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Abstract 
Individuals and organisations need to consider the future since actions 
taken today will have implications for the future. Long-term thinking 
as a concept encompasses consideration of the future and is identified 
in both quality management and sustainable development. Theoretical 
interpretations of long-term thinking include a variety of different 
aspects, for example values and principles. Long-term thinking is also 
identified as necessary for organisations challenged by rapid change 
and societal needs but is difficult to put into practice.  

Leaders play a significant role in organisations’ attempts to achieve 
quality and sustainability goals. They are, among other things, 
responsible for creating positive conditions for employees and taking 
decisions in line with organisational objectives. The research presented 
in this thesis provides deeper insights into the importance of leaders in 
applying long-term thinking and how to awaken long-term thinking 
in organisations. 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the concept of long-term 
thinking as an aspect of quality management from a leadership 
perspective to understand more about the praxis in making long-term 
thinking visible in organisations. For this purpose, the phenomenon of 
long-term thinking has been explored in both theory and in practice in 
several organisations. 

For long-term thinking to be relevant, organisations need to set clear 
business intentions for the future. These serve as an anchor to connect 
visions, goals, strategies and plans, and provide a guide for leaders in 
their work. To practise long-term thinking in organisations that apply 
a quality management initiative, leaders need to understand the 
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common values that constitute the organisational culture, how these 
values are linked and how they contribute to organisational objectives. 
One of the skills required of leaders who engage in long-term thinking 
is managing short-term and long-term challenges simultaneously.  

In leaders’ quest for sustainable quality development, they have a vital 
role in guiding employees and customers with regard to the 
organisational culture. Leaders guide through their behaviour and 
actions, and in so doing contribute to the prevailing culture of the 
organisation. This requires a consensus on, for instance, definitions 
and communication of long-term thinking. If leaders do not behave 
and act in accordance to this, a fragmented picture of long-term 
thinking can emerge, increasing the risk that expected results will not 
be reached. 

Leaders are dependent on supporting systems and structures when 
practising long-term thinking, but they are also responsible for 
building and developing them. To develop systems and structures to 
support long-term thinking, leaders need deep knowledge of the 
concept and to act accordingly. Systems and structures do not develop 
themselves, and leaders need to act to make long-term thinking visible 
and in so doing awaken it in organisations. 

 Keywords: Long-term thinking, future, quality management, 
sustainable development, leader, leadership, culture 

 



ix 

Summary in Swedish 
De aktiviteter som utförs och de beslut som tas av individer och 
organisationer påverkar det som sker längre fram i tiden. Därför är det 
nödvändigt att hela tiden tänka på framtiden. Långsiktigt tänkande 
som koncept stödjer att tänka på framtiden och det ingår dessutom i 
både kvalitetsledning och hållbar utveckling. Långsiktigt tänkande 
förtydligas i olika teoretiska tolkningar genom till exempel 
värderingar och principer. Långsiktigt tänkande identifieras också 
som viktigt och nödvändigt för organisationer när de utmanas av 
snabba förändringar och samhälleliga behov, men det har visat sig 
svårt att omsätta i praktiken.  

I organisationer spelar ledare en viktig roll i strävan efter att uppnå 
kvalitets- och hållbarhetsmål. Ledarna ansvarar bland annat för att 
skapa förutsättningar för medarbetarna att utföra sitt arbete och att 
fatta beslut i linje med organisationens intentioner. Den forskning som 
presenteras i denna avhandling ger djupare insikter om ledarnas 
betydelse för att synliggöra långsiktigt tänkande och vad som kan 
bidra till att väcka långsiktigt tänkande i organisationer. 

Syftet med denna avhandling är att utforska konceptet långsiktigt 
tänkande som en aspekt av kvalitetsledning ur ett 
ledarskapsperspektiv för att förstå mer om praxis kring att synliggöra 
långsiktigt tänkande i organisationer. För detta ändamål har 
fenomenet långsiktigt tänkande utforskats både i teori och i praktiken 
genom studier av flera organisationer.  

För att långsiktigt tänkande ska vara relevant behöver organisationer 
en tydlig intention, ett ankare, för vad som önskas uppnås i framtiden. 
Detta ankare behöver vara sammanlänkat i vision, mål, strategier och 
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planer för att fungera som vägledning för ledarna i deras arbete. 
Ledare i organisationer som tillämpar ett kvalitetsledningsinitiativ 
behöver förstå de värderingar som utgör organisationens kultur, samt 
hur värderingarna och organisationens intention är sammanlänkade. 
En av de färdigheter som långsiktigt tänkande ledare behöver är att 
kunna hantera kortsiktiga och långsiktiga utmaningar samtidigt. 

I organisationers strävan efter hållbar kvalitetsutveckling har ledarna 
en viktig roll i att vägleda medarbetare och kunder i den rådande 
organisationskulturen. Detta utmanar ledarna att ha konsensus i till 
exempel definitioner för långsiktigt tänkande och hur det 
kommuniceras, då det är ledarnas beteenden och agerande som är 
synligt för omgivningen och kan tolkas som den rådande kulturen. Om 
ledarna inte har samsyn eller beter sig och agerar olika kan en splittrad 
bild av långsiktigt tänkande uppstå, vilket ökar risken för att de 
förväntade resultaten inte nås. 

I ledarnas praktiserande av långsiktigt tänkande är de beroende av att 
det finns stödjande system och strukturer i organisationen, samtidigt 
är det också ledarens uppgift att bygga och utveckla dessa system och 
strukturer. För att utveckla systemen och strukturerna så de stödjer ett 
långsiktigt tänkande behöver ledarna djup kunskap om långsiktigt 
tänkande. Men det räcker inte, ledarna behöver även agera eftersom 
systemen och strukturerna inte utvecklar sig själva. Till följd av detta 
behöver ledarna bygga upp sin kunskap och börja agera för att 
synliggöra långsiktigt tänkande och därigenom kunna väcka det i 
organisationer. 

Nyckelord: Långsiktigt tänkande, framtid, kvalitetsledning, hållbar 
utveckling, ledare, ledarskap, kultur 
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1 Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the reader to the subjects and 
context of this thesis and present the purpose and research questions. 

1.1 Background 
As history tells us, actions taken today will remain in the future. 
Having the future in mind, being future thinking, can help us predict 
possible future scenarios and consider what can be achieved through 
strategic and systematic planning and work (Andersson, 2012). 
Intention is also important as it guides long-term decision-making 
(Andersson, 2012). The UN Agenda 2030 identifies 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) that are fundamental to achieving a 
sustainable future (United Nations, 2015). 

The United Nations (2012) has stated that organisations are one of the 
most important actors for sustainable development. For organisations 
to contribute to meeting the goals set by the United Nations, they need 
to rethink how they connect identity, culture and structures to build 
systems that are both stable and responsive to their customers (Fundin 
et al., 2020; Snyder et al., 2008; Snyder & Snyder, 2021). It is also argued 
that to achieve the goals in the UN Agenda 2030, development needs 
to take place at the organisational level and leaders need to develop 
organisational systems that integrate the values and goals of 
sustainability into their organisations (Lowe Steffen et al., 2019). Global, 
responsible leaders need to make decisions about the future, which 
requires them to combine the skills of long- and short-term thinking 
(Blass & Hayward, 2015). 

Quality management has been shown to be useful to support 
sustainable development due to its systemic approach and structural 
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nature, as well the mindset it promotes (Siva et al., 2016). Quality 
management as an approach is based on values and principles that 
guide organisations. Ultimately, quality is the ‘ability to satisfy, or 
preferably exceed, the needs and expectations of the customers’ (Bergman & 
Klefsjö, 2020, p. 24). Leaders play a significant role in organisations’ 
attempts to achieve their quality goals; they are responsible for 
creating positive conditions for employees and taking decisions in line 
with guiding values (Dahlgaard-Park, 2011). 

Quality management as an approach to achieving organisational 
excellence is constantly evolving. While quality managements original 
values remain relevant, new elements are clarified and added on in this 
ongoing paradigm shift. This ongoing development has mainly been 
based on adding a number of new elements with a focus on 
transitioning from hard to soft values (van Kemenade & Hardjono, 
2019). Greater importance has been placed on human morals and 
feelings, as reflected, for example, in the emphasis on unlocking 
employees’ individual capacities and the increased importance and 
influence of leaders (van Kemenade & Hardjono, 2019). Another 
example is the expanded definition of customers to include other 
stakeholders, society and the environment, in addition to buyers or 
users of products and services (Deleryd & Fundin, 2020; 
Vandenbrande, 2019; Åslund, 2016). A broader view of customers 
strengthens the link between quality management and sustainable 
development (Siva et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2015). 

Long-term thinking is one dimension that links quality management 
and sustainable development (Mårtensson, 2017), for example to 
ensure equality for future generations in the form of a vital 
environment and society (World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987). Other commonalities include a holistic view and 
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system thinking (Chirico & Nyström, 2019). Liker (2004) identifies 
long-term thinking as the philosophy underlying Toyota’s successful 
work on quality. Edward Deming, considered a guru of quality 
management, highlights dedication to improvement and a purpose as 
a way for organisations to meet the challenges of the future (Deming, 
1986): 

Problems of the future command first and foremost constancy of 
purpose and dedication to improvement of competitive position 
to keep the company alive and to provide jobs for their 
employees. Are the board of directors and the president 
dedicated to quick profits, or to the institution of constancy of 
purpose? (p. 25). 

In quality management, long-term thinking is more visible in theory 
than in practice. Dahlgaard-Park (2011) argues that the Western 
world’s approach to quality has been characterised by leaders seeking 
quick results and solutions, which promotes a culture of short-termism 
in organisations. A short-term view is antithetical to the quality culture 
that emerged in Japanese manufacturing and contributed to the 
evolution of quality management during the 20th century (Dahlgaard-
Park, 2011). According to Arnheiter and Greenland (2008), a 
philosophy of short-term thinking is the result of a lack of a common 
vision that unifies employees to strive for a common goal. The long-
term success of Total Quality Management (TQM) is dependent on it 
being managed as one system and the presence of internal 
organisational systems that support quality planning, goals and 
organisational culture (Salegna & Fazel, 1996). 

Barnett et al. (2017) describe ‘long-term thinking’ as the process of 
simultaneously evaluating actions and results in the immediate term 
and projecting into the future. Within an organisation, a long-term 
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perspective often hinges on practices that assume the long-term future 
of the business (Aras & Crowther, 2010; Mirvis et al., 2010). The 
importance of long-term thinking is largely recognised in 
organisations, but there is a gap between planning and 
implementation (Barnett et al., 2017). Forces such as financial 
imperatives often overshadow long-term thinking, with shareholders 
encouraging the prioritisation of short-term financial gain (Barnett et 
al., 2017). 

To summarise, quality management as an approach for organisational 
excellence has the potential to be combined with sustainable 
development. One concept that is connected to both quality 
management and sustainable development is long-term thinking. 
When incorporated in an organisation’s philosophy, long-term 
thinking can guide leaders’ decisions on the future, unify employees 
to strive for common goals and serve as a basis for designing processes 
that combine short- and long-term perspectives on actions and results. 
Although organisations recognise long-term thinking as important for 
future outcomes, there is a clear gap between intention and practice. 
Long-term thinking seems to be absent in organisations when it comes 
to managing future business outcomes in line with the development of 
excellence and sustainability. For organisations to meet demands for 
quality and sustainability, long-term thinking needs to be 
implemented. 

1.2 Purpose and research questions 
The purpose of this thesis is to explore the concept of long-term 
thinking as an aspect of quality management from a leadership 
perspective to understand more about the praxis in making long-term 
thinking visible in organisations. 
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For this purpose, the approaches to long-term thinking have been 
explored in several organisations in terms of both theory and practice. 
This thesis is a compilation of six papers, three of which have been 
presented at conferences, reviewed and published. The remaining 
three have been submitted to journals, two of which have been 
reviewed and published. The thesis addresses the following research 
questions: 

RQ 1) How do leaders define and describe their work with the concept 
of long-term thinking in quality management initiatives? 

RQ 2) How can long-term thinking be identified as a leadership 
strategy in quality management? 

RQ 3) How can long-term thinking be concretised to awaken long-term 
thinking among leaders? 

1.3 Delimitations and limitations in this thesis 
The research has been delimited to focus on long-term thinking as a 
concept of quality management from the perspective of organisational 
leaders. In-depth research has been conducted at a small number of 
organisations. 

The research methods were chosen by the author based on the research 
questions. Different research methods may have provided different 
results. An additional limitation is that the method design contains few 
cases, so the unique contexts of these organisations have influenced the 
results. All but one of the cases are from Sweden, the other is from the 
USA. The influence of national and regional cultures has not been 
considered in this thesis. 
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1.4 Structure of this thesis 
 

Chapter 1 – Introduction to the area of interest and presentation of the 
research purpose and research questions 

Chapter 2 –  Theoretical frame of reference 

Chapter 3 –  The theoretical foundation for the research methodology 
with regard to the research purpose and answer the 
research questions; Analysis of the reliability, validity 
and generalisability of the research 

Chapter 4 –  Summary of appended papers 

Chapter 5 –  Main findings with regard to the research purpose and 
research questions 

Chapter 6 –  Overall analysis and discussion 

Chapter 7 –  Conclusions 

Chapter 8 –  References 
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2 Theoretical frames of reference 
This chapter presents the theoretical links between long-term thinking in 
quality management and sustainable development. The first section addresses 
the theoretical basis for various concepts of long-term thinking. The second 
section, addresses long-term thinking’s relevance in quality management and 
managing long-term thinking. This section is followed by a general overview 
of quality management and its links to sustainable development. The third 
section presents a call to action for sustainable development. The final section 
is about organisational culture and the importance of leaders. 

2.1 Long-term thinking, scope and definitions 
This section provides an overview of the concept of long-term thinking. It 
starts with a summary of some different concepts and definitions that relate 
to long-term thinking. 

Long-term thinking, long-termism, long-term planning, future 
thinking, foresight: there are many names for what appears to be 
different interpretations of projecting the relationship between time 
and intention into the future. To understand long-term thinking from 
a broader perspective, the concept is described from different 
viewpoints. 

Hernes (2014), a researcher within sociology, argues that living is an 
ongoing process that contains the past and future within the present. 
This interpretation is explained by the logic that every action is 
temporary, not repeatable and will affect what happens in the future 
(Hernes, 2014). Organisations predict scenarios that may occur in the 
future abased on system thinking and develop strategies accordingly 
(Andersson, 2012). 



 

8 

Foresight is another concept used in sociology. For organisations it 
means systematically projecting clear strategies into the future and 
linking them to technology (Martin, 2010) and innovation (Miles et al., 
2016). Wehrmeyer et al. (2002) describe foresight as a tool for 
deliberation and planning to support decisions about the future. 
Foresight is explained as the process of identifying and evaluating 
many possible, desirable or feasible scenarios (Wehrmeyer et al., 2002). 
According to Dahl Andersen and Dannemand Andersen (2017), 
foresight is an instrument used to include a broad systemic view and 
innovation in, for instance, policymaking. Foresight can be used to 
bridge the gap between short-term problem solving and long-term 
strategy development (Dahl Andersen & Dannemand Andersen, 2017). 

Future thinking is discussed in, e.g., Chiu (2012) in terms of humans’ 
ability to think of the future. The concept of future thinking has long 
been an area of interest in the behavioural (Schacter et al., 2017) and 
cognitive sciences (Buckner & Carroll, 2007) as it reflects the ability to 
use intellect to consider alternative scenarios and put ourselves in 
potential future situations before they happen. According to Buckner 
and Carroll (2007), future thinking is built on neurocognitions that 
enable self-projection to past experiences that allow us to imagine 
future possibilities. Simulating potential future occurrences makes it 
more likely that they will be carried out (Schacter et al., 2017). Thinking 
about the future can promote motivation and creativity, which 
increases our ability to strategically set goals and affects behaviour 
(Chiu, 2012). 

Long-termism is the opposite of short-termism, a concept that appears 
in economic and financial research (see, e.g., Fusso, 2013; Janicka et al., 
2020). Epstein et al. (2010) explain that it is easier to measure economic 
performance than social position; results are often seen in the short 
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term while social efforts will only be visible in the longer term. 
Ambachtsheer (2014) argues that long-termism benefits the societies, 
investors and corporations that practise it, and that it can be embraced 
as an opportunity and responsibility. Short- and long-termism can 
both be present in organisations, but long-termism can contribute 
greater in-depth knowledge with regard to executive compensation, 
detailed risk-management analysis and extended shareholder 
engagement (Tang & Greenwald, 2016). 

According to Barnett (2017), long-term planning means designing a 
strategy for the future. Pinedo (2005) describes ‘planning’, when used 
for strategies, as the movement from the present to the future. Long-
term strategic planning favours a broader scope that produces more 
desirable future results by incorporating influences from the outside 
world and adaptation to external environments (Pinedo, 2005). 

Long-term thinking can be described as the actions and results of 
short-term perspectives being considered together with future 
projections (Barnett, 2017). What the scope of long-term thinking is 
with regard to time is an unanswered question. According to Slaugther 
(1996), the important thing is to determine time frames based on 
different circumstances. Slaughter (1996) argues that in an era of rapid 
technological and societal development, long-term thinking is 
increasingly important, since the effects of actions and decisions will 
impact on entire systems more quickly and without the protection of 
system boundaries. Managing the complexity of synergies that will 
have long-term influence and stretch beyond system boundaries 
requires the skills of system thinking (Senge & Sterman, 1991). System 
boundaries shift long-term thinking into the realm of sustainable 
development. Klauser et al. (2013) expound the need to increase the 
inherent time frame for decision-making to enable holistic and 
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sustainable action on the economy, environment and society. 
Sewchurran et al. (2018) identified a conflict between management 
driven by ‘quick fixes’ and long-term investments in organisations. To 
understand the mechanism behind short-term thinking, the culture 
and artefacts of an organisation need to be adapted and continuously 
assessed for improvements (Sewchurran et al., 2018). 

Barnett et al. (2017) conclude that while the benefits of long-term 
thinking are widely recognised within organisations, it is not 
implemented to the same extent. Furthermore, Barnett et al. (2017) 
found a number of obstacles to long-term thinking in organisations, 
such as: 1) short-termism; 2) a lack of organisational vision, values, 
strategy, skills, resources, structure and support; 3) poor leadership 
experience and skills; 4) market changes and future uncertainties; 5) a 
prevailing organisational culture that is resistant to change; and 6) the 
uncertain future of businesses dependent on social/political or 
legislation/regulation. 

In this thesis, long-term thinking is seen as concept that frames 
strategies, planning and actions to achieve commitment to a vision and 
fulfil an organisation’s mission. Time is a parameter of long-term 
thinking that is perceived and defined by organisations and reflects 
their perspectives on quality management and sustainable 
development. Long-term thinking requires an understanding of how 
short-term thinking needs to be incorporated. 

2.2 Long-term thinking in quality management 
Long-term thinking in quality management appears in the literature in 
diverse ways. Deming (1994) and Deming (2000), express the need for 
systems, in this case a company, to have an aim that is clear to everyone 
within them. The aim must also include plans for the future and be 
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value judged (Deming, 1994; Deming, 2000). Dahlgaard et al. (2002) 
writes: 

TQM is a vision, which the firm only can achieve through long-
term planning, by drawing up and implementing annual quality 
plans which gradually lead the firm towards the fulfilment of the 
vision, i.e. to the point where the following definition of TQM 
becomes a reality. (p. 19) 

In the context of long-term planning, Dahlgaard et al., (2002) 
emphasise that increased customer satisfaction occurs through 
employees actively participating in the work of continuous 
improvement. 

Liker (2021) describes Toyota’s approach to maintaining high-quality 
outcomes but argues that quality is not the highest priority, safety is. 
Toyota’s mission is to add value to society, and its philosophy is based 
on long-term systems thinking (Liker, 2021). Through its ongoing work 
to reduce waste, Toyota has managed to maintain a strong financial 
position despite great strains on the company. Their philosophy 
should be seen not only as about doing good for society, but about 
building a business that is sustainable over time (Liker, 2021). One tool 
used to plan and set goals for the future is known as value stream 
mapping, by which the present value flow is identified and future 
value flows planned (Bicheno & Holweg, 2009; Liker, 2021). 

The quality management initiative Lean is inspired by Toyota’s 
production system and philosophy (Arnheiter & Greenland, 2008; 
Bashin & Burcher, 2006; Shimokawa et al., 2009). In a comparative 
study of quality philosophies by Fredriksson and Isaksson (2018), it 
was found that Lean was the only philosophy in which basing 
decisions on long-term thinking was a stated principle: Principle 1, 
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Base your management decisions on a long-term philosophy, even at 
the expense of short-term financial goals (Liker, 2004). Their analysis 
included TQM, Lean, Six Sigma and ISO 9000 standards (Fredriksson 
& Isaksson, 2018). 

