
ISRN: LIU-IEI-FIL-A—10/00723—SE 
 

Lean from an  

interorganisational perspective 
 

 

- a study of five different interfaces 

 
 

 
 
 

Lean ur ett interorganisatoriskt 

perspektiv 

- en studie av fem olika gränssnitt 
 
 
 
 

Victoria Hassel and Malin Modie 

Spring semester, 2010 

 

Supervisor: Gunilla Söderberg 
International Business Programme 

The Department for Management and Engineering 

 



 
 

ABSTRACT 

 
Title: Lean from an interorganisational perspective – a study of five different interfaces 
 
Titel: Lean ur ett interorganisatoriskt perspektiv – en studie av fem olika gränssnitt 
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Supervisor: Gunilla Söderberg 
 
Background: Lean has had a great influence on how companies work today, and both academics and 

practitioners have admitted its link with superior performance and the ability to create competitive 

advantage. There is however a widespread confusion of what lean really is and the absence of a clear 

definition has been highlighted by many researchers within the field. Since the birth of lean, a lot of 

focus has been on the internal perspective of the concept. Although today with an increased 

globalisation, higher customer demands and a severe competition, the work with lean between 

companies becomes highly appropriate. Within companies, the processes often work effectively, but 

it is in the interfaces between companies where a lot of waste and possibilities to improvement exist.  

 

Aim: The purpose is to analyse the companies’ consciousness of lean and to what extent their 

understanding of lean can influence the effectiveness of the entire value stream. Furthermore, the 

purpose is to analyse how this consciousness affects the collaboration between a customer and a 

supplier. 

 
Method: The study has a deductive approach where the starting point has been in the theories 

within lean, supplier partnership and effectiveness. A multiple case study has been conducted where 

five different interfaces have been studied. The study has a qualitative approach where the empirical 

findings come from ten semi-structured interviews.  

 
Result: Our study shows that working with lean interorganisationally helps to create a higher 

performing value chain. For companies working with lean internally, it is also natural working with 

lean with the partners. From a lean perspective, effectiveness is defined as a reduction of cost 

through elimination of waste. By performing VSM, having regular evaluating meetings, sharing 

forecasts and giving each other insight in inventories, a lot of waste in the interfaces can be reduced. 

However, to have a well working collaboration, the study shows that a high level of trust and a 

common view and attitude towards collaboration are necessary. 
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SAMMANFATTNING 

 

Titel: Lean ur ett interorganisatoriskt perspektiv - en studie av fem olika gränssnitt  
 

Title: Lean from an interorganisational perspective - a study of five different interfaces 
 

Författare: Victoria Hassel och Malin Modie 
 

Handledare: Gunilla Söderberg 
 

Bakgrund: Lean har haft ett stort inflytande på hur företag arbetar idag, och dess samband med 

högre effektivitet och förmåga att skapa konkurrensfördelar har blivit allmänt känt bland både 

akademiker och praktiker. Det råder emellertid en viss oklarhet av vad lean riktigt betyder och 

bristen på en klar definition av konceptet har blivit belyst av ett mångtal författare inom ämnet. Ända 

sedan lean började användas har ett stort fokus varit på ett internt perspektiv av konceptet. Däremot 

med hänsyn till den ökade konkurrensen, globaliseringen och de högre kundkraven som råder idag 

har lean i gränssnitten mellan företagen blivit alltmer aktuell. Generellt är lean väl applicerat internt 

och företagens processer fungerar effektivt men det är i gränssnitten mellan företag som det finns 

mycket slöserier och stora möjligheter för förbättringar.  

 

Syfte: Syftet med studien är att undersöka företags medvetenhet om lean och till vilken grad deras 

förståelse för lean kan påverka värdekedjans effektivitet. Vidare syftar studien till att förstå hur 

denna medvetenhet påverkar samarbetet mellan kund och leverantör. 

 

Metod: Studien har genomförts med en multipel fallstudieinriktad ansats där fem olika gränssnitt har 

studerats. Studien är av kvalitativ karaktär där den empiriska informationen har hämtats från tio 

semistrukturerade intervjuer. Studien har sin utgångspunkt i litteraturen inom lean, partnerskap och 

effektivitet och har därför ett deduktivt tillvägagångssätt.  

 

Resultat: Studien visar att genom att arbeta interorganisatoriskt med lean kan värdekedjans 

effektivitet öka. För företag som arbetar med lean internt är det också naturligt att arbeta med lean i 

gränssnitten. Ur ett leanperspektiv är effektivitet definierat som reducering av kostnader genom 

eliminering av slöserier. Genom att tillsammans utföra VSM, ha regelbundna uppföljningsmöten, dela 

prognoser och ge varandra insyn i lagerstatusen kan många slöserier i gränssnittet mellan företagen 

elimineras. Däremot för att ett samarbete ska fungera visar studien på vikten av förtroende för 

varandra och att man har en gemensam syn på samarbete. 

 

Nyckelord: Lean, supplier relationship, partnership, lean supply chain, effectiveness
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The introduction offers the reader a background of the topic studied together with the problems and 

aspects it includes. The research background and the problem analysis then lead to the research 

questions and its purpose.  

 

1.1 RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

Today’s increased globalisation, competition and fast technological development have resulted in 

higher demand on companies regarding cost, lead time, quality and flexibility to respond to the 

customers’ requirements (e.g. Mohan and Sharma, 2003; Scott, 1992; Kalagnanam and Lindsay,  

1999). Mohan and Sharma (2003) argue that many companies feel that they, in order to keep their 

competitiveness, have to be more customer oriented and continuously improve their processes.  

Furthermore, they claim, that in order to achieve this change, numerous methods have been 

developed and implemented at companies world wide. Their conclusion is that one of the methods 

that has got a very successful breakthrough is lean production. 

 

1.1.1 The origin of lean production 

The ideas behind lean production originate from the Toyota Production System, which was 

developed by Taiichi Ohno, an engineer at the Toyota Motor Corporation. However, Arnheiter and 

Maleyeff (2005) explain that lean is today spread to many other lines of business and processes than 

just the automotive industry. Womack et al. (2007) have described the birth of lean and they explain 

that everything started in the beginning of the 1950s, when Ohno went to USA in order to study how 

automobiles were produced in the world’s largest and most efficient manufacturing plant - Ford’s 

mass production factory in Detroit. Rapidly, Ohno concluded that a mass production process was not 

applicable in Japan but that there were some possibilities to improve the production system in Japan 

anyway. Moreover, he realised that there was too much waste everywhere, that is to say, non value-

added activities. When Ohno went back to Japan, he tried to implement a new working method in 

order to improve the production process and reduce the waste. Despite several advantages, his new 

production method did not get popular in the company. The management team was more interested 

in creating mass production facilities in order to secure the production in quantity. Toyota succeeded 

to increase the production radically, but was confronted with a serious crisis when Toyota’s new 

brand was rejected on the American market. There were several reasons for the rejection, among 

others; lack of safety, lack of engine power and that the cars were too heavy. Improving the quality 
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became therefore crucial in order to survive, and Toyota’s management team finally agreed to 

implement Ohno’s TQC – total quality control - system. The success of the system became a fact: 

Toyota managed to produce more cars at higher quality, and Toyota and other Japanese car 

manufacturers increased their market shares world wide. From these different experiences, they had 

developed a completely new way of making things, a way today called lean production. 

 

Lean production had its breakthrough through the bestseller “The Machine That Changed the World” 

written by Womack et al. in 1990. Although, the term was already coined by John Krafcik, a 

researcher at MIT, in his article Triumph of the Lean Production System published 1988. He explained 

that the method was “lean” because, compared with mass production, “it uses less of everything – 

half the human effort in the factory, half the manufacturing space, half the investment tools, half the 

engineering hours to develop a new product in half the time. Also, it requires keeping far less than 

half the needed inventory on site, results in many fewer defects, and produces a greater and ever 

growing variety of products” (Womack et al., 2007:11).  

 

1.2 PROBLEM ANALYSIS 

1.2.1 Arguments over the clearness of the concept 

Lean has had a great influence on how companies work today, and both academics and practitioners 

have admitted its link with superior performance and the ability to create competitive advantage 

(e.g. Krafcik, 1988; MacDuffie, 1995; Shah and Ward, 2007). However, despite clear signs of success, 

there are authors that criticise the concept of lean as well. Kinnander (2009) states that there is no 

higher productivity proved by suppliers in the automotive industry working with lean compared with 

companies not working with it. Moreover, he points out that many companies today label all types of 

work on improvements “lean”. Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park (2006) explain that there is a 

widespread confusion of what lean really is and they question if it is just an old fad which can be 

ignored or if companies should make an effort to understand what it is. Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-

Park are, however, not the only ones that highlight the problem with an absence of a clear definition 

of lean. There are authors that have tried to define the concept (Hines et al., 2004; Shah and Ward, 

2007) but yet, it does not exist any common agreed definition.  The absence of a common definition 

has numbers of consequences both for practitioners trying to implement the concept and 

researchers attempting to understand the essence of the concept (Pettersen, 2009). The lack of a 

common definition can result in communication difficulties (Pettersen, 2009), difficulties to see the 

overall goals (Andersson et al., 2006) and difficulties to determine if changes made in the 

organisation agree with lean production or not (Karlsson and Åhlström, 1996).   
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1.2.2 Arguments around the needs for collaboration 

Many authors mention the importance to see lean in a supply chain perspective (e.g. Womack and 

Jones, 1996; Mohan and Sharma, 2003). They highlight that the performance of the whole value 

stream can be much higher if more of the players in the value chain are involved, and that the end 

result will create greater value to the customer than the existing traditions do. Value streams are 

often very complex and hard to control and frustration can easily be created as a consequence of 

other companies’ decisions. Merchant and Van der Stede (2007) mention that sub optimising of 

individual firms along the value stream can result in, among others, high level of tied capital, long 

lead times, a low level of service and flexibility and also fluctuations in the demand upstream which 

do not exist at the customer level.  

 
Womack and Jones (1994) point out the essence of having a good and cooperative relationship 

between firms in order to implement the lean enterprise thinking. However, it is not easy getting 

these interactions to be effective; each firm in the value stream must act in ways that benefit others, 

and it may happen that firms who are in direct competition have to work together (Slagmulder, 

1999). In addition, Womack and Jones (1994) mention that there has to be a certain level of 

transparency and clear agreements of target costing. Therefore, many companies have chosen to 

keep their suppliers and customers on arm’s length in order to keep their internal knowledge within 

the company (Dyer and Hatch, 2004). However, Mohan and Sharma (2003) highlight that the 

customers’ demand today is changing in the direction of increased expectations from the products, 

and they mean that it takes more than quality, cost and delivery commitments to guarantee survival. 

The ability to adjust quickly and effectively to changes of customers’ requirements is important and 

to succeed they agree that the most effective way is to understand what customers really value. 

Moreover, the current severe competition put a big pressure on companies as the greater variety of 

products on the market results in that customers are less loyal and also have higher requirements on 

the chosen products. In order to work effectively to meet customers’ demand, it is thus crucial that 

the whole value stream works together (Womack and Jones, 1996).   

1.2.3 Arguments around a more extensive approach of lean 

Van der Meer-Kooistra and Vosselman (2000) explain that today’s changing customer demand, the 

severe competition together with the increased level of outsourcing, have therefore led to a new, 

necessary approach of interorganisational relations. In order to meet these changes, companies can 

not any longer work by themselves and keep their suppliers on arm’s length. To ensure survival, 

companies have to work closer with their partners, and the interfaces between companies become 

more important.  
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In addition, it is essential to put a great focus on customers’ demands and continuously improve the 

firm’s processes in order to stay competitive. These principles are some of the cornerstones in the 

concept of lean thinking (Womack et al., 2007). However, Womack and Jones (1994) explain that 

since the birth of lean, a lot of focus has been on the internal perspective of the concept. Although 

today, the work with lean between companies becomes highly appropriate. They point out that, 

within companies, the processes often work very effectively, but it is in the interfaces between 

companies where a lot of waste and possibilities of improvements exist.  

 

However, we apprehend that the topics of how to work with lean interorganisationally and how it 

may influence the relationship between a customer and a supplier are not that developed in the 

literature. Hence, with this background, we find it interesting to examine how lean is applied 

interoganisationally and which experiences companies have from their implementation of lean with 

their partners, and thus give an empirical contribution of the topics in question. Moreover, we find it 

interesting to study what companies embrace within the term lean in order to see if the vague 

definition of lean exists in the practitioners’ world as well.  

 

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 

From this background and problem discussion, we aim to develop a theoretical as well as an 

empirical understanding of the term “lean”. Furthermore, we aim to create an empirical 

understanding of how lean can be applied in the interfaces between partners, why our research 

questions are: 

 

- What do companies embrace within the term lean? 

- How is the understanding of lean applied interorganisationally? 

- What may be the reasons for working with lean interorganisationally? 

- Which are the experiences from an implementation of lean in the interfaces between 

companies? 

 

1.4 PURPOSE 

The purpose is to analyse the companies’ consciousness of lean and to what extent their 

understanding of lean can influence the effectiveness of the entire value stream. Furthermore, the 

purpose is to analyse how this consciousness affects the collaboration between a customer and a 

supplier. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

This chapter is introduced with the research strategy and its approach. Next, the selection of case 

study objects will be presented followed by a description of how the empirical data collection was 

carried out. Finally, the theoretical methodology used in this research will be explained. The purpose 

of the methodology chapter is to provide the reader with a deeper understanding of how the research 

has been conducted in order to be able to evaluate the outcome.  

 

2.1 RESEARCH STRATEGY 

From the aim of the research, to gain deeper insight of how companies can work 

interorganisationally with lean, we have chosen to perform a qualitative study. As we did not have 

any predefined hypothesis to validate we considered it important seeing what the interviewees, as 

experts, valued and put emphasis on. To perform a qualitative study was thus in accordance with 

Bryman and Bell’s (2003) arguments about a qualitative study as it enables to provide a deeper 

understanding through interviews and that the method also puts a greater interest in the 

interviewee’s point of view and enable to understand what the interviewee sees as relevant and 

important. Additionally, they explain that the qualitative research method is characterised as flexible 

which permitted us to direct the interviews after the interviewees’ answers. The choice of a 

qualitative approach is also strengthened by the fact that the interviews, which form the empirical 

data, have been performed on such a way that the respondents could be detailed and hence able to 

provide versatile information. A quantitative approach had not been able to provide the same wealth 

of details, something which is crucial in order to answer the aim of the research (Bryman and Bell, 

2003). 

 

Furthermore, to be able to provide a deeper understanding, a case study has been conducted as it 

makes it possible to study a specific case and in depth interpret the data collected (Bryman and Bell, 

2003). However, to gain sufficient insight of the topic we considered it essential to study more than 

one organisation. Our objective was to be able to compare and contrast the findings from our 

observations in order to understand what was really unique and what the different cases had in 

common. Bryman and Bell (2003) argue that a multiple-case study also gets a higher variation and 

that it improves the theory building as a comparison between the cases and places the researcher in 

better position to test the theories. An investigation of ten different organisations was thus 

performed and our research obtained a comparative design. 
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2.2 RESEARCH APPROACH 

As our research questions start out from a theoretical problem on the subject of lean, supplier 

relationship and effectiveness we considered it important to understand, explain and develop the 

theories before starting to collect the empirical data. That is also why our research method has a 

deductive approach. According to Bryman and Bell (2003), the theories are the starting point in the 

deductive research approach and then through expectations and categorisation the information is 

being collected. Therefore, we started out from the theories with the aim to develop an 

understanding of our field of interest. Subsequently, the interviews were performed which gave us 

an insight of what the respondents highlighted as important. With this information we could then 

develop our theoretical framework further and thus better analyse our empirical findings. The 

method could be seen as a reflecting spiral, where the empirical findings help to develop the 

theoretical knowledge further. Consequently, if we had chosen an inductive approach, which has its 

starting point in the empirical findings, we had missed the theoretical pre-understanding which 

helped us and was necessary to understand the data collected from the interviews. (Jacobsen, 2002) 

Theory

Data collection

Empirical
findings

Revision of 
theory

Data collection
 

Figure 1. Interpretation of the deductive research approach by Bryman and Bell ( 2003) 
 

2.3 EMPIRICAL DATA COLLECTION 

2.3.1 Selection of respondents 

The selection of respondents is very important to achieve enough dept in the study. Tellis (1997) 

points out that in order to make generic conclusions of the study and the objects studied, it is 

essential that the objects studied correspond well to the purpose of the study.  

 

We have performed ten interviews which have allowed us to gain insight and understanding of five 

different interfaces between organisations. We considered it important to interview both parts of 
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the relation in order to gain an as honest and clear image of the relationship and the work in the 

interface as possible. As interface, it is referred to the direct workflow and relation between a 

customer and a supplier. When further discussing the interfaces and to work interorganisationally 

with lean in the value chain, the interfaces imply the relationship with the direct partners and not the 

relation with the other players in the value chain. The ten organisations studied act in different 

industries and treat different types of interfaces such as service, production and project, which we 

considered very positive as it enables to get a better generic understanding of the phenomenon. In 

addition, companies working with lean have been preferred and all the relationships studied have at 

least one of the two parts working with lean. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Overview of the ten interviews 

 

 

The study objects have been chosen depending on personal contacts of our supervisors and 

ourselves, which Bryman and Bell (2003) define as a convenience sampling since it is easy to get in 

contact with them. As stated by Marschan-Piekkari and Welch (2004), an already established trusting 

relationship with the respondents facilitates further cooperation and we have experienced that the 

fact that we have been recommended, or that we already knew people in the organisation, have 

helped us a lot in order to meet and interview the right persons in the organisations. From the five 

companies working explicitly with lean, we have searched among their partners to find a suitable 

customer or supplier to interview and get an understanding of the interface between the two firms. 

