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Abstract. Since the global proliferation of the Toyota Production System, lean management
has become one of the dominant organizational models adopted by multinational
manufacturing firms. Although lean principles are frequently promoted as universally
efficient management solutions, their real-world implementation outcomes differ markedly
across national contexts. Some firms achieve higher productivity together with stronger
employee participation, whereas others encounter labor conflict, organizational resistance,
and intensified work pressure. This paper investigates how institutional environments shape
lean management practices in Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom. Drawing on
comparative capitalism theory and organizational institutionalism, the study argues that lean
management should be understood as an institutionally embedded organizational system
rather than a universally transferable production model. The research applies a comparative
case-study approach based on secondary academic literature related to labor relations,
organizational control, and multinational management systems. The analysis demonstrates
that Germany's coordinated institutions support collaborative lean practices and stable labor-
management cooperation. Italy's fragmented institutional coordination restricts firm-level
organizational transformation and erodes reciprocal trust between managerial staff and
workers. The United Kingdom represents a more market-oriented model characterized by
managerial autonomy and performance control. The findings suggest that national
institutions strongly influence managerial strategies, employee participation, and
organizational outcomes in multinational enterprises.
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1. Introduction

Lean management has been widely adopted by multinational corporations since the spread of
Japanese production systems during the late twentieth century [1]. Multinational firms rolled out
lean reforms to lift operational efficiency, cut production waste, boost operational flexibility and
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enhance cross-border competitiveness. Early management research often described lean production
as a universally effective organizational model capable of improving productivity in almost every
industrial environment [2]. Continuous improvement, standardized procedures, and just-in-time
production were presented as rational methods that could modernize production systems and
increase organizational efficiency.

However, later research demonstrated that lean management does not produce identical outcomes
across countries and industries [3]. Some organizations experienced improvements in teamwork,
communication, and employee participation. Others faced labor resistance, higher work intensity,
and organizational conflict. These differences suggest that lean management cannot be analyzed
only as a technical production method. Organizational practices are also shaped by labor relations,
institutional coordination, national culture, and workplace power structures [4]. Consequently,
management systems are influenced not only by efficiency considerations but also by broader social
and institutional environments.

Lean rollout carries unique significance for multinational corporations, as globally operating
firms are required to align unified global management strategies with local institutional constraints
[5]. Companies frequently attempt to standardize organizational systems across subsidiaries while
simultaneously adapting to domestic labor laws, employment traditions, and industrial relations. As
a result, multinational enterprises often experience tensions between global integration and local
institutional adaptation.

This paper examines lean management practices in Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom.
These countries represent different institutional arrangements within European capitalism. Germany
is usually categorized as a coordinated market economy characterized by strong vocational training
systems, codetermination, and institutional cooperation [6]. By contrast, Italy features fragmented
institutional coordination and disjointed industrial relations across its industrial sectors. The United
Kingdom represents a liberal market economy associated with managerial flexibility and relatively
limited trade union influence.

The study combines comparative capitalism theory with organizational institutionalism to explain
how institutional environments shape organizational outcomes. Instead of treating lean management
as a fixed organizational template, the paper views lean systems as flexible arrangements influenced
by institutional pressures and labor-management relations. Through comparative analysis, the
research demonstrates why the same management principles produce different organizational
consequences across national environments.

2. Analytical framework: comparative capitalism and organizational institutionalism

This study combines comparative capitalism theory with organizational institutionalism to analyze
how different institutional environments influence the implementation of lean management in
multinational enterprises. Comparative capitalism theory argues that firms operate within different
national economic systems that shape labor relations, managerial strategies, and organizational
coordination [6]. Hall and Soskice classify capitalist economies into coordinated market economies
and liberal market economies according to the way firms interact with labor institutions, vocational
training systems, and financial structures [6]. Germany is generally viewed as a coordinated market
economy because enterprises rely heavily on collective bargaining, vocational training, and
institutional cooperation. In contrast, the United Kingdom is often described as a liberal market
economy where managerial autonomy and market competition play a more dominant role [6]. Italy
represents a comparatively fragmented institutional system in which labor-management coordination
is weaker and organizational cooperation is less stable.
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Organizational institutionalism further elucidates why enterprises across divergent national
contexts adopt disparate responses to identical managerial frameworks [7]. Organizations are
influenced not only by efficiency objectives but also by social expectations, institutional legitimacy,
and workplace power relations [7]. From this perspective, lean management should not be
understood solely as a technical production method. It also reflects broader organizational pressures
related to employee participation, labor discipline, managerial control, and productivity
improvement [3, 4]. Different institutional environments may therefore strengthen different
organizational logics within lean systems.

By combining these two theoretical perspectives, the paper explains why lean management
practices vary significantly across Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom. The framework
highlights the relationship between institutional coordination, labor relations, and organizational
behavior, demonstrating that lean management is shaped by local institutional conditions rather than
functioning as a universally standardized management model [5, 7].

