another pair of innovation types. On the one hand, process 
innovation and on the other hand, product innovation. Do you think that 
process innovation or product innovation will be more influenced by Lean 
– how and why? 

Jairam Sridharan: What we have found is that we have got many more process innovation 
ideas than product innovation ideas. That is not to say that product 
innovation is not happening or not being influenced by Lean. It is just to 
say that process innovation has been a lot more. The way we have 
implemented process innovation is so core to process, it's the central 
point where Lean has been applied. 

 What we have found is almost on a daily, weekly basis, somebody from 
some part of the country is constantly coming up with thoughts and 
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ideas, which are new and innovative. About how to do our process 
structure little bit differently. Process innovation, there's still immense 
amount of that. That is happening. Product innovation, as well we are 
seeing to some extent, but not necessarily to the same level. 

Sergej Weber: I see. The last pair of innovation types would be administrative and 
technological innovation. By administrative innovation, I mean it includes 
the application of new ideas that affect processes, policies, and the 
allocation of resources, and associated with social structure. 
Technological innovation describes the adoption of new technologies 
that are integrated into product and processes. Could you please give 
some examples how Lean is linked to administrative innovation and 
technological innovation in your company? 

Jairam Sridharan: Yeah. I am not 100% certain, I understood the definitions here, but what I 
would say is that in our context, Lean, we have used extensively on the 
technology innovation side and we have used it also extensively in 
process redesign side. In both of those places we have found Lean to be 
extremely useful and drive a whole lot of value. In places where we need 
to drive policy changes, etc., Lean, we have found to be useful in terms of 
originating a long list of ideas, but not as useful in filtering out the good 
ones from the bad ones. 



Expert Code Segment
LM Influence I think Lean and this type of philosophy and theories and tools create change. They're

basically assigned to trigger improvements.
LM Influence From that perspective that type of tools generate change and, therefore, could create

innovation for example. 
LM Influence The idea generation works for example or whenever you're analyze a process towards

improving it. Normally, it creates a space so that people can actually generate new ways
of doing things and improvements.

LM Influence It's really good spaces and opportunities for people to contribute with different ways of
doing things.

LM Influence While analyzing it you could always think that worst innovation and just writing down
the process that already exists but actually while doing this it creates an overview for …
It gives the person a perspective that they normally don’t have on a daily basis.
Therefore, they come up with improvements or even concerns that they didn’t know
before.

CB Influence Starting with my interpretation of Lean, Lean is eliminating waste, focusing on
customers first - customer benefits only and doing only valuable stuff that creates
customer value. Thinking like this means that Lean focuses pretty much on how we do
things and not so much on what we do. 

CB Influence Innovation is, for me, again, doing the right things right. Doing things right is much
about Lean. Doing the right things is pretty much about innovation. Lean and Innovation
go hand-in-hand. If you are Lean, focused on Lean, this does not necessarily mean that
you are pretty much into innovation. 

CB Influence So, yes, Lean is something that supports or can support to be innovative, but it's not a
guarantee to be innovative. 

CB Influence For example, if you focus on Lean, have nice Lean processes, and do not produce much
waste, you can still do the wrong things. Doing the wrong things right is not the thing
you want to do. You want to do the right things right. This would be the ideal
combination of Lean and innovation. It's supportive but it's not a guarantee that you are
successful and produce great stuff.

CB Influence Yeah, if you have Lean processes, you focus or question yourself every day whether
what you do is valuable and what is not. Lean helps you to find out what's helpful and
what's not, what's customer-focused and what is not. If you have a great idea or if it
helps you to find the right way to implement this idea, it helps you on your way from
idea to scaling, but that's all

CB Influence Lean does not give you great ideas per se or produce great ideas by itself. You need to
have a cool, creative phase and then have that implemented by Lean processes. It helps
you identify things that do not work. But, still, identifying what does not work, coming
from a bad idea, doesn't help you. It's more of a tool set on your way from a great idea
to a really cool product.

CB Influence Lean questions what is valuable and what's not and what encourages the whole
organization, if you implement it right, to think about these questions every time.

CB Influence It can prevent innovation if you stick to the processes too much. Yes, for sure. If you
just think about eliminating wastes all the time and don't accept the different nature of
this environment that is required for radical innovation, chaos, failures, time spent
having someone reading a book for two days or so then it's absolutely preventive. 

DB Influence That's very much kind of lean in my mind that they consider this end to end even in the
design concept, and then when they problem solve, it's not isolated. 

DB Influence the lean organizations are very much into the actual problem-solving approach of
collaborative work, leverage, leverage the resources external and internal and seek
longterm […] innovation

DB Influence Well, the influence is that you're going to be comfortable with the fact that you're
sharing your internal knowledge and thoughts about where you want to take this
innovation with others. That's very lean. I mean, from the standpoint of it's going to
accelerate your production, if you will, or your final product. If you're willing and able
and comfortable with grabbing resources wherever they are to help you innovate on that
technology, that is a very lean-thinking kind of way. 

DB Influence I'm comfortable that we don't stick our heads in the sand when we're doing things and
lose the more broad innovation. Just look at Toyota's recent ventureship with Tesla. 

Tesla Motors has a very interesting concept. It's not something that Toyota does. They
see the value of being in a relationship with them on that innovation of a full electric
vehicle and particularly on the design and aesthetic side of it. 



DB Influence That's joint venture, so I think that the lean side of it is accelerating your take of the
innovation itself and leverage of the outside resources, so yes, that link takes place, but
what's different is the collaborating model. That's a very lean thing. 

DB Influence Lean doesn't have a lot of weight when you start talking about the innovation side, the
marketing side, the sales side, but certainly organizations that get how to drive
efficiency in a work force, sales force effectiveness, go after marketing, do the research,
get the data, analyze the data, see how it's going to influence our design for the future,
that's very much what's considered by a lot lean, but my view is a slightly different take
on it.

DB Influence When you hold problem solving in a lean organization, it looks much different than a
traditional. We're very open actively, on a very focused time line. We think long term
planning as opposed to short term, and we understand what this means in the overall
context of our business model. That's a very lean thing and certainly a big principle of
innovation. 

DB Influence These guys break down the old paradigms whichever one you're in, and innovation is
certainly breaking down a paradigm.

