
 
 
 
 

Heriot-Watt University 
Research Gateway 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Applications of Continuous Improvement Methodologies in the
Voluntary Sector

Citation for published version:
Jevanesan, T, Antony, J, Rodgers, B & Prashar, A 2021, 'Applications of Continuous Improvement
Methodologies in the Voluntary Sector: A Systematic Literature Review', Total Quality Management and
Business Excellence, vol. 32, no. 3-4, pp. 431-447. https://doi.org/10.1080/14783363.2019.1588723

Digital Object Identifier (DOI):
10.1080/14783363.2019.1588723

Link:
Link to publication record in Heriot-Watt Research Portal

Document Version:
Peer reviewed version

Published In:
Total Quality Management and Business Excellence

Publisher Rights Statement:
This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in Total Quality Management &
Business Excellence on 21/3/2019, available online:
http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/14783363.2019.1588723

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via Heriot-Watt Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and /
or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by
the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
Heriot-Watt University has made every reasonable effort to ensure that the content in Heriot-Watt Research
Portal complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact open.access@hw.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1080/14783363.2019.1588723
https://doi.org/10.1080/14783363.2019.1588723
https://researchportal.hw.ac.uk/en/publications/e5a2b217-75ca-4e26-b62a-695ced1b7a41


Applications of Continuous Improvement Methodologies in the Voluntary Sector: A 

Systematic Literature Review 

 

Thivya Jevanesan 

Department of Business Management 

School of Social Sciences, Heriot Watt University 

Edinburgh, Scotland, UK 

 

Jiju Antony* 

Professor of Quality Management and LSS Master Black Belt 

Department of Business Management 

School of Social Sciences, Heriot Watt University 

Edinburgh, Scotland, UK 

 

Bryan Rodgers 

Assistant Professor in Management 

Department of Business Management 

School of Social Sciences, Heriot Watt University 

Edinburgh, Scotland, UK 

 

 

Anupama Prashar 

Management Development Institute Gurgaon 

Mehrauli Road 

Gurgaon, Haryana, India 

 

 

*corresponding author 

 

 

 



 

Abstract: 

Despite the vast acceptance of continuous improvement (CI) methodologies in manufacturing 

and services industries, few organisations have implemented CI in the voluntary sector (VS). 

This paper presents a systematic review of the literature on CI methodologies in VS. 20 

publications on the application of CI methodologies in VS were included drawn from four 

academic databases (EBSCOHost, Emerald Insight, Web of Science and Scopus). The review 

was restricted to peer-reviewed English-written academic articles published between 2000 

and 2017. The findings revealed that cost reduction, increased customer satisfaction and 

improved staff empowerment are some of the potential benefits of implementing CI in the 

VS. Further, the possible challenges include resistance to change, lack of formal processes 

and the diversity of customers. This review underlines the critical success factors for the 

adoption of CI methodologies as appropriate leadership and organisational culture and staff 

engagement. Additionally, the paper identifies emerging trends and research gaps in this area. 

The findings of the study will enable VS professionals to gain a better understanding of the 

application of CI methodologies and will allow academics to conduct further research in this 

area using the identified research gaps. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The organisations operating in the Voluntary sector (VS) play an essential role in society. 

However, these organisations constantly struggle to manage the operational efficiency and 

serve the public in an effective manner. With social care jobs shifting from public to the third 

sector, VS organisations which are primarily the non-governmental and other non-profit 

organisations, are put under tremendous pressure to meet the rising expectations from society. 

In addition, these organisations operate in a complex and dynamic environment due to the 

declining governmental funds and reliance on unstable and limited resources (Boardman & 

Vining, 2000). To deal with these challenges that are threatening the longevity and 

sustainability of the VS sector, organisations have started adopting the continuous 

improvement (CI) methodologies such as Total Quality Management (TQM), Lean 

Management (LM), Six Sigma and hybrid methodologies such as Lean Six Sigma (LSS) to 

improve the service quality and increase the firm performance. 

The paper employed the systematic literature review (SLR) outlined by Tranfield et al. (2003) 

to synthesize and evaluate the existing literature on CI methodologies in the VS.  This review 

process was found suitable considering the replicable, scientific and transparent process, 

facilitating an in-depth understanding of the common themes in any research field.  

The sections of the paper are organised as follows. Firstly, an overview of the VS is provided, 

highlighting the operational challenges faced by this sector. Secondly, a summary of 

contemporary CI methodologies is presented. Next, the methodology for the SLR is outlined, 

providing details of the review strategy and process such as selection of keywords, databases 

and identification of relevant papers. Finally, the papers synthesise the main findings such as 

benefits and challenges experienced through the implementation of CI in the VS as well as 

critical success factors, emerging trends and research gaps identified through the SLR. 



2. Overview of the Voluntary Sector 

 

The Voluntary Sector (VS) which is also referred to as the Non-profit or Third Sector plays a 

fundamental role in the health and wellbeing of our society. This sector comprise of 

charitable voluntary groups and social enterprises (Scottish Government, 2018).  