Interface Company Position Respondent 

1 Addici 
Director operational & Business 
Development 

Helena Dahlberg 

Tieto AB Facility Management Director Rose-Marie Svahn 
1 

 Facility Manager Lars Lindberg 

2 AstraZeneca Head of Operation Excellence Jesper Lind 

2 Pharmadule AB Sales Manager Markus Karlsson 

3 
Siemens Industrial 
Turbomachinery AB 

Supplier Quality Assurance 
Manager 

Anders Östberg 

3 
Coor Service 
Management AB 

Production Planner Lisa Svensson 

4 
County Council in 
Östergötland 

Chief Medical Engineering Per Dahl 

4 Sectra AB Customer Team Leader Ann-Sofie Mikaelsson 

5 BT Products AB 
Vice President Purchasing 
Department 

Magnus Andersson 

5 Tibnor AB Key Account Manager Ola Andersson 
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In most of the cases, the responsible for the relationship has been interviewed. For the companies 

having the “client role”, people at the purchasing department were preferred, while within 

companies with the “supplier role”, employees having a role as Key Account Managers have been 

chosen. At each of the company, we have interviewed one person, except from the interview at Tieto 

AB, where they insisted to be two attending the interview as they thought that would increase the 

ability to give us sufficient answers.  

 

Figure 3. The five different interfaces 
 

A first contact has been made by email or telephone in order to see if there was any interest and to 

inform about the purpose of the study. The companies chosen have then themselves decided the 

most appropriate person to interview. With that, we have been able to talk with people who were 

willing to share their knowledge and experiences and, maybe even more important, people with a 

great knowledge of our field of interest. According to Lundahl and Skärvad (1999) this is called an 

expert sampling, since it aims to collect valuable information to the study. However, the questions 

were not sent to the people interviewed before the meetings in order to guarantee getting the most 

honest and spontaneous answers possible. As they were informed by the purpose of the study 

before the interview they had thus the main topics of the research already and we considered that 

was enough for their preparations.  

2.3.2 Personal interviews 

An important part of our data collection was the many interviews which have been performed during 

the study. We have conducted semi-structured interviews by face to face meetings with the 

respondents. The reason why semi-structured interviews was chosen was that there was a possibility 

to direct the interviews in order to get answers on the important questions of the study, and at the 

same time, allow free scope for the interviewees to deepen the questions that they found interesting 

and relevant (Jacobsen, 2002). We found it dangerous having a too structured interview form as the 

risk is that the respondent has important information that will not be manifested during the 

interview as a result of too narrow questions. Also an interview in-depth was dropped as we 

considered that a certain level of structure was needed in order to guarantee that some important 

questions of the study will be answered (Jacobsen, 2002). Consequently, an interview guide was 
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prepared with determined main topics that we wanted to be discussed. The interviews always 

started with general topics and were then converted into more specific ones in order to warm up the 

respondent with non threatening questions. However, the order of the topics and the questions in 

the interview guide was not strictly followed, instead the respondents were allowed to formulate the 

answers in their own way and develop the questions that they found relevant. Nevertheless, we 

experienced some difficulties to compare some of the respondents’ answers as the respondents 

chose to highlight quite different kind of topics.  

 

All interviews were performed face to face as it is easier to create a confidence-inspiring atmosphere 

than for example during a telephone interview and thus having more honest and detailed answers 

(Jacobsen, 2002).  Moreover, Jacobsen (2002) explains that people seem to easier talk about 

sensitive subjects in interviews face to face and that it is more difficult to lie or withhold information 

for the interviewees during personal meetings. The face to face meetings have allowed us to observe 

the interviewees’ body language and thus respond to it by clarifying or restating the questions.  It has 

also enabled us to easier interpret the answers correctly and to find out if the interviewee felt 

uncomfortable and wanted to change subject.  

 

In line with Bryman and Bell’s (2003) opinion, all interviews were conducted in Swedish as all the 

interviewees are native Swedish speakers. Even if there might be some slighter errors and 

interpretations in the translation of the transcripts from Swedish to English, we believed that the 

answers would be much more precise and detailed by conducting the interviews in Swedish. In order 

to minimise the risk for confusions and misunderstandings and also in order to make sure that we 

were able to maximise the use of the time for the interviews, all interviews were recorded as well as 

noted done, and the interviews were transcript directly after the interviews. Additionally, always 

both of us participated during the interviews which gave the possibility to discuss the answers and 

clarify issues which were interpreted differently. Moreover, before each interview the respondents 

were asked if they agreed upon that we recorded the interviews. 

 

The respondents were free to choose the location of the interview and consequently, all meetings 

were conducted at the interviewees’ workplaces; some of them in the interviewees’ office and 

others in a conference room.  Bryman and Bell (2003) argue that it is important to be at a private 

location so the respondents do not have to worry about being interrupted. The atmosphere was very 

friendly and relaxed during the meetings and the respondents found the research topic interesting 

and were willing to share their knowledge and experiences. 
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The length of the interviews was more or less the same for all interviews, and they lasted for about 

one hour. However, the substance of the interviews differed somewhat depending on the company. 

Generally, companies working explicitly with lean gave us a clearer explanation of their working 

methods and their underlying causes. As they had a pre-comprehension of the topic studied, they 

could therefore also give more specific answers.  Regarding the interviews with the companies not 

working with lean, it became crucial to ask more specific questions to get a fair picture of their 

working methods. Also, the more interviews we had performed, the more they became effective 

with more valuable information in less time as we knew better what to focus on. 

 

In addition to interviewing, some direct observations were made around the offices during the 

meetings as well in order to gain further understanding into the methods used. At BT Products AB, 

BT, a tour was made at the production site where the lean concept is highly utilised. Both at BT and 

at Addici, we were shown one of their lean boards which are daily used and updated. Finally, at 

Tibnor we were shown their deviations- and management system.  

  

After the interviews, some complementing questions have been asked by telephone to some of the 

respondents when questions have turned up. All the empirical material has also been sent to the 

respondents in order to validate the information and avoid misunderstandings and incorrect 

interpretations. At the same time, the respondents approved that the company’s and their name 

could be published in the study.  

2.3.3 Analysis method 

After the interviews were done, the work to analyse and interpret all the collected data started. The 

transcriptions were read several times in order to find patterns and get a feeling of the whole 

content. Next, we made what Jacobsen (2002) calls “reduction of the information” when a first 

screen was done. Sentences and paragraphs containing information which were considered 

important and relevant were marked in the text and comments were done in the margins. 

Categorising and structuring of answers were then made to bring order into the data. In this stage, it 

was important to not only describe the data but also to conceptualise it, that is to say, to search for 

underlying connections and concepts. The material collected was thus, in agreement with the 

qualitative research method, structured, condensed and interpreted in order to only keep the 

essence from every source. During the analyses of the empirical material, theories were also 

consulted for a second time in order to better explain the findings. For further analysis, a 

comparative analysis method was used (Bryman and Bell, 2003). We tried to find similarities and 
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differences between the different cases and the comparisons between the different organisations 

have then constituted the main base for our further analyses.  

 

2.4 LITERATURE ANALYSIS 

In order to understand, take in and analyse the data from the interviews correctly, it is essential 

having an understanding about the underlying theories. The empirical findings have thus been 

interpreted and analysed based on theories within the fields of lean thinking, supplier relationship 

management, partnership and effectiveness. Theories have also been used as a support to create 

knowledge and an understanding about relevant topics during the whole study. 

 

During the collection of theories, which are in addition to several books composed of many articles 

and journals, we have strived to use as current sources as possible as the lean philosophy is a topic 

that has evolved a lot over time. Different articles have therefore been our main source, as they 

often embrace specific areas and enable to target a certain field of interest. Frequent search words 

that have been used during the information collection are lean production, lean thinking, supplier 

relationship management, partnership and effectiveness. These words have been used both 

separately and in combination with each others. In addition, to increase the reliability and to avoid 

subjective interpretations from second-hand sources we have always tried to go back to the origin 

sources. To find relevant and reliable information, we have started out from literature written by 

recognised authors. The reference lists have then helped us to get an idea of which authors one has 

to consider when studying the topic in question.  

 

As it was impossible to find a common agreed definition of lean in the literature we considered it 

crucial to start our research by a literature study about the point at issue. Several articles and books 

by different authors within the field of lean have been studied in order to create an understanding 

about which different principles of lean most of the authors use to define the lean philosophy. 

Afterwards, we made an own interpretation of the term in order to, during the rest of the study, 

have a clear image of the definition of lean and its main principles. Regarding the theories about 

effectiveness, both classic and contemporary authors are used in order to gain an as honest 

understanding of the phenomenon as possible. 

2.5 RESEARCH QUALITY  

With a qualitative research method based on ten interviews, our aim was not to achieve perfect 

objectiveness, sooner a higher level of credibility. There are several methods to improve the 

credibility of the study and one of them, according to Bryman and Bell (2003), is triangulation. 
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Triangulation entails using more than one method or source to collect data and also examining the 

problems from more than one perspective.  

 

Our choice to interview both parts, the client and the supplier, in the relationship was just to be able 

to highlight the topic from two different perspectives. Our purpose was thus to get an as honest and 

clear image of the relationship as possible and to examine if both parts perceived the relationship in 

the same way and if they prioritised the same things. Bryman and Bell (2003) argue that this method 

is called data triangulation, and that this is one of the ways to obtain triangulation. In addition to the 

data triangulation, a method triangulation was also used. Besides the interviews, some observations 

were done which could support the information given during the interviews. Jacobsen (2002) argues 

that when different methods give the same results, it is a strong argument for that the results are 

valid.  

 

Furthermore, as stated by Jacobsen (2002), a high level of participant control also enables a higher 

trustworthiness. All interviews were thus recorded so we were able to go through what had been 

said during the meetings several times. All interviews have been based on the same interview guide 

and the empirical material has been approved by the respondents in order to eliminate the risk for 

errors and misunderstandings in the interpretations. This is also in line with what Bryman and Bell 

(2003) define as ethical principles to follow and fulfil when conducting a research.  

 

Moreover, all respondents have been well informed about the purpose of the study in order to give 

them the possibility to make an as informed decision of their participation as possible. They were 

also asked before the interview if they agreed upon that the interview was recorded and next, if their 

name and company’s name could be published in the study. This was done in order to minimise the 

harm to the participants and not deceive them.  

 

According to Jacobsen (2002), the choice that not sending the questions to the respondents before 

the meetings in order to get as spontaneous answers as possible is another way to guarantee a high 

level trustworthiness. 

 

Within a qualitative research method, we are aware of that the results of the study are subjective 

interpretations of the information collected. Nevertheless, in order to increase the level of credibility 

in a case study, Merriam (1994) recommends that the material collected should be documented, 

systemised and organised as exhaustive as possible to facilitate outside verification. Additionally, 

Bryman and Bell (2003) argue that by giving thick descriptions, the criterion for transferability is 
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fulfilled. Consequently, in the methodology chapter and in the chapter explaining the theoretical 

framework, we have thoroughly explained the underlying theories, the selection of the study objects 

and how the interviews were performed.  Our aim was thus to give the reader an insight in how the 

study was performed and also to enable external people to form an opinion to what extent the 

results are transferable to other situations. 
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3. FRAME OF REFERENCE 

The following chapter treats theories within the field of lean, supplier relationship management and 

effectiveness within lean. The chosen theories serve to create a better understanding of the field of 

interest to examine and to analyse the empirical findings.  

 

3.1 CHOICE OF THEORIES 

The choice of theories has its starting point in the purpose of the study. However, the theoretical 

framework has been developed further during the study along with the analysis of the empirical 

findings. 

 

The reference frame is divided into four parts. The initial part aims to create a deeper understanding 

of the concept lean. The definition of lean used in the study will be presented and the first part will 

also include a discussion about a selection of some tools within lean to be able to understand how 

the studied companies work. The following parts put emphasis on supplier relationship management, 

supplier partnership and which factors that characterise a well working partnership. There will also 

be a discussion about effectiveness and how effectiveness is defined from a lean perspective. Lastly, 

there will be a closing part which is created to summarise the frame of reference and the results of 

the chapter and show a clearer picture of the connections between the different theories.  

 

3.2 LEAN  

Originally, lean comes from the automotive industry and had a great focus on the production process 

(Womack et al., 2007). The concept has, however, evolved a lot over time and is today spread to 

many other lines of business, and it is not only used in the production processes. As stated in the 

introduction, it is extremely hard to find a definition of lean and what the concept really means 

(Pettersen, 2009). Some authors (e.g. Hines et al., 2004; Shah and Ward, 2007) have tried to define 

the concept while other authors (Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park, 2006) have just pointed out that 

there does not seem to exist any clear definition. However, through our literature study we can 

distinguish some characteristics that are frequently recurring and discussed by most of the authors. It 

is also highlighted that lean is not a singular concept and can not be equated exclusively to one of the 

principles (Shah and Ward 2007). Many authors (e.g. Shingo, 1984; Monden, 1998; Ohno, 1988) state 

that elimination of waste is the ultimate goal of lean and that the other principles are ways to reach 

the goal. Below is a brief description of each seven principles that we have found essential to define 

the lean concept. 
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- Elimination of waste 

- Continuous improvement 

- Just In Time 

- Customer Orientation 

- Standardisation 

- Leadership and employee involvement 

- Extended Enterprise 

 

3.2.1 The lean principles 

 

Elimination of waste 

Karlsson and Åhlström (1996) point out that elimination of waste is probably the most fundamental 

principle of lean. Womack and Jones (1996) define waste as activities that absorb resources but 

create no value, and such activities should be removed. They argue that the essence of lean thinking 

is the elimination of muda, the Japanese word for waste, wherever it exists. According to Karlsson 

and Åhlström (1996), the most important source of waste is inventory. Keeping parts and products in 

stock do not add value to the customers and they should therefore be eliminated. Apart from being 

wasteful itself, the inventory also hides other problems which stay hidden and may never been 

corrected (Hayes, 1981). Other potential sources of waste are overproduction and quality 

deficiencies. Manufacturing parts that are defective have to be redone or even worse, scrapped, 

which lead to both a waste of time and resources. Furthermore, Sutherland and Bennett (2008) 

explain that overproduction arises when companies produce too much or unnecessarily early, even 

before there is a demand. Thus, it ties up capital as well as creates unnecessary inventory. There are 

several sources of wastes and Womack and Jones (1996) have specified eight principle types of 

waste; seven of them developed by Ohno at Toyota Motor Company, and the last one developed by 

themselves. Apart from inventory, overproduction and quality defects they also point out waiting, 

transportation, inappropriate processing, unnecessary motions and at last the design of goods and 

services which do not meet the needs of the customer as sources of waste. 

 

Continuous improvement 

Karlsson and Åhlström (1996) claim that, after elimination of waste, continuous improvement is 

probably the principle that is most associated with lean. They explain that the continual strive for 

perfection has even an own word in Japanese - kaizen - which is today a word known worldwide. The 
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constant strive for perfection is an important pillar in the Toyota Production System, and Hayes 

(1981) explains that the Japanese considered all problems as important and that they were never 

satisfied. He states that improvements should not be done on only some decided days, rather every 

day in the whole organisation. Furthermore, Womack et al. (2007) explain that an important part of 

the work for perfection is the principle of zero defects. They explain that it is essential that the 

different parts are fault free from the very beginning of the processes in order to attain a high quality 

level and to keep up the speed in the processes. Womack et al. (2007) explain that it is vital that 

errors are prevented even before they occur. The workers are thus often encouraged to stop the 

whole assembly line immediately when a problem emerges so the whole team can come over to 

solve the problem together.  Furthermore, they highlight the essence of the method poka yoke which 

implies that every error should systematically be traced back to its ultimate cause, and that a 

solution should be found so it will never happen again. In the lean thinking, it is important that all 

workers and managers are involved and a common way to involve employees in the work for 

continuous improvement is the quality circles (Womack et al., 2007). They explain that the quality 

circles are activities where time is set aside for team to collectively suggest ways to improve the 

processes. 

 

Just in Time 

Closely related to elimination of waste and zero defects are Just in Time, JIT, which also has its roots 

in Japan and the Toyota Production System (Arnheiter and Maleyeff, 2005). The aim of JIT is thus to 

continuously improve the production through a continuous reduction of waste and inventory. These 

improvements are done through reducing the resources so that inventory does not disguise the 

problems (Pettersen, 2009). The main success factor within JIT is to schedule the processes with a 

certain knowledge of push and pull where JIT provides pull instead of push so every processes should 

be provided with right parts at the right time (Karlsson and Åhlström, 1996). The pull system does 

that the products are hold in a process stage until the next step becomes available (Lim et al., 1999). 

Moreover, quality is an essential part of JIT which includes defining requirements, getting the 

manufacturing process under control and keeping it under control which include distributes 

immediate feedback to the product line so when problems are detected they repair it directly. 

