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ABSTRACT 
 

Major Theme and Purpose: 

The South African Clothing, Textile, Footwear and Leather (CTFL) sector continues to grapple 

with persistent strategy implementation challenges driven by structural decline, capability 

gaps, and entrenched organisational silos. Although Psychological Ownership (PO) is widely 

recognised as an important driver of engagement and execution, very little is known about 

how PO actually manifests in this sector or how it can be intentionally shaped to support 

strategic outcomes. This study therefore examines how PO influences strategy 

implementation within CTFL organisations and explores the role of Hoshin Kanri (HK) in 

shaping and regulating ownership to achieve healthier, more effective levels. 

 

Design and Methodology: 

The study adopts an exploratory qualitative approach, drawing on 12 semi‑structured 

interviews with senior executives who each bring between 14 and 36 years of CTFL 

experience. Using ATLAS.ti, the data were coded into first‑order concepts, consolidated into 

six analytical clusters, and developed into overarching themes that illuminate the dynamics of 

ownership and execution in the sector. 

 

Findings: 

The results show that both too little and too much psychological ownership weaken strategy 

implementation. Low PO appears as disengagement, weak accountability, and siloed 

behaviour. Excessive PO, on the other hand, leads to territoriality, fear, and analysis paralysis. 

These patterns are intensified by the CTFL sector’s socioeconomic pressures, declining 

competitiveness, and uneven capability levels. The study therefore argues that PO should be 

calibrated, not maximised. HK offers a practical way to achieve this calibration through 

participatory deployment, catch ball processes, and shared accountability structures. 

Leadership behaviours particularly those that build capability, remove barriers, foster trust, 

and create psychological safety emerge as essential enablers of healthy ownership. 

From a business perspective, the study provides CTFL organisations with actionable insights 

for strengthening strategy implementation through improved leadership practices, deeper 

cross‑functional collaboration, and the structured application of HK. 
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1. INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

 

1.1 Contextual Background and Research Justification 

 

Strategy implementation remains one of the most persistent and costly challenges faced 

by organisations, yet it receives far less attention than strategy formulation (Köseoglu et 

al., 2020). According to Ireland and Withers (2025), organisations that successfully 

implement strategies gain a competitive edge over their rivals, but most organisations, 

regardless of size or sector, have yet to master this. Additionally, scholars assert that the 

persistent gap between strategic intent and its outcomes remains a major organisational 

challenge that lacks conceptual clarity (Köseoglu et al., 2020). In the South African 

Clothing, Textile, Footwear and Leather (CTFL) sector, this challenge has become urgent. 

The industry is undergoing structural decline and premature deindustrialisation due to 

increasing global competition (Mbatha, 2025; Molala, 2024). Alarmingly, this decline has 

led to factory closures and job losses in a sector that is a crucial contributor to employment 

(Harsanto, 2023).  

 

The strategy implementation literature remains fragmented and has rarely explored its 

success antecedents (Elbanna et al., 2016; Wowerath, 2026). Furthermore, prior studies 

have long focused on “success factors rather than the internal behaviours and practices 

that facilitate successful implementation” (Köseoglu et al., 2020, p. 2). It therefore, lacks 

a solid theoretical framework and is conceptually underdeveloped, receiving less attention 

compared to strategy formulation. Nevertheless, scholars have called for increased focus, 

making this study necessary (Tawse & Tabesh, 2021). Although Köseoglu et al. (2020) 

argue that strategy formulation is inevitably influenced by human cognition and decision-

making processes, this perspective underestimates the extent to which strategic 

outcomes depend on employees' interpretation and internalisation of strategic objectives. 

Surprisingly, most strategies routinely overlook the human factors that ultimately 

determine whether strategy implementation succeeds or fails.  

 

The PO theory indicates an innate human desire to own and relate to a task, role or 

objective (Sætre et al., 2024; Yu et al., 2024; Zhang, Liu et al., 2021). Scholars highlight 

the significance of the self-affective aspect of PO in securing employee buy-in and 

dedication to strategy execution (Zhang et al., 2019). This helps address employee 
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resistance, attitudes, and challenges in cross-functional collaboration (Sætre et al., 2024). 

Additionally, a study of 942 globally competitive German firms found that PO is linked to 

higher employee motivation (Rau et al., 2024). However, scholars argue that the role of 

PO in strategy execution requires further investigation (Rau et al., 2019), particularly 

between departments (Sætre et al., 2024) and in developing countries (Yu et al., 2024). 

This creates an urgent business need for practical, evidence-based guidance on fostering 

PO that supports rather than hinders strategy implementation. 

 

Conversely, scholars argue that excessive PO can increase protectiveness and hinder 

success if the new strategic direction is perceived as a potential threat (Yu et al., 2024). 

As a result, these conflicting viewpoints highlight the need for further research into PO 

development and its evolution into collective PO (Rau et al., 2019). Furthermore, as 

scholars examine PO development, it has become crucial to understand how PO changes 

as organisational circumstances and ownership evolve (Pittino et al., 2025). This, in turn, 

has facilitated the exploration of different levels of PO and their associated outcomes (Rau 

et al., 2019). Jami et al. (2021) recommended that future research investigate the 

durability of PO outcomes, while Sætre et al. (2024) advised managers to understand how 

to sustain PO levels during strategy implementation to preserve performance benefits.  

 

Melander et al. (2024) propose that the development and evolution of individual PO and 

collective PO implementation depend on top management and its stance on stakeholder 

inclusivity. This inclusivity is characterised by deliberate actions, such as active 

communication, feedback loops, and support from top management, through the 

translation of the MI to departmental levels (Löfving et al., 2021). Scholars suggest that 

HK , a Japanese lean management system, incorporates these features for successful 

PO development (Soliman, 2020; Tortorella et al., 2019). However, a systematic review 

by Wilson et al. (2024), covering 28 publications from 1991 to 2021, argues that the 

implementation and integration of HK into daily operations remain misunderstood. The 

authors further note that an average of two journals per year highlights the need for further 

research on HK (Wilson et al., 2024). Santhiapillai and Ratnayake (2023) echo this view 

by asserting that HK implementation remains underreported. Similarly, the literature has 

failed to detail HK’s success as a strategic alignment methodology that links daily 

operations with the overall strategy (Cortés-Rodríguez et al., 2022). 
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HK remains significantly under-researched and relatively invisible within mainstream 

strategy implementation literature (Löfving et al., 2021; Pavlíčková et al., 2022; Wilson et 

al., 2024; Santhiappillai & Ratnayake, 2023). Nicholas (2014) argues that HK was largely 

overlooked during the global diffusion of lean principles, despite its central role in 

Japanese management practice. Early lean operations authors, particularly those writing 

in the 1990s, reinforced this neglect by focusing heavily on tools and techniques while 

misrepresenting HK as merely a tool rather than a comprehensive strategic 

implementation methodology (Cortés Rodríguez et al., 2022). Nicholas (2014) further 

highlights the scarcity of HK coverage, noting that it features meaningfully in only five 

highly cited, well-ranked books on lean principles. 

 

A Harzing Publish or Perish Google Scholar search confirms the limited academic 

attention given to HK, showing few high-quality, peer-reviewed publications on it. 

However, Google Trends data indicates a 6–20% global increase in searches for “HK,” 

suggesting growing interest among practitioners in a topic that remains largely absent 

from the academic literature. Several authors have called for more in-depth research into 

HK’s mechanisms, its strategic value, and its application beyond traditional manufacturing 

sectors. The limited scholarly focus, paired with increasing practitioner curiosity, highlights 

a relevant and timely research opportunity. Moreover, while HK is well recognised for its 

alignment and participation mechanisms, its impact on PO, especially in 

resource‑constrained, labour‑intensive industries, remains largely unexplored (Khosravi 

et al., 2019; Melander et al., 2024). 

 

1.2  Research Purpose 

 

Therefore, this study aims to contribute to extant theory by examining the relationship 

between the HK management system constructs and PO in the context of strategy 

implementation. Given that previous studies have mainly been conceptual (Khosravi et 

al., 2019; Robert et al., 2025; Pavlickova et al., 2022), this empirical study aims to examine 

PO theory in real-world organisations within the CTFL sector. Furthermore, this 

exploratory study seeks to provide new, in-depth insights to contribute to the theoretical 

framing of the relationship between HK and PO, particularly within the CTFL sector of a 

developing country.  
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1.3 Research Scope 

 

The proposed research setting is distinct due to its geographical location in South Africa, 

a developing country. This aligns with the observation that previous HK and PO studies 

on strategy implementation have mainly been conducted in developed countries, resulting 

in limited geographical diversity (Damanpour et al., 2018; Khosravi et al., 2019; Yu et al., 

2024). The uniqueness of this CTFL scope matches scholars' recommendations to 

investigate industries beyond engineering, electrification, and hospitality (Damanpour et 

al., 2018; Khosravi et al., 2019; Yu et al., 2024).   

 

The research scope explores the relationships among PO, strategy implementation, and 

HK in a highly competitive industry environment, addressing both practical business 

demands and the existing theoretical gap. 

 

1.4 Research significance 

 

Academic 

This study contributes to the theoretical fields of HK, strategy execution, and PO. It first 

advances PO theory by demonstrating that PO is not fixed but dynamic and context-

sensitive. This perspective contributes to existing theory regarding PO within complex 

organisational environments. By revealing that both low and excessive ownership impede 

strategy implementation, the study challenges the common assumption that more 

ownership is always better. Thus, it introduces the concept of PO calibration, emphasising 

the need to regulate ownership to an optimal level rather than simply maximise it.  

Secondly, positions it not merely as a strategic alignment tool but as a mechanism that 

shapes and moderates PO. The research extends the theoretical understanding of HK’s 

participatory deployment, catchball process, and shared accountability structures are 

shown to influence how ownership is distributed, experienced, and enacted across the 

organisation. This demonstrates a new theoretical connection between strategic 

management systems and PO, a domain that has received limited academic focus. 

Lastly, the study adds to the literature by examining these constructs within the under-

researched CTFL sector, a setting characterised by capability gaps and structural decline. 

This enhances theory by showing that PO mechanisms cannot be fully understood without 

considering the socio-economic and organisational realities in which they function. 
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Business  

The emergence of global value chains requires companies to become globally competitive 

and distinguish themselves from other organisations (Gereffi, Lim, & Lee, 2021). For 

example, the South African Clothing, Textile, Footwear, and Leather Sector (CTFL) has 

been adversely impacted by imports, which increased by 223% between 2001 and 2022, 

from R18.7 billion to R60 billion (Molala, 2024). Meanwhile, local manufacturing sales 

dropped from R63.6 billion in 2017 to R14.3 billion in 2022, and factory capacity utilisation 

decreased by 9% over the same period (Mbatha, 2025). CTFL firms cannot afford 

execution failure. The sector’s competitiveness has declined sharply, and organisations 

now need employees who are willing and able to take responsibility, collaborate across 

functions, and respond flexibly to change. 

 

Previous research has shown that effective strategy implementation leads to sustainable 

competitive advantage (Rau et al., 2019), a need that is especially urgent for the CTFL 

sector. As a result, the findings have practical implications for business leaders (Wilson et 

al., 2024). Without this study, the connection between HK and PO in supporting a firm’s 

strategy implementation will remain unclear to managers and researchers. Furthermore, 

the study examines how to calibrate PO to give leaders actionable insights into regulating 

PO levels to ensure successful strategy implementation. Organisations that neglect this 

risk falling behind competitors. Finally, Bartolacci et al. (2020) argue that, based on the 

research results, policymakers (such as the Department of Trade, Sector and 

Competition) can identify and incentivise companies with proven strategic frameworks that 

promote competitiveness.  

1.5 Document Layout 

 

The structure of this proposal mirrorsthe study's progression. Chapter Two offers an 

argumentative analysis of the theoretical foundations underpinning the research, including 

strategy implementation literature, the HK strategy implementation system, PO, and a 

synthesis of these constructs. Chapter Three specifies the research questions guiding the 

study and the research gaps it aims to address. Chapter Four outlines the research 

methodology, describing the exploratory design and the steps taken to ensure reliability, 

credibility, and transferability. Chapter Five focuses on the research findings while Chapter 

Six articulates the discussion of the findings in relation to the literature. The proposal 

concludes with a discussion of expected research limitations. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Purpose of the literature review 

HK, a strategic management methodology rooted in Japanese lean manufacturing, has 

evolved considerably since its inception (Pavlíˇcková et al., 2022). It is often seen as a 

tool for aligning organisational strategy with operational execution (Lofving et al., 2021). 

However, this view underestimates its potential as a transformative framework that 

fostered PO among employees, thereby improving strategy implementation (Wilson et al., 

2024). This literature review contends that HK is not just a management tool but a 

comprehensive approach that encourages meaningful employee engagement, supports 

continuous improvement, and ultimately drives organisational success (Cortés-Rodriguez 

et al., 2022). By exploring its historical development, core principles, empirical studies, 

and success factors, this review shows that HK should be adopted more widely across 

sectors beyond manufacturing (Yang et al., 2007). 

 

To clarify the core constructs of the research problem, the literature review provides key 

insights from prior studies. Initially providing a background regarding strategy 

implementation failure it juxtaposes the HK with strategy implementation frameworks, the 

Balanced Scorecard and Management by Objectives. Subsequently delving deeper into 

PO, this study contributes to the conceptual framework, thereby informing the research 

questions and design. Finally, the relationship between the constructs is examined. 

2.2 Defining Strategy Implementation 

 

The persistent gap between strategic intent and its outcomes partly emanated from poor 

implementation, which remains a major organisational challenge and lacks conceptual 

clarity (Köseoglu et al., 2020). Roche and Baumgartner (2024) described strategy 

implementation as a deployment process that translates high-level strategy into 

coordinated actions across the organisation. Although this view oversimplified the 

practical implications, Köseoglu et al. (2020) expanded the definition to include 

“communication, interpretation, adoption, and enactment of strategic plans”. (p.3). As a 

result, it became important to consider the relevant social framing in strategy 

implementation.  
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However, Ateş et al. (2020) challenged these perspectives, arguing that strategy 

implementation is the realisation of a set strategy through consensus and commitment. 

Correani et al. (2020) further argued that organisational transformation is necessary to 

operationalise strategy. To achieve such organisational transformation, Katsikeas et al. 

(2019) notably suggested that strategy implementation involves aligning human, 

technological, and organisational resources to support organisational strategies. 

Collectively, these scholars emphasised that strategy implementation goes beyond the 

execution of predefined plans, requiring transformational practices, consensus, and 

capabilities. Ireland and Withers (2025) further challenged this view by highlighting the 

importance of effective mechanisms for strategy evaluation.  

 

Organisations that successfully implemented strategies gained a competitive edge over 

their rivals, yet most organisations, regardless of size or sector, have still to master this 

(Ireland & Withers, 2025). Therefore, understanding the barriers to effective strategy 

implementation remains essential. 

2.2.1 Barriers to strategy implementation 

 

While Tawse and Tabesh (2021) suggested that most strategies fail due to poor 

implementation, asserting that implementation is more challenging than formulation, 

Köseoglu et al. (2020) proposed that only 63% of projected financial performance was 

realised. Furthermore, regarding digital strategy, 66% to 84% of companies failed during 

implementation (Correani et al., 2020; Morgan et al., 2025). Roche and Baumgartner 

(2024) supported these assertions by emphasising the resource-intensive nature of 

strategy implementation. Conversely, it has been found that successfully executing an 

ineffective strategy can harm an organisation’s strategic goals (Ireland & Withers, 2025; 

Correani et al., 2020). Therefore, strategy formulation and implementation were found to 

be interconnected, but, according to Hrebiniak (2006), many organisations have treated 

the two as separate. Ireland and Withers (2025) proposed that, as a result, organisations 

encountered misalignment between formulators and implementers, even though 

ownership contributed to successful strategy execution. The emphasis on ownership 

raised broader questions about how employees interact with the strategy. 

 

Employee interaction with strategy was vital, as they play a key role in its realisation. While 

Köseoglu et al. (2020) argued that strategy formulation was inevitably affected by human 

cognition and decision-making processes, this viewpoint underestimated the extent to 
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which strategic outcomes depended on employees' interpretation and internalisation of 

strategic objectives. Surprisingly, most strategies focused excessively on technical factors 

rather than cultural ones, such as employee involvement, strategy adoption, and 

leadership (de Medeiros et al., 2025). Ateş et al., 2020 argued that adoption alone is not 

enough: well-designed strategies can still fail during implementation if lower levels do not 

dedicate sufficient effort to execution (employee commitment). The literature thus 

highlighted a critical oversight: organisations routinely overlooked the human dynamics 

that ultimately determined whether strategy implementation succeeds or fails. 

 

Several human dynamics influenced employee adoption and commitment. For example, 

employees rejecting a strategy due to job insecurity and uncertainty (de Medeiros et al., 

2025). Ateş et al. (2020) also suggested that lower- and middle-level management were 

prone to resist the strategy due to limited autonomy in its formulation and implementation. 

Wowerath (2026) stated that autonomy fostered commitment and that for strategy 

implementation to be successful, coordination should be accompanied by commitment 

and effectiveness. To that end, strategy implementation efforts could undermine the 

transformative practices required to ensure that new ways of working supported new 

strategies (Correani et al., 2020).  

 

The transformative nature of strategy implementation necessitates the availability and 

deployment of resources, a point emphasised by Correani et al. (2020) and grounded in 

the resource-based view (RBV). “According to RBV, a firm should have valuable, rare, 

inimitable, and non-substitutional resources in order to achieve sustainable competitive 

advantage” (Köseoglu et al., 2020, p. 2). However, this view overstated the importance of 

resource sufficiency instead of the challenges associated with resource mobilisation. In a 

similar vein, Roche and Baumgartner (2024) illustrated this limitation by showing that, 

even when resources were available, the absence of operational excellence weakened 

alignment between strategy and operational activities within a business. While such 

organisational resources were critical, this perspective treated human actors as passive 

custodians of resources rather than active stakeholders whose behaviours, skills and 

interpretations determined effective strategy deployment.  Morgan et al. (2025) further 

highlight the importance of human, financial and organisational resources, particularly 

culture, systems and ways of working. This suggested that strategy implementation could 

fail due to poor coordination of organisational resources, a human-driven factor. 
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For employees to coordinate resource mobilisation effectively, their ability to engage with 

and meaningfully contribute to the strategy has been considered equally important 

(Köseoglu et al., 2020). Correani et al. (2020) proposed that upskilling and reskilling 

employees to adapt to the strategy are essential practices. However, while technical skills 

can equip employees, Elbanna et al. (2016) highlighted that behavioural and cognitive 

capabilities support managers’ sense‑making, communication, political skill, and 

emotional intelligence in translating strategic intent into coordinated activities. 

Unfortunately, most organisations were either unaware of the necessary capabilities or 

underestimated their significance (Morgan et al., 2020). Consequently, Fainshmidt, et al. 

(2019) argued that upskilling employees without “sensing, seizing and reconfiguring” 

undermines the dynamic capabilities theoretical framework. Therefore, organisations 

need highly capable managers and employees who can interpret, contribute to, and align 

the strategy with their daily tasks. 

 

Regrettably, Cortés Rodríguez et al. (2022) demonstrated that strategic initiatives often 

failed due to misalignment within the organisation, caused by insufficient coordination. 

Likewise, Santhiappillai and Ratnayake (2023) argued that strategy implementation rarely 

achieved the intended outcomes when organisations lacked a systematic approach that 

linked operational priorities to long-term strategic goals. Consequently, scholarly research 

emphasised the importance of strategy consensus to ensure that departmental priorities 

aligned with the organisation's overall strategy (Ateş et al., 2020). However, Tawse and 

Tabesh (2021) contended that managerial actions, while necessary, were inadequate; 

they needed to be complemented by interpersonal actions. Interestingly, Köseoglu et al. 

(2020) asserted that misalignment with the organisational environment had a greater 

impact than misalignment between individuals and departments. Collectively, these 

perspectives revealed that strategy implementation was not merely a technical exercise 

but a complex, multi-level alignment challenge shaped by organisational structures, 

interpersonal dynamics, and environmental fit. 

Additionally, the absence of vision, tracking, and monitoring systems proved detrimental to 

any strategy (Nicholas, 2014). Köseoglu et al. (2020) argued that balanced scorecards 

facilitated strategy evaluation, which was a key element in providing feedback on the progress 

of strategy implementation. Tawse and Tabesh (2021) suggested that strategy effectiveness 

should be evaluated by how closely the results reflect strategic intent rather than firm 

performance. 
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2.2.2 Kaplan and Norton’s Balanced Scorecard 

 

The Balanced Scorecard (BSC), introduced by Robert Kaplan and David Norton in 1992, 

is a strategic performance measurement and management system (Kumar et al., 2024). 