DB Influence Innovation is figuring out what the next level of cost control, quality and safety and all
that good stuff.

DB Influence Lean is very much a, you have an idea, go try it. It might fail, but if you beat it to death
with data after data after data, this is very much of a different philosophy […] from
traditional I guess but guys would be upset with me that when I describe it this way, but
in a stereotypical six sigma versus lean, six sigma, they're going to boil the ocean,
they're going to use every piece of data before they'll go try anything. In the lean world,
and if you're in the Toyota world, it's got an idea, you think it works, you've got enough
data to suggest you can do something, go try it, see if it works. 

DB Influence Say I'm deciding to put a new software system in place to help me with the inventory
strategy or help me with performance and metrics and tracking that. Well, I should
understand by putting that in what it pays me. You do nothing in a lean organization
without knowing what the expected impact is going to be, and that's the real difference
between a lean organization and others.

DB Influence We're not just doing it because it looks cool and it's the next best thing out there
because frankly we want to be lights out kind of mentality that we can do this without
being paved by certain technologies, but at the same time the old school guys would say
that, but the up and comers would say there's a lot of efficiency and effectiveness from
technology, so let's leverage it.

ML Influence I think one of the main kinds of uses for Lean, if not Lean itself, is in quality. It's a
specific way of working. As far as you could say […] the company of forming a
procedure and a way of working which is becoming equal and identical across an entire
company.

ML Influence It helps the company getting aligned and then achieves higher performance. In terms of
innovation I would say that one of the elements from Lean projects is, of course, the
fact that you, through knowledge sharing and applying of the employee’s insight in
processes and niches, you are using a team structure and a team process where all the
kinds experts are basically not outside-in brought experts but the expertise which is
available in the team. You have the opportunity to get at a higher level of a higher level
of understanding, of what's going on.

ML Influence the continuous improvement part of Lean is very strong. It's a very strong process. You
would never come up with an iPhone in such a process. That demands a completely
different kind of innovation.

ML Influence Lean, I would say, is very good at creating local and continuous innovation. I think that
innovation is very important in order to drive economical organizations, it's very
important to drive a streamlined organization. It's very important to make sure that all
the small things that are keeping back performance is caught in the Lean process. I
don't think that Lean as a tool is very good at making faster paced innovation, to that
extent I believe you have to do it differently.

ML Influence I think Lean to that extent is very good at the local invention, but to believe that you
can form a strategy and make a completely different direction introducing
groundbreaking new designs through a Lean process… You probably can do that, but I
wouldn't subscribe that to the fact that you are running Lean. I most likely would
subscribe that to something very differently



ML Influence Toyota is having R&D department, probably they would also be running Lean, but it's
not because it's a Lean process that they are coming up with the Prius. What the Lean
process is doing is that all their researchers are very good at knowledge sharing, so you
could say that Lean is creating an infrastructure for innovation, a frame in which you can
form, even use as the underlying infrastructure to form that innovation, but I doubt
sincerely that it's due to the Lean process itself that you are becoming more innovative
in terms of the bigger things. 

ML Influence Lean, for me, is much more about optimization rather than innovation, and we would
say Lean is creating a framework in which you may or may not be able to improve
innovation for the same reason that it […] working at, it's making it very clear to your
colleagues what are your areas of expertise, you have a kind of knowledge sharing
process. All of this, of course, is a framework to form innovation. I doubt that
companies running Lean are more innovative, depending on how you define it,
compared to companies which are not running Lean.

ML Influence I believe that companies running Lean are much more efficient and much more
effective, and they're good at applying their resources but not necessarily being better
at making successful market launches compared to other companies.

ML Influence I tried to apply Lean in knowledge organizations, and my experience is that it's much, at
least in European concepts, in Norway concepts, in Denmark concepts, […] in
Luxembourg. In my view it's much easier to apply Lean in a production kind of
environment compared to a product development kind of environment. I think that is
being part of forming my view of what is Lean capable of. 

ML Influence What I believe Lean is very good at is all of these small, continuous kinds of
optimizations, which is more the definitional change of processes.

ML Influence You take the iPhone 7, would you ever have been able to put that out based on a Lean
process? I doubt it. I think that many other processes which are much better if you want
that kind of really major steps innovations.

ML Influence My own experience in the area of Lean is that it's very good at these kinds of process
optimization and efficiency things. I definitely have had a lot of success myself
introducing Lean into product management, so as long as you are moving into daily
operations I don't think Lean is a very effective way of working. 

ML Influence It's more in product optimization for sure that I see that Lean has worked well for me.
It's pretty evident for me that despite I’ve tried in in many different departments, the
closer you're getting to higher educated people with a more specialized skill doing
slightly different things all in the same team, the less Lean works for me. 

ML Influence I'm not very sure that Lean in a Google environment would work very well for example.
I would probably expect that it would be counterproductive. 

YP Influence There, I would be tempted to believe that a Lean Management organization should
contribute to a better innovation environment, in terms of ideations, so gathering of
ideas of innovation, simply because you're creating a Lean Management environment,
which is promoting communication, which is making sure that people are spending more
time on added-value tasks, new ideas, and the like, clients, and are not spending their
time on low-value or less-value tasks.

YP Influence Normally you're freeing up brain time that can be spent on the high-value innovation
types of task.

YP Influence When you want to bring a new idea to market, you need to have the idea, but you need
to implement the idea as well. I think that the Lean Management organization definitely
should help with a more timely, so a better time to market, and a better quality
implementation of execution of the idea.

YP Influence a Lean Management organization is an organization which has a clear idea of how it
functions, what are the processes, what are the skills, what are the capacity needs,
capacity constraints, and the like. 

YP Influence If you have a clear idea of all of that what you're going to implement will be better
thought-through, and you're going to use all the different Lean Management tools, to
make sure it is all well implemented. You will have already the mentality to think up-
front about what is needed, what do you need to implement properly your idea, but you
will be acquainted to use all these different Lean Management tools to ensure a good
execution of the idea as well.

YP Influence a Lean Management environment is a cleaner environment and it's easier to build on a
cleaner environment, rather than to build on an environment where there are loose
ends, where a lot of time and energy is taken to manage things without knowing exactly
how to make it happen and the like. The incremental investment cost is smaller in the
Lean Management environment than in a Non-Lean Management environment.



