
4 

 

ORGANIZATIONAL IMPROVEMENT THROUGH CHANGING 

BEHAVIOR PATTERN OF EMPLOYEES 

  
Milan Fekete – Zuzana Miklošíková1 

 

Abstract 

 

Organizational improvement and how to achieve it has been a long debate among university 

scholars and practitioners. One movement towards organizational improvement was the 

recommendation of implementing well-known tools and methods like kanban and pull system, 

leveling, FIFO principle, continuous flow, cell production, etc. Certainly these are useful tools, 

however, they alone does not provide organizational long-term survival. The missing point is that 

any organization is a collection of practices and principles that comes from its member’s routines of 

thinking and behavior. Any organization’s competitiveness, ability to adapt, and culture arise from 

the routines and habits by which the people in the organization conduct themselves every day. 

Describing these routines and habits that ensure process and organizational improvement is the 

purpose of this paper. 

 

Introduction 

 

In the endeavor of trying to keep abreast of successful companies many organizations 

implemented different tools and methods, albeit important. However, the praxis has already showed 

that trying to copy tools and methods does little to change an organization’s culture, its way of 

doing things. It’s not tools and methods that lie behind successful companies but their unseeing 

managerial routines and thinking focus on continuous improvement and adaptation. How these 

routines and thinking are developed is the focus of this paper. The structure of this paper is 

organized around three basic questions: 

1. What are those unseeing managerial routines and thinking that drive successful companies to 

survive on the market in the long-run? 

2. How should people in an organization act to follow these routines and thinking? 

                                                 
1  Doc. Ing. Milan Fekete, PhD., Univerzita Komenského v Bratislave, Fakulta managementu, Katedra stratégie a 

podnikania, Odbojárov 10, 820 05 Bratislava, tel. 00421/2/50 117 553, e-mail: milan.fekete@fm.uniba.sk 

Mgr. Zuzana Miklošíková, Univerzita Komenského v Bratislave, Fakulta managementu, Katedra stratégie a podnikania, 

Odbojárov 10, 820 05 Bratislava, tel. 00421/2/50 117 553, e-mail: miklosikova@jamelson.sk 

mailto:milan.fekete@fm.uniba.sk


5 

3. How do we develop behavior of people in an organization to act in accordance with these 

routines and thinking? 

What defines a company that thrives long term in the market? 

 

Every organization consists of visible and invisible parts. Visible part represents practices, 

tools, techniques, and principles, invisible part are management thinking and routine. The key point 

here is that successful organizations visible part build upon invisible routines of thinking and acting. 

Tools and techniques will not work properly, will not create continuous improvement and 

adaptation, without underlying logic that lies beyond the view of traditional thinking.  

It’s not the tools and solutions that were developed for specific purposes and problems, but 

how successful organizations go about developing these solutions. The competitive advantage of 

successful organizations lie not so much in the solutions themselves – whether tools or techniques – 

but in the ability of these organizations to understand conditions and create suitable, smart solutions. 

So point is to look at a solution that will be developed for a particular situation at         a particular 

point of time. Superior results come more from routines of continuous improvement via 

experimentation than from the tools and practices that anyone can see and observe.  

In order to develop some solution we must firstly understand the situation. There are three 

things that can know for certain: where we are (current state), where we want to be (future state), 

and by what means we should go ahead through unclear territory between these two states. The 

zone from current to the future state is gray, unclear, full of unforeseeable obstacles, and issues that 

we can discover only along the path, because we cannot see into the future. The best we can do is to 

know the approach, the means, we can utilize for dealing with this unclear path to a new desired 

condition, not what the content and steps of our actions will be. That is how we should understand 

continuous improvement and adaptation: the ability to move toward a new desired state through an 

unclear and unpredictable territory by being sensitive to and responding to actual conditions on the 

ground (Rother, 2010). 

The environment is too dynamic and complex for anyone to accurately predict more than a 

short while ahead. So how can we utilize the capability of people for organization’s improvement if 

we cannot rely on human judgment?  

