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and process management structures, the roles of the process manager and the
functional manager, and how to manage complexity instead of reducing it.

There seem to be a potential for continuing exploration of the possibility of using
CAS as metaphors for organizations and developing approaches for managing
organizations as CAS as a complement to structures of hierarchies and processes. A
specific need for future research is to explore and develop approaches for how to
drive learning, innovation and improvement in organizations as CAS with distributed
control.
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Abstract
Purpose: Process management is becoming an essential part of contemporary organizations in all
industries. However, many organizations experience problems during the implementation of a process
management approach. The purpose of this paper is to explore and describe the organizational
implications when implementing process management, how to handle the relationship between the
functional organization and a process perspective, and the roles of managers, teams and individuals.

Design/methodology/approach: A multiple-case study approach is used to get an extensive picture of
and analyze how three Swedish organizations have worked with process management.

Findings: The studied organizations have introduced a process management structure into their
functional organizational structure, including the introduction of new management positions such as
process owners and process leaders.

A discourse is identified in earlier research between those arguing for a full transformation from a
functionally orientated to a fully process oriented organizational structure, and those promoting a more
moderate transformation where a process management structure is “matrixed onto” the existing
organization. The analysis could be interpreted as supporting the second line of reasoning, where the
functional and process structures co-exist in the organization, creating a constructive dynamic.

Originality/value: The paper provides two major contributions. First, the empirical descriptions and
analysis of implementing process management contribute to the knowledge and understanding among
both practitioners and researchers. The second major contribution is the identified need of co-existence
of a process and functional perspective, and the implication that complexity is created rather than
reduced in organizations.

Keywords: Process management, implementation, case study, organizational perspective, Sweden

Paper type: Case study

1 Introduction
Processes and process management are becoming an essential part of contemporary organizations in
all industries. Quality management, Six Sigma and Lean all build on components of working with and
improving organizational processes (Andersson et al., 2006; Dahlgaard & Dahlgaard-Park, 2006). The
new ISO 9001:2008 standard is placing considerable emphasis on processes (ISO, 2009), and process
management is a significant part of most excellence models, such as the Malcolm Balridge National
Quality Award (NIST, 2009) and the EFQM Excellence Model (EFQM, 2009). When exploring if Six
Sigma and Lean are new methods, or if they are repackaged versions of previously popular methods –
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Total Quality Management and Just-in-Time – Näslund (2008) emphasises the importance of placing
organizational change and improvement methods in general under a process management umbrella.

Zairi (1997) stated, based on a literature review, that the word ”process” had become a part of
everyday business language. Hammer & Stanton (1999) argued, on the basis of a study of IBM and
Microsoft among others, that for most companies there is no real alternative to shifting from a
traditional business to a process enterprise. Organizations in Sweden have been working explicitly
with process management since the end of the 1980s. The methodology has been used in order to
reduce lead times and increase customer focus both inside and outside the organization, and this
development has been attributed to escalating demands from customers regarding quality (Egnell,
1995).

Even though process management is a common approach today, many organizations express concerns
about problems with implementing and maintaining a process management approach. In a study of
quality award recipients in Sweden, Hansson (2003) found that many small organizations perceive
work with process management to be problematic. Based on a survey of the application of process
management in Swedish organizations Forsberg et al. (1999) state that the expectations for results are
unreasonably high. Implementing process management appears to be rather demanding: “In practice,
however, the process approach seems difficult to understand and to put into action” (Rentzhog, 1996,
p. 13).

In a paper on the definitions and models of process management, the Palmberg (2009) concludes that
in both research and in applications in organizations there is a string focus on the technical parts of
process management; the definitions of a process, the levels and categorizations of processes, and the
techniques for mapping and documenting processes on an activity level (Palmberg, 2009). Many
organizations devote extensive resources to web-based documentation systems, presenting their
processes in several levels, from main processes down to individual tasks, without achieving the
planned effects. This is combined with the often seen confusion and discontent among senior
management regarding the perceived lack of clear results from implementing process management.

Through a literature review of the area, Hellström & Peterson (2005) conclude that the literature is
foremost built on theoretical reasoning, resulting in a large number of how-to-do checklists.
Furthermore, they argue that there is a lack of empirical research into the effects of process
management. Hellström & Peterson (2005) believe that “despite a decade of experience of practicing
process-oriented management, certain fundamental problems still beset its successful application and
causes practitioners concern”. Based on a literature review, O’Neill & Sohal (1999) reach the same
conclusion, and state that more empirical research is needed.

Several empirical articles covering tools and methodologies for mapping and improving single
processes have been identified (Küng & Hagen, 2007; Sandhu & Gunasekaran, 2004; and Ongaro,
2004, among others). However, few empirically based articles have been found on the organizational
issues of implementing process management, how to handle the relationship between the functional
organization and a process perspective, and on the roles of managers, teams, and individuals.

Based on the arguments above that process management is becoming essential in organizations, that
many organizations experience problems during implementation, and the expressed need for empirical
research, the purpose of the paper is to explore and describe the organizational implications when
implementing process management. It describes the experiences of introducing process management
in three different organizations. The overarching questions have been:



3

What was the purpose and what were the results of implementing process management?
How is the ability to drive improvement affected when implementing process management?
What are the effects experienced by individuals when implementing process management?
How are organizational structures, roles and responsibilities affected when implementing
process management?

The article is displayed as follows: as a part of a further introduction of process management, the next
sections present definitions of process management, the purposes and results of implementing process
management found in the literature, and different process maturity models. The next section describes
the methodology used when performing the case studies, followed by case descriptions of the
organizations studied. The case descriptions are then summarized and analyzed. Finally, conclusions
are drawn and a discussion of the implications is presented.

1.1 Definitions of process management
The concept of process management is not something entirely new. Shewhart (1931) was one of the
first to argue for Process Control in favor of Product Control. During the 1970s, methodologies for
working with processes were developed under labels such as Just-in-Time and Lean Production
(Schonberger, 1986). In the 1980s and 1990s, the scope of Process Control was expanded to
encompass a corporate emphasis, including all functions of an organization. A great deal of attention
was focused on Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), as described by, for example, Hammer &
Champy (1993). Process management has been on the agenda since the early 1980s, but unlike that of
many other management concepts, the interest in process management has remained high (Hellström,
2006).

A recent literature review on process management (Palmberg, 2009), covering 77 articles, indicates
that there are no common definitions of the concepts of processes and process management. A process
definition is presented as “A horizontal sequence of activities that transforms an input (need) to an
output (result) to meet the needs of a customer or stakeholder” (Palmberg, 2009, p. 207). When it
comes to a definition of process management, two different movements are identified. The first
movement (A), focusing on the management and improvement of single processes, is summarized as:
“A structured systematic approach to analyze and continually improve the process” (Palmberg, 2009,
p. 210). The second movement (B) shares a more holistic view on process management as a part of
managing the whole organization and is defined as: “A more holistic manner to manage all aspects of
the business and as a valuable perspective to adopt in determining organizational effectiveness”
(Palmberg, 2009, p. 210).

1.2 Purpose and results of implementing process management
The purposes found in the literature review of implementing process management (Palmberg, 2009)
include: to remove barriers between functional groups and bond the organization together (Jones,
1994; Llewellyn & Armistead, 2000); to control and improve the processes of the organization
(Melan, 1989; Pritchard & Armistead, 1999; Biazzo & Bernardi, 2003; Sandhu & Gunasekaran,
2004); to improve the quality of products and services (Melan, 1989; McAdam & McCormack, 2001;
Sandhu & Gunasekaran, 2004); to identify opportunities for outsourcing and the use of technology to
support business (Lindsay et al., 2003; Lock Lee, 2005); to improve the quality of collective learning
within the organization and between the organization and its environment (Bawden & Zuber-Skerritt,
2002); to align the business process with strategic objectives and customer needs (Lee & Dale, 1998);
and to improve organizational effectiveness and improve business performance (Jones, 1994; Elzinga
et al., 1995; Armistead et al., 1999).
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Sentanin et al. (2008) presents a case in a Brazilian public research center where the purpose of
implementing process management was to understand its core processes in order to continue operating
effectively and gaining competitive advantage. A survey from manufacturing plants in the USA shows
that process management is one of the core quality principles that have significant impacts on quality
(Zu, 2009).

Armistedt and Machin (1998) present a description of the adoption of process management at Royal
Mail, UK, where the driver was declining market shares and dissatisfied customers and employees.
The result described was that the process view allowed for a genuine understanding of what quality is
from the viewpoint of the customer, and that the employees in the operations understand where they fit
(Armistedt & Machin, 1998).

The results achieved from implementing process management in a Swiss bank are described by Küng
and Hagen (2007) as reduced cycle time, increased output per employee, and increased quality of work
products. Process re-engineering and management logic and techniques are used as enablers for the
successful introduction of one-stop shops in a number of Italian municipalities; the approach resulted
in reduced throughput times and a single interface with entrepreneurs was established and empowered
(Ongaro, 2004).

Empirical research at Volvo Cars between 1994 and 2000 (Hertz et al. 2001) describes the results of
the work with process management as decreased inventory cost, shorter lead times, increased delivery
precision, and higher customer satisfaction. Forsberg et al. (1999) found, based on a survey of the
application of process management in Swedish organizations, that the introduction of process
management gave positive results in the following areas: common language, cooperation, customer
orientation, cost, lead time, learning abilities, holistic view and standardization.

Findings similar to those of Forsberg et al. (1999) have also been reported by Garvare (2002).
Telephone interviews with managers of 62 Swedish small and medium-sized enterprises revealed that
in their opinion the general response from the personnel when implementing process management had
been positive or very positive. A majority of the respondents claimed that since the introduction of
process management their company had improved its financial result, recognized increased customer
satisfaction, increased its customer base, become more efficient and had reached a higher level of
delivery accuracy. The main problem areas due to the implementation of process management
included bureaucratic documentation procedures and difficulties when trying to involve older
personnel and middle managers.

DeToro & McCabe (1997) state that a change towards process management requires not just the use of
a set of tools and techniques, but a change in management style and way of thinking. According to
Rentzhog (1996), the implementation of process management includes both structural and cultural
changes to the organization.

1.3 Process maturity models, organizational structures and roles
Several models of process maturity have been described in the literature; see examples in Table 1.
Sentanin et al. (2008) present a maturity model developed by Goncalves (2000), describing five stages
(A to E) of companies moving towards a process-based organization, from a strictly functional model
to a stage essentially based on processes (the original article has not been used because it is written in
Spanish). Sentanin et al. (2008) use this model to identify the process maturity level of their case, a
Brazilian public research center that is placed in the second stage (B).
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The second process maturity model is presented by Lockamy & McCormack (2004), describing the
stages from an ad hoc to an extended maturity level. The third model is based on empirical research at
the Swedish car company Volvo between 1994 and 2000 (Hertz et al. 2001). Hertz et al. (2001)
present a three-level model combining the orientation (production, cost, and network) with the
organizational focus (functional, project, and process).

Table 1 - Process maturity models.

Goncalves (2000)
in Sentanin et al. (2008, p. 485)

Lockamy &McCormack
(2004, p. 275)

Hertz et al. (2001, p. 138)

Stage A: No decisive steps towards
a process-based organization. Can
only perceive their
manufacturing/core process.

Ad hoc: Processes are unstructured
and ill defined. Organizational
structure is based on traditional
functions.

Production
orientation/Functional
organization: Focus on labor
productivity, delivery to stock, and
product quality.

Stage B: Identified processes and
sub-processes, but focuses on
functions. Started reducing
bottlenecks.

Defined: Basic processes are
defined and documented.
Organizational structure includes a
process aspect.

Stage C: Identified and improved
core processes. Functional
mentality with power in the
functional units. Might add
technology to core processes and
eliminate non-value-adding
activities.

Linked: Process management is
employed with a strategic intent.
Broad process structures are put in
place outside traditional functions.
(Breakthrough level)

Cost orientation/Project
organization: Focus on delivery
speed, TQM and process
reengineering.

Stage D: Distribution of resources
in core processes. Appointment of
process owner responsible for
managing each core process.
Traditional organizational
structure. Success in improving
isolated processes.

Integrated: Organizational
structure is based on processes;
traditional functions begin to
disappear. Process measures and
management systems are deeply
embedded in the organization.
Cooperation with suppliers and
customers on process level.

Stage E: Organizational structure
designed based on the logic of core
processes.

Extended:Multi-firm networks
with collaboration between legal
entities built on trust and mutual
dependency.

Network orientation/ Process
organization: Focus on speed and
precision, customer satisfaction and
network effectiveness.

The first two maturity models by Goncalves (2000) in Sentanin et al. (2008) and Lockamy &
McCormack (2004) argue for a full transition from a traditional functional organization (Stage A or
Ad hoc) to an organization fully based on the processes (Stage E or Extended); see Figure 1 and the
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transition all the way from Stage I – A strictly functional organizational structure – to Stage III – A
strictly process-based organizational structure.

Figure 1 - Three different organizational structures from a strictly functional organizational structure
(Stage I) to a matrix structure with both a process and a functional organization (Stage II), and finally a
strictly process-based organizational structure (Stage III).

Hertz et al. (2001) describe a conflicting, more moderate transformation, where a process management
structure is “matrixed onto” the existing organization, as in Stage II – A matrix with both a process
and a functional organizational structure – of Figure 1. In the same line of reasoning, Ongaro (2004)
concludes that process management should not be seen as a question of all or nothing, but as a
continuum between better process-related knowhow of the employees to an organizational and
technological solution. Also supporting a more moderate line ares Küng & Hagen (2007, p. 86), who
state that: “Process management does not entail the absence of traditional hierarchical relations […]
Process management usually leads to a matrix framework”.

Hammer and Stanton (1999) argue that most companies overlay new processes on established
functional organizations, with possible negative consequences since the traditional organization – with
job definitions, performance measurement systems and managerial hierarchies – do not always support
the performance of processes. Hammer (2007) states that the horizontal processes pull people in one
direction, and the traditional vertical management system might pull them in another.

There is possibly a danger if working too hard on building a prominent process management structure
within an organization, a new hierarchical structure, going horizontally through the organization
instead of top-down, could be created. Silvestro and Westely (2002) present an analysis of functional
and process structures and conclude that both structures have both benefits and limitations.

A similar discourse can be seen in the area of roles and responsibilities. On the one side, Ongaro
(2004) argues that the process owner must have authority over process aims and staff resources. On
the other side, Hertz et al. (2001) identify process managers without formal authority. Hammer and
Stanton (1999) argue that the process owner has to be a permanent role and must have the
responsibility for and authority over; designing the process, measuring its performance, and training
the frontline workers.

From the case of a Brazilian research center, Sentanin et al. (2008) present a reason for resistance to a
process organizational structure among managers, as they lose authority and power as well as their
financial losses caused by the reductions of hierarchical levels in the organization. The same line of
reasoning is presented by Hammer and Stanton (1999) who argue that it is usually senior functional
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executives who are the biggest opponents to process management because of their loss of autonomy
and power.

Another type of maturity model is presented by Hammer (2007) who describes the features of process
enablers and enterprise capabilities. The process enablers determine how well single processes are able
to function over time, and are presented as; design, performers, owner, infrastructure and metrics
(Hammer, 2007, p. 113). Organizations that are able to put the enablers in place are described to
possess enterprise capabilities, presented as; leadership, culture, expertise, and governance (Hammer,
2007, p. 113). Further, Hammer (2007) presents four levels of maturity within each enabler and
capability. In a earlier paper Hammer and Stanton (1999) presets the infrastructure of the process
enterprise to be; measurements, compensation, facilities, training and development, and career paths.

As presented above, there are several possible perspectives to be used when studying the
implementation of process management in organizations. The focus of this study, as stated earlier, is
the organizational structure, roles and responsibilities – corresponding to the enabler “owner” and the
capabilities of “leadership” and “governance” according to Hammer (2007).

2 Methodology
The purpose of this paper and study is to explore and describe the implementation of process
management in order to increase understanding among practitioners and researchers. A case study
approach is used, as it is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its
real-life context (Yin, 2003).

2.1 Purposeful selection
The selection and execution of the case studies were made in collaboration with a study examining
organizations using the SIQ Model for Performance Excellence as a tool for quality improvement
(Eriksson & Garvare, 2005). A multiple-case strategy was used to get a more extensive picture of how
the organizations have worked with process management.

Both managers and employees have been chosen as informants. The managers have foremost been
those responsible for the process management initiative. The employees have been selected based on
recommendation from the managers because it eases the sampling process, but with the awareness of
risk of bias. This is a kind of triangulation in social sciences described by Johannessen & Tufte (2003)
as looking at a phenomenon from different perspectives.

2.2 Data collection
The primary sources for data collection in these studies have been interviews and observations. This
choice was made on the basis of wanting to hear the “stories” of the organizations, and wanting to hear
these stories from different angles. Before each study, the organizations were contacted and agreed to
participate in the study. A date was set for the visit and the organization received information about
the areas that would be investigated. The interviews were prepared through tests of the questions with
colleagues. Case study protocols, stating what areas to investigate and questions to ask, were used to
ensure that the same procedures were followed at all the organizations. This strengthens the reliability
of the study, according to Yin (2003).

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with representatives from different hierarchical levels,
both managers responsible for the work with process management, and employees who had been
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involved in the work. The visits to the organizations were extended to one day, which gave time to
observe and understand the environment in the organizations.

In addition, Organization C has been closely examined over a period of two years following the
multiple-case study. For a period of three months in 2003 and between September 2004 and February
2006, I was partly positioned at the company, actively participating in the development of their
process management work through action research. This is important, as it enables access, collection,
analysis, and validation of empirical material.

2.3 Data analysis
When conducting data analysis, Yin (2003) suggests that there are two general strategies when
approaching the material: relying on theoretical propositions, and developing a case description. In
this paper, case descriptions were developed (see the next section) as a means of presenting the
material for the readers. The case descriptions are based on transcripts of the interviews and notes
from observations. Coding has been used in the text analysis, with codes that evolved during the work
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The case descriptions have been analyzed using the frame of reference
presented in the earlier sections with results from previous, mainly empirically based, research. A
summary of the analysis is presented in Table 2.