Swanson and Lankford (1998) point out that both companies and suppliers take advantage of JIT 

since companies reduce cost and suppliers invest in long term relationships. JIT is a concept that 

involves many functional areas of a company such as manufacturing, engineering, marketing, and 

purchasing (Canel et al., 2000). Furthermore, Kasul and Motwani (1997) claim that in order to 

achieve just-in-time manufacturing, one-piece flow is a relevant method. They define one-piece-flow 

as making only what is needed when it is needed and therefore minimising the work-in-process 
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inventory since that improves effectiveness, enables quick response time, eliminates build-up of 

defects and facilitates standardised work.  

 

Customer Orientation 

Many authors (e.g. Womack et al., 2007; Mohan and Sharma, 2003; Shah and Ward, 2007; Hopp and 

Spearman, 2004) point out that lean has evolved since its birth and an important part of lean today is 

to ensure that the customers’ needs are met on time. Additionally, Womack and Jones (1996) point 

out in their ”5 steps to a comprehensive logic of lean thinking” that the first thing to do when 

implementing a lean thinking is to specify value from what the ultimate customer defines as value. It 

is therefore crucial for the companies to have a good dialogue with their customers as it is the 

customer that eventually decides what activities that represent muda or not, and consequently, 

which activities to eliminate (Hines et al., 2004).  

 

Standardisation 

A key element of lean production is simplification of work processes through standardisation (Ohno, 

1988). Standards describe, at the present situation, the best known and agreed way to perform a 

working operation. Liker (2004) explains that the aim is to create routines in order to let everybody 

knows what, how and when to do things. Furthermore, he states that standards make it easier to 

detect deviations since a standard explains how a process works in a normal situation, and therefore, 

as soon as there is an error, it is easier to trace the source of the fault. Moreover, standards 

contribute to a high level of prediction which results in a reduction in buffers. In an unpredictable 

environment, companies tend to create buffers to prevent disruptions in the work process if any 

errors occur (Petersson et al., 2008).  

 

Furthermore, creating standards is an important part in the work for continuous improvement. Liker 

(2004) explains that, without standards, it is hard to evaluate improvement measures since it is 

impossible to do any comparisons. Thus, by implementing process controls as standardisation, the 

result will be a reduction of process variability and enhance process visibility (Niepce and Molleman, 

1998).   

 
Leadership and employee involvement 

It is important to have the lean philosophy implemented in the whole organisation, not least at the 

management level. Liker (2004) states that a leader could have many different stiles but the most 

essential thing is that the leaders all work for the same strategy and that they know in detail how the 

work flow looks like. Liker (2004) further states that a leader shall absorb and develop the 
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employees’ knowledge so they can perform and take decisions on their own and increase the 

employee involvement. As that information and education come from the leader, their relationship is 

relatively close so they easily can support and guide them. According to Nicholas and Soni (2006), 

aspects of employee involvement can be found everywhere in a lean company. Furthermore, they 

discuss the disciplined eye which means that the employees shall be responsible for their own 

workplace and through the disciplined eye they are able to identify problems and opportunities for 

improvement.  

 

According to Karlsson and Åhlström, (1996), the work organisation in lean is characterised by using 

multifunctional teams which mean that the employees are responsible for one part of a product flow 

where they get the opportunity to perform several different things. Furthermore, they state that 

increased responsibility along with different tasks indicates more training in several new parts. The 

training also includes, except performing different parts, team leadership as the workers should be 

able to rotate among diversified tasks frequently. Moreover, the multifunctional teams are in 

addition to training also characterised by decentralisation together with an increasing responsibility 

in the teams. As a result of the increased influence, all employees have also the authority to stop the 

production whenever it is needed (Karlsson and Åhlström, 1996).  

 

Extended Enterprise 

Many authors (e.g. Womack et al., 2007; Shah and Ward, 2007; Pettersen, 2009) point out the 

importance of supplier involvement in the work with lean production. The idea that a relationship 

with suppliers is risky is no longer admirable. On the contrary, today, the collaboration with other 

parts in the value chain is essential. Womack and Jones (1994) highlight that there is a great potential 

to superior performance by collaborating with the other companies within the value chain. Also, 

Lummis (1999) mentions that in order to optimise the overall performance, companies need to 

consider the entire network of supply. He means that whenever a company works with another 

company in the supply chain, both stand benefit from the other’s success. Even Pettersen (2009) 

points out the importance of a good relationship with the suppliers and that all the improvement 

activities should be done in collaboration with them. Womack and Jones (1994) have labelled this 

new organisational model lean enterprise, and they state that success in today’s challenging 

environment depends on how the whole value chain operates, not how a single link in the chain 

work.  
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These seven principles do we find essential to define lean and there are several ways to apply them 

in an organisation. Furthermore, there are different tools to support the usage of lean which is 

described in the following part 3.2.2 Tools within lean.   

 

3.2.2 Tools within lean 

Since many authors (e.g. Liker, 2004; Womack and Jones, 2001) state that one of the main objectives 

with lean is to eliminate waste wherever it exists, it becomes important to be able to see the 

deviations and mistakes. Hence, visualisation becomes essential so that one can, in an easy and 

efficient timeline, find the root of the problems. Furthermore, visualisation contributes to the 

organisation’s ability to make improvements and it necessitates the employees to fulfil the overall 

business objectives and strategies. Liker (2004) states that visualisation should be seen as a system 

where all parts lead to a result. He explains that if it is easy to see which things that belong to a 

specific workplace and how a task should be solved, it would be clearer to see if it is done in the right 

way and how to eliminate different types of waste. As a result of the higher demands on quality, 

flexibility and effectiveness, the communication tool has to have a clear strategy and method and 

that is why visualisation becomes essential. Performance boards, value stream mapping and vendor 

managed inventory are a selection of some visualisation tools within lean which will be presented 

below.   

 

Performance Boards 

According to Meland and Meland (2006), performance boards exist to visualise production 

performance so facts and figure come alive to the employees. They explain that the problems should 

be described as simple and clear as possible so the employees not involved in that specific problem 

can follow the situation anyway. Moreover, they emphasise that each activity or problem should 

have one responsible person in order to decentralise the decision making and the problem solving as 

everyone has to answer for their activities. Moreover, Nicholas and Soni (2006) point out that the 

performance boards should therefore be positioned where everyone easily can see and take part of 

them.  

 

Value Stream Mapping 

An essential part in the lean thinking is to make the value flow, and to reduce the non value added 

activities (Womack and Jones, 1996). Womack and Jones (1996) point out that it is important to 

visualise and simplify the processes to demonstrate and remove wastes from the value stream. They 

explain that a common-used tool is the value stream mapping, VSM, which purpose is to identify the 
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different current processes and provide knowledge to the management how to manage and improve 

the processes. Furthermore, they explain that it can be done in the three steps. Firstly, one has to 

map the current state, usually all the material and information flows in the supply chain from raw 

material to the customer are to be mapped.  Womack and Jones (1996) explain that all processes 

have to be questioned and analysed from a customer perspective and that it has to be clarified what 

the processes really add to the customers. Secondly, a future state process map has to be elaborated 

where the objective is to design a lean stream; to identify all activities that do not add value in order 

to remove them. Finally, a plan of action has to be constructed to identify the necessary changes to 

carry out. The objective of a value stream mapping is thus to describe the current and the future flow 

in order to identity the company’s possibilities of improvements. 

 

Current state process map

Future state process map

Plan of action
 

Figure 4. Process of a Value Stream Mapping 

 

 

Vendor Managed Inventory 

Vendor Managed Inventory, VMI, is a work method for constant refilling of inventories where the 

supplier manages, answers for and controls the client’s inventory. The aim is to create a higher 

effectiveness in the value chain. To facilitate for the supplier to handle the refilling of articles, 

information about the current inventory level and future needs are shared. A key success factor to 

implement a VMI is a good working collaboration between client and supplier. A VMI facilitates the 

supplier’s production planning, helps the client to handle its inventory more effectively and may 

imply a reduction of the steps in the ordering process. (Slack et al., 2007) 

 

3.3 SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT 

Trends on supply chain have been extensively studied the last decades. According to Slack et al. 

(2007) a relationship between customers and suppliers were historically characterised by an arms-

length relationship, dominated by the customers who were ruling by threat and fear.  The customers 

were pitting the suppliers against each other and they were underpinned by fear of losing the 
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purchase orders. This is also confirmed by Maheshwari et al. (2006), who state that companies were 

working on arms-length and that there existed an assumption that both sides of the relationship 

would take advantage of each other.  

 

However, a shift in the management thinking occurred and the focus was moved from the focal 

firm’s benefit to the entire supply chains’ benefits (Ryu et al., 2009). Companies started to focus on 

managing the supply chain and it became rapidly a mean to attain competitive advantages.  

 

Gunasekaran et al. (2004) state that the basis for this new perception is that the partners in the value 

chain have started to see the individual core competencies as advantages for cooperation and 

therefore see each other as integral parts and treat the other in the supply chain as partners. Except 

these internal factors, they state that the growth and development of supplier relationship 

management is also driven by external factors as increasing globalisation, reduced barriers to 

international trade, improvements in information availability and environmental concerns. 

Furthermore, Gunasekaran et al. (2004) state that supply chain management has been a major 

component of market competition to enhance organisational productivity and profitability and that 

the cooperation between the partners has become important.  

 

3.3.1 THE LEAN SUPPLY CHAIN 

According to Nicholas and Soni (2006), there has to be strong quality and service commitment from 

the supplier, to succeed being lean when outsourcing big parts of the production. Even if companies 

can gain a lot from outsourcing they have to be careful not to outsource the core competence in the 

company and find the right things to focus on. They explain that optimising the performances in the 

whole value chain is about finding a way to work with a minimum of waste and a maximum of 

services in order to offer the end customer the best product and service to a low price. Furthermore, 

Nicolas and Soni (2006) state that it will be easier create a lean supply chain if both the suppliers and 

the customers work with lean as it permits to avoid the hard pressure on delivery and service 

demands that exists if only one part works with lean, where irregular orders are hard to meet.  

 

Furthermore, Nicholas and Soni (2006) state that in order to achieve a successful lean supply chain, 

the companies’ have to understand that it is the processes that create value in the products and the 

services to the customer and not the isolated functions. The entire process, including the supplier 

and sub supplier, in the chain must be coordinated with the customers’ processes. Additionally, they 

highlight the importance that every company has to be customer orientated to be aware of their 
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needs and wants. Their conclusion is that the customer orientation approach can also be applied on 

the customer’s customer because every part in the value chain are responsible if the end customer is 

not satisfied. These two ways to work is a result of teamwork which makes the companies in the 

chain feeling that they do it together. 

 

3.3.2 SUPPLY CHAIN PARTNERSHIP 

To manage the interorganisational relationships, the value of supplier partnership has been 

highlighted. Supply chain partnership is defined by Mohr and Spekman (1994:135) as “purposive 

strategic relationships between independent firms who share compatible goals, strive for mutual 

benefit, and acknowledge a high level of mutual interdependence and they join efforts to achieve 

goals that each firm acting alone, could not attain easily”. Maheshwari et al. (2006:279) define the 

supply chain partnership as “a strategic coalition of two or more firms in a supply chain to facilitate 

join effort and collaboration in one or more core value creating activities such as research, product 

development, manufacturing, marketing, sales, and distribution, with the objective of increasing 

benefits to all partners by reducing total cost of acquisition, possession, and disposal of goods and 

services”. 

 

A partnership is often created to increase the financial and operational performance. Mohr and 

Spekman (1994) explain that an interorganisational cooperation allows several opportunities to 

improve the business such as; risk sharing, reduction in coordination and transaction costs, ability to 

focus on core competencies, and rapid response to market needs. Additionally, Maloni and Benton 

(1997) explain that the end customer will probably receive a higher quality and lower costs in a less 

amount of time.  

 

However, Maheshwari et al. (2006) highlight that a partnership is only a mean for creating 

competitive advantage; it will not be a competitive advantage automatically. Only because 

companies start to manage its supply chain, it does not imply a higher operational performance, 

neither a better financial result. They point out that companies in a partnership have to work 

together in order to evaluate inventories, systems, processes, new technologies, training, work 

methods, equipment utilisation, and other opportunities to reduce costs and lead times.  

 

Several studies have explored the factors influencing a partnership and some critical success factors 

to a partnership have been defined (e.g. Mohr and Spekman, 1994; Slack et al., 2007; Maheshwari et 

al., 2006; Maloni and Benton, 1997). Trust is highlighted as the first major component to a successful 
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relationship and is defined by Mohr and Spekman (1994) as “the belief that a party’s word is reliable 

and that a party will fulfil its obligation in an exchange”. It is important that trust is reciprocated and 

is therefore often mentioned mutual trust. Ryu et al. (2009) mention that with an increased level of 

trust, partners become also more committed. Commitment, which is often defined as the second 

major component, refers to the partner’s intention to continue with the relationship (e.g. Ruy et al, 

2009; Maheshwari et al., 2006).  

 

Moreover, Mohr and Spekman (1994) put emphasis on the importance that the partnering 

organisations have common goals and that every participant looks after chain optimisation rather 

than individual benefit. Ruy et al. (2009) state that the companies are striving for common goals also 

implies that they recognise that they are dependent on each other. They explain that the 

interdependence entails the sharing of resources, ideas and opportunities and that both parties 

acknowledge that the advantages of interdependence are superior than either could attain alone.  

 

The fifth component is coordination which refers to the coordination of tasks each party expects the 

other to perform. Mohr and Spekman (1994) highlight the importance of having coordinated actions 

and mutual objectives across the organisations to achieve a successful collaboration. Moreover, 

Mohr and Spekman (1994) define communication behaviour as another critical success factor of 

partnership. They highlight that communication processes underlie most aspects of organisational 

functioning and it thus essential to achieve benefits of cooperation. They claim that there are two 

aspects of communication behaviour; communication quality and extent of information sharing 

between partners. Communication quality refers to aspects as precision, timeliness, sufficiency and 

trustworthiness of information exchanged. Information sharing, on the other hand, refers to the 

extent which critical information is shared to the partner. A high level of shared information 

facilitates the other part to accomplish its tasks more effectively.  

 

Furthermore, Mohr and Spekman (1994) state that a successful partnership is also characterised by a 

joint problem solving. They explain that as the firms are interdependent, they have also an interest in 

helping each other resolving their problems. Finally, Slack et al. (2007) mention a reduced supplier 

base as a success factor to a well working partnership. They mean that a partnership implies a 

commitment to the partnering organisations, and that it might be difficult to maintain close 

relationships with many different trading partners. A well working partnership may be able to affect 

the performance of the entire value chain, and effectiveness will therefore be discussed in the next 

part.   
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Figure 5. Factors influencing a partnership 

 

3.4 EFFECTIVENESS 

The concept of effectiveness is a central and widely discussed theme within the organisation theory 

and the topic of organisational effectiveness has been developed further the last decades. Moreover, 

effectiveness has become highly discussed also because of the connection with the increased global 

competitiveness since enhanced productivity has been essential (Scott, 1992). Connolly et al. (1980) 

argue that the discussion about effectiveness appears to be in conceptual disarray. 

 

Furthermore, Scott (1992) points out that assessing effectiveness is not just to see how well an 

organisation is doing relative to some standards since the consequence of several different interests 

in organisations put that simple question into a more complex discussion. These different interests 

origin from different groups in organisations that have different opinions about what creates value 

and what they define as performance, which makes it difficult to determine when effectiveness is 

achieved. All groups become self interested where customers want high quality and low prices while 

suppliers want to sell as expensive as possible at the same time as manufacturers want to buy cheap. 

Furthermore, the workers require higher wages and more benefits when managers would receive 

higher bonuses and lower expenses (Scott, 1992).  

 

Connolly et al. (1980) state that the different statements regarding performance and effectiveness 

set by different groups are pulled together and reflected where the purpose is to achieve a wide and 

fair view of effectiveness. Since criteria’s from different groups have been taking into account there 

is not only one way to assess effectiveness. According to Steer (1975), such a multidimensional view 

is generally more comprehensive of the variance of effectiveness. Additionally, Scott (1992) states 

that the effectiveness will vary greatly depending on whether it concerns the impact on individuals, 
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organisations or a more external perspective and he argues that most analysts use the organisational 

perspective to define effectiveness. 