3. Institutional embedding differences of lean management among three countries

3.1. Germany: the balanced model

Germany takes a balanced way in implementing lean management [1, 6]. The German enterprises
operate in a smoothly organized market economy with strong trade unions, codetermination systems
and various vocational training organizations [6].

3.2. Italy: the deadlock model

Italy implements lean management in a more divided way [1, 6]. Compared with Germany, the
industrial relations in Italy are less coordinated and more competitive. Trade unions exist as
scattered, fragmented independent bodies, leading to persistently low bipartite trust between workers
and managerial staff [6]. Hence, the lean management reforms usually encounter employee
opposition. Workers mainly consider lean systems as ways to increase workload and managerial
control rather than as channels for participation [8].

Under these conditions, lean management reforms frequently encounter employee resistance.
Workers may perceive lean systems primarily as tools for increasing workload and managerial
control rather than opportunities for participation. As a result, organizational reforms are often
implemented only partially.

Research indicates that Italian firms commonly adopt procedural aspects of lean production, such
as standardized workflows and efficiency indicators, while deeper organizational transformation
remains limited [6]. Without stable institutional cooperation, firms struggle to develop long-term
employee commitment to lean principles.

The Italian case therefore illustrates how institutional fragmentation can create organizational
deadlock. Management seeks greater efficiency, but employee distrust and labor conflict reduce the
effectiveness of reform initiatives [6, 8]. For this reason, corporate lean overhauls are almost always
executed in an incomplete, piecemeal fashion. Research shows that Italian enterprises often use the
procedural aspects of lean production, such as standard procedures and efficiency indexes, but the
profound organizational changes are still restricted. Without stable institutional cooperation, the
enterprises find it hard to gain long-term employees' commitment to lean principles. Therefore, the
Italian case indicates that institutional division can result in organizational obstruction. The
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management tries to improve efficiency, but the employees' distrust and labor conflicts affect the
effectiveness of the reform measures.

3.3. United Kingdom: the imbalanced model

The United Kingdom has a management-oriented approach to implementing lean principles [1, 6].
Since the 1980s, the labor market liberalization and the decrease of union power have given more
managerial freedom to enterprises in Britain [6]. Compared with Germany, organizations in the UK
encounter fewer institutional restrictions in restructuring their production systems. As a result, lean
reforms can be introduced rapidly through performance monitoring systems, standardized
procedures, and efficiency targets [3, 6]. British firms often achieve short-term productivity gains
through aggressive implementation strategies. However, these strategies may also generate higher
workplace pressure and reduced employee autonomy [3, 8].

In Germany, employee engagement receives robust institutional safeguards; by contrast,
participatory mechanisms within UK corporations are narrow and fully subject to managerial
oversight [5, 6]. Lean rhetoric may emphasize teamwork and flexibility, but actual practices
frequently prioritize performance measurement and labor discipline [3, 8].

The British case highlights the potential social costs associated with lean management under
liberal market conditions. Although firms may increase efficiency, employees often experience
stronger monitoring and greater work intensity [3, 8]. Therefore, lean reforms can be carried out
quickly by using performance evaluation systems, standard procedures and setting up efficiency
goals.

4. Comparative analysis of lean management in Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom

Lean management practices in Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom vary significantly due to
their distinct institutional environments, labor relations systems, and levels of economic
coordination. Although all three countries adopt lean principles such as efficiency improvement,
standardized procedures, and continuous optimization, the practical implementation and
organizational outcomes vary considerably [4, 9].

Germany represents a relatively balanced model of lean management. As a coordinated market
economy, Germany possesses strong trade unions, codetermination systems, and highly developed
vocational training institutions [4]. Lean reforms are usually implemented through cooperation
between management and employee representatives. Workers actively participate in problem-
solving and continuous improvement activities, which strengthens organizational stability and
employee commitment. Because employees generally have high technical qualifications, firms rely
more on collaboration than strict managerial supervision. Consequently, Germany is more capable of
combining productivity improvement with employee participation while reducing excessive labor
pressure [3].

In contrast, Italy showcases a fragmented lean regime defined by pervasive adversarial industrial
dynamics. Italy's industrial coordination mechanisms remain underdeveloped, resulting in low
bipartite trust between firm management and frontline staff. Trade unions are divided among
different organizations, making cooperation more difficult. Under these conditions, lean reforms
frequently encounter employee resistance because workers tend to view lean systems as tools for
increasing managerial control and workload rather than opportunities for participation [3]. As a
result, many Italian firms adopt only the procedural aspects of lean production, such as standardized
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workflows and efficiency indicators, while deeper organizational transformation remains limited.
Institutional fragmentation therefore reduces the long-term effectiveness of lean reforms.