If any organization wants to survive by continually improving, then it needs systematic 

procedures and routines. Such routines would guide and support people by giving them the specific 

thinking and behavior patterns that when repeated over in a daily work lead to a desired outcome. 

These patterns are the context within which successful organizations’ tools, techniques, and 

principles are developed and function. 
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It suggests that although conditions are always changing in unpredictable ways, an 

organization have a method for dealing with that. A key concept underlying the specific thinking 

and behavior patterns is that while we often cannot exercise much control over the realities in a 

changing environment, we can exercise a control over (manage) how we deal with them. So the 

challenge the managers in the organizations face is not to focus on implementing new production 

and management tools and techniques or adopting new principles, but to achieving systematic 

continuous improvement across the organization by developing repeatedly and consistently applied 

behavioral routines and thinking.  

 

How should we approach process improvement? 

 

As Imai (1997) suggests in the context of kaizen, management has two major functions: 

maintenance and improvement. Maintenance refers to activities directed toward maintaining current 

technological, managerial, and operating standards and upholding such standards through training 

and discipline. Improvement refers to activities directed toward elevating current standards.  

Improvement, adaptation and flexibility are critical success factors and normally they take 

place at the process level. In successful organizations normal daily management is a process 

improvement, improving and managing means the same. Having an improvement behavior is 

important, but not enough. Ideally, improvement action should have both content and direction. For 

example, in many books is written that improvement means eliminating waste. Although this 

popular statement is basically correct, it has also negative results: we cannot discern what is 

important to improve, and we tend to maximize the efficiency of one area at the expense of another, 

shifting wastes from one to another rather than optimizing and synchronizing the whole. 

To eliminate these negative results, process improvement needs the context within which it 

operates: its sense of direction or vision. Direction is not a quantitative target, it is a broad 

description of a condition we would like to achieve in the future. Then the definition of continuous 

improvement is: moving toward a desired state through an unclear territory by being sensitive to 

and responding to actual conditions on the ground (Rother, 2010).  

 

                        current                         target                                                         vision 

                       condition                     condition                                                    (vague) 

 

                                                         Where do we  

                                                       want to be next? 

                                                         detailed and  

                                                             specific 
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Figure 1: The interrelationship among current condition, target condition and vision 

 

A long-term vision or direction helps focus our thinking and behavior, because without it 

proposals are evaluated independently, instead of as part of striving toward something. Good 

examples of long-term vision or direction are as follows: zero defects, zero waste, continuous flow 

in sequence and on demand, security for people, etc. but when moving toward a vision we need to 

establish a target condition (Figure 1). Once a target condition is defined, it is not easily changeable, 

it stands, but how to achieve this target condition is optional.  

The meaning of Figure 1 can be explained by these questions: 

 Where you are now? 

 Where do you want to be next? 

 What obstacles are preventing you from getting there? 

Briefly put, continuously repeating routine of improvement goes like this: (1) in 

consideration of a vision, direction, or target, and (2) with a thorough grasp of the current condition, 

(3) a next target condition on the way to the vision is defined. When we then (4) strive to move step 

by step toward that target condition, we encounter obstacles that define what we need to work on, 

and from which we learn (Figure 2). The abnormality in a process means that we have not yet 

reached the target condition and we need to keep applying the routine of improvement.  

 

          

             2                encountered             3                                                                    1 

                                        4 

       current                                            next                                                            vision 

      condition             obstacle              target                                                         (vague) 

                                                            condition 

                   understand 

                             and overcome 

 

Figure 2: The improvement thinking 

 

Tools and techniques like kanban, leveling, continuous flow, takt time, are more effective, 

when we view them in the context of striving to achieve a target condition by working step by step 

through obstacles. It is the striving for target condition via the routine of improvement.  