The concept of long-term thinking consists of several aspects that need 
to be considered. In an organisation, a long-term perspective often 
means a focus on the business remaining for a long period of time 
(Aras & Crowther, 2010). Within quality management, long-term 
planning relies on setting goals based on strategies and plans that aim 
to keep a business in operation for a long period of time (Salegna & 
Fazel, 1996). Lee and Dale (1998) state that a common time interval for 
a business’ long-term strategies and plans is five to ten years. 
Inconsistency between an organisation’s policies and operating 
activities can be an obstacle to systems that support long-term quality 
management work (Dale et al., 1997). 

According to Arnheiter and Greenland (2008), if a unifying vision is 
missing, individuals become motivated by self-interest. Instead, 
organisations should set a shared long-term vision, then improve it 
and ensure its longevity (Arnheiter & Greenland, 2008). Setting visions 
and converting them into strategies is a way of putting a business focus 
into a longer-term perspective (Lee & Dale, 1998). Long-term strategies 
and plans present in quality management are needed to promote 
stability in the community and deliver value to customers (Jonker, 
2000). The following quote from Arnheiter and Greenland (2008) 
provides a summary for this section: 
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Tomorrow, take what you have learned today, and make it better. 
Weave each lesson into a long-term vision, share the vision, 
improve the vision, live the vision. The future will not wait, 
tomorrow is not guaranteed and survival is not guaranteed, 
today is the only chance you have to change tomorrow. (p. 30) 

To maintain a focus on quality, long-term customer goals need to be 
set. It is essential for employees to have long-term goals so they can 
focus on doing a good job instead of the stability and permanence of 
their employment (Plenert, 1996). According to Dahlgaard and 
Dahlgaard-Park (1999), building long-term relationships with 
suppliers, customers and society is a basic requirement for quality. To 
maintain focus on the advantages of long-term orientations and 
provide sustainable performance benefits, Maletiĉ (2013) concludes 
that quality management practices should be supported by an 
organisation’s overall strategic context. 

2.3 Managers and managing long-term thinking 
The need for a system-wide, systematic approach to leadership for 
quality management is evidenced by Snyder et al. (2017), who found 
that a culture of short-term thinking and fire-fighting dominated 
manufacturing companies in their study of value-based leadership. 
Leaders were keenly aware of the need for proactive leadership 
categorised by long-term thinking, yet found themselves drowning in 
the role of fire-fighter (Snyder et al., 2017). Snyder et al. (2017) argue 
that transformation towards more sustainable practices begins when 
leaders develop strategic practices and systems to align work 
processes with values and long-term goals. Moreover, Snyder et al. 
(2018) found that when leaders began to connect structure, culture and 
identity, workers were more adaptive and responsive to change, a 
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finding that is also supported by Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park (2003) 
in their work on generating high performance quality organisations. 

Rusinko (2006) points to the significance of managers adopting 
integrated, multifunctional and organisation-wide approaches 
throughout the value chain to provide the greatest possible benefit 
when working with both quality management and environmental 
sustainability. This can be translated as meaning that leaders need to 
have the ability to provide long-term leadership and consider systems 
as a whole. Norqvist and Ärlestig (2021) suggest that greater 
communication is needed regarding long-term vision, frames and 
interpretations of directives that are adopted in the local context and 
believe that research in the field increases sense making.  

Leaders’ actions are based on what they believe will achieve expected 
results; when actions are taken based on poor theory instead of science 
that has been shown to be effective, it results in destroyed value 
(Wruck & Jensen, 1994). All actions a leader performs, in particular 
decision-making, have effects far beyond today. To manage long-term 
synergistic activities, the ability to be systems thinking is required 
(Senge & Sterman, 1991). Arnheiter and Greenland (2008) reflect on 
managers’ decision-making in relation to long-term thinking. Systems 
that support decision-making in favour of short-term individual goals 
undermine the viability of an organisation. Barnett et al. (2017) argue 
that a lack of clear leadership can lead to poor organisational 
awareness of long-term thinking. 

What is becoming evident from current research on developing 
sustainable organisational systems is the need to rethink how 
organisations can connect structures with culture and identity to build 
systems that are both stable and responsive to internal and external 
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customer needs (Fundin et al., 2020; Snyder et al., 2008; Snyder & 
Snyder, 2021). To support this, it will be important for leaders to 
recognise the role of long-term thinking and planning as key 
ingredients to developing sustainable quality in organisations and 
society. 

2.4 Quality management 
This section presents the basis for quality and quality management. A brief 
introduction is followed by a section on the historical development of the 
quality concept. This section also includes quality philosophy and guiding 
principles, as well as a focus on customer value creation, management and 
leadership for quality. This section ends with identified interlinkages between 
quality management and sustainable development. 

In this thesis, quality management is identified as a concept for quality 
in organisations and rests on the assumption of a philosophy of quality 
expressed in values and principles and supported by systems, 
structures, methods and tools to fulfil visions and goals. For the 
purpose of this thesis Bergman and Klefsjö (2020) definition for quality 
is used: ‘The quality of a product is its ability to satisfy, or preferably exceed, 
the needs and expectations of the customers’ (p. 24). Products and services 
are used interchangeably in this context and are seen as equivalent in 
this thesis if no further description is provided. The concept of a 
customer will be further elaborated on later in the text. 

Quality management in this context is seen as an umbrella for several 
different quality initiatives and concepts. Types of quality 
management initiatives and concepts include for instance; TQM, Lean, 
Six Sigma, ISO 9000 and Business Excellence. Different quality 
management initiatives and concepts are based on different 
formulations of the values and principles that constitute the 
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underlying basis for the initiatives, however there are many 
overlapping areas. 

A variety of researchers and writers have given diverse definitions and 
interpretations of the relationships between different quality 
management initiatives and concepts. Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park 
(2006) conclude that Lean and Six Sigma can both be seen as a 
collection of concepts and tools that support TQM overall. This view is 
shared by, for instance, Harnesk and Abrahamsson (2007), who also 
refer to the inspiration of Japanese management with regard to quality. 
Klefsjö et al. (2008) state that quality management should be 
interpreted as managing quality, and here the definition of the 
customer is significant. Furthermore, they distinguish quality 
management from TQM on the basis of the many and often vague 
definitions and descriptions of the TQM concept. 

Impact on the historical development of the concept of quality 
To gain an increased understanding of where quality management 
stands today, a background to the subject is given. The development 
of quality took off after the Second World War, but there were 
significant steps taken preceding this (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2020). The 
conveyor belt was one such step, according to Taylor (1998), the focus 
of which was efficiency and cost savings in production. Quality was 
assessed on the basis of the physical product. The view of workers then 
was very different to today, for example workers were rewarded based 
on daily performance and goals because it was assumed that they 
would not be able to perform if they were set long-term goals (Taylor, 
1998). 

Shewhart (1980) states that during the 1930s there was increasingly an 
understanding of the subjective side of quality being important for the 
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perception of people’s standards of living. Feigenbaum (1991), 
emphasises the importance of management and technical leadership in 
guiding employees to achieve quality and explains that quality 
systems are intra-organisational: 

A quality system is the agreed on, companywide and plantwide 
operating work structure, documented in effective, integrated 
technical and managerial procedures, for guiding the 
coordinated actions of the people, the machines, and the 
information of the company and plant in the best and most 
practical ways to assure customer quality satisfaction and 
economical costs of quality. (p. 14) 

The challenge for the system is that it must connect the product concept 
to customer satisfaction and at the same time increase efficiency and 
reduce costs (Feigenbaum, 1991). Deming (1986) places more emphasis 
on the importance of management and leaders for quality and argues 
that quality also takes place outside organisations. His experience 
working with several Japanese companies leads him to argue that a 
country is more than its natural resources: it is also dependent on its 
people management and government. From this he concludes that for 
change to occur, management and the views of managers need to 
change (Deming, 1986). 

The role of individuals with emotions and capacity to drive 
development, and subsequently collaboration between individuals, 
has been given increasing focus within the quality movement. 
Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park (2003) emphasise the importance of 
interaction between people and the human understanding of the 
significance of interaction for quality development. Interaction and 
understanding are not enough, motivation is also needed among 
employees. It is the responsibility of managers to motivate employees 
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for their assignments (Hardjono et al., 1997; Kanji et al., 1995). 
Motivation is needed because people are the key to quality, and 
organisations continue to strive to achieve quality (Kanji et al., 1995). 

Bergman and Klefsjö (2020) give a summary of the evolution of four 
concepts of quality: quality inspection, quality control, quality 
assurance and total quality management. The summary is illustrated 
in Figure 1. This model of the various quality concepts has been 
challenged by, for example, Åslund (2016), who believes that current 
societal needs extend beyond what is captured by the model in its 
current form. She argues that customer value created by organisations 
needs to be expanded to include societal, social and environmental 
aspects. In other words, the customer concept includes much more 
than the customers who buy and use goods and services. 

 

Figure 1. Model of the evolution of quality concepts from Bergman and 
Klefsjö (2020, p. 93) 

Fundin et al. (2017) emphasise the importance of organisations being 
able to meet a range of challenges to maintain and improve quality. 
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Rapid changes in society require that organisations meet short-term 
demands while striving for efficiency in the long run. Organisations 
also need to consider a systems mindset to understand all the effects of 
their existence and practice. Fundin et al. (2017) identify a number of 
principles of emergent quality management to meet current customer 
requirements including basing decisions on facts, developing stable 
and efficient processes, building a stable culture, considering future 
customers, ensuring effectiveness and agility in processes, basing 
decisions on knowledge that encompasses future scenarios and 
building an organisational culture that is open to change. 

Quality philosophy and guiding principles 
For an organisation to succeed in achieving its quality goals, they need 
to be built into the culture (Deming, 1986). Dahlgaard-Park (2011) calls 
the basis of quality a philosophy and links it to the Japanese expression 
of spirit and mentality. With influences from other parts of the world, 
TQM has become a management philosophy (Dahlgaard-Park, 2011). 
In addition to a definition of quality, quality management requires 
different methods, tools and ways of thinking (van Kemenede & 
Hardjono, 2019). 

Wu et al. (2011) divide quality management into hard and soft aspects: 
‘hard’ aspects include tools, techniques, practices and systems and are 
considered observable, while ‘soft’ aspects include behaviour and 
culture. Both aspects are necessary for success. Bergman and Klefsjö 
(2020) describe the structure of quality management as a management 
system with values, methods and tools that aims to create internal and 
external customer satisfaction. 

Values and principles that form cultures of quality management differ 
from each other. Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park (2006) and 
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Dahlgaard-Park (2011) identify several different current quality 
management initiatives (Lean, Six Sigma, TQM, Business Excellence 
and Organisational Excellence) and argue that they have in common 
the presence of a quality culture that includes strong management, 
learning and improvement, a customer focus and a holistic view. 
Extensive research has been conducted on the theoretical content of 
values and principles within different quality management cultures. 
See, for instance: Total Quality Management (Dahlgaard-Park, 2011; 
Dale et al., 1997), Lean (Angelis & Fernandes, 2012; Liker, 2004; 
Womack & Jones, 2003), Business Excellence (Toma & Marinescu, 2018; 
Vujoić et al., 2010), Six Sigma (Antony, 2011; Magnusson et al., 2003) 
and ISO 9000 standards (Hussain et al., 2020; Mo-Ching Yeung, 2018). 

Deming (1986, pp. 23-24) described 14 principles of quality 
management; see Table I. 

Table I. Demings 14 point list of principles for quality. 

Point Description 
1 Create constancy of purpose for improvement of product and service, with 

the aim to become competitive and to stay in business, and to provide jobs.  
2 Adopt the new philosophy. We are in a new economic age. Western 

management must awaken to the challenge, must learn their 
responsibilities, and take on leadership. 

3 Cease dependence on mass inspection to achieve quality. Eliminate the need 
for inspection on a mass basis by building quality into the product in the 
first place. 

4 End of practice of awarding business on the basis of price tag. Instead, 
minimize total cost. Move towards a single supplier for any one item, on a 
long-term relationship of loyalty and trust. 

5 Improve constantly and forever the system of production and service, to 
improve quality and productivity, and thus constantly decrease costs. 

6 Institute training on the job. 
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7 Adopt and institute leadership (see point 12). The aim of supervision should 
be to help people and machines and gadgets to do better job. Supervision of 
management is in need of overhaul, as well as supervision of production 
workers. 

8 Drive out fear, so that everyone may work effectively for the company. 
9 Break down barriers between departments. People in research, design, 

sales, and production and in use that may be encountered with the product 
or service. 

10 Eliminate slogans, exhortations, and targets for the work force asking for 
zero defects and new levels of productivity. Such exhortations only create 
adversarial relationships, as the bulk of the causes of low quality and low 
productivity belong to the system and thus lie beyond the power of the 
workforce.  

11 A) Eliminate work standards (quotas) on the factory floor. Substitute 
leadership. 
B) Eliminate management by objective. Eliminate management by numbers, 
numerical goals. Substitute leadership. 

12  A) Remove barriers that rob the hourly working of his right to pride of 
workmanship. The responsibility of supervisors must be changed from 
sheer numbers to quality. 

 B) Remove barriers that rob people in management and in engineering of 
their right to pride workmanship. This means, inter alia, abolishment of the 
annual or merit rating and of management by objective. 

13 Intitutte a vigorous program of education and self-improvement. 
14 Put everybody in the company to work to accomplish the transformation. 

The transformation is everybody’s job. 

 
Dahlgaard-Park (2011), summarises the core principles/concepts of 
TQM in ten points: 

1. Strong Management Commitment/Leadership/Strategically Based 
2. Continuous Improvement 
3. Focus on Customers/Customer-Driven Organisation 
4. Total Involvement/Total Commitment/Total Responsibilities 
5. Actions Based on Facts/Scientific Approach 
6. Focus on Processes 
7. Focus on Employees/Teamwork/Motivation/Empowerment 
8. Focus on Learning and Innovation/Training and Education 
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9. Building Partnerships between Suppliers, Customers, and Society 
10. Systematic Approach/ Building a TQM culture 

 
Liker (2004) describes Toyotas prinicples in the 4P model, see Figure 2, 
which is also expanded with 14 principles. 

 

Figure 2. Illustration of the 4P model by Liker (2004, p. 32) 

Bergman and Klefsjö (2020) describe the culture of quality 
management in six values that are interlinked and interact to create a 
whole. The values are called cornerstones and the model is named ‘The 
Cornerstone model’, see Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Illustration of ‘the Cornerstone model’ (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2020, p. 
49) 

Perspectives vary on how well different quality management 
initiatives are applied in practice. There are a number of studies that 
show failed implementation (Asif et al., 2009; Mosadeghrad, 2014), but 
in these cases evidence of a lack of a clear vision and goals often 
contribute to this impression (Mosadeghrad, 2014; Salegna & Farzaneh, 
1996). Fundin et al. (2017) reflect on how different quality management 
initiatives that focus on continuous improvement in practice can 
stimulate both short-term efficiency and long-term effectiveness. Their 
findings give a picture of the difficulties organisations face when 
identifying good practices and why it is even harder for them to copy 
them (Fundin et al., 2017). 

Quality management is an organisational concern, it reaches beyond 
production to all levels of an organisation (Wruck & Jensen, 1994). The 
results from Wu et al. (2011) show the importance of a quality culture 
that is integrated in the organisational culture to achieve expected 
results. A culture of quality incorporates leadership and process 
management; these elements can be challenging to measure so clear 
definitions of leadership are needed (Gambi et al., 2013). Ingelsson 
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(2013) concludes that to create a strong quality management culture, 
managers and leadership are key. She also concludes that conditions 
for a quality culture are based on structured and recurrent ways of 
working, which include developing a strategy to achieve a desired 
culture (Ingelsson, 2013). Seddon and Caulkin (2007) suggest adopting 
action-based learning within the quality culture instead of getting 
stuck in only thinking about new and counterintuitive ways of acting. 

Customers and value creation 
Deming (1986) states that it is customers who define quality. While this 
statement still applies, who should be seen as a customer from a 
quality management perspective has and continues to evolve over time. 
More recent research, see for instance Fundin et al. (2017) and Åslund 
(2016), has suggested an expanded view of customers within quality 
management. This evolved view includes a variety of stakeholders 
linked to sustainability, thereby making a long-term perspective a 
natural focus of organisations. 

Customer needs and expectations can take many forms, all based on 
their perceptions of value. Klefsjö et al. (2008) express the importance 
of maintaining a customer focus in quality management, which is at 
the core of the approach. According to Oh (1999), creating customer 
value is the most important focus for organisations. Creating customer 
value should also be considered the source of other value for an 
organisation (Hammer, 1996). 

The increased demand for sustainability, from external customers, 
governance and internal customers, has contributed to debate over 
who should be seen as customers from a quality management 
perspective. Jonker (2000) expresses the idea that the main focus of 
quality management is to stay in business for a long time and be 
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sustainable; to achieve that, customers need to be satisfied. The quest 
for sustainability in organisations can then be expanded to include the 
well-being of organisational members and surrounding environment 
(Jonker, 2000). Garvare and Johansson (2010) extend value creation to 
include stakeholders for organisations that are keen to stay in business 
and tackle sustainability issues. How value is created and for whom is 
an ongoing discussion that relates to long-term thinking, since 
discussions related to value creation often put the focus on those 
affected in the intermediate future (Garvare & Johansson, 2010). 

Organisations are challenged to relate to different kinds of 
stakeholders to create the right set of values (Garvare & Johansson, 
2010). Laszlo et al. (2005) argue that stakeholder value, based on a 
company’s economic, environmental and social performance, should 
be seen as a new and largely untapped source of competitive 
advantage. Customer and stakeholder involvement can increase 
businesses’ focus on sustainability and social responsibility (Mirvis et 
al., 2010). 

The case for expanding value creation to include a broader stakeholder 
perspective has not been received without criticism however. One way 
to meet the interests of shareholders is to include stakeholder value in 
a business’ profits (Laszlo & Zhexembayeva, 2011). By identifying and 
acting on stakeholder-related business risks and opportunities, 
companies can reduce their costs, differentiate their products and 
services, enter new markets that serve unmet societal needs, enhance 
their corporate reputation and influence industries (Laszlo et al., 2005). 

Management and leadership 
Management and leadership are often entangled and seen as 
synonymous, but unlike management, leadership is not governed by 
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boundaries (Nienaber, 2010). The practices of management and 
leadership often overlap, but leadership is about consolidating 
organisational culture by expressing and striving to accomplish an 
organisation’s underlying values, while management is directly linked 
to the defined role of a manager (Yukl & Kaulio, 2012). Findings from 
Nienaber (2010) distinguish management from leadership: 
management means responsibility for: a) determining organisational 
performance based on an organisational view of I: ability, motivation 
and opportunity and II: a customer view of value obtained; and b) 
maintaining an information base to III: establish needs, IV: gather and 
evaluate information and V: use information. The study from Nienaber 
(2010) identified 25 tasks of management, of which 20 also fell under 
leadership. 

Organisational culture begins with leaders and their exercise of 
leadership. Leaders are also responsible for continuously evolving the 
culture of an organisation (Schein, 2004; Senge, 2006). They constantly 
affect employees through their actions and behaviours, which means 
they can also require employees to behave in the same way (Yukl & 
Kaulio, 2012). Leadership is a shared responsibility: employees must 
support their leaders for them to be able to exercise their leadership 
(Yukl & Kaulio, 2012). 

Leadership based on a clear understanding of the common values of 
an organisational culture is a base for solving problems, initiating 
change or inspiring commitment (Yukl & Kaulio, 2012). Leaders, 
whose job it is to guide, structure and facilitate activities and 
relationships, are central when changing a prevailing organisational 
culture (Yukl & Kaulio, 2012). Every change or decision in a large 
system, such as an organisation, can have a variety of effects, including 
some unintended (Yukl & Kaulio, 2012). 
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Short-term behaviours and decisions that focus on outcomes within 
organisations can be a problem for managers seeking to practise 
leadership that supports a system view and sustainability (Saratun, 
2016). Kennedy et al. (2013) describe leadership as a mindset that 
includes building capacity and is not limited by boundaries, it is 
essential that leaders act from a system perspective. 

Leadership has a significant impact on the outcomes of quality 
management, and committed leadership is one of the values and 
principles that constitutes quality philosophies (see, e.g., Bergman & 
Klefsjö, 2020; Dahlgaard-Park, 2011). The leadership needed to succeed 
in quality work means being passionate about involving employees, 
having a deep understanding of the work, having managerial 
knowledge (Liker, 2004) and being able to talk about the work with 
those who execute it (Seddon, 2005). 

Successful managerial performance means guiding, improving and 
developing employees (Joosten et al., 2009; Piercy & Rich, 2015). 
Although it has been established that leaders play a significant role in 
an organisation achieving long-term sustainable quality, there remains 
a problem with leadership in practice. While leaders are aware of the 
expectations for sustainable long-term quality development, they often 
feel they lack the necessary conditions to achieve it and are forced into 
short-term thinking and action (Snyder et al., 2017). 

