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ABSTRACT  
This study sheds light on the international kaizen transfer process. Two research questions 
were explored: what are the major stages in the kaizen transfer process? And what are the 
activities, positive and negative factors influencing each stage? Case studies with 15 Japanese 
manufacturers in the Netherlands revealed that there are three stages in the kaizen transfer 
process: preparation, implementation, and integration. In addition, several new factors were 
found. Japanese companies are facing the challenge of deciding whether to continue with or 
dismiss employees who do not fit with the culture of kaizen. Looking at the process of kaizen 
transfer provides a tool for researchers to analyse a specific stage in it. This provides 
practitioners with an opportunity to assess in which stage they are located and what measure 
to take to advance to the next level.  
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I NT R ODUC T I ON 
Continuous improvement involves improving efficiency of the process by waste elimination 
in small steps. It is becoming more and more important in today’s complex and dramatic 
market where quick responses and adjustments to the customers' needs are required. The 
concept of continuous improvement was initially developed in the USA and transferred to 
Japan after the Second World War (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). It was adapted and further 
improved by Japanese companies, which even gave it a Japanese name: kaizen (Kenney & 
Florida, 1993). The concept was crystallised at Toyota (Fujimoto, 1999) and spread among 
Japanese manufacturers as Toyota became famous for high-quality products in the 
international market. Since other companies also improved their performance, it has been 
viewed as one of the sources of the competitiveness of Japanese manufacturers (Imai, 1986; 
Oliver and Wilkinson, 1992). 

Several studies exist that have examined the implementation of kaizen in Japan. Imai 
(1986) discussed the relationship of kaizen implementation with the use of methods and tools 
such as quality control circles, suggestion systems, and total quality control. He discussed that 
those methods are closely related to kaizen but they are not the same. Imai mentioned that the 
kaizen is a philosophy that encompasses those methods. Fujimoto (1999) indicated that kaizen 
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activities in the Toyota style production system emphasise: revealing the production problems 
on the spot, quick problem solving at all levels of the plant, standardisation of problem-
solving tools, quick experimentation and implementation, reutilised retention through 
knowledge-manual interactions. Liker (2004) states that kaizen is a process of enhancing the 
individual skills such as working effectively with teams, solving problems, documenting and 
improving processes, collecting and analysing data, and self managing with in a peer group. 
In brief, the literature on the implementation of kaizen in Japan frequently discusses the 
implementation in terms of the development of employees’ capabilities together with use of 
systems, methods and tools. 

Literature also indicates the key success factors for the kaizen implementation. Flynn and 
Saladin (2006) and Power, Schoenherr, and Samson (2010) mentioned general cultural 
dimensions that may influence a process management program. Marksberry, Badurdeen, 
Gregory, and Kreafle (2010) found that most imitations of the Toyota production system fail 
because it is implemented as piecemeal with little understanding of the organisational culture 
that is required. Adler (1999) also discussed the importance of the organisational culture. 
Adler (1999) introduced the concept of enabling bureaucracy to discuss how Japanese 
companies leverage this mixture of organic and mechanistic structure for competitive 
advantage. This means that Japanese organisations develop mechanistic structures, such as 
standardisation, to reduce variation in processes; but they are based on the organic structures, 
such as teamwork and employee participation. At the core of the enabling bureaucracy lies 
employees’ involvement and empowerment, using rules and procedures as enabling tools, and 
hierarchical structures to support the work of the doer rather than to bolster the authority of 
the higher ups.  

The aforementioned studies are dealing with kaizen implementation in Japan. In recent 
decades, Japanese manufacturers operating in global markets have faced increasing pressures 
to internationalise their manufacturing. Many companies transfer the kaizen philosophy, 
methods and tools to their overseas subsidiaries (Abo, 1994; Aoki, 2008; Kumon & Abo, 
2004), for example to North American countries (Abo, 1994; Kenney & Florida, 1993), the 
UK (Cole, 1979; Oliver & Wilkinson, 1992), Europe (Kumon & Abo, 2004) and China (Aoki, 
2008; Hong, Easterby-Smith, & Snell, 2006; Taylor, 2001). Recent, research has shown that 
Japanese companies are facing problems transferring kaizen internationally due to the 
difficulties with adjusting to different environments (Yokozawa, Steenhuis, & de Bruijn, 
2010). Different from the domestic kaizen implementation, transfer of kaizen involves issues 
that are generated at the interface of different national contexts. Boer and Gertsen (2003) 
suggested that in continuous improvement studies, more process research is needed. The 
effectiveness of managing any process involving kaizen depends a great deal on in-depth 
knowledge and understanding of that process. The goal of this study is to contribute to the 
understanding of the international kaizen transfer process. 

A first challenge for a study on kaizen is the ambiguousness of the term. Brunet and New 
(2003) in their study on kaizen found that kaizen has been vaguely and inconsistently defined 
in the literature (Brunet & New, 2003). However, two common elements can be found. On 
one hand, kaizen is discussed in association with company-wide continuous improvement. 
For example, Imai (1986: p. xxix) defines it as “ongoing improvement involving everyone – 
top management, managers, and workers.” Other authors share this view of equating kaizen 
with continuous improvement explicitly (Aoki, 2008; Malloch, 1997; Styhre, 2001) or 
implicitly (Bessant, Caffyn, & Gallagher, 2001; Dobosz-Bourne & Jankowicz, 2006; 
Jørgensen, Boer, & Geretsen, 2003). On the other hand, kaizen has been associated with going 
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beyond formal job descriptions. For example, Brunet and New (2003: 1428) define kaizen as 
“consist of pervasive and continual activities, outside the contributor’s explicit contractual 
roles, to identify and achieve outcomes he believes contribute to the organisational goals.” A 
similar idea has been mentioned by Hayashi (1994), that is, in Japanese organisation a 
person’s job description is not clearly defined and often overlaps. This vagueness weakens the 
notion of individual responsibility and promotes the notion of group responsibility. As a result, 
it is easier to go beyond formal responsibility. Thus, it can be concluded that kaizen relates to 
corporate-wide continuous improvement activities by employees where these activities go 
beyond their contractual role. This study defines kaizen as mentality of employees where they 
try to continuously improve the company’s performance even when it is not part of their job 
description. For this study, two research questions are stated: 

 
• What are the major stages in the kaizen transfer process?  
• What are the positive and negative factors influencing each stage of the kaizen transfer 

process? 
 