YP Influence Lean Management is about continuous improvement. Lean Management is about
achieving a learning organization, so Lean does not require at all a stable environment.
You don't want to have a completely wild environment, that I agree with, but every
environment, every business is a changing business today, and that is exactly what is
interesting with Lean. It implements continued improvement environments. 

YP Influence It precisely is helping an organization to adapt better to changes in the environment,
with client’s expectations, and the like. Of course, that assumes that you have
continuous improvements, that you don't take a process for granted. That a process is a
mean to an end, it's just a mean to get something to clients and that that process can
change, as the environment on client expectations is changing. I don't agree with your
premise that Lean is fit only for a stable environment.

YP Influence That is true for disruptive innovation. I agree with you for disruptive innovation. There,
no doubt about it, but for regular innovation, it's less obvious to me. I think that Lean
certainly doesn't need to be an obstacle to innovation. 

YP Influence Again, I think that Lean environment tends to be a more transparent environment, so it
should help to get faster to new ideas. I'm not saying that you're going to put innovation
in the process, but the general environment in which innovation is happening is more
transparent, so it should help innovation, and it also should help to have a much more
effective and efficient implementation of innovation.

YP Influence There is maybe one thing, one caveat I would like to mention and it's more a risk than a
contradiction. It is that the risk in a lean environment like in any environment where
processes are documented, even in a smart way, there is always the risk that people do
hold on processes blindly, that they see the process as more important than why they
are following a process.

YP Influence I think it's helping in terms of getting to ideas and communicating the relevant
information so that ideas progress more efficiently and it should definitely help in the
implementation of new ideas.

YP Influence On product innovation, normally Lean should contribute, but it's not enough. Lean
should contribute to the ideation, or having the idea, because you have a more efficient
environment, more transparent environment, and so forth, and I think it should clearly
contribute in the implementation of the new ideas, or product innovation.

JS Influence I’d start by saying that for Axis Bank, we are first applying at the frontline with people
who are delivering our day-to-day results and applying Lean as a way to drive
standardized platforms and behaviors, which will help them unleash their creativity.

JS Influence there is a core set of activities that are team-performed to drive business value, but in
the past, those set of activities have been driven pretty much based on the individual
person’s own idea about what is the best way to do this.

JS Influence When you start mapping out that, what we realized is that our people down the line are
so busy getting the day-to-day work done, they have little time or ability to actually
invest in ground-level innovation. What Lean has done for us is massively simplify the
day-to-day work of our staff, number one.

JS Influence Number two, it has actually created engagement platforms where people from multiple
functions are, on a standardized and systematic way, meeting with each other and
engaging with each other, which allows them to brainstorm ideas and talk about any
new things they thought of.

JS Influence it has allowed us to systematically set up platforms like a monthly planning forums, etc.,
where people are bringing in their ideas of what has worked in different cities or in
different geographies. Try and explore that, and say, “Okay, and I make this national?”
Those are the ways in which Lean has actually played into our organizational framework.

JS Influence What we have found is that what Lean does for us is, it enables innovation ideas to
come up and flourish across all levels of a hierarchy and across all geographies. We do
not have a central innovation team or an R&D team, which is responsible for coming up
with new innovative ideas. Everybody is part of innovation.

JS Influence What Lean does is, it creates the framework and the infrastructure around which, at the
ground level, somebody comes up with an interesting thought or an idea. His Lean pod
is very quickly able to try that out and see whether this type or way of doing things …
Let’s say, a process innovation, somebody comes up with a process innovation idea. He
can very quickly try it in his Lean pod.

JS Influence In some sense, what Lean has done for us is, it has democratized innovation, instead of
having it centralized in a group of people who are responsible for coming up with new
ideas. That's what Lean has allowed us.



JS Influence The second thing that I would say is that lean does such a great job of managing the
day-to-day work that it actually frees up a lot more bandwidth for everybody to do more
strategy, more innovation thinking, more comparative benchmarking, and things like
that. What we found is that in the past, some of our most talented people were so
bogged down by their everyday BAU activities that they had very little time and very
little ability to apply their minds to more innovation thinking.

JS Influence What Lean has done for us is standardized the BAU, so people can do it all the time
without any stress at all and without really having to struggle too hard to try and drive
business outcomes. Then, they have the time and ability and bandwidth available to go
ahead and look at what is happening in the market that is most cutting edge. How we
can come up with a little variant to what we are doing, which could put us more in line
with where the competition is. Things like that. That's how Lean has helped us in that
respect.

JS Influence It sounds like Lean creates a framework, which actually can substitute R&D, like the
R&D Department since people come together be creative, create innovation.

JS Influence That is absolutely how it has worked for us. What we have found is that centralized
strategy teams, profits innovation teams, things like that, they did not work for us, but
once we have implemented Lean, what we're finding is that from the ground level, we
are getting so many more ideas and so many more innovative things are being tried out
and are actually succeeding. That is actually pretty amazing.

JS Influence One other thing that I would say is what Lean also offers is if you do have a centrally
driven innovation idea. Let us say you come up with a new tool or a new service that
you think might be useful, right? Now, you want to go ahead and test this idea out in
the real marketplace before you actually offer it on a widespread basis. What Lean
allows us to do is to try out that idea or that innovation in a very focused way.

JS Influence Recently in our car loans business, we had an innovative idea of how to originate car
loan. Now, we were not keen on actually trying out this idea on a full national basis,
because we didn't know whether it would actually work or not. We created a prototype,
we went to one particular city, we picked two Lean pods in that city, and then we
implemented this.

Now, it's a very focused experiment. Because it's a Lean pod, we are very quickly able
to iterate around it and in two weeks they come up with 20 different ideas of how to
make that solution even better. Because Lean pods are cross functional, we are getting
all sorts of cross functional ideas of how to make that thing even better.

LM Principles I think in general the whole principle of Lean is trying to use or improve processes to
make them more efficient and effective.

LM Principles There's a theory called the eight types of waste. It's really good to identify where in the
process you’re actually having some type of waste.