3 Results – case descriptions

3.1 Organization A
Organization A is a logistic company owned by the organizations whose products they are
transporting. In 2003, the turnaround was almost 1700 million Euros and they had about 400
employees in Sweden. In 1994, the company was the first organization in their branch of trade that
received an ISO 9001 certification. At the time of the study, they had a market share approaching 50
per cent.

3.1.1 Incitements and Implementation
Already in 1994, the company started working with the criteria of the Swedish Quality Award, which
includes parts of process management. In 1996, a new CEO was hired who had previously been
working with process management in other organizations.

The new CEO was the catalyst [for process management], she brought the toolbox.
Process leader, Organization A

The reorganization that followed was initiated by declining sales and a new owner who demanded
improved results. The reorganization was carried out with the help of external consultants who worked
with the top management team, but who also held workshops with middle management and employees
on a team level. According to one of the process owners, the existence of slack in the organization has
been important since it provided openings for improvement work and learning.

3.1.2 Organizational structure
Since 1997, there had been a cross-functional process organization present in parallel with the old
functional organization. In the process organization the process owner was working with different
flows through the company, and the functional managers were responsible for budget and staff.
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Process owner used to be a bit of an honorary title, with no large responsibilities, given to
those who worked in the process and was very engaged. These process owners did not have
that much power; the power still lay within the functional organization.
Process leader, Organization A

In 2000, top management at Organization A reached to the conclusion that it would be better to work
the opposite way, and a new reorganization was initiated. Two years later, this reorganization had led
to the following organizational structure: the head of the department is also the process owner,
responsible for staff, budgets and process performance. One of the interviewed said that: “it was new
titles, but no new people”. This gave the process owners more responsibility, with higher demand from
the top management. One positive factor mentioned with the reorganization was the clarification of
responsibilities.

The organization has given the responsibility to one person to avoid that work made on many
different, but parallel tracks, with different agendas. […] You do not [have to] discuss who
should be doing what.
Process leader, Organization A

Under each process owner there are now team leaders responsible for the personnel, and process
leaders responsible for the development of the processes. The process leaders act as facilitators within
the department and the groups when working with improvement. There are, however, some
adjustments between the different departments that mainly depend on the size of the department.

To aid the process leader in the work with improvements, there are also process improvement teams
with employees from different parts of the department. These groups are given some theory
background and they become a forum for improvement. The members have been recruited to the
group through recommendation or by application.

There has to be someone who grabs hold of the ideas and makes them happen. Now we have
the process improvement groups which do that.
Member of a process improvement group, Organization A

3.1.3 Effects
According to the interviewed, the process orientation in Organization A had several effects on the
company. The strategic understanding of the business increased because of the process approach. One
of the employees described how before the change, one could blame someone else when things went
wrong, but how there was now a shared responsibility and also much stricter economic control. The
process orientation also increased the mutual understanding between co-workers of different
departments, and there was a desire to deepen that understanding by performing an internship at other
departments.

A majority of the employees found the work with process management to be a positive experience, but
the increased productivity control that followed was causing stress for some of the employees. It had
become easier to drive improvement when working in a process organization. However, according to
one of the process owners, it had also become more difficult to build commitment among employees.

One of the interviewed suspected that the organization might be losing some of the links across the
company when working with process management:
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There can be a bit of sub-optimization of the staff. The different business areas keep their
own staff who can be working in parallel with someone at a different business area.
Process leader, Organization A

The reorganization towards process management led to few changes at the team and team leader levels
of the company:

This does not change our assignments. My group leader is still the same, and neither did nor
do we now see much of the management above him. […] We do not notice that much
difference; it does not change our tasks.
Employee, Organization A

3.2 Organization B
Organization B is an energy producer owned by a larger European energy group. In 2003, the turnover
for the company was 200 million Euros and they had about 100 employees.

3.2.1 Incitement and implementation
The process orientation at Organization B started when one of the top managers attended a seminar
about process management and found it to be interesting.

We started working with process management because we wanted to develop the
organization, not because of [external] pressure or crisis.
Process owner, Organization B

In the middle of the 1990s, the company took on working with the Swedish Quality Award. In 1999, a
new CEO was appointed and the company went through a major reorganization. The implementation
of process management took place through seminars and workshops with all employees, assisted by
external consultants. The process owners and process leaders, who all came from the old organization,
attended courses in process management, leadership, and personal development.

3.2.2 Organizational structure
To start with there were process leaders appointed in the organization, but soon they were renamed
process owners. These persons were the old department managers who got new titles and became
responsible for the operations and performance of the processes of the company. New competence
owners were appointed, responsible for the personnel.

Some employees are working in three or four different processes with different process
owners. Therefore it is important that the competence leader takes the whole responsibility
for the individual.
Process owner, Organization B

After the reorganization the process owners categorize the competence they need for their processes
and demanded this competence from the competence owners.

At Organization B there were now again process leaders, which reported to the process owner and
were aided by improvement teams. The teams sometimes included representatives of the customers.
The position of a process leader was not defined within the organizational chart.

It is a bit difficult to find the relationship between the different positions. […] The answer
about our organizational structure depends on who you ask in the organization.
Process owner, Organization B
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3.2.3 Effects
According to employee surveys, there has been an increase in well-being among the employees as a
result of the work with process management.

The work with process management could be a way to achieve commitment from everyone.
Process owner, Company B

The new organizational structure has allowed a more effective use of employees. The process
orientation has also given a better general picture. Both process owners and process leaders indicated
that it was hard work to make the new organizational structure work. One frustration was mentioned,
where some of the employees had wanted clearer commands about what to do.

There is no one telling you what to do when you get to work in the morning. […] In the
beginning it was hard to know who to ask about what in the organization.
Process leader, Organization B

A downside discussed by both the process owner and the process leader is sick leave due to stress
caused by the larger responsibility put on each individual in the new organizational structure.

Working in an organization of process management demands a lot of the individual, to take
own initiatives. There is no one telling you what to do. […] This way of working does not
suit all people.
Process leader, Organization B

The process leader argues that the number of sick leave days is clearly higher after the organizational
restructuring.

3.3 Organization C
Company C is a wholly owned subsidiary of a larger Swedish insurance organization. It has about 150
employees who serve 360 000 customers. The turnover in 2003 was about 90 million Euros and the
market share was about 60 per cent. In 1998, Organization C was the first insurance company in
Sweden to receive an ISO 9001 certification.

3.3.1 Incitements and implementation
In 1992, a new CEO was appointed at Company C. Three years later he set up a goal: the company
shall grow 25 per cent while saving 25 per cent on total costs. As a part of its strategy to reach this
goal, Company C started working with the Swedish Quality Award. As a result, process management
became a part of Organization C’s quality improvement efforts.

3.3.2 Organizational structure
At Organization C, a matrix model has been used when organizing for process management. Process
owners have been working full time improving the performance of the processes at the company.
These process owners have all been recruited from within the organization.

There have not been any exact calculations on the profile for being a process owner; there is
a slightly different focus in the different processes.
Former process owner, Organization C

The full-time arrangement for process owners was a later development. In the beginning, all process
owners worked part time with the process manager matters and part time with their old settings. The
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process owner then has a process developer at hand when working with specific problems. Later, this
role disappeared.

There have been some different turns on the way the organizational structure is presented at the time
of the study. Earlier, the process owners of the core processes had been working full time with the
processes, while the support process owners had been the old functional managers from the support
departments, which had only been working part time with the management of process performance. In
the fall of 2004, the five part-time support process owners were replaced by one full-time support
process owner for all the support processes.

Those of us who work in the matrix are in control of it. But it can be a challenge to explain
the structure for the employees. […] The organizational structure, it depends on who you ask
what picture you will get.
Process owner, Organization C

In the other dimension of the matrix there were functional managers who had the responsibility of the
results and the employees. Team leaders, responsible for coaching the employees, were placed below
the functional managers.

A team leader is working in the operations with a perspective of a couple of months. My task
as a process owner is to have a more strategic picture. I am responsible for the system, not
the staff, and I have more of a development perspective.
Process owner, Organization C

The management at Organization C has tried to take the organizational restructuring one step further
and form mixed, autonomous teams. The idea has been to mix employees from different market areas,
and thereby have them work in the same way. However, this idea turned out to be difficult to realize,
and therefore the organizational structure went back to specialized teams. The employees had a need
to be placed close to those working in the same area to be able to efficiently transfer knowledge.

We were mixed teams with a combination between different competences. We did not
connect or work across the borders in those groups so now we are back in our specialized
teams. It is good because now my manager knows about the things that I do.
Employee, Organization C

3.3.3 Effects
Before the process orientation, the different market areas had been working in different ways. One of
the biggest gains of the work with process management was, according to the former process owner,
that a unified way of working at Organization C was developed, a way of working that was not
dependant on which market area was looked at. The standardization of work procedures has been an
important contributor to the cost savings achieved. The goal of 25 per cent growth with 25 per cent
reduction in cost was reached in 1999, four years after it was set.

Our work got more systematic, we documented what we were doing and structured it. It got
obvious all those not important things we where doing.
Former process owner, Organization C

One place where conflicts still occurred at the time of the study was in the matrix, where the process
owner is responsible for how the operations are run, and the functional manager is accountable for the
result. However, in Organization C, many people describe this as a dynamic which has been a positive
and contributing part of the success.



13

Process management has made it clear what should be delivered to the customer. To produce
what the customer wants you have to calculate the activities and processes you need to
accomplish that. […] Customer focus has got a deeper meaning. It got obvious that my
process delivered something directly to the customer.
Former process owner, Organization C

According to the interviewed, there was a risk in the new structure that some individuals could take on
too much responsibility, more than they had time for.

4 Analysis
The analysis has been guided by the purpose and research questions of the paper, by earlier empirical
results described in the introduction, and by the empirical material of the studied cases. The analysis
has been performed on an organizational level, not on the individual level. A summary of the cases,
using the initial questions posed in the introduction as variables, is shown in Table 2.

4.1 Changes on organizational structure, roles and responsibilities, and
the experienced results

All three organizations have chosen to implement some kind of matrix-organization, saving parts of
the old functional structure, and then adding new positions to a process overlay superimposed on this
structure. The organizations have chosen different paths when implementing the process overlay. All
three have used internal recruitment for the positions as process owners, but have given this position
different status and responsibilities.

The role of giving day-to-day support to staff has principally been kept by the team leaders or
competence leaders in Organization B. This role had seldom been affected by the reorganizations,
even though there had been changes of role names and titles. Daily support and direction were given to
the employees by their immediate superior, regardless of organizational type.

The different paths the companies have taken seem to have delivered different results. When, as was
the case in Organizations A and B, functional managers with a long history within the organization
enter the role as process owners, there is a risk that little really changes. On the other hand, there can
also be difficulties when appointing other persons as process owners, as was the case in Organization
C and also initially in Organization A. Inexperienced managers can have difficulties with legitimacy
and authority towards the more senior functional managers, leading to the status of the process
organization becoming lower that that of the functional organization. To try to prevent this, strong
support has to be given from the top management to the process owners so that they have the
knowledge and authority to stand up to the functional managers.

According to the process maturity model by Goncalves (2000) presented in Sentanin et al. (2008), all
three organizations studied meet the requirements of Stage C of having identified and improved their
core processes. Organization A and B could be categorized as having a functional mentality (Stage C),
where the old functional managers have been renamed process owners. Organization C has appointed
new process owners that exist in parallel to the functional organization, and can therefore be placed in
Stage D.
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The process maturity model of Lockamy and McCormack (2004) places all three organizations into
the third “Linked” stage, where process management is employed with strategic intent, and process
structures are put into place outside the traditional functions. None of the three organizations reaches
the higher levels of the first two process maturity models.

This could be interpreted as supporting the argument that process management is not all or nothing
(Ongaro, 2004), does not require the absence of a functional organization (Küng and Hagen, 2007),
and that a process structure can be matrixed onto a functional structure (Hertz et al., 2001). See Stage
II in Figure 1.

Another supporting argument for the matrix structure can be found in Organization C when testing
mixed teams based only on the process structure, leaving the functional structure of the market areas.
It was difficult to develop the mixed teams because of the need to be placed closely with those
working with the same functional responsibility and specialty. This might be interpreted as an
indication of the need to keep a functional structure while, at the same time, adding a process structure
to the organization.

However, in all three studied organizations there seems to be a challenge to find a balance in the
matrix between the functional and process perspective. Organization B describes it as difficult to find
the relationships between different positions. Organization A has chosen a path where the complexity
is reduced when both perspectives of the process and the function is gathered in one position. Some of
the interviewed state that this has resulted in a clarification of responsibility, but also in a risk of staff
sub-optimization when the managers do not work closely together between departments.

Organization C describes the matrix as difficult, but also as contributing with a constructive dynamic.
In the beginning of implementing process management, one of the process owners loudly claimed the
difficulties as a process owner being responsible for the operations without having the responsibility or
authority over budget and staff. After two years he was one of the strongest promoters for the matrix
structure. He then argued that the discussions he was forced to have with the functional managers
(responsible for budget and staff) made them reach better decisions together than if one of the
perspectives (process or function) dominated.

This is in line with Hammer and Stanton (1999) who argue that the matrix structure separates the
control over work from the management of the people who perform the work. Further, they state that
this split of authority makes cooperation unavoidable. “Traditional styles of management, to sum up,
have no place in a process enterprise. Managers can’t command and control; they have to negotiate
and collaborate.” (Hammer & Stanton, 1999, p. 114)

5 Summary and conclusion
It seems that all three organizations have found ways to use process management not just as an
approach for improving single processes (movement A in Palmberg, 2009, and the process enablers in
Hammer, 2007), but also as a perspective for managing the whole organization (movement B in
Palmberg, 2009, and the enterprise capabilities in Hammer, 2007). The purpose of this paper is to
explore and describe the organizational implications of implementing process management. The
results will be summarized below.
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What was the purpose and what were the results of implementing process management? To
summarize, there seems to be almost as many purposes of implementing process management as there
are organizations attempting it. The results found in the three studied organizations cover:

increased understanding among employees of strategies and customer needs;
standardization of work procedures, enabling cost savings;
more effective use of employees;
sharper economic control; and
easier to drive improvement.

What are the effects experienced by individuals when implementing process management? People at
the organizations studied express an increase in well-being and that the employees find the work with
process management positive. But this is combined with a concern about the risk of stress caused by
increased individual responsibility among employees.

How is the ability to drive improvement affected when implementing process management? In all three
organizations, the process organizational structure, with process owners and process leaders as
facilitators and process improvement teams of employees driving change, has strengthened the
organizations’ capability to change and improve.

How are organizational structures, roles and responsibilities affected when implementing process
management? All three studied organizations have introduced a process management structure into
their functional organizational structure, including the introduction of new management positions such
as process owners and process leaders. The relationships between the process organization and the
functional organization differ between the three organizations, but all match Stage II in Figure 1.

6 Discussion and implications
There appears to be a conflict when the old functional and more hierarchical structure, where you are
told what to do, meets the new process organization, where the individual has a larger responsibility
for taking his or her own initiatives. The companies question it if it, for those who like to take on
challenges, presents too many opportunities. It is also reflected upon whether this way of working
does not suit everyone or if it is a question of the individual having the right support to handle the new
responsibility.

In the introduction of this paper, two different discourses were identified. On the one hand, a full
transformation from a functionally orientated organizational structure (Stage I in Figure 1) to a fully
process oriented organizational structure (Stage III in Figure 1) is favored; on the other hand, a more
moderate transformation where a process management structure is “matrixed onto” the existing
organization is preferred (Stage II in Figure 1). The analysis of the three studied cases could be
interpreted as supporting the second line of reasoning, where the functional and process structures co-
exist in the organization, creating a constructive dynamic. The implication of this line of reasoning is
that complexity is created rather than reduced in the organizations to handle the need of several
parallel perspectives on the business. How to manage complexity instead of reducing it could be seen
as a challenge for the management of contemporary organizations.

This is in line with Silvestro and Westley (2002) who promote the matrix structure because of its
relative strengths of both the horizontal and vertical structure. But, they also highlight the risk that the
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matrix structure becomes complex and unwieldy. They suggest that viewing the organization as a
network of activities may be more realistic than the matrix.

The contribution of this article is two folded. First, the empirical descriptions and analysis of the three
organizations that have implemented process management. This contributes to the knowledge and
understanding among both practitioners and researchers. Second is the identified need for the co-
existence of a process and functional perspective, and the implication that complexity is created rather
than reduced in the organizations.

The implication for practitioners could be interpreted as instead of trying to control the functional and
process structure separately, the challenge is to collaborate and negotiate between the functional and
process perspective. To put it in another way: the solution is not functional or process management,
but functional and process management. It could be suggested that this calls for improved
management approaches within areas such as leadership and culture. For example, Organization C
gather all their managers, one day a month, to discuss current issues together, with the objective to
unite and align managers from different perspectives. This is an example of creating an arena for
negotiation and collaboration. See further descriptions of approaches from Organization C in
Palmberg and Garvare (2006).

The implication for researchers could be the indication of a need to further explore the issues of
managing complexity, as a suggestion in relation to the knowledge of complex adaptive systems. A
suggestion for future research is to further explore the relationship between the functional and
organizational perspective, and structure in organizations working with process management, both
empirically and theoretically. A suggestion is to use the framework of Hammer (2007) to further
investigate empirical cases. Possibly with an interactive research approach where the researcher work
with the management team of the organization under study, including process owners, and coaches the
organization to increase their process management maturity according to the framework, while
simultaneously exploring their process management initiative.
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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to describe how Agria Animal Insurance Sweden (Agria) has
organised its quality-related work through a sustained and systematic focus on basic elements of
quality management such as value focused leadership, employee involvement, process management
and control, customer focus, and continuous improvement.

Design/methodology/approach – The study has been based on interviews, document studies and
action research. It is a single case study design with limited intentions of generalisation.

Findings – The analysis shows that the top management at Agria has been a strong driving force
that has effectively united leaders at all levels as agents of change. Additional success factors have
been the deployment of basic values, the “five always”, and the value focused leadership. Further on
the company has succeeded in creating a cultural basis and structures for systematic work with
improvements.

Practical implications – A way to address corporate culture in order to open up for a climate of
micro improvements of practice within present routines is illustrated in this paper.

