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Abstract

This study explored the role of transformational leadership in the sustainable
implementation of operational excellence within manufacturing organisations in
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Although operational excellence systems and practices
such as Total Quality Management, Lean, and continuous improvement are widely
adopted (Tavana et al., 2020), many firms continue to experience difficulty sustaining
performance gains over time, particularly when leadership attention shifts or

organisational pressures intensify (Sony, 2019).

Anchored in transformational leadership theory and supported by the dynamic
capabilities framework, the research investigated how leadership behaviours
contributed to embedding operational excellence as an enduring organisational

capability as opposed to a short-term initiative.

A qualitative, interpretivist research design was employed, using semi-structured
interviews with heads of departments and middle managers in operational excellence
across diverse manufacturing subsectors. The dataset was examined using an inductive
approach guided by Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis framework. (Braun
& Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2021), supported by ATLAS.ti.25 software.

The findings indicated that transformational leadership sustained operational excellence
through practices of visibility, coaching, empowerment, and long-term consistency,
which fostered trust, psychological safety, and employee ownership of improvement
routines. Sustainability was further strengthened when leadership influence was
institutionalised through governance mechanisms such as standard work, audit cycles,

KPI cascades, and digital performance visibility.

The study contributed to scholarship by clarifying governance and institutionalisation as
key mediating mechanisms linking transformational leadership to sustained continuous
improvement. Practically, it provided actionable guidance for manufacturing leaders
seeking resilient, self-reinforcing operational excellence systems in emerging-market

contexts.
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1. Chapter One: Introduction to the Research Problem

1.1. Introduction

This research was undertaken to explore how transformational leadership influenced
the sustainable implementation of operational excellence within the manufacturing
sector. Manufacturing environments have become increasingly complex, shaped by
global competitiveness, technological transitions, and continuous performance
demands (Herrera Vidal & Coronado Hernandez, 2021; Ujam, 2025a). In this context,
leadership played a crucial role in shaping organisational culture, enabling performance
improvement, and embedding long-term operational capabilities (Alnadi & McLaughlin,
2021; Ahsan, 2024). However, despite significant investment in operational excellence
initiatives, many organisations continued to experience sustainability challenges, with
improvements often fading once leadership attention shifted (Sony, 2019; Ujam, 2025).
Therefore, this exploration centred on unpacking how leadership influence translated

into the enduring adoption and reinforcement of operational excellence practices.

1.2. Background to the study

1.2.1. Introduction

Manufacturing remained a critical driver of economic activities and development,
particularly in emerging markets such as South Africa, where industrial competitiveness
was closely linked to productivity and operational stability (Opoku & Yan, 2018; Aryeetey
& Baffour, 2022). However, many manufacturing plants continued to face recurring
productivity losses due to equipment failures, inconsistent process discipline, and
leadership turnover(Dewa et al., 2014). Global literature similarly highlighted that
operational excellence programmes often failed to deliver lasting results due to weak
cultural integration and inconsistent leadership behaviours (Carvalho et al., 2019;
Antony et al., 2022).

Dewa et al. (2014) argued that one of the main causes of major setbacks in South
Africa’s manufacturing sector is the frequent occurrence of machine breakdowns. These
equipment failures disrupt production schedules, reduce operational efficiency, and lead
to significant financial losses for manufacturing firms. The resulting downtime not only
hampers productivity but also affects the overall competitiveness of the industry in both
domestic and global markets (Park & Han, 2001).



Operational excellence is widely adopted by organisations to reduce waste, improve
efficiency, and drive continuous improvement through methodologies (Gomaa, 2025;
Ujam, 2025). However, sustaining these initiatives beyond initial implementation
remains a significant challenge, often due to limited leadership support or dependency
on specific individuals (Sony, 2019; Gomaa, 2025). Transformational leadership, widely
acknowledged for its ability to inspire, motivate, and foster cultural change, presents a
promising approach to embedding operational excellence into organisational systems
for long-term success (Mi et al., 2019; O’Reilly & Chatman, 2020). Despite the apparent
alignment between transformational and operational excellence, their integration has
received limited in-depth investigation in academic studies. This research explores the
impact of transformational leadership in enabling the sustainable implementation of
operational excellence, ensuring improvements are institutionalised and resilient to

leadership transitions.

1.2.2. Strategic rationale

Figure 1.1 illustrates the distribution of South Africa’s GDP contribution by province,
revealing notable concentration within three key economic hubs; Gauteng at 33 per cent,
KwaZulu-Natal at 16 per cent, and the Western Cape at 14 per cent (Statistics South
Africa, 2025). Together, these provinces accounted for almost two-thirds of the national
economic output, while the remaining six provinces collectively contributed just over
one-third (Statistics South Africa, 2025). This imbalance reflected not only historical
patterns of industrial development but also the continued clustering of major economic

activities, such as manufacturing, logistics, and services, within these regions.



TOTAL GDP CONTRIBUTIONS BY PROVINCE (2024 %)

Other 6
Provinces
37%

wcC 16%
14%

Figure 1.1: Total GDP contributions by Province
Source: Statistics South Africa, 2025 (Author’s own development)

Figure 1.2 presents the provincial distribution of South Africa’s manufacturing GDP and
again shows a similar concentration pattern, with Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal, and the
Western Cape contributing 16 per cent, 16 per cent, and 15 per cent, respectively.
Collectively, these three provinces accounted for nearly half of the country’s total
manufacturing output, while the remaining six provinces shared just over the other half
(Statistics South Africa, 2025).

This pattern underscored the extent to which manufacturing activity in South Africa was
geographically clustered in the most industrialised regions, characterised by established
production corridors, export-oriented industries, and mature industrial capabilities. The
prominence of these provinces in national manufacturing performance provided a strong
rationale for situating the study within one of them, as it allowed the research to be
grounded in a context where operational excellence and leadership practices were most

actively shaping economic and industrial outcomes.



MANUFACTURING GDP CONTRIBUTIONS BY PROVINCE (2024 %)
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Other 6
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Figure 1.2: Total manufacturing GDP contributions by Province

Source: Statistics South Africa, 2025 (Author’s own development)

KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) has been one of South Africa’s most significant industrial
provinces, with established sectors from both medium and heavy industries, such as
automotive, paper, sugar, chemicals, FMCG and metals contributing materially to
national output (Statistics South Africa, 2025). Its well-established industrial hubs, such
as Durban, Pietermaritzburg, and Richards Bay (Coetzee & Kleynhans, 2019), provided
a rich environment for examining operational excellence practices in varied

manufacturing contexts.

Additionally, Koloane (2022) highlighted 21st-century challenges of poor manufacturing
plant performance, equally so, KwaZulu-Natal is home to both high-performing plants
and those facing operational challenges, offering a balanced setting to explore the role
of transformational leadership in sustaining operational excellence. The province’s
manufacturing sector was also closely linked to export activities through its major ports,
making operational efficiency and sustainability critical for competitiveness (Humphreys
et al., 2019; Coetzee & Kleynhans, 2019). This combination of industrial diversity,
economic significance, and operational variation made KwaZulu-Natal an ideal location
to generate insights that were both locally relevant and potentially applicable to broader

national and regional contexts.



Ultimately, the data therefore underscored the significance of provinces like KwaZulu-
Natal in national economic performance, highlighting their strategic role in hosting high-
impact industries and infrastructure. Such regional concentration further justified
focusing research attention on KwaZulu-Natal, given its substantial contribution to
national productivity (Statistics South Africa, 2025), and its relevance as a site for

examining operational and leadership dynamics within the manufacturing sector.

1.3. Statement of the research problem

Continuous improvement is widely acknowledged as a foundational driver of long-term
operational performance in manufacturing, and its success depends heavily on the
organisational systems, structures, and leadership practices that support it (Gutierrez &
Antony, 2020; Vinodh et al., 2020). Burgess et al. (2022) argue that the infrastructure
and internal environment enabling coordination of improvement initiatives form the
backbone of a sustained, continuous improvement philosophy. In contemporary
manufacturing, where competition is intense and operational demands continue to rise,
organisations must consistently optimise processes and cultivate improvement
capabilities to maintain competitiveness (Babayev & Balajayeva, 2023). Within this
context, leadership becomes central in setting direction, motivating employees, and
ensuring alignment between strategic intent and operational execution (Serfontein &
Hough, 2010; Khalilov, 2025).

Despite the prominence of operational excellence as a performance imperative, many
manufacturing organisations continue to experience difficulty sustaining OE gains over
time (Trakulsunti et al., 2022; Antony et al., 2022; Antony et al., 2024). Trakulsunti et
al. (2022) highlight that while OE methodologies are widely adopted, their long-term
impact often diminishes, particularly when leaders change, organisational focus shifts,
or initial enthusiasm fades. Their call for an OE methodology roadmap underscores the
need for clearer guidance on how improvement practices can be embedded across
different manufacturing streams. Empirical evidence, particularly from semi-structured
interviews and contextual studies, is needed to understand how OE practices function

across varying organisational conditions.



Although transformational leadership (TFL) is well-established in organisational
behaviour research (Ahmad et al., 2020), its role in sustaining OE remains
underexplored, especially in emerging-market manufacturing contexts. Existing
literature highlights leadership’s influence on performance improvement but remains
limited in its explanatory scope into how transformational behaviours contribute to
resilience, continuity, and institutionalisation of OE over time (Reynders et al., 2020;
Ahmad et al., 2020). The gap is twofold; first, manufacturing plants often struggle to
embed OE as a self-reinforcing organisational capability (Koloane, 2022); second, the
academic literature lacks a comprehensive empirical understanding of how TFL enables

or constrains the long-term sustainability of OE initiatives (Reynders et al., 2020).

This research, therefore, addresses an important and timely problem, the requirement
to critically analyse how transformational leadership supports the sustained
implementation of operational excellence in manufacturing organisations, ensuring that
improvement systems endure beyond individual leaders and become part of the

organisation’s long-term operational fabric.

1.4. Justification for the study

1.4.1. Practical justification

Manufacturing organisations globally continued to prioritise operational excellence as a
strategic and tactical tool for improving competitiveness, product quality, and cost
efficiency (Van Looy, 2020; Pansare et al., 2022). In South Africa, manufacturing
performance had been undermined by persistent operational disruptions, equipment
failures, inconsistent process execution, and skills constraints (Dewa et al., 2014), with
no exception of KZN province. Leadership capability, therefore, became central to
navigating these challenges. Insights from this study offered practical value by
demonstrating how leadership behaviours influenced the depth, continuity, and

resilience of operational excellence practices.

1.4.2. Theoretical justification
Although transformational leadership is widely researched, recent literature has noted
fragmentation and inconsistency in its theoretical application, with calls for deeper

contextual studies to strengthen conceptual clarity (Mi et al., 2019; O’Reilly & Chatman,
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2020; Chandranathan, 2024), in relation to sustaining operational excellence initiatives.
Concurrently, sustainable operational excellence research emphasised the need to
investigate leadership as a structural enabler rather than merely an influencing factor
(Carvalho et al., 2019; Hamoumi et al., 2025). Linking these two constructs, this study
responded directly to the academic gap highlighted in contemporary scholarship,
offering a theoretically grounded contribution that integrated leadership theory with

operations management.

1.5. Research objectives
1.5.1. Primary objective:
To explore how transformational leadership influenced the sustainable implementation

of operational excellence within the manufacturing sector in KwaZulu-Natal.

1.5.2. Secondary objectives:

e To examine how transformational leadership influences the sustainable
implementation of operational excellence within the manufacturing sector.

e To identify the key transformational leadership behaviours that contribute to the
long-term sustainability of operational excellence initiatives and systems.

e To evaluate the extent to which transformational leadership supports cultural
change and continuous improvement in operational processes.

e Tounderstand the challenges and enablers in aligning leadership practices with

sustainable operational excellence strategies.

1.6. Purpose and scope of the study

The research aimed at exploring effective approaches for achieving operational
excellence through sustainable initiatives that are not solely dependent on the presence
or influence of specific leaders. While transformational leadership is instrumental in
initiating and guiding change (Usman, 2020), the long-term goal is to embed operational
excellence into the organisation’s way of doing things, systems, and processes so
deeply that it becomes self-sustaining. It was done focusing on both institutional
mechanisms and individual experiences rather than individual leadership traits only. The

research identifies strategies that enable organisations, particularly in the manufacturing



sector, to maintain high standards of performance and efficiency even amid leadership

transitions.

Through a deeper understanding of long-term, resilient operational strategies, the study
aspired to develop a comprehensive knowledge and possibly a framework that fosters
consistent growth and continuous improvement. This included challenging and
strengthening processes, governance structures, and cultural enablers that support
excellence as an organisational norm rather than a leadership-driven initiative.
Emphasis was placed on building systems that are adaptable, autonomous, and capable
of driving improvement from within. Ultimately, the research contributes to developing a
roadmap for operational excellence that can withstand external pressures and internal
changes, ensuring ongoing competitiveness and innovation in the manufacturing

industry.

The scope of this research was geographically limited to manufacturing organisations
located in KwaZulu-Natal. Thematically, it focused on two constructs, transformational
leadership and operational excellence. Organisationally, the research targeted
operational middle managers and heads of departments, as these individuals played
critical roles in translating strategic intent into daily operational practice. The study did
not focus on small-scale enterprises, non-manufacturing sectors, or quantitative
assessments of performance outcomes. The time horizon was cross-sectional, which

captures insights at a single point in time.

1.7. Research setting and context

The study was conducted within the manufacturing sector in KwaZulu-Natal, a province
characterised by industrial clusters in automotive, sugar, pulp and paper, chemicals,
steel, and textiles. KZN also plays a significant role in South Africa’s export economy
through the Durban and Richards Bay ports (Humphreys et al., 2019; Coetzee &
Kleynhans, 2019). This context provided a diverse and complex environment in which
operational excellence practices were essential to maintaining global competitiveness
(Henriquez et al., 2023). The presence of both mature and developing operational
excellence systems within the province enabled a comparative understanding of

leadership influence across different performance levels.



1.8. Significance of the study

1.8.1. Business/industry contribution

The research offered practical insights into how leadership behaviours could enhance
the sustainability of operational excellence practices, reduce performance variability,
and strengthen long-term operational capabilities. These insights were valuable to
manufacturing leaders, managers at all levels, and organisational development

practitioners pursuing to stabilise performance and foster continuous improvement.

1.8.2. Academic contribution

The study contributed to an emerging theoretical dialogue that linked transformational
leadership to operational excellence sustainability. It was by examining this relationship
within an emerging-market manufacturing context that the study provided empirical
evidence that expanded the extent to which transformational leadership theory can be
applied beyond traditional domains such as education, healthcare, and corporate

environments.

1.9. Choice of topic and literature support

The topic was chosen due to persistent operational performance challenges observed
in manufacturing environments (Dewa et al., 2014), specifically the difficulty of
sustaining improvement beyond initial implementation phases. Literature consistently
highlights the centrality of leadership in shaping culture, employee engagement, and
system integration, key pillars of sustainable operational excellence (Van Looy, 2020).
Yet the lack of context-specific studies within emerging markets and the limited
exploration of sustainability mechanisms justified the need for this research. The topic,
therefore, was aligned with current academic trends and industry challenges, offering

both theoretical relevance and practical value.



2. Chapter Two: Literature Review

2.1.

Introduction

The purpose of this literature review was to provide a structured and critical foundation

for

implementation of operational

examining how

transformational

leadership

influenced the

sustainable

excellence within manufacturing organisations.

Literature Review

Transformational
Leadership

TFL Theoretical
Foundations

Evidence

TFL and OE

Operational
Excellence

OE Theoretical
Foundations

Intersection

Evidence

Integrated analysis

Intersection

Figure 2.1: Literature review — logical flow

Source: Author’s own development

Guided by the logical flow illustrated in Figure 2.1, the review firstly engaged with the

theoretical underpinnings of transformational leadership, considering its evolution,

defining dimensions, and its documented influence on organisational behaviours and

performance outcomes (Nassif et al., 2020). Recent scholarship continued to highlight

its relevance, particularly in dynamic environments where adaptability and continuous

improvement were essential (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Spoelstra, 2019; Dong, 2024).

The review then explored the concept of operational excellence, drawing on

contemporary studies that emphasised its role as a long-term strategic discipline aimed

at improving reliability, reducing variability, and embedding a culture of continuous

improvement (Vinodh et al., 2020; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Particular attention was

10



given to sustainability challenges associated with operational excellence
implementation, especially in manufacturing settings where system stability often

declined over time despite initial success (Antony et al., 2022; Antony et al., 2024).

Following the examination of both constructs independently, the review progressed to
an integrated analysis of transformational leadership and operational excellence. This
section synthesised emerging evidence suggesting that leadership behaviours were
instrumental in reinforcing improvement systems, shaping organisational culture, and
enabling the institutionalisation of operational excellence practices (Aij & Teunissen,
2017; Alnadi & McLaughlin, 2021; Holmemo & Korsen, 2023).

The final component of the review identified the theoretical and practical gaps that
framed this research. While previous studies acknowledged the relationship between
leadership and performance, limited empirical work had examined the mechanisms
through which transformational leadership sustained operational excellence over
extended periods, particularly within emerging-market manufacturing contexts. This gap
justified the development of a context-appropriate conceptual knowledge presented at

the end of the chapter, which served as a guiding lens for the empirical investigation.

2.2. Transformational leadership

2.2.1. TFL theoretical foundations

Transformational leadership has been extensively acknowledged as a highly impactful
framework within modern organisational scholarship (Adams, 2018; Tourish, 2019), yet
its conceptualisation remained contested and continuously evolving. Originally
conceptualised by Burns in 1978 and subsequently further developed Bass, the theory
centred on the leader’s ability to inspire followers, promote meaningful change, and
elevate collective purpose, however, more recent scholarship emphasised that
transformational leadership was not a fixed construct, but rather a dynamic behavioural
process influenced by context, follower perceptions, and organisational conditions
(Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Dickson, 2023). The defining
components, intellectual stimulation, individualised consideration, inspirational
motivation, and idealised influence, continued to serve as the anchors for empirical and

theoretical work (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2022). These dimensions
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collectively explained how leaders shaped follower’s values, commitment, and

performance, enabling change beyond transactional exchanges.

Despite its widespread application, scholars had increasingly disagreed about the
conceptual consistency and legitimacy of transformational leadership, for example,
Siangchokyoo et al. (2020) critiqued the field for advancing the theory without sufficient
evidence that followers genuinely transformed in enduring ways, arguing that much of
the empirical support relied on perceptual, correlational measures rather than
observable behavioural change. Their critique aligned with concerns about conceptual
overlap, measurement inflation, and theoretical ambiguity raised by earlier critical
scholars and reaffirmed in contemporary debates. Likewise, Ye et al. (2019) suggested
that transformational leadership could simultaneously foster and hinder innovation,
revealing a duality not accounted for in early formulations of the theory. Weekly-level
studies further showed that transformational leadership behaviours fluctuated,
challenging the notion of a stable leadership “style” (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019).
Collectively, these competing lenses demonstrated that transformational leadership
theory was not monolithic but characterised by ongoing debate about its causal

mechanisms, empirical boundaries, and theoretical coherence.

Given these tensions, this study adopted a behavioural and relational interpretation of
transformational leadership, consistent with recent empirical work advocating for
contextualised, dynamic perspectives (Willis et al., 2017; Jiang & Chen, 2018; Lorinkova
& Perry, 2018). This lens was appropriate because the research sought to understand
how leadership behaviours shaped the sustainability of operational excellence, an
outcome that required examining interactions between leaders, followers, and
organisational systems rather than assuming a fixed leadership typology. Moreover,
operational excellence environments demanded continual learning, adaptation, and
follower engagement (Carvalho et al., 2017; Qiao et al., 2025). Processes closely
aligned with the intellectual stimulation and motivational dimensions of transformational
leadership. Using this relational behavioural lens therefore, enabled the study to
examine not only the presence of transformational leadership behaviours but also how
they contributed to embedding long-term operational discipline, improvement culture,

and system-level resilience within manufacturing plants. This approach aligned with
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calls for more context-sensitive and mechanism-driven research into transformational
leadership, particularly in emerging markets where leadership practices and

organisational conditions differ markedly from traditional Western contexts.

2.2.2. TFL historical evaluation

The evolution of transformational leadership reflected several paradigm shifts that
reshaped its theoretical and practical relevance. The earliest formulations by Burns in
1978 emphasised moral uplift, follower transformation, and collective purpose
(Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Dickson, 2023), framing leadership as a mutually reinforcing
influence process. Bass and Avolio’s later work shifted the theory toward a managerial
and behavioural orientation, enabling measurement through tools such as the MLQ and
paving the way for empirical testing across organisational contexts (Batista-Foguet et
al., 2021).