L I T E R AT UR E  R E V I E W  
International kaizen transfer process 
There is literature on international Japanese management system transfer (Ueki, 1987), 
technology (Miles, 1995; Teece, 1976), and knowledge transfer (Gilbert & Cordey-Hayes, 
1996; Szulanski, 2000). As those concepts encompass kaizen, they are useful for describing 
the process of kaizen transfer.  

Ueki (1987) developed a phase model for cross border transfer of the Japanese industrial 
management systems. The phase model contains four stages. Stage one is the establishment of 
local subsidiary. Operations management techniques and know-how are introduced to host 
country. Stage two is where implementation of production and management techniques and 
know-how takes place. Japanese expatriates sent from the parents company provide training 
to local managers and engineers. Stage three is the localisation of management. The 
implemented management systems and know-how are adjusted to the local environment. 
Stage four is integration of management systems. Local managers and engineers improve 
production and the management techniques in order to correspond to the needs of the local 
environment.  

Teece (1976) studied the international transfer of technology with emphasis on the design. 
He identified five stages in technology transfer: 1) Pre-investment, in which need assessments 
and feasibility studies are conducted; 2) Stage A, in which key elements of the process or 
product design are transferred; 3) Stage B, in which the engineering, design, and planning of 
production are discussed; 4) Stage C, in which construction, tooling, and installation of the 
manufacturing facilities take place; 5) Stage D, in which the recipient of the technology starts 
up the manufacturing process.  

Miles (1995) defined technology as a combination of ‘hardware’ (i.e. plant and equipment) 
and ‘software’ (i.e. skills and knowledge) which are applied to solve practical problems. He 
identifies five phases: 1) choice of technology, 2) channels for transferring technology, 3) 
adapting technology, 4) integrating the technology, and 5) implementation.  

Gilbert and Cordey-Hayes (1996) developed a model of the knowledge transfer process to 
understand the ability of organisations to innovate and successfully achieve organisational 
change. The model consists of five stages: 1) Acquisition of the knowledge; 2) 
Communication, the distribution of the acquired knowledge; 3) Application, the knowledge 
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acquired and communicated is applied; 4) Acceptance, the individuals in the organisation 
accept the new knowledge; 5) Assimilation, the knowledge becomes the core routines.  

Szulanski (2000) offers a diachronic analysis of ‘stickiness’ (the difficulty of transferring 
knowledge). He presents a model of knowledge transfer which is composed of four stages: 1) 
initiation, 2) implementation, 3) ramp-up, and 4) integration. He divides each stage by four 
milestones: 1) formulation of the transfer seed, 2) decision to transfer, 3) first day of use, and 
4) achievement of satisfactory performance.  

At first glance, the models described seem to have several different elements. Each model 
has different emphases and different terms are used. However, comparing models reveals that 
there are comparable stages. Those are pre-investment, communication, application, and 
integration, see Table 1. Those stages are further compared and analysed with the literature on 
international transfer of Japanese production systems in order to develop a rich picture on the 
kaizen transfer abroad. Particularly for application stage, studies on the evolution of CI 
(Bessant et al., 2001) and the Transition-to-Lean Roadmap (Nightingale & Milauskas, 1999; 
Nightingale & Mize, 2002) were reviewed. Although there are differences between kaizen 
and lean1

 

, both concepts were originally developed at Toyota and share the same philosophy 
of small continuous improvement (Womack, Jones, & Roos, 1991). 

• Pre-investment: This stage starts when the need for kaizen transfer is recognised. For 
instance, a performance gap was found between Japanese factory and overseas 
subsidiaries. This stage includes: feasibility study (Szulanski, 2000; Teece, 1976) and 
need assessment (Gilbert & Cordey-Hayes, 1996; Teece, 1976). Those are preparatory 
activities to make a decision whether a kaizen transfer should occur or not. The main actor 
of this stage is Japanese headquarters in Japan. 

• Communication: This stage starts when a decision to transfer of kaizen is made. 
Information and resource exchange between sender and recipient will increase and 
possibly peak (Szulanski, 2000). For instance, Japanese trainers were sent to the overseas 
subsidiary to provide training to local managers and engineers and local employees were 
sent to Japanese factory (Shimada, 1990). This stage is considered be ended when the 
recipients develop the manufacturing capabilities e.g. they can operate machinery or 
follow an organisational manual (Miles, 1995). In the case of kaizen transfer, this stage 
ends when local operators master the Japanese production processes and techniques. Imai 
(1986) mentioned that operators think about improvements once they master the standard 
operating procedures. The main actors in this stage are Japanese expatriates.  

• Application: This stage starts when the managerial commitment is made for kaizen 
implementation. Transition-to-Lean Roadmap shows that the process of this stage consists 
of three mutually dependent cycles. First cycle is called Entry/Reentry Cycle. It involves 
the actions related to the decision to adopt the lean paradigm (e.g. build vision, establish 
need, foster learning, and make the commitment). The second cycle is the Long Term 
Cycle. In this cycle, the environment and condition that are required for successful 
transformation is formed (e.g. establish an operations implementation team, develop 
strategy, and plan to address workforce change, establish target objectives etc.). Finally, 
the third cycle is the Short Term Cycle. The detailed implementation is planned, executed, 

                                                 
1 While lean means nothing more or less than the reduction of waste from processes, kaizen originally means 
“change for better” which approach can be used to incrementally improve even if waste is not the organisational 
focus.  
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and monitored. The Long Term Cycle is re-entered occasionally to capitalise on lessons 
learned during implementation and to accommodate changes occurring in the external 
environment. Through the interaction between Japanese expatriates and local employees, 
methods and tools are adjusted to the local context (Ueki, 1987). When the majority of the 
employees buy the idea of kaizen this stage is considered over (Gilbert & Cordey-Hayes, 
1996). Both Japanese expatriates and local employees are the main actors of this stage.  