Originality/value – Agria could be considered an example for others to study and get inspired by
when working with quality-related issues.

Keywords Qualitymanagement, Quality awards, Organizational culture, Insurance companies, Sweden

Paper type Case study

Introduction
In December 2003 Agria became the first company ever to receive the Swedish Quality
Award twice. This noticeable success was the result of a change process that begun
about ten years ago. Why has Agria succeeded in implementing a total quality
management (TQM) programme that has been sustainable for such a long period of
time? This question was the starting point of a research project that commenced in
2002 and is still in progress. The purpose of this paper is to describe how Agria has
organised its work for quality management.

Concepts, such as TQM, process management and self-assessment, have been the
subject of discussion among management academics for several years. There have
been many reports of a positive relationship between the adoption of TQM and
improved performance of organisations, see, for instance, Easton and Jarrel (1998),
Hendricks and Singhal (1997) and Reed et al. (2000). However, despite the enthusiasm
for TQM among organisations, the efforts of implementation have often faced
unexpected problems. Many organisations have tried to implement these
methodologies, but not all have succeeded, see, for instance, Dale et al. (1997),
Edwards and Sohal (2003), Garvare (2002) and Haupt and Whiteman (2004).

The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available at

www.emeraldinsight.com/0265-671X.htm
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According to Edwards and Sohal (2003), one of the criteria for the success of TQM
programmes is the sustainability over time. Implementing TQM means a long-term
commitment and a considerable investment of resources. A lasting positive outcome of
such an investment should be of the highest importance to any organisation.

As stated by Eriksson (2004) a common proxy for a successful implementation of
TQM is the reception of a quality award. Several case study findings indicate that if the
goal is to get lasting results, it is not sufficient to participate in a quality award process
only once. Instead one should participate in the process several times, with enough
time in between the applications in order to complete as many as possible of the
improvement projects resulting from the evaluations (Eriksson and Garvare, 2005).
The fact that Agria has received the Swedish Quality Award twice led us to believe
that a study of this organisation could indicate some factors that are characteristic of
successful TQM programmes, and hence be of general interest.

Research methodology
In 1999 Agria received the Swedish Quality Award for the first time. This was the
reason for the researchers’ awareness of the quality-related activities, which had taken
place in the company, and also the origin of the first contact. The research question of
interest in this project is why Agria has been able to successfully implement a TQM
programme that has been sustainable over such a long period of time. There are
several possible research strategies plausible for answering this question, such as, for
instance, literature reviews, face-to-face interviews and mail surveys with
questionnaires. Yin (2002) argues that the choice of research strategy should be
based on the type of research question posed, the control an investigator has over the
events, and the degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events.

In this study the degree of control has been negligible. The purpose was to describe
both contemporary and historical events, and the research question is “why” a certain
implementation has worked so well. Therefore, the methodology employed for this
study has been mainly qualitative, with semi-structured interviews, see Merriam
(1994), and direct observations as primary tools for data collection. Over a period of
two years, the researchers have visited the company several times and have conducted
interviews with both managers and other employees. The focus of these interviews has
been to get a deeper understanding of how the mechanisms behind the quality-related
issues function in the organisation. The interviews were documented using tape
recordings and notes made during the discussions. To gain further insights, relevant
internal and external company documents and reports, such as annual reports,
descriptions of the company on the basis of the criteria for the Swedish Quality Award,
and feedback reports from the award process, have also been investigated.

For three months in 2003 one of the authors was positioned at Agria, carrying out
the study in the form of action research; see, for example, Stinger (1999) for a
description of this methodology. In this part of the study she participated actively in
the improvement efforts performed at the company. This was important as it enabled
collection, analysis and validation of empirical material in a cyclic and iterative
manner. She also got the opportunity, in the fall of 2004, to take part in the training that
is provided to all new employees at the company.

The data collected has been analysed repetitively in discussions in the research
group, by looking for patterns in the material and by iterative testing of tentative
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hypotheses. The presentation of the case study has been structured according to a set
of management principles used in the analysis of the data material: customer focus,
value focused leadership, employee involvement, process management and control and
continuous improvement.

Company description
Agria is a wholly owned subsidiary of the Swedish insurance company
Länsförsäkringar AB and has specialised in the provision of animal and crop
insurance. Länsförsäkringar AB and its subsidiaries are jointly owned by 24 mutual
companies. Agria has about 130 employees, who together serve about 360,000
customers. The premium incomes for 2003 were about e77 million and the market
share was about 62 per cent of the total market in the animal and crop insurance
segment in Sweden.

Agria is divided into three business areas: small pets, horses and agriculture. In
addition to these areas Agria also has a process organisation (see Figure 1). The core
processes of Agria are: sales, underwriting and claim handling. They are supported by
a number of business support processes, such as: market support, human resource,
economy, information technology and organisational improvement. The purpose of the
strategic processes (business analyses, business development and business planning)

Figure 1.
Agria’s process map
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is to ensure the company’s future development and results. The stated mission of the
company is to “use expertise and commitment in order to develop and sell security for
animals and people”.

In 1998, Agria became the first Swedish insurance company to receive an ISO 9001
certification. The same year Agria participated in the Swedish Quality Award for the
first time, and one year later the award was received. Some of the milestones in Agria’s
work with quality are:

. 1995: The criteria of the Swedish Quality Award are studied by the CEO and
presented to the top management group.

. 1996: Agria starts working with projects on process orientation and
implementation of structures for continuous improvement.

. 1997: Agria’s satisfied customer index is launched.

. 1998: ISO 9001 certification and first application for the Swedish Quality Award.

. 1999: Receives the Swedish Quality Award.

. 2000: Upgrades to ISO 9001:2000. ISO 14001 certification.

. 2001: A new, process based, organisational structure is introduced.

. 2002: Certified to Investor in People.

. 2003: Receives, as the first organisation, the Swedish Quality Award for the
second time.

Quality management principles at Agria
According to the CEO a main reason, for him, to start the work on systematic quality
improvement was curiosity. He points out that the company did not begin working
with the criteria of the Swedish Quality Award because of external pressure, but
because of an ambition among the top management group to improve productivity in
operations and reduce operating costs per business item. In the mid-1990s they were
looking for some kind of instrument that could help to strengthen and improve the
whole organisation. Agria was looking for a new strategy of administration and came
to the conclusion that this strategy should not only be about information technology
but also about new ways to develop work procedures. They wanted to strengthen their
improvement efforts and their ability to adjust to changing conditions.

At this time the CEO started reading the criteria of the Swedish Quality Award.
They seemed to be able to fulfil the wish of something that could structure the wanted
change of the company. The CEO says:

In order not to scare the other people in the management I selected only smaller parts of
all the criteria of the Swedish Quality Award to begin with.

With the criteria of the Swedish Quality Award they started with the questions
regarding business process management. Along with the work with the processes the
focus on customers followed naturally, as the processes had their origin in customer
demands. After a short period of time the project was enlarged to include all criteria of
the award.
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Customer focus
Agria has been recruiting on the basis of a recruitment policy involving that employees
at the company should be animal owners. With a few exceptions everyone at Agria is,
or has been, an animal owner. Several of the employees have a history of competing
with their animals, or owning farms. This has ensured that many of the employees
have an active interest in animals and also have extensive knowledge of animal care.

Agria has developed several policies and guidelines. One of them is the quality
policy:

Our customers are the ones who determine the quality of our work – everyone at Agria has
customers. Our associates are the ones who create satisfied customers. Our aim of continued
improvement is what increases our competitiveness.

The quality policy has had strong implications for day-to-day operations at Agria. One
of the employees described, for example, a situation where she had a system crash on
her computer. At the same time there was some problem with the CEO’s computer.
Since the employee was in a position where she had a more direct customer contact her
problems were prioritised by the computer support team.

Through cooperation with its customers Agria has actively strived to investigate
their operations and to create products that are adapted to animal owners’ demands
and needs. Some of the tools used are:

. Agria’s satisfied customer index. Ten times a year Agria’s customer service
centre calls 450 customers to examine and investigate their views on Agria’s
operations. The result is presented to the employees as an index in internal
newsletters and at monthly breakfast meetings.

. Customer suggestion system and customer complaints. A collection of complaints,
opinions and suggestions are gathered in a database. Through this database the
organisation is able to learn from mistakes and receives input to improve its
operations.

. Representatives in Agria’s board. Three out of 12 members of the board are
representatives of animal owner organisations and one member is a
representative of the veterinarians, Agria’s most important group of suppliers.
This, together with the use of product committees and a claims appeal
committee, promotes close co-operation with animal organisations and the
veterinarian society.

Value focused leadership
During the interviews the representatives of Agria’s top management often expressed
an ambition to spread certain values in the organisation. All new employees take part
in five days of training, the “Agria school”, concerning Agria’s operations and values.
It is spread over a month of time and is a complement to the training of each employee’s
own tasks. The new employees meet managers of the different business areas to learn
about critical success factors in each area. In order to reach an understanding of
process flows through Agria they also meet all the process owners. One and a half days
are set aside for discussions of communication and also a day about the quality and
environmental work at Agria. The training is followed up by regular developmental
conversations each year. The competence level is determined on a four-graded scale,
and if there is a discrepancy with the goals established, measures are taken to raise the
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competence level of the employee. The training of the new employees is centred on the
quality policy and Agria’s five basic values, “Agria’s five always”, that are repeated in
different assignments:

(1) Always make a little extra effort – to exceed customers’ expectations.

(2) Always see possibilities – to help us succeed.

(3) Always improve skills – to work preventatively at all times.

(4) Always act professionally – to help us attain long-term profitability.

(5) Always show respect and trust – to help us create a good working climate.

These basic values are supposed to facilitate work and increase the opportunities of
attaining set goals. A business controller, who was responsible for the process
connected to the Swedish Quality Award 2003 at Agria said:

The only things you need to know at Agria are the five always, the quality policy and the
ladder of initiatives [described below], no rules. If you don’t live up to the basic values then
you are not considered for the salary audit and if you do something seriously in opposition to
the values it can even be reason for notice of dismissal.

The basic values and the quality policy have been developed in the same way as many
other things at Agria. The top management group creates a suggestion, which is
presented to the employees at a breakfast meeting, a division conference or at the
yearly company convention. The employees are encouraged to give feedback to the
suggestion, which is then improved before implementation or establishment.

One example of how the values have been integrated in the training is in the “health
game”, which has been developed by employees at Agria to improve the awareness of
health issues among the employees. The game is a set of different scenarios, where the
participants have to take a stand. Each of these, in a group of five, gets a value to
observe and then the group is appointed to bring out three different outcomes of the
scenario: one outcome being full of initiative, one neutral, and one passive outcome.
This puts the employees in a situation where they have to take a stand in questions
about, for example, sick-leave, stress, customer demands and balance between family
and work – all with the basic values in mind.

The health game is supported by the “ladder of initiatives” (see Figure 2), another
tool for value deployment. It consists of seven grades, starting with “you as a victim of
the circumstances” and ending at the top where “you just go”. Being at the top you take
initiatives on your own and do not ask the management or co-workers about how to

Figure 2.
Agria’s seven grades on
the “ladder of initiatives”
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solve your problems. The ladder is a development from a three grade scale: being full
of initiatives, neutral, or passive. The ladder of initiatives is used in the regular
conversations of personal development to discuss the employee’s degree of
involvement, where the employee is at present and where he or she would want to
be in the future. Then a plan of actions is developed, with activities such as project
participation or further education. The ladder of initiatives is also a part of daily
discussions among employees. “Today I was low on the ladder; I didn’t have the energy
to take care of this or that”, was, for example, heard from one of the employees during a
coffee break.

All managers in Agria are supposed to spend 25 per cent of their time on
improvement work, 25 per cent as specialists and 50 per cent as coaches. When
working with improvement their mission is to create an understanding and willingness
for change in the organisation. Managers range from team leaders, with responsibility
for about ten employees, via process managers and business area managers to the
CEO. One of the ways used to unite managers of the organisation has been Agria’s
program for leadership development. One day per month all managers of the company
get together and listen to speakers and work with cases. As a result, the managers have
been able to send a uniform message to the organisation. To be unified as leaders was
considered important by the CEO, especially since all people at Agria operate in an
open office landscape. In this environment individual behaviour becomes visible and it
gets very important as a manager to practise as he/she preaches, and also for all
managers to preach the same message. The way the office has been designed helps to
give each employee an overview of the company and to understand the relationships
between different parts of Agria. It also encourages knowledge transfer and
co-operation between disciplines and upholds flexibility as people are switching desks
from day to day, even the CEO. The majority of the workplaces are placed in groups of
desks in the office landscape, but there are also silent workplaces that can be used
when needed.

Employee involvement
At Agria the employees are named associates. The top management group of the
company has often highlighted the important role the employees have played in the
organisation’s striving for success. According to the CEO:

Satisfied associates lead to satisfied customers.

On this basis, the managers at Agria have worked with creating commitment and
involvement from the employees. As a part of this work Agria has used the standards
of Investors in People. This is a standard of working with commitment to ensure that
everyone in the company develops, feels involved and understands the goals of the
organisation. Three times a year a questionnaire is sent to all employees to further
investigate how they feel about their work, the environment and the leadership at
Agria. The results of this questionnaire are presented as an index of employee
satisfaction.

An integral part of Agria’s work with involving the employees is the business
planning process (see illustration from Agria in Figure 3). A foundation for this process
is the balanced scorecard, with customer, associate, process and economy as
perspectives. The business planning is a one-year process. In the first year strategies,
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goals and action plans are developed. Feedback from the business excellence model
process works as an input to the business planning process. The following year
consists of realisation, follow-up, analyses of the results and, when needed, adjustment
of action plans, parallel with a new planning process.

Long- and short-term goals for the company are established with involvement of all
employees. The monthly breakfast meetings are an important place for discussions. It
is also one of the occasions when the follow-up of the results takes place. The top
management group develops a suggestion for strategic goals for the next period. These
goals are then presented at a breakfast meeting, and during the second part of the
meeting the employees split into multidisciplinary teams to discuss and develop the
goals. The groups present their results on posters, which are displayed at the
workplace. These posters are shown for a week and everyone is encouraged to give his
or her opinion of the proposals. Opinions are given by putting a green mark for a
positive reaction and a red mark for a negative reaction. Then the posters go back to
the top management group for consideration and decisions.

As a part of the business planning process, everyone at Agria gets involved in
breaking down the yearly result goals to process, department and individual levels.
The goals become a basis for Agria’s target-related bonus system, which can yield up
to ten per cent of annual income. Targets are set on a company level, a department level
and on an individual level (see Figure 4). The bonus system is thought to be a way of
creating incentives to work in the desired behaviour and direction. One of the
employees said:

The goals on the company level feel distant but the individual goals are easier, they are
mostly production targets based on how you did last year and then you are expected to
improve.

One way for the employees to take initiatives is to make suggestions to Agria Online
Ideas. Agria’s suggestion system has been developed to store ideas in a database.

Figure 3.
The business planning

process at Agria
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Everyone is able to submit, monitor and send feedback on these suggestions. In the
beginning, to encourage use of the system, goals were set in the bonus system for each
employee to hand in at least a specified minimum of suggestions. At the time of the
case study improvement suggestions had become a natural part of the daily work (see
statistics in Figure 5). One employee stated:

If someone has an idea, it is natural to tell him or her to “make a suggestion” and everybody is
aware of that.

Suggestions span from preventive and developing to corrective actions.

Process management and control
According to one of the senior managers Agria has been working consciously with “the
flow from customer demand to a satisfied customer” since 1995. In 2000 Agria did the
first rework of the organisational chart towards a matrix-organisation. In 2002 a
second reorganisation was made, resulting in the organisational structure that was
present during the time of the study. The processes map of this organisation is found in
Figure 1. A former process owner, now in another position, describes how the process
orientation supported customer orientation:

Figure 4.
Agria’s target related
bonus system, the levels
where the goals are set

Figure 5.
Statistics of Agria online
ideas – Agria’s suggestion
system
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It got clearer how my process delivered something directly to the customer. Another new
thing is how the process spans over the whole company, with an evident flow through the
departments.

All of the processes at Agria have process owners assigned to them, accountable for
the performance of their process and for evaluating, developing and improving the
process continuously on the basis of customer demands, needs and expectations. The
business process owners do not take part in the daily operations, nor do they have
responsibility for financial results or staff. All of the process owners report to the
process management group, which consists of the process owners and the CEO. The
process management group is responsible for giving priority of goals, resources and
measures of congruence. To ensure that all employees really understand the
process-based organisation, a part of the training of new employees is set aside to meet
the process owners.

Parallel to the process organisation there is a traditional functional organisation
present, with business area managers responsible for financial results. The business
area managers are aided by team leaders with responsibility for the staff. One business
process owner described the responsibility in this way:

The process begins at a customer need and continues to the veterinarian, I am responsible for
that part. Then the matter comes in to Agria and the functional organisation has the
responsibility but I am still responsible for the whole. As a process owner I have many
interest groups to take into account. To be successful we cannot only work with the issues
inside our office, our customers are outside the building.

He went on to describe how the employees look at the process orientation:

It depends on whom you ask about the organisation. From some people you get the functional
organisational chart and from others the process map. But it is in the relation between the
functional and the process organisation that the dynamics occurs that gives the company lots
of energy. But if you cannot separate the two parts of the matrix, the process orientation will
probably die out.

He stated that it is the culture and the basic values that make the relation work and
help to avoid conflicts. Another important part of the process orientation, according to
the process owner, is that everyone takes part in the business planning process and
agrees on common goals for the organisation.

The goals are set and the results are measured through balanced scorecards and
collected in an in-house developed data warehouse. Since 1998 Agria has been certified
according to ISO 9001 and, since 2000, Agria also has been certified according to ISO
14001. The management system is looked upon as creating order among the processes.

Continuous improvement
To improve the company’s operations Agria has used the criteria of the Swedish
Quality Award (The Swedish Institute for Quality, 2004), a tool for customer orientated
operational development, to evaluate its operations on a yearly basis since 1998, see
result levels in Figure 6. As an output from the award process Agria each year receives
a feedback report (The Swedish Institute for Quality, 1998, 1999, 2002, 2003) that gives
input to the business planning process.