LM Principles It’s very good to measure whatever thing you’re doing. It could be a simply a
measurement of dimensions of a product or it could be just efficiency of a process. Then
it’s just a graphical way of mapping how that process or how that product is compared
to how it should be, how it is performing.

LM Principles Again, by using these types of tools that would, a framework that, you would think there
is more just kind of a systematic way of doing things but you could easily trigger things
like … this item is not working. What can we change in the design of this item? What can
we change in this process to make it better?

LM Principles While you’re analyzing or breaking down issues into little pieces, root causes and so on,
then you end up creating innovation. Another example, I don’t know if you’re familiar
with the concept of Kaizen.

LM Principles I participated in some Kaizens in the past. It’s fantastic because basically imagine a
factory where you can’t stop. If you stop a minute, that means money that you’re not
making. You actually literally stop the production line just to improve whatever things
you have to do. Of course, it’s not just that you’re stopping for the sake of doing it but
you have to develop, you have to identify how you’re performing, where you have your
bottlenecks in your process. Then when you are identify them, you realize that the best
way with opinions from different people, people that own the process.

CB Principles Lean questions what is valuable and what's not and what encourages the whole
organization, if you implement it right, to think about these questions every time. A
constant mentoring and learning on your way to doing things. I think this is the main
principle of it which helps you to make a great idea, really, into a great product.



CB Principles I mean all these kinds of different names and things and methods, I think, are based on
one principle, if you want to eliminate wastes and just focus on the customer-driven
stuff that creates customer benefits.

CB Principles Just-in-Time. I think that's more coming from production and it does not really help you
to be innovative because then you have already something that you produce and you're
already in the scaling phase.

CB Principles Talking about Kaizen applies to the general rule idea of bringing an idea to a great
product, that helps, yeah. 

CB Principles This is what I meant before with just not focus too much on single methods and
dogmas, but more accepting the general principle about it. If you just go to this very
basic principle of creating great stuff for your customers in a very cool way, both can
get together, but you need to separate the radical innovation from the incremental
innovation, for sure.

DB Principles When they're going through that innovation, the problem solving philosophy in a lean
organization is that you don't create silos. You bring in as many resources, not just
internally, but external as well, so let's get the leading experts on hybrid technology,
let's get our leading engineers, let's put them in a room and iterate on where we're
going to go with this new innovative idea. 

DB Principles lean organizations are very much into the actual problem-solving approach of
collaborative work, leverage, leverage the resources external and internal and seek
longterm […] innovation

DB Principles Well, some of those that I mentioned are the certainly problem solving as a principle, as
a foundation allowing it to lean organizations. You've got to have a structured way of
problem solving, and that problem-solving approach goes right into the innovation side

DB Principles When you hold problem solving in a lean organization, it looks much different than a
traditional. We're very open actively, on a very focused time line. We think long term
planning as opposed to short term, and we understand what this means in the overall
context of our business model. That's a very lean thing and certainly a big principle of
innovation. 

DB Principles The other is the structure and standards. Structure and standards. Just look at a model
launch activity in a lean organization. Very focused gate that you have, performance
gate. If you don't meet that ... You set up that gate with the parameters of what needs
to happen before you go through that gate. In a lean organization, if you get to the
point where you don't have those parameters fulfilled, you don't go through the gate,
but most traditional organizations go right through the gate.

DB Principles You should have a long term plan. You should certainly have project managed it very
well, but that principle of we're establishing the milestones, the things that need to
happen, be comfortable that we can move forward. That's very lean. That structure and
principle. 

DB Principles Lean describes the organization that's very comfortable in breaking through traditional
paradigms. We know we've done this and you've done it, but I just took it over, and
you've been doing it for 30, 50 years, but guess what? We have to take a different look
at it. I'm going to have guys look at it that aren't packing house guys because I know
that'll give me a few different ideas, and I might have a surgeon walk through my plant
and give me concepts, because all those things are going to drive new ideas, new
innovation

DB Principles These guys break down the old paradigms whichever one you're in, and innovation is
certainly breaking down a paradigm.

DB Principles trial and error is very much of a lean philosophy
DB Principles It's a long way of getting the trial and error, willingness to fail is very much of a lean

philosophy. 
ML Principles It helps the company getting aligned and then achieves higher performance. In terms of

innovation I would say that one of the elements from Lean projects is, of course, the
fact that you, through knowledge sharing and applying of the employee’s insight in
processes and niches, you are using a team structure and a team process where all the
kinds experts are basically not outside-in brought experts but the expertise which is
available in the team. You have the opportunity to get at a higher level of a higher level
of understanding, of what's going on.

YP Principles It's not a specific tool, as such. It's more the environment that you're creating, with
Lean Management, and I'm insisting on Lean Management, not just lean process. With
Lean Management you're creating an environment which is more transparent than
classic environments, where communication is flowing much faster than in the classic
environments, where there is a much stronger client focus as well, than in classic
environments. 



YP Principles It's that kind of environment, where also it's important, of course, from an institution
point of view, where there is a greater sensitivity to align objectives and resources. It's
the Lean Management environment that is creating this and which is contributing to
innovation, it's not one tool versus the other, it's more the environment in general,
which is creating the...

YP Principles If you have, and again that is why I'm insisting on Lean Management, living processes
whereby people understand why they're doing their work, where people have a high
focus and attention for client needs, and for changing client and business needs. In that
kind of environment where people do not forget that what matters first is the business
and clients, I don't see a contradiction between a lean environment and disruptive
innovation.

JS Principles What I’m trying to say is that we are not academically thinking about ways in which
particular, let’s say, academic concepts or parts of a Lean philosophy or Lean principles
can be applied in our setup. Might be. To be perfectly honest, I couldn’t care less what is
there as long as it solves my business problem. 

JS Principles one of the most important ones is the idea of reducing waste and saying, “Let us look
at ways in which we are doing the activities, which are wasteful, in one form or the
other.” We realize when we do a walk-through of our flows, etc., of how much waste
exists in our system. How many processes are redundant or that kind of stuff. Reduction
of waste is a really important element of what we’ve been able to do.

JS Principles The other bit that we’ve been able to focus on a whole lot is the idea of creating self-
contained units. Units where multiple people from various functions fit together around a
table as a pod and work on whatever the case is. Instead of, in the past, being very
functionally oriented. Where I would have function A, all people of function A sitting
together, all people of function B sitting together, and all people around form, function C
sitting together, etc.