 

Furthermore, Forslund (2009) defines effectiveness as the degree of goal achievement. He explains 

that the concept can be divided into two aspects; effectiveness and efficiency. Effectiveness refers to 

doing the right things whilst efficiency represents doing things on the right way. Creating higher 

efficiency is thus about getting more out of given resources – to produce faster and more 

“intelligent” and creating higher effectiveness can thus be for example to develop a  new product 

which is better adapted to the customer’s needs. (Forslund, 2009)   

 

Just as there is a disagreement about the definition of lean, there exist also different opinions among 

the researchers about the ultimate goal of lean. Some authors (e.g. Womack et al., 1990; Bicheno, 

2004) state that the main objective is to improve the customer satisfaction. However, most of the 

authors (e.g. Shingo, 1984; Monden, 1998; Ohno, 1988) claim that the ultimate goal with lean is to 

reduce costs through waste elimination. From a lean perspective, effectiveness can thus be defined 

by how well companies succeed to eliminate waste. As described earlier, waste is defined as an 

activity that uses resources without adding any value. According to Liker (2004) most processes have 

few steps that actually add value and to improve them do not make that great impact. He states that, 

instead, the great potential lies in removing or reducing the steps that do not add value which often 

result in time and resource reduction. Womack and Jones (1996) have identified eight types of waste 

as followed:  

 

-          Overproduction  

-          Inappropriate processing 

-          Inventory  

-          Waiting 

-          Unnecessary motion 

-          Quality defects  

-          Transportation 

-          Design of goods and services 

 

Since lean has evolved over time and changed focus in to a more external perspective it becomes 

essential to take the different types of waste in to account even in the value chain and in the specific 

interfaces to achieve effectiveness.  
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3.5 OVERVIEW OF THE FRAME OF REFERENCE 

 

The definition of lean has been widely discussed in the literature and Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 

(2006) are some of the authors that have highlighted the problem with an absence of a common 

agreed definition of the concept. Through our literature study, we have distinguished seven 

characteristics of lean which are discussed by most of the authors within the field of interest. The 

seven principles below have therefore been used as the definition of lean during the whole study: 

 

- Elimination of waste 

- Continuous improvement 

- Just In Time 

- Customer Orientation 

- Standardisation 

- Leadership and employee involvement 

- Extended Enterprise 

 

The Lean Thinking, originating from the Toyota Production System, has evolved a lot over time and is 

today spread to several other industries and processes (Arnheiter and Maleyeff, 2005). In addition, 

today’s severe competition together with the changing customer demands has entailed that a new 

approach of interorganisational relations has been necessary (Van der Meer-Kooistra and Vosselman, 

2000). Many authors (e.g. Womack and Jones, 1994; Gunasekaran et al., 2004) highlight the 

importance to see lean in a supply chain perspective and to cooperate with the other players in the 

value chain. A shift from an internal approach to a more extensive perspective has thus occurred. 

Mohr and Spekman (1994) explain that cooperation between firms in a value chain has today 

become a mean to obtain competitive advantage. 

 

Managing the supply chain does not however always result in higher performance and in order to 

reach better results, a well working collaboration becomes crucial (Maheshwari et al., 2006). There 

are many factors influencing a relationship between firms and in the figure below, eight critical 

success factors to a partnership are listed (e.g. Mohr and Spekman, 1994; Slack et al., 2007; 

Maheshwari et al., 2006; Maloni and Benton, 1997). 
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Partnership

Mutual 
trust

Commit-
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Coordination

Inter-
dependence

Common 
goals

Joint problem 
solving

Reduced 
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Communication 
behaviour

 

Figure 6. Factors influencing a partnership 

 

A well working relationship can thus be a competitive advantage and affect the entire value chain’s 

performance and then also its effectiveness. Effectiveness is a central concept in the organisation 

theory and may be defined as the degree of goal achievement (Forslund, 2009). The ultimate goal 

with lean is to reduce costs through elimination of waste, and from a lean perspective, effectiveness 

can thus be seen as how well companies succeed to reduce waste (e.g. Shingo, 1984; Monden, 1998;  

Ohno, 1988).  

 

In the figure below, an overview of the frame of reference is described, which will also be used as 

analytical model during the analysis.   

 

Definition 
of lean

Lean with 
partners

Key 
effectiveness

factors

Results of 
lean with 
partners

 

Figure 7. Overview of the frame of reference 
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4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

In the following chapter, the empirical findings from our ten interviews will be presented. The chapter 

is divided into five parts; one part for each studied interface as illustrated in the figure below. Each 

section will start with a brief, general description of the two companies and will then be followed by 

an explanation of how they work with lean and how they are working together. Last, there is a figure 

summarising the findings of the case objects’ definition of lean.  

 

 

 

Figure 8. The five different interfaces 

4.1 ADDICI AND TIETO AB 

Addici is a company supplying facility services within workplace services, security and property 

management. They have almost 20 years of experience of working with Facility Management. One of 

their customers is Tieto AB, to whom they have delivered office services for many years.  Tieto AB is a 

multinational IT service company offering IT, R&D and consulting services. Their choice to outsource 

the facility services to an extern organisation was a strategic decision based upon that they wanted 

to concentrate on their core business. Moreover, they explain that in an IT multinational consulting 

company changes are very frequent; companies are bought and sold, becomes larger and smaller. 

Flexibility, which an extern organisation can offer in an increasing extent, is therefore crucial and was 

also an influencing element in their choice to outsource the facility services. However, Tieto has still a 

specific internal team responsible for the facility management and the contracts with Addici, a team 

consisting of one Facility Management Director, two Facility Managers and one Property Manager. 

 

Addici and Tieto have worked together since 2002, and both companies point out the importance of 

a long term relationship. Tieto takes it one step further and Svahn states:  

 

“We do not call our suppliers “suppliers”, instead we consider them partners, that is to 

say, that they could almost be in our buildings.” (Rose-Marie Svahn, Facility Manager 

Director, Tieto AB) 
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Furthermore, Tieto states that the key success factors to a successful collaboration and partnership 

are trust, continuous follow-ups and a mutual understanding of what to get out of the collaboration. 

Even Addici mentions trust and quality as two key success factors to build a long term relationship.  

 

Svahn describes the relationship between Addici and Tieto as a well working partnership 

characterised by trust, flexibility, openness and helpfulness. However, she points out the importance 

of not being dependent of a single supplier and explains that they should be able to change supplier 

tomorrow if anything unexpected happens.  

 

According to Svahn, Tieto’s and Addici’s collaboration is based upon a general agreement which is 

made for a three to four years period. In their general agreement, possibilities to adjustments 

depending on Tieto’s need for facility services are entered. However, a certain planning in advance is 

necessary and Lindberg explains that they always try to keep Addici updated about what is going on 

at Tieto so Addici, in the best possible way, can plan their activity. However, even if forecasts are 

shared, they contain few details, and it may be in question that Addici’s Key Account Manager has to 

sign confidentiality forms. Lindberg explains that having common information systems is 

nevertheless not a question, above all due to the problem of who the owner of the information is 

and who has access of the information. Svahn highlights that it is still important to keep each other 

as updated as possible. To facilitate the information sharing, both Addici and Tieto mention the 

importance of having one main contact for the collaboration in order to always know who to contact. 

Moreover, Svahn explains that it is important to help each other solving possible problems and never 

only consider the supplier’s problems as their own business.  

 

Furthermore, Addici works a lot with business development. Dahlberg states that continuous 

improvements are something that their clients expect that Addici work with on a regular basis and 

this is something that Tieto really agrees upon. Svahn and Lindberg point out that they should not 

have to ask their suppliers for improvements, instead it should be in the supplier’s interest to take 

initiative to improvements in order to keep them as customers. Dahlberg highlights the importance 

of that the clients can see that the service develops and evolves. She continues to explain that all 

improvements are good improvements, both big and small, and not only the economic ones. 

Therefore, Addici internally measures all improvements; proposed improvements, the ones that are 

done and the ones that are presented for the clients. To follow-up and to really complete all activities 

and projects are very important and Dahlberg explains that Addici has regular follow-ups of their 

activities. Moreover, she mentions the importance of involving the clients in the improvement 
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process, and explains that Addici always has to ask themselves what the client really values. Apart 

from doing customer surveys in order to find out what the clients value, they usually have 

“improvements” as a constant item on the meeting agenda. Moreover, with some clients, they also 

organise separate meetings when they only discuss and decide on future improvements. Svahn and 

Lindberg confirm that they are regularly invited to improvement meetings organised by Addici, but 

that they do not feel it necessary to always attend these meetings even if they are still interested in 

taking part of the suggestions. Dahlberg adds that the regularity of the improvement meetings with 

the clients depends on the client. She has noticed that customers working with lean internally usually 

attach greater importance to these meetings than customers not working with lean; for them, it is a 

matter of course that Addici works with improvements and that they are included in the process.  

 

By performing customer surveys, Addici can get a clear image of what clients value and prioritise.  

Svahn and Lindberg agree upon this and explain that Addici has a specific telephone number and 

email address where the employees at Tieto always can address their complaints, wishes, orders and 

error notifications. For Addici, this is thus a way to understand what the employees at Tieto prioritise 

and value. Dahlberg points out that the best way for them to improve their service delivery is after all 

having the client’s input and opinions. 

 

The customer surveys and improvement meetings are parts of the lean thinking that exists at Addici 

today. Dahlberg explains that at Addici, lean implies working with continuous improvements, having 

a customer oriented approach, standardising all activities in order to easier discover deviations and 

making sure that everything that they are doing add value to the client.  

 

“We exist because of our clients and we strive to ensure client satisfaction at all times. 

Therefore, it is crucial focusing on adding value to our clients across the whole service 

delivery chain, and removing waste to increase customer satisfaction.” (Helena 

Dahlberg, Director Operational &Business Development, Addici) 

 

Moreover, she explains that it is crucial that everyone in the organisation is involved. Therefore, they 

are using “lean boards” at all sites. They have regular improvement meetings, both internally and 

with the clients, and an “improvement bank” with all improvement ideas accessible to all employees. 

She points out the essence of sharing all knowledge and learning from each other in order to be a 

learning organisation. She adds that although they recently started the lean transformation they are 

already starting to see results but that it is too early to mention any details. Moreover, Dahlberg 

mentions that she has noticed that, for the clients, quality is often a decisive point in the choice of 
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supplier. That they can show in a very concrete way how they are working with quality and 

improvements have thus been very appreciated by their clients.  Additionally, Dahlberg adds that 

working with lean is not anything complicated: 

 

“In the end of the day, this is not rocket science. Essentially, it is about coming up with 

ideas and suggestions, and carrying them through.” (Helena Dahlberg, Director 

Operational & Business Development, Addici)  

 

Tieto does not work with lean, but they have regular follow-ups and audits with Addici. Additionally, 

Lindberg points out that it is appreciated that Addici works with lean even if it is not a requirement 

from their side. Lindberg considers lean as a tool that makes the employees taking a greater 

responsibility for the internal activity and a concrete way to work with continuous improvements. 

Finally, he defines lean as a tool to assure that all started projects will be carried through.  

 

4.2 ASTRAZENECA AND PHARMADULE AB  

Pharmadule AB is one of the world’s leading provider of high-tech, modular facilities for the 

pharmaceutical and biotech industry. Markus Karlsson, sales manager at Pharmadule AB, explains 

that they have an extensive experience from the biopharmaceutical industry and that they have 

designed and implemented production facilities since 1986, among others to AstraZeneca. 

 

AstraZeneca is a global pharmaceutical company and one of the world’s leading pharmaceutical and 

research companies. They have, since some years ago, started to outsource the major part of their 

active substance manufacturing production to subcontractors. Jesper Lind, who works as Head of 

Operation Excellence at AstraZeneca’s Global External Sourcing department and who is responsible 

for optimising the processes for the subcontract work, explains that their choice to outsource their 

production was to create manufacturing flexibility, utilise know how outside AstraZeneca and realise 

economic benefits. They believed that there existed other companies that could do it better than 

them. The objective was thus to secure that these companies could live up to AstraZeneca’s 

responsible procurement demands, right quality standards and secure robust supply of products to 

customers and patients. After this is done they also expect to see that this generates economic 

benefits to both suppliers and AstraZeneca by creating effective flow of products, lower costs, reduce 

inventories and lead times.  
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Lind explains that AstraZeneca has worked with lean since the beginning of the years of 2000. It was 

an initiative that came from the local manufacturing organisation in some sites where they had 

employees who had worked with lean earlier in other organisations. Today, it permeates the whole 

organisation and it is also supported from the top management. Lind defines lean as a philosophy 

and a cultural mind set behaviour based on customers’ needs and to eliminate all things that do not 

add value to the customer.  

 

“We try to do things that the customer is willing to pay for by working with effective 

processes. We start out from the customers’ needs and next, we look at the processes 

and how it works. Everything that does not add value to the customers has to be 

considered as waste and has to be removed.” (Jesper Lind, Head of Operation Excellence, 

Global External Sourcing, AstraZeneca) 

 

Moreover, he states that the most difficult thing with a lean implementation is to go from theory to 

practice because everybody needs to participate and be willing to change. As they do not have any 

own production, they are also dependent on their suppliers and they have to convince them why 

working with lean is a philosophy that creates a true win-win situation for both customers and 

suppliers. Lind says that many of AstraZeneca’s suppliers do work with lean. Some have come further 

than others, and those not working with lean, AstraZeneca tries to help and support to improve their 

partners’ activity.  

 

“What we try to offer to the suppliers is that we are offering know-how. Practically, we 

are sending people who can help them looking over their activity and make them more 

effective, and then, we expect that it creates a pay back by a lower price for example. 

That is to say, we help them with resources and training, and then we want something in 

return.” (Jesper Lind, Head of Operation Excellence, Global External Sourcing, 

AstraZeneca) 

 

According to Karlsson, Pharmadule works with the principles of lean as well, but only in the 

production processes and they do not call it lean. He means that lean is a way to develop and make 

the processes more effective and that it is best applicable to standardised, great volume products 

where one can measures the processes. Moreover, he explains that Pharmadule is operating in a 

very fluctuating industry, and to minimise waste they handle the fluctuations by buying external 

services.  
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AstraZeneca does, however, not help all their suppliers. Lind explains that they have classified their 

suppliers into three categories; strategic partners with whom they aim to have a long term 

relationship and a lot of lean activities together with, collaborative partners who they are dependent 

on but still do not classify as strategic partners, and lastly, commodity suppliers where there are 

many companies offering the same products, quality and standards and thus it is easier to change 

between suppliers.  

 

Lind explains that with the suppliers that they consider as partners, they work at many different 

levels and it is characterised by a more long term perspective work. AstraZeneca evaluates the 

supplier’s lean status and, very important, they look upon how they are going to work together; how 

to integrate the information- and production flow, how they work with their subcontractors etc. All 

this work is a way to remove the feeling of “we and them”. Lind explains that it is about a question of 

give-and-take; the suppliers have to open their books. According to Lind, a partnership is 

characterised by trust, common goals and openness. Karlsson is though very sceptical for the word 

partner and explain it as “a buzzword that everybody uses” because companies stand on such 

different bases. 

 

”It is extremely difficult having a partner. How can you be a partner in a situation where 

I am trying to sell at an as highest price possible and you are trying to sell to an as lowest 

price possible? You have directly a situation where you can not be partners. Who 

decides? The reason why a company exists is to gain as much money as possible.” 

(Markus Karlsson, Sales Manager, Pharmadule AB) 

 

Before choosing a supplier, Lind explains that, for AstraZeneca, it is important to see how open-

minded and cooperative the suppliers are. They perform deep-going audits of the supplier’s work 

methods, and if there are things that AstraZeneca does not like, they tell the suppliers what kind of 

changes that have to be done before signing a contract. Suppliers that not have the right mind set, 

may not be worth investing in. Furthermore, Lind explains that AstraZeneca has to follow the GMP, 

good manufacturing practice, and assure that both their suppliers and their sub contractors follow 

them as well. They have thus to perform audits of the suppliers and for example, find out and 

approve how the suppliers will produce the products. When choosing a supplier, AstraZeneca does 

thus look both upon their quality and SHE, safety, health and environment, principles and corporate 

responsibility activities, so that AstraZeneca’s responsible procurement demands are fulfilled and 

also how they work, the price, their track record and so on. Karlsson confirms all this and explains 

that the customers always claim a very high and deep control of the work the supplier does. He 
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explains that Pharmadule has a long and deep-going dialogue with their clients where they share 

information and give constant reports and updates during the process. 

 

However, Karlsson explains that the process is very long since Pharmadule’s products and projects 

are tailored with high complexity. He states that it is the customer who judges their need of 

investments and then contacts potential suppliers for an estimate and advices for the product design 

as Pharmadule possesses a high expertise. The estimate has then to be judged in the client’s 

decisions and budget processes. Hence, Pharmadule has never any buffers since they do not know 

what the customer wants before the contract is written. Although they produce after the customers’ 

requirements, they try to standardise to some extent by having the same design and size on the 

modular, but inside it is still completely different, in order to satisfy the customers’ needs. Karlsson 

states that, then, when the production facility is delivered, Pharmadule’s responsibility is over.  

 

The two companies have thus very different ways to follow up and meet their partners. While 

Pharmadule has much contact with the customers before and during the production process and 

thinks that their responsibility ends when they deliver the product and has shown the customer that 

it works, AstraZeneca has regular meetings with their suppliers all along the collaboration. Lind 

explains that they have strategy, tactical and operational meetings with their suppliers once a month 

to once a quarter depending on the size of the interaction where they go through commercial 

aspects of the relationship, looking for win-win opportunities, the product supply situation, the 

overall quality aspects of supply and the relationship etc all information is documented with an aim 

to constantly improve. Depending on how important the supplier is, there also exist something called 

business review meeting, BRM, which takes place at least once a year with more senior leaders from 

both parties attending in order to study the whole picture and collaboration. Nevertheless, both 

companies have a pre-determined contact person responsible for the collaboration. At Pharmadule, 

there is a Key Account Manager who is contact person for each customer and who is responsible for 

having a continuous contact with the client and also to be updated within the specific industry and 

business. In addition, Pharmadule does also work with other companies, not yet clients, with whom 

they do cold calls and continuous follow-ups to keep contact. 