In this thesis, the terms manager, management, leader and leadership 
have been used for a variety of meanings. While the focus of this thesis 
is not on furthering the discussion of these concepts, a description of 
their meanings may help the reader. In quality management the 
concepts are sometimes used individually, for instance Deming (1986) 
writes about management and leadership, as does Dahlgaard-Park 
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(2011). Sometimes the term leadership is used on its own, for instance 
in Bergman and Klefsjö’s (2020) ‘Cornerstone model’, of which 
committed leadership is one of the cornerstones. In the concept of 
quality management, it cannot be said that the terms should be used in 
a certain way, at least the writer of this thesis has found no indication 
of that. In the thesis it was my decision to use the same term, i.e. 
manager, management, leader and leadership, as used by the 
referenced source in any given case. In the appended papers both 
manager and leader are used based on how the organisations in the 
case studies have used the terms. This applies to all findings in this 
thesis if no other explanation is given. 

Quality management and sustainability 
In recent years sustainability and sustainable development have been 
given significant attention within quality management research. 
Carnerud et al. (2020) conducted a longitudinal study on the presence 
of ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ in six selected quality 
management journals and two operational management journals. The 
study included all published abstracts from 1980 to 2019, representing 
almost 40 years of research. The study showed an increasing number 
of occurrences of both concepts in published abstracts from about 2000 
until the end of the study. In total ‘sustainability’ appeared on 166 
different occasions and ‘sustainable development’ on 39 different 
occasions (Carnerud et al., 2020). 

What is more interesting is the content of the research. ‘Sustainability’ 
appeared in two contexts, the first was the sustainability of quality 
management initiatives over time, and the second was as a substitute 
term for sustainable development (Carnerud et al., 2020). Publications 
containing the term ‘sustainable development’ tended to focus on 
environmental aspects and subsequently also social aspects (Carnerud 
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et al., 2020). Siva et al. (2016) also conclude that the environmental 
aspect of sustainable development has been on the agenda in quality 
management to a greater extent than societal and economical aspects. 

Although the results from Carnerud et al. (2020) do not show clear 
evidence for a focus on economic aspects, this does not mean that 
research in the field is lacking. There are several examples of the 
economic benefits and performance outcomes of targeted 
environmental initiatives being studied (see, e.g., Azevedo et al., 2012; 
Kurdve et al., 2012; Siva et al., 2016). 

How organisations can achieve performance benefits through 
sustainability and sustainable development is a question of interest for 
researchers. A possible answer could be found in the interlinking 
dimensions between quality management and sustainable 
development. In the following paragraph, a summary of some 
identified interlinkages between quality management and 
sustainability is provided. 

As mentioned previously, organisations can achieve environmental 
and economic benefits at the same time, and one way of doing so is 
reducing waste/resources (Azevedo et al., 2012; King & Lenox, 2001; 
Kleindorfer et al., 2005; Lindsey, 2011; Piercy & Rich, 2015; Rusinko, 
2005; Tice et al., 2005; Wiengarten & Pagell, 2012). Wu et al. (2015) and 
Laszlo et al. (2005) argue for interlinkages of requirements and value 
creation for customers and stakeholders. Azevedo et al. (2012) and 
Piercy and Rich (2015) identify ‘transparency’ or insight into the 
organisation. Other examples from the literature include employee 
involvement and engagement, working environment, complying with 
laws and regulations (Azevedo et al., 2012; Bonavia & Marin-Garcia, 
2011; Maletič, 2013; Piercy & Rich, 2015; Rusinko, 2005; Tice et al., 2005; 
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Vincent, 2009), structured work and learning by continuous 
improvement (Asif et al., 2011; Rusinko, 2005; Tice et al., 2005; Vincent, 
2009). Rusinko (2005), Azevedo et al. (2012) and Vincent (2009) also 
identify a system view of value creation throughout the supply chain 
and consideration of natural resources as well as long-term thinking 
through the involvement of community in business decision-making 
(Piercy & Rich, 2015; Rusinko, 2005). 

In addition to the identified interlinking dimensions, quality 
management has been identified as a tool to support work with 
sustainable development in organisations through a systematic 
approach and structures (Siva et al., 2016). When it comes to the long-
term thinking in organisations, the implementation of supporting 
structures and systems has not reached the level required based on the 
needs and benefits identified by organisations (Barnett et al., 2017). 

2.5 Call to action for sustainable development 
This section focuses on sustainable development. Presented is a brief overview 
of the call to action for organisations and leaders to achieve sustainable 
development. 

There has been an ongoing call to enhance sustainable development 
and put it on every organisation’s agenda. An important contribution 
to the discussion was the report ‘Our Common Future’, which the 
World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) 
released in 1987. The report called for renewed action to ensure equal 
value for all and demanded new norms of behaviour and changes in 
human attitudes (WCED, 1987). 

The United Nations (UN) has become a key player in striving for 
sustainable development, and over the years it has made significant 
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efforts to support individuals, organisations and nations in this regard. 
Its current goals are compiled in the Agenda 2023 and summarised in 
the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015). The 
three aspects of sustainable development, environment, society and 
economy, contribute to a complex system in which interactions have 
nonlinear effects (Sachs, 2015). A small change or setback in a single 
area can have large and catastrophic effects on the system as a whole 
(Adetunji et al., 2003; Sachs, 2015). 

Sachs (2015) describes sustainable development as a way to 
understand the world as a system of complex interactions and argues 
that it is a normative or ethical way to view the world. In other words, 
it is not a fixed goal but a changing movement. Bugge (2008) describes 
sustainable development as a principle that aims to fulfil the needs of 
humans today and in the future. Stegall (2006) argues that the global 
challenge of sustainable development is to strive for a system that is 
sustainable and stable over time, stating that its success will depend 
on the initiatives taken. 

The role of organisations and leader in sustainable development 
Organisations play an important role in the global pursuit of 
sustainable development, a fact that was reaffirmed by a United 
Nations resolution in 2012 (United Nations, 2012). Although 
organisations claim that sustainable development is important, their 
actions often do not reflect this (Mirvis et al., 2010). What needs to be 
done is known but still does not happen. If organisations are to act 
according to principles of sustainable development then they must be 
incorporated into individual and organisational values also referred to 
as the organisation’s DNA (Laszlo & Zhexembayeva, 2011). 
Developing sustainable practices requires a mind shift, one that 
incorporates societal satisfaction (Deleryd & Fundin, 2020), and that 



 

32 

new practices be introduced in organisations (Rill, 2016; van 
Kemenade, et al., 2019). 

Interest in sustainable development has meant that new ways of 
looking at leadership have emerged. A commonly held view is that 
leaders in sustainable development must give equal consideration to 
the environment, economy and society in their leadership (Epstein et 
al., 2010; James & Priyadarshini, 2021; Lowe Steffen, 2019). The 
emergent view on leadership, and the mindset and skills it requires, 
has appeared in literature in different guises: 

• James and Priyadarshini (2021) refer to it as ‘responsible 
leadership’ and argue that it has eight dimensions: 1) ethical 
guidance, 2) conceptual skills, 3) work performance and 
effectiveness, 4) stakeholder relationships, 5) balanced 
processing, 6) social responsibility and environmental protection, 
7) creating value for the community and 8) influence on 
transformation/change.  

• Lowe Steffen (2019) describe ‘restorative leadership’ as striving 
to: 1) take the long view, 2) be highly intentional with life’s 
impact, 3) leverage the interconnection for cascading benefit. 
Restorative leadership in practice also means to ask and listen, 
align and co-create, scale across shared values and go net 
generous. 

• Blass and Hayward (2014) found that the skills of ‘global 
responsible leaders’ in terms of sustainability include: being a 
humble communicator, a reflexive approach, understanding 
their personal strengths and the strengths of others and being 
embedded in networks. Leadership for success requires: 
transparency, a focus on long-term thinking rather than short-
term perspectives in the case of a problem and making decisions 
based on values. Leadership is also a shared phenomenon. 
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Leaders in sustainable development are dependent on an 
organisational culture that supports sustainable values (Epstein et al., 
2010; Lowe Steffen et al., 2019; Laszlo & Zhexembayeva, 2011). Leaders 
also need the ability to balance the needs of shareholders and 
stakeholders and consider local as well as global issues (James & 
Priyadarshini, 2021); they also require a macro view of the 
stakeholders and actors involved before actions are taken (Blass & 
Hayward, 2014). 

2.6 Organisational culture: analytical framework 
All organisations have a culture. The relationship between quality 
management, quality culture and organisational culture was described earlier 
in this thesis. In this section, organisational culture is further described and 
explained to serve as a theoretical framework for the data analysis. This is 
linked to the purpose of the thesis and will allow a deeper analysis of the results 
by providing a context of the basic philosophy, principles and practice of long-
term thinking in quality management and sustainable development. 

A definition of culture by Schein and Schein (2017) is used for the 
purpose of this thesis: 

The culture of a group can be defined as the accumulated shared 
learning of that group as it solves its problems of external 
adaptation and internal integration; which has worked well 
enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new 
members as the correct way to perceive, think, feel, and behave in 
relations to those problems. 

This accumulated learning is a pattern or system of beliefs, values, 
and behaviour norms that come to be taken for granted as basic 
assumptions and eventually drop out of awareness (p. 6). 
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Organisational culture encompasses the context in which interactions 
take place as well as the structures, rules, routines and norms that 
guide and limit behaviour (Schein & Schein, 2017). The role of an 
organisational culture is to fill the gap between what is codified and 
how people behave within an organisation in reality (Martins & 
Terblache, 2003). Every organisation has a unique culture built on 
underlying values (Campbell, 2004). A strong organisational culture is 
based on a high level of agreement among employees about what their 
shared values are and a high level of adherence to these values 
(Chatman & Eunyoung Cha, 2003). A strong organisational culture can 
improve organisational performance in two ways: it strengthens 
employees by appealing to their higher ideals and undefined values 
and regulates behaviours and decisions (Chatman & Eunyoung Cha, 
2003; Grönfeldt & Strother, 2006). O’Reilly et al. (1991) argue that a lack 
of agreement over common values weakens a culture. 

Organisational culture can evolve over time as an organisation 
develops (Schein, 2004). Changing a culture can be difficult, Kotter 
(1996) argues that there must be a sense of urgency if an existing 
culture is to be changed and that changing a culture is a long-term 
process. One of the problems with changing an existing culture is the 
lack of clear and consistent roles, responsibilities and knowledge 
(Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2008). To try to understand what is 
happening and what is embedded, and to predict what will occur, 
organisational cultures need to be studied (Schein, 2004). 
Organisations are constantly challenged by external factors and 
internal integration, and they therefore need an understanding of the 
existing culture and to have strategies to develop it further (Schein & 
Schein, 2017). 
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Values as part of an organisational culture 
An organisational culture includes several levels that are linked and 
affect each other (Martins & Terblache, 2003; Schein, 2004). Schein 
(2004) and Schein and Schein (2017) describe culture at three levels. At 
the lowest level are underlying assumptions that contain unconscious, 
assumed beliefs, perceptions, thoughts and feelings, which are also 
described as the group’s DNA. The middle level espouses beliefs and 
values represented by strategies, goals, philosophy and rules for 
ethical and moral behaviour. At the top are artefacts, which include 
visible organisational structures and processes as well as how people 
speak and behave. See also Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4. Levels of culture, inspired by a figure in Schein and Schein (2017, p. 
18) 

In addition to culture and values, it is vision and mission that drive an 
organisation forward (Mirvis et al., 2010). According to Yukl and 
Kaulio (2011), values in themselves provide no information on how 
they are connected or how they should be prioritised; they must be 
linked to the organisation’s vision and strategic work. This 
understanding is shared by Rokeach (1973), who adds that values can 
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be structurally organised in terms of, for instance, priority, 
extensiveness and consistency. Urde (2003) argues that organisational 
values describe the organisation and what it stands for. Values as a 
part of a corporate vision can also contribute to continuity and 
foresight (Urde, 2003). According to Thurén (2010), individual values 
are based on feelings, morals and aesthetic experiences, and they 
provide the energy that powers every human. Senge (2006) describes 
values as a source of guidance for what is important and which 
variables should be focused on. 

To understand values, there needs to be a shared understanding 
among groups and teams of how they are translated into concrete 
behaviours (Senge, 2006). Behaviours can be affected by things other 
than culture, and they need to be separated when defining a culture 
(Schein & Schein, 2017). 

Shared perceptions in a group can evolve into shared values and 
beliefs, hopefully becoming shared assumptions (Schein, 2004). 
Behaviours in an organisation can be predicted if the values and beliefs 
are embodied by the organisation’s philosophy (Schein, 2004). One 
example at the operational level of an organisation can be found when 
looking at a workplace and identifying the specific techniques and 
tools used (Hines et al., 2008; Joosten et al., 2009). Hines et al. (2008) 
argue that it is at the strategic level of an organisation’s strategy, vision 
and purpose that leadership occurs. Piercy and Rich (2015) place 
‘approaches’ at the strategic level, where Joosten et al. (2009) also 
include interactions between social and technical elements. 

To encourage long-term thinking in organisations, it needs to be 
incorporated in the culture at all levels. Long-term thinking also needs 
to be practised by both leaders and employees to achieve expected 
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quality and sustainability outcomes. To examine this more fully, 
Schein’s model is used as an analytical framework to identify the gap 
between the visible and invisible aspects of long-term thinking in 
organisations. 

  



 

38 

3 Research Methodology 
The purpose of this chapter is to explain the research methodology used in this 
thesis. It first provides an introduction to my experiences and 
preunderstanding, followed by an introduction to research methodology and 
the relationship between and use of approaches and strategies. Finally, the 
research journey that resulted in this thesis is described. 

3.1 My experiences and preunderstanding 
One thing that I have learned during this journey is that there are 
always different perspectives. Who you are, your basic assumptions 
and your experiences affect your beliefs, actions and decisions. As a 
PhD student you are trained as an instrument for conducting research. 
You learn to make strategic choices and base your decisions on 
evidence and to create new knowledge. To keep yourself on track you 
set goals and fulfil them. 

My research journey started over a decade ago, before which I spent 
several years conducting high-quality fieldwork in different kinds of 
organisations. In total, I have more than fifteen years of experience in 
quality management. From my perspective this is a long time. For me, 
it has been important to think of my research as a contribution to the 
research community and society and to remember that the research 
done today will contribute to new knowledge that will support 
evolution and keep the ‘machine running’. 

I have had the opportunity to participate in several interesting research 
projects, and at the front of my mind during that time has been how I 
can contribute to making things a little better. The targeted efforts 
within the projects have been about making things a little better for 
individuals and organisations with a view to a sustainable future. In 
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the beginning, much of this was about understanding the parts that 
constitute quality management. Over time, this has developed into a 
greater focus on the context and the whole. It has also become clear to 
me that the whole is of little importance if there is no long-term 
purpose. 

My research has ranged from reading existing literature and standing 
by and studying what is happening, to participating in concrete 
interaction. In almost all cases I have had the privilege of collaborating 
and co-creating. I have, to a large extent, read courses together with 
other PhD students, with our common thoughts and reflections 
providing a level of depth that no one person could achieve alone. 
Across these various projects, I have collaborated and co-created with 
other researchers and, to an extent, collaborated with the organisations 
being studied. 

This thesis frames six different papers, but it is important to highlight 
that more material has been produced. At the beginning of this thesis, 
a list of additional publications is presented; these publications 
represent part of my research journey and, in different ways, also part 
of this thesis. Some of the publications build on each other, some are 
the result of experimentation and some are opportunities from 
learning and reflection. 

3.2 Introduction to research methodology 
Scientific research is guided by theory and hypotheses and is 
systematic, controlled, empirical and amoral, and it provides a critical 
investigation of natural phenomena that can be described (Kerlinger & 
Lee, 1999). The purpose of research is to delve into a subject and 
contribute to new knowledge or find new ways to use existing 
knowledge by developing or testing theory (Olsson & Sörensen, 2011; 
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Patton, 2002), both of which are dependent on the choice of research 
method (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009; Olsson & Sörensen, 2011). 

The choice of methodology incorporates, for instance, paradigms, 
ethics, aesthetics and considerations of how the methodology relates 
to the researcher’s personal development (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). It 
involves preparations in the form of literature reviews, definitions of 
concepts and theories, research questions and choices of cases, 
followed by data collection, analysis and finally the reporting of results 
(Bryman, 2020). Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) define methodology as both 
a mode of thinking and a mode of acting. In choosing a methodology, 
the researcher will be exposed to criticism, since, in research, there are 
different methodological views based on different presumptions 
concerning understanding, explanation and improvement (Arbnor & 
Bjerke, 2009). 

In the end, it is always the researcher who is responsible for using 
methods that are considered moral (Kerlinger & Lee, 1999). That said, 
research must be free from values (Thurén, 2010), personal beliefs, 
perceptions, biases, attitudes and emotions (Kerlinger & Lee, 1999). By 
presenting their factual basis as researchers, an understanding of the 
foundations is created, which then forms the basis for the connections 
between the positions taken and conclusions drawn (Olsson & 
Sörensen, 2011). Rationality of scientific activities can be seen as a craft 
process that involves the application of the skills of individual 
judgement within a system of collective rules and communication 
(Pettigrew, 1985). 

3.3 Research approach 
An overall decision that a researcher needs to make is what approach 
to use when studying a topic. In research, an approach consists of the 
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plans and procedures, including all the steps from broad assumptions 
to the details of data collection, analysis and interpretation (Creswell 
& Creswell, 2018). 

Research paradigms 
There are many definitions of paradigms, and the discussion as to 
whether they are positive is ongoing (Guba, 1990). A definition 
provided by Guba (1990, p. 17) is used for the purposes of this thesis: 
‘a basic set of beliefs that guides action, whether of the everyday 
garden variety or action taken in connection with a disciplined inquiry’. 
Paradigms can be relevant for a researcher when choosing a 
methodology (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). Patton (2002) refers to 
paradigms as ‘a worldview’ and explains that they can be both a 
strength and a weakness, and while they can guide choices of action, 
they can also exert influence on unquestioned assumptions in the 
paradigm. It is important to note that paradigms are human 
constructions (Guba, 1990) and individual beliefs, and subject fields 
and past research experiences can affect paradigms in research 
(Creswell, 2014). The human presence in research means that 
knowledge generated is never completely objective, and it ensures that 
the creation of knowledge never stands still (Phillips, 1990). Against 
this background, Phillips (1990) argues that the role of paradigms can 
be interpreted as a lens to see through and not as a blinder. 

Since the beginning of the 19th century, the positivistic paradigm has 
been central to science and researchers (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008). 
According to Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008), the primary focus of the 
positivistic paradigm is on collection, systematisation and ensuring 
that data and facts are observable and measurable. This view started 
to be questioned up to the 1960s when social scientists and humanists 
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started to argue that just looking at statistics does not give full insight 
into the phenomena being studied (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008). 

The insight into the role and significance of man in the creation of 
knowledge led to the emergence of more new paradigms (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2008; Creswell, 2014). The differences between various 
paradigms have been discussed by many authors and there is no clear 
definition of the boundaries between them (Guba, 1990; Hartman, 2004; 
Patton, 2002). Hartman (2004) explains that there is a difference 
between the natural sciences and the social and behavioural sciences 
but identifies the difference in the form of positivist and hermeneutic 
theories of science. 

Hermeneutics is about understanding the world (or phenomena) as 
interpreted by humans (Hartman, 2004). Hermeneutic researchers use 
qualitative methods and interpret the meaning of something from a 
given standpoint, praxis or situational context (Patton, 2002). The 
reason for this is that people act in response to their perception of 
reality (Hartman, 2004). While this is considered unmeasurable, it 
needs to be interpreted for us to develop our understanding (Hartman, 
2004). For this analysis, the hermeneutic circle is used, which relates 
the parts that comprise the whole and vice versa (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2008; Patton, 2002). Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) describe 
the hermeneutic circle as an ongoing movement between the parts and 
the whole, with researchers diving into details and then returning to 
the whole. By using the hermeneutic circle, the understanding of both 
the parts and the whole is deepened (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008). 
Persson and Sundin (2014) illustrate that the mutual connection 
between understanding and the surrounding world is a continuous 
interaction interpreted by individuals that increases their 
preunderstanding. 
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The pragmatic paradigm can be described as a set of philosophical 
tools that can be used to address problems (Biesta, 2010). Creswell 
(2014) and Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) describe pragmatism as 
using several paradigms when choosing the best available approaches 
and methods for a stated purpose. The pragmatic paradigm is based 
on the idea that knowledge is developed through a combination of 
action and reflection (Morgan, 2014). When using the pragmatic 
paradigm, both empirical and practical consequences must be 
considered (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). At the same time, the 
pragmatic paradigm gives the researcher the freedom to choose their 
methods, techniques and procedures because they have the ability to 
really understand the problem (Creswell, 2014). 