The Balanced Scorecard provided a structured management tool that translated strategic 

intent into action, with greater accountability and a clear link to rewards and recognition, 

thereby supporting strategy implementation (Tawse & Tabesh, 2021). Kumar et al. (2024) 

suggested that the Balanced Scorecard evolved by integrating the vision and establishing 

a robust link between strategic intent and performance measures. However, although it 

was praised for its effective approach in translating an organisation’s vision and strategy 

into financial and non-financial objectives across four perspectives, financial performance, 

customer value, internal business processes, and learning and growth, it overlooked the 

organisational alignment needed for successful implementation (Thürer wt al., 2019). 

 

Alongside organisational alignment, the Balanced Scorecard fell short in capturing the 

cognitive processes involved in executing a strategy (Thürer et al., 2019). Similarly, Wilson 

et al. (2024) argued that the Balanced Scorecard assumed causal linkages between 

measures and strategic intent without clarifying how the measures were achieved. As a 

result, it was more results-focused than process-focused, a significant oversight given that 

strategy implementation relied heavily on organisational alignment and integration. 

Moreover, the overemphasis on identifying strategic priorities and communicating top-

down undermined employee involvement (Wilson et al., 2024). 

 

2.2.3 Management by Objectives 
 

Popularised by Peter Drucker in the 1950s, Management by Objectives (MBO) aligns with 

strategy execution through goal alignment, accountability, and performance tracking 

(Aksoy & Bayazit, 2014). However, Thürer et al. (2019) argued that MBO was a 

performance management tool that often focused on target cascading and tracking. Aksoy 

and Bayazit (2014) argued that a metrics-focused approach weakened outcomes, morale, 

and creativity. Like the Balanced Scorecard, the MBO depended on managerial skills in 

sensemaking and in setting team direction to ensure accurate interpretation of strategy 

(Wowerath, 2026). Although the MBO was adopted by 79% of Fortune 1000 organisations 
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by 2008, it faced criticism for its rigidity due to the static nature of annual goals (Aksoy & 

Bayazit, 2014). This reduced its relevance and effectiveness in rapidly changing business 

environments. 

Additionally, Wilson et al. (2024) criticised the MBO for its limited communication 

effectiveness, which compromised consensus and employees’ understanding of the 

strategy. As with the Balanced Scorecard, this limited communication meant employees 

knew the targets but had little involvement or dialogue about the processes needed to 

achieve them. Conversely, Aksoy and Bayazit (2014) argued that, when well 

implemented, the MBO cascading process involves cross-functional alignment, thereby 

breaking down silos. However, the subjectivity around the execution level indicated that 

the MBO was susceptible to top-down communication and potentially low levels of 

employee buy-in. Consequently, in Japan, the integration of MBO and Nemawashi, which 

promoted two-way communication and interdepartmental consensus, led to the 

development of the HK methodology (Wilson et al., 2024). 

2.3 HK Strategy Implementation 

2.3.1 Evolution and Definition 

 

Established in resource-constrained, post-war Japan, which at the time demanded 

competitive business practices, the HK was first theorised in 1962 (Cortés-Rodríguez et 

al., 2022; Wilson et al., 2024). Although there is no English translation, HK is loosely 

interpreted as "Ho means Direction, Shin Focus, Kan Alignment and Ri Reason" (Cortés 

Rodríguez et al., 2022, p. 3). Its success as a strategic implementation system, combined 

with lean practices, in organisations such as Toyota Motor Corporation, gained popularity 

in the late 1970s (Reynders et al., 2022; Melander et al., 2024). It follows that as Japanese 

lean automotive manufacturing’s competitive edge gained recognition, HK became 

recognised in Western economies during the 1980s-90s through skills migration and 

partnerships with Japanese firms (Pavlíˇcková et al., 2022; Wilson et al., 2024). This focus 

on benchmarking for competitiveness raised questions about the adoption of HK beyond 

automotive firms and the Japanese context. 

 

While Santhiappillai and Ratnayake (2023) suggested that HK was key to lean deployment 

due to its success as a strategic alignment system, Western companies had only partially 

adopted HK (Reynders et al., 2022). This phenomenon was associated with pre-existing 

strategy deployment tools, such as the Balanced Scorecard and Management by 
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Objectives (MBO) (Cortés-Rodriguez et al., 2022; Melander et al., 2024). Similarly, other 

scholars attributed the limited adoption to a lack of focus on external environment scans 

(Wilson et al., 2024). However, this view aimed to use HK for strategy formulation rather 

than for strategy implementation. For instance, Köseoglu et al. (2020) proposed that 

strategy implementation required internal focus to ensure employee support and 

alignment. Moreover, some Western companies entirely overlooked HK and minimised 

employee involvement, which is crucial for sustainable strategy deployment as it supports 

new ways of working (Reynders et al., 2022; Nicholas, 2014). Although these findings are 

comprehensive, much remained to be understood about the Western perspective 

regarding the levels to which they adopted HK in pursuit of competitive strategy 

implementation. 

 

The debate over whether lean practices such as HK tools or a holistic strategic 

implementation system were central to the partial adoption of HK continued. Santhiappillai 

and Ratnayake (2023) emphasised that, in most organisations, lean tools were adopted 

at lower levels, thus disconnecting them from the organisational strategy. Similarly, Wilson 

et al. (2024) argued that operational-level adoption of improvement projects was 

ineffective when misaligned with strategic objectives. Both authors agreed on the 

importance of strategic alignment; however, de Medeiros et al. (2025) suggested that HK 

was an invisible philosophy that went unnoticed when the West was primarily interested 

in adopting tools. It follows that HK’s capacity to support strategy implementation required 

a thorough understanding from a definitive perspective. 

 

On the one hand, HK was defined as a strategic implementation system that organised 

and managed work to ensure all levels of the hierarchy were aligned with long-term 

strategic goals (Lofving et al., 2021; Pavlíˇcková et al., 2022). On the other hand, it was 

defined as a tool for executing strategic pivots while guiding employees through the 

implementation process (English & Weiss, 2020). Likewise, Wilson et al. (2024) suggested 

that HK directed organisations towards key focus areas requiring significant performance 

improvements, while Pavlíˇcková et al. (2022) viewed HK as a reliable tool during volatile 

downturns. The argument highlighted HK’s multidimensionality and its evolution from a 

short-term tool to a means of achieving long-term strategic impact. 

 

From a long-term strategic perspective, HK was regarded as a crucial support mechanism 

for organisations in strategy implementation. Cortés-Rodríguez et al. (2022) contended 
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that strategic imperatives and lean management tools would be unsustainable without HK. 

English and Weiss (2020) described HK as a simple yet effective mechanism for aligning 

long-term goals with daily improvement activities. Similarly, Cortes-Rodriguez et al. (2022) 

viewed HK as a problem-solving tool that bridged the gap between strategy and daily 

operations, although this connection remained underexplored. Interestingly, the authors 

introduced a duality in which HK connects the long-term and the short-term, highlighting 

the unsustainable nature of strategic imperatives that ignore HK. Therefore, it was 

essential to explore the principles of HK to understand how HK could ensure effective 

strategy implementation. 

 

2.3.2 Participatory Strategy Principles (Catchball) 

 

The building blocks of the HK were “(1) strategic (positioning the organisation within its 

external environment), (2) vertical (deployment of goals and targets), (3) horizontal 

(ensuring all functions share the strategic goals and work together to achieve buy-in), (4) 

process management (which integrates PDCA as a fundamental daily management tool), 

and (5) employee development (which involves continuous learning and development of 

all members)” (Wilson et al., 2024, p.11; Pavlíˇcková et al., 2022, p. 4; Santhiappillai & 

Ratnayake, 2023). However, Wilson et al. (2024) suggested that employee involvement 

was more centred on (3)-(5). Therefore, to examine HK’s relationships with PO  during 

strategy implementation, the focus was on the sub-constructs that involved alignment 

between leaders and the rest of the organisation.  

 

Panchak (2021) and English and Weiss (2020) suggested that HK’s emphasis on 

alignment and execution, rather than merely planning, set it apart from traditional strategy 

approaches. Pavlíčkoová et al. (2022) argued that organisational alignment was achieved 

by breaking down long-term strategic goals into actionable improvement projects with 

clear accountability and a monitoring mechanism. Conversely, Cortes-Rodriguez et al. 

(2022) suggested that HK fostered organisational participation and consensus between 

strategy orchestrators and implementers. While the authors began to highlight some 

degree of employee participation, the role of HK remained unclear. 

 

Central to this participation was HK’s role as a powerful strategic communication tool that 

links long‑term goals to daily operations. However, this was a narrow view compared with 

Santhiappillai and Ratnayake's (2023) argument that HK should integrate the 
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organisation’s vision, mission, and purpose. While Melander et al. (2024) highlighted the 

role of middle management in identifying continuous improvement activities, assuming 

that tactical employees possess both the capability and willingness to engage 

meaningfully. However, this assumption did not hold in all organisational contexts. 

Furthermore, although Wilson et al. (2024) emphasised the catch‑ball process as a 

mechanism for two‑way communication, its effectiveness relied on operational employees’ 

psychological safety and strategic literacy, factors often underdeveloped in practice. The 

broader framing implied that strategic deployment was not merely procedural but deeply 

cultural.  

 

Although employee participation was vital for strategy dissemination, vertical two-way 

ideation alone was insufficient. For example, scholars recognised that the catch-ball 

process enabled the implementation of interdepartmental tossing-and-catching ideas to 

strengthen consensus (Reynders et al., 2022). Another perspective suggested that 

implementation failed due to the absence of cross-functional collaboration and agreement 

(Leth et al., 2019). This process promoted disciplined execution by prioritising activities 

aligned with the long-term strategy (English & Weiss, 2020). However, Santhiappillai and 

Ratnayake (2023) and Köseoglu et al. (2020) argued that this process could be prone to 

conflict, particularly in the absence of transparency and effective leadership. Furthermore, 

Leth et al. (2019) introduce the importance of trust as a critical cultural trait that supports 

employee involvement. 

 

Despite the challenge of quantifying employee involvement (de Medeiros et al., 2025), 

engaging staff in the catch-ball process demonstrated appreciation for their expertise in 

their respective areas of work. As a result, employees became part of the solution-finding 

process, thereby increasing their sense of ownership of the objective and recognising their 

role within the organisation (Santhiappillai & Ratnayake, 2023). de Medeiros et al. (2025) 

also highlighted empirical studies that identify the key pillars of employee involvement: job 

autonomy, job rotation, fostering innovation, continuous improvement, employee 

development, sufficient resource availability, and management support. In the HK system, 

this was evident during the annual review, during which top executives visited work areas 

and engaged employees in reflective conversations about performance and its impact on 

organisational strategy (Pavlíˇcková et al., 2022). The focus on employee involvement 

pillars raised further questions about the key success factors required to foster employees' 

sense of ownership. 
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2.3.3 HK Success Factors 

 

Saabye et al. (2024) proposed that successful operations were driven by strong leaders, 

who possess technical expertise, foster innovation, consider societal impacts and a 

commitment towards developing their teams. Effective leadership was characterised by a 

clear vision and unwavering dedication to excellence, both of which were vital for 

motivating employees and ensuring their efforts aligned with organisational objectives (de 

Medeiros et al., 2025). Leadership commitment, a key factor in HK deployment, 

highlighted the importance of creating an environment conducive to high performance 

(Wilson et al., 2022). This commitment involved not only strategic oversight but also the 

cultivation of a culture where employees felt valued and empowered to contribute to the 

organisation's success (Thürer et al., 2019). Empirical studies indicated that HK 

implementation proved futile under authoritarian leadership (Nicholas, 2014) 

 

Panchak (2021) asserted that adopting HK required cultural change and capability 

enhancement, given its focus on continuous improvement. This cultural phenomenon was 

evident in the operational performance gaps across Toyota’s global operations (Liker, 

2021). Subsequently, resource availability became crucial for effective HK implementation 

(Santhiappillai & Ratnayake, 2023). In this context, resources included the employees’ 

capacity to participate in the catch-ball process, engage in continuous improvement 

activities, and solve problems (Santhiappillai & Ratnayake, 2023). Consequently, a lack 

of resources led to exclusionary practices such as top-down communication, silo 

mentality, and insufficient employee buy-in, which negatively affected organisational 

performance (Santhiappillai & Ratnayake, 2023).  

 

The successful implementation of a strategy relied on employee buy-in to promote 

strategy adoption and execution (Santhiappillai & Ratnayake, 2023). The HK strategy 

deployment process incorporated this employee involvement in the catchball process, 

where annual plans were converted into departmental operational goals (Cortés-

Rodriguez et al., 2022; Melander et al., 2024). However, this departmental involvement 

was ineffective in the absence of two-way communication (Santhiappillai & Ratnayake, 

2023). Therefore, it was concluded that open communication alone was not enough if 

senior and tactical leadership were not open to feedback (English & Weiss, 2020).  

 



 
 

16 
 

While previous studies have highlighted employee involvement as a key success factor in 

strategy deployment, to some extent distinguishing Japanese companies from Western 

adopters (Wilson et al., 2024), they failed to demonstrate how these inclusive practices 

led to PO. However, de Medeiros et al. (2025) suggested that employee involvement 

translated to a psychological connection that goes beyond the call of duty. Furthermore, 

successful implementation was assessed through top management self-reporting 

mechanisms, thus introducing bias into the study (Melander et al., 2024; Damanpour et 

al., 2018).  

 

Pavlíˇcková et al. (2022) argued that studies have shown a keen interest in the HK 

methodology while neglecting its implementation. Lofving et al. 2021) corroborated this 

view, citing the lack of empirical studies into implementation. Hence, this study seeks to 

identify the interplay between HK and PO in deploying a strategy using the HK system. 

 

2.4 Psychological Ownership 

 

Drawing on the extended-self theory from the late 1980s, the foundational work 

established the psychological aspect of feeling ownership beyond legal rights (Belk, 

2013). PO theory was formalised by Pierce, Kostova, and Dirks in the early 2000s, 

highlighting the self-affective feeling of possessiveness towards a target (Sætre et al., 

2024; Yu et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2021). It therefore follows that PO theory proposed an 

inherent human need to own, associate with, and belong. Conversely, PO could lead to 

unethical behaviour and territoriality as a behavioural expression of ownership (Wang et 

al., 2018). Therefore, regarding strategy implementation, an organisation would benefit 

from its employees’ PO, as they would take ownership of the strategic intent, viewing it as 

an extension of self; however, this should be mindful of the level of PO. 

 

Wang et al. (2018) found that the implications of positive PO for strategy implementation 

include job engagement, evidenced by proactiveness, exceptional performance, and 

organisational citizenship behaviour. Similarly, Sætre et al. (2024) suggested that when 

applied to organisational strategy, PO boosts motivation, organisational commitment, 

responsibility, and performance. However, Zhang et al. (2021) asserted that 

organisational commitment and PO are separate psychological phenomena connected to 

an employee and their organisation. As a result, scholarly focus on PO emanated from its 

role as a determinant of organisational performance rather than on organisational 
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commitment and identification (Rau et al., 2019). Although scholars have differing views 

on PO outcomes, the process of developing PO remained equally important. 

 

2.4.1 Developing Psychological Ownership 

 

Regarding PO theory, “controlling the target, knowing the target, and investing in the target 

were considered the three main routes to PO” (Zhang et al., 2021, p. 2). To better 

understand how PO develops, scholars suggested studying observable and measurable 

PO traits such as “self-efficacy, self-identity, and a sense of belonging” (Rau et al., 2019, 

p. 3). Unfortunately, these measures were subject to observer bias. However, unlike 

proprietorship (legal ownership), PO fostered a strong connection with an organisation 

(Pittino et al., 2025; Rau et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2021). Therefore, factors like autonomy, 

effort at work, and investment in job-related knowledge could serve as indicators of 

positive PO (Wang et al., 2018). Nonetheless, Jami et al. (2021) argued that the sense of 

ownership increased possessiveness, thus boosting self-esteem rather than self-efficacy, 

although this outcome could have been mediated by the American cultural context. As a 

result, Wang et al. (2018) proposed that behaviours such as territoriality, information 

hiding, and discrediting colleagues could reflect negative PO. While it is important for 

managers to understand indicators of PO, factors that contributed to PO development 

were deemed equally important.  

 

While most research has focused on individual PO, Sætre et al. (2024) promoted shared 

PO, which enhanced a company's performance through collaboration and shared 

responsibility. The strong connection and sense of belonging are rooted in social 

exchange theory (Rau et al., 2019). As such, shared PO can be indicated through 

socialisation, identification, and signalling (Pittino et al., 2025, p. 8). Jami et al. (2025) 

suggested that the materiality and esteem associated with PO foster socialisation. Rather 

than reducing socialisation to material possessions, Pittino et al. (2025) argued that 

socialisation depended on how much an employee connected with the organisation's 

artefacts and could be fostered through cultural alignment and mentorship. Coincidentally, 

mentorship was identified as a key foundation of the HK system during strategy 

deployment (Wilson et al., 2024). Identification referred to the extent to which employees 

personalise the firm's performance by aligning with its values and true north or vision 

(Pittino et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2021). While managers could be equipped with the PO 

antecedents, there remained a gap in understanding how to develop and maintain PO 
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(Sætre et al., 2024).   Lastly, signalling placed the responsibility on the firm's attributes 

and communication strategies to foster shared goals with employees (Pittino et al., 2025). 

Zhang et al. (2021) proposed that this form of organisational support and relatability was 

gaining popularity in recent PO antecedent studies.  

 

Jami et al. (2021) suggested that future research should examine the durability of PO 

outcomes while Sætre et al. (2024) advised managers to understand how PO levels can 

be maintained throughout strategy implementation to preserve performance benefits 

Additionally, as scholars explored PO development, it became crucial to understand how 

PO evolves as organisational circumstances and ownership change (Pittino et al., 2025). 

This, in turn, enabled exploration of the different levels of PO and their associated 

outcomes (Rau et al., 2019).  

 

2.4.2 Levels of Psychological Ownership  

 

Yu et al. (2024) purported that high levels of PO foster a sense of ownership, which 

encourages employee dedication and enhances performance. Conversely, emerging 

studies have identified two types of PO: promotive (positive) and preventive (negative); 

however, these differences have not been regarded as sub-constructs (Rau et al., 2019). 

While the benefits of PO explored thus far have been promising, managers should 

understand the drawbacks of PO and their impact on strategy implementation. More 

specifically, the sense of ownership can be a significant responsibility for an individual to 

bear solely towards an organisation (Yu et al., 2024). As a result, elevated PO levels were 

associated with employee stress and burnout, which could reduce productivity and overall 

engagement with tasks (Zhang et al., 2021). 

 

Furthermore, an excessive focus on achieving goals may lead to ethical dilemmas where 

employees prioritise outcomes over methods (Yu et al., 2024). Zhang et al. (2021) 

supported this view by suggesting future research to examine the role of PO in promoting 

unethical decisions. These negative PO outcomes arose from a need to control and 

safeguard their job or organisation, which was seen as an extension of their possessions 

(Sætre et al., 2024). Since resources such as time and energy are limited, the 

conservation of resources theory suggests that focusing on protecting their jobs may 

consume time that could be better spent on implementation (Yu et al., 2024).  
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Protection is rooted in organisational territoriality theory, and a meta-analysis of 141 

empirical studies showed that PO is positively associated with territoriality (Zhang et al., 

2021). Rau et al. (2019) suggested that high tenure in a role may increase territoriality 

while Pittino et al. (2025) and Zhang et al. (2021) proposed that protectiveness grows with 

uncertainty and the fear of loss, particularly when new management innovations were 

linked to job loss and economic downturns. However, Wang et al. (2018) suggested that 

managers could cultivate an environment of trust, collaboration and a growth mindset to 

help mitigate the effects of high PO. While PO levels can be categorised as low, high, or 

excessive, prior research has paid limited attention to PO measurement, the factors that 

drive fluctuations in PO (Rau et al., 2019), and the mechanisms that regulate PO to 

prevent adverse outcomes (Sætre et al., 2024). The emphasis on PO levels raised 

broader questions about the interaction between PO and strategy implementation. 

 

2.5 PO and Strategy Implementation 

 

Yu et al. (2024) proposed that adverse PO outcomes related to innovation include 

resistance to adoption and implementation, particularly when a perceived threat is 

present. Strategy implementation is crucial for a company's survival in competitive and 

rapidly evolving industries (Rau et al., 2019). Consequently, factors that aid the successful 

implementation of strategic intent have attracted scholarly interest (Robert et al., 2025). 

Strategy failure rates were attributable to a lack of alignment and poor interdepartmental 

collaboration (Sætre et al., 2024). Scholars identified that a shared vision, access to 

information, and employee involvement early in the implementation process enhance PO 

(Sætre et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2021).  