The notion of Third sector suggests that this sector possess distinctive characteristics with 

respect to the both public and private sectors. Unlike the private sector, the VS is not ruled by 

market trends, nor does it follow a “bureaucratic chain of command” like the public sector 

(Corry, 2010). Etzioni (1973), who coined the term “third sector”, claims that actions driven 

by value and commitment from individuals are the main characteristics of the third sector 

(Corry, 2010). Most organisations operating in VS share a purpose of enrichment and societal 

benefit and aims to make a difference in peoples’ lives (Salamon & Anheier, 1992). These 

organisations operate in various ways depending on their primary purpose. According to 

(Hall, 1987), non-profit organisations (NPOs) can perform three different functions: firstly, to 

provide public service commissioned by the government, next to offer public services needed 

by society that are not provide by the profit-driven sector and lastly to address policy 

directions that may impact the government or profit-driven organisations. According to the 

Charities Act (2006), voluntary organisations are those that work for “the relief of those in 

need”, “the advancement of health or the saving of lives” and “prevention or relief of 

poverty”. 

2.1 Scale and impact of Voluntary Sector Organisations 

In the UK, there are around 165,000 VS organisations, most of which focus on the provision 

of social services (NCVO, 2018). According to the Scottish Council for Voluntary 

Organisations (SCVO), the Scottish VS consists of an estimated 45,000 organisations, half of 

which are registered as charities. According to the statistics for 2014/15, Scotland has the 



highest number of charity organisations per head of population in the UK. The Scottish third 

sector employs around 138,000 people which is comparable to the size of Scotland’s largest 

employer, the NHS (Mackinnon, 2014). The statistics from the SCVO (2014/15) show that in 

the year 2014, an estimated 1.3 million people formally volunteered and provided 126 million 

hours of support. 

The financial trend of the Scottish third sector shows that the turnover has doubled in the last 

decade to around £5 billion. However, this growth is limited to the large VS organisations, 

with the smaller organisations showing minor growth of no more than 0.8 percent of increase 

in turnover in the year 2013. Based on the data available from 2013, most charities in 

Scotland are facing a challenging operational environment, which is resulting in 43 percent of 

the organisations spending more money than they can bring in through donations and sources 

from the public sector (Mackinnon, 2014). From a global standpoint,  there has been a shift in 

social care jobs moving from the public to the third sector since 1980s (Baines, Charlesworth, 

& Turner, 2014). This shift has led to VS organisations to play an even more critical role in 

the provision of public services (Billis & Harris, 1992) (Beattie, Sneddon, Walker, & 

Weatherup, 2001) (Lowery, 2001) (Chew & Osborne, 2009). 

2.2 Challenges faced by Voluntary Sector Organisations 

However, in the recent years, VS organisations have been struggling financially. Recently, a 

London-based children charity organisation named Childreach International was forced to 

cease all its operations due to financial difficulties. More often, VS organisations have been 

accused of being mismanaged, inefficient and full of greed (Sinha, 1997). In addition, VS 

organisations are becoming more and more vulnerable to the influences from the external 

environment. In Scotland, government funding was reduced by £376 million, which 

represents an 18 percent cut in 2013/14 (Mackinnon, 2014).  Due to cut backs and an 



increased scrutiny on governmental funds, VS organisations are put under tremendous 

pressure to remain operationally efficient and continued sustainability (Haddad, Ayala, 

Maldonad, Forcellini, & Lezana, 2016) (Al‐Tabbaa, Gadd, & Ankrah, 2013). With the 

limited resources provided by the government and individual donors becoming more 

sceptical (Boardman & Vining, 2000), many organisations are forced to pay more attention to 

operate in a more sustainable and efficient way (Al‐Tabbaa, Gadd, & Ankrah, 2013). 

Additionally, several VS organisations are also cutting their services or focusing on raising 

more funds in order to deal with the financial challenges. Opting for these strategies however, 

damages the organisation two fold. Firstly, the organisation is decreasing its customers’ 

satisfaction by limiting the services it provides to fewer beneficiaries. Secondly, the 

organisation risks its sustainability and long-term competitiveness by focusing on short-term 

strategic goals (Tranholt-Hochstein, 2015). To deal with these challenges, VS organisations 

need to improve their performance as a mean to react to the changing external environment 

(Cairns et al., 2005; Kong, 2008). However, many VS organisations tend to cut their services 

or focus on raising more funds in order to deal with the financial challenges. Opting for these 

strategies however, damages the organisation twofold.  

 

3. Continuous Improvement (CI) Methodologies 

 

Deming describes Continuous Improvement (CI) as “Improvement initiatives that increase 

successes and reduce failures” (Juergensen, 2000). Bessant and Caffyn (1997) define CI as 

“an organisation-wide process of focussed and sustained incremental innovation”. Aiming to 

create a culture of sustained improvement through the elimination of waste within all 

functions of the organisation and integrating quality into every aspect of the business, the CI 

methodology offers a set of tools and techniques designed to evaluate current organisational 

performances, identify areas of improvement and implement improvement initiatives to 



enhance customer satisfaction and increase organisational performance (Al‐Tabbaa, Gadd, & 

Ankrah, 2013). CI initiatives involve everyone within an organisation and promotes cross-

functional collaboration to make improvements that don’t necessarily require vast capital 

investments (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). 