By continuously working with the criteria of the Swedish Quality Award, and the
phases surrounding it, the employees are included in the work with TQM. Employees
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work in project teams when creating the description of the company on the basis of the
criteria. Anybody can be a part of these “writing teams” and the participants shift each
year. One illustration of how the importance of the employees has been highlighted can
be found at the times when Agria received the Swedish Quality Award. The
celebrations included everyone at the company. In 1999 Agria was the first award
receiving company to make arrangements to broadcast the award ceremony of the
Swedish Quality Award, performed by His Majesty the King of Sweden, directly to the
office making it possible for all employees to take part in the celebrations.

In Figure 7 an overview of Agria’s different methodologies and tools is presented.
Daily operations. Results are measured as a part of daily operations. By evaluating

the results it is possible to discover if a process meets preset standards, or to find
trends that indicate that a change is needed.

Strategic processes. To be able to evaluate the results of the operations goals are
regularly set up for comparison. This is done in the strategic processes, primarily in the
business planning process, where the frames of the company are set and where the
priorities of improvement projects are developed. The arrows from the strategic
processes in Figure 7 represent directions given to other parts of the company.

Input to improvement. To be able to work with improvement of processes there has
to be some kind of input of needs. One input could be an inconsistency or negative
trend in the operations. At Agria input to improvement also comes from a number of
other sources: the feedback report from the process of the Swedish Quality Award each
year, audits of the ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 management system, employee
suggestions, customer feedback, benchmarking and input from suppliers. The
suggestion system has been developed as a means of distributing ideas and inputs
further on to the different improvement and development processes.

Development and improvement. To be successful in competitive environments,
companies must work continuously on improving their processes to meet the
ever-changing conditions. This work may consist of either big and extensive changes

Figure 6.
Agria’s achieved levels in
the Swedish Quality
Award over time, from
feedback reports
(1998-1999 and 2002-2003)
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or small ones in day-to-day operations. The matrix in the upper left corner of Figure 7
describes different kinds of improvement going on at Agria (Horn, 2003):

. Continuous improvement. If, on the basis of present routines and existing
products, someone makes a change, it could be considered a continuous
improvement. Something is done within existing frames, but in a new, and
hopefully better, way.

. Technological innovation. Technological innovation is when making an
improvement in the process but still with the same product or service as the
output of the process. The purpose is to satisfy a known need with a newmethod.
It is often a major change that requires budget and resources in the form of
competence and a project team.

. Market innovation. Creating new products or services that can be delivered by
the existing processes, in order to satisfy new customer needs, is called market
innovation (in the matrix) or product development (in the figure). At Agria it is
primarily in the product committees that the development of new products and
services takes place, in close cooperation with customers and suppliers.

. Business development. Finding new areas that require new routines is called
business development. The division Agria International is an example of this,
working with spreading the way Agria operates on a franchise basis to insurance
companies in other countries.

The different types of improvement of operations and processes, number 1 and 2 in
Figure 7, are debated further in the conclusions and discussion.

Figure 7.
An overview of Agria’s
different methodologies

and tools
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Case analysis
In a literature review by Edwards and Sohal (2003) some of the key issues concerning
the implementation of TQM programmes are presented:

. education and training of employees and not letting production demands
undermine the benefits of training;

. employee participation and positive view of the impact of TQM; and

. the role of middle management in conveying messages to lower levels of the
organisation.

The extensive training in the “Agria-School” of all new employees has ensured that
everyone working at Agria is aware of, and understands, the basic values and
principles of the organisation. The health game is another way of training, where
employees, being away from their normal day-to-day operations, get time for reflection.

The top management of the company have been continuously working to include
everyone in the quality-related work. At the monthly breakfast meetings all employees
are encouraged to participate in the strategic development of the company. At Agria
we found it to be widely believed that by involving employees and other interested
parties in a relatively slow decision process the implementation period could be
shortened.

By including the whole organisation in the work with TQM through the criteria of
the Swedish Quality Award, through the business planning process and through other
methodologies and tools described in the case study the top management group at
Agria has been able to create strong driving forces for change.

The monthly meetings in Agria’s program for leadership development bring
managers together to discuss the messages that should be conveyed to lower levels of
the organisation. By including all managers; team leaders, process owners, business
area managers and top managers, in the same group and working with the same issues
concerning leadership, there are no formal leaders left out at Agria to criticise the work
of “those upstairs”. Instead managers at all levels have become agents of change.

In a longitudinal study of five large Australian organisations van der Wiele and
Brown (2002) found a number of factors that had an impact on the development of
quality management within these organisations. Some of these factors were found at
Agria as:

. The role of top management. The charismatic and enthusiastic CEO could be
described as a strong driving force and has effectively united the management
team as agents of change. Another success factor connected to the role of top
management is the deployment of the basic values, the “five always”, at Agria.
The role of the top management has been significant in the early stages of TQM
implementation. As described by one of the top managers, “If the CEO had left
after the award of 1999, I’m not sure if the work would have continued like it has.
But if he would leave now the work would probably keep on going.” The role of
the top management has shifted, and now there are structures like the
Agria-school or the business planning process that probably would sustain the
values and methodologies after a change of CEO.

. The driving force behind the quality management implementation over a long
term. A primary driving force behind the implementation of TQM at Agria has
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been the persistent will of the CEO and several others in the organisation not to
become satisfied but to continuously strive to improve with new initiatives of
change. According to the interviews, external pressure to implement TQM has
been negligible.

The phases connected to the Swedish Quality Award have been used as a framework
to direct and review the quality management implementation process. Audits and
assessments due to the ISO 9000 and ISO 14 000 certifications have also given inputs to
the improvement work at the company.

van der Wiele and Brown (2002) conclude that every organisation “needs to discover
and work out for themselves how to apply the core principles behind such concepts in
ways which are meaningful to their business operations.” That is probably one of the
most important explanations to why Agria has succeeded so well. Methodologies and
tools have been selected by their end users on the basis of their opinion of what was
needed, and have also been adjusted to fit the operations of the company.

On the basis of a study of three Slovene companies, Ambrož (2004) concludes that
corporate culture and self-image play important roles when implementing TQM.
Through their value-focused leadership the managers at Agria have effectively
changed the norms and basic values of the organisation. The corporate culture has also
been affected by the recruitment policy of the company, which has favoured applicants
with a strong interest in animals and animal care.

The self-image of the company has been strengthened by the largely positive
response that has been received from customers in the Agria satisfied customer index.
Of course the two quality awards have also had great impact on the self-image.
Employees at all levels have been acknowledged for the success of the company.
Improvements are described not as a result of work made by a few, but as a result of all
efforts made by everyone in the organisation.

Conclusions and discussion
In conclusion, it seems clear that nearly all of the managers at Agria have succeeded in
focusing their leadership on values and visions rather than rules and regulations. The
basic values, the “five always”, are more than just words, they truly characterise
operations at the company. The study has focused attention on joint leadership as an
explanation to this achievement. Through the program for leadership development
leaders at all levels have been able to give a collective, united message and to
demonstrate the importance of the basic values. At Agria most leaders harbour the
belief that having everybody involved is a key to success. This became evident in, for
example, the business planning process with a high degree of involvement by
employees at all levels of the company.

It is not uncommon for companies to have close cooperation with their customers or
with the groups representing them. What could be more unusual are the extent, as well
as the systematic way, in which, for example, the customer surveys of the Agria
satisfied customer index are being made. But our contention is that the foremost factor
contributing to the deep-rooted customer focus at Agria has been the recruitment
policy, which strengthens the employees’ commitment to the stated mission of the
company, to “use expertise and commitment in order to develop and sell security for
animals and people.” The fact that all employees can easily put themselves in the
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position of the customer having an animal in need of care has probably been the
greatest contributory aspect of Agria’s customer focus.

Process management is a tool in the work with continuous improvement at Agria.
One of the process owners said:

The process orientation gives the opportunity to discover bottlenecks in the operations and
them to improve and develop the processes. It is also a help when prioritising among
measures and of course it highlights the customer needs.

Top management at Agria has succeeded in building trust and dynamics between the
process organisation and the functional organisation, something that is probably as
difficult as it is important.

At Agria goals are set and measured through the use of balanced scorecards.
Measurements have become a natural part of the job and the employees that are
working directly with customers are measured daily and individually by the number of
customer cases handled. In addition to this a great number of production
measurements are used. On the other hand, it was not always clear to the
interviewees how these measurements have been selected to manage the operations
leading towards the stated mission. Therefore, this should be an important area to look
further into for the company.

During the action research part of the study we found that Agria has been working
with operations improvement on three different levels (see Figure 8). The levels of
improvement differ in extent and degree of systematisation and in degrees of how
mature the organisation has been in its work with quality-related issues.

The third level, which could be found in many companies today, is process
development – a discontinuous and often project-based approach with groups
assigned to specific improvement tasks. It consists of knowledge of, and systems for,
how to run larger development projects. This is the most extensive improvement level,
where the problem to be solved requires a major work effort. At Agria a project team is
appointed by the process management group and a budget and time plan is developed.

Figure 8.
Levels of change and
operations improvement
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In order to harmonise improvements with the goals of the company, goals of each
process development project are set based on the general business plan.

The middle level of this model is continuous improvement – to find new ways on
the basis of new ideas or indications of shifting trends in process performance. This is
a structured way of working, with tools such as the wheel of improvement (Plan – Do
– Study – Act (PDSA), see Deming, 1993), and can often be found in organisations
working consciously with TQM. To improve continuously within the existing process
map is an expected part of daily work for process owners at Agria. Employees that are
affected by changes often assist the process owner in finding new solutions, or even
become responsible for the change themselves. To ensure that improvements made are
in line with the general goals of the company a comparison is made between the goals
of the individual improvements and the goals set in the business plan.

The first level has been called calibration and optimisation. Work of operations
improvement at the first level is supposed to ensure that routines and process
descriptions are followed as intended, that micro improvements of practice are made
within present routines, and that best practise is developed and spread across the
entire workplace. Team leaders are responsible for upholding a climate, where ideas
are shared among employees and where everyone relentlessly looks for possibilities of
improvement by questioning present ways of working. When something comes up that
implies a change of routines, it gets formalised as continuous improvement and is
transferred to the middle level of the model. If structural changes are needed, a project
of process development is initiated (the third level of the model).

The approaches needed are dependant on which type of situation that is present.
Therefore it should be important to be aware of the differences between the levels of
operations improvement. Organisations should be able to gain from developing
knowledge and methodologies regarding the different levels of improvement. It may be
argued that it could be fruitful to start with continuous improvement, the middle level,
to find ways to handle creativity and improvement suggestions in the daily work of
developing the operations. Further on, when facing larger improvement needs, there is
a demand for a more comprehensive approach, the third level. In the case of Agria a
five-step model with checkpoints for how to operate projects was developed. Having
dealt with these two levels of change and improvement the company could proceed
with working on the first level, calibration and optimisation. This first level is possibly
the one with the highest requirements on employee involvement and corporate culture.
When looking at continuous improvement and process development, Agria is in the
frontline. Therefore, it is probably at the level of calibration and optimisation that the
company has the highest potential of development.

It is significant that Agria has succeeded in deploying a number of basic
quality-related values that leaven through the organisation. On the basis of these
values the company has been able to develop and implement methodologies and tools
that maintain to strive for improvement. Every organisation needs to find
methodologies and tools that support its values when working at different levels of
change. If an organisation can manage to combine values of continuous improvement,
process management and customer focus with methodologies and tools that support
these values, sustained quality management should be in reach.
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Abstract

Purpose – Process management has been around for a long time, but unlike that of many other
management trends, the interest in process management has remained high. The starting point for the
study was the idea that the lack of well-established conceptual models and definitions of process
management play a role in the challenge and difficulty facing organizations when trying to manage
their processes on a strategic level. The purpose of the study was to explore whether there really are
some existing widespread and common models and definitions for process management in the
literature? The aim of this paper is to describe and explore the findings from the study.

Design/methodology/approach – A structured literature review is used to identify contemporary
models and definitions for process management.

Findings – There are several descriptions and definitions of process management presented in the
literature, but none that seems to be really widespread and well-established. However, the analysis
indicate two different movements: process management for single process improvement; and process
management for system management. The results from the literature review are summarized in an
aggregated model of existing descriptions of process management. The varying purposes of working
with process management demonstrate a diverse need for both movements. Still, the focus of a
majority of the identified tools and approaches for process management is to contribute to the more
mechanistic movement, the first, of systematically improving single processes.

Originality/value – The paper provides a literature review, the identification of two different
movements within process management and presents an aggregated model of existing descriptions of
process management. Implications of the findings on process management in organizations are
discussed and further research suggested.

Keywords Literature, Organizations, Process management, Quality concepts

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Process management has been around for a long time, but unlike that of many other
management trends, the interest in process management has remained high
(Hellström, 2006). There is an ongoing discussion among both practitioners and
scholars about how to best manage the value creating flows of activities that run
through all organizations.

Numerous process definitions have been proposed through the years, most of them
fairly similar. Still, there many disparate views among practitioners regarding the
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management”.
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concept of processes and process management (Armistead et al., 1999; Belmiro et al.,
2000; Isaksson, 2006). Further, when it comes to managing the processes on a system
level, process management, the notions and definitions used varies widely (Garvin,
1995; Armistead and Machin, 1997; Pritchard and Armistead, 1999; Ljungberg, 2002;
Biazzo and Bernardi, 2003; Hellström and Eriksson, 2007). In addition, the approaches
and tools suggested for process management varies both in the literature and in
practice and give few clear-cut directions on how to deploy process management
(Hellström and Eriksson, 2007).

In parallel, many organizational quality practitioners seem to have grown
frustrated about the senior managers’ lack of attention on process management. On the
other hand, many senior managers still appear to be quite confused regarding why and
how to use process management on a strategic, system level (Palmberg, 2005).

The starting point for the study was the idea that the lack of well-established
conceptual models and definitions of process management play a role in the challenge
and difficulty facing organizations when trying to manage their processes on a
strategic level. The purpose of the study was to explore whether there really are some
existing widespread and common models and definitions for process management in
the literature?

The purpose of this paper is to describe and explore the findings from the study.
The findings (descriptions of process management) are structured, analyzed and
presented. The results are summarized in an aggregated model, Figure 1, of existing

Figure 1.
Model summarizing the
result and analysis of the
literature review of
descriptions of process
management
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descriptions of process management. Implications of the findings on process
management in organizations are discussed and further research suggested.

Method
A structured literature review is used to identify contemporary models and definitions
for process management. The phrase “process management” is commonly used in
several fields of research (Armistead et al., 1999). Searching all fields on any
combination of the phrase made 2,747 hits on Emerald, 2099 on EBSCO and 2,276 in
Compendex. Based on the number of hits and on convenience Emerald was chosen as
the source for the further literature search (see Figure 2).

The search was narrowed down to the exact phrase of process management in
keywords or title. This resulted in 223 hits which were sorted on relevance and the
work of reading titles and abstracts began. In total, 59 articles were found to be
interesting for further review.

A follow-up analysis was performed to examine the content of the articles out of
scope. The first 50 articles that were reviewed on title and abstract were examined. The
analysis showed that the 27 articles which were found to be out of scope covered:
manufacturing and production (13), IT/computer science (4) and in the area of interest
for the review, but not in scope for the purpose of the study (10) (see Table I).

The studied articles have been published fairly evenly over the period 1993-2007,
see Figure 3. This is in line with Hellström (2006) who concludes that the number of
published articles on process management in the management journals has been fairly
constant since the 1980s.

Articles sorted on relevance Article 1 to 50 Article 51 to 223 Total no. of articles

Interesting for further review 23 36 59
Out of scope, of which: 27 137 164
Manufacturing and production 13
IT/computer science 4
Right field, but out of scope 10

Table I.
Number of articles found

in Emerald on exact
phrase “process

management” in title and
keyword, sorted on

relevance

Figure 2.
The number of articles
included in the study

during different phases
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After reading the full articles the selection was narrowed down to 41 items. Additional
articles were also identified through references during the reading. In total the review
covers 77 full articles, see research report by Palmberg (2008) and Figure 2.

In order to enable a structure for categorization of the found material three areas of
interest were selected based on the purpose of the review:

(1) process definitions, categorizations and roles;

(2) definitions of process management; and

(3) approaches and tools for process management.

The text was marked and named with headlines. All quotes were gathered in a
research report, using the areas of interest as headlines; see Palmberg (2008).

The analysis has been based on the assembled marks from the articles. When
approaching the identified areas of interest a list of second level labels, hypothesis to be
analyzed, was iteratively developed, containing questions and areas for analysis such
as:

. Area of interest. Process definitions.

. Second level labels. Input and output, Interrelated activities, Cross-functional,
Purpose, Repeatability and Use of resources.

In the area of definitions of process management the RADAR[1] logic from the EFQM
excellence model (EFQM, 2003) was used as an inspiration to categorize the material:

. Area of interest. Definitions of process management.

. Second level labels.What is process management? What is the purpose, the result
(R) to be achieved by using process management? What are the approaches (A)
within process management? How process management is deployed (D) – with
the use of what tools?

The hypotheses were based on a pre-understanding of both the literature and
experience from working with processes management in organizations.

Figure 3.
Distribution of articles
over time in selection after
reading title and abstract
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Results and analysis
The material in the research report was further analyzed and formulated into the
following sections.

Process definitions, categorizations and roles
Almost all of the studied authors define “process” in their own words. There seems to
be no single definition standing out to be the most broadly spread or most widely used.
The differences found between the identified definitions have been reduced to six
components that can be seen in a majority of the definitions:

(1) Input and output. Articles that, except the early ones from Davenport and Short
(1990) and Harrington (1991), describe the concept of an input that initiates the
process and an output which is the result of the process.

(2) Interrelated activities. A majority of the authors describe the components of the
process as interrelated activities (Harrington, 1991; Hammer and Champy, 1993;
Talwar, 1993; Rentzhog, 1996; Armistead and Machin, 1997; Llewellyn and
Armistead, 2000; Ljungberg, 2002; Isaksson, 2006).