Over the past two decades, scholarship has increasingly questioned earlier
assumptions, prompting refinements to the theory, researchers began to differentiate
between transformational leadership directed at individuals and that oriented toward
groups, highlighting how some behaviours strengthened team identity and collective
performance more effectively than individualised consideration alone (Lorinkova &
Perry, 2018; Lorinkova & Perry, 2019; Chen et al., 2019). Others highlighted
measurement overlap between transformational leadership behaviours and their
outcomes, raising concerns that leadership constructs were sometimes conflated with
performance indicators (Van Knippenberg & Sitkin, 2013, as cited in Siangchokyoo et
al., 2020). There was also a movement toward examining leadership as dynamic rather
than static. Diary studies demonstrated that transformational behaviours fluctuated
across weeks, revealing that contextual pressures and leader workload shaped
transformational leadership enactment more than previously assumed (Breevaart &
Zacher, 2019).

More recently, transformational leadership research extended into specialised domains
such as digital transformation, crisis leadership, and operational improvement (Philip,
2021), for example, Khan et al. (2022) reaffirmed the model’'s emphasis on critical

thinking, emotional inspiration, and personalised support, positioning the construct as a
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catalyst for innovation in complex organisational settings. This shift echoed broader
organisational demands, as environments became more complex and technology-
driven, organisations increasingly required leadership models capable of fostering
adaptability, knowledge sharing, and innovation (Philip, 2021). These refinements
aligned transformational leadership more closely with continuous improvement
paradigms, thereby positioning it as a potentially relevant mechanism for sustaining

operational excellence.

2.2.3. TFL empirical evidence (Key themes and debates)

2.2.3.1. Theme One: Transformational leadership and employee motivation
Studies consistently demonstrated that transformational leadership enhanced follower
motivation, job satisfaction, and organisational commitment (Jiang & Chen, 2018;
Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Khaola & Rambe, 2020). The mechanism often involved
heightened role clarity, psychological empowerment, and the internalisation of leader
expectations (Duan et al., 2016; Towsen et al., 2020). However, findings diverged on the
strength of these effects under differing organisational conditions. For instance, Ye et al.
(2019) showed that TFL enhanced innovation only when psychological safety was

present, highlighting contextual dependencies.

e Methods: Most studies used cross-sectional surveys and MLQ-based

measurement tools.

¢ Limitations: Cross-sectional designs limited causal inference; reliance on self-

reported data raised concerns about common-method bias.

e Gap: Limited understanding existed regarding how these motivational
mechanisms operated in manufacturing settings characterised by process

constraints and rigid hierarchies.

2.2.3.2. Theme Two: Transformational leadership and team learning / Innovation
Research consistently linked TFL to team learning behaviours and knowledge sharing
(Jiang & Chen, 2018; Klaic et al., 2020; Anselmann & Mulder, 2020). Group-focused TFL

was found to enhance cooperative norms and collective problem-solving, while
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individual-focused TFL performed better when followers felt a strong sense of obligation
to the team (Lorinkova & Perry, 2018; Tang et al., 2024).
e Methods: Quasi-experimental field studies, team-level surveys, and multilevel

modelling were common.

e Limitations: Innovation was often measured perceptually rather than
behaviourally; generalisability to operationally intensive environments remained

limited.

e Gap: Little was known about how leadership supported continuous improvement

behaviours central to operational excellence.

2.2.3.3. Theme Three: Variability of transformational leadership in practice
Breevaart and Zacher (2019) showed that transformational leadership fluctuated
considerably across weeks, contradicting earlier assumptions of leadership as stable

and dispositional. These fluctuations influenced trust, performance, and resilience.

e Methods: Diary studies and experience-sampling methodologies.

e Limitations: Short study durations and small samples reduced reliability;

research rarely examined operational or industrial settings.

e Gap: How transient leadership behaviours influenced long-term capability

building in manufacturing contexts remained unclear.

2.2.4. TFL methodical appraisal studies

Transformational leadership research had traditionally relied on quantitative, cross-
sectional survey designs, most of which used the MLQ to operationalise TFL constructs
(Boamah & Tremblay, 2019). These studies enabled large-scale analysis but were
limited by common-method bias, perceptual inflation, and restricted causal inference
(Boamah & Tremblay, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). Longitudinal designs, though

increasingly used, remained sparse and often short-term. Experimental studies, typically
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laboratory-based, enhanced internal validity but struggled with ecological validity in real

operational environments (Shams et al., 2024).

Case studies, mixed methods, and diary studies contributed contextual richness but
were limited in scale and transferability (Lorinkova & Perry, 2018; Breevaart & Zacher,
2019). Even though mixed-methods and qualitative studies were less common but
offered richer insights into the lived experiences of leadership influence (Shams et al.,
2024), particularly in complex organisational settings. However, these studies often
lacked standardisation in analytical techniques and produced findings that were difficult

to generalise.

2.2.41. Methodological gaps:
1. Lack of empirical work in manufacturing environments (Burawat, 2019).
2. Limited investigation of TFL as a driver of long-term system sustainability
(Algatan et al., 2025).
3. Absence of qualitative evidence exploring how leaders reinforced or undermined
operational routines (Boamah & Tremblay, 2019).
This study directly addressed these gaps by employing qualitative semi-structured
interviews to examine leadership behaviours in real operational settings, providing depth

often missing from mainstream quantitative research.

2.2.5. TFL interim synthesis and gap

The literature demonstrated that transformational leadership had been associated with
a wide spectrum of positive outcomes, including motivation, innovation, learning, and
organisational commitment (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2022). However,
empirical findings also revealed inconsistencies, contextual dependencies, and
conceptual ambiguity. While TFL positively influenced short-term behaviours and
attitudes, far less was known about how these behaviours translated into long-term,

system-level sustainability, particularly within manufacturing organisations.

Crucially, no substantial body of research had examined how transformational
leadership contributed to the embedding and sustaining of operational excellence,

despite transformational leadership being theoretically aligned with continuous
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improvement, cultural transformation, and employee engagement. This produced a
clear empirical and conceptual gap; the integration of transformational leadership theory
with operational excellence sustainability remained underexplored, especially in
emerging-market manufacturing contexts such as South Africa, KwaZulu-Natal

Province.
This gap further justified the present study’s focus on exploring how transformational

leadership supported or hindered the sustainable implementation of operational

excellence within KwaZulu-Natal’s manufacturing sector.
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2.3. Operational excellence

2.3.1. OE theoretical foundations

Operational Excellence has been widely conceptualised as a holistic organisational
philosophy aimed at achieving superior and sustainable performance through
continuous improvement initiatives, systematic elimination of waste, and alignment of
processes with strategic objectives (Luz Tortorella et al., 2021; Kovilage et al., 2022). In
contemporary scholarship, over time, OE was conceptualised as a systemic and
integrated capability, moving beyond discrete improvement instruments and drawing on
theoretical traditions including Lean Thinking, TQM, Six Sigma, and socio-technical
systems theory (McDermott et al., 2021; Muhammad et al., 2022; Trakulsunti et al.,
2022; Mohammed Hamdan Alanazi, 2024). At its core, OE rested on the premise that
organisations could create long-term competitiveness by developing disciplined
processes, embedding a culture centred on structured problem-solving while
encouraging organisation-wide involvement in continuous improvement (Abdullah et al.,
2023).

However, scholars disagreed on whether OE constituted a methodology, a management
system, or an organisational culture, some authors argued that OE was primarily a
structured set of improvement methodologies focused on process optimisation and
reduction of defects (Ahmed et al., 2022; Siefan et al., 2025). Others contended that OE
was fundamentally a cultural orientation grounded in shared values, behaviours, and
leadership commitment, where tools served only as enablers rather than drivers (Found
et al., 2018; Alemu, 2025). A competing view positioned OE within the broader
organisational capabilities literature, asserting that OE should be conceptualised as a
dynamic capability allowing organisations to reconfigure resources and routines in
response to evolving environmental conditions (Fainshmidt et al., 2019). These
divergent perspectives highlighted the multidisciplinary nature of OE and the complexity

of achieving its sustainability.
In addition, scholars debated the causal mechanisms underlying OE outcomes. Tool-

based perspectives tended to attribute performance improvements to standardisation,

process stability, and statistical control, suggesting that adherence to method delivered
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predictable results (McDermott et al., 2021; Srinivasan et al., 2023). In contrast, cultural
and behavioural theorists argued that the success of OE relied less on method and more
on leadership orientation, psychological safety, employee engagement, and the
institutionalisation of continuous improvement norms (Siefan et al., 2025). This debate
underscored the methodological fragmentation in OE scholarship, with studies often
privileging one mechanism while underemphasising the interconnectedness of system

design, culture, and leadership.

For this study, OE was understood through a capability-based lens aligned with the
dynamic capabilities perspective. This perspective was appropriate because OE
sustainability required organisations to embed improvement routines that remained
effective regardless of leadership changes or external volatility. Unlike tool-centric
approaches, a capability lens recognised OE as an evolving organisational competence
shaped by leadership behaviours, learning processes, cultural reinforcement, and
system-level integration (Fainshmidt et al., 2019). This view resonated strongly with the
research aim of examining how transformational leadership contributed to the long-term
institutionalisation and resilience of OE practices. Adopting this lens also addressed
gaps identified in the literature, particularly the need to move beyond short-term
implementation outcomes toward understanding how OE becomes a persistent

organisational capability in emerging-market manufacturing contexts.

2.3.2. OE historical evaluation

The evolution of operational excellence reflected a series of paradigm shifts across
industrial history. OE originated in early 20th-century production theories, most notably
the Toyota Production System, which introduced foundational principles such as Kaizen,
Just-in-Time, Jidoka, and waste elimination (Liker, 2004; Liker & Convis, 2012;
Dombrowski & Mielke, 2013; Found et al., 2018; Liker, 2020; Ljungblom & Lennerfors,
2021; Henrik Saabye et al., 2024).

During the 1980s and 1990s, Western organisations widely adopted TPS-derived
methodologies under the banners of Lean and Six Sigma, marking the first major
milestone in OE’s development (Found et al.,, 2018; Liker, 2020; Ljungblom &
Lennerfors, 2021).
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A significant evolution occurred in the 2000s as organisations increasingly recognised
the limitations of tool-focused approaches. OE began shifting towards a more holistic
cultural model in which leadership behaviour, employee empowerment, and
organisational learning became central. This transition was reinforced by research
showing that Lean and Six Sigma often failed when implemented as isolated technical
interventions rather than embedded cultural systems (Liker, 2020; McDermott et al.,
2021; Henrik Saabye et al., 2024).

More recently, the OE field underwent another transformation driven by digitalisation,
sustainability, and agile operations. Trakulsunti et al. (2022) argued that contemporary
OE required integration between traditional improvement methodologies and emerging
technologies, including automation, data analytics, and Industry 4.0 applications. At the
same time, Siefan et al. (2025) illustrated how OE had expanded to incorporate
environmental and social sustainability, reflecting broader organisational responsibilities

beyond operational efficiency.

A particularly notable development was the movement from generic OE frameworks
toward industry-specific applications, including logistics, healthcare, energy, and
emerging-market manufacturing (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).
These sectoral adaptations highlighted the contextual nature of OE and underscored
the need for leadership models capable of sustaining improvement across diverse
environments. For South African manufacturing firms, characterised by resource
constraints, infrastructural limitations, and variable skill levels, this specialised

application of OE became increasingly relevant.

Taken together, the historical development of OE demonstrated a clear trajectory, from
tool-driven process improvement to an integrated, leadership-dependent organisational
capability (Liker, 2004; Liker & Convis, 2012; Dombrowski & Mielke, 2013; Found et al.,
2018; Liker, 2020; Ljungblom & Lennerfors, 2021; Henrik Saabye et al., 2024; Liker,
2024). This shift underscored the rationale for the present study, which examined how
transformational leadership enabled OE sustainability in manufacturing sector as it is a

complex emerging-market conditions.
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2.3.3. OE empirical evidence (Key themes and debates)

2.3.3.1. Theme One: Measurement and operationalisation of OE

Measurement of operational excellence mattered because empirical conclusions were
highly dependent on how the construct was defined and operationalised. Without
consistent measurement, comparisons across studies and contexts remained
problematic. Studies converged in viewing OE as a multidimensional construct
encompassing efficiency, quality, delivery, flexibility, and continuous improvement, yet
diverged on whether OE should be measured through process maturity, performance
outcomes, or cultural indicators (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Some
research operationalised OE through Lean or Six Sigma adoption levels, while others
focused on outcome metrics such as cost reduction or service reliability, leading to

inconsistent findings regarding impact magnitude and sustainability (Siefan et al., 2025).

e Methods: Most studies relied on cross-sectional survey designs using self-
reported Likert-scale measures, complemented by secondary performance data

in fewer cases (McDermott et al., 2021).

o Limitations: Measurement bias, construct overlap, and limited validation across
industries reduced generalisability and raised concerns about internal validity
(Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

e Gap: It remained unclear how OE could be consistently measured as a
sustainable capability rather than a short-term performance outcome, motivating

this study’s qualitative exploration of OE sustainability mechanisms.

2.3.3.2. Theme Two: Drivers and outcomes associated with OE

Understanding OE drivers was critical because many initiatives failed despite
methodological adoption, suggesting that technical tools alone were insufficient.
Empirical studies largely agreed that leadership commitment, employee involvement,
and structured training were central drivers of OE success (McDermott et al., 2021;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022). However, findings diverged on outcome durability, with several

studies reporting early performance gains that diminished over time when leadership
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attention declined (Siefan et al., 2025). OE was consistently associated with improved

operational and financial performance, while social and environmental outcomes were

less frequently examined.

Methods: Quantitative regression models and structural equation modelling
dominated, often testing direct relationships between OE practices and

performance outcomes.

Limitations: Causality was difficult to establish due to cross-sectional designs,
and leadership was frequently treated as a generic control variable rather than a

focal construct.

Gap statement: The limited examination of leadership behaviours as dynamic
drivers of sustained OE outcomes highlighted the need to integrate leadership

theory more explicitly.

2.3.3.3. Theme Three: Methodological approaches and data quality in issues

Methodological rigour mattered because inconsistent designs limited the credibility and

cumulative value of OE research. Most studies relied on single-organisation or single-

industry samples, producing context-specific insights but weak external validity

(Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Longitudinal evidence on OE sustainability remained scarce,

despite repeated calls for process-oriented research (McDermott et al., 2021).

Methods: Survey-based studies dominated, while qualitative case studies and

mixed-methods designs were underutilised.

Limitations: Self-report bias, common-method variance, and limited

triangulation constrained interpretive depth and robustness.
Gap: The absence of qualitative, multi-site studies examining OE as an evolving

organisational capability created a methodological gap addressed by this

research.
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2.3.3.4. Theme Four: Contextual moderators affecting OE

Contextual moderators were important because OE effectiveness varied widely across
sectors and regions. Studies showed that sectoral complexity, regulatory environments,
and workforce skill levels moderated OE outcomes (Siefan et al., 2025). Emerging-
market contexts were underrepresented, despite evidence that resource constraints and
leadership instability influenced OE sustainability differently than in developed

economies (Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

e Methods: Context was typically introduced as a control variable rather than a

central analytical lens.

» Limitations: Limited geographic diversity restricted theoretical generalisation

beyond developed economies.

e Gap: The lack of empirical evidence from African manufacturing contexts justified

the study’s focus on KwaZulu-Natal.

2.3.4. OE methodical appraisal studies

Research on operational excellence (OE) has employed a wide range of methodological
designs, reflecting the multidisciplinary nature of the construct and its application across
manufacturing, service, logistics, and public-sector contexts. Much of the recent
empirical work relied on case studies and cross-sectional survey designs, which enabled
researchers to explore organisational processes, maturity levels, and performance
outcomes within real-world settings (Trakulsunti et al., 2022; Siefan et al., 2025). Case
studies offered rich contextual insights but were often limited by small sample sizes and
restricted generalisability. Survey-based designs, while useful for identifying
associations between OE practices and performance outcomes, suffered from common-

method bias, self-report inaccuracies, and an inability to confirm causal relationships.

Experimental and quasi-experimental designs were rare in OE research due to the
difficulty of manipulating real-world operational processes without disrupting production
systems. Some studies used mixed-methods approaches, integrating quantitative

performance indicators (e.g., defect rates, lead times, downtime) with qualitative
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interviews to strengthen triangulation and provide a more holistic assessment of OE
implementation (McDermott et al., 2021). However, methodological inconsistencies
emerged, particularly around the operationalisation and measurement of OE across
studies, where researchers disagreed on which indicators best captured OE maturity,

sustainability, and impact.

Analytical techniques commonly included structural equation modelling, regression
analyses, thematic analysis, and performance benchmarking. Despite their value, these
methods frequently overlooked causal mechanisms, interaction effects, and contextual
moderators such as leadership, organisational culture, and workforce capability.
Additionally, few studies examined OE longitudinally, leaving gaps in understanding how

OE practices evolved or deteriorated over time.

The methodological gaps addressed by the present study lay in this absence of context-
rich, qualitative evidence exploring “how and why” OE practices were sustained or lost
in dynamic manufacturing environments. Existing studies seldom incorporated
leadership as a central explanatory variable, despite its acknowledged relevance.
Furthermore, very few OE studies focused on emerging-market manufacturing contexts,
particularly within Africa, creating a need for research that captured organisational
realities, leadership influences, and system-level constraints through semi-structured

interviews and thematic analysis.

2.3.5. OE interim synthesis and gap

The operational excellence literature has consistently demonstrated that OE served as
a critical organisational philosophy for driving process efficiency, strategic alignment,
and continuous improvement across multiple sectors (Swarnakar & Khalfan, 2025). Prior
studies had established strong empirical support for OE methodologies such as
integrated Lean Six Sigma and independently Lean and Six Sigma, which collectively
enhanced productivity, reduced waste, and improved customer value (McDermott et al.,
2021; Siefan et al., 2025). Evidence further showed that OE frameworks contributed to
both operational and sustainability outcomes, particularly when supported by structured
problem-solving routines and disciplined process control (Trakulsunti et al., 2022). At a

conceptual level, OE had evolved from narrow waste-reduction techniques to broader,
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integrated systems of organisational learning, culture shaping, and strategic execution
(Found et al.,, 2018). However, despite these advancements, the literature also
acknowledged persistent challenges related to implementation consistency, capability

development, and long-term institutionalisation across diverse organisational contexts.

What remained less understood was the human and behavioural infrastructure required
for sustaining OE over time. Although leadership was frequently referenced as a critical
success factor, most OE studies treated leadership as a contextual variable rather than
interrogating how specific leadership behaviours shaped OE sustainability. Furthermore,
OE scholarship was often dominated by technical analyses of tools and methods,
thereby under-developing the theoretical and empirical understanding of the social,
cognitive, and motivational mechanisms that enabled OE systems to endure beyond
initial implementation (Berhe et al., 2023). Studies also tended to rely on cross-sectional
or tool-centric assessments, offering limited insight into how OE became embedded in
organisational culture or how improvement systems remained resilient during periods of

change or instability (McDermott et al., 2021).

This gap was particularly evident in emerging-market manufacturing sectors, where
structural volatility, resource constraints, and leadership turnover presented additional
pressures on OE sustainability. Despite widespread adoption of OE methodologies,
many organisations in these environments continued to experience implementation
fatigue, inconsistent performance gains, and regression after leadership changes,
indicating that the enduring success of OE required more than methodological rigour
alone (Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Accordingly, while the literature offered robust evidence
on the benefits and challenges of OE, it had insufficiently addressed the deeper
leadership-driven mechanisms that influenced the transition from episodic improvement

to long-term operational excellence.

This unresolved theoretical and empirical gap motivated the present study. By
examining OE through a behavioural and leadership-centred lens, the study sought to
contribute to a more holistic understanding of OE sustainability. Specifically, the gap
pointed toward the need to explore how transformational leadership, with its emphasis

on motivation, cultural shaping, vision, and follower development, could play a pivotal
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role in embedding OE as a resilient organisational capability. This linkage was essential
because it offered a pathway to understanding not only how OE practices were
implemented, but how they were sustained, thereby establishing the conceptual bridge

to the next section of the literature review.
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2.4. Transformation leadership and operational excellence Intersection
(Dynamic Capabilities Theory as Intersectional Anchor)

2.41. Why dynamic capabilities theory as the intersectional theoretical anchor

Dynamic capabilities theory was adopted as the primary theoretical anchor to
understand and explain the intersection between transformational leadership and
operational excellence because it provided a coherent and integrative framework for
understanding how organisations intentionally built, renewed, and sustained operational
capabilities over time (Bari et al., 2022). Unlike static efficiency-based theories, dynamic
capabilities theory emphasised the organisational capacity to sense, seize, and
reconfigure resources in response to changing environments, making it particularly
suitable for examining the sustainability of operational excellence initiatives rather than

their short-term performance effects (Teece et al., 2016; Teece, 2018).

Recent scholarship increasingly positioned leadership as a critical micro foundation of
dynamic capabilities, arguing that managerial cognition, behavioural orientation, and
social influence mechanisms shaped how organisations interpreted environmental
signals and mobilised improvement efforts (Helfat & Martin, 2015; Schilke et al., 2018).
Transformational leadership, with its prominence on vision articulation, intellectual
stimulation, and individualised consideration, was therefore conceptually aligned with
the sensing and seizing dimensions of dynamic capabilities, as it influenced how
employees identified improvement opportunities and committed to change initiatives
(Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).