• Integration: This stage starts when the local managers take over the Japanese managers’ 
initiative and execute the kaizen activities (Szulanski, 2000; Ueki, 1987). Same processes 
in application stage were performed by local employees with a minimum support from 
Japanese expatriates (Ueki, 1987). Continuous improvement is achieved mainly by local 
employees.   

 
Table 1 shows the summary of phases and activities that may exist in the international 

kaizen transfer process.  
 

Table 1–Phases during the kaizen transfer process 
 Phase 1 

Pre-investment stage 
Phase 2 
Communication 

Phase 3 
Application 

Phase 4 
Integration 

Input Recognition of need 
for transferring kaizen 

Decision to transfer 
kaizen 

Managerial 
commitment for kaizen 
implementation 

Local manager’s 
commitment on the 
kaizen implementation 

Process Feasibility study and 
need assessment 

Exchange of resources 
between Japanese 
factory and overseas 
subsidiaries 

• Entry/Reentry Cycle 
• Long Term Cycle 
• Short Term Cycle  

Same as phase 3 

Output Decision to transfer 
kaizen 

Operators in the 
international 
subsidiary can follow 
the Japanese 
production methods 

Employees acquire the 
idea of kaizen 

Continuous 
improvement 

Main 
actors 

Japanese headquarters 
in Japan 

Japanese expatriates  Both Japanese 
expatriates and local 
employees 

Local employees 

 
Factors influencing the kaizen transfer process 
In the 1960s, studies with respect to the international transfer of management systems were 
initiated in the USA when managerial know-how was recognised as a critical ingredient for 
economic growth (Koontz, 1969; Negandhi & Estafen, 1965; Oberg, 1963). In those studies, 
the national context, organisational settings, and management philosophy were discussed as 
the major factors that affect the management transfer process. In the 1980s, this stream was 
succeeded by studies on the international transfer of Japanese process management systems 
(e.g. TQM, JIT, kaizen, etc.) (Fukuda, 1988; Kono, 1982; White & Trevor, 1983). The 
transfer of those systems was studied mainly because of the high performance attained by 
Japanese manufacturers. However, many authors concluded that the international transfer of 
kaizen is not easily accomplished. Positive and negative factors found in the literature are 
summarised in Table 2. 
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Table 2 – Overview of factors influence on kaizen transfer process 
Positive  References 
Leadership/ 
management 

Commitment /Leadership (Bessant, 2003; Boer, Berger, Chapman, & Gertsen, 2000) 
(Dedoussis, 1995) 

Implementation strategy (Bessant, 2003; Bessant, Caffyn, Gilbert, Harding, & Webb, 
1994; Boer et al., 2000; Hyland, Mellor, & Sloan, 2007 ) 

Managerial experience (Albors & Hervas, 2007) 
Clear strategic framework (Bessant et al., 1994; Boer et al., 2000) 
Management as a process (Bessant, 2003; Bessant et al., 1994; Imai, 1986) 

Organisation Enabling infrastructure (ways of 
organising and operating) 

(Adler, 1999; Albors & Hervas, 2007; Bessant, 2003; Bessant 
et al., 1994; Boer et al., 2000; Dedoussis, 1995; Liker, 2004) 

Appropriate reward (Readman & Bessant, 2007) 
Methods and tools (Albors & Hervas, 2007; Bessant, 2003; Bessant et al., 1994; 

Boer et al., 2000; Fujimoto, 1999; Imai, 1986) 
Supportive organisation (Albors & Hervas, 2007; Boer et al., 2000; Imai, 1986; Liker, 

2004; Marksberry et al., 2010; Ohno, 1988; Recht & Wilderom, 
1998)  

Organic structure (Bessant, 2003) 
Culture Low uncertainty avoidance (Smeds, Olivari, & Corso, 2001) 

Low power distance  (Flynn & Saladin, 2006; Lagrosen, 2003; Smeds et al., 2001) 
Negative  References 
Leadership/ 
management 

Lack of commitment  (Al-Khawaldeh & Sloan, 2007; Bessant, 2003; Boer et al., 
2000; Imai, 1986) 

Communications  (Aoki, 2008; Bessant, 2003; Jain & Tucker, 1995; Ueki, 1987) 
Consistency problem (Bessant, 2003; Boer et al., 2000) 
Lack of suitable vehicles for 
driving forward 

(Bessant, 2003) 

Lack of experience and awareness (Bessant, 2003) 
Organisation Lack of or inappropriate reward (Bessant, 2003; Boer et al., 2000; Imai, 1986) 

Lack of system for handling ideas (Bessant, 2003; Imai, 1986) 
Lack of suitable tools  (Bessant, 2003; Boer et al., 2000) 
Lack of supportive culture (Al-Khawaldeh & Sloan, 2007) 
Lack of time and space (Al-Khawaldeh & Sloan, 2007; Bessant, 2003) 
Lack of structured approach to 
finding and solving problems 

(Bessant, 2003) 

Culture High uncertainty avoidance (Flynn & Saladin, 2006; Lagrosen, 2003; Smeds et al., 2001) 
High power distance (Flynn & Saladin, 2006; Lagrosen, 2003; Smeds et al., 2001) 

Labour  Existence of labour union (Beechler & Yang, 1994; Choy & Jain, 1987; Kenney & 
Florida, 1993) 

High labour turnover rate (Beechler & Yang, 1994; Kenney & Florida, 1993; Young, 
1992) 

 
The literature on Japanese management systems, technology and the knowledge transfer 

process provided insights into how kaizen is transferred abroad. It helps to understand the 
process of kaizen transfer. However, more research is necessary because, it is too general to 
apply specifically to the transfer of kaizen. Research needs to elaborate particularly on 
international kaizen transfer. Secondly, although many articles deal with factors that influence 
the whole transfer process, the stage-specific factors are still largely unclear.  
 
M E T H ODOL OG Y  
An appropriate research methodology for exploring is a case study design (Yin, 1994). 
Therefore, it was applied in this study. In particular, an inductive approach after Eisenhardt 
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(1989) was used. It follows specific steps and allows the development of theory from the 
empirical data. Key issues with case study design are case selection and data collection. 
 