(3) Horizontal: intra-functional or cross-functional. Sandhu and Gunasekaran (2004)
are the only authors found that define a process as a series of activities that
“involves an independent functional unit”. A dominating view seems to be that
processes are horizontal and cross-functional (see for instance Jacobson, 1995;
ArmisteadandMachin, 1997;LeeandDale, 1998;LlewellynandArmistead, 2000).

(4) Purpose or value for customer.Having a process external perspective, including a
wider purpose of the process – i.e. tomeet the needs of customers, stakeholders or
other interested parties. This is mentioned in several articles (such as Davenport
and Short, 1990; Harrington, 1991; Hammer and Champy, 1993; Talwar, 1993;
Jacobson, 1995; Belmiro et al., 2000; Ljungberg, 2002; Isaksson, 2006).

(5) The use of resources. Mentioned by a few authors (Biazzo and Bernardi, 2003;
Isaksson, 2006), who include the use of resources in their definitions.

(6) Repeatability.Mentioned by a few Swedish authors (Rentzhog, 1996; Ljungberg,
2002; Isaksson, 2006).

A gross process definition should, based on the included articles, include all the
components above (see Figure 4). A net process definition can be condensed to: A
horizontal sequence of activities that transforms an input (need) to an output (result) to
meet the needs of customers or stakeholders (see Figure 5).

Figure 4.
A gross process definition
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In the reviewed articles both categories of processes and hierarchies within processes
are described (see Figure 6). The analysis of the reviewed articles has identified three
general process categories (see also Davenport, 1993; Jones, 1994; DeToro and McCabe,
1997; Llewellyn and Armistead, 2000; Sandhu and Gunasekaran, 2004; Isaksson, 2006):

(1) Strategic management processes. Covering strategy, planning and control
where management oversees and supervises the system (DeToro and McCabe,
1997; Armistead et al., 1999; Chapman, 2001; Sandhu and Gunasekaran, 2004;
Isaksson, 2006).

(2) Operational delivery processes. Producing outputs and results for external
stakeholders (Jones, 1994; DeToro and McCabe, 1997; Armistead et al., 1999;
Isaksson, 2006).

(3) Supportive administrative processes. Required to sustain and support the
delivery processes (Jones, 1994; Armistead et al., 1999; Isaksson, 2006).

In a similar way the levels or hierarchy of processes described in the reviewed articles
has been summarized into four categories; process, sub-process, activities and tasks
(see also Harrington, 1991; Walsh, 1995; DeToro and McCabe, 1997; Lillrank and
Liukko, 2004).

Perhaps the most deviant categorization of processes is the “quality broom”
described by (Lillrank and Liukko, 2004) which divides processes into standard,
routine and non-routine. The level of uncertainty is described to be larger in the
non-routine processes and is better managed with a quality culture. While standard

Figure 6.
Two ways to categorize
processes

Figure 5.
A net process definition
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processes with identical repetition and a low level of uncertainty can be managed with
quality systems.

There are two process roles described in the reviewed articles. The role of the
process owners is described as: accountable for all process improvement results with
authority to approve process changes (DeToro and McCabe, 1997), responsible to
optimize efficiency and effectiveness, ensuring that external customers’ requirements
are met (DeToro and McCabe, 1997) and overseeing performance control and
continuous improvement (Biazzo and Bernardi, 2003).

The other role described in the literature is the one of the member in cross-functional
process teams (DeToro and McCabe, 1997; Lee and Dale, 1998; McAdam and
McCormack, 2001). Their role is portrayed by DeToro and McCabe (1997, p. 58) as: “to
map and document the process, assess performance, analyze deficiencies, select an
improvement strategy, propose design changes, implement fixes, and assess results”.
The process teams are also described as supporting employee empowerment.

Definitions of process management
The literature study of definitions of process management gave a large amount of
material which was further categorized into a second level of labels.

What is the purpose of process management? As was the case with most of the
findings from the literature review there are also differing opinions regarding the
purpose of process management:

. to remove barriers between functional groups and bond the organization
together (Jones, 1994; Llewellyn and Armistead, 2000);

. to control and improve the processes of the organization (Melan, 1989; Pritchard
and Armistead, 1999; Biazzo and Bernardi, 2003; Sandhu and Gunasekaran,
2004);

. to improve the quality of products and services (Melan, 1989; McAdam and
McCormack, 2001; Sandhu and Gunasekaran, 2004);

. to identify opportunities for outsourcing and the use of technology to support
business (Lindsay et al., 2003; Lock Lee, 2005);

. to improve the quality of collective learning within the organization and between
the organization and its environment (Bawden and Zuber-Skerritt, 2002);

. to align the business process with strategic objectives and customer needs (Lee
and Dale, 1998); and

. to improve organizational effectiveness and improve business performance
(Jones, 1994; Elzinga et al., 1995; Armistead et al., 1999).

There appear to be few major differences in directions or groupings in the reviewed
articles regarding the purpose of process management, just a broad variety of
arguments for working with it in one way or the other.

What is process management?. Very few of the studied authors thoroughly
answer this fundamental question. It appears as though the answer is implicit but
widely agreed upon. Still, there seems to be differences in what the authors
consider process management to be. The analysis reveals two distinctly different
movements; process management for single process improvement and process
management for system management (see Figure 7).
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The first movement, focusing on the management and improvement of single
processes, can be summarized into the statement (A): A structured systematic
approach to analyze and continually improve the process. This view is shared by
(Elzinga et al., 1995; Zairi, 1997; Lee and Dale, 1998; Biazzo and Bernardi, 2003).

A holistic view on process management as a part of managing the whole
organization is supported by (Lee and Dale, 1998; McAdam and McCormack, 2001;
Bawden and Zuber-Skerritt, 2002). This is described by Pritchard and Armistead (1999,
p. 22) as (B): “a more holistic manner to manage all aspects of the business and as a
valuable perspective to adopt in determining organizational effectiveness”.

Lee and Dale (1998, p. 218) somewhat summarize the two views, (A) and (B) above,
as: “Business Process Management is both a set of tools and techniques for improving
processes and a method for integrating the whole organization and it needs to be
understood by all employees”.

Approaches and tools for process management
Many authors have combined tools and techniques into methodologies and checklists
that are of a consulting character, in this paper these are labeled approaches for process
management: how to, step by step, work with process management. The analysis of the
material shows a divergence in line with the two different movements, (A) and (B), of
what process management is (see Figure 7).

The methodology corresponding to the first definition, (A) process management as a
structured systematic approach to analyze and continually improve the process, can be
summarized as:

(1) Process selection. Based on analysis of the value chain (Pritchard and
Armistead, 1999), identifying customers and suppliers (Sinclair and Zairi, 1995),
data collection and process targeting (Armistead et al., 1999; Gardner, 2001).

(2) Process description and mapping. Understanding and defining the process
(Melan, 1989; Harrington, 1995), key activities (Sinclair and Zairi, 1995) and the
process architecture (Pritchard and Armistead, 1999; Armistead et al., 1999).

(3) Organizing for quality. Establishing ownership of the process, defining and
appointing process owners (Melan, 1989; Harrington, 1995; Armistead et al.,
1999; Pritchard and Armistead, 1999).

(4) Process measurements and quantifications. Identifying performance
measurements and targets for controlling the process (Melan, 1989; Jones,
1994; Harrington, 1995; Sinclair and Zairi, 1995; Armistead et al., 1999;
Pritchard and Armistead, 1999).

(5) Process improvements. Identifying process improvements, e.g. based on
measurements and taking corrective actions (Melan, 1989; Jones, 1994;

Figure 7.
Two different movements
in what the authors
consider process
management to be
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Harrington, 1995; Armistead et al., 1999; Pritchard and Armistead, 1999),
including management of the improvement process and methodology (Jones,
1994).

Lock Lee (2005) presents a methodology that is focused on the design and
implementation of software products supporting business processes. This is in line
with definition (A) of process management, but with a strong focus on the purpose of
identifying opportunities for outsourcing and the use of technology to support business
suggested by Lock Lee (2005) and Lindsay et al. (2003).

There were hardly any methodologies found that support definition (B) of process
management as a more holistic manner to manage all aspects of the business and as a
valuable perspective to adopt in determining organizational effectiveness. In Biazzo
and Bernardi (2003) a methodology is described by four strategic decision-making
areas that form, what the authors call, a process management system:

(1) Process architecture. The constitutive component of a PM system where you
describe the processes in the organization in a holistic and systematic manner.

(2) Process visibility. Divided into two dimensions: the relationship between the
process architecture and the organizational structure; and the formalization of
the functioning of the processes which gives them operating visibility.

(3) Monitoring mechanisms. The design of a performance measurement system
that will examine and evaluate process performance. With performance
indicators that reflects the strategic objectives of the organization.

(4) Improvement mechanisms. The approaches that determine how plans for
change will be selected, launched and managed. They should structurally link
improvement activities to the daily work and make organizational change
systemic and systematic.

The components presented by Biazzo and Bernardi (2003) bear a resemblance to the
methodologies that supports the definition (A) but with an emphasis on holism and the
connection between the work with processes and the strategic objectives of the
organization.

The tools suggested to be used when working with process management are
diverse: process mapping (McKay and Radnor, 1998; McAdam and McCormack, 2001;
Biazzo, 2002; Isaksson, 2006), process measurements (Melan, 1992; Lockamy III and
McCormack, 2004), process re-engineering or re-design (Lee and Dale, 1998; DeToro
and McCabe, 1997; McKay and Radnor, 1998), models for continuous improvement
such as the PDSA-cycle (DeToro and McCabe, 1997; Lee and Dale, 1998) and
instruments for benchmarking (DeToro and McCabe, 1997; Lee and Dale, 1998).

Conclusion
The findings from the literature review, descriptions of process management, are
structured and summarized in an aggregated model for process management (Figure 1).
The model describes a summary of the process definition, categorizations and roles
described in the literature included in the review. Further on it describes process
management including purposes and definitions of and approaches and tools for
process management.
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The result and analysis of the literature review shows, in line with earlier research,
that there seems to be no really common definition of the concept of processes and
process management (Armistead et al., 1999; Belmiro et al., 2000; Isaksson, 2006). Still,
there are similar components in the process definitions of the included literature. These
can be condensed into a net definition, found above in Figures 5 and 7 and at the top of
Figure 1.

There are several descriptions of process management presented in the literature,
but none that seems to be really widespread and well-established as a definition. This
is in line with what previous research has shown (Garvin, 1995; Armistead and
Machin, 1997; Pritchard and Armistead, 1999; Ljungberg, 2002; Biazzo and Bernardi,
2003; Hellström and Eriksson, 2007). However, the result and analysis of the definitions
of process management in the included literature shows two different movements, (A)
process management for single process improvement and (B) process management for
system management (see Figures 1 and 7). This is similar to the two models of process
management of (Nilsson, 2003) (described in (Hellström, 2006)) described as;

(1) a more mechanistic orientation that is characterized by a focus on structural
element; and

(2) an organic orientation that is strongly related to the people in, and the flexibility
of, the process.

Discussion
The varying purposes of working with process management, described in the covered
literature, demonstrate a diverse need for both movements, (A) and (B), of process
management. Still, the focus of a majority of the identified tools and approaches for
process management is to contribute to the more mechanistic movement (A) of
systematically improving single processes. It is a technical and instrumental approach
that characterizes the definition of and approach for process management in movement
(A).

When it comes to the more holistic movement (B), process management as one of
several valuable perspectives in the system management of an organization, hardly
any tools and approaches have been found in the literature. Even the identified
approaches corresponding to movement (B) can be applied in a linear, mechanistic way
– contributing successfully to single process improvements but not as effectively to a
strategic and holistic management of the whole organization. This is in correspondence
to Lindsay et al. (2003).

The approaches and tools for improving single processes (A) might be mostly
suitable for use on an operational level, while the tools and approaches in movement
(B) is aiming primarily for the strategic level of an organization. The operational level
should be very important for the daily work of process management and
improvements throughout the organization, at all levels. As a suggestion, the
definition and approaches for movement (B) could be further developed into a model
for system management.

It can be discussed whether or not the shortage of approaches and tools for process
management on a strategic level is contributing to the often seen confusion and
discontent among senior managers regarding the perceived lack of clear results from
implementing process management. The lack of a widely recognized model for process
management might be a contributing factor to the challenges and difficulties that meet
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leaders when trying to manage organizational processes on a strategic, system level. It
can be argued that many organizations today aim at applying process management of
both (A) and (B), using the existing tools and approaches that mainly are developed for
(A), but largely expect holistic results on a strategic level.

A wider discussion regarding the interests of practitioners and researchers within
the field of process management can be introduced, questioning today’s strong focus
on the technical and instrumental parts of process management; the definition of a
process, the levels and categorizations of processes, and the techniques for mapping
and documenting processes on an activity level. Many organizations devote extensive
resources to web-based documentation systems, presenting their processes in several
levels (lately I have seen up to eight such levels) from main processes down to
individual tasks – without having a discussion of how to structurally link the process
management work to the strategic objectives and priorities of the organizations. It is
hardly surprising that the work with process management does not deliver a more
holistic manner to manage all aspects of the business and as a valuable perspective to
adopt in determining organizational effectiveness.

There might be a risk in losing the overall business perspective when focusing
heavily on maps, tools and checklists aiming for documentation, finding a process
structure and designing the process organization. A lot of energy in quality functions
and process development is aimed at building structures with process owners, process
teams and a parallel organization to the traditionally functional organization. It might
be important to visualize relationships between the process architecture and the
organizational structure and to formalize the functioning of the processes. However,
the efforts cannot start here without the strategic discussion and making a standpoint
on how process management should contribute to the business performance.

There is a strong need for process management practitioners and researcher to
develop and formulate approaches and tools that have the potential to contribute to
process management not only on a single process level but on a strategic system level
in the organization.

Note

1. Results, Approach, Deployment, Assessment and Review (EFQM, 2003).
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12 An alternative case study ap-
proach in management research

Klara Palmberg

12.1 Abstract
The business environment has changed radically during the last decades
and there is an increased need for researchers to interact with organizations
to develop new knowledge on management. Case studies are a widely used
approach for management research, yet the traditional case study seems to
be predominantly based on a positivistic and deductively focused ap-
proach. In opposition, a more holistic and inductive approach is suggested.
The purpose of this paper is to discuss and reflect on how to increase the
relevance of management research through improved methodological
choices.

The traditional approach, where previous research and theory guides the
case study, is opposed. Instead, the researcher’s preunderstanding is em-
phasized, guiding the identification of relevant concepts and a purposeful
selection of cases to study. The planning phase is followed by iteration
between the theoretical sampling of data sources and data collection. The
data are continuously coded and categories emerge inductively. The analy-
sis is performed interactively with management practitioners. The objec-
tive of the alternative case study approach is to reach a combination of
theoretical and practical results.



The objective of the alternative case study approach is to be open to, and
strongly driven by, the influence of practitioners. To achieve this in a sys-
tematic manner, several methodological steps are introduced. The open
and dynamic alternative research process suggested should be able to faci-
litate increased relevance in management research.

12.2 Introduction – the need for knowledge
development in the management field

In the contemporary business and management literature, several chal-
lenges facing organizations and managers of today can be identified. One
of the dominating challenges seems to be the development of information
technology that affects the way we communicate and the conditions for the
organization, business and production of goods. The new technology
enables globalization, where today a larger part of the world is intercon-
nected by flows of information, money and goods. Further, the intercon-
nectedness creates an unprecedented transparency where the cost of infor-
mation is very low compared with that of the pre-Internet era. The
decreasing cost of, and accelerating access to, information provides indi-
viduals with enhanced control and power (Hamel, 2007). Tapscott and
Williams (2006) state that the scientific and technological advances result
in an openness that is developing into a new managerial challenge. As a
consequence, according to the literature, these trends require organizations
that can combine efficiency with flexibility and innovation (Cohen, 1999;
Sandberg and Targama, 1998; Hamel, 2007). However, several authors
find that many of the existing principles for management have not changed
significantly since the industrial age, and are therefore obsolete (Hamel,
2007).

In a debate article in the Swedish business press, the Director General of
Vinnova (the Swedish Governmental Agency for Innovation Systems) to-
gether with the former chairman of Unionen, a Swedish trade union, argue
that the knowledge about successful practical management is crucial for
organizations today. They call for research on how growth and success can
be created through leadership and management and how organizational
prerequisites can be created for innovation, efficiency and competitive-



ness. Further, they claim that existing management research has not kept
up with the new demands of our time (Eriksson and Kranzt, 2008).

Sandberg and Targama (1998) make the point that the development of our
society stresses the need for understanding, instead of finding the causal
relationships between events. Svensson (2008) claims that “the knowledge
exists outside the academia” and adds that our task as researchers is to in-
teract with organizations to develop new knowledge on management. Lee
et al. (2007) argue that empirically based case studies have the potential to
contribute to the development of both theory and practice. The use of case
studies is becoming an increasingly important approach in many
management research disciplines because of its ability to investigate little-
known and complex phenomena such as organizations (Gummesson, 2000,
2007, 2008). In a review of articles on qualitative research published in
leading American journals, the case study approach presented by Yin
(2003) is found to be the most predominantly used approach (Lee, 1999 in
Lee et al., 2007).

The purpose of this paper is to discuss and reflect on new methodological
choices for increased relevance of management research. I will critically
reflect on the approaches and methodologies commonly used. A sugges-
tion of an alternative case study approach will also be presented.

12.3 Traditional case studies
Positivistic-orientated research is generally dominated by ambitions to re-
duce phenomena into isolated pieces where cause and effect relations can
more easily be discovered. Popper (1959) states that “to give a causal ex-
planation of an event means to deduce a statement which describes it, us-
ing premises of the deduction of one or more universal laws”, quoted in
Argyris et al. (1985, p. 13).

The general ideas of positivism have previously been widely accepted by
both practicing scientists and by the informed public (Argyris et al., 1985).
It has also been the predominant approach among social scientists
(Bernstein, 1976), even though many positivistic-orientated methods were
originally designed with natural sciences in mind. Kalleberg (1993) em-



phasizes the hypothetic–deductive approach as a part of the methodologi-
cal and analytical design of positivistic research.