World view in this thesis 
Quality management is a field of study that originated in the industrial 
era at the end of the 19th century and in the early development of 
statistics (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2020). These origins are understood as 
belonging to the positivistic paradigm. It was during the second half 
of the 20th century that the understanding of man’s impact on quality 
increased. Quality management as described by Dahlgaard-Park (2011) 
is influenced by a holistic view, organisational learning and an ethical 
mindset, all of which are associated with the hermeneutic paradigm. 

This thesis is based on my interpretation of a phenomenon in different 
contexts using a variety of methods that have been chosen on a case-
by-case basis, and decisions have been made based on my knowledge 
and beliefs. Together, this reflects a pragmatic world view. 

3.4 Research strategies 
One of the steps towards answering the research questions is choosing 
a research strategy. Traditionally, the strategy is guided by the 
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research paradigm. Quantitative research is characteristically focused 
on deduction, confirmation, theory/hypothesis testing, explanation, 
prediction, standardised data collection and statistical analysis 
(Johnson & Onwuegburzie, 2004). Qualitative research, on the other 
hand, is usually characterised by induction, discovery, exploration and 
theory/hypothesis generation, with the researcher often collecting data 
themself and using qualitative analysis (Johnson & Onwuegburzie, 
2004). Onwuegburzie and Leech (2006) summarise five uses of 
research: to explore, to describe, to explain, to predict and to influence. 
Bryman (2020) emphasises the importance of understanding the 
factors behind these different orientations and that it is the role of 
theory that is decisive in choices of strategy. 

To fulfil the purpose of and answer the research questions in this thesis, 
both descriptive and explorative strategies have been used. The 
decision to use these two types of strategy is based on the 
characteristics used to identify and describe the current conditions of 
the phenomenon and the aim to explore variables and their relations 
in depth. In descriptive studies, a researcher attempts to eliminate all 
preconceptions when gathering data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), which 
can be both quantitative (Olsson & Sörensen, 2011) and qualitative 
(Creswell, 1994). Exploratory studies often aim to be comprehensive 
and can be both qualitative and quantitative (Olsson & Sörensen, 2011). 
Qualitative methods are used in explorative studies to fill in meaning 
and details (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 

Deduction, induction and abduction 
A deductive approach requires the specification of the main variables 
and a statement to test a specific hypothesis (Patton, 2002) or 
hypothesis-based questions (Kerlinger & Lee, 1999). If data has been 
collected and a theory emerges late in the research process it can also 



 

45 

be considered a deductive study (Creswell, 1994). Induction, or 
inductive design, starts with data and lets patterns emerge without 
presupposition (Patton, 2002). It is of interest to understand relations 
and what they mean. In explorative studies an inductive approach is 
often used (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006). 

Abduction has emerged to fill the gap between deductive and 
inductive studies (Johnson & Onwuegburzie, 2004). Abduction allows 
empirical data and theory to be involved in the analytical process and 
can be used alternatingly during it (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008). 
Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) also claim that abductive studies are 
different from inductive and deductive ones in that they offer greater 
depth, and further understanding as a result. Hermeneutic research is 
classified as abductive (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008). 

Since this thesis combines descriptive and explorative research, and is 
influenced by hermeneutics, it can be considered as taking an 
abductive approach. 

3.5 Research design 
Creswell (2014) describes the difference between quantitative and 
qualitative research designs as follows: quantitative research uses 
numbers and closed-end questions, while qualitative research uses 
words and open-ended questions. Denzin and Lincoln (1994) call the 
designs that guide the researcher ‘strategies of inquiry’. Mixed 
research, or mixed method design, is described as a combination of 
different strategies, approaches and methods used when a 
combination of methods is more effective than a solely quantitative or 
qualitative design (Johnson & Onwuegburzie, 2004). 
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Qualitative design 
Qualitative research often aims to interpret human behaviour in 
context to understand norms and values (Bryman, 2020). According to 
Patton (2002), qualitative design can be used to describe, for instance, 
the time and place being used to tell a story. Purposive sampling, often 
from multiple sources, is used to gather qualitative data from one or 
multiple information-rich cases (Patton, 2002). The cases used for 
sampling can include, for instance, individual people, families, 
organisations, cultures, incidents or activities (Patton, 2002). There is 
often a large quantity of qualitative data, which the researcher reduces 
to patterns, themes or categories to interpret the phenomenon of study 
(Creswell, 1994). 

Qualitative research is conducted by the researcher in the 
phenomenon’s natural setting to provide clarification (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 1994). To gain an overall understanding of a phenomenon, the 
researcher must take a holistic approach that includes the description 
and interpretation of, for instance, the social environment or external 
context (Patton, 2002). The holistic approach assumes that the parts of 
the complex system constitute something greater than its separate 
parts (Patton, 2002). 

Quantitative design 
According to Creswell (2014), a quantitative research design is suitable 
when factors that influence an outcome are identified to verify the 
utility of an intervention or to understand the predictors of outcomes. 
Quantitative research is independent of the researcher and treats 
reality as objective (Creswell, 1994). Quantitative designs can be 
explanatory (explaining or experimental) or descriptive (Olsson & 
Sörensen, 2011). Non-experimental designs are used to describe, 
measure and find associations or relationships, for example using 
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correlational designs or surveys (Creswell, 1994). Experimental 
designs use two or more groups to determine whether one or more 
variables influence an outcome (Creswell, 1994). Data can be collected 
by an instrument and then statistical procedures and tools used for 
analysis (Creswell, 2014). Quantitative designs are often used if 
researchers are interested in findings that are generalisable to other 
groups or situations (Bryman, 2020). 

Mixed design 
In mixed designs, qualitative and quantitative approaches can be used 
within and across different stages of the research (Johnson & 
Onwuegburzie, 2004). This also allows for data from both approaches 
to be integrated to better understand a phenomenon (Creswell, 2014; 
Johnson & Onwuegburzie, 2004). A mixed design is suitable when a 
complex reality is studied (Creswell, 2014). In mixed designs, the 
research question combines a quantitative and a qualitative aspect 
(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006). The researcher needs to clarify if one 
approach is superior to the other (parallel designs) or if they should be 
treated as equal (Bryman, 2020). Triangulation can be used to combine 
different sets of data, which are then analysed separately and merged 
in the interpretation step (Bryman, 2020; Creswell, 2014). 

3.6 The research process 
It probably comes as no surprise at this point that I uses a mixed 
research design. The research purpose guided the choice of design: ‘to 
explore the concept of long-term thinking as an aspect of quality 
management from a leadership perspective to understand more about 
the praxis of making long-term thinking visible in organisations’. 
Three research questions were formulated to frame the content of the 
research purpose: RQ 1) How do leaders define and describe their work with 
the concept of long-term thinking in quality management initiatives? RQ 2) 
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How can long-term thinking be identified as a leadership strategy in quality 
management? RQ 3) How can long-term thinking be concretised to awaken 
long-term thinking among leaders? 

Since the approach and strategy have already been clarified, the 
following description focuses on the research design. To achieve the 
research purpose and answer the research questions, six papers have 
been written, named A to F. Before going into detail on each separate 
paper, the relationship between the literature used and the 
methodology applied will be described. 

The use of literature 
To find, read and use relevant literature in the research is a decisive 
step (Bryman, 2020). The purpose of literature studies is to establish 
what is already known within the field and to frame the relevance of 
this knowledge to conduct a new study (Bryman, 2020). Throughout 
the research process presented in this thesis, literature studies have 
provided a significant contribution. This research journey has taken 
many years, during which new research has been produced and 
theories have evolved. This has to be considered when viewing this 
thesis as a contribution to knowledge creation. Literature has also been 
used in choices to condense the field of research down to the purpose 
and research questions. The choices of literature were mainly based on 
suggestions from other researchers known to the writer, courses that 
are a part of the research studies and snowball sampling (see, for 
instance, Bryman, 2020; Noy, 2008). Databases available via the library 
at Mid Sweden University were used to search for books and journal 
articles. Examples of used databases are Primo, Web of Science, Google 
scholar, LIBRIS, SCOPUS and MIUN Discovery (part of EBSCO). 
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Applied methodology design 
There are two purposes of this thesis: to document and describe the 
phenomenon of interest and to explore human behaviours in relation 
to the phenomenon. How the purpose and the research questions 
relate to each other and to the publications is shown in Figure 5. The 
study uses a mixed method design, which was chosen based on a 
combination of world view, approach and strategies. In addition, the 
collected data consists of both open-ended and closed-ended questions, 
which according to Creswell and Creswell (2018) can strengthen the 
choice of a mixed method design. 

 

Figure 5. Connection between research purpose, research questions and 
appended papers 

In the design, the quantitative and qualitative data were analysed 
separately and then merged (Bryman, 2020; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
The different types of data are used convergently when interpreting 
the results; Creswell and Creswell (2018) refer to this as one-phase 
design. Watkins and Gioia (2015) argue that convergent design is 
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suitable within the pragmatic paradigm. A convergent design allows a 
clear distinction between the quantitative and qualitative methods, 
and it is efficient since the data sets can be collected at the same time 
(Watkins & Gioia, 2015). The merging of different types of data sets is 
called triangulation by some authors (Moltke Martiny et al., 2021; 
Olsson & Sörensen, 2011). 

In a convergent design the researcher is able to move back and forth 
between the research question and analysed data (Watkins & Gioia, 
2015). The research questions in this thesis have evolved over time and 
taken the sub-studies into consideration. Re-evaluation and 
reformulation of the research questions during the ongoing research 
process are included in Onwuegbuzie and Leech’s (2006, p. 476) figure 
‘Steps in the mixed methods research process’. How each dataset is 
collected and analysed is further described in the upcoming sections 
and the appended papers. 

To answer RQ 1 and RQ 2, the research design is inspired by 
hermeneutic phenomenology. Hermeneutic phenomenology is 
described by Cohen et al. (2000b) as a tool for answering questions of 
meaning as understood by those who experience the phenomenon of 
interest. Hermeneutics in this sense is a label that accompanies the 
interpretation in the analysis (Cohen et al., 2000b). Phenomenological 
studies are generally suitable when a new field is introduced or a 
former research area is studied from new perspectives (Cohen et al., 
2000b; Crotty, 1996). In this thesis the phenomenon – long-term 
thinking as an aspect of quality management from a leadership 
perspective – is not a new field; it has been described in detail in 
literature. Rather it is an existing field of study approached from new 
perspectives since it also includes the praxis of long-term thinking in 
organisations and is linked to sustainable development. Several cases 
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are used in this thesis to frame the phenomenon. According to Patton 
(2002), phenomenology takes an abductive approach, and Molke 
Martiny et al. (2021) discuss the ability to address phenomenology in 
a mixed method design of the pragmatic paradigm. 

One reason the design is only inspired by hermeneutic 
phenomenology is that it includes quantitative data. The use of 
quantitative data in phenomenology is an ongoing discussion. Molke 
Martiny et al. (2021) claim that choices of data are subjective and based 
on individual perspectives. However, second- and third-person data 
can be used if its interpretation is subjective and the data contributes 
to the study of the phenomenon (Molke Martiny et al., 2021). A first-
person questionnaire was used to collect the data in this thesis, but the 
design is considered to be objective due to the interval scale. 

The second reason for saying the study design is inspired by 
hermeneutic phenomenology is that it includes qualitative exploratory 
methods to fulfil the purpose of the thesis. To understand the praxis of 
long-term thinking in organisations, and answer RQ 3, the 
phenomenon of long-term thinking needs to be explored and 
described. 

3.7 The research journey and studied cases 
This research journey began with a question about whether I wanted 
to be involved in writing a research paper. My curiosity and 
confidence in the researcher who asked, and the content of the study 
i.e. measuring the values when implementing the quality management 
initiative lean in an organisation, determined that the answer did not 
take long. Of course, I answered yes to the question.  The study data 
had already been collected and analysed in SPSS. My contributions 
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included interpreting the data and writing the first paper in the list of 
additional papers. 

During the same period as the organisations was answering the survey 
presented in the additional paper, interviews with several managers in 
the organisation were conducted. The focus was still values and the 
culture within the organisation during the early phases of 
implementation of the quality management initiative Lean. These 
interviews resulted in Paper A and Paper C. 

In parallel with the work on Paper A, I had the opportunity to 
participate in a research project to create conditions to provide efficient, 
customised, technical communications in smaller companies This 
project was a collaboration between a number of researchers in Quality 
Technology and Management and Informatics at Mid Sweden 
University. In this project, I had the opportunity to conduct deeper 
studies into Lean values and behaviours, which resulted in Paper B. 

After completing my licentiate degree in 2017, I had to limit my PhD 
studies due to a lack of funding. Thankfully, I still had the opportunity 
to participate in a small project that was a collaboration between the 
university and a municipality in the region. The project started in 
autumn 2018 and ended a few months into 2019. This project resulted 
in Paper D. 

In 2019, I received financing to continue my PhD through a project 
called Quality in pre-schools. The project focuses on a systematic 
approach to quality development. This project is due to end in 
December 2022, so it is still ongoing at the time of writing. Within this 
project my role was assistant project manager and I initiated the work 
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with a study on long-term thinking. This project resulted in Paper F as 
well as several papers in the list of additional publications. 

During autumn 2019, I had the opportunity to visit a state-of-the-art 
school in Tampa, Florida. The school is known for its outstanding work 
on quality and sustainability and has received several national and 
international awards. The aim of my visit was to collect data with a 
focus on understanding underlying values and how they are practised. 
So far, this work has resulted in Paper E and a book chapter listed in 
the additional publications. I initiated the data collection and writing 
of the two papers and carried out the majority of the work myself. 

In this thesis a list of additional publications is presented. The selected 
publications are a part of the larger research journey and thus have 
been included in the hermeneutic circle used to formulate the final 
research purpose and questions. The final compilation of scientific 
contributions resulted in the selection of six publications, see List of 
appended papers, which together form the basis of the final version of 
the thesis. 

Descriptions of cases on which the research is based 
The research is based on six cases, which are described in brief below 
and in more detail in the appended papers. Figure 6 presents an 
overview on how the cases have contributed to the different papers can 
be seen. 
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Figure 6. Connections between the cases and appended papers in this thesis 

Case 1 
Case 1 is a dental care provider that has collaborated with a council in 
Sweden since 2008. At the time the data was collected, there were 
approximately 445 employees spread over 19 clinics in 15 different 
cities. In 2009, the organisation decided to apply Lean as a strategy, the 
intended benefits being that it would provide a structured way to work 
with continuous improvement and the ability to increase commitment 
and participation from employees. 

Case 1 was selected because the Lean coordinator participated in the 
same study programme as me and the other writer of Paper A. The 
organisation in Case 1 was willing to collaborate on a research project 
with the purpose of investigating employees’ attitudes towards Lean 
principles (values). The organisation had started to apply Lean in some 
clinics, so a further aim of the study was to investigate the perceived 
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presence and importance of Lean values in different parts of the 
organisation. 

Case 2 
Case 2 is a department that provides technical documentation and 
operations education. Its customers include businesses and 
governments. The organisation, located in southern Sweden, is an 
independent company that had approximately 1,450 employees when 
the data was collected. The company is connected to a corporate group 
with a total of about 14,000 employees. 

The organisation in Case 2 participated in a research project called 
KATI (KundAnpassad TeknikInformation, Technical Communication 
Adapted for Customers), which is mentioned in the introduction to the 
chapter ‘The research journey’. This department was selected because 
it had been identified in an earlier research project and was known for 
working according to Lean values. It has chosen to conduct most of its 
technical communication in-house instead of outsourcing it. One of its 
most important values is customer focus. 

Case 3 
The Case 3 organisation participated in the same project as the 
organisation in Case 2. It is a world-leading organisation within its 
field that develops and manufactures products that supplement other 
trademarked products. Its customers are retailers in the private sector. 
At the time the data was collected, the organisation had 160 employees 
and was partially outsourcing production. Outsourcing of technical 
communication production was the initial selection criteria for this 
organisation. 
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It is worth mentioning that this organisation is known for having won 
several awards for its rapid economic growth and long-term view of 
entrepreneurship. The organisation is also known for its local social 
responsibility and focus on quality. 

Case 4 
Case 4 is a relatively large municipality in central Sweden. The council 
had established guidelines for a new model of controlling and 
managing the municipality that would put more focus on 
performance-based management. It wanted to improve performance 
through simplification, clarity and good analysis. To do this it needed 
to find new ways of working to increase citizen value, and it had 
identified dialogue as an important tool. 

A collaboration project between the municipality and Quality 
Technology and Management at Mid Sweden University started 
during the autumn of 2018 to examine which working methods for 
performance management can affect organisational culture and value 
creation for citizens. The project team consisted of three researchers 
from Mid Sweden University and two civil servants from the 
municipality. The work was carried out using literature studies and a 
series of workshops that focused on finding success factors and testing 
different dialogue models. 

Case 5 
Case 5 is part of a mid-sized municipality located in central Sweden. It 
has participated (between 2019 and 2022) in a collaboration project 
with Quality Technology and Management at Mid Sweden University. 
The group consists of all pre-school principals, the management level 
above the principals (the associate superintendent) and specialists, all 
of whom are employed by the municipality. As mentioned in the 
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introduction to the chapter ‘The research journey’, this project is 
focused on the principals’ ability to work with quality development in 
a systematic way to enhance quality in pre-schools. The total number 
of participants from the municipality over the course of the project was 
about 25. The individuals involved have changed a little over time as 
a result of retirements, job changes and reorganisation. 

Within the framework of the project, regular workshops were held 
with themes that were guided partly by the researchers’ knowledge 
and partly by the organisation’s needs. The project’s target image has 
been kept alive through regular feedback with the targets. In addition 
to workshops, the principals provided individual and group 
reflections. As a rule, the principals received written questions for 
reflection and knowledge creation from the researchers, whom they 
were able to respond to between workshops. 

Case 6 
Case 6 is a private school located in Tampa, Florida. The school was 
founded in 1968 and now serves more than 500 students in PreK3 
through to 8th grade. The teachers are certified in gifted education and 
brain-based teaching strategies are used at the school. 

The school was chosen because of its structured and systemised work 
on quality and sustainable development, for which it has been 
recognised both nationally and internationally. The school’s 
management responded positively to the proposed research. What 
makes the school interesting as an object of study is its long and 
successful record in developing quality, both within the school and in 
teaching. The school also works with sustainable development in 
various ways. The school clarifies its sustainability work through its 
focus on developing healthy future citizens who value life-long 



 

58 

learning, build relationships based on dignity and respect and develop 
compassion and understanding for themselves and others. 

3.8 Data collection and analysis 
 
Interviews 
The main part of the data collection consisted of interviews. The choice 
of interviews as a data collection method assumes that individuals’ 
perspectives are considered significant and enriching sources (Patton, 
2002). Interviews can serve as an entry point to people’s inner selves 
and provide insights into their attitudes and experiences (Patton, 2002). 

Interviews in Case 1 
Five interviews with managers from the organisation were conducted 
during autumn 2011. The sampling was purposive, with the goal being 
to identify what managers perceived to be the purpose of applying 
Lean, what they hoped to achieve by applying Lean and their view of 
the basic elements of Lean. The managers were chosen with help from 
the Lean coordinator with the criteria given that they should be 
working as managers representing the following groups: ‘pilot clinics’, 
which had applied Lean for 18 months; ‘started clinics’, which had 
applied Lean for 9 months; and ‘not-yet-started clinics’, which had not 
yet started to apply Lean. Managers could be responsible for more than 
one clinic, which meant that a single person could be responsible for 
clinics from different criteria groups. 

The interviews were conducted onsite by another researcher. An 
interview guide with open-ended questions was used (see Appendix 
I). Follow-up questions were asked to encourage respondents to give 
as deep and clear views as possible. The interviews were recorded and 
then transcribed by an external hourly employee at Mid Sweden 
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University. One of the recordings was of such poor quality that it was 
impossible to transcribe and use for further research. 

The interviews from Case 1 were used in two papers, Paper A and 
Paper C. In Paper A, two interviews were chosen based on the results 
from the first paper in the list of additional publications, the results of 
which indicated a significant difference for some values between ‘pilot 
clinics’ and ‘not-yet-started clinics’. The interviews used in Paper A 
were read several times by two researchers, both of whom chose 
phrases in the text that they thought identified Lean values. The 
researchers then compared and discussed their results and arrived at 
a conclusion. The texts were revisited several times during the analysis 
process to ensure the highlighted phrases were held in context. 

In Paper C, all four available interviews were used. In this paper the 
purpose was to identify dimensions of interlinkages between Lean 
values and principles in sustainable development. A framework of 
interlinkages was used to identify their presence among the managers 
in the organisation. The text from the transcribed interviews was read 
through several times and the interlinkages that were found according 
to the framework were marked. In some cases, other words were used 
by the respondents to describe an interlinkage, and the researcher had 
to interpret these in relation to theory and the context. The data was 
also divided into two organisational levels: the strategic level, which 
represented strategies, vision, purpose, approaches and sociotechnical 
aspects, and the operational level, which represented methods, 
techniques and tools. The compilation of the results was done by me. 