Case selection 
In this study the focus is on kaizen transfer to Europe. Within Europe a further distinction was 
made based on where Japanese companies invest. Data from the Japan External Trade 
Organisation (JETRO) shows that for the last seven years (2003 to 2009), the Netherlands 
was the largest recipient of Japanese investments in Europe (http://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports 
/statistics). Therefore, a choice was made to focus on Japanese manufacturers in the 
Netherlands. Another advantage of doing research in the Netherlands is that the Dutch have 
the highest proficiency in English among the non-native speakers in the EU. Eighty-seven 
percent of Dutch people can speak English well enough to have a conversation with a native 
speaker (European Commission, 2006). A list of Japanese manufacturers in the Netherlands 
was obtained from the website of the Netherlands Foreign Investment Agency (NFIA) and 
from JETRO. The two lists were combined to develop one list of 52 companies. This list of 
52 companies provided the target population for the study. Since this number was relatively 
small, it was decided to contact all of the companies about participation in the study rather 
than take a sample. Initial contact with the companies was made by phone. Five companies 
had either recently closed or transferred their operations to other countries; this reduced the 
target population to 47 companies with manufacturing activities in the Netherlands. Of these, 
32 companies declined to cooperate. This left 15 companies which participated in the research 
project. The general characteristics of these companies are shown in Table 3. 
 

Table 3 – An overview of case companies 
Cases Products Established Employees (consolidated) Kaizen started year 

A Construction machinery 2001  between 100 and 500 (16,117) 2003 
B Slide fasteners 1964  less than 100 (38,399) 1964 
C Sensors 1990  between 100 and 500 (35,045) 1990 
D Welding materials 1994  more than 500(76,358) 1994 
E Photosensitive materials  1982  less than 100 (34,459) 1982 
F Electrodes 1990  less than 100 (120) 1995 
G Safe instrumentation systems 1982  more than 500 2003 
H Beverage 1994  less than 100 (15,822) 1994 
I Forklifts 1992  more than 500 (33,164) 1996 
J Molded articles of foam resin 2008  Less than 100 (1,372) 2008 
K Safety glass 1996  between 100 and 500 (19,742) 1999 
L Plastic building materials 1974  less than 100 (19,742) 1995 
M Polyolefin foams 1973  between 100 and 500(19,742) 1990 
N Shrink labels and cap seals 1993  less than 100(2,368) 2004 
O Thin steel sheets 1992  less than 100 (4,607) 2009 

 
Data collection 
A case study protocol was developed which contained a set of questions to guide research in 
the field and also to increase reliability (Yin, 1994). Semi-structured interviews were 
employed as the main method for data collection. In each company between one and five 
respondents were interviewed. All the interviews were recorded and transcribed. They were 
selected from the three levels of the organisational hierarchy, namely, shopfloor operators, 
middle and top managers. They included both Japanese and Dutch citizens, eliminating a 
potential bias from a specific national group. It included questions regarding 1) degree of 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/200465328_Case_Study_Research_Design_Methods?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-d4fe2c066d84fede86d8c28edfca48a2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2MjkxMTI1NztBUzoyNjI0NTE2NjA4NDkxNTJAMTQzOTU4NDc2MDEyOA==
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kaizen completion, 2) major stages in the transfer process, and 3) characteristics of each stage 
that are further divided into: a) activities, b) positive and c) negative factor(s). Degree of 
kaizen completion was measured by asking respondents “in your perspective, what is the 
degree of completion of developing kaizen in this factory as a percentage?” after the 
definition of kaizen was given. Several companies provided additional internal documents. 
All companies provided opportunities for a factory tour, which added data from direct 
observation. This allowed cross-checking of the findings; thus, triangulation was used. 
 
F I NDI NG S 
The analysis indicated that there were three successive stages during the kaizen transfer 
process. From their nature, they were called: preparation, implementation, and integration 
stage, respectively. In the following sections, the stages and their positive and negative factors 
will be explained. 
 

The first stage is the preparation stage. In this stage, two major activities, initial hiring and 
training, were identified.  

Stage 1: Preparation  

Initial hiring: Initial training took place in this stage. 

 

Company E mentioned that they 
hired young operators directly from school. They tended to be not only eager to learn but also 
flexible in accepting concepts introduced by the Japanese because they did not have 
preconceived ideas about working methods in the Netherlands. Additionally, they were 
committed to the work because most of them did not have family obligations. The more 
highly educated operators were selected. They tended to use their ability to do jobs that 
exceeded their responsibility. Company A tried to hire young and educated employees. 
However, difficulties were encountered due to the nature of the industry, which requires hard 
labour. Similarly, Company F faced obstacles because the factory was located in the 
countryside where there were fewer young people around. Another challenge was hiring local 
operators when the Japanese management had little experience working in the Netherlands. 
The company hired operators with the wrong mentality for kaizen. They had to adjust this 
aspect in the subsequent stages, which required a lot of resources. Table 4 shows typical 
quotes for the activities, positive and negative factors in this stage.  

Table 4 – Typical quotes for initial hiring, positive and negative factors 
Activities  

Hiring 
 

“First, you hire people. If you selected the right people, the rest would be relatively 
easy because they would be able to absorb this kind of thing.” (Company C/MD) 

Positive factors  
Hiring young and 
highly educated 
operators  

“Two things were important. Firstly, we started off with young people who had no 
history, directly from school […]. Secondly, this is a company with highly educated 
people.” (Company E/Staff Manager)  

Negative factors  
Hiring the right 
operators 
 

“When we established the factory, we wanted to hire young and well educated 
people, but they preferred office work like logistics. Our industry was not popular 
among them.” (Company A/MD)  

Lack of 
experience 

“With all due respect, the Japanese didn't understand the Western mentality, they 
didn’t have good communication, and were a bit afraid. They hired the wrong 
people, not all but some of them didn’t have the right attitude.” (Company C/MD) 
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 Training: Training took place after the initial hiring. Company E sent 20 operators to the 
Japanese factory for 6 months' training. While they were in Japan, they learned about the 
supportive organisational culture as well as operation techniques. When they returned, they 
conveyed these principles to the Dutch operators who had remained in the Dutch factory. The 
challenge with this approach was that the Dutch operators were away from their social life for 
several months. It was restricted only to operators who did not have any social obligations. 
Training operators immediately after they were hired was addressed. The company trained 
operators before they were influenced by other companies’ culture or Dutch work traditions. 
Instead of sending operators to Japan, several companies invited Japanese trainers to their 
Dutch factory. The challenge was that many Japanese staff had insufficient communication 
skills and could not efficiently convey the kaizen philosophy and techniques to the operators.  