The origins of CI can be tracked back to the 1800s where several companies shifted their 

management approach to improvements driven by employees and reward systems as 

incentives to encourage positive changes (Schroeder & Robinson, 1991). In the early 1900s, 

more focus was put on problem-solving and using scientific methods to control and improve 

processes (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). During the Second World War the US government 

developed the “Training within Industry” service which aimed toprovide job specific training 

and educate managers on CI methods. Through quality leaders such as Deming, Feigenbaum 

and Juran, this programme was brought to Japan where it continued to develop into the 

modern CI (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005).  

Total Quality Management (TQM), Kaizen, Lean manufacturing, Six Sigma and Lean Six 

Sigma (LSS) are amongst the most common variants of the CI methodology (Bhuiyan & 

Baghel, 2005). All these methodologies have their origin in the manufacturing sector 

(Chesanow, 1997), and were designed to achieve organisational objectives through a 

customer-focused management philosophy (Dahlgaard, Kristensen, & Kanji, 2007). Total 

Quality Management (TQM) was developed in the 1950s (Chesanow, 1997) (Powell, 1995). 

The term “Total Quality Management” was first coined by the Naval Air Systems Command. 

The methodology can be divided into two separate parts. Firstly, the organisation needs to 

adopt the principles, values and concepts of TQM. This includes promoting teamwork, 

employee involvement and support from management. Secondly, it is necessary for the 

organisation to integrate technical tools and techniques such as statistical process control to 

monitor, control and improve internal processes (Mosadeghrad, 2013). The methodology has 



been widely used in the manufacturing sector and has transformed many organisations by 

integrating quality into every function and level of the organisation. Although TQM was 

originally developed for tangible products in the manufacturing sector, this philosophy has 

had an impact on non-manufacturing organisations as well. Service organisations, educational 

institutions and healthcare organisations have adopted the TQM methodology to enhance 

their customers’ satisfaction and improve organisational performances.  

Lean manufacturing was first defined by Womack, Jones & Roos (1990) as a “dynamic 

process of change, driven by a set of principles and best practices aimed at continuous 

improvement”. The roots of lean can be traced back to the Toyota Production System (TPS) 

which was established by Taiichi Ohno during the 1940s in Japan. Aiming to achieve 

organisational efficiency, lean focusses on eliminating non-value-added activities and waste 

(also known as “Muda”), that don’t add any value to a product or service from the customer’s 

perspective (Womack & Jones, 1996). The lean methodology differentiates between seven 

types of waste: overproduction, waiting, transport, extra processing, inventory, motion and 

defects. In recent years, two more types of waste have been added: environmental waste and 

underutilisation of people’s creativity (Vinodh & Kumar, 2011). By using different tools and 

techniques such as 5S,value stream mapping and cause and effect analysis, lean aims to 

reduce the total cycle time and lead time of processes (Drohomeretski et al., 2013) (Chen & 

Lyu, 2009) (Thomas, Barton, & Okafor, 2009). 

Six Sigma is a data-driven methodology that seeks to identify and eliminate variability in a 

process, it measures the degree to which the process deviates from its goal (Harry, 1998). 

Antony (2008) emphasised that the Six Sigma methodology should focus on “process 

performance characteristics that are of critical importance to customers”. As the term Six 

Sigma indicates, the methodology aims to reduce defects by 3.4 parts per million 

opportunities (equal to 6 σ). Some of the Six Sigma tools and techniques include failure mode 



effect analysis (FMEA), design of experiments (DOE), statistical process control (SPC) and 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005).The core tool of Six Sigma 

however, is the DMAIC cycle (define, measure, analyse, improve and control). This approach 

is used to stabilise and improve a process and sustain any improvements over the long-term 

(Gerhardt, Bolton, & Holt, 2002).  

Recent decades have seen the advantages of Hybrid methodologies such as Lean and Six 

Sigma to improve process efficiency, reduce waste and enhance customer satisfaction 

through elimination of variation. By merging these two methodologies, an organisation can 

achieve superior performance by maintaining quality and high production rates (Bhuiyan & 

Baghel, 2005). 

In the past, TQM was used as the primary quality initiative. However, in recent years there 

has been a trend with significantly more organisations using the LSS methodology which 

unlike the TQM methodology, offers organisations a way to prioritise improvement projects 

(George, 2002). 

 

4. Methodology 

The purpose of this research is to synthesise and evaluate the existing literature on continuous 

improvement (CI) methodologies and practices in the voluntary sector (VS). Reviewing the 

literature in this area has supported the identification of themes such as the most common 

methodologies, benefits and challenges of the continuous improvement implementation as 

well as critical success factors for a successful and sustainable application. In addition, the 

review of the literature has helped identify emerging trends and research gaps in this area, 

and ultimately explores the current state of the application of CI in VS, which has not been 

previously undertaken. 