 

At the beginning of a new collaboration, AstraZeneca performs, together with the supplier, value 

stream mappings of the common processes that AstraZeneca has with the suppliers and the 

supplier’s processes relevant for the cooperation. The purpose is to map all activities that they have 

in common to see if there are opportunities to improve the processes. He explains that they often 

find out that both companies do the same thing where one process can be removed. The value 
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stream mapping is thus a way for them to look at the common processes to see how they and their 

partner can work together in the most effective way. Furthermore, they do inventory reconciliation 

to see if the supply chain has the requested stock buffer that is required and not too much stock that 

is not needed. To give the suppliers a view of AstraZeneca’s inventory, it permits the suppliers to 

refill the inventory directly without that AstraZeneca need to ask for it. The aim is thus to give a 

visibility to the suppliers in order to reduce the inventories, a method called VMI – Vendor Managed 

Inventory. Today the information is shared in different ways from simple Excel documents to more 

sophisticated interface between their manufacturing systems and the supplier’s manufacturing 

systems program. According to Lind, the suppliers working with lean have a greater understanding of 

this kind of collaboration, and it is no strangeness for them. Furthermore, to improve the 

collaboration and facilitate the suppliers’ work, they try to share forecasts with the suppliers as much 

as possible.  

 

Pharmadule does also talk about forecasts, and Karlsson claims that it would be easier to have an 

effective cooperation if customers shared more information, as the sooner they know about the 

client’s needs, the better they can design an as advantageous technical solution as possible. 

However, Pharmadule can not start to produce until they get the order from the client and therefore 

it is hard for them to be enough prepared.  

 

Finally, Lind explains that by working interorganisationally with lean they have succeeded to create 

win-win for both companies seen as reduction of costs, lead times and the level of inventories. 

Additionally, the relationship between AstraZeneca and its supplier has evolved. Lind explains that 

with some of their suppliers they can now act as partners; there a long term perspective and the 

relationship is characterised by a high level of trust.  

 

4.3 SIEMENS INDUSTRIAL TURBOMACHINERY AB AND COOR SERVICE MANAGEMENT AB  

Placed next door to each other in Finspång, one finds Coor Service Management AB, former Sapa 

Industriservice and Siemens Industrial Turbomachinery AB, SIT. Coor Service Management acquired 

Sapa Industriservice at the end of 2009 in order to strengthen their expertise in production service, 

and is today offering a broad spectrum of production services such as production maintenance, tools 

and equipment. Lisa Svensson works as production planner at Coor and is responsible for the 

deliverances to the clients, among others to Siemens Industrial Turbomachinery. SIT, belonging to 

the Siemens group, produces and markets steam and gas turbines world wide.  
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Since October 2009, there exists a new department at SIT working with purchase quality. Anders 

Östberg, Supplier Quality Assurance Manager and responsible for the new department, explains that 

the aim is to work more structured with purchase quality and put a greater focus on the entire supply 

chain.   

 

“70 % of the end value comes from our suppliers; without them, we can not construct 

our products. As it constitutes such important part of the products delivered to the 

customers, it is a matter of course that we have to work more structured with this kind 

of work.” (Anders Östberg, Supplier Quality Assurance Manager, Siemens Industrial 

Turbomachinery AB) 

 

They work both with new suppliers and projects, and escalated problems from existing suppliers. The 

other “everyday” errors are managed by the employees out in the activity. Östberg points out the 

importance that all employees work towards common goals and take responsibility for the errors 

occurred. He explains that, to be able to work towards common goals, they have defined four 

commandments which will help them having right work methods and attitudes towards supply 

quality management.  

 

“The first one is that the supplier is a natural extension of our production. The second is 

that the supplier’s problems are our problems. The third is that we do not only buy the 

product from the supplier, we also buy the supplier’s ability to fabricate the product.  The 

forth and final is that we have to care for how the supplier manages its processes.” 

(Anders Östberg, Supplier Quality Assurance Manager, Siemens Industrial 

Turbomachinery AB) 

 

The focus on quality and continuous improvement has always existed at SIT, but the choice to create 

a new department which only focuses on purchase quality was based upon an intention to take this 

work one step further. They are four people working at this department where some of them have 

got experience from lean from other organisations they have worked in before. Östberg states that 

SIT has always, in some way, worked with lean and he explains that in order to create enduring and 

high quality SIT starts out from the lean principles. For Östberg, lean is about focusing on what the 

end customer values, working with continuous improvements and that the production works 

smoothly without any problems. He points out that to enable a smoothly and faultless production, it 

is crucial to evaluate how one can work with the suppliers. Coor does not work with lean but 
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Svensson explains that they still have an understanding for the mind set as they work with six sigma 

which is a management philosophy closely related to lean. 

 

Having a close relationship with the suppliers is for Östberg a matter of course. He points out that it 

is however impossible having a close relationship with all suppliers. SIT has thus classified its 

suppliers in different groups and it is towards the most important suppliers that the efforts are 

directed.  

 

Svensson confirms all this and explains that Coor works closely with SIT in order to improve their 

work methods and to create as smooth and non complex processes as possible. Moreover, she 

explains that before starting a new project, a team from SIT goes over Coor’s processes and identifies 

improvements that they have to carry out in order to get the project.  

 

“We map the common processes and look over the parts that have to be improved 

where we try to focus on smaller improvements as measures rather than great changes. 

We try to find the errors by going through the critical processes.” (Lisa Svensson, 

Production Planner, Coor Service Management AB) 

 

Östberg confirms that SIT always evaluates the new suppliers but also the existing suppliers before 

new projects, to make sure that they come up to SIT’s expectations. He points out that they do not 

require that their suppliers work with lean but they want to see that they work with continuous 

improvements, process mapping, value adding activities etc. Moreover, he highlights that suppliers 

working with lean internally have often a greater understanding of SIT’s working methods than other 

firms. However, he explains that SIT does not mention that they work with lean internally as many 

companies have prejudices about lean. The importance for SIT is that the suppliers work with 

continuous improvements and that they strive for a good and close relationship, not what they call 

their management philosophy. Moreover, Anders states that it is a great strength being Siemens and 

that SIT’s name and company size can, in many situations, help them to influence their suppliers.  

 

Furthermore, Östberg explains that their suppliers are never left alone; instead SIT works together 

with their suppliers to identify improvement measures and to increase the value for the end 

customer. Svensson explains that Coor and SIT perform mappings of common processes which they 

then evaluate in order to find possible improvements; improvements that concern both SIT’s and 

Coor’s activities. They have regular meetings and depending on what stage in the project they are, 
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the regularity of the meetings differs. Svensson explains that in the beginning of a project, they have 

meetings every week, whilst during the projects, the meetings are either monthly or quarterly.  

 

Östberg explains that SIT strives for having general agreements with their suppliers and Svensson 

adds that, then, for every new project, a complementary contract is signed with updated prices. 

Moreover, Svensson explains that, in order to facilitate Coor’s work, SIT shares its forecasts with 

them, often on yearly basis. Even if Coor’s internal policy is that they are not allowed to produce 

after forecasts, it allows to better plan the future work. Svensson explains that they produce only 

after orders and it is first when they have received the orders that they make their commands from 

their suppliers.  

 

Finally, Svensson explains that it is partly thanks to SIT that Coor works that much with continuous 

improvements and similar activities. She explains that SIT has high demands on Coor’s activity and 

that they care about improving the activity together.  

 

“We work closely with SIT which leads to that we know what they want and ask for. They 

know well what they want and they make therefore great demands on us. With our 

other customers, we do not work in the same way and this is surely due to the fact that 

they do not have any demands on us and that we therefore not have got the same close 

relationship.” (Lisa Svensson, Production Planner, Coor Service Management AB)  

 

Östberg confirms that they have high demands on their suppliers but he points out that it is however 

up to them if the improvement activities will work or not.  

 

“They have to do 99,9% of the work, otherwise nothing happens. SIT observes and 

evaluates its suppliers a certain times per month or per year, then it happens things, but 

right afters it ends. You are getting nowhere, if you do not have 100 % commitment 

driving force, and a willingness to understand internally.” (Anders Östberg, Supplier 

Quality Assurance Manager, Siemens Industrial Turbomachinery AB) 

 

4.4 COUNTY COUNCIL IN ÖSTERGÖTLAND AND SECTRA AB 

The County Council in Östergötland is, like other County Councils, primarily responsible for health 

care and dentistry. Per Dahl, who is Director at the medical technology department, work closely 

with the departments of medical facilities that use products that are bought from Sectra. Sectra AB 
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which is an IT and medical technology company represented in twelve countries is, as mentioned, a 

supplier to the County Council in Östergötland. More than 1000 hospitals worldwide use Sectra's 

information and image system, RIS and PACS, and they are performing over 50 million radiology 

examinations per year. Ann-Sofie Mikaelsson who is the team leader in Östergötland works directly 

with the medical technology department at the County Council in Östergötland and has frequent 

contact with Dahl. Generally, Sectra describes the relationship with their customers as very close: 

 

“We know exactly what the customer requires since our products are very specific”. 

(Ann-Sofie Mikaelsson, Customer team leader Sectra AB) 

 

Furthermore, Mikaelsson explains that they work directly with their end customer and therefore 

have much knowledge about both the products and also about the customer. According to Dahl, the 

County Council has an overall good relationship with their suppliers, however, there are discussions 

when a company loses its contract which happens fairly often. The two organisations differ from 

each other since Sectra is a private owned company and the County Council is a public organisation. 

One main difference, for the County Council, is the regulations for the purchasing process where they 

only are allowed to involve one, three or more potential suppliers in the process, not two to avoid 

play them off against each other. Therefore, the County Council usually involves one supplier to 

perceive effectiveness. Dahl experiences that they impose tougher requirements on their suppliers 

than the other County Councils in Sweden do. 

 

Sectra has various meetings several times a year with their customers; one business meeting and two 

management meetings every six month. The business meetings contain mostly of agreements and 

visionary discussions while the management meetings are more about the systems. In addition, they 

have four team meetings per year that work as follow-ups from the business meetings where they 

discuss what different kind of products and questions the customer is interesting in. The different 

meetings are formalised in the contract which is rather unusual according to Mikaelsson.  

 

Sectra has a helpdesk where the customers call when they have problems with a product. If there are 

any other issues or dissatisfactions they contact Mikaelsson. On the management meetings they 

follow up the helpdesk cases by measuring how many calls they have received, how they were 

distributed, how many that have been resolved and how many that are still on hold. Dahl says that 

they call the helpdesk as soon as there are any deviations. According to Dahl, a common error for 

them can be delays in the systems which are not that easy to solve. Mikaelsson points out that Sectra 

works very close to their end customer and would like them to have an influence, therefore they see 
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the helpdesk cases as very important. Among others, she mentions that if there is anything wrong 

with the software, Sectra is open for improvement suggestions. The software RIS is, according to 

Dahl, very hard to upgrade which they have told Sectra: 

 

”You do not change RIS anyhow, there are those who made it but it is extremely 

difficult and time consuming”. (Per Dahl, Chief Medical Engineering, The County Council 

in Östergötland) 

 

In general, regarding all suppliers, Dahl is concerned about the quality and thinks that many errors 

are found and it is a lot about repairs. Dahl emphasises the importance of visualisation which they 

receive through their internal system for deviation reporting, but then they also use a common 

system throughout the whole country called REIDAR. That is a database where they report defections 

on the equipment to each other. There is also a third system, the Medical Products Agency´s, where 

they are obliged to report errors. That is however a confidential database which Dahl thinks was the 

reason why a visual system, REIDAR, was implemented. Visualisation is important when choosing 

supplier where the County Council has been much clearer with different requirements the last years 

to avoid conflicts when and why they do not choose a specific supplier. However, their relation with 

Sectra was established before they had purchasing processes with that clear requirements.  

 

Moreover, Dahl points out the importance of solving the problems directly, so they can keep on 

producing. Hence, they have chosen to not have the service included in their contracts with their 

suppliers. When a problem is detected they would like to restore it on their own since they are in 

front of the problem and do not want to wait 2-3 days until the problem is solved. Therefore, they 

require training on people, in order to be able to do as much as possible on their own which he 

explains as a significant difference from other County Councils in Sweden. Education and training are 

in focus even at Sectra, where they have programs for their customers as their basic philosophy is to 

teach up the super-users who then can educate its staff further. Mikaelsson explains that it is 

important to continuously work with improvements.   

 

“We strive towards an improved work flow at the radiotherapy department so they can 

do their work with fewer resources. A lot of focus is directed on improvements regarding 

the software to make the work flow better designed for the end customer.” (Ann-Sofie 

Mikaelsson, Customer team leader, Sectra AB) 
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Sectra does not work with lean but Mikaelsson has heard of it and is vaguely aware of its meaning. 

She does not think they work with lean in their relationship with their clients but she points out that 

they, internally, put efforts on reducing travel costs, having effective meetings and always having the 

right people at the meetings. She believes this mind set is based upon the company’s awareness of 

money. The County Council works with lean and Dahl states that they implemented it almost two 

years ago in the whole organisation. Lean is a part of the care process center which informs and 

applies it in the organisation. One thing they use is the lean game, introduced from Lean Enterprise 

Research Centre by Cardiff Business School, where the employees get an education in how lean 

works. The purpose is to see how lean affects the result in the production of goods and services. The 

game aims to illustrate lean and its concepts in a way that actively involves the players in both 

participation and decision making. As a result of the lean game, participants may have a greater 

understanding for several fundamental lean principles. Dahl is considered if it is a trend or not since 

they have been working a lot of with different improvement methods and have changed models over 

time. Now he participates in a leadership course with focus on improvements where they are 20 

participants; 19 of them have been a part of the organisation when they worked with all these 

different methods and according to him all of them are tired of the changes.  

 

”Unfortunately, most of the different improvement methods are just fads which we do 

not put enough effort in due to lack of education and are therefore not a part of the 

everyday life” (Per Dahl, Chief Medical Engineering, the County Council in Östergötland) 

 

Furthermore, he says that the lean thinking is not anything new, it is just a way to work more 

structured. After all, Dahl seems hopeful and positive to lean as he has heard that lean is the central 

philosophy and therefore it will hopefully stay in the organisation.  

 

4.5 BT PRODUCTS AB AND TIBNOR AB  

Toyota Material Handling Group, TMHG, a part of Toyota Industries Corporation, TICO, is the world 

leader in manufacturing and distribution of material handling equipment. One of their three 

European production facilities, BT Products AB, is located in Mjölby, where the design and 

manufacturing of powered warehouse trucks, hand pallet trucks and special design trucks are 

performed. One of BT’s main suppliers is Tibnor AB, the leading supplier of steel and non-ferrous 

metals in the Nordic and Baltic region.  
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According to Ola Andersson, Key Account Manager at Tibnor AB and responsible for all contact with 

BT, the two companies have worked together for over 50 years. Apart from Andersson (Tibnor), 

there are a few other persons involved in the team responsible for the client relationship with BT. 

Andersson (Tibnor) explains that when working with selling, there is always one main responsible for 

each client, and for an important client, it is common having a complete team. Magnus Andersson, 

Vice President Purchasing at BT, explains that even at BT there is a specific team responsible for the 

supplier relations. Both companies point out the importance of having a fixed contact surface, so one 

always knows to whom turn towards if any problems or questions occur. This is even a requirement 

from BT that all their suppliers have a predetermined contact. Additionally, Andersson (BT) explains 

that since a few years, there also exists a department called Supplier Kaizen which only works with 

purchasing quality. It is a strategic long term work helping their suppliers being lean; the members of 

the Supplier Kaizen team act as teachers, coaches and auditors for the suppliers in their 

improvement activities.   

 

This is a part of the lean philosophy that permeates the whole group; a philosophy which internally is 

called TPS, Toyota Production System. Andersson (BT) explains that everything they do is 

standardised. 

  

“One can probably not understand how fixated Toyota is with standardisation until one 

actually sees it from inside. We have just this week “gurus” from Japan, they visit us 

every three months. They review everything we do at very very detailed levels….”  

(Magnus Andersson, Vice President Purchasing, BT Products AB) 

 

He further states that each truck is produced from client specific needs and that this makes them 

very sensitive to disturbance and that is precisely why standardisation, and to create stability from 

the ground, is that important to them. To develop the standards, their deviations system and their 

work with continuous improvements become very important. He explains that it is crucial to get to 

the bottom with every deviation and to find out the primary cause in order to assure that the error 

never occurs again. By using methods as daily management, visualisation, 5 why’s and also involving 

their suppliers in this work, they have during the last three years succeeded to reduce the number of 

deviations by 90 per cent. The deviation reduction is the most significant improvement they have 

recognised from their work with lean in the interfaces. Andersson (BT) explains that everything they 

do is visualised, measured and evaluated, and that everyone has to participate.  
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To work with lean is something that BT also requests that their suppliers work with. Andersson (BT) 

explains that two thirds of their turnover represents purchases of material, and that is why they 

attach such a great importance on their suppliers’ work. Furthermore, he explains that the suppliers 

reaction regarding lean is overall good and one explanation could be the Toyota name. 