Table 5 demonstrates typical quotes for the activities, positive and negative factors during 
this activity. 
 

Table 5 – Typical quotes for training, positive and negative factors 
Activities  

Training 
 

“I think training phase. Japanese kaizen professional took the lead and created the 
tools for kaizen, taught the methods, and made a model line to show workers this is 
how things were to be done.” (Company A/Project Manager) 
“We sent operators to Japan, and they were trained for several months and then 
sent back. This was how we made this culture possible.” (Company E/MD) 

Positive factors  
Provide training 
immediately 
after operators 
were hired 

“The key for making this rapid development happen depended on how fast the 
company could train newly hired operators.” (Company E/Internal document)  

Negative factors  
Distance from 
the social life 

“The risk for this method [sending Dutch operators to Japan] is that people were 
away from their own social life and family.” (Company E/Plant Manager). 

Communication “The language barrier. We brought the Japanese shopfloor operators from Japan. 
The Japanese expatriates were translating for the Dutch operators but this didn't 
convey the message to local workers.” (Company A/Project Leader) 

 
Stage 2: Implementation  
In this stage, kaizen is implemented. Three major factors were identified. They are managerial 
commitment, convey sense of urgency, execution, and maintenance.  
 Commitment: It was mentioned that the managers commit to implementing kaizen in this 
stage. In companies A and C, this took place when a new managing director (MD) or a 
production manager was sent from the headquarters. In company C, a new MD came. He used 
to work for another Japanese manufacturer in the Netherlands which was intensively using 
kaizen. He had a strategic vision of what the organisation should move towards and would 
become. One of his goals was to implement kaizen. An issue of low management 
commitment was found due to the high Japanese expatriate turnover. Japanese were sent from 
the mother factory on a temporary basis. They left after 2-5 years, and many of them were not 
looking for major changes during their stint abroad. Some MDs did not have a production 
background, which made them less committed to kaizen.  

Table 6 provides typical quotes for the activities, positive and negative factors in this stage. 
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Table 6 – Typical quotes for commitment, positive and negative factors  
Activities  

Commitment  
 

“Make the commitment. Kaizen never ever works without the involvement of the top 
management because it has a direct connection with the evaluation.” (Company 
A/Project Leader) 
“Management commitment. Dealing with problems needs to involve several different 
departments like production, maintenance, and quality assurance. Those problems 
often occur in the boundaries of departments. It is critical that management 
coordinate them to work as one group.” (Company E/MD) 

Positive factors  
Management 
experience 

“I have 16 years of experience working with kaizen so I have a strong belief in it.” 
(Company A/General Manager)  

Negative factors  
High turnover 
of Japanese 
expatriates 

“We had changes of MD. Every four years. Mr. A (current MD) was here since 
August last year. Before that Mr. B was here for two and a half years. MD before that 
was Mr. D. This is not a good strategy.” (Company B/Production Manager) 
“Our MD is changing every 5 years. Kaizen totally depends on the MD. If the MD 
changes so often, it is not so nice.” (Company D/Production Manager) 

Lack of 
experience 

“I have a background in sales for 6 years […] I don’t have much knowledge about 
kaizen.” (Company F/MD) 

 
 Conveying a sense of urgency: The sense of urgency is conveyed to the employees. In 
Company C, the MD first conveyed the sense of urgency to senior and middle managers. 
Around the same period, the production manger first visited the Japanese mother plant. She 
brought a new prototype made in the Dutch factory for verification. She received bad 
feedback on its quality. Immediately after she returned, she organised a meeting with 
engineers to discuss what could be done to improve the product quality. It was mentioned that 
an effective approach to convey the sense of urgency is to visualise it using graphs, figures 
and photos. The challenge mentioned by the Japanese was that they could not transfer the 
sense of urgency or increase the awareness among the local operators due to their inadequate 
communication skills. 
 Table 7 shows typical quotes for the activities, positive and negative factors in this stage. 

 
Table 7 – Typical quotes for convey sense of urgency, positive and negative factors 

Activities  
Convey sense of 
urgency  
 

“It’s critical that people are looking at the same goal. Then it turns into the shared 
understanding which becomes the mentality and gradually the culture. Without a 
feeling of urgency, even though we pile up the methods, it does not become the 
culture.” (Company A/Project Leader) 
“It’s very important that you have a burning platform, so that everyone feels okay, 
now we have to change otherwise my job will be lost or we have a huge problem 
with customers.” (Company C/Production Manager) 

Positive factors  
Visualisation of 
sense of urgency 

“Everyone knew because there were pictures. They couldn’t discuss it. After the 
meeting people were a shocked because it was so clear. People were aware that we 
have a huge problem, we have to do something.” (Company C/Operations Manager) 

Negative factors  
Communication “The biggest problem in this stage is that the Japanese cannot convey it due to their 

poor English ability.” (Company J/MD) 
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Execution: Implementation stage involves execution of kaizen methods and tools. Some 
companies begin with a factory-cleaning activity e.g. 5S program. This helps to locate 
problems as they are difficult to identify if the company is not clean and well organised. It 
also can increase the operators’ awareness that organisational changes are about to take place.  

