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Abstract  
 
Since the bestselling book “Toyota Kata” was first published in 2009 the practices of the 
Toyota Kata has spread quickly among practitioners and consultants all over the world. 
However, the number of academic papers and studies concerning Toyota Kata occurs as 
remarkably sparse. Based on the apparent gap, this paper identifies and proposes a future 
research agenda on Toyota Kata based on a survey with Swedish Toyota Kata experts. As 
a result, 20 areas are highlighted and identified as the currently most desirable to 
understand and study more closely. Based on the areas, six themes are also identified and 
formulated.  
 
Keywords: Lean production, Toyota Kata, Improvement Kata, Coaching Kata, 
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Introduction 
Since the bestselling book “Toyota Kata” was first published in 2009 (Rother, 2009), the 
practices of the Toyota Kata has spread quickly among practitioners and consultants all 
over the world. In short, Rother explained how to improve the prevailing management 
approaches through the use of two katas. The first being the improvement kata - a 
repeating routine of establishing challenging target conditions, working step-by-step 
through obstacles, and learning from the problems encountered. The second was the 



 

2 
 

coaching kata - a pattern of teaching the improvement kata in a Master-Apprentice 
teaching approach. The purpose of the improvement kata is two-fold, firstly to facilitate 
the improvement kata secondly, to have a common training program for employees at 
every level to ensure that it motivates their ways of thinking and acting. 
 There is currently a large interest among practitioners and consultant in understanding, 
applying and sharing insights concerning the emerging practices of Toyota Kata (e.g. 
websites such as: Kata Website (2016) and conferences e.g. Kata Summit (2016)). 
However, the number of academic papers and studies concerning Toyota Kata occurs as 
remarkably sparse. An open search for “Toyota Kata” in any of the leading scholar search 
engines provides only a handful of references. The references found do furthermore 
seldom focus on the Toyota Kata as the main interest but rather mention in in relation to 
other phenomena see e.g. Suárez-Barraza (2011). One of a few rare exceptions being 
Merguerian et al. (2015) where the authors used Toyota Kata methodology to improve 
operational efficiency in multidisciplinary clinics. 
 It should be noted that the findings of Rother´s “Toyota Kata” (Rother, 2009 and 2014) 
are described to be based upon studies of Toyota suppliers and by interviews of “Toyota 
people”. Since it proved difficult, according to Rother, to actually observe and explain 
what was going on from observation and interviews only the Rother and his team set out 
to experimentally find the ways kata was used and taught. To finalise and prove what is 
actually working in real-life, Rother and co-workers tested and evaluated the question 
routines that came to form the coaching model using real production environment in five 
test-bed companies from years 2004 to 2009.  
 Previously there has also been published evidence from Spear and Bowen (1999), 
Womack (2007) and Womack and Jones (2010) that at Toyota there exist an intangible 
learning system based upon a set of soft skills that is used every day by Toyota 
management and employees. Womack (2007) describes this system as “respect for 
people” whereas Spear and Bowen (1999) describes it as a set of unspoken rules. The 
strength with Rother´s approach is clearly the introduction of two routines which is a 
significant simplification of an abstract learning system. The large amount of practitioners 
proves this.  
 Kata, is a Japanese word that originates from martial arts and can be described as a 
training and teaching concept were choreographed movements are preserved and passed 
on to individuals or to a company of persons in a systematic approach (Kata, 2016). Kata 
is in this paper used synonymously with Toyota Kata. 
 Based on the apparent gap in published research following and contributing with 
academic knowledge development concerning the emerging practice of Toyota Kata, the 
purpose of this paper is to identify and propose a future research agenda for Toyota Kata. 
Furthermore, the purpose is to contribute to a research agenda with a special focus on the 
context of Sweden. This relates to reaching what Rother (2014) refers to as the third and 
last step of the Toyota Kata change path in terms of reaching context specific kata practice 
routines. That is, practice routines that fits context specific circumstances and cultures.    