 

“Of course, the reactions were different in the beginning but in general we are helped by 

the Toyota name” (Magnus Andersson, Vice President Purchasing, BT Products AB) 

 

At Tibnor, they work a lot with continuous improvements, but do not explicit work with lean. Instead, 

Andersson (Tibnor) states that working with continuous improvements is something that all big 

companies do. Furthermore, he claims that being ISO9000 certified, which he considers as one of the 

main principles of lean, is also something that almost every company is. Additionally, Andersson 

(Tibnor) defines lean as a way working with a flexible production system using as few resources as 

possible. The word lean is for Andersson (Tibnor) a quite wide term; not a term that they use at 

Tibnor. 

 

However, Tibnor works according to well defined processes which are formalised in their 

management system. In order to know what the clients think about their work and what they want 

Tibnor to improve, they carry through, via SIFO - the Swedish Institute of Public Opinion Research, 

customer surveys every year. Moreover, Andersson (Tibnor) explains that they have a quality system 

which measures all the different parts of their activity and that they have regular follow-ups; both 

monthly, quarterly and yearly. He also explains that they work a lot with their deviations system and 

that they send reports to their suppliers with the deviations exactly as their customers send to 

Tibnor. 

 

The deviation management is a key part of both companies’ work. Andersson (Tibnor) points out that 

one notices that the quality issue is a central and very important question for BT, often more central 

than for the other customers. However, both companies point out the importance of systematic 

follow-ups of errors and to really find out the primary cause of the errors.  

 

Andersson (BT) explains that BT is very transparent with how they work and that they appreciate that 

their suppliers copy their way of working. They organise, every year, a vendor’s day where all 

suppliers are invited where courses about lean are arranged. All the material from the courses are 

then available on their supplier portal. Andersson (BT) explains that this portal is a passive support to 

the supplier where one can find everything from pure information about lean to examples of 



44 
 

standard documents, templates and instructions about how to design different performance boards. 

On the portal, there is also an improvement system where the suppliers are invited to make 

proposals for improvements and changes they want to do. Andersson (Tibnor) confirms that it may 

happen that Tibnor suggests improvement measures to BT, and that it concerns almost exclusively 

technological issues. According to Andersson (Tibnor), BT may ask for Tibnor’s opinion when they are 

taking out new products or are changing their machineries. Their added value is thus that they can 

come with product criticism to reduce the manufacturing price, as they have a great knowledge 

within that field.   

 

Furthermore, Andersson (BT) explains that the Supplier Kaizen department is also a part of the work 

with helping the suppliers with their lean methods. These persons are often at the suppliers’ places 

partly in order to map out how they work and partly to help them implement the philosophy of 

visualising and measurement and to evaluate their work and construct their lean boards. Andersson 

(BT) explains that they meet the suppliers every three weeks and that they, on these occasions, 

evaluate their work. Nevertheless, he points out that this kind of work cannot be done with all 

suppliers; instead they are focusing on “the worst”. To classify the suppliers, they have a vendor 

certification program in which the suppliers are scored, and if anyone has not enough of points, one 

is not allowed to continue as a supplier to BT. To stop working with a supplier is however quite 

expensive and full of risks, and therefore BT choose in return to try to help the suppliers to overcome 

the problems and define which improvements that should be made.  

 

“Of course, our relationships are on very long term perspectives; it is not that common 

that we start to work with new suppliers.” (Magnus Andersson, Vice President 

Purchasing Department, BT Products AB) 

 

Furthermore, Andersson (BT) explains that the most important when it comes to get the lean 

thinking to work, is to not consider lean as a project and second, that there is a commitment from 

the management that can be spread on all levels. Lean is not a project but it is a complete cultural 

transformation and it is thus crucial that the management is prepared on this. Andersson (BT) 

explains that in order to avoid these kind of problems, the Supplier Kaizen department always starts 

the work with new suppliers with a meeting with the top management to guarantee a commitment 

from them.  

 

Tibnor does not work with the Supplier Kaizen team, but Andersson (Tibnor) explains that he sees his 

contact person at BT regularly, often every month. Furthermore, he explains that, in order to 
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facilitate Tibnor’s work, most of their clients send forecasts to them for one year ahead so they can 

plan their future activity. Andersson (Tibnor) explains that they appreciate the forecasts as they can 

then get a basis for their stock-keeping in their systems. However, he states that they has a lot of 

inventories in order to always be able to deliver to the clients. He claims that forecasts generally are 

often incorrect and they do not dare to trust them.  

 

Moreover, in order to facilitate the collaboration, Andersson (Tibnor) highlights the issue of 

information flows. Their big challenge today is to simplify and streamline the information flows 

between them and their customers. Much of the contact is still by telephone and this can be very 

demanding in terms of time, much additional work must be done and the employees are all the time 

interrupted in their work. Tibnor’s goal is that 97% of all their orders and communication with the 

clients will be via electronic means. Furthermore, he explains that they do not have any shared 

computer system with their customers, but that there exists today well-developed interfaces 

between different systems. However, it may be too costly to some clients to purchase the conversion 

software, why Tibnor then has considered buying it for them depending on how much time and 

resources they devote to dealing with these customers’ questions and orders.  Eventually, Andersson 

(Tibnor) explains that they have this kind of interface with many of their clients but, quite 

surprisingly, many of them do not use them. 

 
4.6 OVERVIEW – THE LEAN PRINCIPLES  

In the figure below, our empirical findings concerning how the companies apply lean has been 

summarised. The marks are based both on the companies’ statements regarding their work and also 

their explanations of how they really do it as it might be differences about what one thinks one is 

doing and what one really does. As Lind at AstraZeneca explained it; 

 

“The most difficult thing with a lean implementation is to go from theory to practice...”  

(Jesper Lind, Head of Operational Excellence, Global External Sourcing, AstraZeneca)  
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Standardisation X  X  X X X  X X 

Customer orientation X X X  X  X X X X 

Extended enterprise X X X  X X   X X 

Leadership and 
employee involvement X  X  X  X  X X 

 
         Figure 7. The seven lean principles applied on the studied companies
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5. ANALYSIS

 
This chapter will contain an analysis of the main questions regarding lean and how and to what 

extent companies work interorganisationally with lean. Furthermore, the different factors that the 

companies use to achieve effectiveness in a collaboration will be analysed, all based on the empirical 

findings by using the theoretical framework.  

 

The following chapter will be structured in different parts as illustrated in the figure below. Firstly, 

the companies’ definition of lean will be discussed and secondly, how the studied interfaces work 

with lean together. Furthermore, a discussion about different key effectiveness factors for a 

successful partnership will be highlighted which will lead into the objectives and the results with lean 

with partners. Eventually, the different levels of consciousness about lean with partners will be 

considered in order to examine if lean as mind set may have an influence on collaboration. 

 
 

Definition 
of lean

Lean with 
partners

Key 
effectiveness

factors

Results of 
leanwith 
partners

 
 

Figure 8. Analytical model based on the frame of reference 

5.1 DEFINITION OF LEAN 

The absence of a clear definition of lean has been widely discussed in the literature. The problem, 

however, is not that there does not exist any definition rather that there does not exist any common 

agreed definition among the different researchers (Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park, 2006). The same 

phenomenon has been noticed among the practitioners. Five out of the ten companies interviewed 

stated that they work with lean. Their definition of lean is however different depending on which 

company who is asked. Although that the definition of the concept differed, almost all the different 

lean principles defined in 3.2.1 The Lean Principles are included in their definition, as showed in 

figure 10 below. There seems thus to be a mutual understanding of the principles distinguished from 

the literature and the practitioners’ definition of the concept. 

 

Although BT stated that they work with the lean principles they were carefully to express that 

internally the philosophy is called TPS, Toyota Production System. It arises the question whether it is 

really the fact the one calls it lean or if it is the philosophy and the mind set which is the most 

important. SIT indicated that they do not lay any stress on what companies call their management 

philosophy, the main point is that they work with the principles and that they have the right mind 

set. Consequently, one can thus ask oneself if Tibnor, who stated that they do not work with lean, 
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works with lean anyway? Their work with continuous improvements, elimination of waste, 

everybody’s participation etc seems to permeate their entire way of working. Although Andersson 

(Tibnor) thought that lean was a wide term and was confused about the definition, one could thus 

conclude that they are working with six of the seven defined lean principles and that they therefore 

can be classified as a “lean company”. 

 

Concerning the County Council, on the other hand, who stated that they work with lean, one can 

wonder if they are really doing so? They seem to have a good understanding of the content of lean 

but do not seem to work with it in the interface as the other companies who work with lean do. One 

explanation is certainly the many restrictions and rules which have to been followed in the public 

sector. In addition, the County Council seems to consider lean as one method among many others, 

and does not bring out the same feeling and conviction about lean as the other companies do. 

Hence, the lean philosophy seems to become one of the many other principles that they have tried 

to implement earlier which leads to the lean philosophy does not permeate the organisation in fully. 

 
According to Karlsson, Pharmadule works with the lean principles in their production process, but not 

within the other departments and processes in the company. Karlsson describes lean as a way to 

develop and make the processes more effective, which he has right about. However, when he states 

that lean is best applicable to standardised, great volume products where the processes can be 

measured, it is obvious that he does not have the same definition of lean as the other companies and 

that he certainly does not know the signification of lean good enough. This also leads to that it is 

difficult classifying Pharmadule as a company working with lean. 

 

Finally, within Tieto, Coor and Sectra, one can distinguish that they are working with some of the 

principles. However, as they are only working with a few of them, they can not be considered as 

companies working with lean. Most of today’s companies work certainly with some of the defined 

principles, but it is only when a company works with the majority of the defined principles and when 

it permeates the whole company that one can really state that the company works with lean. This is 

also in line with what Shah and Ward (2007) stated that lean can not be equated to a single principle, 

and that it rather has to be seen as a whole.  

 

All this seems to indicate that it is not that one calls the philosophy lean which is the most important.  

The study shows that some companies that work with lean do not call it lean, whether others call it 

lean but do not really work with it in fully. The most important seems to be the mind set and the 

interpretation of the different principles. The objective with a lean implementation should be the 
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actual principles and the thinking and results with the philosophy, which lead to that the name “lean” 

becomes less important. In some organisations the name may perhaps help to implement the 

philosophy if it indicates a certain power and success, whether in other companies it might to a 

certain extent rather worry and scare people due to possible prejudices as stated by SIT. 

LEAN 

A
d

di
ci

 

T
ie

to
 A

B 

A
st

ra
Ze

n
ec

a 

P
ha

rm
ad

u
le

 A
B

 

Si
em

en
s 

In
d

us
tr

ia
l  

Tu
rb

om
ac

h
in

e
ry

 

Co
or

 S
er

vi
ce

 
M

a
na

ge
m

e
nt

 A
B

 

C
ou

nt
y 

Co
u

n
ci

l 
in

 

Ö
st

er
gö

tl
an

d
 

Se
ct

ra
 A

B
 

B
T 

Pr
o

du
ct

s 
A

B
 

Ti
bn

o
r 

A
B

 

Elimination of waste X  X  X X X  X X 

Continuous 
improvements X X X  X X X  X X 

Just In Time   X X X X X  X  

Standardisation X  X  X X X  X X 

Customer orientation X X X  X  X X X X 

Extended enterprise X X X  X X   X X 

Leadership and 
employee involvement X  X  X  X  X X 

State that they work 
with lean X  X  X  X  X  

 

Figure 9. The seven lean principles applied on the studied companies together with the lean statement 

 

5.2 LEAN WITH PARTNERS 

Many authors (e.g. Womack and Jones, 1996; Mohan and Sharma, 2003) point out the importance to 

see lean in a supply chain perspective and to collaborate with other parts in the value chain to create 

competitive advantage. In addition, Womack and Jones (1994) discuss the problem that lean often 

works very well internally but that there is a lot of waste and possibilities to improvements in the 

interfaces between companies. Working with the other players in the value chain becomes thus 

essential and some of the studied interfaces seem to have captured it already.  

 
Addici and Tieto describe their relationship as a well working collaboration characterised by trust, 

openness and flexibility. The fact that they share forecasts and have regular evaluating meetings 

confirms their helpfulness and willingness to continuously improve the activity. This can also be seen 

as a way to work with just in time since they share information so the process should be provided 

with the right part at the right time (Karlsson and Åhlström, 1996). Moreover, Addici points out that 
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the best input they can get for improvement suggestions is from their customers, which really shows 

that they realise the importance of working close to the other players in the value chain. Being 

customer oriented contributes also to a reduction of waste as the services are designed so they meet 

customers’ needs (Womack and Jones, 1996).  Tieto does even call their suppliers partners instead of 

“suppliers” and they claim that the suppliers’ problems are their problems as well and that they need 

to cooperate to solve them. However, when it comes to improvement measures, Tieto considers that 

it is up to Addici taking initiative for improvement suggestions. Tieto does not want to be involved in 

the process, for them it is good enough taking part of the suggestions in the end of the work. This can 

however be interpreted as quite contradictory and it may indicate a less close relationship than they 

try to explain it to be. It may also be perceived as contradictory to a lean thinking as an important 

element in the lean thinking is everybody’s participation (Nicholas and Soni, 2006).  

 

AstraZeneca explains very clearly that they want to work closely with their suppliers but that they 

nevertheless can not have a close collaboration with all of them. Consequently, they have classified 

their suppliers and are only focusing on the “most important” ones. As a result, they are performing 

value stream mappings together where they try to optimise the common processes. This indicates a 

clear example of working with lean in the interface and can be compared with the principles of 

standardisation as it creates routines and simplifies the common processes (Liker, 2004). In addition, 

they have also regular evaluating meetings, they share forecasts and they have vendor managed 

inventories to streamline the inventory and purchasing processes, which also can be interpreted as 

clear examples of the lean thinking. These activities help to continuously improve the activity and to 

eliminate waste. Moreover, the regular evaluating meetings confirm that the work with 

improvements has to be done all the time (Womack et al., 2007). However, as Pharmadule is not 

considered a strategic partner to AstraZeneca, they do not work particularly close together. In 

addition, Pharmadule seems to have a quite different view of collaboration and partnership as 

Karlsson explains “partnership” as a buzzword. This is however a very clear sign that they do not 

work with lean and especially that they do not consider collaboration in the supply chain as a mean 

to achieve competitive advantage. Just this kind of view of collaboration may be one of the reasons 

that AstraZeneca prefers cooperating with suppliers working with lean internally. Lind (AstraZeneca) 

claims that when the supplier works with lean internally, they have a greater understanding of the 

work methods than companies not working with lean.  

 

One can thus say that lean seems to create a thinking and a reasoning of the possibilities that exist by 

collaborating with the other players in the value chain. When starting working with lean, companies 

realise that there are a lot of improvement possibilities not only internally but also outside the own 
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company’s borders. The essence of managing the entire supply chain may therefore be perceived 

more natural. However, to have an effect on either the supplier’s work or the common processes in 

the interface, the companies need to collaborate. Nicholas and Soni (2006) stated that the 

collaboration is facilitated if both parts work with lean. However, the study indicates that it is 

sufficient if only one of the two parts works with lean, as the company working with lean can have a 

great influence on the other company’s work.  

 

By working with lean, it may thus be easier to have an influence on the partners’ way of working. As 

supplier, if one feels that the client puts a lot of efforts to develop their relation and improve their 

way of working, it is certainly perceived as very positive and that the client wants to invest in their 

relationship. This may create a certain long term perspective and a higher level of trust in the 

relationship which lead to that the supplier becomes more open to suggestions and changes.  

 

SIT can be considered as another company which has well understood the essence of working with 

lean with its partners. As such a great part of the end products are fabricated by the suppliers; it is a 

matter of course working together with the other parts of the value chain. Their way of thinking 

seems thus to be in line with what Womack and Jones (1994) and Lummis (1999) meant when they 

defined extended enterprise as a key principle of the lean philosophy. Coor and SIT have evaluating 

meetings together, they map all the common processes in order to optimise their way of working, 

they share forecasts and so on, which indicate that the companies work with lean in the interface. 

However, Svensson (Coor) adds that it is only with SIT that they work with “lean” and these methods, 

why lean as a work method may be interpreted as a dominant work method. Coor conforms to SIT’s 

ways of working which can be seen as they are satisfied working with lean. In this case, it might also 

depend on that Coor internally works with six sigma and that they thus already have a pre-

comprehension of this mind set. SIT expresses clearly that it is not a requirement that the suppliers 

work with lean but that it may facilitate. Nevertheless, Östberg (SIT) adds that thanks to their 

company name and their size, they have a great influence on the suppliers. The dominance coming 

with lean might in this case facilitate for SIT to attain an even greater influence on the supplier 

thanks to the company name. 

 

The enhanced influence thanks to the dominance from lean as a work method is also visible at BT 

where lean has been a work method for almost 50 years. Since two third of BT’s turnover derive from 

purchasing, they have realised the importance of well working processes and collaboration with the 

suppliers and the subcontractors. This confirms the strong lean culture which exists at BT as the 

importance of supplier involvement is today defined as one of the lean principles (Womack et al., 
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2007; Shah and Ward, 2007; Pettersen, 2009). Moreover, as a result of their experiences from lean, 

they require that their suppliers work with lean as well, and once again the lean thinking can be seen 

as a dominant and influencing working method. BT and Tibnor seem to have a close relationship and 

have close and regular contact where Andersson (TIbnor) explains that he is visiting BT in Mjölby at 

least once a month to discuss the deviation reports and their cooperation. This indicates that the 

work with continuous improvement and elimination of waste have a central role in their 

collaboration. The systematically follow-ups of the deviation reports can be considered ways of 

reducing quality deficiencies and a constant strive for zero defects (Womack et al., 2007). To improve 

their collaboration, which is quite similar to how AstraZeneca work with their partners, they perform 

value stream mappings, they share forecasts and they have regular evaluating and follow-up 

meetings. Once more, these factors indicate that their collaboration is marked by a lean thinking.  