It was found there were two cycles running in this stage. One was the longer cycle which 
started with the introduction of the specific area of improvement. Then the measurable target 
of the area for improvement was introduced. The area for improvement could be quality, cost, 
or lead-time, and the choice needs to be based on the customers' wishes. An example of a 
measurable target is a 10% reduction in rejected products. After the measurable target was 
established, the smaller cycle started. This involves simultaneous plan-do-check-act (PDCA) 
cycles. Employees identify problems mainly about the specific area for improvement 
introduced in the larger cycle, prioritise them, organise teams, identify the root cause, verify 
corrective action, implement corrective action, and prevent recurrences. In this cycle methods 
and tools to achieve the target are introduced. For instance, if the goal is a reduction in 
rejected products, i.e. quality improvement, then PDCA cycles can focus on introducing six 
sigma and poka-yoke (foolproof system). Once the target was achieved, a new area of 
improvement and new target could be introduced. This approach with PDCA cycles 
embedded into a longer cycle is illustrated in Figure 1:  
 

 
Figure 1 – Two continuous cycles in the execution stage 

 
It was important to start the improvement with small and rapid steps. This approach 

provided quick feedback to the operators, encouraging learning and facilitating the 
identification of more complicated problems. Starting with a major improvement often took 
too long, and people lost their motivation for improvement. Also, it was critical to provide 
positive feedback even for small achievements and the activities that did not turn out to be 
successful. Finding a new area for improvement each time was challenging for the managers. 
They had to focus on the customers' wishes to determine the critical areas that needed 
improvement. When the problems were suggested by the operators, it was the manager’s task 
to prioritise them based on the degree of impact that they had on the overall corporate 
performance. This required skill and experience, which was also identified as a challenge. 
Visualising the improvement idea and performance improvement and presenting it to 
everyone could increase the operators’ motivation. The communication issue was addressed. 
For instance, from the Dutch side, even though they appreciated the humbleness and 
politeness of the Japanese, the Dutch perceived the Japanese indirectness as confusing. 
Moreover, there were indications that the Japanese made important decisions without 
involving the Dutch managers. In contrast, the Japanese mentioned that the Dutch were often 
too direct, even to their boss, and felt that they lacked respect. Finally, developing trust and a 
teamwork-oriented culture was found to be important. Communication training was done to 
promote this culture. 

Table 8 shows typical quotes for the activities, positive and negative factors in this stage. 
 

Introduce (new) 
area of 

improvement 

Set measurable 
target 

Measurable 
target 

reached 
PDCA 
cycles 
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Table 8 – Typical quotes for execution of kaizen methods, positive and negative factors 
Activities  

Implementation 
of kaizen methods  

“5S was implemented” (Company B/MD) 
“You set the target every year and you should achieve the target. All the 
quality issues are brought to a quality circle to identify correct action.” 
(Company G/General Manager)  
“Basically, this stage is about whether the PDCA cycle is running smoothly.” 
(Company A/General Manager) 

Positive factors  
Start with small 
improvements 

“Small steps short, quick.” (Company C/Operations Manager) 
“If you want to change something in the production process, start small.” 
(Company E/Plant Manager) 

Reward/ 
recognition 
system 

“Give feedback to the employee and share the success. You have to show it. 
This is very stimulating and rewarding.” (Company D/Production Manager)  
“The appraisal system. It needs to have a strong focus on improvement. So 
people are rewarded for improvement which stimulates this culture.” 
(Company E/Staff Manager) 

Team culture  “Kaizen requires burden, extra efforts for operators. Good relationship is 
important for encouraging kaizen” (Company D/MD).  
“Very important factor for Kaizen is the team activity, good relationship, and 
trusting each other.” (Company F/Staff Manager). 

Negative factors  
Finding a new 
area for 
improvement 

“I think about finding a new driver for the improvement activities.” (Company 
C/Production Manager) 

Prioritising 
problems 

“Difficulty is always setting the priority.”(Company M/Production Manager)  
“Someone has to set the priority; otherwise many actions will be taken, but 
they will not contribute to the objective. “(Company E/Production Manager) 

Communication “When two cultures clash, I think you get a culture clash. Then communication 
will not go well.” (Company C/Equipment programmer) 

 
Maintenance: The real challenge for kaizen transfer starts when kaizen was maintained. 

After the continuous improvement cycles have run for several rounds, the room for 
improvement becomes less evident. Along with this, the motivation and enthusiasm of the 
operators towards kaizen also decrease. Additionally, the problems grow to be more 
complicated. The kaizen team is often introduced at this stage. Its function is to facilitate the 
kaizen on the shopfloor. It includes operators from different areas of expertise so that they can 
deal with various types of problem.  

To keep the kaizen alive, benchmarking with competitors and/or other overseas 
subsidiaries, visualisation of performance, and opening the factory to their stakeholders such 
as organising workshops/seminars and providing factory tours for customers (showcase 
factory) were identified as effective steps. Another key factor is the introduction of kaizen 
engineers. It is generally a group consisting of several people with different specialty. Their 
role is mainly to facilitate the kaizen activities at the shopfloor. It was indicated that it is a 
good time to introduce the kaizen engineers because this is when people’s motivation for 
kaizen starts to decrease. The kaizen engineers help to keep the improvement activities going. 

One of the challenges faced by companies took place when new employees were hired. 
The company has to invest considerable resources to adjust his/her mentality. There are 
always some people who do not fit in the culture of kaizen. They prefer to stick to their 
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specialised work and are not interested in exploring outside that. It is important to dismiss 
them because they affect the other operators and can easily destroy the culture.  

Table 9 shows typical quotes for the activities, positive and negative factors in this stage. 
 

Table 9 –  Typical quotes for maintenance, positive and negative factors 
Activities  

Maintain kaizen “When these activities are maintained.” (Company K/MD) 
“Maintaining.” (Company L/Production manager) 

Positive factors  
Benchmarking “Nowadays people know that we compare our costs with Japanese and 

Chinese factories. We all know that if we don't improve, we will lose the 
competition.” (Company C/MD) 

Showcase factory “In this stage we opened the shopfloor to our stakeholders” (Company C/MD) 
Introduction of 
kaizen engineers 

“We eliminated many functions such as team leader function, line leader 
function, many hierarchical levels were removed but one function was created 
and that was the kaizen engineer.”(Company C/Production Manager) 

Negative factors  
New operators “When a new operator comes, he must learn the total mentality from the 

beginning, which takes years.” (Company C/MD) 
Dealing with 
employees who 
do not fit in the 
culture 

“Some employees could not or did not like this way of working, and even 
managers tried to train and convince them, but some workers did not fit in. We 
decided to terminate their contract. They can easily distort all those 
processes.” (Company C/MD) 

 
Stage 3: Integration  
Stage was identified where kaizen is integrated into the Dutch subsidiary. This means that 
kaizen activities are replicated by Dutch managers and shopfloor operators with no or 
minimum help from the Japanese expatriates. It was mentioned that company faced a 
challenge with people gradually start to feel comfortable working with the rules that they 
created. The organisation tends to become more bureaucratic. It was mentioned intensive use 
of visualisation can maintain employees’ motivation high. Table 10 shows typical quotes for 
the activities, positive and negative factors in this stage. 
 