At the same time, operational excellence literature increasingly highlighted that
sustained improvement outcomes depended not only on the adoption of methodologies
such as Six Sigma or Lean, but on the firm’s capability to continuously reshape and
adjust its resource base routines, processes, and cultural norms (McDermott et al.,
2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Dynamic capabilities theory provided a robust
explanatory bridge between these operational mechanisms and leadership influence,
clarifying how transformational leaders enabled the institutionalisation and renewal of

operational excellence systems beyond episodic improvement projects.
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Alternatively, resource-based view (RBV) theoretical lenses were considered but found
to be limited in their ability to account for change dynamics, leadership agency, and
temporal sustainability. RBV primarily focused on resource possession rather than
resource transformation, making it less suitable for explaining how operational
excellence was sustained in volatile manufacturing contexts (Barney et al., 2021a;
Barney et al.,, 2021b). It is by contrast, dynamic capabilities theory that explicitly
accounted for learning, adaptation, and reconfiguration, offering stronger theoretical
rigour for examining how transformational leadership translated into enduring
operational excellence. Accordingly, anchoring the study within dynamic capabilities
theory strengthened both its theoretical coherence and explanatory power, enabling a
more nuanced understanding of leadership-driven capability development in

manufacturing environments (Lopez-Cabrales et al., 2017).

2.4.2. TFL and OE conceptual linkages

The literature provided limited evidence that transformational leadership and operational
excellence functioned as integrated or mutually reinforcing capabilities shaping how
organisations adapted, learned, and sustained performance over time. Transformational
leadership had been shown to influence follower motivation, knowledge sharing, and
collective sense-making, thereby strengthening the firm’s capability to adapt and
restructure its assets and processes to address changing environmental conditions
(Jiang & Chen, 2018; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). Operational excellence, in turn,
represented a bundle of process-based routines, such as Six Sigma, Lean, and CI
systems, that institutionalised efficient, reliable, and waste-reducing practices
(McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). When viewed through a dynamic
capabilities lens, transformational leadership could be interpreted as a higher-order
enabling capability that shaped sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring behaviours, while
operational excellence reflected the patterned, day-to-day operational capabilities

through which these strategic adjustments were enacted (Salvato & Vassolo, 2018).

Several studies implicitly or explicitly supported a causal pathway in which
transformational leaders fostered cultures of learning, psychological safety, and
innovation that were conducive to the adoption and maturation of operational excellence

programmes (Duan et al., 2016; Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; McDermott et al., 2021). In
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such accounts, leadership behaviours such as articulating a compelling vision, role-
modelling improvement behaviours, and providing individualised support functioned as
mechanisms that enabled the development and renewal of continuous improvement
routines. Dynamic capabilities theory helped to clarify this logic by framing
transformational leadership as central to renewing and recombining process capabilities
under conditions of volatility, rather than viewing it merely as a static antecedent to

performance.

Other authors hinted at reciprocal relationships, where the disciplined routines and data-
driven practices associated with operational excellence also shaped leadership
behaviour over time. As improvement systems matured, leaders were required to
engage more deeply with standard work, visual management, and problem-solving
practices, which in turn reinforced or constrained their ability to act transformationally
(Found et al., 2018; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). From a dynamic capabilities perspective,
this suggested a feedback loop, transformational leadership enabled the emergence of
robust operational routines, while these routines either supported or undermined the
ongoing exercise of transformational influence, depending on how they were governed

and resourced.

The literature additionally pointed to contextual conditions under which the relationship
between operational excellence and transformational leadership held or weakened.
Positive linkages were more evident in settings where leaders sustained visible
involvement in improvement work, where employees perceived high levels of trust and
fairness, and where organisations invested in learning and cross-functional collaboration
(Jiang & Chen, 2018; Lorinkova & Perry, 2018). It is by contrast, the relationship tended
to falter when leadership support was episodic, when improvement programmes were
treated as cost-cutting exercises, or when structural constraints limited employee’s
discretion to act on identified problems (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).
These contingencies resonated with dynamic capabilities thinking, which emphasised
that the effectiveness of sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring activities depended on both

leadership intent and the broader organisational context.
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Despite growing recognition of these conceptual linkages, the literature remained
fragmented. Many empirical studies treated transformational leadership and operational
excellence as separate streams, with limited theorisation of how leadership behaviours
translated into enduring process capabilities, particularly in emerging-market
manufacturing contexts such as KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. The dynamic capabilities
framework had been underutilised as an explicit integrative lens. This study, therefore,
positioned dynamic capabilities as the intersectional anchor, using it to examine how
transformational leadership contributed to the development, reinforcement, and
sustainability of operational excellence routines in manufacturing plants, and under what

contextual conditions these linkages were most robust.

2.4.3. TFL and OE integrated empirical evidence (Key themes and debates)
24.31. Theme One: Measurement and operationalisation of the TFL/OE
intersection

This theme had mattered because the way scholars defined and measured operational
excellence often determined whether transformational leadership (TFL) appeared
influential, and whether “sustainability” was treated as a true capability or merely a short-
term performance episode (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Studies
largely converged in treating OE as a bundle of improvement routines (e.g., Lean/Lean
Six Sigmal/logistics excellence) and TFL as a set of behaviours (vision, inspiration,
individualised support, intellectual stimulation). However, conclusions diverged when
OE was operationalised as tool adoption (often showing quick positive associations)
versus system maturity/capability (where evidence for long-run stability remained

weaker or and uknown) (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

e Methods: Work commonly relied on survey-based leadership scales for TFL and
composite indices of OE practices, with modelling via regression/SEM. Where
“time” was included, it tended to be proxied through perceptions rather than
tracked as capability development (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Trakulsunti et al.,
2022).
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e Limitations: The intersection literature often risked construct slippage, OE was
sometimes treated as synonymous with Lean/TQM initiatives, while TFL was
sometimes inferred from favourable outcomes, precisely the kind of conflation
critics warned could inflate correlations and blur causal claims (Siangchokyoo et
al., 2020; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

e Gap: It had remained unresolved how to measure whether TFL helped OE
become a self-reinforcing organisational capability rather than a leader-
dependent programme, especially under leadership turnover and operational
shocks (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

24.3.2. Theme Two: Drivers and outcomes (How TFL was said to enable OE
performance)

This theme had mattered because the practical promise of the intersection rested on the
claim that TFL did not only “encourage people,” but enabled disciplined routines that
underpinned OE outcomes such as reliability, quality, and delivery performance
(McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Evidence generally aligned with the
view that TFL was positively associated with improvement-oriented outcomes, partly
because it mobilised commitment and meaning around change. Yet countervailing
arguments suggested that TFL’s benefits were not automatic, leadership could energise
improvement efforts while still failing to institutionalise process discipline if systems,
governance, and capability-building were weak (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; McDermott
et al., 2021).

e Methods: Studies typically assessed outcomes through perceptual performance
indicators or reported improvements linked to OE initiatives (e.g., project
outcomes, adoption levels), rather than objective longitudinal process measures.
This had made it difficult to separate genuine capability improvement from
optimistic post-implementation sentiment (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et
al., 2022).
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e Limitations: A persistent concern had been directionality, strong operational
performance could also have shaped how “transformational” leaders were
perceived, rather than TFL driving OE. This endogeneity risk was frequently
acknowledged but rarely resolved with stronger designs (Siangchokyoo et al.,
2020; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

e Gap: What had remained unclear was which TFL behaviours most reliably
translated into sustained OE routines (standard work, problem-solving cadence,
daily management), as opposed to short-run motivation and episodic project

success (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

2.4.3.3. Theme Three: Mechanisms (mediators linking TFL to OE routines)

This theme had mattered because the intersection became theoretically credible only if
scholars could explain how TFL translated into OE capability, through mechanisms such
as trust, engagement, knowledge exchange, and improvement participation (Breevaart
& Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). The literature tended to converge on social-
psychological pathways, TFL was associated with climates conducive to continuous
improvement, and it appeared to support behaviours that made improvement systems
workable. Yet critiques cautioned that TFL research sometimes assumed
“transformation” without demonstrating durable changes in follower values and routines,
making mechanisms plausible but under-tested in OE contexts (Breevaart & Zacher,
2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).

e Methods: Mechanisms were frequently tested via mediation models using cross-
sectional data, where trust/engagement were measured alongside self-reported
OE practices. Diary-based leadership evidence strengthened the case that
leadership behaviours fluctuated and mattered in the short run, but it still did not
settle whether these fluctuations accumulated into sustained OE capability
(Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

e Limitations: The mechanism story had been weakened by the tendency to
measure attitudes more than routines. Improvement cultures were discussed, but

the translation into stable operational governance (tiered meetings, leader
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standard work, problem-solving routines) was less directly evidenced
(McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

Gap: It had remained insufficiently evidenced whether TFL-enabled mechanisms
produced institutionalisation (OE embedded in systems) or merely mobilisation
(OE dependent on leader presence) (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Trakulsunti et
al., 2022).

24.3.4. Theme Four: Methodological approaches and data quality issues in the

TFL/OE Literature

This theme had mattered because claims about sustainability and resilience required

evidence beyond “snapshots,” yet much of the intersection work remained cross-

sectional (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Reviews of OE applications

(e.g., logistics/service sectors) indicated robust interest, and many reported benefits, but

also consistent implementation barriers and uneven evidence quality, conditions under

which leadership effects could have been overstated or context-dependent (Trakulsunti
et al., 2022; Siefan et al., 2025).

Methods: The dominant pattern had been single-source surveys and perception-
based measures. Qualitative, multi-site, and process-focused designs were less
common, even though they were well-suited to examining sustainability, routines,
and institutionalisation over time (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al.,
2022).

Limitations: Common-method bias, endogeneity, and measurement overlap
had remained recurring threats. In TFL research specifically, conceptual
vagueness and the conflation of behaviours with outcomes risked making TFL
appear universally beneficial regardless of operational realities (Siangchokyoo et
al., 2020).

Gap: A key unresolved need had been study-specific, context-rich evidence

showing how TFL behaviours interacted with OE infrastructures (governance,
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routines, capability-building) to produce sustainability rather than temporary
gains (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

2.4.3.5. Theme Five: Contextual moderators affecting the TFL/OE relationship

Context had mattered because OE depended on resources, skills, stability, and

operational governance, factors that could amplify or constrain leadership influence
(McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). OE research suggested that

leadership involvement was a success factor, but outcomes varied with constraints such

as training, infrastructure, resistance to change, and crisis conditions. During shocks

(e.g., pandemic-era pressures), resilience and adaptability shaped whether OE could be

sustained, suggesting TFL effects were likely conditional rather than universal
(McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

Methods: Sectoral studies (logistics, service, healthcare) provided useful insight,
yet contexts were unevenly represented. Emerging-market manufacturing
settings were less visible, limiting confidence that findings transferred into high-
volatility environments where OE sustainability might be hardest to achieve
(Trakulsunti et al., 2022; Siefan et al., 2025).

Limitations: The literature had often treated context as background rather than
as a tested moderator. This had left uncertainty about whether TFL strengthened
OE most under high uncertainty, low capability maturity, or strong institutional

supports (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; McDermott et al., 2021).

Gap: What had remained underdeveloped was empirical insight into how the
TFL/OE relationship behaved in emerging-market manufacturing, where
volatility, skills constraints, and infrastructural limits could shape both leadership
practice and OE institutionalisation, directly motivating your KZN manufacturing
focus (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).
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2.4.4. TFL and OE boundary conditions, mediators, and moderators
This section of the literature review focused on the boundary conditions, mediators, and
moderators that shaped the relationship between transformational leadership and

operational excellence across different studies and contexts.

Across the broader leadership literature, the relationship between transformational
leadership and performance had increasingly been explained through indirect
mechanisms rather than simple, direct effects (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Alnadi &
McLaughlin, 2021). Organisational culture, knowledge sharing, learning climate,
psychological empowerment, and dynamic capabilities frequently emerged as key
mediating variables (Jiang & Chen, 2018; Lorinkova & Perry, 2018; Trakulsunti et al.,
2022). For example, several studies showed that transformational leadership enhanced
organisational culture and change capability, which in turn improved organisational
performance and change outcomes (Aij & Teunissen, 2017; McDermott et al., 2021).
These findings aligned with earlier work in operational settings where transformational
leaders were found to shape cooperative norms, voice behaviours, and knowledge
integration, mechanisms that were critical for process innovation, continuous
improvement, and team-based problem solving at the heart of operational excellence
(Duan et al., 2016; Jiang & Chen, 2018). In more recent conceptual work directly linking
transformational leadership and operational excellence, knowledge sharing was
explicitly proposed as a mediator between transformational leadership and operational
excellence outcomes, underscoring the centrality of learning and information flows for

sustaining improvement systems (Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

A second family of mediators related to dynamic capabilities, that is, the organisation’s
ability to sense, seize, and reconfigure resources in response to changing conditions
(Teece et al., 2016; Teece, 2018). Recent reviews suggested that transformational
leadership influenced firm performance partly through dynamic capabilities and
innovation, positioning leadership as a micro-foundation of adaptive capability in
turbulent environments (Aij & Teunissen, 2017; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). This line of

reasoning resonated strongly with operational excellence, which depended not only on
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stable routines but also on the capability to refresh and reconfigure process
architectures as markets, technologies, and regulations evolved (McDermott et al.,
2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). In this sense, dynamic capabilities, learning culture, and
absorptive capacity could be interpreted as mechanisms through which transformational
leadership was translated into resilient and continuously improving operational systems,

rather than one-off improvement projects (Siefan et al., 2025).

At the same time, the literature made it clear that the strength and direction of these
relationships depended on contextual moderators. Sectoral and national contexts
shaped whether and how transformational leadership practices translated into
operational gains (Ngibe & Lekhanya, 2019; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Studies from
manufacturing in emerging economies indicated that industry volatility, institutional
constraints, and capability gaps could weaken or condition the leadership performance
link, requiring stronger cultural and systems enablers for operational excellence to take
root (Aij & Teunissen, 2017; McDermott et al., 2021).

Research in logistics, healthcare, and public services similarly suggested that regulatory
pressures, professional norms, and customer-safety requirements moderated the
impact of leadership on lean or operational excellence programmes, sometimes
amplifying the effect (when alignment was high) and sometimes constraining it (when
incentives and governance were misaligned) (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al.,
2022). Organisational-level moderators also featured prominently, leadership
consistency over time, the maturity of existing improvement systems, resource
availability, and prior change fatigue all appeared to condition whether transformational
leadership could realistically sustain operational excellence beyond initial roll-out
(Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).

Methodologically, most of this work relied on cross-sectional survey designs and self-
report data, which limited the ability to establish causal pathways or observe how
mediators and moderators operated over time (Aij & Teunissen, 2017; Trakulsunti et al.,
2022). Longitudinal and diary studies that captured within-leader and within-team
variation showed that weekly fluctuations in transformational and passive leadership

behaviours significantly affected follower trust and perceived effectiveness, suggesting
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that time and stability were important but often underexplored boundary conditions
(Breevaart & Zacher, 2019). Very few empirical studies explicitly examined
transformational leadership and operational excellence together using multi-wave or
mixed-method designs in manufacturing contexts, and even fewer did so in African or
KwaZulu-Natal type settings (Ngibe & Lekhanya, 2019; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). This
left a clear gap, while the literature had identified plausible mediators (culture,
knowledge sharing, learning, dynamic capabilities) and a range of contextual
moderators (sector, geography, regulatory environment, organisational maturity), it had
not yet traced how these factors jointly shaped the ability of transformational leadership
to embed and sustain operational excellence in real manufacturing systems over time.
Addressing this gap provided a strong justification for the present study’s focus on
boundary conditions, mechanisms, and context within the KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing

sector.

2.4.5. TFL and OE intersection gaps and research opportunity

Across the literature, the intersection between transformational leadership and
operational excellence had been acknowledged but not yet fully theorised or empirically
consolidated. Studies on transformational leadership increasingly demonstrated robust
links with performance, employee attitudes, and change outcomes (Siangchokyoo et al.,
2020; Wang et al., 2021), while research on operational excellence showed strong
associations with efficiency, quality, and, more recently, sustainability outcomes
(McDermott et al., 2021; Siefan et al., 2025; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). However, most of
these streams evolved in parallel, with only limited work explaining how transformational
leadership capabilities were translated into durable, system-level operational

excellence, particularly in emerging-market manufacturing contexts.

First, there remained no widely accepted integrated framework that explicitly linked
transformational leadership constructs to the development and renewal of operational
excellence routines through a dynamic capabilities lens. While leadership was frequently
cited as a “critical success factor” for Lean, Six Sigma, or broader operational excellence
programmes (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022), the underlying
mechanisms by which leaders sensed opportunities, reconfigured resources, and

stabilised new process routines over time were only loosely specified. Existing models
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tended to focus either on leadership behaviours or on process methodologies, rather
than treating operational excellence as an organisational capability shaped and renewed
by leadership-driven sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring activities (Found et al., 2018;
Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).

Second, there was a shortage of context-sensitive, empirical evidence at the intersection
of transformational leadership and operational excellence in under-researched regions.
Most empirical studies were conducted in North American, European, or Asian service
and manufacturing settings, with comparatively few examining African manufacturing
systems or provinces such as KwaZulu-Natal, despite their significant industrial base
and structural constraints. This limited understanding of how institutional conditions,
infrastructure constraints, and volatility in emerging markets shaped the relationship
between leadership and sustainable operational excellence (McDermott et al., 2021;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

Third, earlier work often privileged short-term or tool-centric outcomes (e.g., project
savings, defect reduction, isolated Lean events), while offering limited insight into the
long-term resilience of operational excellence systems once key leaders moved on or
organisational priorities shifted. The sustainability of operational excellence was
commonly assumed rather than empirically tested. Questions remained about whether
transformational leadership simply triggered early-stage adoption or whether it
contributed to the institutionalisation of routines that continued to function independently

of specific leaders (Siefan et al., 2025).

Finally, the literature still lacked rich, qualitative accounts of how leaders and operational
actors experienced this intersection in practice. Much of the evidence relied on cross-
sectional surveys and aggregated performance metrics, which were useful for identifying
correlations but less effective for uncovering the interpretive processes, cultural
dynamics, and micro-level mechanisms through which transformational leaders shaped
operational excellence capabilities over time (Ahsan, 2024; Busetto et al., 2020). These
gaps collectively opened a clear research opportunity. This study therefore, positioned
transformational leadership and operational excellence within a dynamic capabilities

perspective, viewing transformational leadership as a potential driver of the sensing,
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seizing, and reconfiguring processes required to build and sustain operational
excellence in manufacturing plants. It is by using an interpretivist, qualitative design in
KwaZulu-Natal’s manufacturing sector, the research aimed to develop a more nuanced,
contextually grounded explanation of how transformational leadership contributed to the
sustainable implementation of operational excellence, and how operational excellence
routines could become self-reinforcing even as individual leaders changed. This
intersectional focus shaped the study’s conceptual model and guided the subsequent

propositions and research questions.

2.5. Research questions derived from literature

The two research questions were systematically derived from the critical review of
contemporary literature on transformational leadership, operational excellence, and their
intersection. Recent studies had highlighted that while transformational leadership was
consistently associated with positive organisational outcomes, there remained limited
empirical clarity on how specific leadership behaviours contributed to the long-term
sustainability of operational excellence systems, particularly within manufacturing
contexts (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). The literature further
revealed that many operational excellence initiatives achieved short-term performance
improvements but struggled to remain embedded when leadership changed or when
external pressures intensified, suggesting a gap between leadership-driven initiation
and system-level sustainability (McDermott et al., 2021; Siefan et al., 2025). These
unresolved debates directly informed the formulation of research questions that focused
not only on leadership influence but on the mechanisms and conditions through which

operational excellence could be sustained over time.

In addition, recent scholarship had called for more context-sensitive and qualitative
inquiry into leadership—operations linkages, especially in underrepresented emerging-
market manufacturing environments (Busetto et al., 2020; Reuber & Fischer, 2021). The
reviewed literature indicated that existing studies were predominantly cross-sectional
and survey-based, offering limited insight into how leadership practices were
experienced, enacted, and translated into enduring operational routines. As a result, the
research questions were framed to explore “how” and “which” transformational

leadership practices influenced the sustainable implementation of operational
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excellence, rather than to test predetermined causal relationships. The alignment
between the research questions and objectives ensured that the empirical investigation
remained grounded in identified theoretical gaps while responding directly to recent calls
for deeper, practice-oriented understanding of leadership and operational excellence

sustainability.