 

BT puts much efforts in streamline the processes and assure that there does not exist any waste. 

However, through the observations, it could be noticed that BT sends their forecasts, and at times 

also the orders, by mail and thus not through the interfaces between the two companies’ 

information system. This implies that Tibnor has to manually fill in all forecasts and orders in their 

system, which creates a lot of waste due to a duplication of work. The stock-keeping at Tibnor is 

another waste that exists in the interface. On account of fear of not being able to deliver on time and 

of not trusting the forecasts, Tibnor has created a safety inventory. As Karlsson and Åhlström (1996) 

also stated, inventories are one of the most important waste, and it is quite surprisingly discovering 

this kind of waste in this relationship. It implies that BT indirectly pays for an inventory anyway, even 

if they are very clear on pointing out the importance of zero inventories. These contradictions 

regarding the content of lean are interesting and shows that there exist an internal awareness of 

lean, but that working with lean in an external approach is not that simple, not even for the 

founders. The reasons why these different wastes have occurred can be several. It might be that BT is 

not even aware of the existing waste due to a lack of communication. BT’s long term relationship 

with Tibnor might also be a possible explanation as they maybe value other things than criticising 

Tibnor for some inventories and choose thus to overlook it. Since Tibnor supplies more companies 

than BT, an inventory might be essential to deliver to the other customers, not working with lean. It 

might also be that Tibnor considers the cost of inventory relative small compared to what a 

disruption in the work and delivery process should cost them. This can be confirmed by the argument 

from Petersson et al. (2008) who explain that in unpredictable environments, companies tend to 

create buffers to avoid disruptions. 
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To work with lean is thus not always easy, and as discussed in 5.1 Definition of lean the lean thinking 

does not seem to permeate the County Council in fully even if there is a great internal understanding 

for the concept. This can be one main reason why the relationship between Sectra and the County 

Council is not marked by a lean philosophy and a lean work method.  

 
Moreover, Dahl highlights the process of choosing supplier and explains that they make clear 

requirements and that he thinks that the County Council in Östergötland is more demanding than the 

other County Councils in Sweden, which can be interpreted as a result of their awareness of lean. 

However, as the County Council in Östergötland has worked with Sectra since a long time, there were 

not any predefined requirements asked in the beginning of their collaboration.  

 

Nevertheless, Sectra and the County Council have regular evaluating meetings where they discuss 

deviations and improvement suggestions, which indicate that they work with continuous 

improvement and to some extent also elimination of waste. However, these few initiatives to 

improve the collaboration and the relationship seem to come from Sectra.  That the collaboration is 

not characterised by a lean thinking may also depend on that the County Council seem to create a 

consciousness about the lean principles internally and that their intention is not to implement lean in 

fully in the organisation and thus not in the relationship with its suppliers neither.  

 

Sectra’s products as complex, durable and expensive, it might be another reason why the 

relationship between the two companies is not marked by a strong lean and collaborative 

philosophy. This argument holds for Pharmadule as well. Both Pharmadule and Sectra are market 

leader at smaller markets and offer complex products of long duration which need heavy 

investments. As a result of the industries’ context and the fact that there surely are few purchases 

per client may be a main reason why these companies focus more on the specific business than the 

long term relationship. It is certainly not as interesting to put efforts on implementing lean with 

partners as if there was a certain future of regular purchases, which also Ruy at al. (2009) point out 

when they explain that there has to be a certain long term perspective for a successful partnership. 

This is also confirmed by the fact that the clients working with lean have classified their suppliers and 

that they do not want to put efforts on suppliers that they know that they do not will have a long 

term relationship with.  

 

5.3 KEY EFFECTIVENESS FACTORS 

Cooperating with the other players in the value chain has since a few decades become a common way to 

attain competitive advantage and enhance organisational profitability and productivity (e.g. Ruy et al., 
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2009; Gunasekaran et al., 2004). However, as stated by Maheswari et al. (2006), collaboration between 

firms implies not automatically a higher performance for the companies. One of the ten companies 

interviewed claimed that partnership was only a paradoxical phenomenon and it was evident that he 

was putting the individual advantage before the benefit of the entire value stream. This statement 

confirms that a well working cooperation is not evident and that there are some parts that need to 

be fulfilled in order to create a successful cooperation and thus obtain competitive advantage.  

 

During the empirical data collection, two prerequisites for even having a working cooperation have 

been distinguished; common view and attitude towards collaboration and a mutual trust between 

the companies. The importance of a common view is noticeable when studying AstraZeneca and 

Pharmadule since they look upon partnership and collaboration in such different ways. Pharmadule 

prioritises the business rather than a relationship and AstraZeneca puts a greater focus on managing 

the supplier relationship for a long term relationship. When having such different view of 

collaboration, it is difficult having a close and trustful relationship and thus a well working 

collaboration. Furthermore, AstraZeneca points out that when choosing suppliers, they put a great 

focus on the supplier’s willingness to cooperate and to change its work methods for improving the 

chain’s performance which indicates that they highly value that the two companies have a common 

view of collaboration.  

 

However, the importance of common view is not mentioned in the literature, and the researchers 

have instead highlighted common goals as critical factor for collaboration (Mohr and Spekman, 

1994). From the empirical findings, common goals can nevertheless be interpreted as a part of 

common view. One explanation that the researchers do not mention common view may be that they 

take it for granted and that it may be difficult to put it into words. Almost none of the company has 

explicitly pointed out common view as a success factor. However, by their explanations about 

relationships and collaboration, it has been possible to distinguish the common view as a clear 

prerequisite to cooperation. This may also have to do with the difficulty of putting single success 

factors into words. 

 

Together with a common view of collaboration, the relationship has to be characterised by a great 

level of trust, which also Mohr and Spekman (1994) explain as the first major component to a 

successful relationship. If companies do not trust each other, they will never be able to have a 

common view of the relationship neither wanting to share information nor changing their work 

methods.  A main reason why one of the companies interviewed sees partnership as a paradoxical 

phenomenon, is certainly that there is a lack of trust for the other companies in the value stream. We 
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consider that a main success factor for the relationship between SIT and Coor is the high level of trust 

that exists between the two parts. Coor has changed and adapted their work methods to SIT’s 

methods, and are very satisfied with their way of working. In order to be open for suggestions and 

realise changes, the study indicates that there has to be a great level of trust and openness. This 

might, in its turn, contribute to a long term relationship which can result in unplanned business and 

further valuables ideas and contacts. Mohr and Spekman (1994) express the importance of keeping 

what one has promised and really fulfil its obligation which probably not exists if there is a lack of 

trust, as mentioned above. Then it might be harder to have well working long term relationship with 

unsuspected possibilities. 

 

Mutual trust and common view are essential and can be seen as prerequisites for a working 

cooperation, but to make improvements, it is essential with additional factors. Except the factors 

distinguished from the literature study, the empirical study has shown that there are also other 

factors influencing the collaboration such as taking advantage of each other’s strength and classifying 

the suppliers as illustrated in the figure below.  
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Figure 10. Adding factors influencing a successful partnership 

 
As an extension of common view and mutual trust, Mohr and Spekman (1994) highlight the 

importance of communication behaviour as it underlies most aspects of organisational functioning 

which may be a reason why all companies show this behaviour in a certain way. The studied 

interfaces put different focus on the communication behaviour but equal for all of them is a common 

contact surface to know who to contact. Mohr and Spekman (1994) divide communication behaviour 

into two parts; both the quality of the communication as well as to what extent partners share 

critical information. A high extent of information sharing can be noticeable between Addici and Tieto 

where Tieto is not always aloud to share detailed information why they sometimes sign 

confidentiality forms to share important information which indicates a willingness to an improved 
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collaboration. The reason why they do this might be related to their attitude towards helping each 

other solving problems and never only consider the supplier’s problems as their own business. 

Furthermore, Tieto sees planning in advance as necessary which is related to the quality aspect 

which thus can be compared with the many forecasts shared between the companies to facilitate 

each other’s work.  

 

Moreover, Ruy et al. (2009) point out the importance of recognising that the companies are 

dependent on each other in order to perform successfully. This has been observed in some of the 

interfaces, particularly at BT and SIT, who admitted their interdependence of their suppliers and 

highlighted the importance of collaborating with the suppliers in order to improve their performance 

in the value chain. BT has many requirements on their suppliers and they have strict deviation follow-

ups in order to turn the errors to zero. If the suppliers do not reach the requirements, it creates 

problems and influences BT’s production process. Stops in the production as results of errors create 

problem with the just in time production and on delivery production.  

 

The question about interdependency can also be raised in the relationship between Tieto and Addici.  

On one hand, their relationship can be understood as a well working collaboration, and on the other 

hand, Tieto states that they can change supplier the very day without any bigger problems. It feels 

quite contradictory and the question is if the really realise how dependent they are upon their 

supplier? This may have to do with their unawareness of lean; the collaboration works well but they 

do not have the same long term perspective as the clients working with lean.  

 

That they do not see the advantages of keeping the same suppliers is also shown in the case how the 

treat errors occurred caused by the suppliers. In case of repetitive errors caused by Addici, Tieto has 

the right to interrupt their general agreement which is a completely different approach than the 

other companies have towards their suppliers. In contrast to Tieto, they consider it very costly to 

change supplier and in case of errors, the clients put a lot of efforts on helping the suppliers to 

improve their processes to avoid future deviations. This mind set might be considered as a 

confirmation of their willingness of not being dependent and their unawareness of lean. 

 

Interdependence can also be seen as closely related to acknowledge and take advantage of each 

other’s strengths, which can, in its turn, be considered as another success factor for a well working 

collaboration. According to Gunasekaran et al. (2004), focusing on its core competencies is one way 

to manage the supply chain. This can be compared with both the dialogue about product criticism 

between the supplier and the client as well as with outsourcing as done by Tieto and AstraZeneca. By 
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asking suppliers about product criticism who possess a great knowledge within their field of 

expertise, more cost effective solutions can surely be found and unnecessary waste can be 

eliminated. To outsource activities that do not belong to the core business permits to focus on what 

one is really good at and letting companies who handle the outsourced activities take charge of 

activities they are good on. That Tieto has outsourced their facility services to Addici implies that 

Addici can work to improve Tieto’s facility services and help them to reduce their costs which they 

themselves do not always have time to. Moreover, AstraZeneca has also recently started to 

outsource part of their production and in AstraZeneca’s case, it can be considered as a part of their 

lean work as it permits that everyone can focus on what they are good on, and with that, save both 

time and money.   

 

When outsourcing, it is however important to make clear what the parts expect form each other, and 

to coordinate different activities is an issue which becomes important in all kind of collaboration. The 

essence of coordination is also highlighted by Mohr and Spekman (1994) and is explained as the way 

of managing the companies’ different processes, assuring that work is not done twice and making 

clear what one expects from each others. They point out the importance to coordinate actions and 

mutual objectives which can be done by performing value stream mappings with the partners. VSM 

is an example of visualising the different processes in order to simplify and reduce wastes, which is 

done by most of the studied interfaces. The vendor managed inventory used by AstraZeneca is 

another way of streamlining and coordinating common processes. The value stream mappings are 

often done in the beginning of the collaboration where the departments specialised in purchasing 

quality have an important role. Both SIT and BT have specific departments focusing on evaluation of 

new suppliers, and both of them are placed under the purchasing department. This implies that they 

come closer to the suppliers than if they were placed under a different department. It can thus be 

considered as a strategic decision since the departments have a good knowledge of the market and 

the different actors.  

 

Even if it is a well working relation, problems and deviations arise that need to be solved. Mohr and 

Spekman (1994) point out that in a well working relationship, the different parts have an interest in 

helping each other resolving the upcoming problems. However, during the study, none of the 

respondents did put any emphasis on this issue.  Some companies mentioned the joint problem 

solving, but mostly incidentally. As an example, some companies explained that they considered their 

suppliers’ problems as theirs, but did not give any actual example of how. The explanations can be 

several. It might be seen as a matter of course helping each other and that the respondents did 

therefore not even thinking of clarifying or developing the issue. It can also depend on that 
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companies might ignore the problems or that they do not dare to recognise problems for their 

partners and thus that they never come up.  

 

To be conscious of which suppliers who are the most important, both AstraZeneca and SIT classifies 

their suppliers in two or three different categories. Furthermore, the regularity of the contact differs 

between the categories. The empirical findings indicate that classification of suppliers is necessary, 

since they can not have that close relation and frequent communication with everyone. BT only 

classifies their suppliers from the programme with a focus on the worst. Hence, they have not a 

specific contact to the most important customers, sooner only with the worst. Consequently, they 

may miss out a good and close relationship with the most valuables. This is a factor that can be 

compared with the reduce supplier base, highlighted by Slack et al. (2007), who state that when 

working with lean in interfaces, the companies need to focus on fewer suppliers to be able to work 

closely together and thus improve their common processes and relations. Consequently, reduce 

supplier base in the sense of eliminating some suppliers have not been noticeable through the 

empirical collection, sooner classification of them.  

 

Furthermore, there might be consequences regarding lean as dominant method and the company 

name as mentioned in 5.2 Lean with partners, since it affects the work with the partners. These two 

elements can also be seen as a key effectiveness factors since it results in higher influence and 

power.  

 

The figure below can be considered as an overview of the different factors that the study indicates,  

both from an empirical and theoretical perspective, as important for a successful partnership. 
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Figure 11. Overview of factors influencing a successful partnership 
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5.4 RESULTS OF LEAN WITH PARTNERS 

According to the researchers within the field of lean, the ultimate goal of lean is to reduce costs 

through elimination of waste (e.g. Shingo, 1984; Monden, 1998; Ohno 1988). This seems to be in 

accordance with what the companies highlight as the main objective with lean interorganisationally 

as well. Even though not all of the companies interviewed said it out directly, one could easily 

conclude that the main objective by the close collaboration is to reduce costs and thus improve the 

performance of both the own company and the entire value chain. Furthermore, Scott (1992) points 

out that effectiveness has been highly discussed as a consequence of today’s increased global 

competitiveness where enhanced productivity has become essential. This indicates that working with 

continuous improvements certainly is of immediate.  

 

Forslund (2009) defines effectiveness as the degree of goal achievement and how to reduce waste in 

the interfaces has been noticeable in several of the studied companies. The activities the companies 

do together with the other players in the value chain, such as sharing forecasts, mapping the 

common processes, giving each other insight in the inventories, having regular follow-ups and 

evaluating meetings, have all the ultimate objectives to reduces costs. The costs are reduced by 

smoother flows, less duplication of work, lower level of inventories, shorter lead times, less defects 

etc.  

 

The possibilities to reduce waste by working with the other players in the value chain has been 

confirmed by, among others, Dahlberg and Lind. Dahlberg (Addici) explains that they have identified 

many sources of wastes by collaborating with their clients. Also Lind (AstraZeneca) clearly stated that 

thanks to that they have been working with lean in the interfaces with their suppliers they have 

succeeded to reduce both costs, lead times and the level of inventories. Moreover, Lind explained 

that this in its turn has also led to a better and closer relationship with the suppliers and that some of 

the suppliers are now an integrated part of their supply chain.  Additionally, BT confirms that they 

have seen a very positive improvement concerning the deviations occurred. As they handle the 

deviations with high priority and in detail might be a reason why it shows such good results and also 

the reason why the continue working in this way. 

 

According to Scott (1992) an organisation has to consider the many different interests coming from 

the individual, the organisation and from a more external perspective. The study indicates that 

companies, in this content, take the organisation and the external perspective into consideration to 
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define effectiveness. Since all groups have different interests Conolly et al. (1980) state that these 

different interests should be pulled together and be taken into consider to achieve a fair view of 

effectiveness. This can has to do with that the companies strive to have a common view with their 

partners where the different interests have been considered. 

 
5.5 CONSCIOUSNESS OF LEAN WITH PARTNERS 

The several different interests to take into consideration can be complicated why a common view 

with the partners in the value chain is essential to attain a well working collaboration. The study 

indicates that the theory and the empirical findings regarding collaboration seem to be in fully 

agreement and that very few differences can be distinguished. One explanation may be that the 

principle “collaboration” has existed for a long time and is today a well-established phenomenon and 

that it therefore is perceived as something evident. Meantime, the theory has surely been developed 

further and that it therefore today can be understood as it has conflated with how it is in the 

practitioners’ world. 

 

However, the empirical findings prove that a working collaboration is evident for some, but not at all 

for everyone. Collaboration could therefore be compared with tacit knowledge, since for companies 

that have come to such a high level of consciousness, it is difficult explaining what makes 

collaboration work. For everyone, it is not however a matter of course to create a well working 

collaboration. If organisations need to point out that they have to trust each other, how established 

and evident are these elements? This discussion could therefore be compared with organisational 

culture with different levels of mind set which could be applied to collaboration. Hence, the different 

levels of consciousness could be seen as a set of steps, where the more things that are evident, the 

higher the company is on the consciousness stair. The higher level of consciousness, the more given 

and difficult it is to put into words. 