Interviews in Case 2 and Case 3 
The organisations in Cases 2 and 3, as described earlier, were part of 
the KATI project and are presented in Paper B. In Case 2, six interviews 
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were carried out onsite and in Case 3, seven interviews were carried 
out, five onsite and two via telephone. The sampling was purposeful 
and the respondents were a mix of managers, employees and 
specialists. The selection criteria for the respondents were knowledge 
of technical communication and/or knowledge of the production or 
distribution processes of technical communication. The research team 
was assisted by internal cooperation partners in both organisations to 
identify persons that met the criteria. 

An interview guide was developed by five persons in the research 
team and was based on six Lean categories that represented Lean 
values (see Appendix II). The interview guide was sent to both 
organisations in advance. Not all questions in the interview guide were 
relevant to all respondents, due to their different roles. The interviews 
conducted onsite were led by two researchers and the telephone 
interviews were conducted by one researcher who had previously 
participated in the onsite interviews. All interviews were conducted 
during spring 2013 and all were recorded. When the interviews had 
been completed, they were transcribed. 

To analyse the data, all the interviews were read by five researchers, 
each highlighting phrases they thought described best practice and 
areas for improvement. The research group then met for a number of 
workshops to process each interview separately. The data was 
discussed and sorted according to the six Lean categories as well as 
best practices and areas for improvement until the group agreed on the 
outcome. 

Interviews in Case 4 
The interviews in Case 4 were conducted to provide an understanding 
of how the current governance model is perceived and used, as well as 
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to capture desired characteristics. An interview guide with three open 
questions and ten closed questions was created by the researchers in 
the project (see Appendix III). The closed questions were statements 
that the respondents rated on a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 was ‘totally 
disagree’ and 7 ‘totally agree’. Before the questions were used they 
were read through by the project members from the municipality to 
ensure there were no misunderstandings. 

Six interviews were conducted with three elected representatives and 
three official managers from different areas of the municipality. The 
respondents were selected with help from the project team members 
from the municipality using purposive sampling. All interviews were 
performed on Skype or via telephone, and the researcher who 
conducted the interviews took notes throughout; the same researcher 
conducted all the interviews. The notes were sent to the respondents 
directly for verification. In two cases the notes were corrected. 

The notes from the interviews were read through by all the members 
in the project and discussed during a project meeting. No further 
analysis was performed. This step was only part of gaining an 
understanding of the organisation’s current situation. The interviews 
are mentioned in Paper D. 

Interviews in Case 5 
The interviews in Case 5 were conducted in two ways: from the 
principals’ written answers and through an oral interview with the 
associate superintendent. Purposive sampling was used. 

In the project with the municipality, the principals received several sets 
of written questions for reflection from the research team; this was 
mentioned in the earlier case description. These written questions can 
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be equated with a written interview and will henceforth be referred to 
as a ‘written interview’. The interview guide for the written interviews 
was developed by two researchers and sent to the associate 
superintendent to check the language to avoid misunderstanding (see 
Appendix IV). Three open questions that focused on reflection and 
analysis of long-term thinking were included in the guide. When the 
interview guide was finished, it was sent to the principals via their 
official e-mail addresses, during autumn 2020. 

Since the main purpose of the written questions to the principals was 
for their own reflection and knowledge building, it was not obligatory 
for them to complete or share them with others. When the interview 
guide was sent to the principals, they were requested to return them 
to the research team when they were finished. The principals were 
informed about the purpose of the study and that the data would be 
used anonymously. Eleven out of twenty-one principals returned their 
answers to the researchers. 

During spring 2021, an oral interview with the superintendent was 
conducted. An interview guide with open-ended questions was 
developed by two of the researchers (see Appendix V); the same two 
conducted the interview. An online media application with a video 
was used and the entire interview was recorded. The recording was 
sent to the associate superintendent for verification. Once use of the 
recording had been approved, one of the researchers transcribed the 
interview. 

To ensure anonymity of the people interviewed, the choice was made 
to combine the written and oral interviews at the end of the analysis. 
The three-step model by Corbin and Strauss (1990) was used for 
analysing in grounded theory, open coding, axial coding and selective 
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coding. For more details on the analysis that was conducted, see Paper 
F. 

When the analysis of the interviews was completed, the results were 
triangulated with the results of a questionnaire presented in an 
upcoming section. Patterns found in the analysis of the questionnaire 
were combined with the themes identified from the selective coding. 
This combined analysis was conducted by one of the researchers and 
verified by the other. 

Interviews in Case 6 
The interviews in Case 6 were carried out in autumn 2019 by two 
researchers. A total of eight persons were interviewed. All the 
interviews were recorded and then transcribed by hourly employees 
at Mid Sweden University. Persons in the following roles were 
interviewed: head, assistant head, division leader, teacher, office 
manager and specialist. The two division leaders were also teachers. 

Purposive sampling was used. Some interviews were pre-booked and 
others were booked during the visit, when more information became 
known to the researches. The purpose of the interviews was to capture 
the respondent’s experiences and their quality and sustainability work 
practices in the organisation. This organisation was of interest to the 
researchers since it can be seen as an example of best practice within 
the field. 

At the time of the interviews, there was no predetermined study. The 
interviews were conducted after the researchers had been at the school 
for a couple of days, been on tours and participated in several meetings 
with the staff and students at the school. The interviews constituted 
what Patton (2002) calls informal conversations, in which the content 
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was guided by what the researchers perceived to be of interest given 
the context. The interview questions varied depending on which 
person was interviewed, and some of the interviews included more 
than one respondent. 

The analysis of the interviews is presented with the rest of the data 
collected from Case 6 as all the data is analysed together; see the section 
Observations, notes and document reading below. The interviews in 
Case 6 are included in the data used in Paper E. 

Workshops 
In Case 4, the project team used workshops facilitated by the 
researchers as a method to collect and condense data with help from 
the participants. The process is described in detail in Paper D. A 
shorter version is presented here. 

The work was divided into two parts. Part 1 developed the 
performance-based dialogue model and consisted of two steps. Part 2 
consisted of one-step testing and evaluation using the performance-
based dialogue model in real life. Part 1 started by identifying success 
factors for constructive dialogue during a workshop with 30 officials. 
The next step was to develop different types of dialogue models with 
a focus on performance, which was tested during a second workshop. 
In the second workshop, 21 officials and 7 elected representatives 
participated. After the second workshop, one performance-based 
dialogue model was selected and refined by the project team. 

In Part 2, the performance-based dialogue model was tested in real life. 
The first use of the performance-based dialogue model was evaluated 
using oral and written assessments by the participants. 
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Observations, notes and document reading 
During the stay at the private school (Case 6), there were opportunities 
for guided tours and observations. Before the trip, observation 
templates were prepared as part of the data collection. The purpose of 
the observations was to increase understanding of the context in which 
persons at the school interacted and of the whole. Three different 
orientations for observation templates were created; these were called 
Dialogue, Quality and Interlinkages (see Appendix VI for an example). 
The templates were used in different settings such as classroom 
teaching, internal work meetings, education for teachers (external 
contractor) and internal meetings in which employees worked to 
increase knowledge of sustainable development. 

As well as contributing to understanding the context and the whole, 
observations can provide first-hand experience for the researcher, 
allowing them to be open, discovery oriented and inductive (Patton, 
2002). Observations can also contribute experiences of real time social 
interactions, such as routines, which may be intentionally omitted in 
an interview (Patton, 2002). 

The structured observations of specific activities were supplemented 
with a guided tour of the entire school and the researchers’ free 
movement within the school grounds. The observations were 
conducted by me according to the developed templates, while the 
unstructured observations were conducted by me and the other writer 
of paper E, we were constantly taking notes and photographs. All the 
staff had been informed in advance of our presence, and we always 
asked permission to attend. We focused entirely on the adults in the 
school to avoid overstepping ethical boundaries and ensure the 
protection of children from unintended exposure. 
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Paper copies of internal work documents were handed to us during 
our visit to the school. After the visit further documents were sent at 
the request of us by e-mail. None of the documents contained personal 
data. 

The analysis in Paper E was performed using Bergman and Klefsjö’s 
(2020) ‘cornerstone model’. All written data, including the previously 
presented interviews, was read through by two researchers, who 
highlighted sentences and words that they perceived as related to the 
cornerstones. Some of the data could be attributed to more than one 
cornerstone. After the individual work, the researchers met and 
discussed it before agreeing on the outcome. Photos were used to 
illustrate some of the findings. The findings were sorted by role and 
layer, which in this context refers to strategy/policy or operation in the 
organisation. 

The questionnaire 
The questionnaire was designed to get a picture of the organisations 
quality culture and serve as a tool to provide insights in some specific 
values. The design, use and analysis of the questionnaire for this thesis 
suggest a quantitative method. The procedure used to develop the 
questionnaire, initially with a literature review and then formulating 
statements and factors based on existing theory, can be seen as 
quantitative, according to Bryman (2020). The purpose of the 
questionnaire was to gather data and test objects of study in relation to 
theory; this is also a quantitative approach (Bryman, 2020). The use of 
an interval scale further amplifies the assumption that the use of a 
questionnaire represents a quantitative approach. In this case the 
selection criteria for the sample groups did not meet the necessary 
criteria to make generalisable assumptions about the results. The 
sample selection was thus purposive. 
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Use of the questionnaire 
In the beginning of summer 2020, the principals from Case 5 were 
asked to answer the questionnaire (see Appendix VII). By this point it 
had been further developed and used in several different studies (see, 
for instance, Bäckström, 2019; Ingelsson & Bäckström, 2017; Ingelsson 
et al., 2018; Ingelsson & Mårtensson, 2014; Mårtensson & Ingelsson, 
2018). The group had answered the same questionnaire once 
previously, at the beginning of the collaboration project. The seven-
point Likert agreement scale at the time corresponded to 1 ‘Totally 
disagree’ and 7 ‘Totally agree’. The answer ‘Do not know/Do not want 
to answer’ was also available as a choice. 

The questionnaire was administered online and sent by one of the 
researchers to the associate superintendent. The principals were asked 
by the associate superintendent to answer the questionnaire during 
one of their joint meetings. The associate superintendent sent an e-mail 
to the principals with a link to the questionnaire. The principals were 
asked to fill in their names so reminders could be sent in the case of 
non-responses. Not all principals participated in the joint meeting. 
Fifteen submitted their questionnaires during the meeting, one 
submitted theirs later the same night and two the day after. 
Questionnaires were submitted by 18 out of 21 principals, a response 
rate of 86 per cent. All the results are presented anonymously. 

The questionnaire included a total of 42 statements representing 
fourteen different quality management values. In Paper F, 13 
statements were chosen by the writers of the paper based on the focus 
of the study, which was long-term thinking. The data was analysed 
using the statistical tool SPSS. The small number of respondents and 
the fact that the statements were detached from the factors meant that 
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only the mean, min-max values and standard deviation for each 
statement were relevant for this study. 

The results were ranked from highest to lowest by their mean values, 
and one researcher analysed them to find patterns. The results were 
verified by two other researchers. This data was one part of the data 
collection in the single-site case study. The triangulation in Paper F is 
described earlier in the section on conducted interviews. 

Overall analysis in the thesis 
In addition to addressing the three research questions in this study, an 
analysis is provided of long-term thinking from the perspective of 
leaders. Schein and Schein’s (2017) model of organisational culture is 
used as an analytical framework. The analysis was conducted by 
sorting key elements from the results of the specific research questions 
into the three levels of culture provided in the model. 

3.9 Quality in research 
When using a mixed method design, the researcher should be able to 
justify the choice of method to strengthen the credibility of the study 
(Watkins & Gioia, 2015). In this thesis, the purpose and the questions 
are the basis for the choice of method, which is derived from the 
paradigm and approaches. The phenomenon is both described and 
explored within the framework of the thesis. Both descriptive and 
exploratory approaches have been used. 

In this thesis, several different ways to ensure quality have been used. 
Using different kinds of data is one way to increase the quality of 
research because it adds different aspects (Creswell, 2014; Olsson & 
Sörensen, 2011). Using several methods does not automatically mean 
higher quality research; it is important to account for each separate 
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part and ensure that each one is described in detail (Bryman, 2020). In 
the quantitative method, quality is first determined according to 
reliability and validity; as the majority of the research is qualitative, 
this has been given more attention. To validate the qualitative methods, 
Wallengren and Henricsson’s (2004) model for credibility (see Table II) 
and Patton’s (2002) three points for credibility have been used. 

The questionnaire used in Paper F was developed from an earlier 
version presented in Ingelsson (2013). The dataset in Paper F has not 
been compared to any other studies. Comparison is one test of criterion 
validity according to Gunnarsson and Billhult (2014). When using the 
questionnaire, the order of the statements was randomised to 
encourage respondents to answer each statement separately, not in 
relation to each other. In Paper F, the chosen group represented the 
whole case (Case 5). 

The assessment from the questionnaire presented in Paper F was the 
second time the respondents answered the same questionnaire. The 
respondents first answered the questions a year prior, although for 
some respondents it was their first time due to changes in the 
composition of the group. Repeated measurements can influence 
respondents’ answers and affect the results (Bryman, 2020). At the first 
measurement, the respondents answered the questionnaire on paper 
and submitted it physically; the second time the questionnaire was 
provided via e-mail and answered online. Different methods of 
administering a questionnaire can influence responses, but in this case 
the two measurements were not compared. 

According to Patton (2002), credibility in qualitative inquiry is 
determined in three ways: 1) the use of rigorous methods during 
fieldwork and systematic analyses, 2) the researcher’s training, 
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experience and understanding of how they relate to their research and 
3) the researcher’s philosophical basis for understanding and 
supporting the value of qualitative inquiry. 

The research carried out in this thesis is described here based on 
Patton’s (2002) three points. Data for the various papers was collected 
on multiple occasions, in different organisations and for different 
purposes, but in all cases the data collection was planned and carried 
out according to rigorous methods. I am in the final stages of my 
graduate studies, so my bank of experience is limited. Doctoral studies 
are a time for training and building on experiences. The studies that 
are part of the thesis were carried out together with researchers 
experienced in qualitative inquiry. These researchers have contributed 
their knowledge and experience without taking responsibility or 
independence from me. The majority of the research is qualitative, in 
terms of the number of studies and the way the data has been 
processed. My stance on the research approaches and strategies was 
clarified earlier in this thesis. With regard to Patton’s (2002) last point 
on credibility, the qualitative research was carried out based on my 
belief that it provides additional value. 
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Table II. Summary of research quality for the collection and analysis of 
qualitative data for the studies in this thesis. The key- and degraded 
indicators are a summary from Wallengren and Henricson (2014). 

Quality 
indicator and 
description of 
quality indicator 

Paper A Paper B Paper C Paper D Paper E Paper F 

Trustworthiness 

Let the 
respondents in 
the study 
review the 
research result 
with intention 
to assess 
compliance to 
own experience. 

 
 

Have a critical 
friend to show 
and discuss the 
results with. 

Triangulation – 
see the problem 
from different 
angles. 

 

No 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Yes − a 
research 
college. 

 

Yes − 
manag-
ers from 
different 
clinics 
who 
have 
been 
impleme
nting 
Lean for 
different 
lengths 
of time 
were 
interview
ed. 

 

No 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Yes − a 
research 
team. 

 

Yes − the 
responde
rs 
including 
manag-
ers, 
employe
es and 
special-
ists. 

 

No 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Yes − a 
research 
team. 

 

Yes − 
manag-
ers from 
different 
clinics 
who 
have 
been 
impleme
nting 
Lean for 
different 
lengths 
of time 
were 
interview
ed. 

 

Yes − 
Some 
participa
nts in the 
work-
shops 
were 
included 
througho
ut the 
process. 

Yes − a 
research 
team. 

 

Yes − 
Participa-
nts 
included 
elected 
represent
-tatives 
and 
officials. 

 

No 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Yes − a 
research 
team. 

 

Yes − the 
responde
nts 
included 
manag-
ers, 
employe
es and 
special-
ists. 
Several 
sources 
were 
used to 
collect 
data. 

 

No 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Yes − a 
research 
team. 

 

Yes − 
manag-
ers from 
different 
organis-
ational 
levels 
were 
included, 
and 
several 
sources 
were 
used to 
collect 
data. 
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Dependability 

The writer 
shows his or her 
preconceptions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The writer 
shows how 
previous 
experience and 
knowledge 
affects the 
research. 

Account of used 
instruments and 
technical 
advises. 

Account of who 
has done the 
data collection 
and processing 
for example 
transcribing. 

 

Yes − this 
is 
integrat-
ed with 
the 
theoret-
ical 
frame-
work. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes − this 
is 
integrat-
ed with 
the 
theoret-
ical 
frame-
work. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes − this 
is 
integrat-
ed with 
the 
theoret-
ical 
frame-
work. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes − this 
is 
integra-
ted with 
the 
theoret-
ical 
frame-
work. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes − this 
is 
integrat-
ed with 
the 
theoret-
ical 
frame-
work. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes − this 
is 
integrat-
ed with 
the 
theoret-
ical 
frame-
work. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes. 

 

 

 

Yes. 

Confirmability 

Description of 
selection of 
respondents. 

Description of 
data collection. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 

 

 

Yes. 

Transferability 

Has the writer 
discussed the 
possibility to 
transferability 
of the results to 
other groups, 
situations or 
contexts? 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 

 

Yes. 
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3.10 Ethics in research 
The aim of research is to increase knowledge. Ethics in research is a 
theory of morals. Trust is essential in research, and as a researcher you 
must show consideration for individuals and research in general. 
Vetenskapsrådet (the Swedish Research Council), a Swedish agency 
that support researchers and PhD students, has compiled a guide that 
provides some general rules (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017, p. 10): 

• You shall tell the truth about your research. 
• You shall consciously review and report the basic premises 

of your studies. 
• You shall openly account for your methods and results. 
• You shall openly account for your commercial interests and 

other associations. 
• You shall not make unauthorized use of the research 

results of others. 
• You shall keep your research organized, for example 

through documentation and filing. 
• You shall strive to conduct your research without doing 

harm to people, animals or the environment. 
• You shall be fair in your judgement of others’ research. 

 
Respondents who participate in research studies always have the right 
to receive information about the purpose of the study and how the data 
will be used (Cohen et al., 2000a). The respondents shall also always 
have the opportunity to choose whether they wish to participate 
(Cohen et al., 2000a) and should not have to give a reason for not 
answering a question (Bryman, 2020). 

Ethics in this thesis 
The organisations studied were all purposefully chosen, as were the 
participants. In the cases in which the researchers did not choose the 
respondents, the organisations helped select suitable individuals and 
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competencies. The respondents were all chosen based on their 
professional status and not as individuals. 

Before the data collection, all the respondents were informed about 
how the data would be collected and what it would be used for, that 
the data would be used anonymously and that they could opt out of 
participating at any time. Before the interviews, the respondents were 
also told that they could contact the researchers within a given time of 
the interviews being conducted if they changed their minds about 
participation. Contact information for the researchers (e-mail address 
or telephone number) was also made available to the respondents in 
case they had a question at a later date. All the results will be made 
available to the participating organisations when the research has been 
published. 

Participating organisations can be backtracked, since several of them 
have been involved in applications for funding and some have agreed 
to be part of research presentations. The name of one of the 
organisations is mentioned in a research publication at the request of 
the organisation’s leader who was interested in being visible. This 
organisation aims to serve as a benchmark for other organisations. To 
protect individuals, the research has been presented in such a way as 
to prevent them from being identified. This means that the researchers 
had to make certain choices about how the results were presented, for 
example by grouping the data as in Paper B, D, E and Paper F. 

External reviews were conducted for Papers A-E before their 
publication or presentation. Paper F has been submitted and will 
undergo a review before publication. The author of this thesis intends 
to fulfil the requirements on information, consent, confidentiality and 
usage. 
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4 Summary of appended papers 
Table III. Summary of appended papers and presentation of my contribution 
to each paper. 

 Appendix,  

Authors, Year 

Title Journal My contribution in 
paper 

Paper A  

Mårtensson, 
A. & 
Ingelsson, P. 
(2013) 

 

Managers basic 
assumptions 
when Lean is 
applied 

16th QMOD – ICQSS, 
Quality Management 
and 

Organizational 
Development 
Conference. September, 
(2013), Slovenia, 
Portoroz. pp. 1206-
1215. 

60% − compiled the 
result, analysis and 
discussion. Approx. 
half of the 
theoretical frame. 

Paper B  

Mårtensson, 
A., Ingelsson, 
P. & Öberg, L-
M. (2014) 

 

Can Lean values 
contribute to 
Sustainable 
Development? 

17th QMOD 
International 
Conference quality and 
service science. 
September, (2014), 
Prague, No. 79 

80% − Contributed 
to the interview 
guide and 
performed four of 
the interviews. 
Compiled the result 
and conducted the 
analysis. Wrote the 
main part of the 
paper. 

Paper C  

Mårtensson, 
A., Ingelsson, 
P. & Snyder, 
K. (2019) 

Interlinking 
Lean and 
Sustainability: 
How ready are 
leaders? 