2.6. Conclusion: Synthesis and need for the study

This chapter offered a comprehensive synthesis of the theoretical, historical, and
empirical foundations of transformational leadership and operational excellence, as well
as an integrative assessment of how these constructs had been linked in prior
scholarship. The review demonstrated that transformational leadership had evolved into
a multifaceted leadership paradigm grounded in vision, motivation, behavioural
modelling, and follower development, although its conceptual boundaries and
measurement consistency remained contested in contemporary research (Breevaart &
Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). Similarly, operational excellence had
progressed from tool-driven improvement philosophies such as Lean and Six Sigma to
a broader organisational capability focused on continuous improvement, strategic
alignment, and cultural embedding (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).
While empirical evidence confirmed that transformational leadership facilitated several
antecedents of operational excellence, such as employee engagement, knowledge
sharing, and adaptive learning, scholarly debates persisted regarding the durability of
these effects, especially in volatile and resource-constrained environments typical of

emerging markets.

Across the literature, several conceptual and methodological limitations were identified.
Transformational leadership research often relied on perceptual, cross-sectional data
and exhibited variability in operationalisation, which weakened causal inferences.
Operational excellence research, by contrast, frequently overlooked behavioural and
cultural antecedents, concentrating instead on technical methodologies and process-
level outcomes. The intersection of the two constructs remained underdeveloped, with
limited empirical work examining how transformational leadership contributed to the
long-term institutionalisation of operational excellence, especially beyond the initial

implementation phase. The absence of integrated theoretical models, particularly those
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grounded in dynamic capabilities, further constrained understanding of how leadership
shaped organisational resilience, learning routines, and sustained performance

trajectories.

Given these gaps, the refined research problem centred on the insufficient knowledge
of how transformational leadership fostered the sustainability, not merely the adoption,
of operational excellence within manufacturing contexts. The chapter therefore, justified
the necessity of examining the behavioural, cultural, and systemic mechanisms through
which leadership shaped operational excellence outcomes over time. This was
especially pertinent within KwaZulu-Natal's manufacturing sector, where operational
volatility, infrastructure instability, and competitive pressures underscored the
importance of leadership-dependent and leadership-independent improvement

capabilities.

The synthesis of literature thus affirmed the need for this study, both academically and
practically. Academically, the research contributed to addressing gaps related to
conceptual clarity, measurement challenges, and the lack of integrated models
explaining the leadership—operational excellence relationship. Practically, it responded
to the urgent need for manufacturing organisations to sustain improvement programmes
despite leadership turnover, environmental turbulence, and resource constraints. It is by
exploring how transformational leadership behaviours supported or hindered the
endurance of operational excellence practices, the study offered valuable insights for
leaders, practitioners, and policymakers seeking long-term operational competitiveness.
Consequently, the chapter set the foundation for the subsequent empirical investigation
aimed at advancing theoretical understanding and informing practice in the

manufacturing sector.
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3. Chapter Three: Research Questions Development

3.1. Introduction

The purpose of this chapter was to present the research questions that guided the
empirical inquiry of this study. The research questions were essential because the topic
under investigation, how transformational leadership influenced the sustainable
implementation of operational excellence, remained under-explored, particularly in
emerging-market manufacturing contexts. In such settings, where theoretical clarity and
empirical consensus were limited, research questions rather than hypotheses enabled
a flexible, exploratory examination of complex leadership—operations dynamics
(Saunders et al., 2019; Busetto et al., 2020). These questions acted as the compass for
the study, shaping data collection, thematic analysis, and the subsequent interpretation

of findings.

This chapter, therefore linked directly to the problem statement and research objectives
outlined earlier. The identified gaps in leadership influence, sustainability of
improvement systems, and the contextual challenges within KwaZulu-Natal's
manufacturing sector necessitated the formulation of two focused research questions,

which guided the direction of the empirical investigation.

3.2. Basis for research questions

3.2.1. Literature context

The literature review in Chapter Two highlighted several unresolved debates. First,
although transformational leadership was widely associated with positive organisational
outcomes, scholars noted conceptual ambiguity and limited understanding of its
mechanisms in operational environments (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et
al.,, 2020). Second, operational excellence research increasingly emphasised
sustainability, yet empirical studies seldom explained how leadership behaviours
embedded improvement systems over time (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al.,
2022). Third, there remained insufficient evidence from African and emerging-market
manufacturing sectors, where contextual volatility and resource constraints influenced

the adoption and sustainability of excellence programmes.
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3.2.2. Justification

Because these gaps represented conceptual fragmentation and insufficient empirical
grounding, research questions rather than hypotheses were appropriate. Questions
supported the study’s interpretivist and inductive approach, allowing participants to
articulate their lived experiences and perceptions (Busetto et al., 2020). They also
offered the flexibility needed to uncover new insights not previously documented in

leadership or operational excellence literature.

3.3. Formulation of research questions
Based on the identified gaps and objectives of the study, the following research

questions were formulated:

3.3.1. Research question number one:

What specific transformational leadership practices contributed most to
sustaining continuous improvement, operational initiatives, and performance
excellence in KwaZulu-Natal’s manufacturing sector?

3.3.2. Research question number two:

How did transformational leadership influence the sustainable implementation of
operational excellence in manufacturing firms in KwaZulu-Natal?

These research questions were formulated to be concise, clearly articulated, and
aligned with the exploratory purpose of the study (Hunt et al., 2018; Barroga &
Matanguihan, 2022). Derived from the literature and research objectives, they were
designed to guide the inquiry toward a deeper understanding of how transformational
leadership influences the sustainable implementation of operational excellence. It is by
focusing on both leadership practices and sustainability outcomes, the questions
ensured coherence between the theoretical framework, empirical investigation, and
overall aims of the research. Furthermore, they were sufficiently structured to provide a
clear and focused direction, define the scope of the study, and maintain specificity and
manageability. Ultimately, these questions address a relevant problem and serve as a

benchmark for evaluating the success of the research ( Hunt et al., 2018).
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3.4. Literature support for each question
3.4.1. RQ1:

What specific transformational leadership practices contributed most to sustaining
continuous improvement, operational initiatives and performance excellence in
KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing sector?

Supporting Literature:

Recent studies highlighted that transformational leadership behaviours, such as
enhanced innovation, individualised consideration, inspirational motivation,
engagement, intellectual stimulation, and continuous improvement (Ye et al., 2019;
Lorinkova & Perry, 2019). However, scholars also observed inconsistent empirical
findings and argued that context shaped which behaviours were most influential
(Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). This inconsistency revealed a clear gap regarding which
specific leadership practices supported long-term operational excellence, especially in

emerging-market manufacturing settings.

3.4.2. RQ2:

How did transformational leadership influence the sustainable implementation of
operational excellence in manufacturing firms in KwaZulu-Natal?

Supporting Literature:

Operational excellence sustainability depended heavily on leadership commitment,
cultural alignment, and system-level reinforcement (McDermott et al., 2021; Siefan et
al., 2025). However, relatively few studies have investigated the leadership—operations
relationship holistically. Trakulsunti et al. (2022) called for more empirical work to
understand how leadership shaped improvement system resilience over time. This gap
justified the need to explore how transformational leadership behaviours enabled or

hindered the sustained effectiveness of operational excellence efforts over time.
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3.5. Alignment with research objectives

The research questions were deliberately aligned with the primary and secondary

objectives of the study, ensuring coherence across the research design.

Mapping of Objectives to Research Questions

Mapping of Research Objectives to Research Questions - Alignment
# Research Objective Research Question
1 |To examine how transformational leadership influenced the sustainable RQ2
implementation of operational excellence.
2 |To identify key transformational leadership behaviours that contributed to
N RQ1
long-term OE sustainability.
3 |To evaluate the extent to which transformational leadership supported
. . RQ1 & RQ2
cultural change and continuous improvement.
4 [To understand challenges and enablers of aligning leadership and OE RQ2
sustainability.

Table 3.1 : Mapping of objectives to research questions

Source: Author’s own development

Table 3.1, above, demonstrated how each research question operationalised the study’s
intent and ensured that the empirical investigation addressed all components of the

research purpose.

Ultimately, this chapter outlined the formulation and justification of the research
questions that guided the study. Grounded in the literature gaps identified in Chapter
Two, the questions were necessary to deepen understanding of how transformational
leadership shaped the sustainability of operational excellence within KwaZulu-Natal’s
manufacturing sector. Their alignment with the study’s objectives ensured
methodological coherence and provided a foundation for the subsequent

methodological and analytical chapters.
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3.6. The development of the research interview schedule from literature

grounded on research questions and research objectives.

The following interview schedule research questions were developed from the
literature, as justified in the preceding sections per question;

3.6.1. Research objective one and research question two:

To examine how transformational leadership influences the sustainable

implementation of operational excellence.

e« Q1. How would you describe the leadership style in you have experienced, and

in what ways it influenced operational excellence initiatives?

Literature link: Batista-Foguet et al. (2021)

emphasise transformational leadership as central to shaping employee
attitudes and organisational culture. Operational excellence studies
(McDermott et al., 2021) highlight leadership style as a critical success factor
for sustainability.

Purpose: Establishes how leadership styles directly impact operational

excellence practices.

e« Q2. Can you share an example of when leadership has motivated or inspired

employees, including yourself, to engage in operational excellence practices?

Literature link: Duan et al. (2016) show that inspirational motivation and
idealised influence increase employee voice and engagement, while Jiang
and Chen (2018) emphasise the role of leaders in fostering team innovation.
Purpose: Examines leadership’s motivational role in driving operational

excellence.

e Q3. Which specific leadership behaviours have you observed that support the

long-term success of operational excellence?

Literature link: Breevaart & Zacher (2019) show that weekly fluctuations in
transformational leadership influence team performance. Siefan et al. (2025)
link leadership behaviours with sustainability outcomes.

Purpose: Identifies transformational leadership traits most influential for

sustaining operational excellence.
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e Q4. How have the leaders you have worked with encouraged innovation,

problem-solving, and continuous improvement among employees?

Literature link: Jiang & Chen (2018) emphasise intellectual stimulation as
central to innovation and knowledge sharing.
Purpose: Links transformational leadership to continuous improvement; a

pillar of operational excellence.

3.6.2. Research objective two and research question two:

To identify the key transformational leadership behaviours that contribute to the

long-term sustainability of operational excellence initiatives.

e Q5. From your experience, what factors have helped operational excellence

initiatives to continue over time?

Literature link: McDermott et al. (2021) highlight leadership commitment as
essential for long-term operational excellence resilience.
Purpose: Explores enablers of sustainability beyond initial operational

excellence implementation.

e Q6. In your view, how has leadership contributed to embedding operational

excellence into the culture?

Literature link: Lorinkova & Perry (2018) found that group-focused
transformational leadership fosters obligation and long-term engagement.
Purpose: Examines cultural embedding of operational excellence through

leadership practices.

« Q7. Based on your experience, how resilient are operational excellence

practices when leadership changes?

Literature link: Patel & Patel (2019) argue that sustainable systems must
function independently of individuals; transformational leadership can ensure
continuity through culture.

Purpose: Tests whether operational excellence is self-sustaining beyond

individual leaders.
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3.6.3. Research objective three and research question one and two:
To evaluate challenges and enablers in aligning leadership practices with

sustainable operational excellence strategies.

« Q8. What challenges have you encountered in sustaining operational

excellence, and how were these addressed by leaders?

- Literature link: Trakulsunti et al. (2023) highlight barriers such as resource
constraints and lack of training, with leadership as a mitigating factor.
- Purpose: ldentifies obstacles and leadership responses in operational

excellence implementation.

e Q9. In your opinion, what systems or processes help ensure that

operational excellence can function independently of individual leaders?

- Literature link: Siefan et al. (2025) link operational excellence methodologies
to sustainable performance when embedded in systems rather than
individuals.

- Purpose: Examines structural enablers of sustainability in operational

excellence.

3.6.4. Research objective four and research question two:
To develop recommendations for integrating transformational leadership

principles into operational excellence systems for long-term effectiveness.

e Q10. What recommendations would you make for leaders to ensure

operational excellence is both effective and sustainable in the long term?

- Literature link: Oreg (2019) emphasises leaders as change agents, while
operational excellence literature stresses frameworks that institutionalise
practices.

- Purpose: Generates practical recommendations that bridge transformational

leadership and operational excellence sustainability.

48



4. Chapter Four: Research Design and Methodology

4.1. Introduction

Conceptually, this research aimed to explore how transformational leadership influenced
the sustainable implementation of operational excellence. Given the complex, context-
specific, and process-driven nature of this phenomenon, a qualitative research design
was selected. Qualitative inquiry was particularly adept at examining “how” and “why”
questions, enabling an in-depth exploration of participant’s lived experiences,
perceptions, and the meaning they attached to leadership and operational excellence
(Levitt et al., 2018; Busetto et al., 2020; Reuber & Fischer, 2021).

In the context of operational excellence, which has long been applied across
manufacturing but still faced challenges of sustainability over time, qualitative methods
allowed for rich, nuanced insights into how leadership practices and organisational
systems interacted (Bansal et al., 2018). The ensuing sections of this chapter, therefore,
presented a rationale for the methodological choices, the philosophical stance
(interpretivist), the logic of inquiry (inductive), and the data collection and analysis
methods (semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis). Each decision was
grounded in contemporary methodological literature, ensuring that the study’s design

remained robust, coherent, and fit-for-purpose.

4.2. Research design and methodology rigour

The entire research design and methodology for this study were anchored in and guided
by the research onion framework developed by Saunders and colleagues. The research
onion provided a structured way of making interconnected methodological choices,
moving from philosophical assumptions through to strategies, time horizons, and

specific data collection techniques (Saunders et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 2023).

Using this model helped ensure that decisions such as adopting an interpretivist stance,
applying inductive reasoning, selecting a qualitative study design, and using semi-
structured interviews were coherent and logically aligned with the research aim of
exploring lived experiences of transformational leadership and operational excellence.
Recent methodological work highlighted the value of the research onion as a practical

tool for designing rigorous qualitative studies, particularly in management and
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organisational research where context and meaning were central (Mohajan, 2018;
Melnikovas, 2018). In this study, the research onion therefore served not only as a
conceptual guide, but also as a safeguard for transparency and internal consistency

across all stages of the research process.

4.3. Choice of methodology

Patel and Patel (2019) understood research methodology as a tool that sought to
examine and evaluate various approaches, outlining their constraints and required
resources, while clarifying underlying assumptions and expected results, particularly in
areas at the forefront of current knowledge. Snyder (2019) also argued that there was a
need to use a solid research methodology that met the quality criteria for conducting
research. Similarly, in this research, the systematic process was utilised for data
collection, analysis, and interpretation in order to specifically answer the above research
questions and satisfy the objectives. It outlined the techniques and tools to be employed
to gather data, the nature of the data to be collected, and the techniques applied for its
analysis. This methodology was crucial because it ensured that the research was

structured, reliable, and valid.

The study adopted an interpretivist research philosophy, applied inductive logic and a
qualitative approach to gain a detailed understanding of the phenomenon under
investigation (Cuthbertson et al., 2020). This methodology was well-suited to exploring
the complex and context-dependent relationship between transformational leadership
and the sustainable implementation of operational excellence. Data were collected using
semi-structured interviews, enabling participants to openly share their views, detailed
experiences, perspectives, and insights while allowing scope to examine themes that
surfaced during the discussion (Buys et al., 2022). This approach enabled the
researcher to capture rich, in-depth data that informed the development of grounded
conclusions and practical recommendations. It further addressed ethical considerations,
sampling strategies, and data collection techniques, all of which played a key role in

ensuring the integrity and credibility of the research findings (Buys et al., 2022).
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4.4. Research design

Aleixo et al. (2018) demonstrated that an exploratory study is a type of research that is
conducted to explore a specific topic or problem that is not well understood or is
relatively new, and its central objective is to develop a more comprehensive
understanding of the phenomenon, identify patterns or trends, and generate ideas that
could be tested in future studies. This study adopted a qualitative research approach,
using a descriptive design to explore how transformational leadership supported the
sustainable implementation of operational excellence within manufacturing

organisations in KwaZulu-Natal Province (Doyle et al., 2020).

The qualitative approach was chosen because the research sought to gain an in-depth
understanding of leadership behaviours, cultural influences, and operational processes,
which were best captured through rich, narrative data rather than numerical measures
(Oranga & Matere, 2023). The descriptive design was appropriate as it allowed for the
detailed examination of real-world organisational contexts across more than one
manufacturing plant, enabling comparisons and identification of common patterns or
variations (Doyle et al., 2020). This design facilitated the exploration of complex, context-
dependent phenomena such as leadership influence on operational sustainability, which

could not be easily isolated or manipulated experimentally.

The rationale for this design choice was grounded in the interpretivist philosophy and
inductive reasoning underpinning the study. The aim was not to test pre-determined
hypotheses but to develop insights and conceptual understanding from participant’s
lived experiences. The semi-structured interview method was at the centre of data
collection. The research captured refined perspectives from leaders, providing a holistic
view of how transformational leadership could embed operational excellence in a way

that remained resilient over time.

4.5. Time horizon

A cross-sectional time horizon was selected for this study because data were collected
at a single point in time, providing a focused snapshot of participant’s experiences and
perceptions (Spector, 2019). This approach was appropriate for an exploratory

qualitative inquiry that aimed to understand how transformational leadership influenced
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the sustainable implementation of operational excellence at the moment of investigation,

rather than examining changes across an extended period.

Cross-sectional designs have been acknowledged in recent methodological literature as
suitable for research seeking to capture naturally occurring views without manipulating
variables or tracking developments longitudinally (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Aguinis et al.,
2021). Given that the objective was to interpret meaning rather than measure temporal
effects, the cross-sectional horizon enabled a practical and efficient means of gathering
rich, contextual data from diverse participants within a defined timeframe. This allowed
the study to maintain methodological coherence while ensuring that the insights

generated remained grounded in participant’s immediate realities.

4.6. Unit of analysis

The unit of analysis for this research was the individual participant’s lived experience
and interpretation of transformational leadership and its influence on the sustainable
implementation of operational excellence. In qualitative inquiry, the unit of analysis is
typically centred on the entity from which meaning is generated, and individual-level
experiences were most appropriate for this study because they provided rich, first-hand
insights into organisational practices, leadership behaviours, and operational systems
(Bell, 2009). Each participant represented a unique perspective shaped by their role,
responsibilities, and exposure to operational excellence initiatives, allowing the research

to capture diverse and context-dependent accounts of the phenomenon.

Focusing on individuals aligned with an interpretivist paradigm, which emphasised the
importance of subjective meanings and the socially constructed nature of organisational
reality (Gihar, 2022). It was by analysing narratives from operational middle managers
and departmental heads, the study sought to understand how leadership practices were
experienced and enacted at the operational level, where the implementation of
excellence frameworks tended to be most visible. This focus also supported the
exploratory nature of the research, as individual accounts enabled the identification of
recurring patterns, themes, and variations that collectively contributed to a deeper
conceptual understanding of the relationship between transformational leadership and

sustainable operational excellence (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018).

52



Thus, the individual participant, rather than the organisation or department, served as

the primary analytical lens through which meaning was derived.

4.7. Population

The target population in this research consisted of operational middle management and
heads of operational departments within the manufacturing sector in KwaZulu-Natal
Province. This was a group of individuals who held influential leadership roles in
operational excellence. These layers of management played a critical role in
implementing strategies, overseeing daily operations, and ensuring effective
communication between executive management and production staff. Focusing on this
demographic in KwaZulu-Natal was particularly relevant given the region’s prominence
as one of the major industrial hubs in South Africa, with a diverse medium to heavy
manufacturing sector that contributed significantly to the province’s economy (Statistics
South Africa, 2025).

Furthermore, the province was selected due to its strategic importance in South Africa’s
manufacturing landscape, as it hosted a diverse range of manufacturing sectors,
including automotive, sugar, paper, chemicals, and textiles, many of which were key
contributors to both provincial and national economic output. Its well-established
industrial hubs, such as Durban, Pietermaritzburg, and Richards Bay, provided a rich
environment for examining operational excellence practices in varied manufacturing
contexts. Additionally, KwaZulu-Natal was home to both high-performing plants and
those facing operational challenges, offering a balanced setting to explore the role of
transformational leadership in sustaining excellence. The province’s manufacturing
sector was also closely linked to export activities through its major ports, making
operational efficiency and sustainability critical for competitiveness (Humphreys et al.,
2019). This combination of industrial diversity, economic significance, and operational
variation made KwaZulu-Natal an ideal location to generate insights that were both

locally relevant and potentially applicable to broader national and regional contexts.
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4.8. Sampling method and size

The researcher was required to choose a sample design, which was a plan made before
collecting data to select a sample from a population (Patel & Patel, 2019). Similarly, this
study used a purposive sampling method with maximum variation, stratified across
plants, roles, and performance levels to ensure diversity and richness of data. The
sample included one participant per organisation, totalling up to 12 manufacturing plants
(excluding pilot and triangulation interviews) in KwaZulu-Natal, representing different
subsectors such as sugar, paper, automotive, chemicals, and steel, and spanning two
levels of operational excellence maturity; high-performing sites and those still in the
improvement phase. The two key constructs were transformational leadership and
operational excellence, with operational middle management and heads of departments

playing a pivotal role in their execution.