 

Given the multidisciplinary nature of organisations, this PO ought to be shared to 

encourage collaboration (Pittino et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2021). However, shared PO 

should not be mistaken for collective individual PO (Pittino et al., 2025). Secondly, shared 

PO is enhanced when the strategy architects stay involved during the project handover 

and implementation stages to promote shared PO (Sætre et al., 2024), as demonstrated 

during the HK’s process management phase (Wilson et al., 2024). Nonetheless, scholars 

warned that high PO levels could lead to unhealthy possessiveness that hampers 

acceptance of unfamiliar or externally orchestrated ideas (Sætre et al., 2024; Yu et al., 

2024). Consequently, the role of PO in strategy implementation required further 
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exploration (Rau et al., 2019). Moreso during innovation handover across departments 

(Sætre et al., 2024) and in developing countries (Yu et al., 2024).  

 

2.6 The HK and PO 

 

While the HK management system's strength in strategy deployment compared to other 

policy deployment systems stems from its structured alignment mechanisms (Cortés 

Rodriguez et al., 2022; Melander et al., 2024), its primary advantage lies in its implicit 

alignment with PO theory rather than its technical tools. PO emphasised control, 

knowledge, and effort towards the target (Zhang et al., 2021), and HK’s design appeared 

to operationalise these principles through mechanisms such as the X-matrix and catch 

ball process. However, this alignment was marred by limitations. While HK, like other 

strategy implementation systems, began with long-term strategic objectives (Reynders et 

al., 2022), Cortés Rodriguez et al. (2022) argued that HK uniquely linked long-term goals 

to annual plans and promoted continuous dialogue through catchball. Nonetheless, this 

perspective assumed that tools alone were sufficient to develop PO, thereby leading to 

effective strategy implementation. Meanwhile, Melander et al. (2024) challenged this 

assumption by stating that successful cascading of such strategic imperatives required 

PO within the leadership team; otherwise, HK would become more procedural than 

transformative. 

 

While the HK catch ball process was positioned as a mechanism for aligning goals and 

promoting employee inclusivity (Pavlíˇcková et al., 2022), its assumed link to PO 

warranted closer examination. Although employee inclusivity may enhance socialisation 

and identification, thereby fulfilling PO antecedents (Yu et al., 2024), Pavlíˇcková et al. 

(2022) suggested that future research should explore how employee involvement 

influences PO. Consequently, there exists a theoretical gap in understanding how 

participatory strategy deployment processes translate into PO. Furthermore, de Medeiros 

et al. (2025) highlighted that previous research has paid limited attention to mechanisms 

for measuring employee participation (involvement), raising broader questions about the 

claims proposing causality between the catch ball process and the employee’s 

psychological disposition.  

 

Although the HK system is argued to promote employee commitment through 

organisational cultural changes (Cortés-Rodriguez et al., 2022), the assumption that 
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increased employee commitment improves PO warrants scrutiny. Zhang et al. (2021) 

cautioned that commitment and PO are separate psychological constructs and should not 

be used interchangeably in organisational research. This distinction was vital because 

research has shown PO to operate at different levels, introducing ambidexterity, as PO 

can serve both as a catalyst for proactive behaviour or as a source of territoriality (Yu et 

al., 2024). Such duality emphasised the importance of contextualising HK-driven culture 

rather than assuming its universal applicability across organisations. Therefore, Melander 

et al. (2024) recommended applying Critical Incident Theory to assess the types and 

frequencies of PO signals, which reflect HK-related incidents that influence PO levels. 

This therefore, suggested that without measuring incidents, the influence of HK on PO 

remains inadequately supported. 

 

2.7 Literature review conclusion 

 

According to McCracken (1988), literature can foster appreciation of previous scholarly 

work and help formulate research questions by identifying existing gaps. The review 

highlighted strategy implementation challenges, attributing 66-90% of strategy failure to 

ineffective implementation (Koseoglu et al., 2020). Scholars argued that popular strategy 

implementation frameworks lack human focus, yet employees and managers are vital in 

translating strategic intent into operational activities. An analysis of barriers to strategy 

implementation highlighted poor strategy internalisation, lack of employee participation 

and misalignment. The HK is regarded as superior in achieving alignment, consensus, 

and employee involvement, yet it remains unclear how its mechanisms could foster PO 

within individuals and teams. Furthermore, the literature explored the concept of PO 

ambidexterity, while highlighting existing gaps in its development and measurement. 
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3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

Strategy implementation continues to pose challenges for the South African Clothing, 

Textile, Footwear, and Leather (CTFL) sector. This sector faces stiff global competition 

while also struggling to turn strategic intent into operational results. Although HK  is 

recognised structured method for strategy implementation, its success depends on 

employee engagement, strong leadership, cultural change, and adaptable capabilities. 

Similarly, while HK employs tools such as the X-matrix and catch ball, it remains unclear 

how these mechanisms foster PO . Additionally, the extent to which PO supports strategy 

deployment remains under-researched, particularly within the CTFL sector in emerging 

markets. 

 

This chapter, therefore, examines the research questions developed to address the main 

question: How does the participatory nature of the HK methodology foster PO  during 

strategy implementation? Creswell (2014) suggests that these research questions distil 

the overarching phenomenon into smaller topics, thus taking the form of “issue sub-

questions” (p. 113). The research questions were crafted to fill the identified gaps in 

theory, context, and concepts. The consistency matrix in Appendix A clearly illustrates 

how the research questions are grounded in the problem statement, the theoretical 

frameworks, and the appropriate data collection and analysis methods. 

 

To fulfil the study's purpose, which is to understand how the HK system can foster PO in 

the context of strategy implementation, the following research questions will be 

addressed. 

• RQ1: How does PO foster effective strategy implementation within CTFL 

organisations? 

 

• RQ2: How does the participatory nature of HK contribute to the development of 

PO? 

                                                                         

• RQ3: How is PO developed to optimal levels that are neither low nor excessively 

high? 

 

Scope: CTFL sector in South Africa. Includes local manufacturers and excludes 

companies that offshore or import finished products. 



 
 

23 
 

Construct 1: HK 

Construct 2: Strategy implementation  

Mediating variable: PO 

 

Key Words: Strategy implementation, PO, HK, strategy deployment 

 

3.1 Research Question One  

How does PO foster effective strategy implementation within CTFL organisations? 

 

The literature shows that employees are central to strategy implementation, yet 

historically, the focus has been more on technical aspects than on human factors in 

translating and executing strategy (de Medeiros et al., 2025; Ateş et al., 2020). Scholars 

emphasise the importance of the self-affective concept of PO in gaining employee buy-in 

and commitment to strategy execution (Zhang et al., 2019). This raises the question of 

how PO relates to behavioural outcomes, allowing investigation into how promotive PO 

(initiative, stewardship, discretionary effort) and preventative PO (risk aversion, 

territoriality) influence the success or failure of strategy rollout. It also suggests that PO 

could explain why HK succeeds in some contexts but not in others. Therefore, the role of 

PO in strategy execution warrants further research (Rau et al., 2019), especially between 

departments (Sætre et al., 2024) and in developing countries (Yu et al., 2024).  

 

3.2 Research Question Two  

How does the participatory nature of HK contribute to the development of PO? 

 

To date, due to limited publications and inaccurate adoption outside Japan, little is known 

about the HK management system, its critical success factors, and mechanisms for 

integrating it into daily operations (Wilson et al., 2024). Most importantly, the phenomenon 

through which HK fosters PO remains understudied (Melander et al., 2024). 

Consequently, this question seeks to examine the HK processes and mechanisms such 

as catch ball, and the X-matrix and their link to fostering PO antecedents (Pavlíˇcková et 

al., 2022).  Moreover, it tests whether the HK’s participatory design fosters ownership or 

whether participation is procedural rather than psychological. Thus, emphasising the 

importance of contextualising HK-driven culture rather than assuming its universal 

applicability across organisations. In a similar vein, Melander et al. (2024) suggested that 
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without measuring critical incidents, the influence of HK on PO remains inadequately 

supported.  

 

3.3 Research Question Three 

How is PO developed to optimal levels that are neither low nor excessively high? 

The literature review introduced the concept of ambidexterity in PO, recognising that 

optimal PO levels can foster beneficial connections with the organisation, whereas 

excessive PO can lead to territoriality, burnout, and ethical dilemmas (Yu et al., 2024). 

Therefore, it is important for managers to develop and measure PO to achieve effective 

performance (Sætre et al., 2024). Furthermore, as scholars examine PO development, it 

is crucial to understand how PO changes as organisational circumstances evolve (Pittino 

et al., 2025). This, in turn, enables the exploration of different PO levels and their 

associated outcomes (Rau et al., 2019). While PO levels can be categorised as low, high, 

or excessive, prior research has given limited attention to PO measurement and the 

factors that cause fluctuations in PO levels (Rau et al., 2019). Wang et al. (2018) 

highlighted PO indicators across the entire spectrum of PO. Similarly, Zhang et al. (2021) 

proposed autonomy, transparency, and effort, while Pittino et al. (2025) introduced cultural 

alignment, mentorship, communication, and organisational relatability. Sætre et al. (2024) 

identify a gap in understanding the development and maintenance of PO. Therefore, this 

research question aims to understand the development of optimal PO, the level at which 

employees feel responsible, accountable, and invested in strategic outcomes without 

becoming territorial, rigid, or resistant to cross‑functional collaboration. 
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4 METHODOLOGY 

 

To address the research questions posed in Chapter 3 effectively, this study adopts a 

disciplined, methodologically rigorous approach informed by the established literature on 

academic research methodology. The chapter, therefore, outlines the research 

methodology used to investigate how HK fosters PO during strategy implementation in the 

CTFL sector. It provides a detailed justification of the methodological choices, explains 

how these choices align with the study’s philosophical stance, and clarifies the procedures 

used to collect, analyse, and interpret the data. 

4.1 Research Design 

4.1.1 Purpose of Research Design: Exploratory 

 

To gain a deeper understanding of how the HK management system fosters PO within the 

context of strategy implementation, an exploratory study was undertaken (Saunders et al., 

2023). Exploratory designs are particularly suitable for emerging theoretical domains with 

limited prior research and research questions centred around “how” and “why” (Knight et 

al., 2022). The literature review confirmed that strategy implementation, the Japanese HK 

system, and the development of PO remain under‑examined areas, further justifying an 

exploratory approach. Furthermore, the three research questions demonstrate an 

exploratory stance. 

McCracken (1988) observes that such research questions indicate underlying complexity 

best explored through rich, contextual insights gained from lived experiences within the 

organisational setting. Unlike phenomenological studies, the lived experience referred to 

in the methodology section is contextual and part of the case study, not the sole focus 

(Creswell, 2014). Qualitative inquiry is well-suited to this purpose, as it enables the 

discovery of unexpected insights that broaden academic understanding (Saunders et al., 

2023). Unlike quantitative methods, which analyse predefined relationships between 

established variables, qualitative research aims to “mine” and recognise categories and 

patterns as they surface from the data (McCracken, 1988). Although exploratory studies 

may have limited generalisability, they offer depth, discovery, and less reliance on existing 

theoretical frameworks (Melander et al., 2024). As a result, the qualitative approach 

significantly contributed to developing a theoretical framework by revealing diverse 

insights into the relationship between HK and PO (Robert et al., 2024). 
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4.1.2 Philosophy: Interpretivist 

 

The study adopted an interpretivist philosophy, aligning with the main research aim of 

developing a detailed contextual understanding of the key constructs (Saunders et al., 

2023). This philosophy is subjective because it aims to understand and learn from 

informants' perspectives (Saunders et al., 2023). For the purposes of this research, 

executives in the South African CTFL sector shared their lived experiences of navigating 

strategy implementation amid growing global competition. Furthermore, PO studies 

require empirical investigation due to their social complexity (Sætre et al., 2024). 

Additionally, unlike the postpositivist stance, which tests a pre-existing theory, 

interpretivism seeks to derive meaning and contribute to theory from participants' lived 

experiences (Creswell, 2014). This approach is especially useful given the limited 

historical focus on HK, strategy implementation, and PO development. Although 

interpretivist research recognises the researcher’s subjective influence on meaning 

construction, bias was mitigated through empathy, transparency, and the use of an audit 

trail (Creswell, 2014; Saunders et al., 2023). Lastly, the researcher’s impressions were 

documented throughout the data collection process to account for reflexivity, which is an 

essential part of interpretivist philosophy (Flick, 2019). 

4.1.3 Approach: Inductive  

 

Rooted in an interpretivist philosophy, the study adopted an inductive approach to allow 

themes to emerge organically from the data (Knight et al., 2022). This involved analysing 

insights from the exploratory phase to inform and refine the developing theoretical 

framework (Saunders et al., 2023). Given the study’s aim to contribute to behavioural 

strategy and participative management theory, an inductive design is particularly 

appropriate, as recommended for research engaging with emerging or evolving theoretical 

domains (Knight et al., 2022). Prior studies examining the under‑researched HK 

phenomenon have similarly relied on inductive reasoning to build new theoretical 

understandings (Cortés Rodriguez et al., 2022). Although most PO research has been 

conducted within a positivist paradigm, existing measurement instruments often fail to 

capture the deeper psychological nuances of the construct (Melander et al., 2024). Finally, 

in line with postmodernist thought, the researcher remained attentive to context and 

complexity, allowing insights to surface inductively rather than imposing overarching 

theoretical narratives (Flick, 2019). 
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4.1.3 Methodological Choice: Qualitative 

 

Research on strategy implementation and PO employs a multi-method approach to 

improve data collection, triangulation, and validity (Melander et al., 2024; Robert et al., 

2024; Sætre et al., 2024). However, due to time limits, this exploratory study used a mono-

method approach, relying on a single data collection method (Saunders et al., 2023). 

Consequently, a qualitative approach was most appropriate for an exploratory research 

design and an interpretivist philosophy, aligning with the aim of gaining insights from CTFL 

sector executives to contribute to the limited literature on strategy implementation in the 

social sciences. Although using a single data collection method may provide a narrow 

perspective, the researcher achieved depth and accuracy by employing only the 

qualitative method (Flick, 2019). 

 

4.1.4 Strategy: Case study 

 

The case study methodology was selected to uncover hidden themes, which are valuable 

in less-explored research areas (Cortés-Rodriguez et al., 2022). Flick (2019) warns 

against relying solely on a single case study, such as one involving participants from only 

one organisation, as this limits generalisability. Conversely, Creswell (2014) and Flick 

(2019) argue that generalisability is not crucial in qualitative research, and using multiple 

cases can reduce the depth of analysis. However, because case studies are often chosen 

for their ability to capture organisational processes in a highly detailed and accurate way, 

they are not limited by comparability, allowing flexibility in gathering insights from diverse 

participants within the CTFL sector (Flick, 2019; Knight et al., 2022). Furthermore, 

qualitative studies in strategy implementation, HK, and PO often involve multiple cases 

due to the complex, context-dependent nature of these areas (Cortés-Rodriguez et al., 

2022). Consequently, this met the criteria for case study triangulation, which enhances 

data reliability and robustness (Melander et al., 2024; Sætre et al., 2024). This approach 

aligned with the study's exploratory, interpretivist, and inductive focus, supporting the 

development of a theoretically grounded understanding grounded in lived organisational 

experiences.  

4.1.5 Time Horizon: Cross-sectional 

 

Most studies in this field conduct longitudinal research lasting three to fourteen years, due 

to the time needed to implement the HK management system (Cortés-Rodriguez et al., 
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2022; Melander et al., 2024; Robert et al., 2024; Sætre et al., 2024). This is unsurprising, 

as scholars highlight the resource-intensive and transformative nature of strategy 

implementation (Ateş et al., 2020; Köseoglu et al., 2020). Therefore, the extended time 

horizon enables researchers to observe changes, emerging mediating factors, and 

reduces reliance on self-reported measures. However, a cross-sectional time horizon was 

chosen for this study due to time and resource constraints; nonetheless, with appropriate 

quality assurance, the cross-sectional design remains sufficient (Saunders et al., 2023). 

As a result, data were collected at a single point in time; however, interview questions on 

transformation were crafted to elicit retrospective experiences (Flick, 2019). 

4.2 Universe and Population 

 

The universe of this study consisted of employees in the South African Clothing, Textiles, 

Footwear, and Leather Sector (CTFL). This sector was selected because it has declined 

over the past decade due to global competitiveness challenges (Mbatha, 2025), which 

demand urgent attention to the effective implementation of strategies. Secondly, 

employees were selected because they shared similar lived experiences within the CTFL 

sector (Creswell, 2014). Although Hermundsdottir and Aspelund (2021) argue that 

manufacturing has been extensively studied, the sector still requires further investigation, 

given the maturity of lean principles like HK. Within the selected universe, participants 

capable of providing rich and diverse insights on strategy deployment constituted the 

population. 

4.1.1 The population 

 

CEOs and top executives are responsible for leading strategy implementation and, in most 

organisations, are the only group permitted to engage in external data gathering (Cortés 

Rodriguez et al., 2022; Robert et al., 2024). However, scholars argue that a diverse group, 

particularly with respect to implementation and PO, should include all organisational levels 

(Melander et al., 2024; Robert et al., 2024; Sætre et al., 2024). However, given the limited 

timeframe, the research focused on executives and, later, operations directors, as the 

senior leadership PO theme emerged. The population was accessed through the 

institution’s alumni network and faculty members who have participated in CTFL research. 

 

4.3 Unit of Analysis 
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The unit of analysis refers to the entity being studied, about which information is analysed 

(Sedgwick, 2014). According to Creswell (2014), the research strategy determines the unit of 

analysis, and in case study research, this is the number of participants in the group of interest. 

Since the study aimed to examine how HK fosters PO during strategy implementation, 

executives in the CTFL sector were chosen as the unit of analysis. This allowed the researcher 

to explore the contextual dynamics and lived experiences in line with the study's exploratory, 

interpretivist, and inductive approach. 

4.4 Sampling 

 

Given the impracticality of studying the entire population (Creswell, 2014), non-probability 

purposive sampling was selected (Saunders et al., 2023). Furthermore, purposive 

sampling was particularly appropriate for case studies, as it enabled researchers to 

intentionally choose participants with in-depth knowledge (Flick, 2019). This approach 

aligns well with the case studies' focus, as the selection criteria were based on the 

significance of the contributions (Creswell, 2014). Following McCracken’s (1988) advice, 

the researcher intentionally “manufactured distance” (p. 12) to avoid familiarity by 

selecting complete strangers and an sector in which the researcher had not worked; this 

would not have been feasible without purposive sampling. Additionally, McCracken (1988) 

suggests that power dynamics can hinder data collection when researchers study their 

workplace or acquaintances. The selection criterion was based on intensity, as it sought 

to identify cases with rich insights (Flick, 2019) while maintaining diversity within the group 

(Creswell, 2014) by ensuring that all four industries of the CTFL sector were represented: 

clothing, textile, footwear and leather. 

Criteria for selection 

1. An executive in the CTFL sector, unknown to the researcher (McCracken, 1988). 

2. An executive at a CTFL company that manufactures locally and has adopted a 

strategy deployment approach, thus providing more latitude to explore the subject 

at the time of the interview. 

3. An executive whose primary data could be accessed (Cortés Rodriguez et al., 

2022; Robert et al., 2024; Sætre et al., 2024). 

4. An executive who actively participated in strategy implementation practices and 

programmes (Sætre et al., 2024). 
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4.5 Measurement Instrument: Semi-structured Interview Guide 

 

Interviews, documents, and observations can serve as measurement tools in exploratory 

studies (Creswell, 2014; Knight et al., 2022). While previous research in this area has 

used a combination of measurement instruments, verbal data in the form of semi-

structured interviews remains the most common. Of the three tools, semi-structured 

interviews can be designed to include all participants in the case study, ensuring 

comparability (Sætre et al., 2024). Consequently, a semi-structured interview guide was 

used to conduct because of its flexibility, achieved through open-ended questions, which 

allow the interviewee to freely express their views (Flick, 2019). The open expression of 

views was particularly useful in this exploratory study. 

4.1.1 Semi-structured Interview guide 
 

The interview guide, attached in Appendix B, provides a detailed breakdown of the 

interview questions, which were formulated in plain language to avoid jargon and 

tautology. The questions were formulated to address the conceptual and theoretical gaps 

identified in the literature review. Following McCracken’s (1988) approach, the opening 

question was biographical, thereby allowing the researcher to frame the interviewee’s 

context, which was a significant factor in interpreting the responses. The questions in the 

guide were non-directive and open-ended, and to deepen understanding and clarity, 

floating prompt questions were used (Adeoye‑Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). Furthermore, the 

interview questions were designed to encourage comprehensive responses from the 

executives. More importantly, three to four questions were linked to a research question 

to ensure theoretical value-adding insights that contribute to the research (Flick, 2019). 

Grounded in the consistency matrix (Appendix A), the interview questions were evaluated 

for productivity and theoretical relevance (Flick, 2019) and were organised to ensure a 

smooth transition from one research construct to the next. 