Consciousness of 
lean with partners

 

Figure 12. Different levels of consciousness in a collaboration   

 
Consequently, the observed key effectiveness factors should rather been interpreted as a whole than 

as single elements influencing a collaboration. It is when one has come to this understanding that 

collaboration becomes a natural and evident part of the organisational culture. This reasoning can be 
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compared with AstraZeneca who explained that it was the relationship between companies that was 

the most important for a working collaboration. However, they had difficulties putting words on 

things that were important with the relationship. From this reasoning, one could however distinguish 

that they talked about the importance of a high level of trust, common view on cooperation and 

what one wanted to get out from it, and that one had realised that one was dependent one each 

other and was putting the chain’s benefit before the individual advantage.   

 

Moreover, the study indicates some differences regarding the consciousness of collaboration. Firstly, 

the companies working with lean seem to have a higher consciousness of collaboration than 

companies not working with lean. Above all, it depends surely on that in the lean thinking, the 

possibilities for improving the activity through cooperation is more evident. This contributes to that 

they automatically start from a higher level on the curve as cooperation surely already exist in their 

values. However, the study proves that it also depends on how deeply implemented the lean thinking 

is in the organisation. Within an organisation that is strongly characterised with a lean philosophy, 

the collaboration is considered central. On the contrary, in cases as the County Council’s, where lean 

is not entirely implemented, the collaboration differ a lot and the suppliers’ mind set becomes less 

important in collaboration.  

 

Additionally, the study also shows some differences whether the company has had the client role or 

the supplier role. The clients seem to have come further than the suppliers. Firstly, it depends 

certainly on that four of five clients work with lean and that they thus have a different mind set and 

organisational culture. Secondly, as they are later on in the value chain, and for that reason, have to 

take more critics from the end customers, they feel certainly another need of collaboration with the 

suppliers and the sub contractors than the companies working in the beginning of the value chain. All 

critics do certainly not only concern the direct customer, and exactly as Nicholas and Soni (2006) also 

explain, it becomes thus the client’s responsibility to pass on the feed back to the organisations 

earlier in the chain.  

 

Eventually, for clients with a strong lean culture where the attitude permeates the entire 

organisation, the study proves that it seems to be highly important that the suppliers also work with 

lean and have the right mind set, which also confirms the lean thinking as a dominant method. It 

implies that in situations where the client is dominant, suppliers who are not amenable for the 

concept and that is to say do not have the right mind set, may be dropped in a process of negotiation 

only due to a lack of right attitude. If the supplier works with lean or not becomes a question which 

precedes both price and quantity and hence creates a barrier in the process before it even has 



62 
 

started. The consequence is that as supplier, one might be without chances in a bidding procedure 

only due to soft factors. It implies that if one wants to be a supplier to a company working with lean, 

the supplier has first to start to work with lean internally before that the two companies can start to 

work together.  

 

On the contrary, if the lean thinking is not that anchored in the client organisation, it implies that 

they maybe do not ask their supplier to work with lean neither. In this case, it is probably none of the 

parts that expect that their collaboration will be characterised of a lean thinking. To work together 

with lean is only perceived as a bonus and the problem to be dropped due to a “faulty” mind set 

does not exist.   
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6. CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, the conclusion of the study is presented. The purpose of the study, to analyse the 

companies’ consciousness of lean, to what extent their understanding of lean can influence the 

effectiveness of the entire value stream and the collaboration between a customer and a supplier, will 

be answered. 

 

To collaborate outside the firm’s borders is a common way for many companies to become 

competitive. By together evaluating what really adds value to the customer, and by that, eliminate all 

parts that do not, makes that the entire value chain can become more effective and profitable. Our 

study shows that working with lean interorganisationally helps to create a higher performing value 

chain which is important for both its profitability and its flexibility.  

 

The study proves that for companies working with lean internally, it is also natural working with lean 

with the partners. They mean that lean is a philosophy that permeates the whole company and thus 

also the external processes with the suppliers and the customers.  By working with lean, the essence 

of managing the entire supply chain becomes thus more evident.  

 

From a lean perspective, higher performance and higher effectiveness are obtained by a reduction of 

costs through elimination of waste. By simplifying and creating routines for the companies’ common 

processes through value stream mappings as well as having regular evaluating meetings together to 

continuously improve the activity and to find out more about what the customer values, a lot of 

waste that exist in the interfaces can be eliminated. Shared forecasts and that the supplier has a 

direct insight in the customer’s inventory do also facilitate the companies’ work and enable them to 

eliminate unnecessary waste.   

 

In addition, as the study has shown that lean can be considered a dominant work method, it suffices 

that only one part in the interface works with lean for having a collaboration characterised by a lean 

thinking. Collaboration does however not automatically imply a higher performance for the 

companies and for even having a working collaboration, the study has proved that it is crucial that 

the different parts have a common view and attitude towards collaboration and that the relationship 

is characterised by a high level of trust. Without these two prerequisites, it is hard to influence and to 

improve their common way of working.  
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However, having a close relationship and working with lean with all partners may be difficult. The 

study has shown that companies choose a certain number of partners with whom they put additional 

efforts on to work with lean with and to achieve a more effective and smooth work flow. 

 

Finally, the study proves that the consciousness about lean may also have a great impact on the 

collaboration and the choice of partner. If the client works with lean and that the philosophy is 

strongly implemented in the organisation, it may happen that suppliers that do not have the right 

mind set and who do not work with lean internally are dropped in a process of negotiation.  

 

The findings from the study can be summarised in the figure below which shows that each activity 

leads to one or more waste eliminations.   
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Figure 13. Overview of factors influencing the effectiveness in lean with partners  
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7. FURTHER RESEARCH 

The study proves that lean has been implemented interorganisationally in almost all of the interfaces 

we studied and that it has been natural for the companies already working with lean to cooperate 

with their partners with this mind set.  

 

However, since we investigated interfaces where only one part worked with lean it would be 

interesting to study an interface between companies where both parts work with lean since Nicholas 

and Soni (2006) state that collaboration is facilitated then. Then it will also shows if the dominance of 

lean coming from two sides have a positive or negative influence on the cooperation and the 

effectiveness.  

 

Moreover, as both practitioners and theorists state that lean reduces costs and make great 

improvements, it would be interesting to have more concrete example with numbers and figures 

that confirm the great development.  In this way, we believe that a deeper understanding of lean 

with partners can be achieved, which could, in its turn, lead to an improved interorganisational work 

with lean and thus increase the effectiveness in the value chain. 
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX 1 - INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

Background 

- Position at the company, work assignments…   
 
Lean – companies working explicitly with lean 

- What experiences do you have from lean? 
- How should you describe lean as concept and work method? 
- What is the ultimate goal with lean? 
- How long have you been working with lean? 
- How does the lean concept show in the daily work?  
- Do you work with lean with your clients/suppliers? 
- How, and why? 
- If yes, has it been a requirement from your side? 
- Do you have clients/suppliers that work with lean in their organisations? 
- Is there any difference on clients/suppliers not working with lean? 
 
Lean – companies not working with lean 

- Do you know about lean? 
- How would you define lean? 
- How do you work to improve the activity? 
- Do you work with continuous improvement? How? 
- Do you work actively with routines and standardisation of processes? How, why? 

 
Relationship client/customer 
- How should you describe the relationship with your clients/suppliers? 
- How do you choose your suppliers? Any specific requirements? 
 
The running contact / Information sharing 
- How is the running contact? Who, how often, when, why? 
- Do you make any long term planning together or do you are in contact only when ordering? 
- Generally, how do you share information? What kind of information do you share? Cost 

information? Do you work actively to reduce the costs? 
- Do you wish that you can influence the suppliers’/clients’ way of working? 
 
Follow-ups and problem solving 
- How often are there misunderstandings concerning the orders? What kind? Who is solving the 

problem and why? 
 
Long term strategy 

- How do you consider the relationships on a long term perspective? 
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APPENDIX 2 - SWEDISH TRANSLATION - QUOTATIONS 
 

“We do not call our suppliers “suppliers”, instead we consider them partners, that is to say, that they 

could almost be in our buildings.”  (Rose-Marie Svahn, Facility Manager Director) 

 

Vi kallar inte våra leverantörer för leverantörer, istället ser vi dem som partners. Med det menar vi 

att de i stort sett skulle kunna sitta i våra lokaler.  

 

“We exist because of our clients and we strive to ensure client satisfaction at all times. Therefore, it is 

crucial focusing on adding value to our clients across the whole service delivery chain, and removing 

waste to increase customer satisfaction.” (Helena Dahlberg, Director Operational&Business 

Development, Addici) 

 

Vi finns tack vare våra kunder och vi strävar efter att försäkra oss om att de alltid är nöjda. Därför är 

det otroligt viktigt att se till att allt som vi gör i verksamheten ger värde till våra kunder, och 

dessutom få bort de slöserier som finns, för att höja kundnöjdheten. 

 

“In the end of the day, this is not a rocket science. What one has to remember is that it is not 

complicated. Essentially, it is about coming with ideas and suggestions, and in the end of the day, 

carry them through.” (Helena Dahlberg, Director Operational & Business Development)  

 

I slutet av dagen är detta ingen rocket science. Det måste man komma ihåg, att det inte är speciellt 

svårt. Det handlar egentligen om att komma med idéer, och att genomföra dem i slutet av dagen. 

 

“We try to do things that the customer is willing to pay for by working with effective processes. We 

start out from the customers’ needs and next, we look at the processes and how it works. 

Everything that does not add value to the customers has to be considered as waste and has to be 

removed.” (Jesper Lind, Head of Operation Excellence, Global External Sourcing, AstraZeneca) 

 

Vi försöker göra saker som kunden är beredd att betala för genom att arbeta med effektiva 

processer. Man utgår från kundens behov och sedan så tittar man på sina flöden och hur man jobbar. 

Allt som inte skapar värde för kunden är waste och det ska vi ta bort. 

 

“What we try to offer to the suppliers is that we are offering know-how. Practically, we are sending 

people who can help them looking over their activity and make them more effective, and then, we 



74 
 

expect that it creates a pay back by a lower price for example. That is to say, we help them with 

resources and training, and then we want something in return.” (Jesper Lind, Head of Operation 

Excellence, Global External Sourcing, AstraZeneca) 

 

Vad vi försöker erbjuda dem är att vi förmedlar vår kunskap. Praktiskt sett så skickar vi dit folk som 

kan hjälpa dem och titta på deras verksamhet och då förväntar vi oss att de sänker priser eller gör 

någonting annat istället. Vi ser till att hjälpa dem med resurser och träning och då förväntar vi ju oss 

att få något tillbaka. 

 

”It is extremely difficult having a partner. How can you be a partner in a situation where I am trying 

to sell at an as highest price possible and you are trying to sell to an as lowest price possible, you 

have directly a situation where you can not be partners? Who decides? The reason why a company 

exists is to gain as much money as possible.” (Markus Karlsson, Sales Manager, Pharmadule AB) 

 

Det är hemskt svårt att ha en partner. Hur kan du vara partner om du har en situation där jag 

försöker sälja till ett så högt pris som möjligt och du försöker köpa till så lågt pris som möjligt, då har 

du omedelbart en situation där du inte längre är partner. Men vem är det som bestämmer? 

Anledningen till att företag finns är att de ska tjäna så mycket pengar som de bara kan. 

 

“70 % of the end value come form our suppliers; without them, we can not construct our products…” 

(Anders Östberg, Supplier Quality Assurance Manager, Siemens Industrial Turbomachinery AB) 

 

70% av slutgiltiga värdet på gasturbiner kommer från våra leverantörer. Vi klarar inte av att bygga 

den turbinen ensam utan det gör vi tillsammans med dem. 

 

“The first one is that the supplier is a natural extension of our production. The second is that the 

supplier’s problems are our problems. The third is that we do not only buy the product from the 

supplier, we also buy the supplier’s ability to fabricate the product.  The forth and final is that we 

have to care for how the supplier manages its processes.” (Anders Östberg, Supplier Quality 

Assurance Manager, Siemens Industrial Turbomachinery AB) 

 

...första är att leverantören är en naturlig förlängning av vår produktion. Den andra är att 

leverantörens problem är våra problem. Den tredje är att vi köper inte bara produkten av 

leverantören, vi köper även leverantörens förmåga att tillverka produkten, den fjärde och sista är att 

vi måste lägga oss i, bry oss om hur leverantören sköter sina processer. 
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“We map the common processes and look over the parts that have to be improved where we try to 

focus on smaller improvements as measures rather than great changes. We try to find the errors by 

going through the critical processes.” (Lisa Svensson, Production Planner, Coor Service Management 

AB) 

 

Vi kartlägger processerna i flödet och följer sedan upp det som måste förbättras, där vi satsar på 

småförändringar som åtgärd snarare än stora förändringar. Vi försöker hitta felen genom att gå in i 

de kritiska processerna. 

 

“We work closely with SIT which leads to that we know what they want and ask for. They know well 

what they want and they make therefore great demands on us. With our other customers, we do not 

work in the same way and this is surely due to the fact that they do not have any demands on us and 

that we therefore not have got the same close relationship.” (Lisa Svensson, Production Planner, Coor 

Service Management AB)  

 

Vi jobbar tätt mot Siemens vilket leder till vetskapen om vad de vill ha. De vet vad de vill ha och 

ställer höga krav på oss.  Med våra andra kunder jobbar vi inte på samma sätt och den största 

orsaken till det är att de ställer inga krav och därför har vi inte den relationen.  

 

“They have to do 99,9% of the work, otherwise nothing happens. SIT observes and evaluates its suppliers 

a certain times per month or per year, then it happens things, but right after it ends. You are getting 

nowhere, if you do not have 100 % commitment, driving force, and a willingness to understand 

internally.” (Anders Östberg, Supplier Quality Assurance Manager, Siemens Industrial Turbomachinery 

AB) 

 

Men de måste göra 99,9 procent av arbetet för annars händer det inget, annars blir det återigen en 

tillfällighet. SIT kommer dit ett antal tillfälle per år eller antal gånger per månad, då händer det 

något sen stannar det av. Du kommer ingenstans, du kommer inte på den banan, om du inte har 100 

procent engagemang, drivkraft och vilja att förstå, internt i huset. 

 

“We know exactly what the customer requires since our products are very specific”. (Ann-Sofie 

Mikaelsson, Customer teamleader Sectra AB) 

 

...Vi vet vad kunden efterfrågar eftersom våra produkter är väldigt nischade. 
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”You do not change RIS anyhow, there are those who made it but it is extremely difficult and time 

consuming”. (Per Dahl, Chief Medical Engineering, The County Council in Östergötland) 

 

Man byter inte ett RIS hur som helst. Det finns de som gjort det men det är otroligt mödosamt och 

tar lång tid. 

 

“We strive towards an improved work flow at the radiotherapy department so they can do their work 

with fewer resources. A lot of focus is directed on improvements regarding the software to make the 

work flow better designed for the end customer.” (Ann-Sofie Mikaelsson, Customer team leader, 

Sectra AB) 

 

Vi strävar efter att få ett effektivare arbetsflöde på röntgenavdelningen så att de kan göra sitt jobb 

med mindre resurser. Mycket handlar ju om att göra mjukvaran bättre för att arbetsflödet ska kunna 

designas bättre för patienten.   

 

”Unfortunately, most of the different improvement methods are just fads which we do not put 

enough effort in due to  lack of education and are therefore not a part of the everyday life” (Per Dahl, 

Chief Medical Engineering, The County Council in Östergötland) 

 

Tyvärr är det flesta förbättringsmetoder bara modeord där vi inte lägger ner tillräckligt mycket 

energi och utbildning på. Därför har det inte blivit naturligt i vårt arbetssätt.  

 

“One can probably not understand how fixated Toyota is with standardisation until one actually sees 

it from inside. We have just this week “gurus” from Japan, they visit us every three months. They 

review everything we do at very very detailed level.”  (Magnus Andersson, Vice President Purchasing, 

BT Products AB) 

 

Man kan nog inte förstå hur fixerade Toyota är vid standardiseringar förrän man ser det från insidan. 

Vi har just nu den här veckan ”gurus” från Japan, de kommer var tredje månad. De reviewar oss på 

skruv och mutter nivå, minsta lilla skruv och mutter. 

 

“Of course, the reactions were different in the beginning but in general we are helped by the Toyota 

name” (Magnus Andersson, Vice President Purchasing, BT Products AB) 

 

Klart att det varit lite blandat från början, men över lag är vi hjälpta av Toyota namnet.  
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“Of course, our relationships are on very long term perspectives; it is not that common that we start 

to work with new suppliers.” (Magnus Andersson, Vice President Purchasing Department, BT 

Products AB) 

 

Visst är våra relationer väldigt långsiktiga, det är inte så ofta vi tar in nya leverantörer. 

 

“The most difficult thing with a lean implementation is to go from theory to practice...”  (Jesper Lind, 

Head of Operational Excellence, Global External Sourcing, AstraZeneca)  

 

Det svåraste med att implementera lean är att gå från teori till praktik, att verkligen göra det.  

 