 The purpose is delimited to an elaboration of a research agenda concerning the 
application of the Toyota Kata framework, that is an elaboration of what Rother (2014) 
refers to as the research question “How can other companies (than Toyota) develop 
similar routines and thinking in their organizations”. This can be seen in contrast to 
developing a research agenda for gaining an even deeper understanding of the actual 
managerial routines and thinking at the Toyota Motor Corporation.      
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Perspectives on Toyota Kata 

Toyota Kata is a new concept, but as most methods and strategies that emerges from 
Toyota there exists inspiration in the form of models, thinking and practices that have 
been described elsewhere. Toyota Kata is not an entirely new field of coaching but rather 
a specific coaching routine. Rother describes Toyota Kata as managerial routines as 
observed in Toyota facilities and as managerial routines practiced by other organizations. 
The main purpose of Toyota Kata is according to Rother (2009) to teach and sustain 
continuous improvements. Continuous improvements are on its own a large field of 
methods with a long history of practices and thinking, (Bhuiyan and Amit, 2005). The 
systematic approach and the modern form of improvement programs started with 
principles related to the work: how the work was performed, how the work could be 
analysed and measured, and so forth. Today, continuous improvement programs involve 
whole organizations. Some of the better known methodologies associated with 
continuous improvements to improve quality or process improvements are; six sigma, 
Total Quality Management (TQM), Lean manufacturing, and Balanced Score Card or 
hybrids of these above. 
 Toyota Kata has many of the same elements as other coaching approaches. Coaching 
by itself is a discipline that borrows from other fields such as: learning, counselling, 
psychology and consulting. Coaching in an organizational context can be described as a 
collaborative systematic process according to Passmore an Fillery-Travis (2011) that 
strives to increase performance of the coachee and to increase the performance of the 
organizational environment of the coachee. One underlying assumption that exists within 
the field of coaching is the belief that the coachee already consciously or unconsciously 
has within themselves the answer or a solution to the question or the problem that the 
coaching is set to solve (Passmore an Fillery-Travis, 2011). Team coaching at the 
workplace is a relatively new concept and has been adopted to organization from coaching 
of teams in sports (Clutterbuck, 2010). The purpose of team coaching can be both short-
term oriented or stretch towards the concept of learning organizations.  One definition of 
team coaching as suggested by Clutterbuck is: “...a learning intervention designed to 
increase collective capability and performance of a group or a team…” (Clutterbuck, 
2010, p. 271). 

 
The evolution of Toyota Kata 

Toyota Kata, as a concept, is a creation of Michael Rother. It is described to come from 
a desire to explain and understand the underlying management system at Toyota that can 
show sustainable continuous improvements and adaptability to internal and external 
changes. The research behind Toyota Kata was according to Rother (2014) driven and 
initiated by the question: “What are the unseen managerial routines and thinking that lie 
behind Toyota's success with continuous improvement and adaptation?” (Rother, 2014, 
p. 1). 
 Rother further argues the he for a time had tried to unveil these silent routines and 
behaviour of Toyota managers but that one obstacle was the difficulty managers at Toyota 
had to express these silent routines. The routines were similar but different manager 
showed proof of styles or dialects of the same managerial behaviour. The research then 
proceeded in another direction, Rother started a longitudinal action study over six years 
within five organizations. The task was to try to replicate or mimic what had been 
observed at Toyota. In order to prove the routines effectiveness, Rother tested different 
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routines that would eventually boil down to the two katas that Rother presents in the book 
Toyota Kata 2009. The two katas were during the study continually reviewed by Toyota 
employees and with Toyota suppliers. 

 The two katas are interlinked, with one being “the improvement kata” and the other 
“the coaching kata”. The improvement kata consists of four phases: Understand the 
direction or challenge, grasp the current condition, establish the next target condition, and 
lastly experiment toward the target condition. This is a structured method to solve 
problems by iteratively develop solutions and knowledge about the situation and the 
process under study.  The second kata, the coaching kata is a master-apprentice coaching 
model aiming at teaching the improvement kata to the apprentice and indirectly also to 
the system or organization. 

 “Target condition” is a new core concept introduced in the Toyota Kata practice. A 
target condition is described by Rother (2009) as “a state that we want to have reached 
at some future point in time, on the way to a longer-term vision” (Rother, 2009, p. 117). 
A target condition in a manufacturing process tend to consist of up to four different items: 
1 Process steps, sequence and times, 2 Process characteristics or attributes of the process, 
3 Process metrics that measure intra-process conditions, and 4 Outcome metrics items. 
The outcome metric items are used in combination with other items and are not used 
alone. The target condition will define how the process ought to operate if we succeed 
with our improvement efforts. The target condition is a detailed and specific description 
of a future wishful process state (Rother, 2009).  