To mitigate bias, the questions prompted interviewees to describe past incidents related 

to the development of PO (McCracken, 1988). The researcher asked a strategy 

formulation and a strategy implementation question to ensure differentiation, since 

Köseoglu et al. (2020) caution that executives lean towards formulation rather than 

implementation. Questions regarding the HK were asked at the end of the interview to 

avoid introducing bias and to prevent interviewees from focusing solely on HK; however, 

other important enquiries require reflection on processes and human behaviour during 
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strategy implementation. This interview guide formed part of the Ethical Clearance 

submission. 

4.6 Data Collection Process 

 

Upon receiving ethical clearance approval, the researcher commenced the data collection 

process. The researcher compiled a list of potential participants obtained through the 

academic network. The participants' access was confirmed by signing consent forms 

before attending the interview. Likewise, participant consent was secured prior to 

recording and transcribing the interviews, which were conducted via Microsoft Teams. 

Recording ensured secure record-keeping and enabled the researcher to revisit the 

collected data, allowing observation of nonverbal cues during analysis. More importantly, 

recording allowed the researcher to maintain verbatim interviewee accounts (McCracken, 

1988). The recorded data was stored on a computer and backed up to two separate cloud-

based data storage services, with interviewee names masked. In line with the interpretivist 

philosophy, where the researcher’s contribution may introduce bias, notes and a journal 

of the interview process were maintained (McCracken, 1988). Following Flick's (2019) 

guidance, the interviews were conducted in a manner that fostered “responsive 

interviewing” (p. 190) by building trust and respect and adopting a conversational style 

that encouraged depth and openness.  

Although an interview guide was utilised, the sequence of questions remained adaptable, 

often following the conversational flow while ensuring all questions were addressed. This 

iterative, conversational approach helped elicit rich accounts rooted in each participant’s 

knowledge and lived experience, in line with inductive exploratory research (Creswell, 

2014). As a result, the interviews lasted between 35 and 54 minutes, averaging 40 

minutes. This aligns with Hennik and Kaiser (2022), who suggest that most case study 

interviews should typically last around 49 minutes. Similarly, previous interviews 

conducted in the strategy implementation, HK, and PO fields ranged from 40 to 70 

minutes.  

McCracken (1988) recommends focusing on depth rather than quantity in interviews, 

suggesting that eight interviews are sufficient for an exploratory study. However, prior 

research on strategy implementation, HK, and PO used between 17 and 33 semi-

structured interviews (Melander et al., 2024; Robert et al., 2024; Sætre et al., 2024). 

Hennik and Kaiser (2022) conducted a meta-analysis of 23 empirical studies, finding that 

theoretical saturation is generally reached between nine and 17 interviews, with an 
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average of 12. Therefore, this study conducted 12 semi-structured interviews with 

executives who met the sampling criteria. 

The initial interview with a Founder and CEO revealed a misconception that the interview 

was meant to elicit “textbook” or business school-type responses. As a result, the 

researcher observed that the interviewees needed reassurance that the case study was 

exploratory and aimed at contributing to theory and insights grounded in their lived 

experiences and knowledge. Although McCracken (1988) warns against note-taking 

during interviews as it can be distracting, Creswell (2014) recommends selectively 

capturing themes, emotions, and non-verbal cues. Therefore, the researcher noted 

situational cues for each relevant question, relying on the automatic transcription provided 

by Microsoft Teams. 

The interview questions were pilot-tested to ensure adherence to interview etiquette and 

timelines, to practice active listening, and to refine follow-up questions (Creswell, 2014; 

Adeoye‑Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). Interestingly, McCracken (2018) warns against active 

listening, as it may cause the investigator to influence the interpretation of themes. 

Although adequate in-class training was provided on conducting interviews, the 

interviewer participated in three qualitative research interviews as an interviewee to foster 

empathy for participants and to gather insights from fellow researchers. A key lesson from 

these interviews was to use fewer, higher-quality interview questions to elicit deeper 

insights within the allocated hour without exhausting the interviewee. McCracken (1988) 

suggests five open-ended questions; however, the study utilised ten open-ended 

questions to fully encompass the three research questions. 

4.7 Data Analysis Approach 

 

The recorded and transcribed interview data were thematically coded to identify codes, 

categories, and themes that support the research questions by extracting emerging 

themes from the primary data (Knight et al., 2022). This systematic approach was selected 

to ensure that the analysis was grounded in a credible academic framework. Although 

thematic analysis is criticised for lacking depth, it remains flexible, applicable to case 

studies, and enables the identification of meaningful insights (Flick, 2019). In accordance 

with Creswell's (2014) guidance, the emerging themes aligned with the characteristics of 

an emergent research design in qualitative studies. Therefore, in line with the research 

approach, the data were coded inductively (Adeoye‑Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). This 

methodology enabled the researcher to manage the data concisely without losing core 
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insights during abstraction, as advised by Wowerath (2026). More importantly, rules were 

set for the code inclusion criteria to ensure analytical value was added. 

To create a robust research analysis and improve validity, open, axial, and selective 

coding were applied as outlined by Creswell (2014). The researcher initially anonymised 

the transcripts by labelling them as Participant 1 to Participant 12 to represent the 12 

participants. Additionally, cleaning the transcripts to ensure meaningful data analysis 

could be conducted. Similarly, unique personal identifiers were removed to protect the 

identities of organisations and participants. More importantly, filler words were omitted to 

produce a clean transcription for analytical purposes while preserving the participants’ 

original views.  Moreover, when automatic transcription failed to capture the original views 

due to diverse accents, the researcher replayed the recording to correct the wording.  

This first review and data clean-up enabled the researcher to read the transcripts and 

familiarise themselves with the data, highlighting significant phrases and sentences from 

the participants’ contributions (Flick, 2019). However, these significant phrases were only 

captured as “direct quotations” after the first-order codes to avoid forcing data into 

research questions too early. The first-order codes consisting of one to five words were 

generated to capture concepts verbatim to maintain an audit trail that seamlessly link to 

the research questions (McCracken, 1988).  

Most scholars in strategy implementation, HK, and PO data analysis rely on manual 

coding and NVivo™ to code data at the sentence level (Robert et al., 2024; Sætre et al., 

2024). Since manual coding is resource-intensive, computer programmes such as 

ATLAS.ti, MAXQDA, and HyperRESEARCH are recommended in the literature (Creswell, 

2014). ATLAS.ti was chosen because it requires minimal computer storage and is readily 

available at the academic institution. While the researcher refrained from over-quantifying 

the results, which would obscure critical insights, a thematic analysis was presented in 

tables and frequency graphs, as recommended by Flick (2019). 

The first-order codes were then categorised into six clusters (Appendix C Figure 5) that 

reflect the conceptual framework and research questions; PO enablers, PO barriers, HK 

participation, PO mechanisms, PO calibration and CTFL contextual factors. Subsequently, 

the codes were reviewed to merge codes with the same meaning; split codes that are too 

broad; rename codes for clarity and delete codes that did not add analytical value to the 

research questions. This process bridged the gap between coding and theme 

development as the merged codes reflected emerging sub-themes (Flick, 2019). 
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Subsequently, relationships between codes were developed, identifying underlying 

meaning thus enabling the development of themes.  

Finally, selective coding involved identifying the core themes that address each research 

question to weave a cohesive narrative. The interpretative process involved questioning 

statements for their generalisability across participants and literature (Creswell, 2014). 

Relationships established between categories were then described and interpreted 

(Cortés-Rodriguez et al., 2022).  

4.8 Data Quality Strategies 

The study’s quality assurance and trustworthiness were established by focusing on 

dependability, credibility, transferability, and confirmability. (Adeoye‑Olatunde & Olenik, 

2021; Flick, 2019).  

  

4.8.1 Dependability/ Reliability 
 

The dependability dimension recognises the dynamic nature of findings and aims to 

establish logic, traceability, and thorough documentation (Creswell, 2014). Therefore, the 

researcher demonstrated dependability by maintaining an audit trail through voice 

recordings, transcripts, and field notes to document events, feelings, and emotions during 

each interview (Saunders et al., 2023). On ATLAS.ti a project memo featuring research 

questions, theoretical lens and coding structure, was created to anchor the audit trail thus 

enhancing dependability. Similarly, the data collection and analysis procedures are clearly 

described in Chapter 4 (Creswell, 2014). Moreover, employing multiple cases ensured 

data triangulation, thereby improving data reliability and validity by offering diverse 

contexts and insights (Melander et al., 2024; Sætre et al., 2024). Additionally, the same 

semi-structured interview guide was utilised across all cases (Adeoye‑Olatunde & Olenik, 

2021). Consequently, these strategies helped ensure that the findings are reproducible 

under similar circumstances (Adeoye‑Olatunde & Olenik, 2021).  

 

4.8.2 Credibility 
 

Reframed by Eisner from validity, the credibility of findings demonstrates evidence-based 

trustworthiness and depth of interpretation through “structural corroboration, consensual 

validation and referential adequacy” (Creswell, 2014, p. 204). First, the researcher 

identified patterns and themes, whether confirmed or disconfirmed, across multiple cases 
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(Saunders et al., 2023). Furthermore, verbatim supporting quotations were used to 

demonstrate the validity of the data analysis (Creswell, 2014, p. 204). Referential 

adequacy was achieved by sharing the analysis with three participants, who reviewed and 

approved the research findings, thereby enhancing the accuracy of the conclusions drawn 

(Robert et al., 2024). Consensus validation was achieved through peer debriefing of the 

thematic analysis with a cohort member to identify and resolve any discrepancies in the 

coding analysis (Adeoye‑Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). Lastly, the researcher avoided 

directing the interview and giving verbal cues to ensure that the findings were participant-

based (Saunders et al., 2023).  

 

4.8.3 Transferability-external validity 
 

This dimension was demonstrated by showing that the research findings generalise to 

other organisations through a multiple-case study (Eisenhardt, 2021; Saunders et al., 

2023). Moreover, the detailed sampling criteria of executives in the CTFL sector and data 

collection process provided a research environment that readers can compare to their 

contexts (Creswell, 2014). Therefore, the findings were rich and detailed, with supporting 

quotes allowing readers to draw their own conclusions about the comparability between 

research contexts.   

 

4.8.4 Confirmability 
 

To ensure confirmability, the researcher demonstrated that participants were the sole 

contributors to the research (Adeoye‑Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). While the role of the 

researcher is important in interpretivist philosophy, the researcher “manufactured” 

distance (McCracken, 1988) in the sampling criteria, used open-ended non-directive 

questions, and conducted unbiased data analysis. Furthermore, the researcher employed 

the following strategies: journalling (Saunders et al., 2023), peer-review coding (Adeoye‑

Olatunde & Olenik, 2021), and allowing participants to view the outcomes (Robert et al., 

2024). Lastly, consensus validation (Creswell, 2014), the use of multiple cases and an 

audit trail enhanced the confirmability of research findings. 

 

 

4.9 Limitations 
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The coding process placed emphasis on theme frequency, which may have obscured the 

relative analytical significance of less frequent but conceptually important insights. As a 

result, existing academic literature was consulted to contextualise and validate the 

findings, as recommended by Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik (2021). Furthermore, the 

study adopted a cross-sectional design, which limits the ability to observe how PO and 

strategy implementation dynamics evolve over time. Hermundsdottir and Aspelund (2021) 

therefore recommend longitudinal research designs to generate deeper temporal insights. 

 

The study’s deliberate prioritisation of depth over breadth constrained the transferability 

of findings beyond the CTFL sector. In addition, time constraints necessitated a 

mono-method qualitative approach. Future research could strengthen robustness by 

adopting a mixed-methods design, incorporating quantitative surveys to enhance breadth, 

facilitate triangulation, and improve replicability (Melander et al., 2024). Finally, limited 

access to frontline employees restricted data collection primarily to executive 

perspectives, increasing the risk of self-reporting bias and limiting insight into 

operational-level experiences (Melander et al., 2024; Damanpour et al., 2018). 
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5 RESEARCH FINDINGS 

5.1 Introduction  

The purpose of this chapter is to present key evidence-based findings from the exploratory 

study that examined the role of HK in fostering PO in the context of strategy 

implementation in the CTFL sector. The findings are presented sequentially, organised 

around the research questions formulated to address theoretical and conceptual gaps 

identified in the literature. The research questions, detailed in Chapter 3, were addressed 

using the semi-structured interview guide (Appendix B); therefore, participant responses 

are presented in accordance with these questions. 

5.1.1 Research questions 

• RQ1: How does PO foster effective strategy implementation within CTFL 

organisations? 

 

• RQ2: How does the participatory nature of HK contribute to the development of 

PO? 

                                                                         

• RQ3: How is PO developed to optimal levels that are neither low nor excessively 

high? 

5.2 Summarised Data Analysis Approach 

5.3  Participant profile 

To gather data for this study, 12 participants in executive roles within the CTFL sector 

were recruited. Their work experience ranged from 14 to 36 years, with an average of 25.7 

years, providing valuable and varied insights. The most experienced participant had 36 

years of expertise in the CTFL sector across different organisations. Although 

demographics were not included in the analysis, it is notable that the participants consisted 

of nine males and two females. Table 1 below presents the participant profile. 
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Table 1: Participant Profile 

No. Gender Sub-sector Years of 

experience 

Job Title 

P1 Male Textiles 31 Years Commercial Director 

P2 Male Clothing: Uniforms 27 Years Chief Executive Officer 

P3 Male Textiles: Towelling 31 Years Chief Executive Officer 

P4 Male Leather 25 Years Managing Director 

P5 Female Clothing 33 Years Chief Executive Officer 

P6 Male Footwear 25 Years Managing Director 

P7 Female Clothing 20 Years Supply Chain Executive 

P8 Male Clothing 36 years Technical and Sales Executive 

P9 Male Clothing 14 years Manufacturing Director 

P10 Male Clothing 24 years Chief Financial Officer 

P11 Male Footwear 28 years Chief Executive Officer 

P12 Male Leather 17 years Managing Director 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation 

 

5.4  Thematic analysis 

 

After uploading the transcribed semi-structured interviews into ATLAS.ti, a total of 179 

first-order codes generated. The were repeatedly mentioned resulting in the frequency 

presented in Table 2. These codes were then organised into six analytical clusters: PO 

mechanisms, HK participation, PO calibration, Enablers, Barriers, and CTFL sector 

context. Within each cluster, conceptually similar codes were merged and refined into sub-

themes, which were then developed into the overarching themes presented in this study. 

Figure 1 provides a summarised visual representation of this coding structure, while Table 

2 offers a detailed breakdown of the themes, sub-themes, and associated codes. 

Lastly, the findings were analysed for interactions between the PO and HK constructs, as 

well as the role of the CTFL sector in these interactions. Moreover, enablers and barriers 

were interpreted to yield tangible, actionable insights, thereby contributing to both the 

academic and business body of work. 
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Figure 1: Summarised thematic analysis 

 

Source: Compiled by author using results from ATLAS.ti.  

 

Table 2: Themes, Sub-Themes and Code Frequency 

 

280 Pages 
of 

trascribed 
text

179 Unique 
first order 

codes

6 
Conceptual 

clusters

20 Sub-
themes

8 Themes

Theme Sub-themes Frequency Total

Commitment and loyalty to company and strategy 22

Internalisation and Belief 13

Employee tenure and Attachment to company 5

Employee engagement 22

Autonomy, passion and responsibility 10

Collaboration and Belonging 24

Pain point identification and problem solving 39

Taking Initiative and Assuming Ownership 31

Clear Strategic Direction and "North Star" Alignment 59

Translating Strategy into clear, actionable plans 19

Effective Strategy Cascading and Communication 57

Cross-functional Collaboration 47

Brainstorming and Participatory Strategy Deployment 16

People driven, Bottom-Up Participation that Builds 

Ownership and Enables Adaptive Strategy 38

Continuous Improvement 6

High pyschological ownership 25

Low psychological ownership 16

Measuring Psychological ownership 2

Resource Access and Capability Enablement 43

Employee and CTFL sector context 36

RQ3: Levels of Psychological Ownership 43

RQ3: Psychological ownership calibration 79

RQ2: Strategic Clarity and Cognitive Alignment 78

RQ2: Communication, Collaboration and 

Participatory Strategy Deployment
120

RQ2: Employee-Driven Continuous Improvement 44

RQ1: Commitment and discretionary effort 40

RQ1: Personal identity and Emotional conection 56

RQ1: Proactive, self-led behaviour 70
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5.5 Findings for Research Question One 

 

How does PO foster effective strategy implementation within CTFL organisations? 

The first research question aimed to explore how PO  promotes strategy implementation 

in the CTFL sector. The identified themes are behavioural, including self-leadership, 

personal identity, and emotional connection, and their interaction with commitment to an 

organisation’s strategic direction, as shown in Table 3. A detailed analysis is presented in 

an ATLAS.ti analysis in Appendix C, Figure 3, provides evidence for the audit trail. 

Table 3: Research Question 1 Themes 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation 

 

5.5.1 Personal identity and Emotional connection 
 

Participants' insights revealed personal identity and emotional connection to a team, 

department or organisation. As such, an employee’s sense of belonging was identified as 

crucial in collaborative practices that drive PO. Secondly an employee’s interaction with 

their job displayed through passion, a sense of responsibility and autonomy were 

highlighted amongst key PO mechanisms. Lastly, employee engagement was consistent 

with PO in the context of strategy implementation. 

Collaboration and Belonging: Participants consistently alluded to employees 

displaying PO when they feel a sense of belonging or an attachment to a company or a 

department.  

And factually, because I've seen it yields better results, it creates teamwork. It 

forces teamwork. And when teamwork then gets rewarded, it creates a sense 

of belonging because we literally are in it together, and that usually eliminates 

politics because it's politics and backstabbing create a toxic work environment. 

(Participant 5) 

Theme Sub-themes Frequency Total

Commitment and loyalty to company and strategy 22

Internalisation and Belief 13

Employee tenure and Attachment to company 5

Employee engagement 22

Autonomy, passion and responsibility 10

Collaboration and Belonging 24

Pain point identification and problem solving 39

Taking Initiative and Assuming Ownership 31

RQ1: Commitment and discretionary effort

RQ1: Personal identity and Emotional conection

RQ1: Proactive, self-led behaviour

40

56

70
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Another participant supported this assertion by stating that the sense of belonging 

translates into teamwork. 

……But having that sense of we're in this together, we're a family. We succeed 

or fail together as a team. That sense of team and family, we actually talk a lot 

about family, not just team, by the way, especially in the factories. Having that 

sense of family and team, harnessing the individual, being a part of something 

bigger. (Participant 9)  

However, Participant one explained that while employees develop strong personal 

attachment and a sense of possession toward the organisation, this attachment can 

become department‑specific, creating silos that hinder broader organisational ownership.   

Employees have a personal attachment to the company, and they feel a sense 

of ownership towards it. Sometimes, this attachment can also extend to a 

particular department. I believe that's where the problem lies. Because taking 

ownership of one's department or section is not quite the same. Occasionally, 

people focus solely on improving their own department, which can lead to the 

formation of silos. (Participant 1) 

Participant five supports this observation, noting that strategy cannot be implemented by 

a single department. The importance of collective PO at organisational level fosters 

collaboration across departments thus facilitating the fulfilment of organisational goals. 

And this way, cross-functional teams play a key role, because you're not just 

thinking single-mindedly. Now, you have a collaborative stance and approach, 

and that's kind of when the ideas really do flow well, and we get much more 

results to that process. (Participant 8) 

Participants 12 and 8 highlighted that when teams align with the organisational mission, 

collaboration improves, fostering collective ownership of problems and joint problem-

solving. 

And the moment there's buy-in to the mission…. the execution of the how 

becomes then collaborative. (Participant 12) 

The trick behind that is to get together as a team and start saying, and start 

owning the problem as a team.…when there are issues, we are able to 

acknowledge that we are all part of that problem and how best we can solve the 

problem and forget all the political mire that sits underneath that problem. 

(Participant 8) 
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Participant 8 further supported their assertions by stating that true collective PO involves 

employees discussing and attempting to solve problems before escalating them to the 

leaders. Moreover, Participant 6 highlighted that within collective PO there is a shared 

responsibility for results because “the strategy implementation is our problem.” However, 

Participant one emphasised the importance of individual PO, citing its role in ensuring 

proactive behaviour and accountability, which are vital in strategy implementation. 

We want them to be more proactive, so we want that ownership to be more 

individually based. Collective ownership is good, but you also need that 

individual ownership. got individual PO, you have accountability. (Participant 

1) 

Lastly, Participant 11 highlighted that while individual PO drives commitment, the absence 

of collective PO can hinder progress, it has to exist within teams that have collective PO 

while you can have individuals who are incredibly committed, they own it, 

they've got both psychological safety and ownership, but they work in groups 

where there's not a collective PO. And that has a huge negative impact. And it's 

my belief from what I've seen that you must develop both. (Participant 11) 

Passion and responsibility: Participants attribute this individual PO to responsibility for 

the employee’s role in an organisation.  