When describing the case study method, Yin (2003) does not explicitly
adhere to any specific paradigm, but often uses the metaphor of the labora-
tory, describing the properties of natural sciences as something for social
science to strive for.

Figure 12.1 – The case study method of Yin (2003, p. 50), a
traditional method predominantly used in qualitative re-
search according to Lee (1999, in Lee et al. 2007).
The design of a case study according to Yin (2003), see Figure 12.1, di-
rects attention to the propositions that are intended to be examined within
the scope of the study – reflecting a theoretical issue. He proposes theory
development as a first and essential step prior to the data collection. The
theoretical propositions and research design “will effectively force you to
begin constructing a preliminary theory related to your topic of study”
(Yin, 2003, p. 28), thereby providing a “blueprint” for the process of data
collection.

As a next step in the “define and design” phase, Yin suggests that “each
case study and unit of analysis should be similar to those previously stu-
died by others or should innovate in clear, operationally defined ways. In



this manner, the previous literature therefore also can become a guide for
defining the case and unit of analysis” (Yin, 2003, p. 26).

The design of the data collection protocol, parallel to the selection of cas-
es, includes thorough planning of the case study containing the whole
process from defining objectives, finding relevant theory, designing field
procedures and case study questions to the development of a guide for the
final case study report (Yin, 2003, pp. 67-69).

The second phase of “prepare, collect and analyze” includes conducting
the study of each case separately, and writing individual case study reports.
In the phase of “analyze and conclude”, cross-case conclusions are drawn.
Finally, theory is modified, policy implications are developed and a cross-
case analysis is performed.

When using the case study approach presented by Yin (2003), much of the
attention is on the first phase of “define and design”. Yin states that the
case study planning should be as detailed as a laboratory instruction, where
the whole of the study including the report is planned in detail prior to the
start of the study.

12.4 An alternative methodology – creating
understanding, not models of causality

As opposed to approaches implicated by the positivistic paradigm, based
on reduction, analysis and mechanical cause and effect relations, several
authors suggest a more holistic approach to research. The case study is of-
ten chosen because it is interpretative, systemic and holistic, aimed to give
full and rich descriptions (Gummesson, 2005).

Holism may be viewed as the opposite of reductionism. The latter consists
of breaking down the object of study into small, well-defined parts. This
approach goes all the way back to the seventeenth century and the view of
Descartes and Newton that the whole is the sum of its parts. This leads to a
large number of fragmented, well-defined studies of parts in the belief that
they can be fitted together, like a jigsaw puzzle, to form a whole picture.
According to the holistic view, however, the whole is not identical with the
sum of its parts. (Gummesson, 2000, p. 86)



Progressively my mindset has adopted a view that life, including both mar-
keting methodology and theory, can be seen as a network of relationships
within which interaction takes place. Instead of searching for strict and par-
tial causality, I search for the understanding of a systemic whole, a context,
with individual and complex patterns of interactive relationships.
(Gummesson, 2005, p. 322)

As Argyris et al. (1985, p. 36) put it, action science is to seek “knowledge
that will serve action. The action scientist is an interventionist who seeks
both to promote learning in the client system and to contribute to general
knowledge.” Gummesson (2000) presents a categorization of action re-
search into societal action research that takes a social and political view,
and management action research that focuses on the organization as a
business.

The work of Carol Weiss (1977, 1980, 1986) has been summarized by
Starrin (1993) including four different functions of research: the political,
the instrumental, the interactive and the conceptualizing. Traditional, posi-
tivistic research is described as having an instrumental approach and func-
tion. The urge seems to be for more interactive and conceptualizing re-
search, research that can be applied in organizations. Weiss (1977, 1980,
1986) describes the conceptualizing function and purpose of research as
contributing with concepts, ideas, understanding and insights that can have
an impact on how we relate and affect our standpoints. This is in line with
Corbin and Strauss (2008), who describe the purpose of research,
grounded theory in their case, as contributing to a common language
through which researchers, professionals and others can come to discuss
ideas and find solutions to problems. They argue, in an earlier edition, that
“even a small amount of understanding can make a difference” (Strauss
and Corbin, 1998, p. 56).

Based on the need for research that can contribute to the development of
practical knowledge in the management field, a suggestion of an alterna-
tive case study methodology is presented in the following sections (see
also Figure 12.2). The three overarching phases of the methodology are the
same as in the traditional case study approach by Yin (2003), presented in
Figure 12.1 above, but the emphasis and content differ.

In the suggested alternative case study approach, the “define and design”
phase is shorter and based on the researcher’s preunderstanding of the area
of study rather than on previous research and theory. Using his or her



preunderstanding, the researcher is urged to identify relevant concepts of
interest and make a purposeful selection of cases to study.

The second phase of “prepare, collect and analyze” includes iteration be-
tween theoretical sampling of data collection sources and data collection
followed by coding and categorization of the data. The last phase of “ana-
lyze and conclude” starts with the interactive analysis of the concepts and
categories inductively generated from the previous phase. The primary
interaction is with management practitioners, preferably informants, during
the data collection. The objective of the interactive analysis is a combina-
tion of academic and practical results.

Figure 12.2 – Suggested alternative case study methodology
for management research.

Preunderstanding instead of a theoretical frame of
reference and hypotheses

Several authors oppose the traditional argumentation, presented for exam-
ple by Yin (2003), that previous research and theory should guide the for-
mulation of research problems and the selection of cases and serve as a
basis for data collection.

We are all used to the normal, extensive literature review to ascertain gaps
to fill in, hypotheses to test, and ideas to contribute to, in descriptive and
verificational studies. In contrast the dictum in grounded theory research is:
There is a need not to review any of the literature in the substantive area
under study. (Glaser, 1992, p. 31)

To begin with, readers can be assured that there is no need to review all of
the literature in the field beforehand, as is frequently done by researchers



using quantitative research approaches. It is impossible to know prior to the
investigation what salient problems or what relevant concepts will be de-
rived from this set of data. There is always something new to discover. If
everything about a topic is known beforehand, there is no need for a qualit-
ative study. Also, the researcher does not want to be so steeped in the lite-
rature that he or she is constrained and even stifled by it. (Corbin and
Strauss, 2008, pp. 35-36)

“There is a difference between an open mind and an empty head. To ana-
lyze data, we need to use accumulated knowledge, not dispense with it. The
issue is not whether to use existing knowledge, but how”. Further, they ar-
gue that “insights into data do not just occur haphazardly, they happen to
prepared minds during interplay with the data.” (Dey, 1993, p. 63 in Corbin
and Strauss, 2008, pp. 32-33)

Glaser (1992) stresses how professional and private experience and in-
depth knowledge of the area under study truly help to strengthen the re-
searcher’s sensitivity in handling the material. Corbin and Strauss (2008, p.
19) define sensitivity as “the ability to pick up on the subtle nuances and
cues in the data that infer or point to meaning”. The same argumentation is
driven by Gummesson (2005, pp. 322-323), who argues that inductive re-
search and grounded theory:

let reality tell its story on its own terms and not on the terms of extant
theory […] It may seem odd to ignore existing knowledge to be able to re-
ceive new knowledge, we are used to hear that knowledge is cumulative
and that what we do must have support in previously published journal ar-
ticles. Viewing all knowledge as tentative, however, researchers have to
train themselves to listen to reality without preconceived ideas. At a later
phase the results can be compared with existing concepts and theory and
will thus proceed as an interplay between the inductive and the deductive.

Still, researchers have to be aware of their preunderstanding from prior
personal and professional experience, values and knowledge. Individual
preunderstanding will guide the research throughout the research process
and should be seen as an asset rather than a burden. To develop the preun-
derstanding in the field of study, Gummesson (2000) suggests actively par-
ticipating in a process rather than performing interviews or making obser-
vations – taking on the role of a change agent or consultant. Being a
change agent or consultant might increase the access to information, there-
by strengthening the fulfillment of an important quality criterion in man-
agement action research, according to Gummesson.



Miles and Huberman (1994) describe the need for researchers to describe
their paradigm and preunderstanding because all choices in a research
process are guided by the researcher’s particular logic or conceptual lens –
whether the researcher is aware of it or not.

Loose concepts instead of defined research questions
Within the positivist paradigm, the research problem is traditionally
viewed as external to the research process, guiding it in the right direction.
By the interpretativist or constructivist paradigm, the research problem is
seen as interior to the research process and being unfolded over time
(Thietart, 2001, p. 36).

Starting off with a precise research question and most often a hypothesis,
as suggested by Yin (2003), creates a behavior where the researcher goes
out to look for what he or she thinks is “out there”. The research will then
focus on accepting or rejecting the ideas that the researcher has created
from the preliminary theory constructed. If something turns up in the field
studies of the reality that is not expected, that could be a risk. If the irregu-
larity does not fit well into the case study design and protocol, it might be
excluded.

Against the backdrop of Procrustean science, inspired by the Greek robber
who had an iron bed into which those who did not fit either had their feet
cut of if too tall or were stretched until they were the right length, Gum-
messon (2000) describes the risk of how science based on a hypothesis
from one paradigm, to be tested through empirical studies, will narrow
down the questions asked and the answers sought.

An alternative to the previously defined research question is proposed by
Löwy (1992), who discusses the importance of loose concepts, a tentative
area to study. Her case lies within the field of immunology, where loose
concepts have allowed the development of stable “zones of interaction”
between professional groups. She argues that loose “boundary” concepts
play an important role in the construction of scientific knowledge and in
the growth of a discipline. Boundary concepts facilitate heterogeneous al-
liances between professional groups, enabling them to “work together and
to develop areas of efficient collaborations (‘trading zones’ or ‘pidgin
zones’) without, however, obliging them to give up the advantages of their
respective group identities” (Löwy, 1992, p. 391).



To initiate a research study with a loose concept of interest makes it possi-
ble for the research problem to emerge and evolve during the research
process. The risk that the researcher has not grasped the true concerns ex-
perienced by the practitioners in the field of management, and thereby will
conduct non-relevant research, is decreased by having an open mind about
the area of study. The problems and delimitations will be discovered and
defined during the research process. Examples of loose concepts used by
the author are: “process management”, “the ability of development and
renewal”, “systems management” and “career guidance”.

Purposeful selection of cases as an alternative to
statistical selection

Kalleberg (1993) differentiates between three types of research question:
establishing, valuing and constructive. Establishing questions concern how
and why things are as they are. Valuing questions ask what value a social
reality has. The constructive research question asks in what way a group
can and should act. To handle constructive research questions, Kalleberg
(1993) suggests three empirical research approaches: the intervening, the
varied and the utopic. Action research, categorized as intervening where
the researcher herself intervenes, aims for two purposes: the development
of new scientific research and implementing changes in the studied field.
In the utopic approach, the researcher envisions an improved situation and
works on how to advance towards it. Varied research is described as seek-
ing knowledge and learning by studying variations in the reality, including
studies of successful examples in the field of interest. One example of a
varied research question is “What can and should American corporations
do to become more competitive?”. The research performed by Rosabeth
Kanter Moss (1983, 1990) presents examples of corporations with a high
changeover ability. Based on this, she suggests recommendations for other
organizations to adapt (Kalleberg, 1993).

Based on the argumentation by Eriksson and Krantz (2008) that know-
ledge of successful practical management is crucial for creating thriving
organizations, in combination with Kalleberg’s (1993) proposal of the va-
ried approach, the suggestion for case selection in a study according to the
model in Figure 12.2 is to look at deviating, successful examples. This is
in line with statements by Lincoln and Guba (1985) regarding a purposeful



selection instead of using the traditional approach of finding a selection of
cases that is a statistical representative of a population.

Theoretical sampling towards saturation instead of
preplanned representation

Theoretical sampling is an expression used within grounded theory, imply-
ing that the selection of data collection opportunities – interviews, observa-
tions, documents etc. – evolves during the process, rather than being pre-
determined (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). The same idea also exists in
qualitative research in general, usually called purposeful or purposive
sampling. A challenge for researchers during data collection is to generate
data reflecting different perspectives on the loose concept under study. The
initial sampling aims to cover the case under study, with a representation
based on the loose concept under study. If the case is an organization, for
instance a successful example in line with a varied approach, data collec-
tion should cover the organization, including managers and employees at
different levels, departments and, if applicable, different sites.

The process of simultaneous data collection, analysis and theoretical sam-
pling, where the researcher jointly collects, codes and analyzes the data,
will guide what sources are interesting and important in order to receive a
full picture of the case under study (Glaser, 1992). Data collection might
uncover opportunities for further interviews with practitioners having de-
viant opinions, opponents and supporters of different arguments who will
bring a broader perspective to the study.

However, the data collection cannot continue forever. Where to end will be
guided by saturation, another expression used within grounded theory. Sa-
turation is a result of the diminishing marginal contribution of each addi-
tional opportunity for data collection. When the marginal utility of addi-
tional information, according to the researcher’s perception, approaches
zero, the researcher will not gain from continuing the data collection. It is
important to be aware of the possibility that someone else, with a different
preunderstanding, might be able to find further information (Glaser and
Strauss, 1967).



Data collection – open instead of structured
interviews

In line with the principles of theoretical sampling, one of the cornerstones
of grounded theory is that data collection and analysis occur in an altering
sequence. Analysis begins with the first interview or observation, which
leads to the next interview or observation, and so on. It is the analysis that
drives the data collection (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Gummesson (2000)
describes the data collection as an ongoing sampling process where the
researcher simultaneously collects, codes and analyzes data and decides
along the way what to gather next and where to look for it.

A premier source of data in the proposed alternative case study methodol-
ogy for management research is interviews. Gummesson (2000) suggests
informal interviews, also called open interviews, where the selection of
questions is governed by the actual situation of the interview. If the loose
concept of a study is well chosen, it might often be enough to initiate a
fruitful conversation at the start of an interview.

The open interview can be compared with the suggested approach in tradi-
tional case studies where structured or semi-structured interviews are used.
The selection of questions is then guided by the proposition of the study:
the preliminary theories and hypothesis, the narrow research question and
the ideas of the type of results that are to be produced in the final report. In
this case, one could argue that the answer depends on how you ask the
question.

In addition to the above-described principles for data collection, it is im-
portant to bear in mind that alternative data should also be gathered during
the whole process. Records regarding information such as the researcher’s
perception of the environments, how employees respond to each other or
the process of booking the interviews might provide important clues to
underlying behaviors in the organization. Gummesson (2005) describes
what he calls “corporate anthropology”, where the characteristic of long
periods of study (several months or years) is borrowed from true anthro-
pology. Inspired by anthropology/ethnography, data are collected through
personal interviews and direct or participant observation documented not
only in field notes, but also in photos, films and artifacts.



Inductive analysis instead of known categories
The analysis of the data starts when the data collection begins; i.e. the
processes of data collection, theoretical sampling and data analysis are si-
multaneous. When performing data analysis, it is important to keep a bal-
ance between creativity and discipline (Corbin and Strauss, 2008).
Creativity is needed for the researcher’s ability to ask stimulating
questions, make comparisons, organize masses of raw data into concepts
and categories and to name these categories. Discipline is needed to
maintain professionalism, to be able to “listen” to the data and not to let
prejudice and bias influence the analysis.

During data collection and analysis, the researcher’s awareness of
objectivity is important. To help control the infusion of bias, Strauss and
Corbin (1998, pp. 43-46) have developed some techniques:

Think comparatively – comparing data with other data, but also
with literature and previous experience, helps to stay grounded in
the data
Use multiple viewpoints of events – gather data on the same
events or phenomena in several different ways. Include varied data
collection techniques and diverse informants
Check your assumptions with practitioners – explain to respon-
dents what you think you are finding in the data and ask them
whether your interpretation matches their experience with that
phenomenon or not
Maintain an attitude of skepticism – all conclusions should be re-
garded as provisional and should constantly be validated against
data.

The techniques described above are in line with, for example, Johannessen
and Tufte (2003), who stress the importance of triangulation in social
sciences. They suggest triangulation by looking at a phenomenon from
different prespectives. If several sources of information, or several
methodologies for data collection, show the same results, the
trustworthiness of the results is strengthened (Johannessen and Tufte,
2003).

Figure 12.3 illustrates steps of data analysis already starting at the phase of
data collection. During the process of data collection, concepts emerge



from the data. They could be areas of interest, problems or issues that are
brought up during interviews or underlying patterns or behaviors that
relate to the loose concept being studied. As concepts emerge, the
researcher should continue to collect data to explore the concepts
discovered further. Concepts are essential because, by the very act of nam-
ing phenomena, we fix attention on them and can begin to ask questions
and examine them (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). During the data collection,
concepts emerge continously. Glaser (1992) argues that emergence and
discovery just happen, often in a way that is faster than expected.

Figure 12.3 – Data analysis – coding and categorizing.
When saturation is reached, a phase of category development follows. The
author often uses affinity diagrams to organize the material into categories.
Usually, the observations and emerged concepts are transcribed onto post-
it notes and sorted into themes that form categories.

Corbin and Strauss (2008) state that categories are abstractions that
represent not only one individual’s or group’s story, but rather the stories
of many persons or groups. These stories are reduced to, and represented
by, several highly conceptual categories. Details are included under each
category to give a fuller picture. The author usually works with “power
points” where a category is expressed in a sentence as a headline and the
underlying observations and concepts (post-its) are embellished in bullet
points below. These “power points” constitute a basis for the interactive
analysis that is performed in the next step.

Concepts and categories are developed using open coding. Glaser (1992, p.
15) describes it as the research process having “a fresh start, open to the
emergent. One does not begin with preconceived ideas or extant theory
and then force them on data.” Glaser (1992) argues that the researcher
must code for whatever category emerges on whatever unit in the data.



The use of open coding instead of predetermined categories is a considera-
ble difference in methodology from earlier research performed by the au-
thor (see Palmberg, 2005). In a case study on successful organizations
working with process management (Palmberg and Garvare, 2006), several
elements of TQM described by Bergman and Klefsjö (2003) were used as
predetermined categories in the analysis of the data. Reflecting on this ap-
proach and comparing it with the use of open coding in recent studies, a
conclusion is that the data that fit well with the earlier categories became
included in the analysis, but the data and findings that deviated or did not
fit very well were hard to contain in the analysis. In this way, the analysis
became almost self-fulfilling.