It is important to recognize the difference between a target and a target condition. A target is 

an outcome, and a target condition is a description of a process operating in a way required to 

achieve the desired outcome (Table 1). When we ask, “What is the target?” we naturally assume a 

quantitative outcome metric. The danger is that there are different ways to achieve target outcome 

numbers, many of which have little to do with actually improving how processes are operating. 
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Having numerical outcome targets is important, but even more important are the means by which 

we achieve those targets. This is where the improvement routine, including target conditions, comes 

into play. Successful companies strive to achieve the target condition of the process being done the 

same way each time. 

A target condition is developed out of a detailed grasp of the current condition, through 

direct observation and analysis, coupled with an understanding of the direction, vision, target, or 

need (Figure 3).  

 

Table 1 Difference between a target condition and a target 

 

Target condition 

 

Target  

An outcome, result, or goal 

A description of how the process 

should operate in order to achieve a target. 

Productivity 

Inventory turns 

Inventory levels 

Quality 

Costs 

Output per day 

Lead time 

Setup time 

Actionable 

These conditions will generate… 

Cannot be achieved directly 

...these outcomes and results 

Source: own description 

 

As a guideline, the target condition for a manufacturing process tends to include the following four 

categories of information: 

1. Process steps, sequence and times 

What is the sequence of steps required to complete one cycle through the entire process, how 

long should each step take, and who is to perform that step? 

2. Process characteristics or attributes 

 Number of operators 

 Number of shifts 

 Where continuous flow is planned 

 Where buffers are to be held 

 Lot sizes/changeover times 
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 Leveling pattern 

 

3. Process metrics 

These are the metrics for checking the condition of the process in short time increments while 

the process is running, to help guide improvement efforts: 

 Actual cycle time for each step, each part, or per standard quantity of pieces 

 Amount of fluctuation from cycle to cycle 

4. Outcome metrics 

 Number of pieces produced per time increment 

 Productivity 

 Quality indicators 

 Cost 

 Fluctuation in output from shift to shift 

The first three items are used in conducting process improvement day to day through the 

routine of improvement. The fourth item is used periodically to gauge the outcome of process 

improvement efforts. 

 

 

 Current                                                             Target 

Condition                                                         Condition 

 

Customer takt unknown                                        Customer takt: 30s 

No planned cycle time                                           Planned cycle time: 25s 

Two shifts                                                              Two shifts 

Small, varying buffers                                           Continuous flow, standard WIP 

6 operators underutilized                                       4 operators, fully loaded 

Operation cycle fluctuation +/- 100%                   Operation cycle fluctuation +/- 10% 

Output cycle fluctuation +/- 70%                          Output cycle fluctuation +/- 10% 

Lot size: 5 days                                                      Lot size: 3 days 

No production pattern                                           Levelled production pattern specified 

 

Figure 3: An example of process target condition 

 

Moving toward a target condition 
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We often make a plan and then intend to execute that plan, but reality is neither linear nor 

predictable enough to be an effective way to reach our target condition. Any step taken engenders 

reactions from the system, but because of interconnectedness, we do not know exactly what those 

reactions will be. What we are actually doing with a plan is making a prediction, and despite our 

best effort, planning errors cannot be avoided. Unforeseen problems, obstacles, false assumptions, 

and abnormalities will appear as we move forward. This is normal, and we should pay attention to 

them and make adjustments based on what we are learning along the way.  

Because the target condition lies beyond the reach of our comprehensiveness, the path to 

attaining it cannot be predicted with exactness. Thus, we have to find that path by experimenting. 

This is the scientific method, which consists of formulating hypotheses and then testing them with 

information obtained from direct observation. The procedure or steps of experimentation are 

summarized by the well-known PDCA cycle (Figure 4). 

Three key points about PDCA: 

1. Hypotheses can only be tested by experiment, not by intellectual discussion, opinion, or 

human judgment. 

2. In order for an experiment to be scientific, it must be possible that the hypothesis will be 

refuted. 

3. When a hypothesis is refuted this is mainly when we can gain new insight and further 

develop our capability. 

 

        4. Standardize/stabilize                                                                  1. Define what you expect 

            what works, or                                                                               to do and to happen. 

            begin the PDCA cycle                                                                   This is the hypothesis 

            again.                                                                                              or prediction. 