..personal responsibility in their roles……. know what the output is and they 

have the freedom to dictate how to get the output. (Participant 1) 

Another participant supported this assertion emphasising the importance of the personal 

responsibility. Moreover, the complication regarding PO is how intrinsic it is hence 

participants used terms such “feel”. 

There's no question that an individual has to feel like he or she owns the project, 

the initiative, the outcome, the process that needs to be followed in order to do 

that. (Participant 11) 

While the later sections delve into enablers of PO, other participants further support 

the assertion that the personal responsibility is intrinsic and self-defined. 

I only found this out from someone. I had no idea because she defined the 

ownership of her job…. (Participant 12) 

Secondly, an individual’s passion for their role plays a crucial role in nurturing individual 

PO, an aspect that most CTFL organisations grapple with in light of the sector’s decline. 
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They're not people who have been passion for it. It's some job that's found like 

a career that's found them, and sometimes it's not their passion, and they end 

up leaving, and we invest a lot of time and money into them, and they end up 

leaving because it's not their passion. (Participant 1) 

5.5.2 Pro-active and self-led behaviour 
 

Taking initiative and assuming ownership: Leaders across organisations link PO 

directly to proactivity and self-leadership. The employees tend to be focused on solving 

problems with urgency thus translating into successful strategy execution. Participant 

eight suggested that PO results in employees taking the “lead in the solutions,” while 

Participant nine views PO as the “readiness to go the extra mile.” Therefore, some 

participants attribute this to proactive and self-led behaviour. 

 But once the strategy is implemented through a person, mentorship is very 

important…..but ultimately the initiative has to be shown by the person. 

(Participant 2) 

Participant two emphasised that effective strategy implementation depends on individuals 

who possess both the capability and the mindset to take ownership and independently 

solve problems. 

The ability to problem solve and find solutions must be inherent in that particular 

person and also be something they can do. Therefore, we aim to find someone 

who can take ownership or has the mindset to do so, possesses the skill set to 

make decisions, and has the effort level to put in. (Participant 2) 

Participant 4 noted that ownership was demonstrated not only by managers but also by 

factory‑floor employees, as productivity pressures increased due to tariffs. This assertion 

underscores the importance of PO in supporting strategy execution, particularly across 

organisational levels. 

But really, people have taken amazing ownership. And I'm not just talking about 

managers, even the factory floor people. In terms of, we had to become a lot 

more productive over the years, but especially this year, because of tariffs 

(Participant 4) 

According to Participant one, employees demonstrate personal ownership of their roles 

even without formally understanding the concept of PO, and this has supported long‑term 

organisational performance. 
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The proactive ones who have a higher level of PO… have, over the period, taken 

ownership of the job personally, although they may not own the company or fully 

understand PO as a distinct aspect. I think that's one of the reasons why we've 

been successful over the years. (Participant 1) 

Lastly, PO enhances a sense of urgency in solving problems and proactively engaging 

leaders rather than delaying action until scheduled meetings.  

Attack the problem as soon as it happens or as soon as it becomes obvious or 

visible, as opposed to, you know, waiting for a meeting that's happening next 

week. The meeting is next week, so I'll wait until then to give feedback. 

(Participant 8) 

Pain point identification and problem-solving: Participants consistently linked PO to 

the freedom, authority, and autonomy to identify and resolve problems. Participant 1 

introduces the role of a leader play in cultivating PO through delegating authority.  

…authority to stop production lines when there is an issue within the 

department, identify problems, and fix problems… The impact of making 

changes or improvements in your area means you need to grant them that 

freedom. (Participant 1) 

Participant six described ownership behaviour that involves action planning, and the 

employee communicating this commitment openly. 

They take ownership and responsibility for identifying the problem, finding a 

solution, and outlining the steps they will take to rectify it. (Participant 6) 

Participant 11 supported this assertion stating that results achievement follows this level 

of employee commitment to finding solutions to problems. 

The second thing is when commitments are made and within a reasonable time 

frame, and it depends on the context of the problem, you see the outcome. It's 

not always the big, audacious people who have PO. (Participant 11) 

Participant 10 highlighted end-goal orientation as an indicator of PO in how problems are 

identified and solved. This highlighted that the employees know the strategic goals, see 

themselves as a part of the solution and are willing to solve problems in support of these end 

goals. 

So I think PO is evident when you can see someone that has sight of the end 

goal when raising an issue or discussing. (Participant 10) 
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Lastly, Participants 10 and 12 warned that not all employees who identify problems do 

so with the intention of PO facilitating strategy execution. They stated that, based on 

their experience, the problem should be supported by the employee's commitment to 

be involved in solving it. Most importantly, they emphasised that leaders should not 

solve problems for employees before giving them the chance to make the initial 

attempt. 

Because their job always was just to catch balls that I need you to catch and 

distil that into the problem for me, and bring it to me, and I'll solve it for you. 

(Participant 12) 

raising issues or problems rather than solutions so someone that that that is 

psychologically not on board with that is going to be telling and if it takes that 

(Participant 10) 

5.5.3 Commitment and discretionary effort 
 

Commitment and loyalty: Among participants, PO is connected to commitment to the 

company, the strategy, and the role while, loyalty, care, and effort emerged as the 

behavioural expressions of this commitment. Participant 11 emphasised that ownership is 

demonstrated when employees work beyond contractual obligations. 

PO occurs when someone has control over their discretionary effort and feels a 

sense of ownership beyond just legal rights; this is what I am employed to do. 

(Participant 11) 

Participant four asserted that personality traits, such as conscientiousness, reflect 

ownership behaviour by fostering loyalty and an emotional connection to the company. 

I've noticed that the more conscientious a person is, the more loyal they 

become, the more they care, and the more they are willing to do anything for 

their company (Participant 4) 

Commitment stems from ownership and implementation, as an employee’s belief in the 

work naturally translates into responsibility and follow-through. 

I believe it is the employee's commitment. If a person is truly committed to what 

they're doing, they'll take ownership, believe in it, and execute. (Participant 7) 

Participant Two suggested that the concerted effort requires competence and the right 

capability to aid decision-making.  
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….take ownership and has a skill set to make that decision, and has the effort 

level to put in that. (Participant 2) 

Participant 10 proposed that commitment is pivotal and thus requires continuous 

reinforcement. 

It's critical, non-negotiable, and requires consistent effort. Yes, it does require 

ongoing attention. The project is still in progress, and there have been periods 

when focus and attention have been lacking. (Participant 10) 

Lastly, Participant nine introduced a critical distinction between loyalty to the company and 

commitment to the strategy, highlighting that employees may feel loyal but still lack the 

strategic clarity needed to implement the strategy. 

So, I want to take a step back, if I may, and say that one aspect is commitment 

to strategy, while the other is commitment to the company. A pleasant, 

respectful, and safe environment for our employees is essential, and I believe it 

also fosters commitment and loyalty to the company………. Employees might 

be extremely loyal to the company but not actually know what our strategy is. 

However, they remain loyal because the company treats them with respect and 

provides a dignified work environment. (Participant 9) 

Internalisation and Belief: Across participants, a clear theme emerged: strategy 

implementation becomes effective when employees internalise the strategy and believe 

in its purpose and end goal. Participant two highlighted the importance of employees’ 

“mental map of the processes needed for us to compete and operate on that basis”. 

Participant 10 reinforced the assertion by highlighting “belief in strategy” as a pivotal factor 

in establishing the meaningfulness of work and connecting it to broader organisational 

goals. Additionally, Participant six emphasised the importance of continuous feedback in 

ensuring that employees internalise the strategic direction. 

And again, the solution is simply communication, just getting people to take 

responsibility. Just encouraging people to internalise what the change means 

and reflecting on what we've done now, how's it going? Do you think you're 

improving at your work? These are the results. (Participant 6) 

Participant three emphasised internalisation and reflection as important for helping 

employees make sense of their work and connect it to strategic outcomes.  
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Take it in phases so everyone has manageable chunks, maybe even leave it for 

a day or two. Let everyone absorb it, discuss it, then gather feedback and 

address any issues. (Participant 3) 

Participant 12 described ideal ownership behaviour as occurring when “an individual who's 

identified an issue… has deeply thought it through, has done a root cause analysis… has 

wrestled with [it]”. This demonstrates that upon problem identification, true ownership lies 

in analysis and the active persuasion of the solution. 

Communication was consistently described as a driver of confidence and ownership 

Thank you, a yes, a well done, feedback, communication all the time so that the 

person knows that they're on the right path… that gives them confidence. So 

the minute you find people working with confidence, ownership also comes 

naturally. (Participant 7) 

Employee tenure, Experience and Long-Serving Employees: Participants 

observed that high tenure often leads to a deeper sense of responsibility and commitment. 

One participant explained, “It's often when you have people who've been in a department 

or an area for a very long time” (Participant 5) that ownership becomes most visible. 

Participants 1 and 10 supported this sentiment: 

“Long-serving employees normally have that ownership”. (Participant 1) 

“a lot comes down to years of service in the organisation” (Participant 10) 

5.6 Findings for Research Question Two 

 

How does the participatory nature of HK contribute to the development of PO? 

 

The previous section (Section 5.5) examined how PO supports effective strategy 

implementation. Building on this, Research Question Two explored the participatory 

nature of HK  to determine how its involvement‑driven processes may foster PO. Table 4 

illustrates the various ways in which the participatory aspects of HK contribute to the 

development of PO. The identified themes encompass strategy clarity, communication, 

collaboration, and empowerment, with respect to capacitating the organisation and 

employees to support strategy implementation. Figure 4 in Appendix C, Figure 4, which 

provides a detailed analysis carried out on ATLAS.ti as evidence for the audit trail. 
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Table 4: Research Question 2 Themes 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation 

 

5.6.1 Clear Strategic Direction and “North Star” Alignment 

 

Strategy clarity: Participants suggested that strategic clarity, direction, and employee 

understanding of organisational intent enhance PO. They emphasised the importance of 

sharing “a clear goal” (Participant 4) and openly “sharing with them what you’re trying to 

achieve as a business” (Participant 4). When employees know what the company is trying 

to achieve” (Participant 4), they are better able to align their actions, decisions, and daily 

work with the strategy. This clarity deepens focus , belief in strategy and cognitive 

alignment, key PO mechanisms discussed in section 5.5. 

Participant 1 supported this assertion by highlighting that this approach reduces siloed 

ownership by fostering a shared strategic understanding. 

You end up with silos, I think sometimes. Yeah, because they say this is my 

area of domain and my ownership. And it's they don't understand the full picture 

maybe with their actions where they may think they're doing well actually creates 

problems downstream. Maybe it's a bottleneck downstream. (Participant 1) 

The HK strengthens PO by ensuring that strategic communication is clear, concise, 

and realistic.  

 “clear, concise, relevant and applicable…... And clear communication and a 

realistic strategy.” (Participant 10) 

 

North Star Alignment: Strategic ownership is strengthened by ensuring that employees 

understand the organisations long term direction, its “North Star”. Participants emphasised 

that strategy must begin with leadership clarity. 

Theme Sub-theme Frequency

Clear Strategic Direction and "North Star" Alignment 59

Translating Strategy into clear, actionable plans 19

Effective Strategy Cascading and Communication 57

Cross-functional Collaboration 47

Brainstorming and Participatory Strategy Deployment 16

People driven, Bottom-Up Participation that Builds 

Ownership and Enables Adaptive Strategy 38

Continuous Improvement 6

RQ2: Employee-Driven Continuous Improvement

RQ2: Strategic Clarity and Cognitive Alignment

RQ2: Communication, Collaboration and Participatory Strategy 

Deployment
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“strategy starts with leadership, understanding what the vision is, what the real 

high-level goal is… what is your North Star” (Participant 8). 

Participant 11 introduced the structured processes for setting actionable objectives and 

measurable performance indicators 

“We run an objective session… we discuss, this is our strategy, what are your 

key objectives? What do you see as the North Star? They then set key results 

that are measurable… aligned with the strategy of the group.” (Participant 11) 

Participants also emphasised the importance of translating the North Star into daily 

operations and behaviours that demonstrate PO. 

 “Lean is a philosophy. If you don't follow lean, you're dead in the water. So we 

then make sure that we translate the North Star where we’re going” (Participant 

12).  

Moreover, without this translation, employees may become disconnected from the 

overarching purpose, which may negatively impact their work and the end customer. 

 “You can’t have misalignment among the people who are manufacturing the 

product… their daily activity impacts the end customer… You absolutely must 

align those daily activities with the long‑term North Star.” (Participant 11). 

 

Translating strategy into clear, actionable plans: Participants demonstrated how the 

effective strategy translation teams move beyond the goals and focus on how they will be 

achieved. This strengthens PO by fostering collaboration and employee inclusion in 

building robust action plans. Additionally, employees may feel responsible for execution, 

as demonstrated by the PO mechanisms that enable effective strategy deployment. 

Participant 4 alluded to “how they're going to achieve it, what resources they need” 

(Participant 4) while Participant 3 suggested “what we need to achieve… how we want 

to achieve it” (Participant 3). Another participant highlighted the employee inclusion 

stating that “meeting with a comprehensive action plan of how you want to achieve this 

over a timeline” (Participant 8) 

Participants emphasised that breaking down the strategy into “bite-sized” components 

makes it more actionable. This process improves an employee’s sense of control, a key 

factor for PO. Participant three proposed, “Take it in phases, so everybody has bite sizes 
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of [the strategy]," while participant nine agreed and added that the strategy objectives 

should also be broken down. 

..where we break down a strategy into smaller pieces….. break those targets 

into subparts for them to tactically execute…(Participant 9) 

Participants highlighted how assigning specific responsibilities, projects and milestones to 

individuals and teams helps operationalise ownership. In this way, HK helps employees 

internalise responsibility and accountability for results. Participant 1 relayed a scenario 

where the organisation achieved PO and exceeded performance during a maintenance 

shutdown. Most importantly, introduced the support offered with respect to resources 

We assigned each artisan to their respective projects during the shutdown, and 

responsibilities were clearly delegated. We provided the necessary resources, 

including manpower and spare parts. However, you retain ownership of the 

project until the shutdown is complete. They completed the jobs, often 

exceeding expectations within the given timeframe because they took full 

ownership. This was one of the best shutdowns we've experienced, as we 

encountered the fewest issues at start-up when we returned. (Participant 1) 

Participants further supported this approach, emphasising employee engagement and 

breaking targets down during the cascading process, which allows lower organisational 

levels the opportunity to contribute to the tactics required to achieve the strategic 

implementation goals. 

“engage levels of management further down… break those targets into subparts 

for them to tactically execute” (Participant 9) 

“excessive PO on the end goal and transferring that onto… milestones” 

(Participant 10) 

Participants indicated how HK uses timelines, deadlines and measurable milestones to 

drive disciplined strategy execution. This approach drives PO by creating urgency, focus 

and accountability.  

Although strategy is long-term, you need short‑term deadlines, short‑term 

goals… make sure your team sticks to the deadline” (Participant 7) 

Key results that are measurable in shorter periods (Participant 11)  

…milestones that have to be achieved on the way there (Participant 10) 
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While accountability is important, participants highlighted ensuring that the employees 

have the skills required to deliver on the strategic imperatives. 

 ..the Care and Grow Leadership Model…We've make sure that you've got the 

ability and then we hold you accountable (Participant 5)  

Finally, Participant Seven emphasised the importance of managerial oversight in ensuring 

consistency among all employees and maintaining accountability regarding deadlines and 

performance.  

Make sure your team sticks to the deadlines and meets the goals. It doesn't help 

if you have a team of 10 or 20 people, and only five achieve, 10 are drifting in 

the middle, and five don't achieve at all. (Participant 7) 

 

5.6.2 Communication, Collaboration and Participation 
 

Brainstorming and Participatory Strategy Deployment: A common trend among 

participants shows that participation, visibility, and shared responsibility in strategy 

deployment encourages PO through . One participant noted that the organisation 

dedicated “a month to brainstorm” (Participant 5), indicating that strategy development is 

collaborative. Additionally, participants highlighted involving employees who were “very 

close to the issues” (Participant 3) and “directly involved in the business” (Participant 3). . 

Furthermore, participants stressed that leadership visibility is vital for fostering ownership.  

“You’re not on the ground floor… you must be visible. Management must be 

visible. You’re not the person sitting in the office making the strategy. You’ve 

got to lift the strategy, walk the strategy.” (Participant 7) 

Participants further emphasised the importance of ground-level insight. Those “very much 

involved in the day-to-day operations” (Participant 1) were viewed as essential 

contributors to strategy execution. Participant eight reinforced this by explaining that 

employees  

“do more work on the ground, and then understand how we disseminate those 

points onto the shop floor… how does it impact operations?” (Participant 8) 

This link between strategic intent and operational reality ensures that strategy remains 

both meaningful and achievable. 
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Cross-functional Collaboration and Collective: Participants further described how 

strategy execution occurs in “collaborative sessions or across departments and multi-

functional teams.” (Participant 5). Participant four supported this assertion that PO is 

achieved through “taking people on the journey, pointing out change and talking through 

their fears…”. Additionally, to achieve meaningful influence over implementation leaders 

must  

Letting people in... to influence how something is done or to make process 

adjustments for the better wouldn't make sense, nor would it improve or 

influence outcomes. (Participant 1) 

Another participant highlighted collaboration and inclusivity as being ingrained in the 

organisation’s culture 

We have always been very disciplined at involving others, people who can 

contribute to strategy development. (Participant 11) 

Furthermore, other participants openly sought employee opinions on the strategic 

direction and any obstacles that could impede implementation. This process forms a part 

of the HK catch ball process. 

it's important to have employee engagement at the levels below their person 

that's doing their doing their implementation. What are their views and what are 

their perspectives on? What's happening and how it's happening, what they feel 

about the process that's being done? What are their hindrances? What are their 

challenges as well? (Participant 2) 

Effective Strategy Cascading and Communication: Participants stressed the 

importance of an effective communication method for disseminating the strategy in a way 

that fosters PO antecedents. Participant nine suggested that without clear communication 

on the strategic direction and where employees fit in, PO cannot be secured. 

It begins not just with communication but with effective communication, and I 

would argue that it should be delivered through multiple channels. 

Communication can determine whether a strategy succeeds or fails. You might 

have the best strategy on paper, but if you cannot communicate it effectively 

across various levels and structures within an organisation, your ability to gain 

ownership and commitment on this is crucial. (Participant 9) 
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Another common theme was a clear mapping of the success criteria to the responsible 

parties to effectively cascade the strategy. 

It's about establishing a clear definition, followed by authorisation and effective 

communication. I believe a clear understanding of what victory looks like 

between the problem owner and the manager is essential, along with 

transparent communication with all parties involved. This ensures everyone 

understands the decided outcome, who is responsible, and enables effective 

cooperation. You need to clearly grasp your role, and I need to clearly 

understand what your role entails first; then we must align on what victory looks 

like and your part in achieving it. (Participant 12) 

Participants emphasised the vital role of employees, noting that employees must 

understand the business impact of their contributions. As such, the HK process would 

serve as a conduit for open and transparent communication. 

Because at the end of the day, employees need to understand that their 

behaviour dictates the company's survival. So, as leaders, I think we need to be 

more transparent about the company's operations. (Participant 1) 

Another common theme among participants was the feedback loop during the action plan 

and implementation tracking phases. This enhances employees' sense of ownership, 

belonging, and control over the strategy's execution. 

Engage with their teams below and sometimes even on the shop floor, and they 

would then come prepared for those discussions with input from the shop floor. 

The feedback loop must be even stronger as you move forward because you 

need to make people believe and see how what they do translates to better 

results. So, having those regular feedback sessions is crucial. If something 

doesn't work, how quickly can you change? How do you pivot to something 

else? (Participant 6) 

Participant eight highlighted the importance of senior leaders' support and guidance in 

response to employee feedback. 

Identify the strategic interventions required to meet the strategic needs, and 

then give feedback to leadership on their progress, challenges, and constraints. 

Yes, sometimes seek guidance from us, because that's clearly what it's all 

about. But at the same time, be capable of devising solutions (Participant 8) 
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Participants further indicated that the feedback loop fosters belief, a PO antecedent 

identified by participants in section 5.5. This is central to the performance tracking 

mechanism.  

The feedback loop must become even stronger as you progress because you 

need to help people believe and see how their actions lead to better results. 

(Participant 6) 

However, Participant nine noted that in a larger organisation, divisional managers might 

need to facilitate the feedback loop because it is impractical to gather feedback from over 

4500 employees. 