The TQM Journal. Vol. 
31, No. 2, pp. 136-149 

90% − Compiled the 
result and 
conducted the 
analysis. Wrote the 
main part of the 
paper. 
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Paper D 
Mårtensson, 
A., Ingelsson, 
P. & 
Bäckström, I. 
(2020) 

Co-creation as a 
success factor in 
the 
development of 
constructive 
customer-
focused 
dialogues 

Quality Innovation 
Prosperity. Vol. 24, No. 
2, pp. 153-169. 

80% − Participated 
in all steps, 
involved in the 
process and wrote 
the main part of the 
paper. 

Paper E  

Mårtensson, 
A. & Snyder, 
K. (2022) 

 

Developing 
organizational 
systems that 
link Quality 
Management 
and 
sustainability: 
moving from 
theory to 
practice 

Proceedings M2D2022 - 
9th International 
Conference on 
Mechanics and 
Materials in Design. pp. 
935-956 

70% − performed 
the interviews, 
observations and 
document reading. 
Participated in the 
compilation of the 
result and the 
analysis. Wrote the 
main part of the 
paper. 

Paper F  

Mårtensson 
A., Snyder K., 
Ingelsson P. & 
Bäckström, I.  
(xxxx) 

Understanding 
long-term 
thinking as a 
management 
strategy to 
support 
sustainable 
quality 
development: 
Perspectives 
from education 

Submitted 70% − Contributed 
to the interview 
guides. Performed 
the oral interview. 
Participated in the 
compilation of the 
results and the 
analysis. Wrote the 
main part of the 
paper. 

  



 

77 

4.1 Paper A 
Mårtensson, A. & Ingelsson, P. (2013). Managers basic assumptions when 
Lean is applied. 16th QMOD – ICQSS, Quality Management and 
Organizational Development Conference. September, (2013), Slovenia, 
Portoroz. pp. 1206–1215. 

Introduction 
It appears that organisations apply Quality Management initiatives, 
e.g. Lean or Total Quality Management (TQM), to arrive at structured 
and supporting systems for quality development. According to 
Emiliani (2010), the reasons organisations apply Lean have a profound 
effect on the focus within an organisation. Lean must be applied for 
the benefit of customers, not for internal company reasons (Emiliani, 
2010). 

It is people who provide quality, and it is managers within 
organisations who create the conditions that allow people do so (Kanji 
et al., 1995). There seems to be a consensus that leadership is a real 
phenomenon that is important for the effectiveness of organisations 
(Yukl, 2006). In organisations that choose to work with a quality 
management initiative as a strategy for development, leaders need to 
participate in the work of educating co-workers and be role models. To 
do so they need to embody the values and principles represented and 
have the ability to adopt a system view (Liker, 2004; Liker & Hoseus, 
2008). 

According to Douglas and Judge Jr (2001), it is most important to focus 
on the depth of the implementation of a TQM programme, not just its 
existence. Henderson and Larco (1999) advocate five key factors for the 
successful implementation of Lean, one being that management must 
have a strategic vision of the organisation’s trajectory and the line 
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management leadership must be strong and committed to change. 
There is great need for long-term thinking in organisations as change 
often takes longer than anticipated (Berglund, 2010). 

Purpose 
The purpose of this paper was to present the result from a case study 
in which managers where interviewed to identify find out their basic 
assumptions (i.e. purpose and underlying values) for applying Lean. 
A further aim was also to investigate if these basic assumptions were 
in line with what the literature describes as important for success when 
applying Lean. 

Methodology 
Values within Lean, and to a lesser extent TQM, were studied. An 
organisation was chosen on the basis of it being at the beginning of its 
‘Lean journey’ and using the strategy to roll out the change process 
through the creation of pilot groups; the assumption being that there 
is a similar culture within the organisations to begin with so the 
starting points are reasonably similar. 

An interview guide was created with open-ended questions. Follow-
up questions were then asked to capture as much information as 
possible about leaders’ personal attitudes and basic assumptions of 
Lean. Interviews with two managers, one from a pilot clinic and the 
other from a clinic that had not yet started to work with Lean, were 
carried out during autumn 2011. The pilot clinic had worked with Lean 
for over a year and a half and the other was being set up according to 
the organisation’s rollout plan. The aim of the interviews was to 
identify what the managers perceived to be the purposes for applying 
Lean, what they hoped to achieve using Lean and their views on the 
basic elements of Lean. 
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Main findings 
The result indicated that managers had different purposes for applying 
Lean. The manager in the pilot clinic stated that customer focus and 
co-worker involvement were the purposes for applying Lean, while 
the other manager stated that the purpose was to have a structure for 
problem solving and committed co-workers. Both managers identified 
purposes that can be found in the literature as values or parts of values 
within Lean initiatives (see, e.g., Berglund, 2010; Emiliani, 2010). 

It appears that the manager from the pilot clinic has enlarged the 
organisation’s opportunity areas and is also incorporating other Lean 
values, such as integrating the value of customer focus that is seen as 
the starting point to Lean by both Emiliani (2010) and Womack and 
Jones (2003). Identified values and fragments of values are presented 
in Table IV. 

Table IV. (In paper, numbered as Table I) Summary of detected Lean values. 
A black dot indicates a clear detected value and an unfilled dot indicates a 
partially detected value. 

Value Manager from pilot 
clinic 

Manager from clinic 
not started 

Supportive leadership •  

Customer focus •  

System view •  

Continuous 
improvement 

• o* 

Long-term thinking   
Respect for people •  

*In the appended paper this symbol is missing. 
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It is indicated that the manager of the clinic that has not started to 
apply Lean has focused more on problem solving than on being a 
learning organisation and adopting a way of thinking, which Liker and 
Franz (2011) state are important parts of continuous improvement. 
This organisation’s mission is to work on prevention and health 
promotion, but this is not something that has been prioritised. 
However, the manager of the pilot clinic realises that working with 
Lean can lead to tasks being resourced. 

The differences between the managers’ purposes for applying Lean 
and their comments on the values can depend on their knowledge of 
and ability to practise Lean, as well as their individual leadership. It is 
clearly important to educate managers and perhaps also to evaluate 
their ability when starting to apply Lean. The manager who has started 
to apply Lean mentions more values supported in the literature than 
the manager who has not yet started to apply it. The reasons for this 
could be that the managers from the pilot clinic had the value base 
from the beginning or that experience with Lean has led to the 
development of said value base. 

4.2 Paper B 
Mårtensson, A. Ingelsson, P. & Öberg, L-M. (2014). Can Lean values 
contribute to Sustainable Development? 17th QMOD International 
Conference quality and service science. September (2014), Prague, No. 
79. 

Introduction 
There are many reasons to work with Quality Management initiatives. 
One is that it can support sustainable development. Deming (1986), 
who is well known as the founder of the fourteen points of Quality 
Management, argues for the importance of the system on the basis that 



 

81 

it has the biggest influence on outcomes. Consequently, a system view 
is necessary. According to Sapru and Schuchard (2011), the lack of 
quality in organisations has shown itself to be harmful to 
environmental and social performance. There is a gap between what 
organisations think is important with regard to sustainable 
development and their actions and implementation (Mirvis et al., 2010). 
One reason for this gap is that many employees do not share the same 
opinions (Mirvis et al., 2010). 

Lean can be defined as a management system designed to be 
responsive to the needs of individuals in business and to deliver better 
outcomes for stakeholders Emiliani (2003). Lean is a long-term 
commitment, so organisations seeking short-term gains may choose to 
focus on tools rather than changes in culture, since this often takes a 
long time (Bhasin & Burcher, 2006). Long-term thinking has to be 
prioritised at the expense of short-term economic goals (Liker, 2004). 

One area in which quality development is required and that constitutes 
an important part of many systems is the production of Technical 
Communication (TC). TC is an important function that makes it 
possible to introduce, use, maintain and phase out technical artefacts 
in a safe, beneficial and sustainable way (Asproth, 2011). 

Purpose 
The aim of this paper was to study interactions between sustainable 
development and Lean values by comparing two organisations, one 
with Technical Communication in-house and one with Technical 
Communication partly outsourced. 

Methodology 
A literature review was carried out focusing on values within 
sustainable development and Lean and the interactions between them. 
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The identified sustainable development values were then compared to 
categories representing Lean values compiled by the research group: 
‘Customer perspective’, ‘Long-term thinking’, ‘System view’, ‘Value 
flows’, ‘Standardisation’ and ‘Continuous improvement’. To identify 
best practices and areas for improvements in TC based on Lean, 
interviews were conducted in two companies working with TC in 
different ways. The interviews were semi-structured and based on an 
interview guide, which was sent to the companies in advance. All the 
transcribed interviews were read through by all the members of the 
research team, each of whom identified best practices and areas for 
improvement. Each interview was compiled by the research team in 
workshops, where the identified best practices and improvements 
were discussed and categorised. 

Main findings 
The results show a number of interactions between sustainable 
development values and the identified Lean categories; see Figure 7. 
Company A (presented as Case 2 in the thesis) had aspects identified 
under both best practice and areas for improvement for all Lean 
categories. Examples of best practice were most commonly identified 
under ‘Value flow’ and ‘Customer focus’. ‘Customer focus’ and ‘Long-
term thinking’ were the two areas most identified as areas for 
improvement. For Company B (presented as Case 3 in the thesis), five 
of six Lean categories were identified in best practice. As with 
Company A, ‘Customer focus’ appeared most frequently in the results. 
Despite Company B’s focus on processes, the ‘Value flow’ focus was 
not identified in the data. While it appears that Company B has 
processes for identifying customer needs, these are not effectively 
translated into production. TC is not used effectively within the 
company despite customers believing it to be an area of importance. 
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Figure 7. (In paper numbered as Figure 1) Interaction between sustainable 
development values and Lean 

The literature study and our results indicate that the presence of Lean 
values helps to create the conditions for sustainable development, but 
organisations need to focus on their culture and values; see, e.g., Yukl 
and Kaulio (2011). If TC that is significant for product lifecycles has a 
low status, this could indicate that a company puts little value on 
sustainable development. A lack of outspoken strategies and objectives, 
and not taking product lifecycles into consideration, could show that 
the company needs to elaborate on Long-term thinking and System 
view focuses. Studying separate individual focuses such as TC does 
not give the complete picture of a system, however it may help those 
who are active in sub-systems to understand their contribution to it. 
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4.3 Paper C 
Mårtensson, A., Ingelsson, P. & Snyder, K. (2019). Interlinking Lean 
and Sustainability: How ready are leaders? The TQM Journal. Vol. 31, 
No. 2, pp. 136–149. 

Introduction 
Lean is a philosophically based management practice for 
organisational development with the main purpose of developing 
robust and successful businesses (Bhasin, 2013). Organisations 
practising Lean can have a positive sustainable impact; see, for 
instance, Piercy and Rich (2015), Vincent (2009) and Rusinko (2005). 
Responses to the global challenge of achieving a system that is 
sustainable and stable over time (Stegall, 2006) depend on the 
initiatives we choose. How Lean is defined affects the strength of its 
links to sustainability; a comprehensive definition that includes both 
the operational and strategic levels is preferable (Piercy & Rich, 2015). 

It is essential for managers involved in organisational development, 
such as Lean, to be committed and have in-depth knowledge about 
their organisation and development practice (Emiliani, 2007). 
Managers are central to organisational development since their role is 
to guide, structure and facilitate activities and relationships within the 
organisation. To fulfil their leadership commitments, managers need 
in-depth knowledge of the common values and beliefs that constitute 
the organisational culture (Yukl & Kaulio, 2012). 

Purpose 
The purpose of this paper was to explore evidence of interlinkages 
between Lean and Sustainability among organisational leaders in the 
early stages of Lean implementation. 
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Methodology 
In this study, a multi-site case study approach was used to gain insight 
into the connections between Lean and sustainable development 
during the implementation stages of Lean. In-depth interviews were 
conducted with managers from four different units in one organisation 
regarding their perceptions of Lean to determine their level of 
knowledge and understanding of the links between Lean and 
sustainable development. A literature study was conducted to identify 
the dimensions linking Lean and sustainability. Eight dimensions were 
chosen, which were then used as an analytic framework to determine 
whether these interlinkages were present in the organisation. Each 
indication of a dimension was also categorised according to the two 
organisational levels: strategic and operational. 

Main findings 
The results indicate that none of the clinics had interlinkages in all 
eight dimensions. Clinic A and Clinic B revealed the presence of 
interlinkages in seven out of eight dimensions. At Clinic C and Clinic 
D, there were fewer indications of the presence of interlinkages in the 
dimensions. Which dimensions had indicators of interlinkages varied 
between the clinics. 

In the case presented in this study, it seems that managers have some 
knowledge of the Lean values and principles, some of which are 
represented in the dimensions with interlinkages between Lean and 
sustainable development. For instance, long-term thinking was 
present among two managers at the strategic level and a third manager 
at the operational level. However, when looking at the results as a 
whole, it appears that there are large gaps in managers’ knowledge: 
identifiers for the dimensions were fragmented and, in some cases, 
missing entirely. This is observable on both the strategic and 
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operational levels. Since managers have an important role in the 
implementation and application of Lean, their knowledge and 
understanding are essential for the rest of the organisation (Joosten et 
al., 2009; Piercy & Rich, 2015). A visualisation of the knowledge gap 
can help the organisation to identify and recruit the ‘right’ managers 
for the task. The result also reinforces how important it is that the 
dimensions be actualised at both the strategic and operational levels of 
an organisation to achieve the desired results. 

4.4 Paper D 
Mårtensson, A., Ingelsson, P. & Bäckström, I. (2020). Co-creation as a 
success factor in the development of constructive customer-focused 
dialogues. Quality Innovation Prosperity. Vol. 24, No. 2, pp. 153–169. 

Introduction 
When organisations try to understand customers and stakeholders, 
they find that it is their needs and expectations that are most 
challenging to understand (Westher, 2018). Once an organisation 
understands its customers’ needs and expectations, the organisation 
must be managed in such a way as to fulfil these. This process demands 
knowledge of customers and the capacity to develop organisations in 
line with customer demands. 

New ways of working need to be developed and adapted to meet and 
fulfil organisational challenges. Co-creation, a collaborative process for 
identifying and shaping desired goals, is a method that could allow 
organisations to establish new ways of working and create supportive 
methods. In addition, a collaborative process facilitates the adoption of 
new ways of working, since it is easier to adopt new processes through 
action than by thinking of new ways of acting. 
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Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to describe the process of co-creating a 
dialogue model that aims to increase citizen value in a municipality 
organisation. In addition, the purpose is to present the results from the 
development process and to evaluate the chosen dialogue model. 

Methodology 
Interviews with both open-ended and closed-ended questions were 
used to obtain an understanding of the current situation within the 
organisation. Workshops facilitated by the researchers were used in 
the development process of a performance-based dialogue model. The 
first workshop focused on identifying success factors from fruitful and 
constructive dialogues. A second workshop was used to test and 
evaluate different types of dialogue models. Between and after the 
workshops, the project members had meetings to discuss and develop 
the material used during the workshops and to develop the final 
performance-based dialogue model. The developed model was tested 
in real life and evaluated through oral and written evaluations with 
participants. 

Main findings 
The used co-creation process enabled co-workers, managers and 
elected representatives to participate in the development process, 
which followed the steps proposed by Ingelsson et al. (2012) to invite 
and involve committed co-workers to choose the right methodologies 
and tools to achieve the desired results in the organisation. The process 
of developing the performance-based dialogue model can be seen as 
an example of a process to find new and counterintuitive ways of 
acting. Involving co-workers through co-creation can facilitate change; 
as Senge (1999) states, people do not resist change but resist being 
changed. 
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Focus on citizen value was present in the entire process and confirmed 
in the evaluations. The ability to have dialogues about quality and 
business was seen as a benefit, given that both are connected to 
creating value for citizens. This dialogue model creation and 
adaptation in the organisation was an internal action that created the 
conditions for meeting the various expectations of a wide range of 
individuals and groups. According to Carlsson and Wilmot (2006), 
internal customer value creation increases the ability to perform high-
value creation for external customers. 

The development process based on co-creation can be used in other 
situations and is not limited to creating dialogue models. It can be used 
if an organisation wants to involve co-workers to improve their 
knowledge, contextualise a specific issue and develop methodologies 
for internal use. 

4.5 Paper E 
Mårtensson, A. & Snyder, K. (2022). Developing organizational systems 
that link Quality Management and sustainability: moving from theory to 
practice. Proceedings M2D2022 − 9th International Conference on 
Mechanics and Materials in Design. pp. 935–956. 

Introduction 
Businesses and organisations of all kinds have been called upon to re-
examine their practices and production as part of the United Nations 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015). 
Education systems have been mentioned specifically in relation to the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and it is important for schools 
to help children and young people develop knowledge and skills to 
respond to current and future challenges in society (Halinen, 2017; 
United Nations, 2017). 
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The philosophy behind quality management and related practices 
performed is linked to sustainability (Mårtensson et al., 2019; Piercy & 
Rich, 2015). However, even if links between quality management and 
sustainability exist in theory, there is little evidence of it in practice 
(Mårtensson, 2019; Vandenbrande, 2019). Lowe Steffen et al. (2019) 
contend that for businesses and organizations to meet the SDGs, a shift 
from short-term planning to long-term thinking is required among 
leaders. All activities, and in particular managers’ decision-making, 
have consequences that reach far beyond today. Managing the 
complexity of long-term effects that also cross system boundaries 
requires the skills of system thinking (Senge & Sterman, 1991). 

Purpose 
The purpose of this paper is to present findings from a qualitative case 
study that examine the presence of a systems approach to organizing 
that integrate quality management and sustainability. In particular we 
are interested in examining more closely how long-term thinking is 
applied in the case site and the ways in which it permeates the system 
of leading and continuous development. 

Methodology 
A qualitative case study was conducted to examine the presence of a 
systems approach to organisation that integrates quality management 
and sustainability. The quality management framework ‘Cornerstone 
model’ (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2020) was used to identify mechanisms 
and practices that can facilitate the interlinking of quality and 
sustainable development in organisations and their presence within 
the different layers of the organisation. The data was also examined for 
the application of long-term thinking. Data was gathered through 
interviews and observations, and notes taken during round-tours and 
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document readings. Since all material was collected in text form, 
systematic analyses were conducted. 

Main findings 
In the results section, the Cornerstone model (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2020) 
was applied as a framework to identify quality management practices 
in the school’s work on global sustainable development goals. Placing 
the data in separate categories enabled us to highlight specific elements 
that make up the system of quality management. However, 
categorising the data also destroyed the visualisation of the integration 
of the school’s systems to meet the needs of students, teachers, staff 
and the larger community, both local and global. By looking more 
deeply into the data from a systems perspective, in which 
organisational structure and work culture were considered, it was 
possible to gain deeper insights into the presence of long-term thinking 
as a principal component connecting both quality management and 
sustainable development in practice. 

Long-term thinking was identified as a basic function in the school’s 
focus to prepare children and young people with the skills and 
knowledge needed for success, including confidence, creativity and 
care for themselves and others. At the organisational and leadership 
level, long-term thinking was used as a strategic device to support 
continuous development. New ideas and innovations were embraced 
with curiosity and openness, which was then explored more in depth 
to determine the degree to which the innovation supported the goals 
and mission of the school. In this particular organisation, customer 
focus was found to be a significant, if not the most significant, factor in 
the organisation’s application of long-term thinking through which 
theory and policy were translated into practice at all levels of the 
organisation. 
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4.6 Paper F 
Mårtensson, A., Snyder, K., Ingelsson, P. & Bäckström, I. (submitted). 
Understanding long-term thinking as a management strategy to support 
sustainable quality development: Perspectives from education. 

Introduction 
Sustainability, as a concept and framework for living and work, means 
fostering a mindset and behaviours that stress the importance of long-
term thinking and planning to ensure that decisions made today by 
individuals, business and nations consider the needs and impact on 
society in the future (Lowe Steffen et al., 2019). 

The concept of long-term thinking is central to quality management, 
albeit often as a silent element rather than explicitly articulated praxis 
(Mårtensson et al., 2019). Barnett et al. (2017) conclude that the 
importance of long-term thinking is recognised by industry and 
business, but there is a gap when it comes to implementation. School 
environments are an interesting context to explore with regard to the 
understanding and application of long-term thinking, as both a 
concept and praxis, given that schools have a specific policy mandate 
to design and deliver quality education that meets the sustainability 
challenges of the 21st century. 

Purpose 
The purpose of this article is to explore the gap between existing 
knowledge and the application of long-term thinking as a quality 
management strategy. 

Methodology 
The study is based on a case study methodology and examines how 
school leaders in preschools in Sweden describe and define the concept 
of long-term thinking and how they apply it in their specific roles as 
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school leaders in their work with quality development. Both 
quantitative and qualitative data were collected. The datasets were 
first analysed separately and then combined using triangulation. 