These populations were essential in managing communication between executive and
frontline leadership, ensuring that strategic directives and operational goals were
effectively translated into actionable plans. Additionally, operational middle management
and heads of departments were instrumental in implementing operational excellence by
overseeing processes, identifying areas for improvement, and ensuring that best
practices were followed across the organisation. Hence, operational middle
management and heads of departments were derived from this population.
Supplementary snowball sampling and professional networks were employed to identify
additional knowledgeable informants who met the inclusion criteria of having at least
twelve months of direct involvement in operational excellence projects and agenda. This
approach aligned with contemporary qualitative sampling practices that emphasised
information richness over numerical representativeness (Palinkas et al., 2015; Etikan,
2016).

Hennink and Kaiser (2022) argued that in qualitative research, data adequacy and
saturation guide sample sizes. Literature revealed that semi-structured interviews were
a crucial method in qualitative research, offering a flexible approach to understanding
participant’s experiences and perspectives. Typically, conducting around 12 to 16 semi-
structured interviews was recommended for qualitative studies to ensure diverse

insights while maintaining manageability in data analysis (Vasileiou et al., 2018). This
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range was expected to achieve thematic saturation while ensuring sufficient diversity to
explore the influence of transformational leadership on sustaining operational
excellence. The study aimed at achieving a minimum viable sample of 12 interviews
regardless, with recruitment continuing until no new themes emerged. This approach
aligned with the interpretivist, inductive design, enabling the collection of in-depth,

context-rich data from a range of perspectives.

The research successfully engaged a total sample of sixteen participants (two pilot
interviews, twelve main research participants used for analysis of the study, and two
triangulation participants), collectively contributing more than 200 years of cumulative
experience in manufacturing and operational excellence. This depth of professional
expertise significantly strengthened the sampling strategy, as it ensured that the insights
gathered were grounded in extensive practical exposure across diverse manufacturing
environments. It is by drawing on such a rich pool of lived experience, the sample
provided a robust foundation for exploring the nuanced relationship between
transformational leadership and the sustainable implementation of operational

excellence.

4.8.1. Pilot interviews (Two)

Two pilot face-to-face interviews were conducted with experienced heads of operational
excellence departments to test, validate, and refine the interview schedule prior to the
main data collection phase. Pilot interviews are widely recognised in qualitative research
as a critical step for assessing the clarity, relevance, and sequencing of interview
questions, as well as for identifying potential ambiguities or unintended interpretations
(Castillo-Montoya, 2019; Busetto et al., 2020). In this study, the pilot interviews provided
an opportunity to evaluate whether the questions adequately elicited rich, reflective
responses aligned with the research objectives and whether they were appropriate for

respondents operating in complex manufacturing environments.

In line with the ethical clearance granted by the University of Pretoria’s Gordon Institute
of Business Science (GIBS), no interview questions were added, removed, or
substantively altered following the pilot phase. Instead, insights from the pilot interviews

were used to refine the flow of the interview, adjust the sequencing of questions, and
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clarify where emphasis and probing would be most effective in encouraging deeper
reflection and more detailed examples. This process enhanced the conversational
coherence of the interviews and supported more focused exploration of transformational
leadership behaviours and their influence on the sustainable implementation of
operational excellence. Consistent with best practice in qualitative research, the pilot
phase thus strengthened the credibility and dependability of the data collection process
without compromising the integrity or comparability of the interview guide used across
participants (Braun & Clarke, 2023; Saunders et al., 2023).

4.8.2. Main research interviews (12)

Twelve main research interviews were subsequently conducted with participants drawn
from the defined target population, in strict accordance with the ethical clearance
granted by the University of Pretoria’s Gordon Institute of Business Science (GIBS).
Microsoft Teams was used as the primary interview platform to provide flexibility and
convenience for participants, enabling their involvement despite geographical dispersion

and demanding operational schedules.

These interviews constituted the primary data source for the study and were designed
to elicit in-depth insights into participant’s lived experiences of transformational
leadership and the sustainable implementation of operational excellence. Consistent
with qualitative research best practice, semi-structured interviews were employed to
allow participants sufficient flexibility to articulate their perspectives while ensuring
alignment with the research objectives and guiding questions (Kallio et al., 2016; Busetto
et al., 2020). All interviews were conducted on a voluntary basis, with informed consent
obtained prior to participation, and appropriate measures were taken to ensure
confidentiality and anonymity. This approach enabled the collection of rich, context-
sensitive data while maintaining methodological rigour and ethical integrity throughout

the main phase of data collection.

4.8.3. Triangulation interviews (Two)
Two triangulation interviews were conducted with experienced operational excellence
specialists who had worked across multiple organisations in the implementation and

long-term sustainment of operational excellence initiatives. These participants were
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selected to provide an external and cross-organisational perspective, thereby
strengthening the depth and credibility of the findings through methodological
triangulation. Consistent with qualitative research best practice, the triangulation
interviews were used to corroborate, challenge, and enrich insights generated from the
primary interviews, rather than to replicate them (Carter et al., 2014; Noble & Heale,
2019). As a result, a similar interview schedule was utilised for both types of interviews.
The specialist's exposure to varied organisational contexts enabled reflective
comparisons across industries, maturity levels, and leadership regimes, offering a
broader lens on how leadership behaviours interacted with systems, routines, and
improvement cultures over time. This approach enhanced the study’s trustworthiness by
reducing single-source bias and supporting more nuanced interpretation of themes
related to the sustainable implementation of operational excellence (Nowell et al., 2017;

Enworo, 2023).

4.8.4. Sample description/ strategy table for the research

Table 4.1: Sample description/ strategy table for the research

Category Target Sample Achieved Sample

KwaZulu-Natal Province

Geographical Area

KwaZulu-Natal Province

Sector

Manufacturing

Manufacturing

Sampling Method

Purposive with maximum variation; supplemented
by snowball sampling and professional network

Purposive with maximum variation; supplemented
by snowball sampling and professional network

Participant Criteria

Ops middle management and heads of operational
departments with 212 months of experience in OE

Ops middle management and heads of operational
departments with 210 years of experience in OE

Accumulative years
of experience

16 Years (Calculated from minimum of 12 months
PP)

More than 200 years

Number of MFG
Plants

8-10 manufacturing plants

14 manufacturing plants (Including pilot and
triangulation participant)

Participant Roles

Middle managers and heads of departments

Middle managers and heads of departments

Expected Sample
Size

12-16 participants

16 participants (two pilot, 12 main research, two
triangulation)

Pilot

2 pilot interviews

2 pilot sessions conducted

Triangulation

2 triangulation interviews

2 Triangulation sessions conducted

Data Collection
Method

Semi-structured interviews (in-person & MS
Teams)

2 in-person interviews and 14 Microsoft Teams
interviews

Data Saturation Goal

Stop once no new themes emerge

Saturation reached at 12 interviews

Table 4.1 : Sample description/ strategy table for the research

Source: Author’s own development
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4.9. Measurement instrument

The measurement instrument in this research was an interview guide that framed both
the main research topic and the triangulation framework. This guide served as a
structured tool to ensure that the interviewer covered all key topics and questions while
still allowing flexibility for participants to express their experiences and viewpoints in their
own terms. As commonly recommended in qualitative inquiry, the guide included open-
ended questions that aligned with the research objectives, seeking to explore
participant’s perspectives in depth through narrative responses (Braun & Clarke, 2019;
Stofer, 2019). It also provided prompts and follow-up questions designed to encourage

elaboration, clarify ambiguities, and probe emerging ideas during the interview.

While the interview guide helped maintain focus on the phenomenon under
investigation, it also allowed room for the interviewer to adapt to the natural flow of
conversation, enabling an interactive and participant-led exchange. Such flexibility was
consistent with best practices in semi-structured interviewing, which emphasise
responsiveness to participant’s contexts and meaning-making processes (Saunders et
al., 2023). The overall aim was to facilitate rich, meaningful conversations that generated
valuable insights into the research questions and contributed to a deeper understanding
of how transformational leadership influenced the sustainability of operational
excellence. Through this approach, the interview guide functioned not only as a
procedural instrument but also as a means of eliciting contextually grounded, trustworthy

qualitative data.

4.10. Data collection methods

McGrath et al. (2018) argued that qualitative interviewing is a particularly useful method
for collecting data across a range of research questions, especially when the goal is to
understand participant’s experiences in depth. In alignment with this view, this research
employed both Microsoft Teams calls and in-person semi-structured interviews as data
collection methods. Semi-structured interviews enabled participants to express their
thoughts freely while responding to open-ended questions, allowing them to articulate
their experiences in their own words while still addressing key issues related to the role
of transformational leadership in implementing sustainable operational excellence. This

approach was consistent with contemporary qualitative practice, which emphasised
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flexibility, rapport-building, and participant-led meaning-making (Bolderston, 2012;
Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021).

Microsoft Teams interviews offered the practical advantage of reaching a wider pool of
participants, including those located far from major industrial hubs, while still maintaining
a personal and interactive dynamic. Recent research has shown that virtual interviewing
can produce data of comparable depth and quality to face-to-face interviews when
conducted thoughtfully (Lobe et al., 2020). In-person interviews, on the other hand,
provided a more immersive setting that supported stronger interpersonal connections
and richer interpretive cues, such as body language and tone, which enhanced the

clarity and depth of responses.

To refine the instrument and interview process, two in-person interviews with operational
executive leaders were conducted as pilot interviews. These were used to test the
interview guide and fine-tune question flow, phrasing, and pacing. The remaining 14
interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams to allow maximum flexibility and
accommodate participant’'s schedules. Together, these data collection methods
generated rich, diverse, and contextually grounded qualitative data that strengthened

the overall rigour and credibility of the study.

4.11. Data analysis techniques

In this qualitative research process, many techniques were employed to explore
individual’s thoughts, emotions, and underlying meanings; among these, methods such
as word-association tests and thematic analysis were commonly used (Patel & Patel,
2019). In this study, Braun and Clarke’s six-phase process of thematic analysis was
applied to uncover meaningful insights related to the research question by
systematically grouping, identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within the data
collected from semi-structured interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis
was particularly appropriate because it provided a flexible yet rigorous approach for
interpreting complex qualitative material, especially as the researcher was dealing with
recorded and transcribed data capturing nuanced participant experiences (Braun &
Clarke, 2019; Braun & Clarke, 2023).

59



To support and organise the analytic process, the study utilised ATLAS.1i.25, a qualitative
data analysis software provided by the University of Pretoria. ATLAS.1i.25 assisted in
managing large volumes of textual data, facilitating systematic coding, and visually
linking emerging patterns across transcripts. Recent methodological literature
recognised such software as highly valuable for enhancing transparency, auditability,

and analytic depth in qualitative research (Morse et al., 2017; Gray, 2021).

The analytical process commenced with a phase of familiarisation, in which the
researcher engaged deeply with the transcripts through multiple readings. This was
followed by generating initial codes within ATLAS.1i.25, allowing the researcher to tag
significant features of the data. Potential themes were then identified, reviewed, and
refined through iterative comparison within the software to ensure coherence and
empirical grounding. Each theme was subsequently defined and named, leading to the
final stage of analysis in which a structured narrative was produced to reflect the core

patterns embedded in participant’s accounts.

Through this systematic approach, thematic analysis enabled the researcher to uncover
underlying patterns and develop rich insights into participant’s experiences, perceptions,
and behaviours. The integration of ATLAS.1i.25 strengthened the rigour of the analysis
by supporting consistent coding, theme development, and traceable analytic decision-

making

4.12. Ethical considerations

The research adhered to the University of Pretoria’s Gordon Institute of Business
Science (GIBS) ethical standards to ensure the protection, dignity, and rights of all
participants in accordance with institutional requirements. Prior to participation, informed
consent was obtained from all interviewees, clearly outlining the purpose of the
research, the voluntary nature of participation, and their right to withdraw at any time
without any negative consequence. In line with contemporary ethical guidelines for
qualitative research, participants’ autonomy and decision-making were prioritised
throughout the study (Orb et al., 2001; Saunders et al., 2023).
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Confidentiality was maintained by anonymising participant’s identities and removing any
information that could reveal the names of their organisations in transcripts, reports,
publications, or supporting documentation. All data were securely stored on a password-
protected computer, and any physical documents were kept in locked storage accessible
only to the researcher and supervisory team. For interviews conducted via Microsoft
Teams, additional digital safeguards were implemented to ensure secure
communication, prevent unauthorised access to recordings, and protect the integrity of

stored data, reflecting best practices in online qualitative research (Lobe et al., 2020).

The study avoided any form of coercion, ensuring that participation was based entirely
on free will. Ethical clearance was granted on the 06 October 2025 by the University of
Pretoria’s GIBS Ethics Committee, and all data collection activities complied with
relevant data protection legislation, including South Africa’s Protection of Personal
Information Act (POPIA). These comprehensive measures safeguarded all participants,
protected sensitive information, and ensured the overall integrity and ethical credibility

of the research process.

4.13. Quality control

The credibility of the findings was enhanced through the use of triangulation techniques,
which involved drawing on the seasoned experience of operational agencies and
consulting with multiple organisations. Triangulation was recognised in qualitative
scholarship as an essential strategy for strengthening credibility by allowing
convergence of evidence and reinforcing confidence in the interpretations (Korstjens &
Moser, 2018; Noble & Heale, 2019). In this study, credibility was further supported
through member checking, where participants were given the opportunity to verify
interpretations or clarify meanings, ensuring that their views were accurately

represented.

A carefully developed semi-structured interview guide, informed by existing literature
and aligned with the research questions and objectives, was used to maintain coherence
across interviews. The guide was piloted to refine clarity and sequencing, while still
maintaining the flexibility required to probe emerging issues in depth. This approach

allowed the researcher to remain responsive to participant insights while ensuring that
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core concepts related to transformational leadership and operational excellence were

consistently explored.

Dependability was ensured through the use of standardised procedures in data
collection, including consistent application of the interview guide, audio-recording
interviews with participant consent, and maintaining detailed field notes that captured
contextual and non-verbal cues. Confirmability was strengthened by maintaining a
transparent audit trail documenting coding decisions, theme refinement, and analytic
reflections, allowing others to trace how findings were derived directly from the data
(Nowell et al., 2017).

Transferability was supported by providing thick, detailed descriptions of the research
context, and participant characteristics, enabling readers to assess the applicability of
findings to similar environments. This depth of contextualisation aligned with qualitative

standards of establishing trustworthiness in interpretivist research (Birks et al., 2008).

Data saturation served as an additional quality control measure. Mwita (2022)
highlighted that saturation is influenced by factors such as sample size, relevance of
participants, predetermined codes, and the number of data collection sessions. In this
study, saturation was considered reached at 12 interviews, when no new themes or
insights were emerging from additional interviews, indicating that further data collection
would likely yield redundancy rather than meaningful contributions. This ensured that
the dataset was sufficiently rich to address the research questions comprehensively and

contributed to the overall trustworthiness of the study.

4.14. Limitations of the methodology

This study utilised a sampling method that focused on a range of 12 to 16 participants
from the manufacturing sector in KwaZulu-Natal, with the total of 16 semi-structured
interviews successfully conducted. Although these interviews were enriched through
triangulation sessions to strengthen the credibility and overall trustworthiness of the
findings, the sampling approach presented several limitations inherent in qualitative,
context-specific research. Snyder (2019) argued that overly narrow samples can

weaken the depth and rigour of a study, potentially introducing bias and restricting the
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broader applicability of the insights generated. In this study, this relatively small sample
size may not have fully represented the wider manufacturing landscape across
KwaZulu-Natal and South Africa or other geographical regions, particularly given the

diversity of operational excellence maturity across different industries.

A further limitation arose from the availability of manufacturing plants within the province
that had consistently operated at exceptionally high levels of operational efficiency over
extended periods. This constraint restricted the diversity of organisational contexts
included in the study, which may have limited the range of perspectives on sustainable
operational excellence. Additionally, the data reflected participant experiences at a
particular point in time, meaning the findings may not have remained applicable in the
future should industry conditions, leadership practices, or external influences evolve, an

inherent limitation of cross-sectional qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Despite these limitations, the study offered meaningful contributions by generating
contextually grounded insights into transformational leadership and operational
excellence within KwaZulu-Natal's manufacturing sector. The findings remained
valuable for informing both practice and future research in similar industrial

environments.
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5. Chapter Five: Research Findings

5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the empirical findings that emerged from the data collected during
the exploratory phase of this study. The data were systematically reviewed and analysed
as part of an iterative interview and analysis process. As outlined in Chapter Four, the
data collection and analysis were deliberately flexible and recursive, allowing insights
from earlier interviews to inform subsequent engagement with participants, in line with

established qualitative research practice (Guest et al., 2018; Braun & Clarke, 2019).

The interview data were analysed using qualitative data analysis software (ATLAS.ti.25),
guided by Braun and Clarke’s six-phase process of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006; Byrne, 2021). This approach was applied as a reflexive and iterative method,
enabling systematic pattern identification across the dataset while remaining closely
grounded in participant’'s meanings and lived experiences. Consistent with an
interpretivist qualitative orientation, analysis was not treated as a linear procedure but
as an ongoing, recursive engagement with the data, supported by the analytical tools

within The six phases of thematic analysis were applied as follows:

5.1.1 Phase One — Familiarise with the data

All interview recordings were verbatim transcribed and imported into ATLAS.ti.25
software. The researcher engaged in repeated and immersive reading of the transcripts
to gain a holistic understanding of the collected data. During this phase, preliminary
observations, reflections, and analytic memos were recorded within the software to
capture early impressions related to leadership behaviours, operational excellence
practices, and contextual influences. This phase enabled deep familiarisation with both
explicit content and underlying meanings within the interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2006;
Byrne, 2021).

5.1.2 Phase Two — Generating initial codes

The first cycle of coding was carried out inductively using ATLAS.ti.25, enabling
categories to arise organically from the data instead of being predetermined. Relevant
segments of text were systematically coded throughout the dataset, capturing both overt

expressions and underlying interpretations embedded within participant’'s accounts.
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Coding remained inclusive, resulting in a broad set of first-order codes reflecting
leadership behaviours, organisational systems, cultural dynamics, and sustainability

factors associated with operational excellence (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2021).

5.1.3 Phase Three — Searching for themes

During this phase, related codes were examined and clustered into potential themes
using ATLAS.ti.25’s code grouping and network-view functions. Codes that shared
conceptual similarities were grouped together, forming candidate themes aligned with
the research questions. Patterns were explored both within and across interviews,
enabling the identification of recurring ideas, contrasts between participants, and
relationships between leadership practices and operational excellence outcomes (Braun
& Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2021).

5.1.4 Phase Four — Reviewing themes

The themes were systematically examined and adjusted to maintain internal consistency
and ensure clear differentiation among them. The researcher re-examined the coded
segments alongside the entire dataset to verify that the themes generated were
grounded in participant’s narratives. Some themes and codes were merged where
conceptual overlap existed, while others were refined or discarded if insufficiently
supported by the data. This iterative review strengthened the credibility and consistency
of the thematic structure (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2021).

5.1.5 Phase Five — Defining and naming themes

Following confirmation, the themes were systematically defined and assigned
descriptive titles that encapsulated their core significance. In instances where greater
differentiation was required, sub-themes were established to represent variations within
the broader thematic structures. Definitions were refined to ensure alignment with
participant’s language and experiences, while remaining analytically distinct and

meaningful in relation to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2021).

5.1.6 Phase Six — Producing the report
The final phase involved the systematic write-up of the findings, presented in the chapter

and structured around the groups and sub-groups that emerged during data gathering.
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Themes and sub-themes were supported by verbatim quotations extracted from
ATLAS.1i.25 to preserve participant’s voices and enhance analytic transparency. The
reporting focused on presenting the results with limited interpretation, reserving
theoretical integration and deeper discussion for Chapter Six (Braun & Clarke, 2006;
Byrne, 2021).

5.2 Overview of data collection and analysis

In total, 16 semi-structured interviews were conducted, comprising heads of
departments and operational middle managers with direct responsibility for operational
excellence initiatives. An inductive analytical approach was adopted, resulting in the
generation of approximately 341 first-level codes, which were subsequently refined into
52 analytical categories and consolidated into 20 overarching themes. The chapter
commenced with a profile of the research participants, including their roles and
cumulative years of experience in operational excellence, before presenting the findings
within the conceptual framework developed in Chapter Two. Consistent with qualitative
conventions, this chapter focused on reporting and interpreting empirical evidence

rather than extending theory or introducing new literature.

The findings were structured around the two central research questions and were
supported by themes derived through Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis
process, with ATLAS.ti.25 software (University of Pretoria licence) used to support
systematic coding, retrieval, and pattern identification (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun &
Clarke, 2019; Friese, 2019). Verbatim quotations were employed extensively to anchor
interpretations in participant’s lived experiences and authentic voices, while analytical
commentary was applied to explain patterns of convergence and divergence across
cases. This approach enhanced transparency and credibility, ensuring that
interpretations reflected both the depth of participant insight and the analytical rigour

required for qualitative research (Nowell et al., 2017; Wicks, 2017).