5.6.3 Employee Buy-In and Continuous Improvement 

 

Employee buy-in and bottom-up approach: A common theme among participants 

was the effectiveness of involving employees in developing the tactics needed to 

implement the strategy. Participants emphasised the importance of strategy 

implementation efforts that are “driven by people” (Participant 2) and of applying the 

“bottom-up approach” (Participant 5). They highlighted this bottom-up approach as 

essential for gaining buy-in, and ultimately PO; “buy-in is absolutely essential” (Participant 

3) since employees must “feel they are part of the strategy” (Participant 8), thereby 

strengthening their emotional connection to it.  

Securing buy-in and commitment to a strategy….. not just in a top-down 

manner, but also incorporating input from the ground up, is an important step 

for our initiative (Participant 9). 

Additionally, some participants alluded to achieving success due to employee buy-in  

Many of the successes we observe occur when people buy into the vision 

(Participant 10). 

More importantly, participants emphasised the importance of not losing sight of the “why” 

or the “North Star” and transparently sharing how that translates to the strategic objectives. 

It always begins with Why? and involves bringing your people into the 

evolution of thought that has occurred, you know? I think there was a 

moment in my leadership when I perhaps didn't respect or understand this 

enough (Participant 12). 
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Participant eight suggested that the buy-in aids accountability in strategy implementation 

in keeping with maintaining employee PO.  

You gain buy-in early on. Holding people accountable will be the second point. 

Then, measurement through continuous feedback is also essential. The 

feedback loop is crucial. Often, that's where strategy fails, right? (Participant 8) 

Participant 11 emphasised the importance of buy-in, highlighting the need for alignment 

of values.  

“You’ve got to have alignment of values… a lot of the successes we see are 

when people buy into the vision.” (Participant 11) 

Another participant highlighted that the buy-in facilitated by participatory strategy 

execution was central to employee commitment and ownership. 

Has buy-in to the business, whether it relates to the business strategy or 

objectives. However, the business is organised based on their understanding 

and commitment to that business or team… It is a sense of buy-in I contributed 

to that strategy. That strategy is part of my work, and I believe that the ownership 

model is equally important. (Participant 9) 

More participants endorsed this assertion, emphasising that employee participation 

fosters a partnership where employees feel secure and supported, should opportunities 

to voice their opinions present themselves.  

Call it a guiding coalition of people, but for me it's really about people who 

buy into that vision, and this is why we are doing. (Participant 11) 

As it progresses, it should be regarded as a partnership rather than a 

mandate…I believe those implementing it need to feel supported, and that if 

any suggestions or adjustments are needed, they feel at ease bringing them 

forward to the executive team. (Participant 10) 

Furthermore, some participants emphasised this bottom-up approach to adapt the 

execution strategy based on employee feedback. Participants explained that effective 

implementation requires “Managing the pivot……adjustment of the strategy”, indicating 

that strategy is dynamic, evolving with operational realities (Participant 2). Similarly, 

Participant five noted that their teams “calibrate when necessary”, thus signalling the 

iterative nature of the HK’s Plan-Do-Check-Act process. Lastly, the speed of executing 

the changes was identified as a key aspect in promoting PO. 
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So having those regular feedback sessions feedback loop. If something 

doesn't work, how quickly can you change? How do you pivot to something 

else? (Participant 6) 

However, while adaptive strategy can be beneficial, Participant 10 cautioned against 

excessive flexibility since that can compromise employee focus 

While emphasising this, it is also vital that it does not become vague or overly 

flexible, constantly changing. (Participant 10) 

Continuous Improvement: Continuous improvement was emphasised within HK's 

participatory culture: if employees are actively involved in identifying problems, solving 

them, and recognising new opportunities, in an endeavour to meet strategic goals. 

Participant nine indicated a dedicated “team that's focused on continuous improvement in 

the supply chain continuous improvement” (Participant 9) 

On the other hand, participants delved deeper into clearly defined collaborative facets of 

continuous improvement that aid organisational results. 

We must keep improving continuously. We need to cut our costs. We must 

minimise waste or eliminate it completely. Those are the kinds of things that the 

teams are always reviewing. (Participant 6) 

Participants highlighted continuous improvement as a core value that promotes PO within 

an organisation. The employees’ insistence on including continuous improvement in 

values demonstrates PO as part of organisational identity.  

So, what will be the core value that drives this behaviour? We initially 

established three values. However, the workforce responded and said they were 

not satisfied with just three; they wanted a fourth because they believe in 

continuous improvement and strongly feel that improvement should be a fourth 

value. (Participant 5) 

Furthermore, the focus on the HK continuous improvement cycle suggests that 

participation is not a one-time event but an ongoing practice that strengthens capability, 

alignment, and progress over time. 

Enhance our efforts by involving them more in our operations and encouraging 

them to take greater ownership of their responsibilities. Then, transfer and 

translate. Afterwards, simply continue with that cycle. Foster greater PO. 

(Participant 1) 
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5.7 Findings for Research Question Three 

 

How is PO developed to optimal levels that are neither low nor excessively high? 

 

Sections 5.5 and 5.6 examined how optimal PO, where employees are engaged, 

responsible, and accountable for strategic outcomes, can benefit organisations. This 

section explores research on both low and excessive PO, addressing gaps in the literature 

to provide both theoretical and practical insights. Section 5.7.2 discusses methods to 

calibrate PO so employees support organisational goals without becoming territorial or 

resistant to collaboration, especially within participatory strategy implementation in South 

Africa’s CTFL sector. Table 4 illustrates the sub-themes and themes built to answer 

Research Question 3. 

Table 5: Research Question 3 Themes 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation. 

 

5.7.1 Levels of Psychological Ownership 
 

Excessive PO: The participants highlighted that excessive PO creates resistance to 

change and adopt new processes, technologies, or strategic pivots. Participant Five 

described it as the need to feel “safe….for a very long time” (Participant 5), thus resulting 

in “resistance to a new thing or change” (Participant 3; Participant 5). Participant 10 

reinforced these assertions, noting that employees become familiar with long-standing 

routines. 

...back to this is how we used to do it or we did. We have always done it like 

that... when there's evidence of someone being a little bit stuck in the past, 

they have not accepted the forward view or the destination. (Participant 10) 

Theme Sub-theme Frequency Total

High pyschological ownership 25

Low psychological ownership 16

Measuring Psychological ownership 2

Resource Access and Capability Enablement 43

Employee and CTFL sector context 36

Levels of Psychological 

Ownership

Psychological ownership 

calibration
79

43
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Participant Four explained that excessive ownership can lead to employees becoming 

“obstructionist and delaying things”, driven by “fear” and “being scared to make a mistake”. 

Participants also linked high PO with perceived potential losses. 

 “How is this change going to affect me? Am I going to lose or gain? Are you 

going to create a winner and a loser?” (Participant 8) 

This framing shows that excessive ownership can foster a zero‑sum mindset, where 

change is seen as a threat to status, control, or identity. Participant Seven added that 

concerns about “job security” and fear of “losing their jobs” further increase resistance. 

When ownership becomes linked to personal survival, employees may actively oppose 

strategic direction, even when such direction is necessary for organisational 

competitiveness. 

Participant Five described a “mode of analysis paralysis,” where employees over‑analyse 

to the point that it slows down decision‑making. This behaviour is consistent with 

excessive PO: individuals feel so responsible for outcomes that they become risk‑averse 

or unwilling to act without certainty. 

They haven't adapted to change, so they haven't learned how to do so. I also 

notice this in individuals, particularly highly intelligent ones. They're very 

analytical and often experience analysis paralysis. As a result, they are 

sometimes seen as negative people. However, they are not necessarily 

negative; they tend to play devil's advocate and often see things from that 

perspective. (Participant 5) 

This paralysis can hinder strategic execution, especially in environments that demand 

agility and swift action. Participant Four observed that such individuals may “delay things,” 

not due to incompetence but because of fear and over‑identification with their domain. 

Participants emphasised that excessive ownership requires deliberate leadership 

intervention. Participant Four stressed the “importance of taking people on the journey… 

pointing out change and talking through fears,” highlighting that leaders must address the 

emotional roots of over‑ownership. Similarly, Participant 10 emphasised the need to 

“constantly reassure those involved about the reason for [the change],” suggesting that 

transparency and communication are essential for reducing defensive behaviour. 
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Low Psychological Ownership 

The participants described low PO as a barrier to strategy implementation, highlighting its 

role in the emergence of silos, thereby undermining cross-functional collaboration. One 

dominant theme was the presence of silos, which undermine collaboration. 

“historic organisation silos… need to be completely removed because they stop 

communication” (Participant 2) 

Similarly, Participant Four mentioned “debate about silos,” indicating that siloed thinking 

remains ingrained in organisational culture, while Participant Five described this as 

“performing in isolation,” since silos foster an environment where employees focus 

narrowly on their own tasks or departments rather than the wider organisational strategy.  

Participant Eight highlighted how misaligned KPIs worsen this problem:  

“Each function gets measured differently… some KPIs go against other KPIs.” 

(Participant 8) 

Participants also described low PO as disengagement, characterised by employees who 

“wait to be told” and by departments that are “reactive, not proactive” (Participant 1), as 

well as by individuals who do not feel connected to strategic outcomes. Some participants 

attributed this disengagement to a lack of skills development opportunities, believing it 

leads to stunted career growth. 

...giving them responsibilities or making them feel they are not ready for 

responsibilities. You find that those employees are more shut off. They don't 

have the same training opportunities as other departments, or maybe they 

don't. They find that they cannot progress in the company, except perhaps 

the premier, because the manager is. (Participant 1) 

Measuring Psychological Ownership 

Beyond behaviours that reflect different levels of PO which participants alluded to the 

ability to read people 

Being able to, read people. And I don't think you naturally will get into a 

leadership position unless you understand people. (Participant 11) 

Participants cited psychometric tests as mechanisms for assessing employees' PO. 
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So we use psychometrics here, psychometric tests to profile people and to look 

at team dynamics. And we had our annual review with our psychometric 

service provider. (Participant 4) 

5.7.2 Psychological Ownership Calibration  
 

Resource Access and Capability Development 

Participants highlighted that employees are more willing to take ownership when they 

have access to the right resources and when leaders actively remove barriers. Participant 

Three illustrated this dynamic, explaining that leaders sometimes need to intervene, using 

their authority to unlock progress. As such, employees feel supported and the 

collaboration propagates the strategy implementation. 

So let's sit down now, and you include me, perhaps I can use my authority to 

get it over the line (Participant 3) 

Participants repeatedly emphasised that capability gaps, particularly in soft skills and 

people development, can suppress PO. Participant Six noted that the organisation needed 

to: 

To improve and develop capability in the softer skills, particularly in people 

development and related areas. For us, that was where the capability was 

lacking… sharing expertise and knowledge and creating platforms to help them 

understand processes across different businesses. (Participant 6) 

Participant Two also highlighted the importance of upskilling and training. With greater 

competence, employees experience less fear of making mistakes and feel more confident 

to take initiative. 

It's also about upskilling your staff, ensuring they have access to training and 

the necessary tools and resources when needed……a very important part is 

that support and again coming back to that mentorship, that support during 

failure. (Participant 2) 

Low PO often stems from fear of failure. Participants described how supportive structures 

help mitigate this fear and encourage employees to step into optimal ownership. 

Participant 5 demonstrated a supportive phrase stating “We’ll still be here to catch you if 

you fall.” This message of psychological safety reduces defensiveness and encourages 

employees to take responsible risks. 
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Participant Seven reinforced this, explaining that employees need to know they are not 

abandoned:  

You hide it from me, you on your own. So when a person knows, no matter 

what's gone wrong, I can come to you. It's a safe space……And I think the 

minute people realise that there is room for growth, for learning, for errors, they 

become more comfortable. (Participant 7) 

When employees trust that mistakes will be treated as learning opportunities, they become 

more willing to engage, experiment, and take ownership of outcomes. 

Participants repeatedly emphasised that trust is foundational to PO, emphasising 

leadership behaviours that model genuine intentions ad integrity. 

genuine about your intentions because that is going to help you cultivate trust 

and cultivate PO.(Participant 6) 

Participant Seven elaborated that trust emerges from respect and inclusion, encouraging 

employees to contribute ideas, take initiative, and engage in decision‑making processes. 

 

And that trust comes with the way that they speak to people, the way that they 

acknowledge people, the way that they recognise people. And including people 

in decisions, listening to their suggestions (Participant 7) 

Mentorship emerged as a key mechanism for building PO. Participant 2 emphasised that 

“mentorship is very, very important,” describing how leaders “make time to sit with the 

person one‑on‑one… to understand and appreciate some of the challenges.” This 

personalised engagement helps employees feel seen, supported, and valued thus 

increasing their willingness to take initiative and engage with strategic goals. 

Mentorship also helps employees navigate uncertainty and develop the confidence 

needed to avoid low‑ownership behaviours such as avoidance, passivity, or 

disengagement. By providing guidance and emotional support, leaders help employees 

internalise responsibility without feeling overwhelmed. 

Lastly, participants stressed the importance of enlisting external support for change 

management and leadership development.  

So, we knew from the outset that we would need an intervention and that we 

would require top-tier professionals to guide us through it. We had a leadership 
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development programme in place and engaged change professionals who 

came into the business to assist us. They helped us set up platforms that... 

(Participant 6) 

Employee and South African CTFL sector context 

Participants highlighted that the CTFL workforce is highly diverse, with employees ranging 

from those with limited formal education to those with advanced qualifications. Participant 

Eight explained:  

We have people who are uneducated… carrying critical roles… and then you 

get those with MBAs sitting on the floor doing operational tasks. So you have 

to be able to address people at various levels,” and “optimise what you can 

from them at their readiness. (Participant 8)  

Similarly, Participant One and Participant Two noted that “everyone is different” and that 

employees have “different ways of working” and “different levels of emotional intelligence.” 

Participant 8 cautioned that speaking  

“People have different levels of emotional intelligence. So when you talk with 

one voice to everybody and expect the same results from everybody with one 

voice to everybody and expect[ing] the same results” [is ineffective]. 

(Participant 8) 

These insights show that differentiated support enables employees to step into 

responsibility in alignment with their capability and confidence, 

Participants often described the CTFL sector as an “industry in sunset” (Participant 6) and 

“declining industry” (Participant 9). This highlights that the industry has been shrinking for 

years and steadily losing its competitive edge, pointing to structural challenges that have 

built up over decades.  

If you appreciate the CTFL industry, you will understand that it's an industry in 

sunset. It's a very it's a declining industry, and it's declining because of its 

inability to. To maintain its competitiveness sustainably. And then against China, 

so it makes it even worse (Participant 6) 

Participant 12 echoed this view, noting that, unlike larger and more sophisticated 

industries, where advanced systems, job design, and well‑established processes are the 

norm, CTFL firms often operate without these foundational capabilities.  
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……in these much larger organisations, you know, these huge corporations 

where there's so much involved in designing this, including job specifications, 

KPIs, system flows, and SOPs. (Participant 12) 

Conversely, some participants described CTFL operations as highly structured and 

routine‑driven, which leads to resistance when change is introduced. Participant Three 

explained that factory lines are “quite rigid,” and that changes often provoke “a whole host 

of complaints… anxiety… people will dig their heels in.” This rigidity partly stems from the 

repetitive, skill‑specific nature of manufacturing work, where employees are trained to 

follow precise sequences and may feel uneasy about disruptions to established routines. 

Nonetheless, this resistance is intensified by historical management practices, with 

Participant One highlighting that employees often replicate “how they were managed in 

the past,” implying that outdated supervisory styles and hierarchical norms continue to 

shape behaviour towards participatory strategy implementation. 

Participants observed that the industry’s contraction has been substantial: once a major 

employer in the 1990s, the sector has shrunk to “a couple of tens of thousands” of 

employees, mainly due to the influx of imported garments and global competition. This 

decline has influenced perceptions of the sector and the career as a whole, affecting both 

workforce stability and organisational morale.  

In the 1990s, we had a booming industry. We were among the highest 

employers in the country. My assessment shows those numbers have 

dwindled to a few tens of thousands. Now, the industry has declined, mainly 

because the market has been flooded with imported or counterfeit garments. 

So, it is no longer considered an employable sector. (Participant 1) 

Participant Nine noted that although factory work is challenging, it can still be a pleasant 

workplace, implying that the workplace often offers more stability and dignity than 

employees find outside of work. This highlights the importance of leadership sensitivity 

and a supportive organisational culture, emphasising that context shapes employee 

behaviour, emotional resilience, and willingness to adapt. 

In my view, the largest portion of the labour pool is low-skilled and semi-skilled 

workers. They are wage earners, many of them come from, frankly, very 

challenging backgrounds, difficult socioeconomic circumstances, with high 

levels of violence and crime, and so on. Honestly, for many people, coming to 
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work is the easiest part of their day. Creating a pleasant work environment 

doesn't mean the work is easy; being easy and being pleasant are not the same. 

A factory isn’t an easy workplace, but it is still possible to make it a pleasant 

place where people feel respected, have respectful working conditions, and are 

treated with dignity. (Participant 9) 

Participant 11 echoed the same sentiment, highlighting the importance of understanding 

employee context, different backgrounds, while Participant One stated that some 

employees have experienced harsh working conditions historically 

So when people come together, they have such different backgrounds, and we 

expect them all to have the same reaction to what you're saying. And I think 

that's a shortcoming in leadership. We have to be able to understand the depth 

of difference of our people. (Participant 11) 

Failure to recognise these differences leads to misalignment, disengagement, and 

inconsistent responses to strategic initiatives, which reflect low PO. 

Participants expressed concern about the erosion of institutional knowledge. Participant 

One noted that “people retire without transferring the knowledge,” and that “there’s not 

enough people coming through to get the knowledge.” This creates capability gaps, 

reduces operational resilience, and increases dependence on a shrinking pool of 

experienced workers. The lack of structured knowledge transfer mechanisms also 

contributes to uneven performance and limits the organisation’s ability to build sustainable 

capability pipelines. 

Given the sector’s socioeconomic and capability complexities, participants emphasised 

the importance of leadership sensitivity and role fit.  

the way we treat people, the environment in which they’re working, and the 

position that we employ them in….you get resonance… you get fit. (Participant 

11) 

When employees are placed in roles that align with their strengths.  
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6 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

6.1 Introduction 

 

To achieve the study's goal of understanding how the HK system can enhance PO in 

strategy implementation within the CTFL sector, the discussion section critically evaluates 

the research findings. It examines and compares them with the relevant literature from 

Chapter Two. The critical evaluation considers how well the findings align with, challenge, 

or expand upon existing literature. It is structured around key themes that emerged from 

the data analysis process, each directly addressing the research questions outlined in 

Chapter Three. The discussion offers extended insights into the role of HK in fostering PO 

during strategic execution within the CTFL sector.  

 

6.2 Discussion for Research Question One 

RQ1: How does PO foster effective strategy implementation within CTFL organisations? 

 

6.2.1 Personal identity and Emotional connection 
 

Collaboration and Belonging: The research findings presented in Chapter Five indicate 

that improvements in organisational outcomes are linked to the development of PO. 

Participants attributed this progress to the way PO cultivates a sense of belonging and 

attachment to a company or department, which in turn motivates employees to take 

ownership of strategy implementation and its success. This aligns with Rau et al. (2019), 

who argue that a sense of belonging is a critical prerequisite for understanding how PO 

develops among employees. In this study, a sense of belonging and attachment extended 

beyond emotional connection, influencing discretionary effort and a willingness to support 

organisational goals. Drawing on social exchange theory, this commitment reflects 

“Identification,” the extent to which employees internalise the firm's performance (Pittino 

et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2021).   

Another research finding was that sense of belonging also promotes teamwork, which is 

essential in manufacturing environments. Participants described teamwork as a source of 

comfort and stability, sustained through both challenges and successes. They 

emphasised the importance of collective PO, supporting an argument made by Sætre et 

al. (2024), that collective PO improves organisational outcomes through shared 

responsibility and collaboration. According to social exchange theory, socialisation and 
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strong connections within an employee’s team foster esteem, leading employees to take 

pride in their work and its achievements (Pittino et al., 2025). These findings reinforce the 

view that PO is not only an individual psychological state but also a social process shaped 

by interpersonal relationships (Rau et al., 2019).  

While the findings emphasised the importance of shared PO as a conducive environment 

necessary for collective PO to flourish, participants argued that collective PO at the 

departmental level does not always produce positive outcomes. In some cases, strong 

departmental ownership created silos, leading teams to overlook the performance of other 

departments. This poses a challenge because organisational success requires all 

departments to collaborate towards the overarching goal. Consequently, the findings 

extend the literature by highlighting the need to study how the individual PO and collective 

PO interact and how departmental‑level ownership may undermine organisational‑level 

goals. This suggests a theoretical implication for future research into the relationship 

between PO at different organisational levels warrants deeper analysis, particularly given 

evidence that strategy implementation often fails due to poor commitment (Sætre et al., 

2024). 