Interactive knowledge creation with practitioners
An objective of interactive analysis is the development of knowledge and
joint learning between the researcher and the participants, the participants
being the management practitioners, who have preferably been a part of
the data collection phase as informants. The basis for the interactive analy-
sis is the result from the previous step – aggregated categories concerning
the loose concept under study. A challenge of the interactive analysis is to
make sense and understand the meaning of the categories in relation to the
loose concept under study. Connections and relationships between catego-
ries that explain behaviors and events could occur during the interactive
analysis. These relationships have the purpose of creating understanding
and knowledge about the loose concept under study – not to explain or
predict events in other cases than those studied.

Larsson (2006) describes interactive research as a perspective – a certain
way of understanding and conducting research where “the involvement of
participants in the analytical work is the essence of the interactive ap-
proach” (Larsson, 2006, p. 244). Her approach to interactive research is
illustrated in Figure 12.4.

Larsson (2006) claims that the involvement of participants in the interac-
tive analysis creates better theories – leading to new insights, unexpected
explanations, an innovative perspective and new concepts and theories.
She presents a process perspective on joint learning where the – sometimes
seen as opposite – poles of:

local, practical and uncritical knowledge, meeting



general, theoretical and critical knowledge

can lead to a synthesis that represents a deeper understanding (Larsson,
2006, p. 255).

Figure 12.4 – An interactive research process with different
roles and interests (Larsson, 2006, p. 245).
Furthermore, Larsson (2006) indicates that the involvement of the partici-
pants in a joint learning process might make it difficult to plan a research
process in advance. This could be contrasted with Yin’s (2003) approach,
where the whole research process is thought to be planned ahead of the
start of the data collection. The interactive approach opens up for impres-
sions and ideas introduced and discovered during the research process.
One of the purposes of the approach to case studies presented in Figure
12.2 is to open up for adjustments according to discoveries made along the
way.

Narrative descriptions instead of models of causal
relationships

The studies of de Vall and Bolas (1980) point out that research that is easy
to understand, uses everyday language and includes rich illustrations
makes a larger impact on society (in Starrin, 1993) – something that should
arguably be an objective for management research.



As stated earlier, the task of the action researcher is twofold: to contribute
to science and to help solve practical problems (Gummesson, 2005). Fig-
ure 12.4 shows the two expected outcomes of a joint learning process of
interactive research:

academic results in papers, articles, theories, models and concepts,
and
usefulness on an organizational and individual level. (Larsson,
2006)

As an alternative that tries to embrace both outcomes, Gummesson (2005,
p. 324) describes the idea of presenting the research results as a narrative
description: “Narratives can be chronological but can also weave a web of
events around various themes or concepts: story-telling. […] By presenting
research as a story, we avoid the fragmentation that is inevitable when we
break down networks of events into abstract concepts and categories.”

Case to case generalization instead of statistical or
analytical generalization

The concept of generalization of research results originates from quantita-
tive research and is based on sampling and probability theory. Firestone
(1993) describes traditional extrapolation from sample to population –
where a sample is drawn from an identified population – as one of three
arguments for generalization. The other two are analytical generalization
(or extrapolation using theory) and case-to-case transition. Analytical ge-
neralization is described as: “one uses the theory to make predictions and
then confirms those predictions. In a specific study, predictions hold under
specific conditions. If the predictions hold only under those conditions,
they become scope conditions that limit the generalizability of the theory”
(Firestone, 1993, p. 17).

Transferring findings from one case to another is made possible by the re-
searcher providing a rich, detailed, thick description of the case and the
surrounding conditions for the findings. The need for thick descriptions is
to help the reader bridge the gap between the written case and the reader’s
reality where the findings should be applied.



Case-to-case transfer is considered as relevant to qualitative research, but it
is seen as “unsatisfying to many researchers partly because it is unconven-
tional, partly because the responsibility (and rewards) of drawing broader
applications from a study are shifted to others” (Firestone, 1993, p. 18).

If you have a good descriptive or analytical language by means of which
you can really grasp the interaction between various parts of the system
and the important characteristics of the system, the possibilities to general-
ize also from very few cases, or even one single case, may be reasonably
good […] the possibilities to generalize from one single case are founded
in the comprehensiveness of the measurement which makes it possible to
reach a fundamental understanding of the structure, process and driving
forces rather than a superficial establishment of correlation or cause-effect
relationship. (Gummesson, 2000, p. 89 quoting Normann, 1970)

Quality criteria for the management action research
paradigm

Gummesson (2000) suggests that the quality of management research
should be assessed in relation to the way research results are perceived to
facilitate finding solutions to actual problems and that the management
action science paradigm requires its own quality criteria. He suggests eight
points of assessment that are in line with the reasoning in this paper
(Gummesson, 2000, pp. 186-187):

1. Readers should be able to follow the research process and draw
their own conclusions

2. As far as realistically feasible, researchers should present their pa-
radigm and preunderstanding

3. The research should possess credibility
4. The researcher should have had adequate access to data
5. There should be an assessment of the generality and validity of the

research
6. The research should make a contribution
7. The research process should be dynamic
8. The researcher should possess certain personal qualities.

The impact of the researcher’s preunderstanding and paradigm is stressed
in point number two. It might be argued that the traditional perspective on



research sees the influence of the single researcher as something negative
that should be reduced to a minimum. The researcher is supposed to be
independent, very much like a natural scientist performing experiments in
a closed laboratory setting. In management research, the interaction with
the practitioners of management is instead important (Lincoln and Guba,
1985).

Reflections on the use of grounded theory in
management research

Grounded theory is, according to Corbin and Strauss (2008), derived from
data systematically gathered and analyzed through the research process
where data collection, analysis and eventually theory stand in close rela-
tionship to one another. It is described as an approach where the researcher
does not begin a project with a preconceived theory in mind, but with an
area of study, and allows the theory to emerge from the data.

Jones and Noble (2007) express concern that the use of grounded theory in
management research has become too pliant and flexible, that the metho-
dology is losing its content and integrity. They describe a development
towards “anything goes”. To tackle this problem, they suggest that
grounded theory studies should always employ major “foundational” pro-
cedures encompassing the joint collection, coding and analysis of data,
theoretical sampling, constant comparison, category and property devel-
opment, systemic coding, memoing, saturation and sorting (Jones and
Noble, 2007).

The case study methodology presented in this paper meets these suggested
requirements. Still, there are several elements in the original grounded
theory methodology developed by Glaser and Strauss (Glaser and Strauss,
1967; Glaser, 1992; Corbin and Strauss, 2008) that are not covered in the
presented case study methodology.



12.5 Summary and conclusion
The purpose of this paper is to discuss and reflect on new methodological
choices for increased relevance of management research. Based on the ar-
gumentation by Eriksson and Krantz (2008), on the need for research able
to contribute to the development of practical knowledge in the manage-
ment field, a suggestion of an alternative case study approach, Figure 12.2,
has been presented. The overall structure of the approach corresponds to
the traditional case study approach as described by Yin (2003), shown in
Figure 12.1, but the objective of the alternative case study approach is to
be more open to, and driven by, the impact of practitioners.

To accomplish this in a systematic manner, several steps have been intro-
duced. The use of loose concepts makes it possible for the research prob-
lem to evolve during the research process. The continuous selection of
cases and the data collection opportunities are allowed to emerge during
the process and are driven by analysis of the material. Open interviews are
performed to explore loose concepts instead of being steered mainly by
preconceived attitudes of the researcher and the prevailing theory of the
field.

Further, the inductive and interactive analysis makes the research process
more open for concepts to emerge from the data and for new explanations
to evolve. This lends weight to the argument that the open and dynamic
research process suggested should be able to facilitate increased relevance
in management research.
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Abstract
Purpose: There is a need for the development of knowledge, metaphors and language for management
of the new forms of organizing, for example value networks, which are evolving as a response to the
increased demand for efficiency, flexibility and innovation. The purpose of this paper is threefold: (1)
to explore the concept of complex adaptive systems (CAS) from the perspective of managing
organizations, (2) to describe and explore the management principles in a case study of an
organization with unconventional ways of management and (3) to present a tentative model for
managing organizations as CAS – system management.

Design/methodology/approach: The frame of reference is based on a literature review of the area of
CAS and an inductive and interactive approach is used to identify the management principles in the
case study.

Findings: A classification of the components of a CAS is suggested and described as properties of and
approaches for managing CAS. The identified management principles in the case study are: a clearly
formulated mission, delegation of responsibility and authority, diversity and competition, and follow-
up and feedback. As a result of analyzing the frame of reference and the case study, a tentative,
conceptual model for managing organizations as CAS – system management – is presented including;
metaphor, components of and approaches.

Originality/value: The case study contributes to the empirical body of knowledge of organizing and
management. The tentative model is a contribution to the ongoing discussion about managing
organizations as CAS.

Keywords: Complex adaptive systems, Networks, Chaos theory, Complexity Theory, Management,
Case study, Metaphor.

Paper type: Research paper

1 Introduction – challenges for the organizations of this century
During the 20th century the development of production technology fundamentally influenced the
society and the logic of business and organizations. In a similar way, the shift to the 21st century has
been dominated by the development of information technology, affecting the way we communicate
and the conditions for organizations, business and the production of goods and services. The
consequences of the development of information technology include: increased interconnectedness,
transparency, empowerment of individuals, speed of transactions, and decreased cost of information.
These trends require organizations that can combine efficiency with flexibility and innovation (Cohen,
1999; Hamel, 2007; Sandberg and Targama, 2007).
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To respond to the demand for flexibility organization forms are emerging that are assembled at short
notice, for a limited period of time and a limited purpose, and then disbanded (Cohen, 1999). Products
and services are produced in new constellations, in networks of actors. The ability to use both external
and internal resources to solve tasks has become more common. Organizations are increasingly
involved in these value networks or business ecosystems of which they have only limited control
(Hamel, 2007). In this paper, the term organization includes the whole span from traditional
companies to loosely connected networks of actors temporarily working together.

One of the challenges is to hand over significant control to people outside the company. The new
organization forms challenge the role of management, the value of experts, the need for control over
the customer experience and the importance of quality assurance (Cook, 2008; Tapscott and Williams,
2006).

Even though the organization forms are evolving, many of the existing principles for management
have not changed significantly (Hamel, 2007, 2009). The principles of modern management, resting
on the foundations of Fayol, Taylor and Weber, could be described as: stability as the objective,
analysis by reduction to parts, and cause and effect mechanisms between the parts.

Almost twenty years ago, Senge (1990) described how managers have a language designed for simple,
static problems at hand when facing the challenges of the current business environment of complex,
dynamic realities. Still, the dominating metaphor of an organization is the hierarchical organization.

Morgan (2006, p. 4) argues that the use of metaphors implies a way of thinking and a way of
understanding the world. There is a lack of metaphors for organizational forms such as value
networks, mass collaboration, multiunit enterprises, and user contribution systems.

1.1 Complexity – possible metaphor for organizations?
Earlier analysis of organizations succeeding in implementing process management shows that
functional and process structures co-exist, creating a dynamic matrix in the organization, see Palmberg
(2009c, 2009d). Organizational complexity is increased rather than reduced in order to handle several
parallel perspectives on the business. One can also argue that the development of increased
interconnectedness, transparency, empowerment of individuals, speed of transactions, and decreased
cost of information also contributes to the challenge of complexity.

How to manage complexity instead of reducing it is a challenge for the management of contemporary
organizations. There are several authors arguing for the possibilities of applying ideas of complex
adaptive systems (CAS) to managing organizations (Lissack, 1999). A CAS is defined as a set of
interdependent agents forming an integrated whole, where an agent may be a person or an
organization.

An example of an organization where several of the properties of CAS described in the literature are
visible has been identified. The education system of Nacka municipality, Sweden, displays several
seemingly unconventional ways of management. At the same time Nacka has received several
instances of national recognition for their results.

As described above, there is a need for development of metaphors and language for managing of the
new forms of organizing that are evolving. As an attempt to approach this challenge, the purpose of
this paper is threefold:
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To explore the concept of CAS from the perspective of managing organizations.

To describe and explore the management principles of the education system of Nacka
municipality – a case study of an organization with unconventional ways of management.

To present a tentative model of metaphors and approaches for managing organizations as CAS
– system management.

2 Frame of reference – complex adaptive systems
Concepts that deal with complex adaptive systems (CAS) have many names: chaos theory
(Tetenbaum, 1998), complexity theory (Smith, 2005), complexity science (Kelly and Allison, 1999;
Stacey, 2003) and systems thinking (Senge, 1990). Ackoff (1999) argues that the general systems
theory of von Bertalanffy (1968) where major stimuli for the awareness of the nature of systems and
the implications of their nature for effective organizations and management.

In the following sections, two classifications are suggested for the components of CAS: (1) properties
of CAS (see the left side of Figure 1) and (2) approaches for managing CAS (see the right side of
Figure 1). The elements of each, i.e., the properties and approaches, will be presented. A more
thorough description can be found in Palmberg (2009b).

Figure 1 – An overview of the properties of CAS (left) and approaches to managing CAS (right),
assembled by the author.

2.1 Properties of complex adaptive systems
According to Zimmerman et al. (1998), a system is a set of connected or interdependent agents, where
an agent may be an organization, department, team or a person. Between the agents of a CAS exist
dynamic, varying and non-linear connections and interactions (Augustinsson, 2006; Ng, 2009).

Organizations act and react in cooperation and in competition with other agents (co-evolution).
Therefore, a CAS can only be understood in the context of its environment. It is by contemplating the
whole, and the relationships and interactions between agents, that one understands a system: not by the
absolute knowledge about each agent (Senge, 1990; Zimmerman et al., 1998; Richardson, 2008).

When analyzed, CAS are not predictable in detail, because of their interdependencies and non-
linearity. However, it is still possible to find inherent order in the complex systems. Senge (1990, p.
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290) makes the case that “The art of systems thinking lies in seeing through complexity to the
underlying structures generating change.”

CAS are seen as adaptable, which means that they have the ability to learn from their own experience
and adapt to new, unexpected conditions (Zimmerman et al., 1998). Richardson (2008) defines the
autonomy of each agent as the local memory of the agent and the ability to learn from his or her
experience and to generate new responses.

Interdependent agents acting together will unwittingly create something new by self-organizing. For
self-organization to take place, it takes a state of bounded instability; this state is often described as
“the edge of chaos” (Kelly and Allison, 1999). Organizations use their cultural codes in the same way
as biological systems use genetic codes to self-organize (Gharajedaghi, 1999).

Emergence is a property of a CAS that comes out of the interaction of many participants (agents)
(Gharajedaghi, 1999; Lissack, 1999). Richardson (2008) states that emergence is often portrayed as a
process whereby the properties of the whole emerge from the properties of the parts.

The property of distributed control is opposite to a hierarchical central authority, which directs all
agents (Zimmerman et al., 1998). Senge (1990) calls this property localness.

2.2 Approaches for management of complex adaptive systems
A number of authors strongly argue that CAS cannot be controlled: see Cilliers (2000) cited in
Augustinsson (2006) and Stacey (2003). According to Tapscott and Williams (2006), even though a
CAS cannot be controlled, as is assumed in the approach of the traditional management of hierarchical
organizations, a CAS can be managed. Deming (1994) states that a system must be managed, and that
it is the job of the management to direct the efforts of all the components towards the goals of the
system. A number of approaches for this will be presented below.

If any one idea about leadership has inspired organizations, it’s the capacity to hold a shared picture of
the future we seek to create – visioning (Senge, 1990). Another suggested approach is to use attractors
(Gharajedaghi, 2007). It is argued that there is no such thing as resistance – there is only attraction. To
change something, all one has to do is create stronger attractors than the ones in place. The basic idea
is to leave behind the principle of managing through detailed instructions, which decreases the
freedom of the individual agent, and, instead, to lead by making people embrace visions, creating
attractors and stimulating individual agents and organizations to use their inherited abilities (Sandberg
and Targama, 2007).

In 1986, Craig Reynolds was trying to program a computer simulation of a flock of birds. With the
available computer capacity, it was difficult to make the calculations, since the birds expressed such
complex behavior when flying. Instead, he created a simulation of autonomous agents (boids) whose
behaviors were governed only by three rules (steering behaviors), which steer how an individual boid
maneuvers, based on the positions and velocities of its nearby flock mates (Reynolds, 2001). His three
rules were:

1. Separation: steer to avoid crowding local flock mates
2. Alignment: steer towards the average heading of local flock mates
3. Cohesion: steer to move toward the average position of local flock mates.

The remarkable thing was that, governed by these three simple rules, the flocks of boids could handle
varying environments, which were filled with obstacles, without being controlled or steered.
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…it does show that simple rules […] can lead to complex behaviors. These complex
behaviors emerge from the interactions among agents, rather than being imposed upon the
CAS by an outside agent or explicit, detailed description. (Zimmerman et al., 1998, p. 26)

While the traditional approach to problem solving is to start with an extensive analysis of the problem,
the approach when managing CAS is to experiment. To take an issue that is overwhelmingly complex
and start with small, simple experiments. Perform the experiments and reflect carefully. Adopt the
good parts by dropping what clearly will not work and continue by linking the pieces that work
together (chunking), and allow the solution to emerge.

Feedback is the action of feeding or reporting back the results of an action to the people performing
that action (Kelly and Allison, 1999). According to Eurat (2006), feedback is accepted as a key factor
affecting learning, cited in Augustinsson (2006). It is the concept of feedback that allows for
emergence, self-organization, adaptability and learning in CAS (Richardson, 2008).

Just because the approach of simple rules is suggested above, it does not mean that everything should
be simplified: in fact, just the opposite is required. Traditionally, in the industrial era, stability was a
success factor among organizations. Today, with the pressure to remain innovative and flexible,
managers instead need to create an environment of tension and instability. It is a challenge for
managers to keep the tension level where it generates dynamic imagination without exceeding
people’s ability to handle the stress engendered (Tetenbaum, 1998). One approach to creating tension
is to ensure that the organization is diverse (Zimmerman et al., 1998).