The SLR was conducted based on the procedures outlined by Tranfield et al. (2003). This 

process consists of the following three stages: planning, execution and reporting. The first 

stage of the SLR involved defining the objectives of the research as well as developing a 

protocol stating the different steps in identifying relevant literature for the study. Clearly 

defining the search strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, reduced the risk of error and 

potential bias for the data collection. 

The second stage consisted of collecting and organising the data. This was carried out by 

using predefined search words and search criteria regarding the publication year of the paper, 

nature of the paper and language. The SLR used well-known academic databases which were 

EBSCO Host, Scopus, Emerald Insight and Web of Science. The study is restricted to peer-

reviewed English-written academic articles. The papers were identified by initially searching 

for the keywords “continuous improvement”, “Kaizen”, “Total Quality Management”, 

“TQM”, “Lean Six Sigma”, “Six Sigma”, and “Lean”. These search words were targeted to 

the title of the paper only. In addition, the author limited the search to papers published 

between 2000 and 2017. This initial search resulted in 12,573 papers. To further narrow 

down the search and focus on the volunteering sector, additional search words were used 

(“Charity”, “non-profit”, “third sector”, “volunteering”, “volunteer”, “volunteerism”) that 

were targeted to the title and abstract of the publication. This search led to a total of 44 

papers.  

An Excel spreadsheet (see Table 1) was created to keep track of the identified articles. After 

reading through all the papers, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied as described 

in the methodology. The exclusion criteria included papers published in peer-reviewed 

journals and also published in English language only. Although the authors have identified a 

number of papers a number of papers relevant to the study (that is 44 papers as shown above), 

a further review has shown that many of them have very little to do with the Voluntary 



Sector. Moreover, some articles were published in conference proceedings and they were not 

considered for this study. The authors also found a number of duplicate papers in the above 

total of 44 and they were also removed, resulting in a total number of 14 papers. However, a 

manual search has shown some additional papers in three libraries based in the USA (refer to 

Table 1). This search was carried out based on the reference lists provided in the included 

papers and added 6 additional papers, leading to a total of 20 papers that were included in the 

SLR. 

[Insert Table 1 Here] 

 

Finally, another manual search was conducted to ensure that no relevant publications were 

excluded from the study in the databases used for this research.  

[Insert Figure 1 Here] 

 

 

The third stage of the SLR according to Tranfield et al. (2003) consists of analysing and 

synthesizing the collected data. The analysis of the data included the locations that the studies 

were carried out, analysing the benefits and challenges that were experienced during the CI 

implementation as well as any critical success factors that were identified in the papers. 

Additionally, any emerging trends and research gaps were explored. 

 

5. Results and Discussion 

 

The SLR was based on 20 academic journals, of which 14 were found through the initial 

search protocol and an additional six papers were added through manual searches. The results 

indicated that in the last six years, the number of publications has been more consistent with 

at least one publication each year. This suggests an increased trend in articles related to CI in 



VS and indicates that CI implementation is relatively new in this sector with the earliest 

article identified that was published in 2000. 

Only three of the journals identified through the SLR had published more than one included 

article. These were “Total Quality Management” (4 out of 20 publications: 20%), “Quality 

Progress” (2 out of 20 publications; 10%), and the “Global Business and Organizational 

Excellence” journal (2 out of 20 publications; 10%). 

[Insert Table 2 Near Here] 

 

The geographic analysis of the articles shows that 11 of the included papers were published 

in the USA or Canada.  

[Insert Figure 2 Near Here] 

 

Significantly fewer papers (see Figure 2) were published in the EU/UK (4 publications). It is 

observed that out of these four publications, three are from Sweden. These publications 

investigate the effect of TQM in a non-profit organisation impacts on societal development in 

a Swedish community (Fredriksson, 2003, 2004, 2005). TQM methodology was used to 

improve the quality of life of the residents who were affected by the negative trend of local 

businesses. The VS organisation engaged residents to participate in quality related 

improvement projects.  

 

 

 

 

 



5.1 Commonly adopted CI methodologies in VS 

 

The data analysis shows that TQM was by far the most commonly used CI methodology in 

the VS.  

[Insert Figure 3 Near Here] 

 

Out of the 20 papers, 9 reference using TQM to achieve organisational objectives and quality 

improvements. One of the possible reasons behind this could be that TQM is considered one 

of the most accepted quality improvement initiative among different industry sectors (Miller, 

Yasin, & Zimmerer, 2006).Additionally, Bou-Llusar et al. (2009) states that TQM 

encompasses both technical and social issues and offers a holistic approach by integrating 

quality improvements in every aspect of an organisation (see Figure 3). 

 

Looking at the years of publication of the included papers, a growing trend in the use of the 

LSS methodology can be identified (see Figure 4). 

[Insert Figure 4 Near Here] 

 

5.2 Benefits and drivers of motivation 

 

The following table (Table 3) aims to synthesize the key benefits of CI in the VS that were 

identified through the SLR. This analysis shows that the main benefits from the CI 

implementation were related to increased customer satisfaction, improved service quality and 

improved operational performance. 