This dynamic is important in the CTFL sector, which participants described as facing rapid 

decline and intense competitive pressures. In this environment, where the decline has led 

to job cuts (Harsanto, 2023), traditional strategy implementation approaches, such as the 

Balanced Scorecard and Management by Objectives, are insufficient. Therefore, fostering 

PO in this environment has become a strategic necessity. The practical implication is that 

developing PO is an essential strategy for ensuring the successful execution of a 

competitive strategy in a sector where employee effort, collaboration and effort are critical 

for organisational survival.  

Passion and Responsibility: The findings suggest that participants consistently link 

individual PO to a sense of responsibility for an employee’s role. This ensured 

understanding the goals and exercising autonomy over the processes or methods used to 

achieve them. This aligns with Wang et al. (2018) who argue that PO enhances 

commitment and responsibility towards one’s job. However, Yu et al. (2024) argued that 

this personal responsibility, if not properly managed, can place significant pressure on 

employees, leading to stress and unethical behaviour that manifests as negative PO. This 

manifests the ambidexterity of PO and the need for managerial oversight to ensure that 

responsibility remains empowering rather than disabling. 
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Furthermore, passion for one’s job emerged as a crucial factor in fostering PO. 

Participants noted that passion is self-defined and experienced as an inherent trait, 

reinforcing the idea that PO is partly intrinsic. The significance of these findings is even 

more pronounced in the CTFL sector, where participants observed that passion has 

gradually declined as an attractive employer. Many employees enter the sector out of 

desperation resulting in low motivation and high turnover. Consequently, the absence of 

genuine passion may hinder the development of PO. 

6.2.2 Pro-active and self-led behaviour 

 

Taking initiative and assuming ownership: Findings demonstrate that PO improves 

performance by encouraging proactiveness and self-leadership. Participants specifically 

observed these traits in employees who exert discretionary effort and take the initiative to 

find solutions supporting the organisation’s strategy. This finding aligns with the literature, 

as Ateş et al. (2020) argued that the success of any strategy depends on lower levels of 

the organisation dedicating sufficient effort to its implementation.  

 More importantly, they observed that such employees act with urgency, ignoring 

bureaucratic structures that could delay action. Additionally, some emphasised the 

importance of the right capabilities and mentorship to help employees feel confident in 

taking the lead. Wang et al. (2018) agree, stating that discretionary effort and investment 

in job-related capability development (Pittino et al., 2025; Rau et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 

2021). Furthermore, Köseoglu et al. (2020) argued that strategy formulation is influenced 

by human cognition and decision-making processes.  

Most participants suggested that this proactiveness is innate, manifesting itself in the 

absence of legal ownership of the company. The findings confirm that PO supersedes 

legal ownership by fostering a strong connection with an organisation (Belk, 2013; Zhang 

et al., 2021). However, Pittino et al. (2025) believe that, although PO is innate, the strong 

connection between an employee and the organisation can be developed through 

mentorship and cultural artefacts. The research emphasised the role managers play in 

enabling proactiveness, as they too need to possess the same trait. Sætre et al. (2024) 

are partly aligned with this view, noting that managers should equip themselves with the 

skills necessary to maintain PO. Thus, there is a need for a theoretical implication for 

investigating the interplay between employee PO and their manager’s PO. 

Pain point identification and problem-solving: Findings strongly suggest that the 

outcomes of organisational strategy implementation are influenced by employees with PO, 
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as they identify and resolve problems. Unlike prior studies, the findings highlighted action 

plans that are created and clearly communicated by employees upon embarking on an 

improvement project. According to participants, this initiative is undertaken by employees 

who are given the freedom, authority, and autonomy to apply their improvement mindset. 

However, caution was advised to differentiate between employees who only identify 

problems and those who identify issues for the manager to solve. Cortes-Rodriguez et al. 

(2022) asserted that problem-solving techniques bridge the gap between a strategy and 

its daily execution, thus driving favourable outcomes. 

6.2.3 Commitment and discretionary effort 
 

Commitment and loyalty: The research study discovered that PO encourages 

commitment and loyalty towards a company, strategy, or specific role. This commitment 

goes beyond obligatory duties, often showing as care, loyalty, and eagerness to support 

organisational goals. Most participants highlighted that commitment requires sustained 

effort. Therefore, the practical takeaway is that, while evaluating PO may be challenging, 

commitment serves as a visible behavioural sign that managers can observe. This 

supports Ateş et al. (2020), who emphasised the importance of commitment as central to 

strategy implementation, and Wowerath (2026), who contended that effective strategy 

implementation depends on employee commitment. 

Beyond employee commitment, leadership commitment also plays a vital role. Saabye et 

al. (2024) emphasise that leaders who demonstrate dedication contribute to the 

development of employee capabilities, creating conditions that support empowerment 

(Thürer et al., 2019) and high performance (Wilson et al., 2022). This reinforces the study’s 

finding that PO is strengthened when employees operate in environments where leaders 

model commitment.  

However, Zhang et al. (2021) caution that organisational commitment does not always 

indicate PO. The findings, therefore, suggest that while commitment is a useful indicator, 

managers should remain focused on whether it reflects genuine PO or merely functional 

obligation. 

Conclusion: PO fosters strategy implementation by transforming conventional job 

compliance into proactive, self-motivated actions such as initiative and problem-solving. It 

also fosters teamwork and a sense of belonging, while promoting discretionary effort, an 

essential factor in highly competitive industries like CTFL. PO surpasses legal ownership 

by leveraging mechanisms such as mentorship and organisational culture. 
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6.3 Discussion for Research Question Two 

RQ2: How does the participatory nature of HK  contribute to the development of PO ? 

 

6.3.1 Clear Strategic Direction and “North Star” Alignment 

 

Strategy Clarity: The research study found that clear strategic direction enhances PO. 

Participants emphasised the importance of open and transparent communication so 

employees can understand and operationalise a strategy, while a realistic strategic plan 

fosters their belief in the attainability of the strategic objectives. The findings therefore 

align with Wilson et al. (2024) who highlight the role of HK’s catch‑ball process in 

positioning HK as a powerful strategic communication tool. Given the CTFL sector 

challenges, this can be leveraged to motivate employees and secure their commitment to 

the strategy. 

Participants also highlighted the importance of the North Star or vision as the starting point 

for strategic alignment. The North Star clarifies the “why,” ensuring that performance 

measures and processes are rooted in long-term intent. It emerged as a guiding principle 

for daily operations and behaviours, in line with the lean philosophy, which participants 

viewed as essential for survival amid current competitive pressures. These findings align 

with Lofving et al. (2021) and Pavlíˇcková et al. (2022), who described HK as a strategic 

implementation system that organises and manages work to ensure alignment with long-

term strategic goals at all organisational levels. While Santhiappillai and Ratnayake (2023) 

support this view, suggesting that the HK integrates the vision and strategic objectives, 

Wilson et al. (2024) emphasise that the effectiveness of the HK process relies on 

employees’ literacy and psychological safety. This reinforces the idea that the 

environment in which employees operate influences how they interact with the strategy.  

The study further found that clarity of strategic intent helps reduce siloed working by 

enabling employees to understand how their work impacts other departments and the 

organisation. Reynders et al. (2022) argue that the interdepartmental catch‑ball process 

promotes cross‑functional collaboration. However, the literature remains inconclusive on 

whether HK consistently breaks down silos (Leth et al., 2019). Participants echoed this 

uncertainty, noting that strategy implementation often fails when cross‑functional 

collaboration and alignment are lacking. This signalled a need to understand how HK’s 

participatory mechanisms interact with organisational structures to support or hinder 

collaboration. 
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Translating strategy into clear, actionable plans:  

The study found that breaking a strategy into smaller, actionable plans signals its 

operationalisation, thereby enhancing an employee’s sense of control. This aligns with 

Pavlíčková et al. (2022), who argued that organisational alignment is strengthened when 

long-term strategic goals are translated into actionable improvement projects with clear 

accountability and monitoring mechanisms. Participants explained that this process is 

effective when employees clearly understand how goals will be achieved and are involved 

in defining the tactics required for implementation. Such involvement encourages shared 

responsibility for organisational outcomes. These findings align with de Medeiros et al. 

(2025), who suggest that employee involvement fosters a psychological connection that 

goes beyond the call of duty.  

Participants further emphasised that breaking down the strategy requires translating 

objectives into terms that are understandable at lower organisational levels. They 

highlighted the importance of short‑term goals and milestones to maintain urgency and 

ensure attainability, an idea consistent with Section 6.3.1, which showed that goal 

attainability enhances PO. Participants also stressed that responsibilities should be 

assigned only after employees have developed the necessary skills, reflecting the 

principles of the “care and grow” model. This suggests that capability development is a 

prerequisite for meaningful ownership. Taken together, these findings extend the literature 

by illustrating how strategic decomposition, employee capability building, and participatory 

planning interact to foster PO within manufacturing environments. 

6.3.2 Communication, Collaboration and Participation 
 

Brainstorming and Participatory Strategy Deployment 

Participants described strategy formulation as a collaborative exercise, emphasising the 

importance of brainstorming ideas thus signalling the involvement of employees closest 

to operational challenges. This participatory approach ensures that operational staff 

contribute thus embedding participation, visibility, and shared responsibility into the 

strategy deployment process. This interpretation of the finding aligns with Cortes 

Rodriguez et al. (2022) who suggest that HK fosters organisational participation and 

consensus between strategy formulators and the operational teams through the catch ball 

process.  
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Leadership visibility emerged as another critical enabler of ownership. Participants 

emphasised that leaders should be present, engage, and model commitment during 

implementation. Operational staff insight was also viewed as essential, with employees 

involved in day‑to‑day operations providing practical understanding of how strategic intent 

translates into operational reality. This connection between strategic goals and frontline 

experience ensures that strategy remains relevant, actionable, and achievable. These 

findings align with Pavlíˇcková et al. (2022) who suggests that in the HK process, during 

annual reviews, top executives visit work areas and engaged employees in reflective 

conversations about performance and organisational outcomes. 

Cross-functional Collaboration: 

The findings indicate that cross-functional collaboration is essential for strengthening PO  

during strategy implementation. Participants described strategy execution as involving 

interdepartmental engagement, emphasising that ownership builds when employees are 

taken “on the journey,” supported through change, and given space to voice concerns. 

Leaders were seen as vital in facilitating this by “letting people in” and enabling employees 

to influence how work is conducted, thereby reinforcing a shared sense of responsibility 

for outcomes. The findings are consistent with those of Reynders et al. (2022), who 

proposed that the HK catch-ball process enables interdepartmental collaboration. 

These findings contrast with evidence indicating that most strategies focus heavily on 

technical aspects while neglecting cultural factors, such as employee involvement, 

strategy adoption, and leadership engagement (de Medeiros et al., 2025). Research 

suggests that some Western companies completely overlook HK and minimise employee 

participation, despite its importance for sustainable strategy implementation and adopting 

new ways of working (Reynders et al., 2022; Nicholas, 2014). However, in this study, the 

HK deployment process included employee involvement through catch‑ball, allowing 

annual plans to be translated into departmental operational goals (Cortés Rodriguez et 

al., 2022; Melander et al., 2024). This underscores the importance of participatory 

mechanisms in fostering PO and ensuring effective strategy execution. 

Effective strategy cascading and communication 

Effective communication is characterized as two-way, multi-channel, transparent, and 

continuous, crucial for obtaining commitment. The findings underscore that this 

communication is essential for promoting PO during plan implementation as it elucidates 

Participants said that employees cannot cultivate ownership without a clear 
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comprehension of the strategic direction, their role within it, and the impact of their 

contributions on organizational outcomes. These findings were consistent with Elbanna et 

al. (2016) who emphasised that communication, political acumen, and emotional 

intelligence are important in converting strategic intent into coordinated actions. 

Participants highlighted that this translation helps define success criteria, assign 

responsibility, and ensure alignment between managers and employees. Moreover, 

participants noted that employees must grasp how their behaviour impacts organisational 

survival, making open communication about operations and performance essential. These 

findings align with Santhiappillai and Ratnayake (2023) who argued that strategy 

implementation rarely achieved the intended outcomes when organisations lacked a 

systematic approach that linked operational priorities to long-term strategic goals. 

The feedback loop, embedded in HK’s action planning and tracking phases, was 

repeatedly highlighted as a key driver of ownership, belonging, and belief. Regular 

feedback sessions, responsiveness to challenges, and the ability to adapt when 

necessary were viewed as crucial for maintaining engagement and reinforcing the 

connection between employee actions and organisational outcomes. 

Senior leadership support was also recognised as essential, especially in responding to 

feedback, offering guidance, and enabling problem‑solving. While the feedback loop 

strengthens PO, participants acknowledged practical constraints in larger organisations, 

where divisional managers might need to facilitate this process due to scale. These 

findings align with Wilson et al. (2022), who argue that leadership commitment is a vital 

factor in HK deployment and emphasise the importance of creating an environment 

conducive to high performance. This commitment goes beyond strategic oversight to 

fostering a culture where employees feel valued, supported, and empowered to contribute 

to organisational success (Thürer et al., 2019). Such behaviours directly reinforce key PO 

antecedents, including control, accountability, and self‑efficacy, thereby enhancing 

employees’ psychological connection to the strategy.  

6.3.3 Employee Buy-In and Continuous Improvement 

 

Employee buy-in: The findings demonstrate that employee buy-in is essential for 

fostering PO  and facilitating effective strategy implementation. Participants consistently 

emphasised the importance of involving employees early in developing the tactics needed 

to execute the strategy, describing this bottom-up approach as vital for securing buy-in, 
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building emotional engagement, and encouraging shared responsibility. Feeling part of 

the strategy was seen as a prerequisite for commitment, accountability, and ongoing 

engagement, with early buy-in supported by continuous feedback and measurement 

mechanisms. These findings align with Wilson et al. (2024), who argue that vertical and 

horizontal alignment within the HK process improves buy-in by ensuring shared 

understanding across organisational levels. Conversely, the literature indicates that when 

resources are limited, organisations often revert to exclusionary practices such as top-

down communication and siloed decision-making, which undermine employee 

involvement and negatively affect performance (Santhiappillai & Ratnayake, 2023). The 

present findings therefore reinforce the importance of adopting a participatory strategy to 

cultivate PO and reduce the risks associated with hierarchical, resource-driven 

approaches. 

 

Participants cautioned that while adaptability offers advantages, too much flexibility can 

dilute focus and distort strategic clarity. Therefore, organisations should adopt an adaptive 

approach to strategy implementation, ensuring it remains aligned with the North Star, clear 

objectives, and effective communication. 

Continuous Improvement 

The findings demonstrate that continuous improvement is deeply rooted in the 

organisation’s participatory culture and plays a key role in enhancing PO. Participants 

described continuous improvement as an ongoing, employee‑driven process where 

individuals actively identify problems, suggest solutions, and recognise new opportunities 

to achieve strategic objectives. Dedicated structures, such as continuous improvement 

teams, support this focus and help ensure that improvement efforts stay aligned with 

organisational priorities. 

 

The research also emphasised the collaborative nature of continuous improvement, 

highlighting activities such as cost reduction, waste elimination, and operational 

enhancement as shared responsibilities across teams. Importantly, continuous 

improvement was seen not only as a practice but also as a fundamental organisational 

value. Employees’ insistence on formally incorporating continuous improvement into the 

organisation’s values shows how strongly it is linked to their sense of identity and 

ownership. These findings expand the literature by suggesting that continuous 

improvement becomes an organisational value because employees demand it.  
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The findings further indicate that continuous improvement is sustained through the 

iterative HK Plan‑Do‑Check‑Act cycle, which embeds, where participation is not a one‑off 

event but an ongoing process of capability building, alignment, and progress tracking 

(Wilson et al., 2024; Pavlíˇcková et al., 2022; Santhiappillai & Ratnayake, 2023). This 

iterative approach reinforces the idea that improvement is continuous, collective, and 

central to effective strategy execution. 

 

Conclusion:  The participatory nature of HK encourages PO by fostering clarity, 

alignment, and meaningful involvement in the strategy process. The findings show that 

when employees are actively engaged in understanding, shaping, and implementing the 

strategy, they develop a stronger sense of connection, responsibility, and belief in the 

organisation’s goals. Furthermore, the participatory approach of HK promotes PO by 

enabling employees to understand, influence, and operationalise the strategy, thereby 

strengthening their sense of control, accountability, and emotional attachment to 

organisational aims. HK integrates employees directly into the processes of strategy 

translation, communication, execution, and continuous improvement. Through these 

mechanisms, employees gain clarity, influence, responsibility, and emotional bonds, 

which are key precursors of PO. 

 

6.4 Discussion for Research Question Three 

 

The findings reveal that PO plays a critical role in strategy implementation within CTFL 

organisations, but its effectiveness depends on maintaining ownership at optimal levels, 

neither too low nor excessively high. This aligns with the study’s purpose: understanding 

how HK mechanisms cultivate ownership that strengthens, rather than obstructs, strategic 

execution. The section is divided between addressing levels of PO and calibrating PO.  

The employee and CTFL contextual findings are woven into the discussion as opposed to 

being discussed separately. 

The CTFL sector context, marked by structural decline, socioeconomic vulnerability, rigid 

operational norms, and uneven capability profiles, creates a complex environment in 

which PO is both fragile and essential. Employees’ willingness to take ownership is 

shaped by their backgrounds, readiness levels, and experiences of leadership. When 
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leaders fail to recognise these contextual realities, low PO emerges in the form of 

disengagement, resistance, and inconsistent responses to strategy. For instance, the 

South African Clothing, Textile, Footwear, and Leather Sector (CTFL) has been adversely 

affected by imports, which surged by 223% between 2001 and 2022, from R18.7 billion to 

R60 billion (Molala, 2024). Conversely, local manufacturing sales declined from R63.6 

billion in 2017 to R14.3 billion in 2022, while factory capacity utilisation fell by 9% over the 

same period (Mbatha, 2025). This premature deindustrialisation, coupled with factory 

closures and job losses, is alarming, given the sector’s contribution to employment 

(Harsanto, 2023).   

As such, when leaders adapt to employee diversity, acknowledge contextual challenges, 

and create supportive, dignified work environments, employees are more likely to step into 

ownership and contribute meaningfully to strategic implementation. 

6.4.1 Levels of Psychological Ownership 
 

Excessive Psychological Ownership:  

The results suggest that excessive PO may lead to fear, rigidity, and resistance, especially 

when employees grow tied to entrenched routines or perceive a feeling of accountability 

for outcomes. These consequences manifest in the CTFL sector, where prolonged 

industrial decline and employment insecurity exacerbate employees' susceptibility to 

perceived threats. In accordance with Yu et al. (2024), the study indicates that under these 

circumstances, elevated PO frequently exhibits as resistance to change. Similarly, the 

behaviour may exemplify territoriality, as individuals endeavour to safeguard their domains 

against potential disruption (Wang et al., 2018), consistent with the overarching tenets of 

territoriality theory (Zhang et al., 2021). 

A further consequence of excessive ownership is analysis paralysis. Participants 

described how deeply invested employees sometimes over-analyse decisions to the point 

of inaction. Participant Five referred to this as a “mode of analysis paralysis,” noting that 

highly intelligent and committed individuals may become overly cautious, risk-averse, or 

reluctant to act without complete certainty. Although they may be perceived as negative 

or obstructive, their behaviour often stems from over-identification with their roles and a 

fear of making the wrong decision. 

Participants also emphasised that excessive PO rarely resolves on its own; it requires 

deliberate leadership intervention. Participant Four highlighted the importance of “taking 
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people on the journey… pointing out change and talking through fears,” suggesting that 

leaders must address the emotional roots of over-ownership rather than relying on 

compliance-driven approaches. This aligns with Wang et al. (2018), who argue that 

managers can mitigate the effects of high PO by cultivating trust, collaboration, and a 

growth-oriented environment. While PO is often categorised as low, high, or excessive, 

prior research has paid limited attention to how PO fluctuates, how it can be measured 

reliably (Rau et al., 2019), and what mechanisms help regulate it to prevent dysfunctional 

outcomes (Sætre et al., 2024). 

In CTFL organisations, where long tenure and strong craft identity are common, these 

risks are amplified. Excessive ownership becomes problematic when commitment shifts 

from supporting organisational goals to protecting personal territory. These insights 

resonate with the principles of HK, which emphasise alignment, dialogue, and shared 

responsibility, mechanisms that help shift ownership from the individual to the collective. 

Overall, the findings highlight the need for calibration, rather than maximisation, of PO. 

HK contributes to this balance by redirecting ownership from individual or departmental 

protection toward collective, strategy-aligned responsibility through participatory 

deployment, catchball dialogue, and shared accountability. In doing so, HK helps mitigate 

the dysfunctional effects of excessive PO while preserving the motivational benefits 

necessary for adaptive strategy implementation. 