Main findings 
The gap between theory and practice with regard to long-term 
thinking is identified in the fragmented picture of long-term thinking 
among school leaders in the study. In the views of long-term thinking, 
three categories were particularly visible: Proactive, Reactive and 
‘Hold-on-and-persevere’. The proactive view reflects a focus on 
customer value and a commitment to each child as a student and 
future citizen. The reactive view reflects leaders as steered by budget 
requirements and their need to act as ‘firefighters’ when met with new 
unforeseen actions. ‘Hold on and persevere’ served as a metaphor and 
value-based assumption for respondents about the importance of 
allowing time for development and each person having time to feel 
engaged. Reflecting on the fragmented view of long-term thinking 
amongst school leaders, the research suggests that one of the main 
challenges for leaders today is the need to balance short- and long-term 
planning. 

Long-term thinking is presented as both an anchor and steering 
mechanism that guides the transition from an organisational vision to 
concrete processes, methods and behaviours. Evidence from the 
organisation studied indicates that while some leaders are customer 
oriented, there is a lack of structures in place to guide them in 
developing a system view of the organisation and society. To practise 
long-term thinking, the gap between the organisational vision and 
concrete processes and methods needs to be bridged. 
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5 Main findings 
In this chapter, the findings are linked back to the purpose of the study by 
answering the research questions. 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore the concept of long-term 
thinking as an aspect of quality management from a leadership 
perspective to understand more about the praxis in making long-term 
thinking visible in organisations. 

In the answers to the research questions, there are references to the 
individual cases that have been studied. As the businesses in the 
individual cases do not use the same job designations, the choice was 
made to use the organisations’ designations, i.e. manager, leader, head 
and school leader. In cases where a summary description is given, the 
word leader is used to describe respondents as a group. 

5.1 RQ 1) How do leaders define and describe their 
work with the concept of long-term thinking in 
quality management initiatives? 

The definitions given by leaders in the contributing studies reflect 
different views of long-term thinking. Some connected long-term 
thinking to the organisation’s stated visions, goals and strategies, 
while others reflected more personal views. Differentiated views on 
long-term thinking also appeared in leaders’ descriptions of their work 
with the concept of long-term thinking. Leaders’ descriptions of how 
they work with long-term thinking also varied in terms of detail and 
context specificity. 

Five areas were identified in leaders’ definitions and descriptions of 
their work with long-term thinking: 1) the role of leaders, 2) focus on 
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customers, 3) engaging employees, 4) continuous improvement and 5) 
goals, structures and planning. Papers A, C, E and F, which include 
Case 1, Case 5 and Case 6, contribute additional details in answering 
this question. 

The role of leaders 
The role of leaders was identified as significant when defining and 
describing the concept of long-term thinking. For instance, leaders 
should have a coaching approach towards employees and be visible in 
daily work. This is shown in, for instance, Case 1, with some managers 
considering it important to visit employees during their daily work 
and support them in focusing on the organisation’s long-term strategy. 
One of the managers also described their role as a coach for the 
employees with the task of ensuring motivation and keeping the focus 
on customers. 

Further examples from Case 1 include one manager who described 
their role as monitoring employees and being able to guide them in the 
organisation’s long-term strategies and plans. It is also the manager’s 
role to create the conditions for employees to continuously improve 
their work. Continuous improvement helps employees to stay mindful 
of and contribute to development towards long-term goals. A 
concreate example of how employees can be guided to focus on 
development comes from a manager who described their use of 
employees’ individual performance plans to identify areas of 
development. It also appears that it is the manager’s role to handle 
short-term activities and incorporate strategic challenges in the future. 

In Case 6, it was possible to examine the leaders across two different 
managerial levels: top management and division leaders. In this case, 
the head actively trained employees for various activities and engaged 
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in developing the practice of the organisation, including its long-term 
goals. The top management spent significant time ‘on the floor’ with 
the employees and students and used an asking approach to provide 
guidance as needed. The role of division leaders was to create the 
conditions for employees to perform their work effectively. These are 
examples of how the leaders work to maintain a focus on an 
organisation’s long-term intentions. 

The role of a leader was not generally agreed upon among the 
participants in Case 5. One school leader shared that their role was to 
provide employees with information and then be patient and wait 
until the employees themselves were ready to engage with and apply 
it. For this leader, engaged and committed employees were key to 
connecting the activities performed by employees to the organisation’s 
strategies and goals. In Case 5, several school leaders described the 
difficulty of focusing on long-term activities, referring to overly long 
agendas and a lack of goals and anchoring points to guide them in their 
work. 

Focus on customers 
A customer focus was identified as important for leading a business in 
accordance with long-term thinking. In Case 1, some of the managers 
expressed that the organisation and activities performed are oriented 
around customers. One of the managers also stated that they had 
highlighted the need for work on prevention and health promotion to 
create long-term wellbeing for the customers, but that the organisation 
had not yet prioritised it. 

In Case 6, a customer focus was identified in all activities performed 
by leaders. The statement ‘It’s all about the kids’ served as an anchor 
for the organisation’s long-term performance and development. The 
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leaders were available in a way that meant they always could prioritise 
students, for instance the head never turned off their telephone and 
always gave an explanation when participating in activities. Rather 
than focusing solely on creating customer value in the present, the 
organisation made conscious choices based on the best available 
knowledge to create value for customers in the future. The leaders in 
Case 6 did not manage customers as a group and instead made sure to 
meet the unique needs of each customer. The customers were involved 
in many activities for both organisational and personal development. 

The school leaders in Case 5 considered themselves to have good 
knowledge of how they contributed to creating customer value and 
what their customers’ needs were. Some of the school leaders 
articulated and described customers in a wider context and how they 
were connected to the different aspects and activities of the business. 
Their mission was to create the conditions to shape their customers 
into citizens of society. Some of the school leaders expressed that their 
mission needed to focus on preparing students for the future. Some 
also highlighted the social responsibility of the business and that their 
assignment meant taking care of children so their parents could work. 
In this group of school leaders, some had taken on the role of 
supporting employees to maintain a customer focus. 

Engaging employees 
Organisations can achieve their long-term goals by engaging and 
committing employees at different levels of the management structure. 
In Case 1, the managers emphasised problem solving and stated that 
the driving force for it needs to come from employees. A willingness 
and ability to solve problems among employees allows for obstacles to 
be overcome and expected outcomes to be reached. The managers also 
expressed the belief that employees needed to be more involved in 
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decision-making and take more responsibility for their work to 
strengthen their commitment to the organisation’s long-term vision 
and strategies. At the same time, one of the managers highlighted the 
need for reasonable demands of employees and to not expect too much 
from them. 

In Case 6, the employees were deeply involved in the development of 
the organisation. Cooperative learning is part of the organisation, as is 
the belief that development should be initiated by employees. The 
organisation fosters employees’ connection to its long-term vision and 
strategies by giving them responsibility for development. The leaders 
in Case 6 expressed the belief that employees should be driven by 
passion and commitment and that it is important that employees feel 
they are doing great work every day. 

In Case 5, some of the school leaders describe their employees as a 
resource for development to link their long-term strategies to activities 
and performance. One school leader stated that in some cases a school 
leader initiates a question but then waits until the employees are ready 
to handle it so they can feel that it comes from them and are more 
engaged in development. Other school leaders expressed the need for 
a culture of coherence to involve employees. A sense of buy-in was also 
present when some of the school leaders talked about engaging the 
employees. 

Continuous improvement 
Continuous improvement was identified by leaders as being necessary 
for an organisation to reach its short- and long-term goals and be able 
to respond to challenges. The leaders also saw the importance of 
prerequisites and support within the organisations for working with 
continuous improvements to accomplish long-term goals. 
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In Case 1, the goal for applying Lean in this organisation was to get a 
well working structure for continuous improvement. A structured 
system for continuous improvement was identified as a way to 
support leaders to initiate development in, for instance, more efficient 
use of resources to deliver greater outcomes and higher quality with 
the same resources. Structured work with continuous improvement 
could also be a force to involve and activate employees in developing 
the organisation. The findings in Case 1 also show that building 
structures for continuous improvement takes a long time. 

In Case 6, continuous improvement can be described as an ongoing 
system for developments in all parts of the organisation. The system 
for continuous improvement is connected to the school’s system for 
teaching and learning, which is guided by the long-term vision and 
goals of the school. This system is visible in the organisation’s 
documents and the leaders give concreate descriptions of their 
activities. In Case 6, continuous improvement was more than problem 
solving and development; it was a method of learning for both 
individuals and the organisation. Continuous improvement can be 
seen as a tool for leaders to maintain a long-term focus, generate 
knowledge and evolve employees and customers. 

When the school leaders in Case 5 were asked if they work to 
constantly improve in everything they do, they answered largely in the 
affirmative. However, continuous improvement was less visible in 
their descriptions and reflections on their work with long-term 
thinking. Instead, they present a picture of short-term ad hoc activities 
and describe a fire-fighting mentality within the organisation that 
overshadowed opportunities for development and continuous 
improvement. At the same time, some of the school leaders believed 
that continuous improvement should be connected to a system 



 

99 

orientation and that strategic planning guided by the organisation’s 
values, vision and goals could be a driving force for continuous 
improvement. 

Goals, structures and planning 
Goals, structures and planning was identified as a field in which 
leaders felt supported in their work with long-term thinking. In Case 
1, there was evidence that the managers placed great emphasis on the 
structure of continuous improvement. All employees were put into 
teams with the goal to work with improvements. One manager called 
this a structured way of thinking to maintain focus on customers. 
Through the improvement teams, the manager believed that 
employees could get help with identifying what is and is not necessary 
in daily practice and long term. Another manager in Case 1 stated that 
work with quality would help them connect the business’ goals to its 
activities and deliver a more efficient way of working. 

In Case 6, a system of structures was developed known as the M.O.R.E. 
model, which incorporated seven different components to support 
how the organisation should operate to fulfil its long-term vision and 
goals. Each of these seven components had a team of leaders who 
regularly met to plan and design how to integrate them into their 
governing documents used in the daily work. Two of the seven 
components, Global Learning Benchmarks and International 
Baccalaureate standards, are designed to be guideposts for long-term 
thinking in the organisation. To carry out agreed-upon goals, the 
organisation in Case 6 introduced working systems based on 
competence development to secure its capacity both in the 
implementation of new ways of working and in continuous 
improvement to meet costumers’ current and future needs. 
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The school leaders in Case 5 had different views on the organisation’s 
structures and how they perceived them to be connected. While they 
stated having a clear picture of the organisation’s overall goals, only 
some were able to explain the connection between the organisational 
vision and goals and their plans and activities for creating customer 
value. Some of the school leaders identified a vision and goals as their 
common ground to anchor activities. They used the expression ‘the red 
thread’ to tie together different aspects of their work that aimed to fulfil 
the organisational vision. Similarly, some of the school leaders 
recognised that it is important to be able to identify short- and long-
term goals that push the organisation in the same direction. Others 
were not able to identify how these different aspects were connected 
and instead used them as a long-term guide. Some of the school leaders 
identified long-term thinking as letting things take time, allowing 
employees to focus on a specific field for a longer period of time. 

5.2 RQ 2) How can long-term thinking be identified as 
a leadership strategy in quality management? 

Leadership strategies employed to address the challenges of long-term 
thinking, whether imposed by higher levels of management or the 
leaders themselves, were found to be different among the cases 
presented in this thesis. In most of the cases it appeared that the 
strategies created and practised were depended on the knowledge and 
capacity of the individuals. It has been identified that leaders’ 
strategies for long-term thinking need to be supported by systems and 
structures, here referred to as steering mechanisms, and anchored in 
visions and goals. It has also been identified that leadership strategies 
need to include both the operational and strategic levels of an 
organisation to increase the visibility of long-term thinking. 
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From the results in the papers, four different objectives for long-term 
thinking as a leadership strategy in quality management appear: focus 
on customers, clarity of communication and a common language, 
opportunities for dialogue and unifying different aspects of the 
organisation, i.e., handle the system. All cases presented in this thesis 
contribute to answering the research questions, but not all of the above 
objectives were identified in every case. For each objective the 
contributing case is specified. Based on the results from the cases 
studied, only Case 6 exhibited signs of a collective leadership strategy. 

Customer focus 
In all six cases, a customer focus was to some extent identified as an 
anchor that connected work activities to organisational outcomes. All 
six case organisations can be said to provide a service, and four of them 
to some extent also a product. Dental care can be seen as both a service 
and a product depending on customer need. Technical communication 
constitutes a service and a product since it is both an educational tool 
and a source of, for instance, technical data and instructions. The 
municipality in Case 4 provides a wide range of services and products, 
such as elderly care, schools, housing, common areas and so on. The 
organisations in Case 5 and Case 6 provide services such as education 
and care. 

Given the varying contexts and types of organisations involved, 
customer focus and value creation is one of the most visible leadership 
strategies. Case 6, on the other hand, very clearly shows that a 
customer focus can also be integrated in long-term thinking; these 
organisations perform activities today that provide long-term benefits 
for their customers in line with sustainable development goals. 
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Clarity of communication and common language 
A common language within the organisation, specifically agreed-upon 
terminology, is a leadership strategy that emerged in the cases. By 
using the same language when leading employees, leaders give the 
impression of being united around what is important. The language 
used by leaders in their communication about long-term thinking will 
guide the rest of the organisation. 

An example of how important values in an organisation are expressed 
by its leaders can be found in Case 1. In their work to introduce Lean, 
the leaders in this case saw the opportunities of working to develop a 
structure for continuous improvement together with the increased 
commitment and participation of employees. In both Paper A and 
Paper C, it was precisely these aspects that several managers 
highlighted when talking about the potential contributions of Lean to 
the organisation. 

The constructive customer-focused dialogues in Case 4 replaced a 
focus on meetings for reporting results, and demonstrating the 
introduction of a more holistic and forward-looking approach. The 
dialogue model helped the leaders to find and use a common language. 
Their experience was that they started to listen to each other and 
increased knowledge among participants. 

The phrase ‘It´s all about the kids’ represents a kind of motto for the 
organisation in Case 6 and permeates every aspect of its operations. 
The organisational systems are broken down in detail to best satisfy 
customers and fulfil the organisation’s short- and long-term goals. The 
leaders and employees are trained to use a language that reflects the 
organisation’s stated position. The leaders corrected their language 
themselves to ensure focus is maintained on agreed terminology to 
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lead employees in the direction signalled by the organisation’s vision 
and goals. Case 5 also had a common phrase among the school leaders, 
‘hold on and persevere’. It was found that the leaders did not share the 
same interpretation of the phrase but that it was used to maintain focus. 

Opportunities for dialogue 
One strategy used by the leaders was creating opportunities for 
dialogue, between themselves and with employees. In Case 1, one 
manager described how the structure of morning meetings had 
resulted in employees being more committed and being able to find 
solutions to problems on their own initiative or as a team. 

In Case 4, the organisation identified a need for dialogue on customer 
value. They needed a structured way to manage communication at the 
upper management level and initiated a development process to 
establish a model for constructive customer-focused dialogues. 
Throughout the development process, the focus was on facilitating 
constructive dialogues about customer value. The model supported a 
focus on customers, independent of their perceived importance within 
specific parts of the organisation. The dialogue model also contributed 
to giving leaders a more holistic view of value created for customers. 
This holistic view contributes to eliminating negative short- and long-
term effects of decisions taken by the leaders. 

The organisation in Case 6 used several different strategies to create 
opportunities for dialogue, including regular meetings to 
communicate information throughout the organisation. The meeting 
agendas were created by the participants, so the focus was always on 
what was important for employees in their work. Opportunities were 
given for both reflections and dialogue among leaders and employees, 
which were used as systematic tools for development. The leaders’ 
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presence in daily work facilitated regular communication with 
employees. 

Unifying different aspects of the organisation i.e. handle the 
system 
Understanding organisational systems and the role organisations play 
in a lager system is a helpful strategy for leaders when practising long-
term thinking. Besides understanding the systems, leaders need 
supporting structures that connect aspects of the organisation. In this 
context, these can include departments and functions as well 
governance and management, i.e. an organisation’s missions, visions, 
goals, strategies and plans. Collectively these are referred to in this 
thesis as a steering mechanism. 

In Case 1, one manager explained that by applying Lean they could see 
that different aspects of the organisation were connected and that no 
one part was more important than another since they all operate 
interdependently. This leader was referring to the Lean values and 
those of the specific organisation. The findings in Case 1 indicated that 
aspects of long-term thinking were present at the strategic level in 
some of clinics of the focal organisation; long-term thinking was 
identified at the operational level in one clinic. These findings also 
show that this organisation had not managed to link the operational 
and strategic levels to support managers in the practice of long-term 
thinking. 

In Case 2 and Case 3, deficiencies in technical communication from a 
systems view, an important part of a product’s life cycle, were 
identified. The organisations in the two cases did not manage to apply 
quality development fully, one reason being that those working on 
technical communication were not integrated into the product’s value 
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flow. Another reason was that information was communicated late in 
the production process, making it difficult to give input that could 
contribute to the increased life span and durability of the products in 
time. 

In Case 4, leaders experienced increased organisational knowledge 
when using the developed dialogue model, which led to constructive 
decisions and actions being taken. This way of working also 
contributed to continuity and provided ways of addressing 
administration and committee assignments. By using the dialogue 
model, the municipality board was able to adopt a holistic view of the 
organisation and support all its different units. 

The M.O.R.E model in Case 6 was developed over decades, and still is. 
The leaders do not see an end to the development of the organisational 
system. This system applies not only within organisational areas but 
also to how they relate to the outside world. All employees were 
educated and trained in the different parts of the system, how they are 
connected and how they should be used to guide long-term visions 
and goals. 

Among the school leaders in Case 5, some identified ‘the red thread’ 
as a symbol for connecting strategic planning to the values, vision and 
goals of the organisation. For them, working with long-term thinking 
meant maintaining ‘the red thread’ in line with the organisation’s 
vision and goals. They also identified that it was the leader’s 
responsibility to have the knowledge and capacity to understand the 
different activities within the organisation and make them visible to 
employees in a way that is understandable. 
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5.3 RQ 3) How can long-term thinking be concretised 
to awaken long-term thinking among leaders? 

In the findings from theory, quality management can be described as a 
set of values that constitute a culture. The quality culture is applied 
through structured methods, models, working methods and tools by 
the people in an organisation. Quality management is not a single 
thing, it needs to be handled as a system and requires people to lead 
and work in accordance with a common organisational goal. Systems 
and people are the two factors that contribute to the development 
evolution of an organisation. This also applies to awakening long-term 
thinking among leaders, since long-term thinking is dependent on 
systems and people. 

Organisational systems and people are intertwined in the context of 
quality management. The same applies to sustainability, since 
organisational systems support people in the actions of their daily 
work and leaders in, for instance, decision-making. At the same time, 
it is people who develop organisational systems. Quality culture and 
values, and their connection to sustainability, have been recurrent 
subjects in the cases and papers presented in this thesis. Organisational 
culture is important in this context as it affects organisational outcomes. 

The studies carried out in Case 1, Case 2, Case 3, Case 5 and Case 6 
demonstrated elements of the current understanding of quality culture, 
such as systems, structures and people in organisations. The study 
carried out with Case 4 took different approach and included the 
development of structures and a journey for participants. These results 
inform us that leaders need to understand and consider an 
organisation’s current culture, systems and structures before deciding 
on the next step to take. 
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Long-term thinking, in quality management theory, is sometimes 
described as a principle or even an underlying foundation in the 
philosophy, but difficult for organisations to concretise. In the era of 
increased need of speeding up sustainability transition, long-term 
thinking has been put up on leader’s agenda. Still it is a challenge to 
concretise long-term thinking, in other words, put theory into praxis. 
When putting together learnings from RQ 1, RQ 2 and literature, the 
answer to RQ 3 has grown out to be a list that can be used as a guide 
with ways of working for leaders to start practice long-term thinking 
and by that make it visible in organisations. This list is a compilation 
that is not sorted in any specific order: 

• Talk about long-term thinking; define and describe 
contributions to long-term thinking within the organisation. 

• Create a culture of developing competence in long-term 
thinking within the organisation by educating and training both 
leaders and employees. 

• Involve customers, use their competences and find out their 
needs. 

• Involve employees, use their competences, educate and train 
them in how to achieve continuous improvement and how to 
connect it to the organisation’s visions, goals and strategies. 

• Demonstrate through acting on and implement new ways of 
working that include long-term thinking. Continuously follow 
up on these ways of working. 

• Base decisions on fact. What has happened in the past and 
present can be a guide for the future. 

• Use visualisation and a common language within the 
organisation. 

• Use many or all channels of information and communication 
within the organisation to increase awareness about long-term 
thinking. 

• Translate long-term thinking into visions, goals, strategies and 
plans. 
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• Be clear about why long-term thinking is on the agenda. 
• Improve systems to support behaviours in line with long-term 

thinking. 
 