[Insert Table 3 Near Here] 



 

The summary of approaches shown within the literature presented in Table 3 shows the most 

common tools are simple starting points in the CI journey, the use of 5S and visual 

management boards being prevalent. These simple tools were also associated with benefits 

which although important, were largely internal such as staff motivation or internal 

communication. Where Six Sigma methodology was applied, the benefits were shown to be 

more externally linked to customer improvement and advantages. The existing case studies 

never reported the financial benefits to the bottom-line of case study organisations and this 

aspect should be further explored as part of the future research. It was also noted that a few 

organisations have adopted TQM for their CI journey. However, most of them have later on 

moved on to Kaizen and Lean approaches to CI. It was also quite conspicuous that VS lacks 

awareness of many simple and powerful tools of CI such as Pareto Analysis, Value Stream 

Mapping, Cause and Effect analysis and so on. However, taken overall, the analysis of the 

literature demonstrates the advantages that applying CI methodologies in the VS can bring in 

many benefits.  

 

5.3 Challenges in adoption of CI in VS 

 

Further, analysis of the potential challenges that may be experienced during the CI 

implementation in the VS was undertaken. The SLR identified key challenges (see Table 4) 

that make CI implementation a difficult proposition and synthesises some counter measures 

mentioned in the analysed papers to overcome these barriers. 

 

[Insert Table 4 Near Here] 



 

The findings of this analysis show that challenges regarding low acceptance of change are to 

be expected when implementing CI methodologies in the VS. In addition, organisations need 

to ensure that the expectations of all relevant stakeholders are clearly understood and met in 

order to guarantee the stakeholders’ continued support in the deployment of CI across the 

organisation. The findings also suggest that many VS organisations do not have established 

processes in place and moreover people are familiar with “procedures” and “activities” but 

not processes. Another major challenge identified form the literature was the difficulty in 

understanding and prioritizing the voice of the customer and their key expectations due to 

diversity of customers.  

5.4 Critical Success Factors 

 

Boynton & Zmud (1984) defined critical success factors (CSFs) as “those few things that 

must go well to ensure success”. They should be perceived by management as controllable 

actions to accomplish organisational goals (Brotherton & Shaw, 1996). CSFs are those 

factors essential to the success of any program or technique, in the sense that, if objectives 

associated with the factors are not achieved, the application of the program/initiative will 

perhaps fail catastrophically. CSFs include vital issues to an organization’s current activities 

and future success (Boynlon and Zmud, 1984). 

 

[Insert Table 5 Near Here] 

 

The findings of this analysis highlight the key factors that need to be taking into account in 

order to ensure a successful implementation of CI in the VS. This includes having the 

appropriate leadership and culture as well as ensuring that everyone within the organisation is 

involved and engaged in the CI initiative. Leadership is an essential component for CI 



deployment as it requires workforce to exhibit leadership across all levels irrespective of their 

position in the organisational ladder. While the top management understands the need of the 

organization and business better than anyone, it’s the bottom-line workers who know the 

process better than the top management as they work day-in and day-out on the operational 

transactions. In author’s experience with a number of local companies, it is highly desirable 

for leaders to: 

• communicate to the people in the organisation about the urgency for implementation 

and deployment of CI 

•  identify CI projects that can have a good impact on the organisation or on customers 

•  selecting the right people for working on the projects so that the projects are 

completed successfully, and  

• monitoring the progress of projects and providing necessary support in 

implementation 

5.5 Emerging trends  

 

While the SLR evidences a number of successful case studies on CI implementation in the 

VS, less is known about the status of CI methodologies and practices used in VS in UK. The 

existing literature is focused on single case studies of individual voluntary organisations. 

Although these studies provide valuable insight into CI implementations in the selected 

sector, gaps persist in the literature when it comes to a comprehensive study that can be 

applicable sector wide, highlighting CSF, benefits, challenges and motivational drivers of 

introducing CI methodologies in the VS.  



Moreover, the SLR identifies an emerging trend of a shift in the kind of CI methodologies 

that are being used. Recent studies tend to focus more on LSS, replacing the previously more 

commonly used TQM methodology.  

 

5.6 Research gaps in the current literature and areas for future research 

 

This SLR paper highlight a number of research gaps in the extant CI literature on VS. Firstly, 

a lack of knowledge on the status of CI methodologies in VS in UK. The current literature is 

dominated by single case studies which are focused on organisation specific findings. 

Additionally, the literature is deficient in a SLR to gauge the current status of CI in the VS. 

Next, there is a lack of knowledge on the acceptance of CI methodologies in the VS. By 

understanding the acceptance of CI methodologies by those involved within the sector, one 

can tailor the CI implementation to accommodate the VS specific requirement and make CI 

more appealing to the sector. 

Next, there seems to be a lack of practical CI applications tailored to VS. Although there are 

around 20 case studies on the application of CI methodologies in the VS, there are no tailored 

frameworks, tools or techniques that cater to the sector specific characteristics and 

requirements. The current literature presents challenges and potential solutions to overcome 

these barriers but does not provide a sector wide framework that can be used in all VS 

organisation supporting Zhang et al. (2012) who suggests that more research needs to be done 

on CI implementation in VS.  