5.3 Research participant profiles
As discussed in the preceding chapters, the research successfully engaged 16
experienced participants who had been directly involved in leading, implementing, or

sustaining operational excellence initiatives within manufacturing and operational
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contexts. The participants comprised operational middle managers and heads of
departments all of whom possessed substantial practical exposure to continuous
improvement systems, leadership practices, and plant-level performance management.
Collectively, the participants represented a broad range of functional backgrounds,
including engineering, maintenance, production, logistics, reliability, services and
operations leadership, and brought with them an aggregate depth of experience
spanning several decades. This diversity of roles and experience enriched the dataset
by allowing multiple perspectives on how transformational leadership influenced the
sustainability of operational excellence initiatives. Table 5.1 below summarises the
profiles of the research participants, including their roles and years of experience, and
provides an overview of the expertise that informed the empirical findings presented in

this chapter.

Table 5.1: Research participant profile

Interview | Interview Location Current Role OE Experience
No. code years
1 P01 Stanger General Manager >25
2 P02 Pietermaritzburg | Manufacturing Manager >30
3 MO1 Verulam Engineering Manager >15
4 M02 Island View HSSE Manager >15
5 MO3 Ladysmith Corporate Services Manager >15
6 M04 Pietermaritzburg |Maintenance Manager >5
7 MO05 Umbilo Dispatch and Warehouse manager >20
8 MO6 Balitto Maintenance Manager >15
9 MQO7 Richardsbay Ops Area Manager >20
10 MO8 Madyn Wharf Engineering Manager >25
11 M09 Umbilo Quality Manager >15
12 M10 Phoenix Manufacturing Director >15
13 M11 Richardsbay Process Cl Manager >15
14 M12 Amanzimtoti Engineering Manager >15
15 T01 KwaDukuza Technical Director >20
16 T02 Umkhomazi OE Specialist >15

Total >280

Table 5.1 : Research participant profile

Source: Author’s own development
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5.4 Presentation of findings

5.4.1 Sub-group and domain that emerged during data collection

The five sub-groups and their associated thematic domains were not pre-defined prior
to data collection, but rather emerged inductively through the iterative processes of data
collection and analysis. As interviews progressed and patterns were examined across
the dataset, recurring orientations, behaviours, and contextual influences became
evident. These were progressively clustered into coherent domains and differentiated
sub-groups during the thematic analysis process, guided by Braun and Clarke’s reflexive
approach. The resulting domains and sub-groups therefore reflected participant’s lived
experiences and meanings, rather than an a priori theoretical framework. The final
configuration of domains, sub-groups, and themes is summarised in Table 5.2, which

illustrates how these analytical categories were grounded in the empirical data.

Table 5.2: Thematic domains and sub-groups

Domain Sub-Groups Identified Themes
#
1 | Leadership Orientation | Visionary vs Vision, Empathy,
Transformational Consistency
Leaders
2 | Leadership Behaviours | Engaged vs Detached Coaching, Presence, Role
Leaders Modelling
3 | Systems and System-Embedded vs OE Frameworks,
Governance Leader-Dependent OE Routines, Standards
4 | Culture and People Compliance-Driven vs Trust, Psychological
Commitment-Driven Safety, Ownership
Cultures
5 | Sustainability Factors | Fragile vs Resilient OE Continuity, Capability,
Systems Learning

Table 5.2: Thematic domains and sub-groups

Source: Author’s own development

5.4.1.1Domain 1: Leadership orientation
5.4.1.1.1 Sub-Groups ldentified: Visionary vs transformational leaders
Two distinct leadership orientations emerged within this domain. Visionary leaders were

described as effective in articulating future aspirations and inspiring initial buy-in.
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However, participants reported that these leaders sometimes struggled to translate
vision into sustained operational practice. In contrast, transformational leaders
combined vision with empathy and consistency, actively involving employees in shaping

and executing operational excellence initiatives.

Participants described transformational leaders as those who not only communicated
direction but also enabled ownership and learning, resulting in deeper and more

sustained engagement with operational excellence.

5.4.1.1.2 Themes: Vision, empathy, consistency

This domain captured how leaders framed and prioritised operational excellence at a
strategic and philosophical level. Participants consistently described leadership
orientation as the foundation upon which operational excellence initiatives were either
sustained or undermined. Vision, empathy, and consistency emerged as interrelated

themes shaping leadership intent and influence.

Leaders who articulated a clear vision provided direction and purpose for operational
excellence. However, participants indicated that vision alone was insufficient without
empathetic engagement and consistent reinforcement through behaviour and decision-
making. Empathy was described as leadership’s ability to understand operational
realites and human constraints, particularly during periods of high pressure.
Consistency referred to leader’s ability to maintain focus on operational excellence

principles over time, rather than shifting priorities in response to short-term challenges.

5.4.1.1.3 Participant synthesis

To this effect, this domain of leadership orientation was supported by a substantial
number of quotations across all interviews, reflecting diverse yet convergent
perspectives on how leadership style shapes operational excellence (OE). Participants
consistently highlighted transformational leadership as the most influential orientation,
with quotes such as “Transformational leaders inspire and communicate the vision of
operational excellence clearly” (M01, 2025) and “My current leader focuses on support,
resources, motivation, and employee development” (M07, 2025), emphasising vision,

empowerment, and employee growth. In contrast, several respondents critiqued
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autocratic leadership, noting its short-term compliance but lack of innovation, as
captured in “Autocratic leadership is the least effective, it limits creativity and causes

bz

employees to ‘leave their brains at home’ (M09, 2025). Triangulation interviews
reinforced these findings, adding nuance through statements like “He coached instead
of commanding... learning from failures rather than punishing them” (T01, 2025), which
underscores the value of coaching and servant leadership in fostering trust and
engagement. While transformational and participative orientations were widely
associated with sustainability and cultural embedding, the data also revealed that
consistency and accountability, regardless of style, are critical for long-term success, as
expressed in “Consistency is key, once consistency is lost, long-term success becomes
difficult” (T02, 2025). Thus, while the dominant narrative favours transformational and
participative approaches, the comparative analysis shows that leadership orientation
must balance inspiration with structured governance to achieve enduring operational

excellence.

5.4.1.2Domain 2: Leadership behaviours

5.4.1.2.1 Sub-Groups ldentified: Engaged vs detached leaders

Participants differentiated clearly between engaged leaders and detached leaders.
Engaged leaders were described as visible, accessible, and actively involved in
operational excellence routines. Their behaviours reinforced accountability and
sustained participation. Detached leaders, by contrast, were perceived as inconsistent
or absent, engaging with operational excellence only symbolically or intermittently.
Detached leadership behaviours were associated with declining discipline, reduced
trust, and the perception that operational excellence was a temporary or secondary

priority.

5.4.1.2.2 Themes: Coaching, presence, role modelling

This domain focused on observable leadership behaviours that influenced how
operational excellence was enacted on a daily basis. Coaching, presence, and role
modelling emerged as critical behavioural mechanisms through which leadership intent
was operationalised. Coaching behaviours were associated with developing problem-
solving capability and encouraging reflective learning rather than compliance.

Leadership presence, particularly on the shop floor and during operational disruptions,
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signalled the importance of operational excellence to employees. Role modelling
referred to leaders demonstrating the same discipline, accountability, and adherence to

standards that they expected from others.

5.4.1.2.3 Participant synthesis

The Leadership Behaviours domain was strongly supported by numerous quotations
across all interviews, revealing both commonalities and contrasts in how leaders act to
sustain operational excellence (OE). A dominant theme was consistency and visibility,
captured in statements such as “Leaders must be present, follow up on their
expectations, and acknowledge good performance” (M11, 2025) and “Consistency is
key... once consistency is lost, long-term success becomes difficult” (T02, 2025),
emphasising that sustained OE depends on leaders modelling discipline and
accountability. Similarly, leading by example emerged repeatedly, with MO1 asserting
“Leaders must live the system daily” and M06 noting “Leadership must be visible,
consistent, principled, and aligned with excellence.” In contrast, several participants
highlighted behaviours that undermine OE, such as autocratic tendencies, with M09
warning “Autocratic leadership is the least effective, it limits creativity and causes

B2

employees to ‘leave their brains at home.”” Another point of divergence was the
emphasis on coaching and empowerment, illustrated by M03’s quote, “Each EXCO
member is assigned employees for monthly coaching... this supports development” and
TO1’s observation, “He coached instead of commanding... learning from failures rather
than punishing them.” While most participants agreed that behaviours fostering trust,
recognition, and psychological safety drive innovation and continuous improvement, the
comparative analysis shows that punitive or inconsistent behaviours erode engagement
and sustainability. Thus, effective leadership behaviours combine visibility, empathy, and
structured accountability, contrasting sharply with authoritarian or disengaged

approaches that compromise long-term OE success.

5.4.1.3Domain 3: Systems and governance

5.4.1.3.1 Sub-Groups Identified: System-embedded vs leader-dependent
operational excellence

Two contrasting sub-groups emerged. In system-embedded operational excellence,

practices were sustained through governance mechanisms and continued regardless of
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leadership changes. In leader-dependent operational excellence, initiatives relied
heavily on individual champions, resulting in fragility when leadership attention shifted
or leaders exited the organisation. Participants consistently associated long-term
sustainability with system-embedded approaches rather than reliance on individual

leaders.

5.4.1.3.2 Themes: Operational excellence frameworks, routines, standards

This domain captured the structural mechanisms that enabled operational excellence to
move beyond individual leadership influence. Participants consistently highlighted the
role of formal frameworks, standardised routines, and governance structures in
embedding operational excellence within organisations.

Operational excellence frameworks provided a common language and methodology,
while routines such as daily meetings, audits, and performance reviews ensured regular
reinforcement. Standards, including documented procedures and performance

expectations, created clarity and continuity.

5.4.1.3.3 Participant synthesis

Systems and Governance was supported by a significant number of quotations,
underscoring its critical role in sustaining operational excellence (OE). Participants
repeatedly emphasised documentation and standardisation as foundational, with
statements such as “SOPs must be created collaboratively, documented clearly, and
publicly displayed” (M05, 2025) and “Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) are key to
ensuring standardisation” (M07, 2025), highlighting the need for codified processes to
prevent reliance on individual leaders. Similarly, governance frameworks like ISO and
audit cycles were cited as enablers of consistency, as reflected in “/ISO standards, such
as ISO 9001, ensure alignment across the institution” (M0O7, 2025). Triangulation
interviews reinforced this perspective, adding strategic depth through “Everything must
be documented processes, KPIs, SOPs, procedures, and systems” (T02, 2025) and
“Introduce a balanced scorecard system... KPIs should flow from the scorecard down
to operational levels” (T02, 2025), which link governance to performance alignment. In
contrast, several participants warned that systems alone are insufficient without
leadership commitment, as M0O7 noted: “Even with strong systems in place, if a leader

deprioritises renewal programmes or misallocates resources, operational excellence
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declines.” This comparative analysis reveals convergence on the necessity of robust
systems and governance for resilience, while contrasting views stress that these
mechanisms must be complemented by active leadership engagement to avoid

stagnation or erosion of OE practices.

5.4.1.4Domain 4: Culture and People
5.4.1.4.1 Sub-Groups Identified: Compliance-driven vs commitment-driven
cultures

Two cultural sub-groups were evident. Compliance-driven cultures were characterised
by rule adherence motivated by monitoring and enforcement. While such cultures
achieved short-term stability, they limited initiative and innovation. In contrast,
commitment-driven cultures fostered intrinsic motivation, shared responsibility, and
sustained engagement with operational excellence. Commitment-driven cultures were

consistently associated with higher resilience and continuous improvement.

5.4.1.4.2 Themes: Trust, psychological safety, ownership

This domain reflected the human and cultural conditions underpinning operational
excellence. Trust and psychological safety were described as prerequisites for honest
problem identification and continuous improvement. Ownership referred to employees’
willingness to take responsibility for performance outcomes beyond formal job
descriptions. Participants noted that when trust was present, employees were more
willing to surface problems and participate in improvement activities. Psychological

safety enabled learning from failure rather than fear of blame.

5.4.1.4.3 Participant synthesis

This domain of culture and people was supported by a large number of quotations,
highlighting its central role in embedding operational excellence (OE) into daily practice.
Many participants emphasised employee empowerment and recognition as cultural
drivers, illustrated by M04’s statement: “When top management... conducts Gemba
walks, and engages directly with operators, it gives employees a sense of recognition
and value” and MO03’s “Be the Change... all employees identify and submit one
improvement initiative; successful projects receive recognition.” Similarly, M09

reinforced the importance of participative culture through “Two-way annual KPI
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reviews... employees choose improvement projects.” In contrast, several respondents
warned that authoritarian cultures undermine creativity, as M09 noted: “Autocratic
leadership is the least effective—it limits creativity and causes employees to ‘leave their

b2l

brains at home.”” Triangulation interviews echoed these findings, adding depth with
TO01’s observation: “He coached instead of commanding... learning from failures rather
than punishing them,” which underscores the value of trust and psychological safety in
fostering innovation. While most quotations converge on the need for inclusive,
empowering cultures that promote ownership and continuous learning, contrasting
views reveal that cultures dominated by fear or short-term compliance erode
engagement and sustainability. Overall, the evidence suggests that OE thrives in
environments where leaders actively shape culture through recognition, coaching, and

shared accountability, rather than relying on rigid control or punitive measures.

5.4.1.5Domain 5: Sustainability factors

5.4.1.5.1 Sub-Groups Identified: Fragile vs resilient operational excellence
systems

Two sustainability patterns emerged. Fragile operational excellence systems were

vulnerable to leadership changes, resource constraints, and capability gaps. Resilient

operational excellence systems demonstrated continuity through strong governance,

ongoing learning, and leadership development. Resilience was consistently linked to the

alignment of leadership behaviours, systems, and people capability.

5.4.1.5.2 Themes: Continuity, capability, learning

This domain captured the conditions influencing the long-term endurance of operational
excellence initiatives. Continuity referred to leadership stability and succession planning.
Capability reflected the skills and competencies required to sustain improvement
practices. Learning encompassed both formal training and experiential learning through
problem-solving. Participants emphasised that without sufficient capability and learning

opportunities, operational excellence initiatives became superficial or short-lived.

5.4.1.5.3 Participant synthesis
The domain of sustainability factors was supported by a high volume of quotations,

reflecting strong consensus on what enables operational excellence (OE) to endure over
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time. A recurring theme was strategic alignment and integration into daily routines, as
expressed by M01: “Maturity assessments formed part of employee KPIs and were
linked to annual increases and bonuses” and MO04: “Sustainability is achieved when
operational excellence becomes part of the daily way of working.” Similarly, participants
emphasized documentation and institutional memory as critical, with M05 noting: “SOPs
must be created collaboratively, documented clearly, and publicly displayed” and T02
reinforcing: “Everything must be documented-processes, KPIs, SOPs, procedures, and
systems.” In contrast, several respondents warned that systems alone cannot guarantee
sustainability without leadership commitment, as M07 observed: “Even with strong
systems in place, if a leader deprioritises renewal programmes or misallocates
resources, operational excellence declines.” Triangulation interviews added strategic
depth through governance mechanisms like the balanced scorecard, with TO2 stating:
“Introduce a balanced scorecard system... KPIs should flow from the scorecard down
to operational levels.” While most quotations converge on embedding OE into
structures, routines, and governance frameworks, contrasting views stress that
sustainability also depends on cultural adoption and consistent leadership behaviours.
Overall, the evidence suggests that enduring OE requires a dual approach: robust
systems and governance complemented by active leadership engagement and cultural

reinforcement.

5.4.1.6Synthesis across domains

Taken together, the five domains demonstrated that sustainable operational excellence
emerged from the alignment of leadership orientation, leadership behaviours, systems
and governance, culture and people, and sustainability factors. The identified sub-
groups illustrated that differences in leadership approach and organisational maturity

significantly shaped how operational excellence was experienced and sustained.
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5.4.2 ATLAS.ti.25 documents reports

Figure 5.1 illustrates the document reports used for analysis in ATLAS.ti.25. The figure
indicates that the analysis was conducted across two groups of documents. The first
group comprised the main research interviews, consisting of twelve interview transcripts,
which formed the primary dataset for thematic analysis. The second group comprised
two triangulation interview documents, which were included to enhance the credibility

and robustness of the findings by corroborating patterns identified in the main interviews.

ATLAS.ti Report

The role of transformational leadership in implemantation of sustainable
operational excellence in manufacturing

Document Groups

Report created by Nkosingiphile Chili on 11 Jan 2026

Research Main Interviews
Created: 10/01/2026 by Nkosingiphile Chili, Modified: 10/01/2026 by Nkosingiphile Chili

Members:
1 MO1 Interview.docx 2 M02 Interview.docx 3 M03 Interview.docx 4 M04 Interview.docx 5
MO5 Interview.docx 6 MO6 Interview.docx 7 MO7 Interview.docx 8 M08 Interview.docx 9 M09
Interview.docx 10 M10 Interview.docx 11 M11 Interview.docx 12 M12 Interview.docx

Research Triangulation Interviews
Created: 10/01/2026 by Nkosingiphile Chili, Modified: 10/01/2026 by Nkosingiphile Chili

Members:
13 TO1 Interview.docx 14 TO2 Interview.docx

Figure 5.1: Documents reports
Source: ATLAS.1i.25 (Author’s own development)
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In contrast, Figure 5.2 presents the document report for the first main interview,
illustrating the high-level codes developed in ATLAS.i.25 for that transcript. The figure
provides an example of the breadth and density of coding applied during the analysis
process, demonstrating how multiple codes were generated from a single interview to

capture the complexity and richness of the participant’s responses.

ATLAS.ti Report

The role of transformational leadership in implementation of sustainable
operational excellence in manufacturing

Documents

Report created by Nkosingiphile Chili on 11 Jan 2026

1 M01 Interview.docx

Text Document
Created: 10/01/2026 by Nkosingiphile Chili, Modified: 10/01/2026 by Nkosingiphile Chili

Codes:
o Accountability o Anonymity o Appreciation o Change management o Collaboration ©
Communication o Continuous improvement o Contribution o Cultural resistance o Employee
engagement ¢ Employee motivation o Empowerment o Engagement o Incremental improvement o
Informed Consent o Leadership o Leadership challenges o Leadership dynamics: Leadership
Continuity o Leadership dynamics: Results-oriented leadership ¢ Leadership experience o Leadership
impact o Leadership role o Motivation o Operational excellence o Organizational culture o
Organizational development: Engineering management o Organizational maturity o Organizational
strategy o Performance Management o Professional background ¢ Recognition o Research purpose
o Supportive teamwork: Background sharing o Sustainability ¢ System implementation o System
stability o Teamwork © Training and development ¢ Transformational leadership o Trust o Voluntary
participation

Groups:
Research Main Interviews

Figure 5.2: Documents reports
Source: ATLAS.1i.25 (Author’s own development)
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5.4.3 ATLAS.ti.25 coding outcome overview

Top 10 Code Distribution Across All Documents
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Figure 5.3: Top 10 Code Distribution Across All Documents
Source: ATLAS.1i.25, (Author’s own development)

Figure 5.3 presents the top ten most frequently occurring codes across all interview
transcripts as generated through ATLAS.ti.25. The distribution provided an indication of
the dominant areas of emphasis within participant’s narratives and highlighted the

concepts that were most salient across the dataset.

The most frequently occurring code was Leadership (n = 53), followed closely by
Operational Excellence (n = 52). The prominence of these two codes indicated that
participants consistently framed their experiences of operational excellence through a
leadership lens. Leadership was discussed not only as a positional role but as a set of
behaviours, orientations, and practices that shaped organisational performance and
improvement efforts. The near-equal frequency of these two codes suggested a strong
interdependence between leadership and operational excellence within participant’s

accounts.
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The third most prominent code was Continuous Improvement (n = 28). This reflected
participant’s frequent references to improvement as an ongoing, iterative process rather
than a once-off initiative. Continuous improvement was often discussed in relation to
routines, problem-solving practices, learning from failure, and sustained performance

over time, reinforcing its centrality to operational excellence.

Leadership Role (n = 21) emerged as the fourth most frequent code, indicating that
participants devoted significant attention to the responsibilities, expectations, and
influence associated with leadership positions. This code captured discussions around
accountability, decision-making authority, role modelling, and leadership visibility in

driving operational excellence.

The fifth and sixth most frequent codes were Employee Engagement (n = 19) and
Organisational Culture (n = 18), respectively. The frequency of these codes highlighted
the importance participants placed on people-centred factors. Employee engagement
was often linked to participation in improvement activities, ownership, and discretionary
effort, while organisational culture captured shared norms, values, and behaviours that

either enabled or constrained sustainable operational excellence.

Collaboration (n = 16) ranked seventh, reflecting participant’'s emphasis on cross-
functional working, teamwork, and collective problem-solving. Collaboration was
frequently described as essential for breaking silos and ensuring that operational

excellence initiatives were integrated across organisational boundaries.