The results compiled in this thesis indicate that using these suggested 
ways of working for leaders is one way to awaken long-term thinking 
in organisations. Each organisation is unique and operates in a unique 
context, so this list is not ranked. A starting point for leaders could be 
to foster an understanding of the prevailing culture, systems and 
structures within the organisation, and identify if there is an anchor 
familiar to leaders. From there they can start to implement the ways of 
working in the list and continue to develop them in an ongoing process. 
The outcomes from Case 6 show that it takes time to develop 
supporting systems and the people within them. 
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6 Overall analysis and discussion 
This chapter includes an analysis of the findings and discusses the subjects 
while linking the main findings to theory. The emphasis is on long-term 
thinking and its presence at different levels of organisational culture. 

This thesis puts focus on long-term thinking as an aspect in quality 
management from a leader’s perspective. The premise for long-term 
thinking is based on quality management theory and on sustainable 
development. One of the basics in quality management is continuously 
improvement, and according to the main findings in this thesis there 
is room for improvement among leaders’ strategical work with the 
concept of long-term thinking. The analysis and discussion in this 
section are done in order to put focus on leader’s significance in the 
organisational culture. Reflected on is, leaders, leadership and their 
practice in relation to make long-term thinking visible in organisations. 

Organisational culture can be analysed according to its level of 
visibility for someone participating in or observing it. How deeply 
something is embedded in an organisational culture affects what 
happens within the organisation and ultimately its results. According 
to Yukl and Kaulio (2012), organisational culture is dependent on 
leaders, as are outcomes in line with quality management and 
sustainable development (see, for instance, Rusinko, 2006). To deepen 
the analysis and discussion of the research purpose in this thesis, ‘to 
explore the concept of long-term thinking as an aspect of quality 
management from a leadership perspective in order to understand 
more about the praxis in making long-term thinking visible in 
organisations’, the findings are analysed from a cultural perspective 
using Schein and Schein’s (2017) model of culture consisting of three 
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levels: 1) Artefacts, 2) Espoused beliefs and values, and 3) Basic 
underlying assumptions. 

6.1 Visible structures and objects  
Both the visible and invisible aspects of an organisation can give an 
insight into how it operates in a specific context. When first engaging 
with an organisation, you will be met by its visual representations, 
such as the layout of a homepage, colours on the wall in a lobby or the 
way in which people are dressed. Further engaging with the 
organisation, you may identify other visible structures, for instance 
organisational charts, processes, calendars of yearly planned activities, 
procedures and delegation structures. In Schein’s model of culture, the 
organisational elements on this first level are known as artefacts 
(Schein & Schein, 2017). They include observable and clearly 
identifiable practices, such as visible or tangible structures and 
processes, that have grown out of the basic underlying assumptions 
and espoused values of the organisation (Schein & Schein, 2017). 

In this thesis it has been observed that customer focus and value 
creation are critical among leaders when reflecting on long-term 
thinking. This observation is not surprising since customer focus is 
prevalent in quality management (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2020; 
Dahlgaard-Park, 2011; Deming, 1986). Focus on customers is 
particularly important from a sustainable development perspective if 
organisations applying quality management expand the concept of 
customers to include society, as suggested by, for instance, Garvare 
and Johansson (2008), Jonker (2000) and Åslund (2016). 

The main findings also indicate that when an organisation has a stated 
field of interest or mission, it is visible among at least some of the 
leaders. This was especially noticeable in the cases from the education 
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sector where there was a mandate from the international level (United 
Nations) to ‘prepare’ children and students to be future citizens. Given 
the current call to action on sustainable development, leaders need to 
have a wide view of who stakeholders and actors are before taking 
action (Blass & Hayward, 2014). They also need the ability to correlate 
shareholder and stakeholder needs and consider local as well as global 
issues (James & Priyadarshini, 2021). Deleryd and Fundin (2020) state 
that a mind shift is needed within organisations to consider societal 
satisfaction; they may need to revise their statements and missions to 
focus on long-term thinking and maintain the visibility of actions 
among leaders. 

Leadership is a shared responsibility between leaders and employees, 
and leaders constantly affect employees through their actions and 
behaviours, which means they can also require employees to behave 
in the same way (Yukl & Kaulio, 2012). Leaders in quality management 
need to be passionate about engaging employees (Liker, 2004), and 
their performance is predicated on providing guidance by improving 
and developing them (Joosten et al., 2009; Piercy & Rich, 2015). 
Committed employees was identified in the findings and is a force that 
leaders need to use. In the cases presented in this thesis, the presence 
of committed employees was identified in, for instance, the 
development process of the performance-based dialogue model in 
Case 4, and in leaders’ encouragement of employee participation in 
Case 6. Educating and training employees in an organisation’s culture 
and using their skills in line with the organisation’s vision, goals and 
strategies puts emphasis on outcomes. Leaders have a responsibility to 
put long-term thinking on the agenda, and it is only when leaders 
guide employees by their own example that they can make demands 
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on them. People do not resist change but resist being changed (Senge, 
1999); involving employees in co-creation can facilitate change. 

Visible and clear structures and processes used by leaders reveal the 
different parts of the systems of which an organisation is part to its 
employees and customers. It also shows how the parts of the system 
are connected. In Case 6, the M.O.R.E. model was one example of such 
visible systems and structures. Feigenbaum (1991) argues that quality 
systems contain work structures that guide the coordinated actions of 
people, machines and information in the best and most practical ways 
to ensure customer quality satisfaction. Salegna and Fazel (1996) state 
that long-term success with quality management is dependent on 
managing it as one system and that organisational systems support 
quality planning, its goals and the organisational culture. To address 
long-term thinking, leaders require the skills of system thinking and 
need to create conditions, such as structures and processes that 
support employees to achieve expected outcome (Snyder et al., 2017). 

Development and continuous improvement are identified among 
visible structures and processes. Both are needed if long-term thinking 
is to be a focus area. Development is required for an organisation to 
evolve in line with its guiding long-term visions and goals. In the 
findings, the establishment of teams and meetings with a focus on 
improvement was visible. This finding could indicate, as Dahlgaard et 
al. (2002) describe, that long-term planning to fulfil a vision can occur 
if employees actively participate in continuous improvement to satisfy 
customers. 

According to Blass and Hayward (2014), ‘global responsible leaders’ 
must have skills in long-term thinking for when problems arise and 
must base their decisions on values. Continuous improvement is about 
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achieving efficiency and quality and encompasses both problem 
solving and learning (Liker, 2004). A leader’s role is to create the 
conditions for employees to work with continuous improvement. 
Wruck and Jensen (1994) suggest that actions taken based on unsound 
theory instead of science will result in lost value. In quality 
management, as described by, for instance, Bergman and Klefsjö (2020), 
decisions need to be based on facts. Continuous improvement also 
includes actions taken. Applying action-based learning to new and 
counterintuitive approaches is suggested by Seddon and Caulkin (2007) 
as a way to develop a quality culture. 

6.2 Beliefs, values and principles 
Values and principles of quality management initiatives can be present 
in different forms. One commonality is that they are intended to guide 
organisations and the people within them to perform with excellence. 
Sustainable development is guided by principles that are intended to 
clarify concepts. It has been shown there are several values and 
principles of quality management and sustainable development that 
are interlinked. 

Espoused beliefs and values are visible and articulated within an 
organisation’s culture. In young organisations, espoused beliefs and 
values can reflect a leader’s personal values, rather than those stated 
by the organisation (Schein & Schein, 2017). Shared values are more 
likely to be present in organisations that take time to question and test 
beliefs and values. A set of conscious and explicitly articulated values 
that guide behaviour can then develop within the organisation (Schein 
& Schein, 2017). 

It has been difficult to identify long-term thinking as a quality 
management belief or value in the case studies compiled in this thesis. 
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There may be several reasons for that; for instance, the organisations 
in Case 1 and Case 5 had been operating for less than two years when 
the studies were conducted and therefore had not yet established a 
quality culture. Both organisations aimed to work long term with 
commitments to customers. In Case 1 the aim was prevention and 
health promotion, and in Case 5 it was to prepare the children for the 
future; however, the findings did not indicate the presence of common 
values that supported long-term thinking and planning among leaders.  

In Case 1, a small number of individuals could be said to understand 
the aim, with one leader expressing that the organisation existed for its 
customers. In the context, and given how they talked about customer 
focus, this leader probably acted according to their own beliefs and 
values. In Case 5, a willingness to create a culture of participation was 
identified and could be characterised as a value among some of the 
leaders. A quality culture is needed to achieve quality goals (Deming, 
1986), and a quality culture has to be included in an organisational 
culture to achieve expected results (Wu et al., 2011). A high level of 
agreement among employees and high intensity about common values 
are a base for a strong organisational culture (Chatman & Eunyoung 
Cha, 2003). In Case 1 and Case 5, it can be assumed that long-term 
thinking was absent as a consequence of a lack of common values at 
the time the studies were conducted. 

Leaders are key to creating a strong quality culture, and leadership is 
of great importance (Ingelsson, 2013). Values guide what is and is not 
important and help to identify variables that should be focused on 
(Senge, 2006). The organisation in Case 6, which had been operating 
with the same systems and structures for decades, took a totally 
different approach to stated beliefs and values. They worked to anchor 
their beliefs and values in theory and research and developed them to 
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suit the organisation. Customer focus, committed leadership, 
committed and engaged employees and continuous improvement are 
examples of quality management values that were linked to their long-
term vision. Only when they are linked to a vision and strategies do 
values support the organisation (Yukl & Kaulio, 2011). Another key 
observation was the leader’s dedication to preparing students to 
become global citizens, which can be characterised according to an 
expanded view of customers. Even if the organisation did not include 
long-term thinking as a stated value, it was present in the 
organisational culture in the employees’ dedication to fulfilling their 
mission. The mission was supported by systems and structures that 
helped to guide their choice of focus. 

6.3 Philosophy and basic foundations 
The connection between an organisation’s culture and outcomes is 
well established (Martins & Terblanch, 1994); this also applies to the 
concept of quality management, by which organisations strive to 
deliver excellence (Deming, 1986). The most deeply rooted aspects of 
organisational culture, referred to as basic underlying assumptions by 
Schein and Schein (2017), are not always pronounced within the 
various quality management initiatives. Long-term thinking, as a 
concept in quality management, is presented by Liker (2004) as an 
underlying assumption but referred to as a principle. Principle 1: Base 
your management decisions on a long-term philosophy, even at the 
expense of short-term financial goals. This is one of the few times long-
term thinking is clearly positioned in relation to organisational culture. 

According to Schein and Schein (2017), basic underlying assumptions 
can be defined when there is very little variation in assumptions within 
a group. Such a consensus grows out of the successful implementation 
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of certain beliefs and values that affect behaviours (Schein & Schein, 
2017). Basic assumptions shape beliefs and perceptions but are 
typically not articulated. Laszlo and Zhexembayeva (2011) state that 
the practice of sustainable development in organisations can only 
reach its full potential when it is wholly embedded in individual and 
organisational values. It seems that the presence of a quality 
management culture that is shared among the leaders is relevant to 
bridge the gap between seeing long-term thinking as important to 
putting it into practice. 

From a leader’s perspective, multiple layers of organisational culture 
need to be understood. This includes both the content of the culture 
and how it is linked to the context in which it exists. Some of the 
connections regarding long-term thinking in this thesis are presented 
at the operational and strategic level, requiring leaders to have a 
strategy that includes a steering mechanism and anchors long-term 
thinking in the organisation. Leaders need the skills to understand and 
implement their leadership in such multi-level cross-boundary 
environments, which is in line with what Senge and Sterman (1991) 
described as systems thinkers. 

When studying the phenomenon of long-term thinking in the context 
of a quality management culture, it appears that separate values are 
intertwined in a way that sometimes makes them difficult to 
distinguish. If an organisation is devoted to its values and has built 
systems and structures that support its culture, its values will be 
interdependent. In such cases the beliefs and values of the organisation 
become what Schein (2004) describes as DNA – the basic assumptions 
of an organisation. The findings in this thesis also suggest, as argued 
by O’Reilly et al. (1991), that a lack of substantial agreement over 
common values weakens organisational culture. When long-term 
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thinking is not evident, for instance in organisations characterised by 
fragmented artefacts, deficient supporting systems and structures for 
leaders and/or an absence of visible values at different organisational 
levels, it can be interpreted as meaning that the people in the 
organisation lack common values to support long-term thinking. It 
may be the case that deficient structures prevent people within the 
organisation from acting according to their values and the underlying 
basic assumptions of the organisation. 

Basic underlying assumptions lead us to a dimension that has not been 
the main focus of this thesis: the intentions of organisations. This 
dimension is probably the most closely linked to sustainable 
development and one the United Nations proclaims that nations, 
organisations and individuals need to implement. Several research 
studies have already presented results that show that quality 
management has an important role to play in this, perhaps primarily 
in contributing to the development of organisational cultures with 
systems and structures that drive continuous quality development 
(Siva et al., 2016). 

6.4 Summary of overall analysis and discussion 
The different levels of organisational culture are divided based on their 
visibility to those who operate within or observe them (Schein & 
Schein, 2017). Just by looking at the difference in the amount of text 
under the subheadings of this chapter, the reader will get an idea of 
the ratio of visibility to culture of an organisation. The first heading 
refers to what Schein and Schein (2017) call Artefacts – visible 
structures, processes and how people speak and behave. At this level 
of culture, it is relatively easy to identify what is visible, but this 
becomes increasingly difficult; the deepest level of culture lacks nearly 
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all visible identifiers and it can be difficult to articulate what ultimately 
drives the behaviours that affect organisational outcomes. What is 
invisible can be interpreted as not absent. 

Long-term thinking, a concept of both quality management and 
sustainable development, is considered to be invisible in many 
organisations. While many organisations believe in the necessity of 
long-term thinking, few have succeeded in translating it into practice. 
This analysis and discussion testifies to the difficulties for leaders in 
making long-term thinking visible in organisations with a quality 
management initiative. The absence of visible long-term thinking can 
be described in terms of a lack of awakened, active work linked to 
people’s values and underlying assumptions and to concrete 
organisational structures that should support leaders in their daily 
work. There are also shortcomings in organisations’ projections of the 
impact of clear long-term intentions for the future. 

An organisation’s DNA is nothing without its surrounding context and 
the interactions between the different organisational aspects. Figure 8 
is a suggested illustration of the complexity of the challenges in 
awakening long-term thinking in organisations. The DNA string is the 
basis for an organisation’s intentions, but without the surrounding 
elements, the specific terms compiled from the findings and analysis 
in this thesis, the long-term thinking in quality management initiatives 
will continue to be absent. 
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Figure 8. Suggestion of the DNA and the surrounding for long-term thinking 
in sustainable quality management 

6.5 Methodology discussion 
A mixed-method design may not be the simplest way of conducting 
research. However, it provides opportunities beyond what could be 
achieved by a single design method. In this case, defining and 
exploring a phenomenon within a complex setting, a mixed-method 
design was considered most suitable. According to Creswell (2014), a 
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mixed-method design can be appropriate when studying complex 
settings. Multiple perspectives can also enrich the understanding of a 
phenomenon (Creswell, 2014; Johnson & Onwuegburzie, 2004). Other 
method designs have been considered during this journey, such as case 
study and ethnography, but have been opted out for the reason of not 
being fully suitable for the process, research purpose and research 
questions. 

A few cases have been studied, which suggests that the results should 
not be seen as generalizable. Also, the choice of cases can be discussed, 
some are chosen based on coincidence, while others based on 
suitability. I have chosen to treat all data from the cases as equal in the 
compilation in this thesis, even if the cases have included in separate 
studies with different purposes. It questions whether the method 
design is appropriate. At the same time the combination of the 
different cases and data can be seen as capture different 
understandings of the studied phenomenon (Patton, 2002). 

In some of the studies conducted, have I taken an active role in 
deciding the course of the research. Decisions made in relation to the 
method design are described in as much detail as possible. These 
decisions may have affected the research outcomes, but they also serve 
to reflect who I am as a researcher. Olsson and Sörensen (2011) argue 
that a description of the researcher’s approach provides an 
understanding of the connections between positions and conclusions 
drawn. Preunderstanding of the subject and context affects a 
researcher’s decisions and interpretations. The actions and reflections 
of the researcher are justified in the pragmatic paradigm and are 
described as a way to develop knowledge (Morgan, 2014). 
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There were limitations to the research design. Not all the data were 
collected by myself. In cases in which interviews were conducted and 
transcribed by other people, misinterpretations may have arisen. 
Collaboration with other researchers was minimised to reduce this risk. 
It should also be highlighted that not all the collected data were used 
because each individual study had its own purpose. 

The intention was to record each participant’s responses to the study 
questions based on their own interpretation, but there is always a risk 
that external factors influenced their responses. To prevent such bias, 
follow-up questions were asked in most of the interviews to encourage 
respondents to provide further detail or examples. For the studies in 
which interviews were used as a data collection method, the results 
were based on a combination of the verbatim answers to the questions 
and further descriptions by the respondents. 

This research journey has provided knowledge that has developed 
over time. It has deepened the understanding of the phenomenon of 
long-term thinking. Initially, long-term thinking was seen as a value 
within Lean. By increasing the scope of the study to include quality 
management as an umbrella theme with additional theoretical 
background, the understanding of both the role and meaning of long-
term thinking within quality management increased. The view of the 
questionnaire used for the study has also developed. I have published 
articles in which the term ‘measuring’ has been used in relation to 
quality culture. This has now been changed to ‘assess’. 
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7 Conclusions 
In this chapter, conclusions are presented based on the main findings, analysis 
and discussion. 

This thesis provides four main conclusions, which are identified below. 
First, leaders can instigate long-term thinking, but the organisational 
objectives need to be clarified first. This is particularly relevant when 
it relates to a time horizon. For leaders to practise long-term thinking, 
they need an anchor to help them maintain focus within the 
organisation. This anchor has to be linked to the organisation’s vision, 
goals, strategies and plans and serve as a guide for leaders in their 
work. 

Second, to practise long-term thinking in organisations with quality 
management initiatives, leaders must understand the agreed-upon 
quality management values and how they are linked to each other as 
well as the organisation’s visions, goals and strategies. The 
organisation also needs to have systems and structures in place that 
support leaders’ actions and decision-making. These aspect in 
combination serve as a steering mechanism and need to be harmonised 
if leaders are to tackle long- and short-term challenges simultaneously. 

Third, the research presented in this thesis reinforces the importance 
of leaders and their role in organisational cultures to support 
sustainable quality development and organisational outcomes. 
Leaders have a vital role to guide employees and customers in how the 
organisation operates. Leaders guide through their behaviour, and 
they need to make long-term thinking visible through, for instance, 
their actions and use of language. It is also vital that leaders work 
together. If they act outside of agreed-upon definitions and language 
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for long-term thinking, there is a risk that employees and customers 
see a picture that is fragmented and difficult to interpret. 

Fourth, leaders must start to act. It seems that many factors contribute 
to the gap between identifying long-term thinking as important and 
necessary from both a quality management and a sustainable 
development perspective and turning it into praxis in organisations. 
Leaders can contribute to reducing or eliminating this gap by starting 
to act, thereby awakening long-term thinking in organisations. Leaders 
are intertwined in the systems they are part of, which challenges their 
knowledge of long-term thinking. They are dependent on these 
systems in their work, but at the same time they need to be able to lead 
their evolution and development. Leaders need to initiate activities 
that lead to the integration of long-term thinking in systems, the 
systems cannot do so themselves. 

7.1 Implications and future research 
This research has focused on the perspective of leaders. However, 
leadership is the interaction between leaders and employees, and 
incorporating employees in the research would provide new 
perspectives on instigating and developing strategies for long-term 
thinking. This could provide insights into the need for education and 
training in systems and structures that support long-term thinking and 
how they can be developed. 

The practice of long-term thinking in organisations has been shown to 
be a field for further development. Conducting further studies on 
organisations that have successfully implemented strategies for long-
term thinking and actively practice it, as well as collecting data from 
multiple sources, can provide greater knowledge of what is required 
for this process to be successful. It would also be of interest to conduct 
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further studies regarding the results from RQ 3. How does the list 
compiled work in practice? How can it be further developed? 

Ultimately quality is defined by customers. Involving customers in the 
development of long-term thinking in organisations is a challenge, but 
could serve to further the process. Elaborating on methods of 
interaction between organisations and customers that could lead to 
new practices of long-term thinking would be an interesting area of 
study. 

The results of this study serve as a reminder of the difficulty of 
developing competence and building organisational systems that 
embrace the ideas of a wholly integrated quality management 
initiative that delivers excellence. Long-term thinking is only one 
aspect that has become invisible in what perhaps represents a race for 
simplification. Demand for short-term results and a rapidly changing 
operational environment present a challenge to organisations to 
remain focused on the deeply rooted unconscious DNA of quality 
management. This raises the question of how visible, for instance, 
systems thinking is in quality management practices? Finally, what 
role should those in education play in emphasising the importance of 
the whole being greater than the sum of its parts? 
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