In addition, there is a need for a more innovative approach to provide CI related training to 

volunteers. The analysed literature shows that training is both a CSF as well as challenge in 

the CI implementation in the VS. However, there is no sector wide training methodology that 

guides in educating frontline staff in the CI philosophy and methodology. 



Furthermore, the SLR identifies a lack of knowledge on the most common challenges to be 

expected in CI implementation of VS. In order to overcome any change, organisations need 

to overcome certain challenges. Being aware of the most common challenges, non-profit 

leaders can proactively prepare for the barriers ahead which can ensure a smoother 

implementation. Moreover, there is a lack of knowledge on the motivation factors for CI 

implementation in the VS. The analysed papers list numerous benefits from CI 

implementation in the VS. However, little is known on the reasons for deploying CI in the 

VS. 

Additionally, the SLR identifies a lack of clear set of CSF in the CI implementation for VS. 

A number of papers offer some CSF in the implementation of CI methodologies in NPOs. 

However, there is a need to develop a clear set of CSFs that are applicable to any organisation 

in the VS. By focusing on the key CSF, NPOs can overcome the most common challenges 

when implementing CI methodologies in the organisation. Finally, there is a lack of CI 

implementation roadmap to follow (focus on early implementation stages). By taking CSF, 

challenges and motivational drivers into account, one can create a roadmap to deploy CI in a 

VS organisation, which can be used as a strategic guideline to ensure a smooth CI initiation. 

 

6. Conclusion and directions for future research 

 

CI methodologies have transformed many organisations to improve customer satisfaction and 

increase organisational performance. In recent years, these methodologies have seen an 

increased use outside of manufacturing such as in service industries and a few organisations 

within the voluntary sector. Due to the challenging operating environment of VS 

organisations,, they can benefit from CI methodologies aimed at improving operational 

efficiency. Some of the specific benefits identified in this paper are related to cost reduction, 



increased customer satisfaction and improved staff engagement. Additionally, the paper 

highlighted the most common challenges that are to be expected when implementing CI in 

the VS. Some of the challenges include a lack of acceptance to the change initiative due to 

fear of change, challenges related to the culture of VS organisations that often lack formal 

processes and structures as well as the wide variety of customers and stakeholders that have 

different expectations that need to be met. The paper also reports some of the most critical 

factors that need to be taken into account to ensure a successful CI implementation. These 

critical success factors include having the appropriate leadership that provides supportive 

delegation, ensures effective communication and shows continued commitment to the CI 

initiative. Moreover, VS organisations need to ensure that everyone within the organisation is 

empowered and engaged in the CI programme. Having the appropriate culture with shared 

values creates a favourable environment for the CI implementation. 

Regarding limitations, the results presented in the SLR are limited to the number of databases 

and articles that were analysed. The study is limited to four databases (EBSCOHost, Scopus, 

Emerald Insight and Web of Science). Moreover, the study is limited to the number of papers 

analysed due to the inclusion and exclusion criteria set in the methodology section. 

Finally, the authors have identified a number of research gaps from the systematic review. 

These gaps should be taken into account by academics and research scholars and pursue 

further research to address them in the forthcoming years. Recent case studies seem to prefer 

LSS over the previously commonly used TQM methodology. Even though this SLR provides 

an overview of the CI application in the third sector, furtherresearch needs to be done to gain 

a better understanding on the acceptance of CI by VS professionals and develop VS specific 

frameworks and roadmaps of implementation. 
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Table 1 Summary of the systematic literature review 

Phase Description / 

keywords used in 

abstract 

Number of articles Total 

EBSCOhost Emerald 

Insight 

Web of 

Science 

Scopus N/A 

1 Continuous 

improvement OR 

Lean OR Lean Six 

Sigma OR Kaizen OR 

TQM OR Total 

quality management 

(in title) 

1,025 1,087 1,635 8,826 / 12,573 

2 Charity OR non-profit 

OR non-profit OR 

third sector OR 

volunteering OR 

volunteer OR 

volunteerism (in 

abstract) 

8 6 10 20 / 44 

3 According to the 

chosen "fit for 

purpose" method, all 

those articles whose 

abstract content was 

substantively relevant 

Exclude duplicates 

Include manual 

searches 

7 5 1 4 3 20 

 

 

Figure 1 Selection and review procedure flowchart 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Initial search of CI in all 
sectors 

12,573 papers

Search result for VS

44 papers

Inclusion and Exclusion 
and fit for purpose 

20 papers



Table 2 List of papers used for the systematic literature review 

 