The remaining three codes; Communication (n = 14), Accountability (n = 14), and
Innovation (n = 13), although less frequent, remained substantively important.
Communication was discussed as a mechanism for aligning teams, clarifying
expectations, and reinforcing operational priorities. Accountability reflected discussions
around responsibility, follow-through, and performance ownership. Innovation, while the
least frequent among the top ten, captured references to creativity, improvement ideas,

and adaptive responses to operational challenges.
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Overall, the distribution of the top ten codes demonstrated that the dataset was strongly
anchored around leadership-driven operational excellence, supported by continuous
improvement, people engagement, culture, and collaborative practices. The relative
frequencies suggested that while structural and technical elements were present,
participants primarily emphasised leadership behaviours and human factors as central

to sustaining operational excellence.

5.4.4 Research question one findings

The purpose of this research question was to explore the specific transformational
leadership practices that contributed most to sustaining continuous improvement and
performance excellence within manufacturing environments in the KwaZulu-Natal
Province. The question sought to identify actionable leadership behaviours and
strategies that extended beyond short-term performance gains, with particular emphasis
on practices that embedded improvement into organisational culture and day-to-day
operational routines. Table 5.3 presents the emerging themes and associated sub-

themes derived from the analysis in relation to this research question.

Research Question Number One: What specific transformational leadership
practices contributed most to sustaining continuous improvement, operational
initiatives and performance excellence in KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing sector?

Research
Question

RQ 1 | Vision & Strategic Alignment Leadership Vision Articulation;
Purpose and Meaning Creation;
Strategic Direction Alignment; Goal
Alignment & Goal-Setting; Shared
Purpose; Mission/Vision linkage to
performance metrics

Emerging Theme Emerging Sub Themes

RQ 1 Coaching & Capability Coaching and Mentoring Behaviour;
Development Structured Coaching; Training &
Development; Capability
Development; Competence;
Continuous Learning/Development

RQ 1 Empowerment & Ownership Empowerment Through Delegation;
Employee Ownership; Engagement in
Improvement Activities; Autonomy;
Willingness to Contribute; Sense of
Contribution
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RQ 1 Consistency & Role Modelling Leadership Consistency Over Time;
Role Modelling Discipline; Leader
Accessibility; Leadership Presence
During Crisis; Commitment-Driven
Behaviour; Leading by Example

RQ 1 | Psychological Safety & Learning | Psychological Safety; Learning from
from Failure Failure; Constructive
Feedback/Criticism; Non-Punitive
Response to Failure; Trust in
Leadership; Comfort/Safety in

Contribution
RQ 1 Daily Management & Visual Daily Management Routines; Visual
Performance Management Systems; Standard

Work Implementation; Performance
Measurement Systems; Data-Driven
Decision-Making; Root Cause
Analysis/Problem Solving

RQ 1 Cross-Functional Collaboration Cross Functional Collaboration; Team
Collaboration/Support; Process
Understanding; Organizational
Alignment; Stakeholder Engagement

RQ 1 | Accountability, Review & Accountability Enforcement;
Recognition Audit/Review Mechanisms;
Performance Bonuses;
Recognition/Celebrating Small Wins;
Feedback Mechanisms

RQ 1 Governance of Cl Governance Forums and Structures;
Problem-Solving Governance;
Structured Frameworks/Processes
(Operational Excellence Framework

Adoption)
RQ 1 | Leader Orientation Empathic Leadership Orientation;
(Transformational) Servant/Supportive Leadership;

Participative Leadership; Results-
Oriented Leadership (aligned to CI
outcomes)

Table 5.3: Thematic domains and sub-groups

Source: Author’s own development

5.4.4.1Vision and strategic alignment
The findings under the Vision and alignment theme reveal that transformational leaders

played a pivotal role in making operational excellence visible, meaningful, and
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strategically anchored. It became evident that leaders did not merely communicate OE
as a technical initiative, they framed it as a shared purpose linked to organisational
success. As M01 emphasised, “Transformational leaders inspire and communicate the
vision of operational excellence clearly, ensuring that employees buy into the journey,”

illustrating how clarity of vision fosters commitment.

This strategic intent was operationalised through measurable mechanisms, such as
performance metrics, with MO1 noting, “Maturity assessments formed part of employee
KPIs and were linked to annual increases and bonuses,” which demonstrates how vision

was translated into tangible accountability structures.

Furthermore, sustainability was reinforced by embedding OE into daily routines and
governance frameworks, as M10 cautioned, “Operational excellence is grounded in daily
routines and standards... without a framework, auditing, and governance, OE collapses

under daily operational pressures.”

Collectively, these insights suggest that transformational leadership influences OE
sustainability by aligning vision with structured systems and performance measures,
ensuring that improvement efforts are not episodic but integrated into the organisation’s

strategic and operational fabric.

5.4.4.2Coaching and capability development

The results under the Coaching and capability development theme demonstrate that
transformational leadership practices extended beyond vision-setting to include
deliberate investment in employee growth and problem-solving capacity. In this instance
leaders created structured coaching systems, as illustrated by MO03: “Each EXCO
member is assigned three employees... for monthly coaching,” signalling a commitment

to personalised development and exposure to strategic thinking.

This approach was reinforced by a non-punitive learning culture, with TO1 noting: “He
coached instead of commanding... learning from failures rather than punishing them,”
which reflects the psychological safety necessary for innovation and continuous

improvement.
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Beyond internal coaching, leaders promoted external learning opportunities, as M0O7
explained: “We were supported to present papers... after returning... we were expected
to present our learnings to our teams,” embedding knowledge-sharing into
organisational routines. Collectively, these practices align with transformational
principles by fostering competence, confidence, and ownership, ensuring that capability
development becomes a cornerstone for sustaining operational excellence rather than

a one-off intervention.

5.4.4.3Empowerment and ownership

The findings under the Empowerment and ownership theme highlight how
transformational leaders fostered bottom-up engagement and accountability by creating
mechanisms for employee-driven improvement. Leaders delegated authority and
encouraged participation through structured initiatives, as M03 explained: “Be the
Change’... all employees identify and submit one improvement initiative; successful
projects receive recognition,” signalling that recognition was used as a motivational

lever.

This empowerment extended to operational problem-solving, with M04 noting: “Problem
solving was extended to frontline staff... employees were trained and equipped with the
right tools,” which demonstrates how capability building complemented empowerment

to ensure effectiveness.

Furthermore, M02 reinforced the principle of distributed responsibility by stating:
“Ownership at the operational level is key,” emphasising that sustainability depends on

embedding accountability at all tiers rather than concentrating it at leadership level.

Collectively, these insights suggest that transformational leadership drives cultural
adoption of OE by shifting improvement from a top-down mandate to a shared

responsibility, thereby strengthening resilience and long-term performance.

5.4.4.4Consistency and role modelling
The Consistency and role modelling theme emphasises that transformational leadership

was most effective when leaders demonstrated daily, visible behaviours that reinforced
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discipline and credibility. Leaders did not simply communicate expectations, they
embodied them through consistent presence and follow-through. As M01 asserted,
“Leaders must live the system daily,” highlighting that sustainability depends on leaders

modelling the behaviours they expect from others.

Similarly, M11 reinforced this principle by stating, “Leaders must be present, follow up
on their expectations, and acknowledge good performance,” which illustrates how
visibility and recognition strengthen trust and accountability. MO8 further underscored
the importance of unwavering commitment, noting, “Discipline is critical... leaders must

remain consistent, stay on course, and review progress regularly.”

Collectively, these insights suggest that transformational leadership influences
operational excellence not only through vision and empowerment but also through the
credibility built by leaders who consistently demonstrate the standards they advocate,

thereby embedding OE into organisational routines and culture.

5.4.4.5Psychological safety and learning from failure

The findings under the Psychological safety and learning from failure theme underscore
the importance of creating an environment where employees feel safe to experiment
and learn without fear of punishment. Leaders who adopted coaching-oriented
approaches reduced anxiety and normalised iterative learning, enabling innovation and
continuous improvement. As M06 emphasised, “Psychological safety is critical. People
cannot innovate when working under pressure or fear,” highlighting that fear-based

cultures stifle creativity.

This was reinforced by T01’s observation: “He coached instead of commanding...
learning from failures rather than punishing them,” which illustrates how constructive
feedback and tolerance for mistakes foster resilience and problem-solving capability.
Conversely, the absence of supportive responses can demotivate employees, as M02
noted: “Employees become demotivated when they present good ideas but leadership

provides no feedback, no resources, or no recognition.”
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Collectively, these insights suggest that transformational leadership sustains operational
excellence by embedding psychological safety and feedback-rich practices, ensuring

that failure becomes a learning opportunity rather than a barrier to engagement.

5.4.4.6Daily Management and visual performance

The findings under the Daily management and visual performance theme show that
transformational leaders institutionalised continuous improvement by embedding
structured routines and visual tools into daily operations. These practices ensured that
performance monitoring and problem-solving became part of the organisational rhythm
rather than ad hoc activities. As M05 explained, “During daily meetings, KPIs are
reviewed.... red means off target, green means on target,” illustrating how visual cues

drive accountability and quick corrective action.

T01 reinforced this approach, noting, “Visual management, daily stand up meetings, and
problem-solving on the line were central practices,” which highlights the integration of
transparency and collaborative problem-solving at the shop-floor level. Similarly, M08
emphasised the importance of sustained review cycles, stating, “We hold weekly Kaizen
reviews across all factories,” signalling that continuous improvement was not episodic

but embedded in governance routines.

Collectively, these insights suggest that transformational leadership influences OE
sustainability by institutionalising ERP/CMMS and visual dashboards, performance
systems and tiered management practices, creating a disciplined environment where

improvement is monitored, discussed, and acted upon consistently

5.4.4.7 Cross-functional collaboration

The findings under the Cross-functional collaboration theme reveal that sustaining
continuous improvement required breaking down silos and fostering process-cycle
awareness across departments. Leaders actively promoted knowledge sharing and
external benchmarking to broaden organisational learning. As M03 highlighted, “Cross
learning with my organisation... we send production teams... Even senior leaders like
myself visit to share learnings,” demonstrating how exposure to best practices from other

industries strengthened internal capability and innovation.

85



Furthermore, M03 emphasised the importance of understanding interdependencies
within the value chain, stating, “Procurement affects manufacturing. Manufacturing
affects distribution... understanding process cycles improves efficiency,” which
underscores that operational excellence cannot thrive in isolation but depends on

integrated thinking across functions.

These insights suggest that transformational leadership sustains CI by cultivating
collaborative networks and systemic awareness, ensuring that improvement initiatives
are aligned and reinforced throughout the organisation rather than confined to individual

departments.

5.4.4.8 Accountability, review and recognition

Accountability, review, and recognition emerged as critical enablers of continuous
improvement success, ensuring that efforts translated into measurable outcomes. Clear
expectations, systematic audits, and recognition mechanisms created a culture where
performance was both monitored and rewarded. As one participant noted, “Maturity
assessments formed part of employee KPIs... linked to annual increases and bonuses”
(MO01, 2025), highlighting how accountability was embedded into formal performance

systems.

Similarly, recognition played a motivational role, with another respondent emphasising
that “Recognition... motivates people to sustain high standards” (M11, 2025), reinforcing

the link between acknowledgement and sustained engagement.

Governance structures complemented these practices through verification and
corrective action, as captured in the statement, “Auditing to verify adherence...
Governance to correct deviations” (M10, 2025). Collectively, these elements
demonstrate that when accountability frameworks are paired with transparent review
processes and meaningful recognition, Cl initiatives gain credibility and drive long-term

behavioural change.
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5.4.4.9Governance of continuous improvement (frameworks and standards)

Governance of continuous improvement relied on structured frameworks and standards
to ensure consistency and sustainability. Execution models and governance cycles,
such as regular audits, were identified as stabilising forces for Cl routines. One
participant emphasised the importance of a disciplined approach, stating, “His approach
was practical, measurable... grounded in systems, routines, and execution principles”
(M10, 2025), underscoring that governance is most effective when it translates strategy

into actionable, repeatable processes.

Similarly, the creation and visibility of standards emerged as a critical factor, with another
respondent noting, “SOPs must be created collaboratively, documented clearly, and
publicly displayed” (M05, 2025). This highlights that governance is not only about control
but also about transparency and engagement, ensuring that employees understand and
own the standards they are expected to uphold. Together, these insights show that
robust governance frameworks, anchored in practical execution and collaborative

standard-setting, are essential for embedding Cl into organisational culture.

5.4.4.10 Leader orientation (Transformational)

Leader orientation toward transformation was a decisive factor in making continuous
improvement “stick.” Inspiring vision, combined with servant-like support and empathy,
created an environment where people felt valued and motivated to embrace change.
One participant captured this approach, stating, “Transformational leadership...
supportive, empowering, and focused on developing people” (M11, 2025), emphasising

that leaders who prioritise growth and empowerment foster sustainable improvement.

Equally important was the human dimension, as another respondent noted, “The most
impactful behaviour is empathy” (M10, 2025), signalling that technical strategies alone
are insufficient without genuine care for individuals. These insights reveal that
transformational leadership, anchored in vision, empowerment, and empathy, builds
trust and commitment, enabling Cl to become part of the organisational culture rather

than a short-term initiative.
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5.4.5 Summary of question one findings

Transformational leadership practices that sustained continuous improvement were
anchored in vision clarity, empowerment, and coaching. Leaders articulated a
compelling purpose and aligned OE with strategic KPIs, as MO01 noted;
“Transformational leaders inspire and communicate the vision of operational excellence
clearly, ensuring that employees buy into the journey.” Consistency and role modelling
reinforced credibility, with M11 emphasising; “Leaders must be present, follow up on

their expectations, and acknowledge good performance.”

Coaching and capability development emerged as critical, illustrated by TO01’s
observation: “He coached instead of commanding... learning from failures rather than
punishing them.” Empowerment and ownership were fostered through participative
initiatives, such as M03’'s “Be the Change’... all employees identify and submit one

improvement initiative; successful projects receive recognition.”

Psychological safety complemented these practices, enabling innovation, as M06
stated: “Psychological safety is critical. People cannot innovate when working under
pressure or fear.” Finally, daily management routines and visual boards institutionalised
Cl, with MO5 reporting: “During daily meetings, KPIs are reviewed.... red means off-
target, green means on-target.” Collectively, these practices embedded OE into culture

and routines, making improvement sustainable beyond initial enthusiasm.
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5.4.6 Research question two findings

The purpose of this research question was to examine how transformational leadership
influenced the sustainable implementation of operational excellence (OE) within
manufacturing firms in the KwaZulu-Natal Province. The question sought to understand
the interplay between leadership behaviours and organisational systems, including
governance structures and cultural reinforcement mechanisms, that enabled operational
excellence to persist beyond leadership transitions and periods of operational disruption.
Table 5.4 presents the emerging themes and associated sub-themes derived from the

analysis in relation to this research question.

Research Question Number Two: How did transformational leadership influence
the sustainable implementation of operational excellence in manufacturing firms in
KwaZulu-Natal?

Research

Question Emerging Theme Emerging Sub Themes
RQ 2 | Systems & Governance Process Documentation and SOPs;
Institutionalisation Standardisation; ISO/Organisational
Standards; Governance Forums & Audit
Cycles; Problem-Solving Governance;
Systemic/Systems Thinking
RQ 2 | Integration with Business Integration with Business Systems;

Systems (Digital & Process) Technology Integration/Digitalisation;
Performance Measurement Systems;
Structured Workflow; ERP/CMMS

alignment
RQ 2 | Institutional Memory & Institutional Memory; Knowledge
Continuity Management/Sharing; Documentation

Importance; Continuity; System
Dependency on Individuals (mitigation
via codification)

RQ 2 | Leadership Continuity & Leadership Continuity; Succession
Succession Planning; Leadership Turnover Impact;
System Resilience/Maturity/Stability;
Stability During Transitions
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RQ 2

Culture Reinforcement &
People Practices

Cultural Reinforcement; Culture of
Participation; Employee
Inclusion/Support; Trust Building;
Values/Core Values; Supportive
Environment; Workplace Environment

RQ 2

Strategy—KPI Cascade &
Governance

Strategic Direction Alignment; Strategic
Planning; Strategic Alignment;
Performance
Management/Assessment/Measurement
; KPI Cascades through governance
routines; Balanced short— vs long—term
orientation

RQ 2

Resourcing & Protected Time
for OE

Training Effectiveness; Resource
Allocation/Constraints; Protected Time
for ClI (incremental improvement);
External Resources;
Budget/Cost-Saving Initiatives aligned to
OE

RQ 2

Operational Discipline &
Standard Work

Standard Work Implementation;
Role-Centred Leadership Philosophy;
Shop-Floor Presence; Structured
Approaches/Frameworks; Visual
Management Systems; Routine
Discipline

RQ 2

Risk & Barrier Management

Change Fatigue; Resistance to Change;
Institutional Capacity Gaps; Market
Volatility; Compliance-Driven Behaviour
vs Commitment-Driven Behaviour;
Micromanagement Behaviour (negative)

RQ 2

Trust, Credibility &
Accessibility

Leadership Credibility Formation; Leader
Accessibility/Approachability;
Transparency/Communication; Openness;
Empathy; Trust in Leadership

Table 5.4: Thematic domains and sub-groups

Source: Author’s own development

5.4.6.1Systems and governance institutionalisation

Systems and governance institutionalisation were pivotal in converting transformational
leadership values into enduring operational practices. Leaders ensured that principles
of continuous improvement were codified into formal structures such as SOPs,

standards, and audit mechanisms, creating resilience against inconsistency. As one
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participant stressed, “Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) are key to ensuring
standardisation” (M07, 2025), highlighting the foundational role of documented

processes.

Another reinforced this by stating, “Everything must be documented, processes, KPIs,
SOPs, procedures, and systems” (T02, 2025), signalling that governance thrives on
clarity and accessibility. Furthermore, the durability of these systems was linked to global
standards, as noted in, “Only organisations with strong global standards... maintain
resilience because leaders cannot override established systems” (M10, 2025). These
insights underscore that institutionalisation, through comprehensive documentation and
adherence to robust standards, anchors CI practices beyond individual leadership,

ensuring continuity and organisational stability.

5.4.6.2Integration with business systems (digital and process)

Integration with business systems, both digital and process-based, was a key driver in
embedding Operational Excellence into the operating model. By linking Cl practices to
ERP, CMMS, dashboards, and digital factory tools, organisations created visibility and
actionable insights that reinforced improvement routines. One participant explained,
“We developed simple KPIs and dashboards to show daily performance and gaps” (M06,
2025), illustrating how real-time metrics enable teams to identify and address deviations

quickly.

Similarly, advanced digital platforms enhanced operational intelligence, as noted in,
“Our Digital Factory operating system tracks machine performance, identifies exact
failure points...” (M08, 2025), demonstrating how technology supports predictive
maintenance and process optimisation. These findings highlight that digital integration
is not merely a technical upgrade; it institutionalises Cl by embedding it into everyday

workflows, ensuring data-driven decisions and sustained performance improvement.

5.4.6.3Institutional memory and continuity
The findings indicated that institutional memory and continuity played a critical role in
sustaining operational excellence beyond individual leadership tenure. Participants

consistently emphasised that documentation and structured knowledge-sharing
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mechanisms reduced organisational reliance on specific individuals and enabled
continuity during periods of staff turnover and leadership change. One participant
highlighted the fragility of person-dependent knowledge, stating, “If something lives only

in someone’s head, it disappears when they leave. But policies stay” (M03, 2025).

This view was reinforced by a triangulation participant who underscored the necessity
of formalising organisational knowledge, noting that “documentation and institutional
memory... everything must be documented” (T02, 2025). Together, these accounts
illustrated that operational excellence was more likely to be preserved when knowledge
was embedded within policies, procedures, and documented systems, rather than
retained informally through individual experience. The emphasis on documentation
reflected participant’s recognition that institutional memory functioned as a stabilising
mechanism, supporting continuity and resilience of operational excellence practices

despite organisational change.

5.4.6.4Leadership continuity and succession

The findings further indicated that leadership continuity and succession planning were
central to the resilience of operational excellence initiatives. Participants highlighted that
organisations with strong leadership pipelines and deeply embedded cultural beliefs
were better positioned to sustain operational excellence during leadership transitions.
One participant drew on the example of a Japanese South African-based organisation,
noting that “at my organisation, strong succession planning and shared cultural beliefs
make OE more resilient” (M12, 2025). This perspective suggested that operational
excellence was reinforced not solely through formal systems, but also through the
transmission of shared values and leadership norms across generations of leaders.
Similarly, another participant emphasised the importance of foundational strength,
stating that “if the foundation is strong, operational excellence can withstand leadership
changes” (M02, 2025). Together, these accounts illustrated that leadership continuity
was not dependent on individual leaders, but rather on succession mechanisms and
cultural alignment that enabled operational excellence principles to endure despite

changes in leadership.