Table 10 –Typical quotes for integration, positive and negative factors 
Activities  

Integration of 
kaizen  

“The phase where the methods of kaizen penetrate to the team leader level 
below the foreman level.” (Company C/Plant Manager) 
“Stage where execution and maintenance of kaizen is not only a top 
management issue anymore but shopfloor.” (Company I/General Manager) 
“It is a stage where shopfloor operators themselves come up with 
ideas.”(Company F/Plant Manager) 

Positive factors 
Visualisation “Visualisation of performance, waste, risks everything. It makes people more 

motivated.”  (Company C/Production manager)  
Negative factors  

Bureaucracy “People start to feel comfortable with the rules that they made. I think 
bureaucracy distracts kaizen.” (Company F/Staff Manager) 
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DI SC USSI ON 
The activities, positive and negative influencing factors in each stage are summarised in Table 
11. The activities in implementation can occur simultaneously which is indicated in a broken 
line. For each factor, categories that are management, organisation, culture, and labour were 
added to clarify which factors are aligned with the literature and which are not.  
 

Table 11 – Activities, positive and negative factors in the kaizen transfer process 
Stages Activities Positive Negative 
Preparation Initial hiring  Labour 

• Hiring young and well 
educated operators directly from 
school 

Labour 
• Hiring right operators 
Management 
• Lack of experience 

Training Organisation 
• Providing training immediately 
after operators were hired  

Organisation 
• Distance from social life 
Management 
• Communication  

Implement-
ation 

Commitment Management 
• Management experience  

Organisation 
• High turnover of Japanese 
expatriates 
Management 
• Lack of experience  

Conveying 
sense of 
urgency 

Organisation 
• Visualisation of sense of 
urgency  

Management 
• Communication  

Execution Organisation 
• Start with small improvements 
• Team culture 
• Reward/recognition system  

Management 
• Finding a new area for 
improvement 
• Prioritising problems  
• Communication 

Maintenance  Organisation 
• Introduction of kaizen 
engineers 
• Benchmarking  
Showcase factory  

Organisation 
• New operators 
• Dealing with employees who 
do not fit in with the culture  

Integration  Execution 
and 
maintenance 
of kaizen by 
shopfloor 
operators 

Organisation 
• Visualisation 

Organisation 
• Important person leave the 
organisation 
• Bureaucratic organisation 

 
Stages 
The first research question was: what are the major stages in the kaizen transfer process? 
From the case study, it was found that the kaizen transfer process consists of three stages: 
preparation, implementation, and integration. This differed from what was found in the 
literature analysis, where four stages were identified: pre-investment, communication, 
application, and integration (see Table 1).  

The literature showed a pre-investment stage where need assessments and/or feasibility 
studies are conducted. However, this stage was not found in the case study. One of the reasons 
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for this could be that the study focused on the transfer of kaizen whereas the literature was 
more specific for the implementation of kaizen in Japan. The difference is that in the latter 
case, a company may be new to kaizen and therefore faces a pre-investment stage where a 
decision on the implementation of kaizen is made. In contrast, when it concerns the transfer of 
kaizen, the company is already familiar with kaizen at the Japanese location. Another 
possibility is that the pre-investment stage did not take place at the subsidiary but might have 
taken place at the Japanese headquarters. The data is not sufficient to distinguish between 
these two alternative explanations.  

Communication and implementation stage that were addressed in the literature were also 
found in this study. Since the activities are mostly regarding setting the condition or arranging 
the environment that is suitable for kaizen implementation, the name of the communication 
stage was changed to preparation stage. It was found there are new activities found in the 
implementation stage. In particular, conveying the sense of urgency before executing kaizen 
is not discussed in the kaizen or CI literature but often in the literature of change management, 
e.g. Kotter (2008). The latter author indicates that a sense of urgency in organisational settings 
is becoming increasingly important because change is shifting from episodic to continuous in 
nature. He states “with continuous change, creating and sustaining a sufficient sense of 
urgency are always a necessity” (xi). According to Ohno (1988), Toyota had a sense of 
urgency when they first initiated kaizen after the Second World War. Toyoda Kichiichiro 
(1894-1952), the president of Toyota at that time, said, “Catch up with America in three years. 
Otherwise, the automobile industry will not survive.” In order to accomplish this goal, Toyota 
started to learn from the American way, which subsequently transformed into the infinite 
kaizen journey. Moreover, the case study provided in-depth insights, particularly for the 
kaizen transfer. The introduction of a specific area for improvement and the relationship with 
employee motivation forms one of them. Wu and Chen (2006) state that any activity has its 
life cycle: introduction, growth, maturity and decline. Proper regenerative inputs need to be 
injected before an activity declines, so that the firm’s improvement level can be moved up to a 
higher level. The finding suggests that a new area for improvement could be used as a proper 
regenerative input as it can provide motivation for improvement. For example, if the 
measurable target for improvement is a 10% reduction in rejected products, then the activity 
life cycle indicates that after the introduction of the target, there is period of growth. This 
means that employees are energised and motivated to achieve improvements. After some time 
though, the growth slows, achieving more improvements becomes harder and employee 
motivation starts to dwindle eventually leading to a decline phase. Introducing the next target 
for improvement - for example, reduce the lead-time by 5%, before the onset of decline in the 
earlier target activity (reducing rejected products) - can help to maintain high employee 
motivation. By properly timing activity cycles, the organisation can improve overall while 
maintaining employee morale. This is illustrated in Figure 2.  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/243774234_Toyota_Production_System_Beyond_Large-Scale_Production?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-d4fe2c066d84fede86d8c28edfca48a2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2MjkxMTI1NztBUzoyNjI0NTE2NjA4NDkxNTJAMTQzOTU4NDc2MDEyOA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235718822_An_integrated_structural_model_toward_successful_continuous_improvement_activity?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-d4fe2c066d84fede86d8c28edfca48a2-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2MjkxMTI1NztBUzoyNjI0NTE2NjA4NDkxNTJAMTQzOTU4NDc2MDEyOA==
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Figure 2 – Timing of introduction of new area of improvement 