Database Title Journal 

EBSCOHost Implementation of the Lean Six Sigma 

framework in non-profit organisations: A 

case study 

Total Quality 

Management 

Vol. 23, No. 4, April 

2012, 431–447 

EBSCOHost Continuous Improvement at an Agency for 

developmentally disabled  

Quality Progress Vol. 33, 

No. 12, December 2000 

EBSCOHost How to Improve Patient Satisfaction When 

Patients Are Already Satisfied: A 

Continuous Process- Improvement 

Approach 

Hospital Topics, 01 

January 2009, Vol.87(1), 

p.24-40 

EBSCOHost TQM adoption by hospitals in Taiwan Total Quality 

Management, Vol. 13, 

No. 4, 441-463 

EBSCOHost Accountability, organizational capacity, and 

continuous improvement: Findings from 

Minnesota’s nonprofit sector 

New Directions for 

Philanthropic Fundraising 

Vol. 2001, No. 31, 51-80 

EBSCOHost TQM as a support for societal development 

experiences from a Swedish community 

Total Quality 

Management Vol. 14, No 

2, 2003, 225-233 

EBSCOHost A Cooperation Model for the Third Sector 

Based on Total Quality Management 

Total Quality 

Management Vol. 16, No 

6, 693-706 

Scopus Engaging staff as problem solvers leads to 

continuous improvement at Allina Health 

Global Business and 

Organizational 

Excellence, September 

2014, Vol.33(6), pp.35-42 

Emerald 

Insight 

Excellence models in the non‐profit context: 

strategies for continuous improvement 

International Journal of 

Quality & Reliability 

Management 

Scopus Strategic planning in non-profit 

organisations: continuous quality 

performance improvement- A case study 

International Journal of 

Organisation theory and 

behaviour 6(49), 66-80 

Scopus Lean thinking: A way of life for the Sisters 

of Charity of Leavenworth Health System 

Global Business and 

Organizational 

Excellence, May 2012, 

Vol.31(4), pp.16-27 

Emerald 

Insight 

How good management can make you lean, 

but not mean: Non‐profits need more than 

just vision to prosper 

Strategic Direction, 

Vol. 25, No. 8, 17-19 

Emerald 

Insight 

Experienced effects from applying TQM in 

societal improvement work in a Swedish 

community 

TQM Magazine, Vol. 16 

Issue: 1, pp.6-13 



Scopus Helping those who help others Quality Progress Vol. 30, 

No 7, 37(5) 

Web of 

Science 

Lean social care and worker identity: The 

role of outcomes, supervision and mission 

Critical Social Policy, 

2014, Vol.34(4), pp.433-

453 

Emerald 

Insight 

An empirical investigation of quality 

improvement initiatives in for-profit and 

not-for-profit hospitals 

International Journal of 

Health Care Quality 

Assurance, Vol. 19 Issue: 

7, pp.539-550 

Emerald 

Insight 

Process improvement for professionalizing 

non-profit organizations: BPM approach 

Business Process 

Management Journal, 

Vol. 22 Issue: 3, 

pp.634-658 

N/A Continuous Improvement Strategies for 

Nonprofit Organizations 

Walden University 

N/A Lean Management System within the 

Nonprofit Sector: A Multiple-Case Study 

University of Phoenix 

N/A Adapting Lean Six Sigma for a Non-Profit 

Organization 

California Polytechnic 

State University 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Analysis of publication location 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Figure 3 Analysis of most commonly used CI methodologies in VS 

 

 

 

Figure 4 TQM and Lean publication trend from 2000 to 2017 
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Table 3 Benefits achieved through CI implementation 

Benefits Description 

Tools, 

techniques 

and 

methodologies 

used 

Reference 

Improved 

resource 

management 

LSS implementation allowed NPO 

to use limited resources more 

efficiently and lower warehouse 

stock. 

DMAIC cycle, 

5S 

(Cheng & Chang, 

2012), (De Leon, 

2016) 

Increased 

customer 

satisfaction 

DMAIC identified key processes 

that caused customer dissatisfaction 

and products to be improved 

DMAIC cycle, 

5S 

(Cheng & Chang, 

2012), (De Leon, 

2016), (Friesner 

et al., 2009) 

Reduced cost 

NPO achieved cost reduction 

through the elimination of faulty 

processes and workflow.  

Kaizen Visual 

Board 

(Clancy & 

Graban, 2014) 

Reduced lead 

time 

NPO that provides customised 

assistive devices to people with 

disabilities reduced lead time by 10 

percent 

DMAIC cycle, 

5S 

(Cheng & Chang, 

2012) 

Improved staff 

engagement 

Kaizen initiative tackled issues 

identified by staff members 

Kaizen Visual 

Board 

(Clancy & 

Graban, 2014) 

Improved staff 

empowerment 

Kaizen initiative gave staff 

ownership of their work and created 

positive culture change with shared 

decision-making. 

Kaizen Visual 

Board 

(Clancy & 

Graban, 2014) 

Improved 

communication 

Effective communication was 

achieved using a Kaizen board that 

solicited constructive feedback and 

transparency. 

Kaizen Visual 

Board 

(Clancy & 

Graban, 2014) 

Improved safety 

Engaging all staff members to raise 

issues in the daily tasks they 

perform allowed to address safety 

concerns. 

Kaizen Visual 

Board 

(Clancy & 

Graban, 2014) 

Improved quality 

of service 

Engaging all staff members to raise 

issues in the daily tasks they 

perform allowed to address quality 

related issues. 