3 Research approach
The business environment keeps changing and there is an increased need for researchers to interact
with organizations and managers to develop new knowledge on management. Sandberg and Targama
(2007) make the point that the development of our society stresses the need for understanding. Weiss
(1977, 1980, 1986) describes the conceptualizing function and purpose of research as contributing
with concepts, ideas, understanding and insights that can have an impact on how we relate and affect
our standpoints.

The use of case studies is becoming an increasingly important approach because of its ability to
investigate little-known and complex phenomena such as organizations (Gummesson, 2000, 2007,
2008). Lee et al. (2007) argue that empirically based case studies have the potential to contribute to the
development of both theory and practice. The case study approach used is further described in
Palmberg (2009a).

3.1 Purposeful selection
Earlier studies of process management, both in organizational settings and in the literature, have
shown that process management does not seem to be the full answer to how contemporary
organizations should manage and organize their business (Palmberg, 2009c and 2009d). For this case
study, an organization has been identified where process management is considered as necessary, but
not sufficient. As a complement, several of the properties of CAS described in the literature are
visible. The education system of Nacka municipality displays several seemingly unconventional ways
of management, while at the same time receiving several instances of national recognition of their
results.
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Altogether, Nacka is a successful system with behavior and management principles that seem different
from organizations studied earlier. Kalleberg (1993) categorizes this as varied research when seeking
knowledge and learning by studying variations in the reality, including studies of successful examples
in the field of interest. This is in line with statements by Lincoln and Guba (1985) regarding a
purposeful selection instead of using the traditional approach of finding a selection of cases that is a
statistical representative of a population.

3.2 Data collection
Starting off with a precise research question and most often a hypothesis, as suggested by Yin (2003),
creates a behavior where the researcher sets out to look for what he or she thinks is “out there”. An
alternative to the previously defined research question is proposed by Löwy (1992), who discusses the
importance of loose concepts: a tentative area to study. She argues that loose “boundary” concepts
play an important role in the construction of scientific knowledge and in the growth of a discipline. To
initiate a research study with a loose concept of interest makes it possible for the research question to
emerge and evolve during the research process.

The question that guided the interviews in the case study was “What are the factors that have
generated the success of Nacka’s education system, in your opinion?” Throughout the interviews,
themes and ideas evolved that were confirmed or dismissed in later interviews.

Interviews were held with both with local principals of both private and public schools and employees
at the central administration. The Director of Education suggested names and sent the invitations to the
interviewees. The result was eight interviews: three principals (two of private schools and one of a
public school), the Head of Public Schools, three employees in the central administration of the
education system and the Director of Culture and Education responsible for all the schools in Nacka.
Each interview lasted for one to two hours and was documented with handwritten notes.

3.3 Data analysis
When all the interviews had been performed, the material was grouped in categories in an affinity
diagram. The result was four categories representing the principles for managing the education system
in Nacka (see Figure 2).

The next step in the case study was an interactive seminar with the respondents where the results of
the analysis were presented together with the frame of reference of CAS. The purpose of the seminar
was to verify the results of the analysis and to make a further analysis together. Larsson (2006) claims
that the involvement of participants in the interactive analysis creates better theories – leading to new
insights, unexpected explanations, an innovative perspective and new concepts and theories. The
respondents confirmed the four principles during the seminar and signed off on the findings. The
results presented in the case description below represent the analysis including the interactive seminar.

As stated earlier, the task of the researcher is twofold: to contribute to science and to help solve
practical problems (Gummesson, 2005). The result of the case study has been spread across the
education system in Nacka through several seminars, where the presentation of the material had been
requested.
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4 Case description of the education system of Nacka municipality
Nacka is a municipality with 85 000 inhabitants just outside Stockholm, Sweden. The municipality is
responsible for schools, childcare, social services, libraries, parks, environmental, health and safety
issues, planning for housing and workplaces etc. The study covers the education system with about
17 000 pupils from pre-school to upper secondary school (school year twelve). The education is
provided through both private schools (31 percent) and public schools (69 percent).

In 2008, the education system in Nacka received an evaluation from the Swedish National Agency for
Education, stating that the results were exemplary in schools and that the knowledge level among the
pupils was above the average in the country.

In Nacka, each pupil (or the parents of under-aged children) has a choice of which school to attend,
independent of geography. All the schools are financed by public funding that is distributed through an
education check for each pupil, with equal amounts for all. So, the more pupils that choose a school,
the more funding. If the pupil switches school, the funding follows. The purpose of the customer
choice system is to offer the municipality’s residents freedom of choice and direct influence over these
services. Decisions on how the services are designed are taken by the providers of the services: the
schools in this case.

The roles in the education system are, in brief: pupils, teachers, principals, central administration and
politicians. The teachers are employed by their school principal. According to a majority of the
respondents, teachers in Nacka are relatively well paid, sufficient resources are put into competence
development and the turn-over rate is low in comparison with other municipalities. The principals are
employed either by the Head of Public Schools in Nacka or by any of the organizations that run the
private schools in Nacka. They have their responsibility delegated from the politicians and are fully
responsible for their schools. The turn-over rate is very low among the principals in Nacka compared
with other education systems.

The central administration of the education system is responsible for managing the overall educational
system and exercising public authority. It is run by the Director of Culture and Education, the Head of
the department and several employees. They are responsible for serving politicians with data for
decision-making, for managing the education system through follow-up systems, customer surveys,
supporting individual schools on request and providing parents and pupils with information about the
schools.

The politicians are elected by local voters every four years and decide on objectives, charges, budgets
and taxes. The education system is governed by the Education Committee responsible for goals,
ambitions and priorities. It is expressed in the organization that the politicians set the vision and tone
and then stay back and leave the operations to the professionals.

Nacka has chosen to work with several different forms of governance, employing a core value, vision,
objectives and budgetary frameworks. Based on these, the municipality also operates in line with the
guiding principles of: (1) separation of finance and production, (2) competition through consumer
choice or competitive tendering, (3) competitive neutrality and (4) delegation of responsibility and
authority to the lowest qualified level.

The quality assessment system is an important tool; the schools are continuously evaluated and
compared. On a yearly basis, all the schools write a quality report including their results and planned
improvements. A customer satisfaction survey is performed each year, with a response rate of 89
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percent in 2009. Nacka is part of a partnership between municipalities in the Stockholm area where the
schools are assessed in peer reviews by teachers and principals from other schools. Each school is
observed about every third year and the observations and feedback are all made public. The pupil
results in national tests and grades are all collected and displayed.

All the results are transparent and public, displayed in printed information material to the families and
on the web in a search engine enabling the comparison of selected schools based on different
variables.

The management principles of the education system in Nacka that evolved in the analysis are
described in Figure 2. Each of the principles identified is described in the following sections.

Figure 2 – Management principles of the education system in Nacka.

4.1 Clearly formulated mission
All the respondents state that the politicians and central administrators govern through visions and
objectives, and not by becoming involved in the details of the operations. This is seen all the way
down to the principals, who state their freedom to run the schools on their own. One of the
administrators describes it as “no guidelines or telling the schools what to do – instead we try to create
a system that favors certain behaviors”. The roles seem clear between the politicians, central
administration and principals.

Several of the respondents emphasize the impact of the rhetoric within the administration of education,
and the consistence in the message that is communicated. Respondents, both within the administration
and in the schools, describe the competitive spirit of the municipality: to be the first to try, to be the
best and to compare results continuously with other municipalities. The stated confidence in the
schools, principals, teachers and pupils is appreciated throughout the education system.

4.2 Delegation of responsibility and authority
One of the governing principles in the municipality of Nacka is the delegation of responsibility and
authority to the lowest level possible. This is acknowledged in the interviews, and is articulated by
both employees in the administration and the principals.
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The feeling of responsibility creates creativity and will to change. (Principal, public school)

The intended core value is described as “Confidence in and respect for people’s knowledge and their
own capacities – and their willingness to shoulder responsibility”. All the respondents refer to this as
one of the reasons for the strong delegation. Several of the respondents describe the thorough
recruitment of managers throughout the education system, both centrally and locally, as one of the
reasons for keeping the core value alive.

To be able to have a strong delegation of responsibility, there is a need for a strong follow-up system;
in Nacka, it is the quality assessment system. This is explained as enabling the politicians and central
administration to delegate to the degree that they do.

4.3 Diversity and competition
The competition is described as enabling the decentralization and delegation of responsibility and
authority, but also as a result of the customer focus in the form of the customer choice model. Of the
compensation to the schools, 98 percent is distributed through the customer choice system; all the
schools are treated equally and this is described as creating natural competition between schools. The
customer choice system is set up using the principle of supply and demand. About 95 percent of the
pupils should be able to attend their first-hand choice of school. The result in 2007 was 93 percent. Of
the families, 98 percent use their right to choose a school, and the remainders are placed in schools
based on geography.

The principals describe the education system in Nacka as a tough market to compete on. The parents
and pupils use their ability to choose and move if they are not satisfied with the school. In this way,
the customer choice system is self-decontaminating.

The principals describe the pressure from the parents and pupils as constructive. If a family has
complaints, the principal is forced to deal with the issue, and if a solution is not reached, the school
loses the pupil.

The diversity is reached by allowing any school to open in Nacka that fulfills some basic
requirements. All pedagogical ideas are welcome and it is up to each school to attract pupils. The ideas
that bring about good results survive. Neither the politicians nor the central administration are
involved with the sizes of the classes, the material used or how the budget is planned. They rely on the
parents and pupils to choose and stay in the schools that work and to move if they do not deliver good
results.

4.4 Follow-up and feedback
It is described in the interviews how the politicians govern through setting objectives for which the
central administration finds measures to follow up the results. The Director of Culture and Education
explains it as exposing deviations, both those performing above the rest and those with poor
performance. None of the management principles focuses on how the schools go about solving the
challenges, and which approaches and tools are used; the focus is on the result.

We govern through what is measured. There is much more governing happening than is
visible. (Employee, central administration)

What is achieved must stand comparison. (Head of Public Schools)
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The measurement is a way to find what is working and not. It increases our professionalism
and we have to deal with the things not working. (Principal, public school)

The opinions differed a little between the respondents on the area of measurements. Some argued the
importance of just measuring the critical things, that the measurements must be focused on the pupils’
needs and that there is too much measurement going on. At the same time, several respondents stated
that the strong delegation of responsibility demands a strong follow-up system, that the follow-up
allows for the schools to track the results of their efforts and that the measurements build awareness of
important areas and result in improvements.

On the question of what happens if a school does not want to share its results, all the respondents
agree. Then, the “rows” in the comparison material on the Web and in written material are blank – and
the parents and pupils base their decisions on the material available.

4.5 Learning and improvement
The central administration only has the authority to close pre-schools; the rest of the schools are
governed by the Swedish National Agency for Education. When the results in a school do not meet the
desired objectives, it is described how the central administration makes disturbances. A disturbance is
explained as an intervention, often in the form of a visit from the Director of Culture and Education
asking questions like “how will you tackle this?” and “do you need any support from us?” A lighter
intervention that is described consists of inspirational speakers at conferences twice a year “to shed
light on important issues”.

The views on the common areas for learning and improvement between schools, such as the
conferences, differ. The respondents in the central administration share a positive picture that the
schools are cooperating and sharing ideas for improvements. The view among the principals is the
opposite. They describe the management principle of competition as overruling any attempts for
cooperation.

It is in the nature of the competition that it is difficult to cooperate. I would never share a
good idea with another principal, especially not a principal with a school in my
neighborhood. (Principal, public school)

There also seems to be a tension between the public and the private schools. The public schools
cooperate under the Head of Public Schools but the private schools do not have any forum for
cooperation except the opportunities set up by the central administration for all schools.

When asked about the challenges to come, the respondents describe the increasing demands from
parents and the decreasing number of pupils in the years to follow. Other challenges that are
mentioned are: the increased need to search for new ideas and inputs, to improve the collaboration
between schools, to increase the ability to use the data that the assessment systems generate and to
keep the competence level high among all the employees in the schools.

4.6 Reflections on the results
With a background in quality management, I was initially looking for tools and methodologies as an
answer to why the education system in Nacka had achieved its success. After three interviews, I
started explicitly asking for tools and approaches and had the early findings confirmed: none of the
interviewees talked about traditional tools and approaches when explaining their view on why Nacka
had reached their results. Each school, or organization of schools, had approaches and tools for
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improvement and learning in their own organization. However, the politicians and the central
administration did not use tools and approaches to manage the education system as a whole.

When asked about the absence of tools and approaches, the Director of Culture and Education replied
“if you understand your task, are normally capable and curious, you do not need centrally developed
tools, you will come up with your own solutions to tackle problems that you observe”. At the
interactive seminar, the reactions to this finding were quite strong since several of the respondents
have a background in the quality management movement. However, the discussions led to agreement:

We have tools and approaches, but they are not mandatory and we do not manage through
tools and approaches. (Head of Public Schools)

Instead, when managing the education system, the politicians and central administration in Nacka
focus on the desired results and have a strong follow-up system. This enables the schools to choose
approaches that fit their organization and management ideas, while at the same time allowing the
politicians and central administration to define and manage the desired direction and development of
the overall education system.

5 A tentative model for system management
In this section, a tentative model for managing organizations as CAS combining the frame of reference
and the case study is presented. The model includes a suggestion for a metaphor of organizations as
CAS, components of and approaches to managing organizations as CAS – system management.

Figure 3 – A metaphor of an organization as a CAS: (1) the system holder, (2) the interdependent agents
and (3) the system boundary.

In the introduction, the importance of metaphors and images was emphasized. Figure 3 shows a
suggestion for a metaphor of an organization as a CAS containing: (1) the system holder, (2) the
interdependent agents and (3) the system boundary. The symbol of the CAS is reoccurring; every CAS
contains other CAS, each with a system holder, interactive agents and boundaries. The CAS is also
surrounded by other CAS. In Nacka, each school is a CAS within the education system.
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5.1 System holder
The task of the system holder is to manage the CAS. This task exists in all CAS that do not have a
totally flat anarchical type of governance. Based on the analysis of the results, it is suggested that the
tasks of the system holder when managing the CAS are: (1) visioning and setting simple rules, (2)
building and maintaining follow-up and feedback systems and (3) creating attractors.

In Nacka, the system holder (politicians, the Director of Culture and Education and her staff at the
central administration) uses the idea of visioning and simple rules within the principle of a clearly
formulated mission and the way they do not get involved in details or how the schools set about
solving their mission. The education system in Nacka is governed by the four guiding principles
presented in the case description and these can be interpreted as simple rules with the purpose of
guiding all the work in the municipality.

Systems for follow-up and feedback can be used to enable learning, self-organization and emergence.
The better the feedback is, the better the possibilities and opportunities for reflection and reaction
among the agents in the CAS. In Nacka, the quality assessment system strengthens the opportunities
for learning and improvement.

According to the frame of reference, a system holder cannot enforce a CAS of agents to move in a
certain direction, but one can build attraction. In Nacka, the transparency with which the results were
displayed can be seen as one way of creating attraction. To have good results in the comparisons is
attractive for the schools because that attracts pupils and thereby funding.

A challenge for a system holder is to keep up the tension level and the dynamics in a CAS. According
to the frame of reference, tension is needed for the CAS to stay flexible and innovative. Nacka uses the
customer choice to maintain tension among the schools through competition for pupils. Another way
is the disturbances and interventions described. However, one could question whether the competition
is enough to keep the schools “on their toes” when they have all reached a fairly good level of quality.
In an education system with equally performing schools, what triggers agents to drive innovation
when they are already good enough to keep up the inflow of new customers?

5.2 Interdependent agents
CAS are made up of interdependent agents, themselves CAS. The control of the CAS is to varying
degrees distributed between the system holder and the agents. In Nacka, the delegation of
responsibility and authority enables the distribution of control to the principals in the independent
schools. Detailed instructions are replaced by visions and simple rules.

In Nacka, relationships between agents are defined by competition as a result of the customer choice.
The competitive environment triggers the development of each school, but not the CAS as a whole.
The competition may limit the possibilities of co-evolution and emergence between agents as the
principals testify that they do not share ideas with other principals and do not cooperate.

It is a challenge for the system holder to make use of the form of organizing as a CAS instead of in
hierarchies, processes or supply chains, and to take advantage of the interdependencies between agents
and the distribution of control that enables development and innovations with little or no intervention
by the system holder. One way of approaching this could be to create areas for collaboration,
experimentation and reflection among agents, using attractors to gather agents, diversity among agents
to create tension between ideas and chunking for the development and spread of innovations.
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5.3 System boundaries
The metaphor of the cell membrane can be used when discussing the system boundary. It is a clear
boundary while at the same time allowing the transportation of information, fluids and waste. The
thickness of the membrane, the degree of definition, depends on the open or closed profile of the CAS.
If the participation is open to everyone, the boundary is very vague. In Nacka, the education system is
open for everyone to establish a school. Still, a school needs to be authorized by the central
administration – the system holder. Therefore, the boundary of the education system is rather clear.

6 Summary and conclusions
Our ideas about how to manage organizations is formed and limited by our mental models and
metaphors and these are often dominated by the functional organizational chart. There is a need for
development of metaphors and language for managing of the new forms of organizing that are
evolving, for example value networks. The paper presents possibilities of using the knowledge of CAS
in developing the management of organizations. The frame of reference is based on a literature review
of the area and a classification is suggested and described as; properties of CAS and approaches for
managing CAS.

With the purpose of contributing to the empirical body of knowledge of organizing and management, a
descriptive case study of the education system of Nacka municipality, an organization using
unconventional management principles to govern, is presented. An inductive and interactive analysis
is used to identify the management principles used: a clearly formulated mission, delegation of
responsibility and authority, diversity and competition, and follow-up and feedback, see Figure 2.

As a result of analyzing the frame of reference and the case study, a tentative, conceptual model for
managing organizations as CAS – system management – is presented, see Figure 3. The model
includes a metaphor of an organization as a system, components of and approaches to management
and is a contribution to the ongoing discussion about managing organizations as CAS.

A suggestion for future research is to explore further the possibilities of using CAS as a metaphor for
organizations and develop approaches to managing organizations as CAS. There is a need for further
research on how to drive innovation and improvement in a CAS with distributed control. The
challenge of developing approaches for learning and improvement in a CAS is a possible step for the
education system in Nacka to take on, to create attractors for collaboration and learning in a system
governed by competition.
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