                                                                   ACT                PLAN 

 

 

 

 

                                                                  CHECK           DO 

        3. Compare actual                                  or 

          outcome with                                  STUDY 

            expected outcome.                                                                       2. Test the hypothesis,  

                                                                                                                      i.e., try to run the process 

                                                                                                                      according to plan. 

                                                                                                                      Observe closely. 

Figure 4: The PDCA cycle 

 

It is the refuted hypothesis – problems, abnormalities,, and unexpected results – that show us 

the way forward by experimenting. Experimentation has the following procedure: 
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1. Ask: “What is preventing us from achieving the target condition?” “What is the next step?” 

2. Observe carefully to deeply understand this obstacle. 

3. Introduce only one countermeasure at a time to see the effect and cause relationship. Be sure to 

define what you expect to happen (Plan) in order to have a proper experimentation. 

4. Assess the effect of this countermeasure. What have we learned? 

The five following questions are a summary of an approach for moving toward a target 

condition: 

1. What is the target condition? 

2. What is the actual condition now? 

3. What obstacles are now preventing us from reaching the target condition? Which one we will 

address now? 

4. What is our next step 

5. When can we go and see what we have learned from taking that step? 

 

This sequence of five questions is a device to give a routine and mental pattern for 

approaching any process or situation, to help learn the routine of improvement, and problem solving. 

Despite what the words “problem solving” might lead us to think, the primary focus in 

problem solving should be not the solutions themselves, but rather understanding the current 

situation so deeply and firsthand that the right solution – called countermeasure – becomes obvious. 

Most of the effort of problem solving should be placed in grasping the situation – deeply 

understanding the conditions that led to the problem – as opposed to hunting for solutions. 

We often mistakenly think that good problem solving means solving the problem, that is, by 

applying several countermeasures in the hope that one of them will stop the problem. But the right 

way of thinking, if the solution to a problem is not yet obvious, means we have not yet understood 

the situation sufficiently.  

Every situation, no matter how complex it may seem, can be broken down into separate 

components. Once you analyze problem’s main components, its true nature becomes apparent, and 

so the countermeasures and methods that can solve the problem. Don’t neglect this step, so that you 

reach the cause of the problem (Japan Human Relations Association, 1992). 

 

Who should carry out the process improvements? 

 

There is another one important question to the problem solving. Who should carry out the 

process improvements? This responsibility is often relegated to two entities: 
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1. The process operators. Wildly accepted opinion is that continuous improvement is a primary 

responsibility of self-directed teams of production operators autonomously making 

improvements in their own processes. Although this idea seems good at the first sight, it is 

unfair and ineffective to ask operators to simultaneously make parts, struggle with problems, 

and improve processes. It is physically impossible for operators to be fully loaded to their 

capacity with making parts and simultaneously making improvements. This doesn’t mean that 

we should not empower or engage process operators in improvement effort. It only means that 

the concept like self-directed teams of production operators is not so effective way for an 

organization to empower and engage people. 

2. The special team. This will not work if we want to improvement to occur at every process every 

day. Special teams are suitable for solving unique and comprehensive problems, but not for 

everyday improvement.  

Process improvement activity is at Toyota company classified in two categories (Shimizu, 

2004): 

 Improvement carried out by production operators themselves through quality circles, the 

suggestion system, and similar initiatives. These are voluntary improvement activities. 

 Improvement carried out by team leaders, production supervisory staff, and engineers as part of 

their job function.  

But here is one surprise. Only about 10% of improvement in productivity and cost comes 

from the first category at Toyota company, whereas about 90% of improvement comes from the 

second. In addition, the main purpose of the first category – improvements carried out by 

production operators themselves – is not so much the improvement itself, but rather to train 

production operators in kaizen mind and to identify workers who are good candidates for promotion 

to team leaders. The purpose of the second category of improvement is cost reduction through 

constant improvement of productivity and quality. 