Kaizen Visual 

Board 

(Clancy & 

Graban, 2014) 

Increased level 

of wellbeing 

Improved staff moral through 

cultural transformation and 

empowerment 

TQM 

(Fredriksson, 

2005), (Wrona & 

Hanson, 2000), 

(Clancy & 

Graban, 2014) 

Increased 

revenue 

Using limited resources more 

efficiently and reducing non-value 

adding activities led to increased 

revenue.  

LSS, TQM 

(Tranholt-

Hochstein, 2015), 

(Mohammed, 

2017) 



Improved 

productivity 

Increased productivity was 

achieved through the elimination of 

non-added value activities and 

correcting systematic issues. 

Quality 

programme, 

CQPI 

(Wrona & 

Hanson, 2000), 

(Giffords & Dina, 

2004) 

 

Table 4 Most common challenges in CI implementation in VS 

Challenge Description Countermeasure Reference 

Resistance 

Lack of acceptance due to 

societal inertia or fear of 

change. Change initiative can 

be perceived as threat 

("getting rid of my job") 

Need to provide 

participants with 

sufficient information 

on the reason and 

objectives of the change 

initiative.  

(Fredriksson, 

2005) 

(Hayes, 2002) 

Solving low-hanging 

fruit problems can 

create compelling 

success stories to 

increase acceptance of 

CI initiative and create 

visible change in 

people's work. 

(Clancy & 

Graban, 2014) 

Culture 

Lack of formal processes and 

structures, lack of 

professionalisation. 

Need to change mindset 

that NPOs cannot apply 

traditional management 

styles. 

(Sinha, 1997) 

Need to shift from rapid 

improvement projects to 

long-term thinking. 

(Radnor et al, 

2006) 

NPOs rely more on 

experience than on facts. 

Need to replace existing 

culture with data-driven 

decision-making 

(Horng & 

Huarng, 2002),  

Sinha (1997) 

CI should not cause any trade-

offs between productivity and 

social values that are 

fundamental to the 

organisation. 

Need to take VS 

specific principles into 

account.  

(Haddad et al., 

2016), (Baines 

et al., 2014) 



Diversity of 

customers 

Wide range of customers with 

different expectations: 

beneficiaries as primary 

customer, individual donors 

provide resources and want 

their contributions to help 

those in need, administrative 

staff and volunteers seek job 

satisfaction and purposeful 

work, government who is 

biggest financial contributor 

relies on VS organisations to 

solve societal issues, charity 

trustees are those responsible 

to ensure sustainability of the 

organisation. 

Need to clearly identify 

and meet customers'/ 

stakeholders’ 

expectations to ensure 

their continued support 

to the organisation. 

Sinha (1997) 

Training 

Depending on the size of the 

organisation, in-house training 

is perceived as rather 

impractical. Smaller 

organisations tend to rely on 

external consultants to lead 

the initiative. 

Need from more 

innovative ways to train 

staff, need for VS 

specific tools and 

techniques that are 

easily understood and fit 

organisation's line of 

business. 

Sinha (1997) 

 

 

 

Table 5 Critical success factors of CI implementation in VS 

Critical 

Success 

Factor 

Description Reference 

Leadership 

Importance of continued top 

management commitment and support 

(Oakland, 2011), (Tranholt-

Hochstein, 2015), (De Leon, 

2016) 

Need to define effective vision that 

incorporates both social aspect of 

working for a good cause and using 

available resources in an efficient way 

Sinha (1997) 

Need for top management to attend CI 

training 
(Wong & Price, 2012) 

Ensure effective communication on all 

levels of the organisation 

(Fredriksson, 2005), 

(Tranholt-Hochstein, 2015) 

Give staff members ownership of their 

own work 

(Wong & Price, 2012), 

(Tranholt-Hochstein, 2015) 



Supportive delegation as recommended 

leadership style to focus on coaching and 

creating environment open to 

constructive feedback, importance of 

diplomacy 

Fredriksson (2005), (Wong & 

Price, 2012) 

Importance of reporting CI results and 

celebrating any achievements during the 

initiative which will significantly 

improve the motivation and morale of 

the staff 

(Wong & Price, 2012) 

Engagement 

Motivating and engaging participants 

can be easier in a community with 

already shared values 

Fredriksson’s (2004) 

Employee participation is especially 

important in NPOs that tend to exhibit 

strong team dynamic 

De Leon (2015) 

Importance of staff engagement and 

empowerment to create a positive 

change culture and cross-functional 

teams 

Clancy et al. (2014),  

(Domingues & Machado, 

2017) 

Culture 

Common goals and shared values creates 

a favourable environment to implement 

TQM, but can lead to resistance  

Fredriksson (2003), De Leon 

(2015). Beech and Macintosh, 

2012) 

Need to shift from informal to more 

formal decision-making structures which 

will lead to professionalisation of NPOs 

Haddad et al. (2016), 

(Helmig, Jegers, & Lapsley, 

2004) 

Importance of integrating the CI 

philosophy into the DNA of the 

organisation, requires training 

programmes to be modified according to 

the values and culture of the 

organisation, establish a supportive 

infrastructure and strategic plan to 

ensure a smooth implementation 

Wong et al. (2012), De Leon 

(2015) 

 

 