 

 
Figure 1: Target condition in relation to current condition and vision in accordance to Toyota 

Kata (inspired by Rother, 2009, p. 49) 
 

Approach 
The paper is based on a survey where practitioners, consultants and scholars that currently 
are actively involved in practicing, training, teaching and developing knowledge related 
to the emerging practice of Toyota Kata in Sweden were invited to contribute.   

 The selection of respondents was based on the authors’ knowledge of which 
individuals in Sweden that are actively practicing Toyota Kata either as consultants, 
practitioner, or scholars relating to Toyota Kata in education and in research. The aim of 
the selection was to find the leading Swedish experts on the studied subject. In order to 
broaden the selection, the respondents were also given the option to propose other experts 
to involve in the survey.  



 

5 
 

 The respondents involved eight experts as seen in Table 1. It could be noted that four 
of the respondents were consultants, three were practitioners, and one a scholar. This was 
seen as a good reflection of the current situation in Sweden. Being representative as the 
current interest, application, and thereby experts of Toyota Kata mainly is found among 
practitioners and consultants.  

 
Table 1: The respondents of the survey, together with their role and organization. 

Name Role Organization 

Bertil Hansson Practitioner AP&T Sweden AB 

Bo Larsson Consultant Gemba Consulting AB & Lean kata Group Sweden AB 

Joakim Hillberg Consultant Revere AB 

Joakim Bjurström Consultant Leanab AB 

Pia Anhede Consultant Revere AB 

Ola Hultgren Practitioner AP&T Sweden AB 

Richard Berglund Scholar Swerea IVF 

Kent Johansson Practitioner Aros electronics 

 

The respondents were asked the question “Based on your overall experience. What 
regarding Toyota Kata do you think is most desirable to now understand and study more 
closely in order to develop the knowledge and practice in Sweden?”. They were then 
given the option to describe and motivate up to three different areas per person. 

 
Results 

The survey resulted in a description and motivation of totally 18 different areas suggested 
as most desirable to understand and study more closely. The areas are seen in Table 2.   

 
Table 2: The 20 areas as described and motivated by the respondents. 

 Areas 

1 One of the problems we encountered is to understand what a target condition is. It must not be 
confused with a goal. A target condition should describe a desired position at a certain point in time. 
It can be further away than 1-3 months depending of the nature of the product. 

2 How to connect the business challenges/goals to the development of working methods and 
procedures 

3 The practical use in different businesses and organizations 

4 Empowerment of people. There are various ideas out there about what is empowerment, and how 
coaching kata contribute or not to reach it. How to build the leaders of the future while at the same 
time empower the group? 



 

6 
 

5 How do we get the changes in behaviour that Kata aims for (in accordance to Mike Rother's 
research), and don’t just see Kata as a method or a tool? I see that often there is a talk of “the kata 
method”, and not about Kata as behaviour/routine. 

6 How the Kata is kept alive? The approach is an excellent tool for achieving results but I see the 
difficulty in maintaining motivation and knowledge in a company. How can companies work to 
avoid running out of steam, large or small? Is there more knowledge to get that support the 
methodology and mind-set? 

7 Endurance: How does it work in practice to sustain a system to coach in accordance to Kata? Barriers 
and success factors? 

8 How one determines a target condition. The clearer and more specific a target condition, the easier it 
will be to find obstacles and experiments to perform. Learning to connect barriers and facts to the 
target condition. 

9 That the concept of improvement activities is replaced by development activities. It will allow people 
to make mistakes and put focus on the development and learning for staff. 

10 Changing leadership behaviours. 

11 The establishment of the target condition. It feels tricky, but that has great potential when it lands 
right. More overall experience is needed and the link to the next question is important. 

12 Can the work/routine that Kata is based on be used to implement "lean" in a better way than 
traditionally been done? Many implementations fail. Could Kata enable success to a greater extent? 

13 The connection between the target condition for a group or area, and the company's overall vision, 
challenges and goals. How well does this work in practice? How do you do that effectively? 