JS Principles It’s just that we don’t call them Kaizen and Kanban boards. We have created our own
visual management tools. There are a lot of visual management tools that we use. For
example, if you go to any of our offices and setups, you’ll see a large number of
whiteboards with key metrics, which people are filling handwriting, and filling out and
around which hurdles are taking place every day.

JS Principles What also happens is that all these whiteboards end up getting very personalized and
customized to the local area. By which I mean that the local teams use that whiteboard
as a platform for innovation.

JS Principles They might come up with their own themes of how to design or decorate that board.
They might come up with their own, say, somebody might have a Formula One team for
the month. Hence, the whole visual display board might be set up in a Formula One
way, and different people might be representing different Formula One teams, etc.

JS Principles Everybody does their own thing and the allow people to actually innovate around their
visual displays in whichever way that makes most sense.

JS Principles The huddle, as a tool, is very, very important for us. 
JS Principles Shikhar is our internal branding for our Lean process management approach and all our

processes. For example, if a process goes through the Shikhar reinvention, we would
call that out and we’d say, “Okay, now this process has become Shikhar.” Branding is
really important to us.

JS Principles From a project standpoint as well, we would have Shikhar mini projects that would be
launched on any new area, which requires innovative thinking, we would set up a
Shikhar project around it. That’s like a … Imagine it like a Kaizen or whatever.

JS Principles As it happens, Shikhar is largely a Lean-based process, but I’m not restricted to it.
JS Principles If tomorrow, Shikhar looks at a particular process and finds that Six Sigma is the much

better way to look at it, I’m very happy to use the Six Sigma methodology under it and
still brand it Shikhar.

JS Principles What Lean does is, it creates the framework and the infrastructure around which, at the
ground level, somebody comes up with an interesting thought or an idea. His Lean pod
is very quickly able to try that out and see whether this type or way of doing things …
Let’s say, a process innovation, somebody comes up with a process innovation idea. He
can very quickly try it in his Lean pod.

JS Principles If it works well, it will percolate up. We have the cascading huddles and it can percolate
up. Very quickly, everybody will come to know there is a process that is being tried in
one city, in one pod; it seems to work really well. 



LM Lean vs R&D If you’re a company that is making syringes for the health industry and you also want to
come up with a completely different device for a completely different disease for
example, then maybe Lean is not, definitely not the right thing to use or Six Sigmy for
that thing. There might be a lot of product techniques that you can use and so on. 

LM Lean vs R&D In my experience, it could well be used for some kind of incremental innovation or
incremental R&D when you already have something but probably not for radical
research and development.

CB Lean vs R&D For me, only the basic principles of just focusing what's customer-driven or what
benefits customers. Otherwise, all the process-thinking and the very structured way, I
think it's more a barrier for being creative and thinking out of the box and doing stuff.
Keeping in mind that you already do stuff for your customers helps you a lot. Otherwise,
the chaotic R&D phase right at the beginning that you've just had a hunch of what could
be cool and what's not, I think that then Lean is not the right method to apply.

DB Lean vs R&D If you look at Toyota and their innovation, and they start researching a particular topic,
they have design centers which have the innovation and the engineering and all that
support, and they tie it back into, okay, so what is this going to need when we
eventually drape this product? From initial content and marketing all the way through to
delivery to the customer is considered in the initial discussion around innovation,

DB Lean vs R&D When they're going through that innovation, the problem solving philosophy in a lean
organization is that you don't create silos. You bring in as many resources, not just
internally, but external as well, so let's get the leading experts on hybrid technology,
let's get our leading engineers, let's put them in a room and iterate on where we're
going to go with this new innovative idea. 

DB Lean vs R&D Take agriculture and processing plants particularly packaged fruits and processing plants
of those fruits. If you're running a long time, 30 year packing plant that packs up fruit,
take citrus, so I'm packing citrus. The technology you use in a packing plant it's sizing
and grading of fruit, and you also throw it through black rooms, dark rooms, so you can
understand if there's defects in that fruit. You can keep progressing like that, but how
do I come up with a faster, more accurate camera. How do I make it easier to grade
that fruit digitally by […] or I could say what technology out there that might make
sense to use here like MRI technology? Why can't we evaluate the inside of a fruit?

Well, those that are progressive and that are lean are looking at that kind of stuff. You
know, well break down that paradigm that says we're a packing house and this is how a
packing house is operated. That's one standpoint within the packing house. Then, take
that out into the field. Why aren't we doing more to innovate around the harvest
activities and the actual growth patterns which have a significant impact on the number
one reason we lose money, yield. Lean organizations are going to get very proactive on
those kinds of things. They're going to break through the paradigm. That's where you
really see the shift around the innovation side for a lean organization

DB Lean vs R&D Lean is very much a, you have an idea, go try it. It might fail, but if you beat it to death
with data after data after data, this is very much of a different philosophy […] from
traditional I guess

YP Lean vs R&D My gut feeling is that it can, because even in R&D you have a number tasks, which can
be documented, which can be repeated, maybe not as much as in a back-office
environment, for example, but it's not like you're truly reinventing the wheel every day
of the week that you're doing R&D. 

YP Lean vs R&D Therefore, my temptation would be to say that the […] repetitive tasks also in R&D can
be managed in a lean way. That is also one of the reasons why we have also
transformed various departments like our legal department, for example, where you
might consider that the main acting is analysis day after day. And it seems to be
working.

YP Lean vs R&D Again, under the presumption that innovation activities could work in a Lean
environment, for me there is no contradiction, as Lean is targeting waste. What you're
talking about there, which is ideas that can't be commercialized or lead to nothing, it's
not waste. It's part of the learning process, so you will, even in R&D, you will learn
something out of that. I would not describe that as waste, as such. 



LM Waste No, no. We talked about how Lean can help but maybe Lean has caused these mistakes.
Do you have examples where Lean was actually disadvantageous?
LM: Actually I would dare to say that it’s not likely. If Lean and Six Sigma are well used
then basically it’s one of the advantages of using it that if it’s well-executed, then it’s
very unlikely that it would fail at the end. I would even argue that by using Lean or Six
Sigma techniques, you can avoid these types of mistakes but as you say if you’re trying
to innovate and you’re just using some Lean tools in that innovation process and you get
it wrong in the end, I don’t know if you should say that it was because of Lean or
because of Six Sigma that that happened but I would argue that it was because it was
not properly used or it was insufficiently used.