 
Finally, the integration stage where the transfer contents are incorporated in the 

organisation was found to correspond to the literature. In the literature, it was not clearly 
defined when the whole kaizen transfer process ends. In this study, it was found that the 
respondents have a consensus that this stage is successful when the kaizen mentality was 
developed among Dutch operators at the shopfloor level. This is reasonable because the 
successful kaizen implementation generally starts from the management and the capabilities 
are gradually acquired by the shopfloor operators (Bessant, 2003; Bessant et al., 2001). This 
finding is significant because the success of kaizen transfer can be determined through 
shopfloor operators. 
 
Factors 
The second research question was: what are the positive and negative factors in each stage of 
the kaizen transfer process? Results show that there are several positive and negative factors 
influencing each stage of kaizen transfer process (see Table 11). On the one hand, comparing 
them with what is mentioned in the literature (see Table 2) indicates that several factors were 
similar: management commitment, management experience, team (supportive) culture, 
starting with small and quick improvements (one of the steps in the implementation strategy), 
showcase factory and benchmarking (discussed as one of the recognition systems), and 
communication. On the other hand, the in-depth nature of this study allowed researchers to 
find several new factors. 

Our findings indicated that young operators were eager to learn and flexible about 
accepting new things and were more committed to work as they have fewer social obligations. 
Moreover, educated operators tend to use their ability to do work that goes beyond their 
immediate responsibility. Hiring young and well educated students directly from school is a 
common practice for Japanese companies abroad (Kenney & Florida, 1993). However, the 
link between this practice and the level of kaizen transfer is not clearly established in the 
literature. Similarly, the effectiveness of sending operators to the Japanese factory for several 
months' training is intensively discussed in the literature on practices of Japanese overseas 
subsidiaries (Adler, Goldoftas, & Levine, 1998; Shimada, 1990), but its link with the level of 
kaizen transfer is not established. Difficulties with hiring suitable operators due to the nature 
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of the industry and the location of the factory were found to negatively influence the kaizen 
transfer, which were also not mentioned specifically in the kaizen or CI literature. 

Visualisation of a sense of urgency (e.g. using photographs, figure and graphs) was found 
to be effective in conveying the sense of urgency to operators. This matches Kotter’s (2008) 
finding that people must actually see and feel the need for change in order to generate a sense 
of urgency. However, its link with the level of kaizen transfer success is again not discussed 
in the literature.  

It was found that the high turnover of Japanese expatriates negatively influences the kaizen 
transfer. The literature discusses that the Japanese companies abroad tend to rely heavily on 
Japanese expatriates. This often results in a lack of sensitivity for the localisation of 
management systems (Beamish & Inkpen, 1998). Nonetheless, its negative influence on the 
kaizen transfer success was not well discussed.  

Finding a new area for improvement and prioritising the problem were challenging aspects 
for companies. These issues can be recognised as part of the challenges associated with the 
lack of a structured approach for finding and solving problems, or the lack of managerial 
experience and commitment (see Table 2). However, the in-depth case study allowed more 
specific factors to emerge.  

Challenges with adjusting the mentality of new employees to the existing culture were not 
explicitly indicated in the literature. This could be due to the fact that this research was 
conducted in Japanese companies in the Netherlands. In Japan the long-term employment 
system is widespread. Japanese respondents who were educated and trained in that 
environment perceived this aspect as a challenge. However, for non-Japanese respondents, it 
may not be perceived as a negative factor because the outflow of labour is normal for them.  

Finally, the challenge of dealing with employees who do not fit the kaizen culture was new. 
Some companies addressed those operators who never fit in the culture of kaizen even after 
the company put great effort into adjusting their mentality. There was an indication that the 
company should dismiss those people because they can destroy the kaizen culture. Moreover, 
it was mentioned by Company F that a healthy company must have a natural outflow of 
labour. Since the establishment of the company, they have employed a no-firing policy. 
Currently, they are suffering from an increase in the employee’s average age as well as their 
salary. These cases suggest that firing some operators is necessary to maintain the kaizen 
culture and the natural outflow of operators. However, this contradicts the no-firing policy 
that many Japanese companies have. A no-firing policy provides security for the employees; 
this enhances the employees’ loyalty to the company (Abegglen, 1958). This was often 
discussed as it promotes the employees’ proactive behaviour (Campbell, 2000). In this sense, 
firing people may reduce the employee’s loyalty to the company. This study does not have 
enough evidence to verify which approach is better for a successful kaizen transfer. This 
needs to be investigated further. 
 
C ONC L USI ONS 
This study provides insight into the process involving the international transfer of kaizen. 
Two research questions were stated: 1) what are the stages in the kaizen transfer process; and 
2) what are the positive and negative factors influencing each stage? The results show that it 
has three stages: preparation, implementation, and integration. An activity of conveying a 
sense of urgency to the operators in implementation was significant that it is not well 
discussed in the kaizen literature. Moreover, the in-depth nature of this case study approach 
allowed us to identify several specific factors that are often discussed in the literature in a 
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general sense. The challenge in dealing with employees who do not fit in the culture of kaizen 
is also a factor that has not been discussed extensively in the literature. Whether to continue or 
terminate the contract with them and its influence on the successful kaizen transfer need to be 
investigated further.  

Classifying positive and negative factors of kaizen transfer according to the stage is 
another contribution made by this research. It has implications for researchers as well as 
practitioners. For researchers it serves as an analysis tool to determine a specific stage and the 
stage-specific positive and negative factors. It can potentially be applied to the transfer of 
other production practices such as lean production and TQM that share the underlying kaizen 
philosophy (Imai, 1986). 

For practitioners, it provides an opportunity to assess in what stage of kaizen transfer a 
company finds itself. It also provides direction about how to advance to a higher level. 
Additionally, companies can anticipate which positive and negative factors may influence 
each stage of the process.  
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