14 The mission and significance of other/second coaches. To get more people to become coaches and 
improve the skills of the coach there is a demand for feedback on the performed Kata. 

15 That the management/leadership set goals and monitors concerning how the work 
methods/procedures are developed, in addition to concerning the output results of the work. 

16 To what extent has Kata led to that organisations really reach their strategic challenges, has it 
affected the results? 

17 The challenges of the companies! To work with what really matters and brings businesses forward! 
Often quite vague descriptions. Here, businesses need to get better on their long-term plans. What do 
we need to do in 1-3-5 and 10 years? 

18 Kata and the Swedish "mentality": Is there a cultural problems using standardized templates etc. for 
coaching? 

19 Measuring real growth of results at companies that have introduced kata, that is before and after. The 
reason is to see if it provides real financial results, which is the basis for businesses. 

20 Measuring/surveying the soft values concerning Kata. What are the perceptions of the blue-collars, 
first-line novices, coaches etc. concerning Kata? Is there a difference between groups of staff? What 
are the labour unions perspective on Kata? The aim is to enable a balancing of profit in relation to 
employee satisfaction and employee development. 
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 When looking closer at the 20 areas, several themes in terms of aspects appearing 
within more than one of the proposed areas appear. Those themes are elaborated in the 
sections below. 

 
Theme A: Connecting to what really matters (2, 13, 16, 17, 19) 

As seen in Table 2, a dominant theme among the areas is the need for knowledge 
concerning how to relate to what really matters. Understanding more of how Kata affects 
the results, such as financial, and how Kata could help organizations to successfully face 
their strategic challenges is in focus within this theme. Does Kata pay off? 

 
Theme B: Challenges of the Kata Target Condition (1, 8, 11, 13) 

A specific concept that appears most frequently in the areas is “target condition”. 
Understanding what it is, how to determine or establish, and how to practically match the 
target condition with the overall vision, challenges and goals unite this strong theme.  
 

Theme C: Building the leaders of the future (4, 10, 15) 
Leadership is explicitly highlighted in three of the areas.  Understanding how to build the 
Kata leaders of the future in terms of developing leadership behaviours, goal setting and 
monitoring practices is in focus here. 

Theme D: Changing behaviours (5, 10) 
This theme stress Kata as behaviour rather than just a method and tool. Understanding 
how to change behaviours for co-workers as well as leaders is of interest here. 
 

Theme E: Adapting to the context (3, 18) 
Organizations, businesses, as well as countries are somewhat unique. Understanding if, 
and then how to, take that into account when practicing Kata unites this theme. 
 

Theme F: Sustaining Kata (6, 7) 
A last theme relates to how the Kata is sustained, or “kept alive”. Understanding how to 
sustain the coaching system, motivation and knowledge in the long run is of interest here. 
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Figure 2: An illustration of the resulting research agenda where the five identified themes are 

seen as large filled spheres with bold text. For each theme, its underlying areas are noted 
within the parenthesis, the number of underlying areas are also reflected in the diameter of 

each sphere. The six “single” areas, that could not be put into themes together with other areas, 
are seen as small white spheres. 

 
Conclusions 

The purpose of this paper has been to identify and propose a future research agenda for 
Toyota Kata with a special interest in the context of Sweden. Based on the conducted 
survey with Swedish Toyota Kata experts, 20 areas have been highlighted and identified 
as the currently most desirable to understand and study more closely, see Table 1.  

 Based on the 20 individual areas, six more comprehensive themes have also been 
identified and formulated for a future research agenda. The themes, and the other areas, 
can be seen in Figure 2 and are: 

• Theme A: Connecting to what really matters 

• Theme B: Challenges of the Kata Target Condition 
• Theme C: Building the leaders of the future 

• Theme D: Changing behaviours 
• Theme E: Adapting to the context 
• Theme F: Sustaining Kata 
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Discussion 

Even though being focused on the context of Sweden, the results of this paper can be put 
in relation to the wider research questions and the change path as suggested by Rother 
(2014). In doing so, the research agenda here presented, with its 20 areas and 6 themes, 
provides a substantial elaboration and extension of the single but broad research question 
of Rother’s (2014), in terms of  “2. How can other companies develop similar routines 
and thinking in their organizations” (p. 1)? Most obviously theme E “Adapting to the 
context” maps the research question of Rother (2014) very well. Many of the other areas 
and single areas can then be seen as an elaboration of what Rother (2014) refers to as 
“routines and thinking” in his broad research question, as theme B “Challenges of the 
Kata Target Condition”, and theme D “Changing behaviours”. However, a number of 
areas and themes can also be seen as new contributions or extensions in relation to that 
research question. 