CB Waste I think you're completely right that there are a lot of ... If you take Lean as it is, in the
pure sense, that might be viewed as mistakes or waste. 

CB Waste I think, in the creative process, those mistakes or waste are no mistakes or waste
because it's just an inherent part of what you're doing. I think if you are a hard-die Lean
guy who just focuses on not doing things wrong, then it's absolutely not the right way to
approach it.

CB Waste If you take it back to the very principle, what I said before, just focusing on what is
creating customer benefits, then it's only a small step just to accept mistakes and waste
just as a natural part of this process and that you cannot create cool, innovative stuff
without these. I think if you take it this way, Lean helps you but if you apply Lean,
again, in a very die-hard way, it just prevents innovation.

CB Waste If you feel this is, in your organization, the case then you must absolutely separate the
chaotic R&D process and the creativity from the rest with just focusing on Lean and
delivering stuff and making it better all the time.

DB Waste It's a long way of getting the trial and error, willingness to fail is very much of a lean
philosophy.

JS Waste One thing is what I mentioned just before which is that some of the innovation ideas
which are actually not going to work in the market place, Lean allows you to very
quickly sift through that and tells you that okay, like in the example that I was giving
you. There were two different types of prototypes that we had created. It was very clear
when we did the little experiment with the […], it was very clear that one of them was
completely unworkable.

The other one could be worked, but with a lot of tweaks. In that sense, actually,
without you burning a lot of money by taking something on a very large scale, and then
realizing that it doesn't work. Lean allows you to take care of that very quickly. The
other piece that Lean does is because of its cross functional nature, make sure that
people are asking cross functional questions.

JS Waste Oftentimes the idea comes up in the head of one guy and let us say that guy is a very
customer facing guy or a product development person or whatever. He will take a
particular mindset to that idea and when he goes to the IT person or when he goes to
the process person or when he goes to the risk management person, he will try and sell
the idea from that customer focus, let us say.

When right at the initiation process, if all these three or four people are sitting
together anyway and are going cross functional, origination or co-crafting of ideas, it is
much more likely that any fatal issues that are there in that idea gets surfaced right
away by one of the functions. There's, no here's a big thing that we need to think about
and the solution needs to cater to this, otherwise it's totally not going to work.

LM Stages … then I would say that the early stages. You could use it at any point, I think. 
LM Stages Lean you can use a lot at the beginning while you’re very strong and designing the

different alternatives. In parallel, you also use a lot of statistical tools like especially Six
Sigma-related to test, for example, the design of experiments to test which
configuration is best.

LM Stages In summary, I think you can use it at all different stages. There are very different tools
that you can use in different stages. I would say that at the beginning it would be more
useful than at the end because at the end is more like a project management rollout
techniques that you can use. At the beginning is when you really need to break
paradigms and brainstorm. That’s when Lean and Six Sigma can come in more handy

CB Stages Generally, I would say, the more you come down to scaling and really producing stuff,
the more Lean helps. Or the opposite - the more you are still in the very back phase
where you really don't know what you're doing, Lean might be a problem in itself.



CB Stages Lean helps you more in the scaling phase when you have established the product
features and you found a way how to market it, and then do it in a very efficient way. 

CB Stages The other phase is really more about experimenting - trying this, trying that - and
always asking the question whether that really creates the benefit and the desired
outcome. If it comes to this question, I think that Lean and innovation have something
in common, but you must be sure not to apply it too strictly in early the stages.
Otherwise, you just don't support it and it's dead before it really starts.

CB Stages The other, the radical innovation, is pretty much about the chaos that I mentioned
before. I'm not being sure, experimenting here and there. In this phase, it helps you
really focusing and then getting the experiments right. To come to a result pretty fast,
but again, you need to ensure that you are not too focused on results but accept
mistakes and wastes along this.

DB Stages That's very much kind of lean in my mind that they consider this end to end even in the
design concept, and then when they problem solve, it's not isolated. 

DB Stages You know, go out, try it. If it fails, good, you've learned something and move on to the
next one and unless it's a significantly safety concern, if it's significant on the capital
investment, obviously you get to the point of making the vision long before that you've
been doing a very aggressive financial assessment on it or a safety and risk assessment,
but prior to that in your development stages in the innovation side of it, you're very
actively going after trial and error and very much willing to fail

DB Stages I don't know if you can put your finger on which one that is influenced the most, but if I
had to put the bets on it, I'd say the initial get the concept out there, the just raising the
idea as the potential. It's certainly probably the number one. You have to break through
that before you even go down any other path.

YP Stages If we consider the innovation process, maybe there are differences in the stages which
are influenced by Lean. Which innovation process stages are influenced by Lean the
most?
YP:�Certainly execution.
Sergej Weber:�Execution? Okay.
YP:�Implementation execution, that is very clear.

JS Stages I would say that at the idea origination stage, I think the Lean has a lot of impact, in the
sense that it allows a lot more ideas to originate from a lot many more participants, in a
very democratic way. I think there it helps. At the early stages of design, this whole of
cross functional redoing or cross functional enrichment of the idea is something in which
it works as well.

JS Stages Finally, in the testing stage, when you're trying to test out stuff, we found it to be very
useful to test it. One other thing that we are trying as well now, we need to figure out
how much this works is on project work where that's very defined project, which is
trying to render one particular thing one time.

JS Stages Even those projects, just creating Lean work cells and having the cross functional work
cells fit together and work. We are trying on that, we don’t know how well that would
work out, but my hypothesis is that in project type work, in the project development
stage, where multiple functions are required, that's another stage as well, in which Lean
and the pod concept can really work well.

LM Radical/Incr. I think Lean and this type of philosophy and theories and tools create change. They're
basically assigned to trigger improvements.

LM Radical/Incr. If you’re a company that is making syringes for the health industry and you also want to
come up with a completely different device for a completely different disease for
example, then maybe Lean is not, definitely not the right thing to use or Six Sigmy for
that thing. There might be a lot of product techniques that you can use and so on. I’m
not that familiar with that but if you going to design the new generation of the syringe,
then I would definitely think that Lean and Six Sigma are […] improvement. It’s
probably the best thing you can do to trigger the changes that you need.