These team leaders, group leaders, supervisors, and various levels of manufacturing 

engineers are the primary people who apply and coach the improvement behavior to production 

processes. Toyota production operators are of course also regularly involved in making process 

improvements, but these are usually improvements in the operators’ immediate work area, which 

are carried out in collaboration with, and under guidance of the team leader. It’s the responsibility 

of team leaders to encourage and get improvement suggestions from their team members, and, 

conversely, operator promotion to team leader is determined on how much improvement initiative 

and ability an operator demonstrates. 

Process improvement means, among other things, responding to process abnormalities. 

There are two aspects of how to approach this: 
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1. The response to process abnormalities should be immediate. Why? 

 If we wait to solve the causes of a problem, we can lose sight and problem solving becomes 

more difficult and small problems accumulate and grow into large and complicated 

problems. 

 Responding right away means that we may still be able to achieve the day’s target. 

 Telling people that quality is important but not responding to problems is saying that one 

thing but doing another. 

 Processes are coupled and a problem in one area can lead to problems elsewhere. 

2. The response to problems abnormalities should come from someone other than production 

operators. Why? 

Do we want the operators to make parts, or do we want them to go into problem investigation? 

They cannot both simultaneously well. When operators encounter on a problem, they try to fix 

the problem so they can resume production. But they usually do not have enough time to 

investigate the causes of the problem. Yet the moment the problem occurred, while the cause is 

hot, is the best time to learn why it happened. Looking into it later will be fruitless. 

In order to be able to respond to process problems as they occur, production processes 

should be supported by a team leader. This team leader is the designated person to respond first and 

immediately to any process problem. The process’s work standard – the target condition – is owned 

by the team leader, who uses it to help spot abnormalities in the process. The team leader is 

monitoring the process to be acquainted with how it works.  

For going about the problem solving we can use the five-step problem-solving approach 

(Rother, 2010):  

1. Pick up the problem. Problem consciousness 

 Identify the problem that is the priority. 

2. Grasp the situation. Go and see. 

 Clarify the problem.  

 What should be happening?  

 What is actually happening? 

 Break the problem into individual problems if necessary. 

 If necessary use temporary measures to contain the abnormal occurrence until the root cause 

can be addressed. 

 Locate the point of cause of the problem. Do not go into cause investigation until you find to 

point of cause.  

 Grasp the tendency of the abnormal occurrence at the point of cause.  

3. Investigate causes 
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 Identify and conform the direct cause of the abnormal occurrence. 

 Conduct a 5-Why investigation to build a chain of cause/effect relationships to root cause. 

 Stop at the cause that must be addressed to prevent recurrence. 

4. Develop and test countermeasure 

 Take one specific action to address the root cause. 

 Try to change only one factor at a time, so you can see correlation. 

5. Follow up 

 Monitor and confirm results. 

 Standardize successful countermeasure. 

 Reflect. What did you learn during this problem-solving process? 

The primary task of managers and leaders is not improvement itself, but to increase the 

improvement capability of people. That capability is what strengthens company. Developing the 

improvement capability of people is not relegated to human department or training and 

development function. It is part of everyday’s work in every area, and it managers and leaders who 

should teach their people the improvement behavior. This means, of course, that managers and 

leaders must themselves be experienced in using the improvement behavior. 

 

Conclusion  

 

We can say as a conclusion that organizational routines for improvement and flexibility, not 

quantitative, financial targets, and tools themselves, define the pathway to competitive advantage 

and long-term organizational survival. What companies need to do is to replace financial-results-

driven thinking with an understanding that outstanding financial results and long-term 

organizational survival comes from continuous and robust process improvement and flexibility, and 

not from driving people to achieve financial targets without realizing how their activities affect 

processes. 

People possess big capability to learn, create, and solve problems. Successful organizations 

possess big ability to continuously improve and adapt that lie in the actions and reactions of its 

people, in their ability to effectively understand situations and develop smart solutions. Successful 

organizations consider the improvement capability of their people as the “strength” of an 

organization. 
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