Low Psychological Ownership:  

The findings reveal that low PO presents a significant barrier to effective strategy 

implementation within CTFL organisations. Whereas excessive ownership tends to 

manifest as territoriality and resistance, low ownership is marked by disengagement, 

misalignment, weak accountability, and fragmented organisational behaviour. Participants 

identified several organisational and cultural conditions that contribute to diminished 

ownership, each of which undermines the collaborative, cross‑functional ethos required 

for HK implementation. 

A key sign of low PO is the persistence of organisational silos, which fragment 

communication and weaken collective responsibility. Participants noted that silos prevent 

employees from seeing strategy as a shared organisational effort. Participant 4 reinforced 

this point, explaining that siloed thinking remains deeply rooted in organisational culture. 

Participant 5 described a dynamic where employees focus narrowly on their own tasks or 

departments rather than the broader strategic aim. Such siloed work directly conflicts with 
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the collective accountability needed for effective HK deployment. When employees work 

in isolation, ownership becomes localised and superficial rather than shared and strategic. 

This finding broadens existing theory by differentiating between organisational and 

departmental PO. As illustrated by the results for Research Question One, high 

departmental PO can unintentionally create silos. Without cross‑functional integration, 

strong departmental ownership may hinder organisational‑level ownership. This is 

consistent with Pittino et al. (2025) and Zhang et al. (2021), who contend that in 

multidisciplinary organisations, PO must be shared to promote collaboration. Importantly, 

shared PO should not be confused with collective individual ownership; instead, it signifies 

a coordinated sense of responsibility across units (Pittino et al., 2025). 

This suggests that PO and engagement are not inherent traits but outcomes shaped by 

leadership behaviour, workplace conditions, and the alignment between employee 

capabilities and job demands. 

6.4.2 Psychological Ownership Calibration  
 

The findings demonstrate that employees are more willing to take PO when they feel 

adequately supported, resourced, and developed. In the CTFL context, where capability 

gaps, fear of failure, and historical management practices often undermine confidence, 

leaders play a critical role in creating the conditions that enable employees to step into 

ownership without becoming overwhelmed. Participants highlighted several mechanisms 

through which leaders can calibrate PO to optimal levels: removing barriers, building 

capability, providing psychological safety, cultivating trust, offering mentorship, and 

leveraging external expertise. 

Resource Access and Capability Development 

Participants emphasised that employees are more likely to take ownership when leaders 

actively remove obstacles and provide the necessary resources to support progress. This 

form of supportive intervention signals to employees that they are not alone in navigating 

challenges. It reinforces collaboration and demonstrates that leadership is committed to 

enabling success rather than merely delegating responsibility. Such actions help 

employees feel empowered and supported, which strengthens their willingness to engage 

with strategic initiatives. These findings align with Santhiappillai & Ratnayake (2023) who 

propose resource availability and capacitating employees to participate in the catch-ball 



 
 

78 
 

process, engage in continuous improvement activities, and solve problems as critical for 

effective HK implementation.  

Similarly, Wilson et al. (2022), who argue that leadership commitment is a foundational 

element of effective HK deployment. Their work highlights that commitment extends 

beyond strategic oversight to include cultivating an environment where employees feel 

valued, supported, and empowered to contribute.  

A recurring theme among participants was the importance of capability development, 

especially in soft skills and people-related competencies. When employees lack 

confidence or feel unprepared, they are less likely to take initiative or assume 

responsibility. Participant Two reinforced this by emphasising the importance of training 

and upskilling. Therefore, capability development serves a dual purpose: it equips 

employees with the skills needed to contribute meaningfully and reduces the fear of 

making mistakes, which is one of the main causes of low PO.  

These findings align with Thürer et al. (2019), who highlight that high-performance 

environments arise when leaders create conditions for psychological safety, capability 

development, and meaningful participation — conditions that are especially crucial in a 

sector characterised by uneven skills profiles, historical management rigidity, and the 

erosion of institutional knowledge due to retirement and a lack of employee attractiveness. 

However, unfortunately, most organisations are either unaware of the necessary 

capabilities or underestimate their significance (Morgan et al., 2020). Consequently, 

Fainshmidt, et al. (2019) argues that upskilling employees without “sensing, seizing and 

reconfiguring” undermines the dynamic capabilities theoretical framework.  

Low PO often arises from a fear of failure. Participants described how supportive 

structures and psychological safety help reduce this fear and encourage employees to 

take ownership. Participant Five suggested messages of reassurance to employees to 

diminish defensiveness and to promote responsible risk-taking. Participant Seven 

elaborated on this, emphasising the importance of creating a safe space. These findings 

extend the literature by highlighting psychological safety; as a catalyst for fostering 

ownership, enabling employees to engage, experiment, and learn without the fear of 

punitive consequences. 

Participants repeatedly emphasised that trust is fundamental to PO. Trust is built not only 

through formal procedures but also through everyday leadership behaviours that show 

integrity, respect, and inclusion. When employees feel respected and included, they are 
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more likely to take initiative, offer ideas, and take responsibility for outcomes. Therefore, 

trust acts as a bridge between capability and ownership, allowing employees to shift from 

passive compliance to active engagement. These findings support Wang et al. (2018), 

who suggest that managers could foster an environment of trust, collaboration, and a 

growth mindset to help develop PO. Similarly, Leth et al. (2019) highlight the importance 

of trust as a vital cultural trait that encourages employee involvement, an antecedent of 

PO. 

Employee and South African CTFL sector context 

While the employee and CTFL contextual findings are integrated into the discussion of 

PO levels and PO calibration, below is a summary of the discussion contrasted with the 

literature. 

The CTFL sector environment, characterised by structural decline, socioeconomic 

vulnerability, rigid operational standards, and uneven capability profiles, creates a 

complex setting where PO is both delicate and vital. Employees’ willingness to assume 

ownership is influenced by their backgrounds, readiness levels, and leadership 

experiences. When leaders fail to recognise these contextual factors, low PO often results 

in disengagement, resistance, and inconsistent responses to strategy. These findings are 

consistent with Tawse and Tabesh (2021) who contended that managerial actions, while 

necessary, were inadequate; they needed to be complemented by interpersonal actions. 

The decline in the CTFL industry aligns with Molala (2024), who suggests that the South 

African Clothing, Textile, Footwear, and Leather Sector (CTFL) has been negatively 

impacted by imports, which surged by 223% between 2001 and 2022, from R18.7 billion 

to R60 billion (Molala, 2024). Conversely, local manufacturing sales dropped from R63.6 

billion in 2017 to R14.3 billion in 2022, while factory capacity utilisation decreased by 9% 

over the same period (Mbatha, 2025). This premature deindustrialisation, along with 

factory closures and job losses, is concerning, given the sector’s role in employment 

(Harsanto, 2023).   
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7 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

7.1 Purpose of the study and Research Context 

 

This study explored how PO affects strategy implementation in South Africa’s Clothing, 

Textile, Footwear and Leather (CTFL) sector and how HK  can be used to optimise 

ownership levels. The topic is important because strategy implementation often fails not 

due to poor strategy design, but because employees do not feel sufficiently engaged, 

responsible, or empowered to execute it effectively. In the CTFL sector, where 

competitiveness has declined and organisational capabilities vary, understanding how to 

cultivate the right level of ownership is essential for improving performance, fostering 

collaboration, and enabling adaptable strategic behaviour. By examining the dynamics of 

low, moderate, and excessive PO, the study offers insights that can assist leaders in 

creating conditions where employees assume meaningful responsibility without becoming 

resistant, fearful, or disengaged. 

The research was carried out in the South African CTFL sector, a historically significant 

but now declining industry facing global competition, capability shortages, and structural 

rigidity. This context is important because the sector’s unique features, such as a highly 

diverse workforce, long-established routines, limited technological progress, and a strong 

craft identity, influence how employees perceive change and engage with strategic 

initiatives. The CTFL environment amplifies both the risks and opportunities related to PO. 

Understanding ownership in this setting therefore provides valuable insights into how 

organisations operating under resource constraints, legacy systems, and socioeconomic 

pressures can improve strategy implementation. The context also offers a rich perspective 

on how HK principles can promote alignment, participation, and shared accountability in 

industries undergoing transformation. 

The aim of the study was to assess how  promotes PO during strategy implementation. 

Previous research on HK strategy deployment remains limited. More importantly, earlier 

studies have mainly focused on developed countries and the automotive industry. As a 

result, the study sought to enhance the theoretical understanding of a less-explored 

industry in a developing country. Accordingly, the research focused on the CTFL sector in 

South Africa.  
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From a business context, this sector has experienced decline and the need to effectively 

implement competitive strategies amid global competition.  

Data collection and analysis approach 

To fulfil the study’s purpose, 12 semi‑structured interviews were conducted to support the 

exploratory research design. Executives’ work experience ranged from 14 to 36 years, 

with an average of 25.7 years, providing a rich and diverse set of insights. Participants 

from the CTFL sector were selected using a non‑probability sampling approach. The data 

were coded using ATLAS.ti, resulting in first‑order codes that were subsequently grouped 

into six analytical clusters: PO mechanisms, HK participation, PO calibration, Enablers, 

Barriers, and the CTFL sector context. Within each cluster, conceptually related codes 

were merged and refined into sub‑themes, which were then developed into the 

overarching themes presented in this study, aligning with an interpretivist philosophy. 

These themes shaped the discussion chapter by enabling a structured comparison with 

existing literature, highlighting areas of alignment, contradiction, and theoretical 

expansion. 

7.2 How PO fosters strategy implementation 

 

Theoretical context 

The literature shows that employees are central to strategy implementation, yet 

historically, the focus has been more on technical aspects than on human factors in 

translating and executing strategy (de Medeiros et al., 2025; Ateş et al., 2020). Scholars 

emphasise the importance of the self-affective concept of PO in gaining employee buy-in 

and commitment to strategy execution (Zhang et al., 2019). This raises the question of 

how PO relates to behavioural outcomes, allowing investigation into how promotive PO 

(initiative, stewardship, discretionary effort) and preventative PO (risk aversion, 

territoriality) influence the success or failure of strategy rollout. It also suggests that PO 

could explain why HK succeeds in some contexts but not in others. Therefore, the role of 

PO in strategy execution warrants further research (Rau et al., 2019), especially between 

departments (Sætre et al., 2024) and in developing countries (Yu et al., 2024). 

  

The Research Findings 

PO facilitates strategy implementation by transforming duty-bound compliance into 

proactive, self-motivated actions such as initiative and problem-solving. It also fosters 

social cohesion through teamwork and a sense of belonging, while promoting sustained 
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effort, an essential factor in highly competitive industries like CTFL. PO surpasses legal 

ownership by leveraging mechanisms such as mentorship and organisational culture. The 

study reveals that when employees identify and internalise the strategy, they are more 

likely to develop discretionary effort and commitment towards its realisation. Several 

factors such as socialisation, tenure, capability, leadership support, autonomy and 

empowerment emerged as some of the key factors that enhance PO in the interest of 

strategy implementation. 

 

7.3  How does the participatory nature of the HK develop PO? 

 

Theoretical context 

To date, due to limited publications and inaccurate adoption outside Japan, little is known 

about the HK management system, its critical success factors, and mechanisms for 

integrating it into daily operations (Wilson et al., 2024). Most importantly, the phenomenon 

through which HK fosters PO remains understudied (Melander et al., 2024). 

Consequently, this inquiry aims to examine the HK processes and mechanisms such as 

catch ball and the X-matrix, and their connection to fostering PO antecedents (Pavlíˇcková 

et al., 2022). Moreover, it tests whether the HK’s participatory design promotes ownership 

or if participation is merely procedural rather than psychological. Hence, it emphasises the 

importance of contextualising HK-driven culture rather than presuming its universal 

applicability across organisations. In a similar vein, Melander et al. (2024) suggested that 

without measuring critical incidents, the impact of HK on PO remains insufficiently 

supported.  

 

The research findings 

Conclusion: In summary, the participatory nature of HK encourages PO by fostering 

clarity, alignment, and meaningful involvement in the strategy process. The findings show 

that when employees are actively engaged in understanding, shaping, and implementing 

the strategy, they develop a stronger sense of connection, responsibility, and belief in the 

organisation’s goals. Furthermore, the participatory approach of HK promotes PO by 

enabling employees to understand, influence, and operationalise the strategy, thereby 

strengthening their sense of control, accountability, and emotional attachment to 

organisational aims. HK integrates employees directly into the processes of strategy 

translation, communication, execution, and continuous improvement. Through these 
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mechanisms, employees gain clarity, influence, responsibility, and emotional bonds, 

which are key precursors of PO. 

 

7.4 How is PO developed to optimal levels that are neither low nor excessive?  

Theoretical context 

The literature review introduced the concept of ambidexterity in PO, recognising that 

optimal PO levels can foster beneficial connections with the organisation, whereas 

excessive PO can lead to territoriality, burnout, and ethical dilemmas (Yu et al., 2024). 

Therefore, it is important for managers to develop and measure PO to achieve effective 

performance (Sætre et al., 2024). Furthermore, as scholars examine PO development, it 

is crucial to understand how PO changes as organisational circumstances evolve (Pittino 

et al., 2025). This, in turn, enables the exploration of different PO levels and their 

associated outcomes (Rau et al., 2019). While PO levels can be categorised as low, high, 

or excessive, prior research has given limited attention to PO measurement and the 

factors that cause fluctuations in PO levels (Rau et al., 2019). Wang et al. (2018) 

highlighted PO indicators across the entire spectrum of PO. Similarly, Zhang et al. (2021) 

proposed autonomy, transparency, and effort, while Pittino et al. (2025) introduced cultural 

alignment, mentorship, communication, and organisational relatability. Sætre et al. (2024) 

identify a gap in understanding the development and maintenance of PO. Therefore, this 

research question aims to understand the development of optimal PO, the level at which 

employees feel responsible, accountable, and invested in strategic outcomes without 

becoming territorial, rigid, or resistant to cross‑functional collaboration. 

 

The research findings 

The research study revealed that PO is not a static trait but a dynamic, context‑shaped 

condition that can either support or undermine strategy implementation in CTFL 

organisations. In a sector marked by economic decline, job insecurity, and deep structural 

constraints, ownership becomes both fragile and essential. Employees’ willingness to take 

responsibility is shaped by their lived realities, their confidence, and the quality of 

leadership they experience. When ownership is too low, disengagement and siloed 

behaviour weaken strategic alignment; when ownership becomes excessive, fear, 

territoriality, and over‑identification obstruct change. 
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 The findings therefore reinforce the need for calibration rather than maximisation of PO. 

HK offers a practical mechanism for achieving this balance: its emphasis on dialogue, 

alignment, and shared accountability helps shift ownership from isolated individuals or 

departments toward a collective, strategy‑aligned form of responsibility. In this way, HK 

not only mitigates the risks associated with both low and excessive ownership but also 

strengthens the collaborative culture required for adaptive strategy execution in a 

challenging CTFL environment. The findings further demonstrate that employees are 

more willing to take PO when they feel adequately supported, resourced, and developed. 

In the CTFL context, where capability gaps, fear of failure, and historical management 

practices often undermine confidence, leaders play a decisive role in creating the 

conditions that allow employees to step into ownership without becoming overwhelmed. 

Participants identified several mechanisms through which leaders can calibrate PO to 

optimal levels: removing barriers, building capability, providing psychological safety, 

cultivating trust, offering mentorship, and drawing on external expertise 

7.5 Practical Implications 

PO was recognised as a vital factor in strategy implementation within CTFL organisations. 

It promotes the execution of strategy by turning employee responsibilities into taking 

accountability for results, demonstrating initiative, and addressing organisational 

challenges. The study suggests that ownership should be carefully balanced, not 

maximised: too little ownership leads to disengagement and siloed behaviours, while 

excessive ownership results in territoriality, fear, and resistance to change. For 

businesses in sectors characterised by capability gaps, weakening competitiveness, and 

structural instability, maintaining this balance is crucial. 

HK offers a practical way to achieve calibration. Its emphasis on alignment, dialogue, and 

shared accountability helps shift ownership from individual or departmental protection to 

collective strategic responsibility. To reap these benefits, leaders must invest in 

developing capabilities, fostering psychological safety, and building trust, enabling 

employees to take responsible ownership without feeling overwhelmed. Thus, the 

implication for CTFL firms is that strong leadership practices and embedding participatory 

strategy processes are key levers for improving execution, adaptability, and long-term 

competitiveness. 
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7.6 Limitations 

  

Several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings of this study. 

First, the coding process relied partly on quote frequency, which may obscure the deeper 

significance of themes that are conceptually important but less frequently mentioned. As 

Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik (2021) argue, qualitative insights should be interpreted 

alongside existing academic literature to ensure that meaning is not reduced to frequency 

counts alone. 

 

Secondly, the study adopted a cross-sectional design, capturing participant perspectives 

at a single point in time. Such designs cannot reveal how PO or the dynamics of strategy 

implementation develop. Hermundsdottir and Aspelund (2021) therefore recommend 

longitudinal approaches to provide deeper insight into how relationships grow, stabilise, 

or change over time. Thirdly, the study prioritised depth over breadth, limiting the 

generalisability of its findings to other organisational or sectoral contexts (Melander et al., 

2024).. While this approach is suitable for exploratory qualitative research, it restricts the 

transferability of insights beyond the South African CTFL sector. 

 

Fourth, time constraints restricted the study to a single qualitative method. Future research 

could adopt mixed-methods designs, incorporating quantitative surveys or structured 

assessments to complement qualitative insights. Such triangulation would enhance 

robustness, replicability, and the ability to capture perspectives from a broader range of 

employees, including operators (Melander et al., 2024). 

 

Finally, limited access to frontline employees meant the study relied primarily on top 

management perspectives. This introduced the possibility of self-reporting bias and may 

not fully reflect the lived experiences of lower-level employees (Melander et al., 2024; 

Damanpour et al., 2018). Future studies should prioritise direct engagement with frontline 

workers to capture a more holistic and representative view of PO and strategy 

implementation. 

7.7 Recommendations for Future Research 

 

Future studies should examine the interaction between individual and collective PO, as 

this relationship remains underexplored. Additionally, deeper investigation into how PO 

operates across different organisational levels is warranted, particularly given evidence 
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that strategy implementation often fails due to weak commitment at various tiers (Sætre 

et al., 2024). Future research should also prioritise direct engagement with frontline 

employees to obtain a more holistic and representative understanding of PO and strategy 

execution. Melander et al. (2024) argue that without capturing critical incidents, the 

influence of HK  on PO remains insufficiently measured. While this study identified 

psychometric assessments as a potential tool, the broader challenge of accurately 

measuring PO requires further inquiry. Lastly, future research should test whether it is the 

procedural elements of HK or the psychological mechanisms it activates that most 

effectively foster PO. 
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APPENDIX A: CONSISTENCY MATRIX 
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are neither low nor 

too high?  

3.3.1 Developing 

PO 

3.3.2 Levels of PO  
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determining the 

relationship between 

the HK  

RQ3: How does 

the participatory 

nature of HK 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

Background 

 

In the fast-paced business landscape, where globalisation demands competitiveness, 

successful strategy implementation is essential. However, research has found that lack of 

employee commitment and buy-in may hinder short and long-term strategic objectives. 

Therefore, this study seeks to uncover insights into how employees can be motivated to feel 

a sense of ownership, driving successful strategy implementation. Kindly note that 

participants’ insights shape the research; therefore, please be as detailed as possible. In 

accordance with the institution’s ethical clearance, confidentiality will be maintained, and 

results will be presented in aggregate form without respondent names. 

  

Opening Question 

May you kindly introduce yourself, your role within the organisation, and your years of 

service. 

Strategy implementation 

1. As a business leader, can you explain how you formulate a strategy? 

2. How do you implement this strategy? 

Follow-up question on departmental alignment and employee participation during 

strategy deployment. 

 

PO  

3. How would you describe PO? 

4. What do you believe are the factors that contribute to PO? 

5. Can you provide examples of leadership behaviours that have positively or 

negatively impacted PO? 

6. What challenges have you encountered in ensuring PO is maintained at an optimal 

level? 

7. Can you describe specific experiences or practices that have helped foster a 

sense of PO in your organisation? 

8. In your opinion, what are the indicators of optimal levels of PO? How can it be 

assessed? 

9. Can you provide examples of how a strong sense of PO has led to successful 

implementation of strategic initiatives? 
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Follow up question on individual vs collective PO. 

10. Are you familiar with and have you applied the HK strategy deployment 

methodology? 
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APPENDIX C: AUDIT TRAIL HIGH LEVEL THEMATIC ANALYSIS 
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Figure 2: Snapshot of one cluster related to Research Question 1 on ATLAS.ti 

 



 
 

99 
 

Figure 3: Snapshot of one cluster related to Research Question 2 on ATLAS.ti 
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Figure 4: Unique order codes categorised into 6 Six Conceptual Clusters 
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