LM Radical/Incr. Now it’s normally used for improving processes […] not necessarily innovation but I’m
pretty sure you could use to […] to trigger that type of thing.

LM Radical/Incr. As I said before I was working within a manufacturing company with the product design.
It was changing the design of refrigerator parts to reduce costs. We used a lot of Lean
and a lot of Six Sigma in this process. It was actually a daily thing. It was not a radical
innovation. It was not trying to create a complete different electro-domestic device or
anything. I was just redesigning the parts of the refrigerator.



LM Radical/Incr. In my experience, it could well be used for some kind of incremental innovation or
incremental R&D when you already have something but probably not for radical
research and development.

LM Radical/Incr. I would say that it’s much more with incremental innovation than with radical. I think
with radical innovation, there are probably other techniques that you can use instead of
Lean. However, even when you’re having a completely radical innovation, you might still
use some of the Lean and Six Sigma tools in the process but traditionally especially if
you’re looking from the supply chain perspective or the operations perspective;

LM Radical/Incr. From that perspective, maybe not to start out a completely different production line or
design something new in R&D, or science. There are other techniques and tools that are
better than Lean for that purpose.

LM Radical/Incr. However, having said that I don’t think there are many companies in the world these
days that create radical innovation. I think you count them. There are not many. Even
the big ones that you could think of like IT-related or technology-related, they still kind
of …

For example, Macintosh or Apple, they keep maybe releasing new versions of their
product instead of maybe creating new iPads or […] completely different. Even the iPad
was something incremental compared to before. There are not many companies that
come up with completely different radical innovation as a business model.

LM Radical/Incr. I think Lean is more for incremental in summary but having said that maybe 95% of all
activities even in R&D are probably incremental and not radical.

CB Radical/Incr. Lean is pretty much about the incremental innovation where you have something
already out in the market and need to improve it in some way - be fast, better, I don't
know - then you can use it.

CB Radical/Incr. It's absolutely more into this incremental innovation and not so much about the radical
innovation, which is more chaotic. 

CB Radical/Incr. Just maybe for a summary, for me, you can use it for both. For me, it depends pretty
much on the mindset that people have with Lean and how dogmatic they are about
certain things. For sure, different people are required for radical innovation than for
incremental innovation.

ML Radical/Incr. Toyota introduced Lean, and what has happened there in these processes of continuous
improvement, they will optimize and fine tune the existing processes. 

ML Radical/Incr. I would say Lean is very good at small, continuous improvements and innovations to
that extent, local innovation, but not these more groundbreaking kinds of ideas, no.

YP Radical/Incr. It's actually important because my inclination would be to say that Lean Management is
probably not really helping in the case of disruptive innovation. 

YP Radical/Incr. As for a continued improvement there, it's pretty obvious that Lean is a major
contributor to innovation, whether it's in terms of innovation or improvements
identification, or in terms of innovation or improvements implementation.

YP Radical/Incr. Also as far as the ideation of innovation is concerned, clearly Lean is contributing in
major ways in a continuous improvement innovation. I think it's generally helping for
regular innovation in a sense that it helps to speed up communication, it helps to better
understand client expectations like in regular innovation. For me it's probable that Lean
has no positive influence on disruptive innovation.

YP Radical/Incr. Do you think that Lean enables a strategy that focus on both, like radical and
incremental?
YP: Yes, because you can use Lean to improve your business on an on-going basis and
nothing prevents you, aside from that, to use other techniques to look for disruptive
innovations, so for me the two are not contradicting each other.

JS Radical/Incr. See, in our case, certainly Lean has been much more effective in incremental innovation,
in the exploitation stage. We have tended to keep it that way, and I'm perfectly happy
with it. I think over the last three years, that we have been on this journey, four years
that we have been on this journey, I think Lean has done a great job for us in coming
up with a lot of very, very interesting ideas at the incremental level, at the ground level,
which has made us a whole lot better.

JS Radical/Incr. On the radical innovation stuff, I'm yet to see strong evidence that Lean works
particularly in the origination stage. It still works very well in the idea-testing stage
where Lean works very, very well. In the idea generation stages it is not clear to me yet
whether Lean has helped us. As I said, we have been on this journey for four years.
Maybe over time we will find some ways in which we can make Lean work there as well.
Right now, I would suggest that incremental innovation is more the area where we have
found benefit.



LM Prod./Process I think in general the whole principle of Lean is trying to use or improve processes to
make them more efficient and effective.

LM Prod./Process That would standardize the way they do things but in our company would be a lot more
with the administrative innovation. In my previous job in manufacturing, it was probably
both but I was more related with the technological innovation because it was more
product-related. It was more on releasing new versions of refrigerator.

CB Prod./Process I would say it's more about Lean being next to process innovation because process is
about how you organize people, how you share information, how you get things done for
something that is in place already. Questioning this, I think it's more linked to Lean than
product innovation. 

DB Prod./Process Well, if you asked me that question 20 years ago, I probably would have said more
process. Today, we have a lot of understanding of process improvement, and lean has
had a significant impact. There are certainly those industries out there that haven't
leveraged as much as others the impact of process, but process knowledge from a lean
standpoint is very, is generally well understood. Whereas, on the innovation side or
product side, probably less so. It's not a structured, you know, we think lean when
we're going there, although those very proactive product companies are lean in my
mind.  

DB Prod./Process Go back to the Sony Walkman days, you know they were the leader of the Walkman,
the radio on your hip. Instead of just being comfortable with that, they continued to
innovate to get it smaller and progress. That's lean to me. I think today, 20 years ago it
would have been all about take it to your processes is stable and getting the cost
subsidies so that you can actually compete, and today we're such a very fast-moving
innovative expected customer-based that it's got to have a pretty, you know the shift
has probably gone to product. 

YP Prod./Process Process innovation, clearly. By definition, I would say. 
YP Prod./Process On product innovation, normally Lean should contribute, but it's not enough. Lean

should contribute to the ideation, or having the idea, because you have a more efficient
environment, more transparent environment, and so forth, and I think it should clearly
contribute in the implementation of the new ideas, or product innovation.