 If we consider Toyota Kata as a managerial innovation, we must also take into 
consideration that decision-makers in organizations must choose whether a new 
innovation is efficient and beneficial or not. Decisions on which managerial system that 
organization choses to use is not free from fashion and bias, as Abrahamson explains in 
his article from 1991. Abrahamson argues that many managerial innovations initiatives 
are either: rationally chosen, or chosen from a forced selection perspective, or chosen as 
a result of an imitation process. If an organization have chosen kata out of need to imitate 
and follow the latest trend this will be a fad or fashion perspective. Theme E, sustaining 
kata, in this study is perhaps a sign of this. The respondents ask: “How can we sustain our 
improvement efforts?” or be “kept alive”. Understanding how to sustain the coaching 
system, motivation and knowledge in the long run is of interest here as well as the 
thoughts, analysis and underlying decisions on why kata was chosen in the first place. 

 Concerning the approach of the survey there are two important aspects to highlight. 
One being the overweight of responding Toyota Kata experts being consultants or 
practitioners. However, given the currently sparse research focus given to the subject, it 
could also be argued that the experts are currently to be found in those groups of 
professionals, rather than among scholars or in established academic research 
environments. Secondly, the survey was delimited to the Swedish context. This was a 
conscious choice based on the authors’ purpose and network related to Toyota Kata. It 
obviously limits the ability to generalize the results to other contexts but hopefully the 
results can be an inspiration for an ongoing work on developing the research and research 
agenda concerning Toyota Kata in the future.  
 
References 
Abrahamson, E. (1991). “Managerial fads and fashions: The diffusion and rejection of innovations”. 
Academy of management review, 16(3), 586-612. 

Bhuiyan, Nadia, and Amit Baghel. (2005) "An overview of continuous improvement: from the past to the 
present." Management Decision 43.5 (2005): 761-771. 

Clutterbuck, David. Team coaching. London: SAGE, 2010. 

Kata (2016, 18 April), Wikipedia Accessed April 18 2016, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kata 

Kata Summit, Accessed January 7, 2016, http://katasummit.com 

Kata web site, Accessed January 7, 2016, http://isd.engin.umich.edu/professional-programs/kata-for-daily-
improvement/index.htm,  



 

10 
 

Merguerian, P. A., Grady, R., Waldhausen, J., Libby, A., Murphy, W., Melzer, L., & Avansino, J. (2015). 
“Optimizing value utilizing Toyota Kata methodology in a multidisciplinary clinic. Journal of pediatric 
urology, 11(4), 228-e1. 

Passmore, Jonathan, and Annette Fillery-Travis. "A critical review of executive coaching research: a decade 
of progress and what's to come." Coaching: An International Journal of Theory, Research and Practice 4.2 
(2011): 70-88. 

Rother, M. (2010). Toyota kata. MacGraw Hill. 

Rother, M. (2014) The research behind Kata, Accessed January 7, 2016, http://www-
personal.umich.edu/~mrother/KATA_Files/Research.pdf 

Spear, Steven, and H. K. Bowen. "Decoding the DNA of the Toyota production system." Harvard Business 
Review 77 (1999): 96-108. 

Womack, J.P. (2007). Respect for people, Accessed January 7, 2016, 
http://www.lean.org/womack/DisplayObject.cfm?o=755# 

Womack, J. P., & Jones, D. T. (2010). Lean thinking: banish waste and create wealth in your corporation. 
Simon and Schuster. 

Suárez-Barraza, M. F., Ramis-Pujol, J., & Kerbache, L. (2011). ”Thoughts on kaizen and its evolution: 
Three different perspectives and guiding principles”. International Journal of Lean Six Sigma, 2(4), 288-
308. 
 