The United Kingdom demonstrates a more management-oriented approach. Since the
liberalization of the labor market and the decline of union influence, British firms have gained
greater managerial autonomy in restructuring production systems [4]. Lean reforms are often
introduced rapidly through performance monitoring systems, efficiency targets, and standardized
procedures. This strategy delivers rapid short-run productivity growth, yet it inevitably triggers
intensified work strain and diminishes workers' discretionary authority [3]. Unlike Germany,
employee participation in the UK is usually weaker and more dependent on managerial decisions.
Although lean discourse emphasizes teamwork and flexibility, practical implementation often
prioritizes performance control and labor discipline.

Overall, the comparison of these three countries shows that lean management is not a universally
identical system. Instead, its operation and outcomes are strongly shaped by national institutional
conditions [4, 10]. Germany highlights the advantages of institutional cooperation, Italy
demonstrates the limitations caused by institutional fragmentation, and the United Kingdom reflects
the efficiency-oriented but potentially imbalanced nature of liberal market economies.

5. Conclusion

This paper examines how national institutional frameworks shape on-the-ground lean management
practices across Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom. Drawing on comparative capitalism theory
and organizational institutionalism, the study argued that lean systems are shaped by labor relations,
institutional coordination, and organizational power structures rather than functioning as universally
transferable management models.

The analysis demonstrated that Germany represents a relatively balanced model combining
productivity improvement with employee participation. Italy features systemic institutional
fragmentation, which restricts cross-stakeholder organizational collaboration and erodes bipartite
trust between corporate management and frontline staff. The United Kingdom demonstrates a more
management-oriented model associated with stronger performance control and reduced employee
autonomy.

The findings contribute to comparative management research by emphasizing the institutional
embeddedness of organizational systems. Lean management cannot be understood solely as a
technical production method because its practical outcomes are strongly influenced by social
institutions and labor-management relations. Multinational enterprises must therefore adapt
management systems to local institutional conditions instead of applying standardized organizational
models mechanically across countries.

Future research could extend this comparative framework to developing economies such as
China, India, and Brazil. Additional empirical research based on workplace observation, interviews,
and longitudinal case studies would also deepen understanding of how institutional environments
influence multinational management practices over time.

This research also yields a critical practical implication regarding the strategic decision-making
of multinational corporations operating within divergent institutional contexts.

Firms frequently attempt to introduce standardized production systems in order to improve
efficiency, reduce coordination costs, and maintain global competitiveness. Nevertheless, the
comparison of Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom demonstrates that institutional adaptation
remains essential for organizational stability. Management practices that function effectively in
coordinated economies may generate resistance in fragmented or highly market-oriented systems.
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Consequently, multinational firms must balance global organizational objectives with local
institutional expectations.

The findings also indicate that employee participation should not be treated merely as a symbolic
component of lean management. In coordinated institutional environments, participation
mechanisms contribute to organizational trust, long-term productivity, and workplace cooperation.
In contrast, where labor relations are conflict-oriented or weakly coordinated, employees may
interpret lean reforms as instruments of managerial surveillance and labor intensification. Such
cross-national disparities shape organizational institutional legitimacy and determine the long-run
sustainability of on-site lean workplace reforms.

References

[1] Womack, J. P., Jones, D. T., & Roos, D. (1990). The machine that changed the world. Rawson Associates. New
York. ISBN: 978-0892563500.

[2] Ohno, T. (1988). Toyota production system: Beyond large-scale production. Productivity Press. Portland. ISBN:
978-0915299140.

[3] Conti, R., Angelis, J., Cooper, C., Faragher, B., & Gill, C. (2006). The effects of lean production on worker job
stress. International Journal of Operations & Production Management, 26(9), 1013–1038. DOI:
10.1108/01443570610682616.

[4] Adler, P. S. (1993). Time-and-motion regained. Harvard Business Review, 71(1), 97–108. Publisher: Harvard
Business Publishing.

[5] Edwards, T., Sánchez-Mangas, R., Jalette, P., Lavelle, J., & Minbaeva, D. (2016). Global standardization or
national differentiation of HRM practices in multinational companies? Journal of International Business Studies,
47(8), 997–1021. DOI: 10.1057/jibs.2016.31.

[6] Hall, P. A., & Soskice, D. (2001). Varieties of capitalism: The institutional foundations of comparative advantage.
Oxford University Press. Oxford.https://doi.org/10.1093/0199247757.001.0001

[7] Friedland, R., & Alford, R. R. (1991). Bringing society back in: Symbols, practices, and institutional
contradictions. In W. W. Powell & P. J. DiMaggio (Eds.), The new institutionalism in organizational analysis (pp.
232–263). University of Chicago Press. Chicago.

[8] Braverman, H. (1974). Labor and monopoly capital: The degradation of work in the twentieth century. Monthly
Review Press. New York.

[9] Kogut, B., & Singh, H. (1988). The effect of national culture on the choice of entry mode. Journal of International
Business Studies, 19(3), 411–432. https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.jibs.8490394

[10] Bloom, N., & Van Reenen, J. (2012). Management practices across firms and countries. Academy of Management
Perspectives, 26(1), 12–33. https://doi.org/10.5465/amp.2011.0077