JS Prod./Process What we have found is that we have got many more process innovation ideas than
product innovation ideas. That is not to say that product innovation is not happening or
not being influenced by Lean. It is just to say that process innovation has been a lot
more. The way we have implemented process innovation is so core to process, it's the
central point where Lean has been applied.

JS Prod./Process What we have found is almost on a daily, weekly basis, somebody from some part of
the country is constantly coming up with thoughts and ideas, which are new and
innovative. About how to do our process structure little bit differently. Process
innovation, there's still immense amount of that. That is happening. Product innovation,
as well we are seeing to some extent, but not necessarily to the same level.

LM Adm./Technol. Administrative, I think in our company we use it only for administrative innovation. It’s
operational processes. How can we make them more efficient? For example, we used to
have a lot of workshops identifying and mapping on the purchases and processes that
we have. They’re trying to identify where the inefficiencies and therefore where can we
change them. We would make maybe small changes to the purchasing system. Then
that would reduce some lead times or we would share some kind of a procedure with
the purchasers. That would standardize the way they do things but in our company
would be a lot more with the administrative innovation.

LM Adm./Technol. I see. Maybe Lean is more linked to … If the company is service-oriented, then it may be
more about administrative. If it’s product-oriented, it’s about technological?
LM:�Yeah. I think it is exactly what I said. I think it’s very versatile.

CB Adm./Technol. if you think about administrative stuff, about organizations, it's pretty much closely
related to processes, how you want to have people interact with each other, who has
which role, who does what, who is telling people what to do, who takes decisions about
this.

CB Adm./Technol. The technology itself, you can question whether you really have the right technology to
do things. If you are down under production facility, you can do things smarter and
better by applying different technology. If you think about technological innovation,
about using technology to do different stuff, 



DB Adm./Technol. I need to know what those hundred people are actually contributing from a value-added
perspective which also makes it better for me as well as purchasing agents to go, okay,
this is how I deliver value. I need to take 3% of the cost out of my components that I
own this year in order to meet my targets, and I'm going to do that […] sets of activities
and tasks to have that mission of 3% out, so number of calls or number of visits, the
kinds of activities I'm doing, that's very lean and considered an administrative kind of
function, but a lean organization would do that. It's value creation with whatever
position you're in.

ML Adm./Technol. Administrative innovation is by definition more or less processes, and technology would
tend to be much more product oriented. In my view, it's much better process-wise, and
thereby also I would say it's much better at optimizing administrative procedures. 

YP Adm./Technol. For administrative innovation, clearly Lean is very much contributing to that kind of
innovation. It's actually the purpose of Lean. The purpose of Lean is to improve
processes, improve skills, have very state-of-the-art capacity management tools, a good
view on the resources, and the like. There, it's helping quite significantly.

YP Adm./Technol. I think that the answer will be more the general answer, which is, you're creating an
environment which is more transparent, more efficient, so it should help to lead more
quickly to new ideas or identifying needs to move to new technology and the like. I don't 
think that Lean is what triggers technology innovation by itself.

JS Adm./Technol. Yeah. I am not 100% certain, I understood the definitions here, but what I would say is
that in our context, Lean, we have used extensively on the technology innovation side
and we have used it also extensively in process redesign side. In both of those places
we have found Lean to be extremely useful and drive a whole lot of value. In places
where we need to drive policy changes, etc., Lean, we have found to be useful in terms
of originating a long list of ideas, but not as useful in filtering out the good ones from
the bad ones.

CB Lean Startup The whole book is about innovation - how to create radical, innovative companies. I'm
not so much a friend of this statement, because if you just follow what is written in this
book, it won't have a guaranteed innovative company. It helps you to ask the right
questions at the right times, to have some milestones to follow, and not proceed too fast 
before you have asked yourself certain questions.

CB Lean Startup Again, it's a great method to help you to get into the right thinking and ask the right
questions. Lean Startup, per se, doesn't tell you anything about where the great ideas
come from. If you have a great idea then you can apply it, but without any great idea,
well, it doesn't help you to go anywhere. 

CB Lean Startup I think this is something that has been missed or that's still missing, just to focus more
on this kind of creative phase before you can apply the other stuff at all. Lean Startup
only starts with a given mission and vision. It starts from there. Really, it doesn't tell
you anything about how to get to 

LM Others Lean is great. It’s fantastic. It was designed for improving already-existing and working
processes to make them even more efficient.

LM Others It’s not that it’s a very fixed procedure and that you have to follow it. The whole
philosophy behind Lean and Six Sigma, it’s quite broad. There’s many things that you
can use both in administration and technology. Of course, it depends on the role of your
company but I think you can use different things of Lean and different things of Six
Sigma in both fields. They’re very versatile.

DB Others A lean organization is going to be very effective about tying everything in to the ultimate
goal of getting to the customer. 

DB Others That's very much kind of lean in my mind that they consider this end to end even in the
design concept, and then when they problem solve, it's not isolated. 

DB Others It's more of the culture of the lean culture of driving change certainly fits into that
innovation side. 

DB Others These guys break down the old paradigms whichever one you're in, and innovation is
certainly breaking down a paradigm.

DB Others You've not going to innovate in a stale organization, you're not going to explore or
research in an organization that doesn't promote that for one, but also attract the talent
that's going to get you there, so you need to be willing to go after what the different
kinds of talent that are going to move the organization forward.

DB Others You do nothing in a lean organization without knowing what the expected impact is
going to be, and that's the real difference between a lean organization and others.

ML Others All kinds of innovation, that's very few revolution, if any, and if you take a view through
history, even if you might talk about industrial revolution you can point at something
like more than a hundred different innovations and inventions, […] and shows a kind of
development over more than a hundred years before you are basically forming what we
today believe is the Industrial Revolution.



ML Others Just the name of it, we believe this is something that's going fast, pretty much
overnight, but in reality it's the process of a hundred years. That is to a large extent
most of the revolutionary thoughts. If you go back to the iPhone, you had a number of
previous […] which were not commercial hits, but basically introduced concepts like big
screens, etc., all of that coming together in an iPhone. Is that innovation? It's only a
question of how fast the evolution is going.