92



5.4.6.5Culture reinforcement and people practices

Culture reinforcement and people practices played a pivotal role in sustaining
continuous improvement (Cl) by fostering an inclusive, supportive environment that
rewards initiative. Transformational influence was evident in practices that empowered
employees and recognised their contributions. One participant highlighted participatory
goal-setting, noting, “Two-way annual KPI reviews... employees choose improvement

projects” (M09, 2025), which reflects a culture of shared ownership and autonomy.

Recognition from leadership further strengthened engagement, as captured in, “When
top management... conducts Gemba walks... it gives employees a sense of recognition
and value” (M04, 2025), signalling that visible leadership presence validates employee
efforts. Importantly, contribution was celebrated regardless of outcome, with one
respondent stating, “He rewarded all contributions, regardless of whether the idea
succeeded or failed” (M0O7, 2025), reinforcing psychological safety and innovation.
These insights show that inclusive practices, recognition, and empowerment create a

culture where ClI thrives as a collective responsibility rather than a top-down mandate.

5.4.6.6 Strategy—KPI cascade and governance

Strategy—KPI cascade and governance mechanisms were critical in linking Operational
Excellence initiatives to tangible business results and ensuring disciplined execution. By
cascading strategic objectives into measurable KPIs, organisations created alignment
across all levels and reinforced accountability. One participant highlighted the
motivational impact of this linkage, stating, “KPlIs... linked to annual increases and
bonuses” (M01, 2025), which demonstrates how performance metrics drive individual

commitment when tied to rewards.

Another emphasised structural rigour, noting, “Introduce a balanced scorecard system...
KPIs should flow... down to operational levels” (T02, 2025), underscoring the need for
systematic alignment from corporate strategy to shop-floor activities. These insights
reveal that a well-designed KPI cascade, supported by governance frameworks,
transforms OE from an abstract concept into a disciplined, results-oriented practice

embedded in the organisation’s operating model.
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5.4.6.7Resourcing and protected time for OE

The findings revealed that resourcing and the provision of protected time were essential
enablers of sustained operational excellence, particularly under conditions of
operational pressure. Participants indicated that continuous improvement could not be
maintained when employees were fully consumed by day-to-day production demands.
One participant emphasised the importance of intentional time allocation, stating that
“employees... need 10-20 per cent protected time to observe, reflect, and generate
ideas” (M10, 2025). This highlighted that improvement activities required deliberate

space for reflection and learning, rather than being treated as secondary tasks.

Complementing this view, another participant noted that “leadership must understand
operational challenges and provide the necessary resources” (M07, 2025), underscoring
the role of leadership in recognising system constraints and enabling improvement
through appropriate resourcing. Collectively, these accounts suggested that operational
excellence was more likely to persist when leaders actively protected time and resources
for improvement, signalling organisational commitment beyond short-term performance

pressures.

5.4.6.8 Operational discipline and standard work

The findings indicated that operational discipline and standard work were critical
mechanisms through which leadership intent was translated into stable and repeatable
performance outcomes. Participants emphasised that the consistent application of
standardised processes reduced variability and reinforced disciplined execution across
operations. One participant highlighted the centrality of formalisation, noting that
“standardisation is essential... documented procedures, SOPs, and structured methods
(PDCA)” (M04, 2025). This reflected the view that operational excellence depended on
clearly defined and consistently applied methods rather than ad hoc practices. In
addition, leadership consistency emerged as a reinforcing factor, with another
participant asserting that “leaders must remain consistent, stay on course, and review
progress regularly” (M08, 2025). Together, these perspectives illustrated that standard
work, when combined with disciplined leadership follow-up, enabled operational
excellence to become embedded in daily routines, thereby supporting sustained

performance rather than episodic improvement.
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5.4.6.9Risk and barrier management

The findings demonstrated that risk and barrier management were a critical dimension
of transformational leadership in sustaining operational excellence. Participants
indicated that transformational leaders proactively anticipated and mitigated a range of
barriers, including skills gaps, system immaturity, change fatigue, and environmental
volatility. One participant identified internal capability constraints, referring to “skills gaps,
immature systems, and inconsistent application of standards” as persistent challenges
to sustaining improvement M06, 2025). External and structural risks were also
highlighted, with another participant noting that “budget cuts, legislative changes, and

staff turnover have been major challenges” (M07, 2025).

In addition, a triangulation participant emphasised the risk of short-termism, stating that
‘the biggest challenge is when organisations are overly output focused... routines must
continue regardless of yesterday’s performance” (T01, 2025). Collectively, these
accounts suggested that transformational leadership contributed to operational
excellence sustainability by recognising systemic risks early and maintaining disciplined
routines despite operational and contextual pressures, thereby preventing regression

during periods of disruption.

5.4.6.10 Trust, credibility and accessibility

The findings revealed that trust, leadership credibility, and accessibility were
foundational to the sustained adoption of operational excellence practices. Participants
consistently emphasised that leader’s approachability and openness created conditions
in which employees felt safe to surface problems and engage in improvement activities.
One triangulation participant noted that “eaders must also be approachable so
employees feel comfortable raising issues” (T02, 2025), highlighting the role of
accessibility in enabling transparent communication. Empathy emerged as a particularly
influential behaviour, with a participant stating that “‘the most impactful behaviour is
empathy” (M10, 2025), suggesting that understanding employee’s experiences

strengthened relational trust and commitment.
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In addition, leadership credibility was closely associated with visible and principled
behaviour, as reflected in the assertion that “leadership must be visible, consistent,
principled, and aligned with excellence” (M06, 2025). Together, these findings indicated
that trust was cultivated through a combination of empathetic engagement, consistent
leadership behaviour, and ethical credibility, all of which supported sustained employee

participation in operational excellence initiatives

5.4.7 Summary of question two findings

Transformational leadership influenced sustainability by converting intent into systems,
governance, and cultural reinforcement. Leaders institutionalised OE through SOPs and
standards, as MO7 affirmed: “Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) are key to
ensuring standardisation,” and TO02 reinforced: “Everything must be documented,

processes, KPIs, SOPs, procedures, and systems.”

Integration with digital platforms strengthened transparency, with M08 noting: “Our
Digital Factory operating system tracks machine performance, identifies exact failure

points, and categorises issues as minor stops or breakdowns.”

Cultural reinforcement ensured OE adoption, as MO04 observed: “When top
management... conducts Gemba walks... it gives employees a sense of recognition and

value.”

Strategic alignment cascaded through KPlIs, supported by governance frameworks, as
T02 recommended: “Introduce a balanced scorecard system... KPIs should flow from

the scorecard down to operational levels.”

Sustainability also relied on leadership continuity and succession planning, with M12
stating: “At my organisation, strong succession planning and shared cultural beliefs

make OE more resilient.”

Finally, trust and accessibility underpinned resilience, as M10 emphasised: “The most
impactful behaviour is empathy,” and T02 added: “Leaders must also be approachable

so employees feel comfortable raising issues.” These factors collectively demonstrate
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that transformational leadership shapes OE sustainability through a dual focus on robust

systems and human-centric practices.

5.5 Summary of findings

5.5.1 Main research interviews summary

The findings from the twelve main research interviews revealed that transformational
leadership practices were central to the sustainable implementation of operational
excellence (OE) within manufacturing firms. Participants consistently emphasised
leadership behaviours that extended beyond directive control, highlighting coaching,
empathy, visibility, and consistency as critical enablers of continuous improvement.
Leadership influence was most evident in how OE principles were translated into daily
operational routines, such as standard work, problem-solving discipline, and

performance review processes.

Participants further indicated that OE sustainability depended on the institutionalisation
of systems, including documentation, governance structures, and capability
development, rather than reliance on individual leaders. Cultural factors, particularly
trust, psychological safety, and employee ownership, emerged as key mediating
mechanisms through which leadership behaviours influenced engagement and
discretionary effort. However, the findings also revealed persistent barriers, including
skills gaps, leadership turnover, operational pressure, and resource constraints, which
required deliberate leadership intervention to mitigate. Overall, the main interviews
depicted OE as a socially constructed and leadership-enabled system, where
transformational leadership shaped both the technical and human dimensions of

sustained performance excellence.

5.5.2 Triangulation research interviews summary

The findings from the triangulation interviews reinforced and extended the patterns
identified in the main dataset by offering a system-level and longitudinal perspective on
operational excellence sustainability. Triangulation participants placed greater
emphasis on institutional memory, governance maturity, and leadership continuity,
framing OE as an organisational capability that must outlive individual leaders. Strong

succession planning, shared cultural beliefs, and documented systems were identified
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as primary mechanisms through which OE resilience was achieved, particularly during

leadership transitions and periods of environmental disruption.

Compared to the main interviews, triangulation participants adopted a more macro-
organisational lens, focusing less on day-to-day leadership behaviours and more on the
structural conditions that enabled consistency over time. The triangulation data
highlighted the risks associated with short-term performance orientation, noting that OE
deteriorated when routines were abandoned under pressure. These findings
underscored the importance of system discipline and cultural alignment as stabilising

forces that preserved operational excellence despite contextual volatility.

5.5.3 Analytical contrast between main and triangulation findings

While both data sets converged on the importance of transformational leadership for
sustaining operational excellence, they differed in level of emphasis and analytical focus.
The main interviews foregrounded the micro-level enactment of leadership, highlighting
behaviours such as empathy, accessibility, coaching, and visibility as immediate drivers
of engagement and improvement. In contrast, the triangulation interviews emphasised
macro-level system durability, focusing on governance structures, succession planning,

and institutional memory as the primary safeguards against OE regression.

Together, the findings suggested that sustainable operational excellence required
alignment between leadership behaviour and organisational architecture.
Transformational leadership was most effective when it simultaneously enabled people-
centred engagement at the operational level and reinforced system-level continuity at
the institutional level. This convergence and contrast strengthened the credibility of the
findings and provided a robust empirical foundation for the interpretive discussion

presented in Chapter Six.
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6. Chapter Six: Discussion of Results

6.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the empirical findings presented in Chapter Five by situating
them within the broader theoretical and empirical literature reviewed in Chapter Two as
well as the research problem, objectives, questions, and methodology articulated in
Chapters Four, respectively. The purpose of this chapter is to interpret the results in
relation to the two main research questions and to examine how the findings confirm,
extend, or challenge existing scholarship on transformational leadership and the
sustainable implementation of operational excellence. In doing so, this chapter provides
the analytical bridge between the empirical evidence and the study’s theoretical

contributions, ensuring coherence across the overall research design and outcomes.

The discussion is organised around the two research questions, which serve as the
primary analytical structure for the chapter. For each research question, the findings are
compared systematically with relevant theories and empirical studies on
transformational leadership, operational excellence, and their intersection, with
particular reference to the dynamic capabilities perspective that underpinned the
conceptual framework developed in Chapter Two. It is done by engaging critically with
prior literature, this chapter highlights areas of convergence where the findings reinforce
existing knowledge, as well as areas of divergence where the results reveal context-
specific nuances or previously underexplored mechanisms, especially within the
KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing context (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; McDermott et al.,
2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

In line with best practice in qualitative research, the discussion moves beyond
description to offer interpretive insight into how and why transformational leadership
influences the sustainability of operational excellence, taking into account organisational
context, leadership continuity, and systemic enablers (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Reuber &
Fischer, 2021). All literature referenced in this chapter is drawn from the studies
reviewed in Chapter Two and is synthesised rather than reproduced, ensuring
conceptual integration and analytical depth. Through this approach, the chapter
demonstrates the study’s contribution by clarifying the mechanisms through which

leadership shapes long-term operational excellence outcomes.
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6.2 Restatement of the Research Questions

The discussion in this chapter is structured around the two research questions, as
formulated and justified in Chapter Three. These questions provide the analytical
framework for interpreting the findings in relation to the existing literature and the study’s

theoretical foundations.

6.2.1 Research Question One:
What specific transformational leadership practices contributed most to sustaining
continuous improvement, operational initiatives and performance excellence in

KwaZulu-Natal’s manufacturing sector?

6.2.2 Research Question Two:
How did transformational leadership influence the sustainable implementation of

operational excellence in manufacturing firms in KwaZulu-Natal?

6.3 Discussion by Research Question
6.3.1 RQ1: [What specific transformational leadership practices contributed
most to sustaining continuous improvement, operational initiatives and
performance excellence in KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing sector? ]
6.3.1.1Summary of key findings
The findings indicated that specific transformational leadership practices played a
decisive role in sustaining continuous improvement and performance excellence within
manufacturing organisations in KwaZulu-Natal, and these results broadly aligned with
the theoretical foundations presented in Chapter Two. In particular, the observed
emphasis on leader visibility, coaching-oriented engagement, and empathy reflected the
behavioural pathways associated with idealised influence and individualised
consideration, where leaders built credibility and relational trust through consistent,
values-driven conduct (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Dickson,
2023). The resulting trust and psychological safety reported in the findings were
consistent with scholarship suggesting that transformational leadership influenced
performance primarily through indirect, people-centred mechanisms rather than direct
control (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).
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At the same time, the findings extended the literature by demonstrating that these
behaviours were not merely desirable leadership traits but functioned as operational
enablers that supported the day-to-day continuity of improvement routines an area that
OE research had often treated as a “critical success factor” without specifying leadership
mechanisms in depth (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

The results also reinforced Chapter Two’s argument that sustainable operational
excellence depended on capability development and the institutionalisation of learning
(Lopez-Cabrales et al., 2017). Transformational leaders in the study were found to
prioritise problem-solving capability building, empower employees to contribute ideas,
and distribute ownership for improvement, which closely aligned with evidence that
transformational leadership strengthened team learning and knowledge integration, both
essential for continuous improvement systems to persist (Lorinkova & Perry, 2018;
Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).

Interpreted through the dynamic capabilities anchor used in Chapter Two, these
practices were consistent with the view that leaders supported sustainability by enabling
sensing (identifying losses and opportunities), seizing (mobilising action and
engagement), and reconfiguring (embedding new routines and standards) rather than
by driving isolated improvement projects (Teece, 2018; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).
However, the findings also echoed a key caution raised in the literature; transformational
leadership was not inherently self-sustaining, because improvements weakened when
leadership attention fluctuated or when short-term output pressures displaced
disciplined routines (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; McDermott et al., 2021).

Overall, the study confirmed and extended Chapter Two’s central proposition that
transformational leadership supported sustainable continuous improvement most
effectively when people-centred engagement was coupled with operational discipline
and long-term consistency, allowing performance excellence to become an embedded
organisational capability rather than a series of temporary initiatives (Siangchokyoo et
al., 2020; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

101



6.3.1.2Comparison to theory and prior studies (Confirmations, Extensions,
Contradictions)

Confirmations: The findings aligned strongly with the theoretical framing in Chapter
Two, particularly the view that transformational leadership influenced operational
outcomes primarily through behavioural and relational mechanisms rather than direct
control. The prominence of leader visibility, coaching, and consistent role modelling
confirmed contemporary interpretations of transformational leadership as a dynamic set
of enacted behaviours that shaped follower perceptions, trust, and willingness to engage
in discretionary improvement work (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al.,
2020). In addition, the importance of empowerment and capability development
supported prior evidence that transformational leadership enhanced learning-oriented
climates and knowledge integration, which were foundational for continuous
improvement and operational excellence routines to persist beyond initial
implementation phases (Lorinkova & Perry, 2018; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). The findings
also affirmed the operations literature’s repeated conclusion that leadership commitment
remained a necessary enabler of operational excellence, while sustaining improvement
required embedding routines into daily management and cultural norms (McDermott et
al., 2021).

Extensions: The study extended prior research by adding context-specific nuance on
how transformational leadership translated into sustainable operational excellence in
KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing plants. The findings suggested that sustainability was
strengthened when leadership behaviours were reinforced through formal operational
systems, particularly where improvement practices were integrated with governance
mechanisms such as cascading KPIs, tiered accountability routines, and structured
performance dialogues. This insight broadened the leadership—operational excellence
linkage beyond general “support” by illustrating how transformational leaders
operationalised improvement through management infrastructure, aligning with a
dynamic capabilities interpretation in which leaders enabled sensing, seizing, and
reconfiguring through structured routines and information systems (Teece, 2018;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Participant’s emphasis on systemisation and documentation
further extended the literature by showing that leadership effectiveness in OE was partly

mediated by organisational memory and standardisation mechanisms, including the
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integration of maintenance management systems and digital performance tools that
reduced dependence on individual leaders and supported continuity. This contributed
additional empirical depth to calls in the OE literature for more detailed accounts of
institutionalisation mechanisms beyond tool adoption (McDermott et al., 2021; Siefan et
al., 2025).

Contradictions: The findings also diverged from some assumptions in prior scholarship
that portrayed transformational leadership as uniformly beneficial and broadly
generalisable. In this study, transformational leadership effects appeared conditional,
improvement routines weakened when leadership continuity was disrupted, when
operational pressures prioritised short-term output over discipline, or when improvement
systems were insufficiently institutionalised, suggesting that transformational behaviours
alone were not sufficient for sustainability. This nuance aligned with critiques that
questioned whether follower transformation was consistently achieved or whether
positive effects were sometimes inflated through perceptual measurement and cross-
sectional designs (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). The results also challenged tool-centric
interpretations of operational excellence that implied methodological adoption reliably
produced sustained gains. Instead, sustained operational excellence appeared to
depend on leadership-driven cultural embedding and system governance, indicating that
contextual conditions, such as resource constraints, skills variability, and volatility within
emerging-market manufacturing, likely moderated leadership impact (McDermott et al.,
2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). These divergences were plausibly explained by the
study’s sectoral and geographic context, as well as its qualitative design, which surfaced
operational tensions and sustainability challenges that are often obscured in survey-

based studies focused on short-term performance associations.

6.3.1.3Contextual interpretation

The findings were best interpreted in light of the contextual realities outlined in Chapter
One and the empirical evidence presented in Chapter Five. The KwaZulu-Natal
manufacturing environment was characterised by high operational interdependence and
lack of operational excellence discipline, which directly impacts cost and throughput

pressures, and recurring reliability challenges, all of which shaped both the
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implementation and sustainability of operational excellence initiatives. Within this
setting, the study’s results suggested that transformational leadership practices were
most effective when they were adapted to the practical demands of plant operations

rather than enacted as generic “leadership style” behaviours.

This contextual dependency aligned with contemporary scholarship that treated
transformational leadership as dynamic and contingent, with effectiveness shaped by
situational demands and organisational conditions (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019;
Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). In Chapter Five, participants consistently described how
leadership presence, coaching, and consistency became particularly salient under
conditions of operational volatility, such as breakdown-driven downtime, unstable
routines, and production recovery cycles, where trust, motivation, and disciplined
problem-solving were required to prevent improvement efforts from being displaced by

short-term firefighting.

Organisational maturity also influenced outcomes in ways that reinforced the conceptual
framing developed in Chapter Two and the patterns observed in Chapter Five. Plants
with more mature operational excellence systems appeared better positioned to sustain
improvement routines because they had stronger institutional infrastructure, such as
standard work, tiered performance dialogues, and embedded problem-solving practices,
through which leadership behaviours could be translated into enduring capability. This
reflected the literature’s emphasis that operational excellence sustainability depended
on institutionalisation and system reinforcement rather than isolated tool adoption
(McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

Conversely, less mature plants were described as being more dependent on individual
leaders to create momentum and maintain discipline, which made improvement fragile
when leadership attention shifted or when external pressures intensified. These
dynamics were consistent with a dynamic capabilities lens, where sensing, seizing, and
reconfiguring depended on both leadership agency and the organisation’s existing
routines and resource base (Teece, 2018). In practical terms, local operational realities,
such as skills variability, resource constraints, and the need to balance output targets

with disciplined routines, appeared to moderate whether transformational leadership
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could convert intent into sustained operational excellence. This contextual interpretation
strengthened the study’s argument that leadership mattered most when it was supported
by organisational systems that reduced reliance on individuals and enabled operational
excellence to persist under the pressures typical of KwaZulu-Natal’s manufacturing

environment.

6.3.1.4Methodological Considerations

The interpretation of the findings needed to be considered in light of the methodological
choices outlined in Chapter Four, which shaped both the depth and the boundaries of
the study’s insights. The qualitative, interpretivist design adopted in this research
enabled an in-depth exploration of how transformational leadership was experienced
and enacted within operational excellence contexts, addressing a gap in prior research
that had relied heavily on cross-sectional survey designs and perceptual measures
(Busetto et al., 2020; Reuber & Fischer, 2021).

However, this design also implied that the findings were not intended to produce
statistically generalisable claims, but rather to generate contextually grounded
understanding. As noted in Chapter Four, purposive sampling with maximum variation
enhanced the richness of perspectives, yet the focus on a limited number of
manufacturing organisations  within KwaZulu-Natal necessarily constrained
transferability to other regions or sectors with different institutional and operational

characteristics (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022).

Measurement and data collection choices further shaped interpretation. The use of a
single semi-structured interview guide supported consistency across participants while
allowing flexibility to probe emergent themes, in line with qualitative best practice (Kallio
et al., 2016). Nevertheless, reliance on self-reported accounts introduced the potential
for recall bias and social desirability effects, particularly where participants reflected on
leadership effectiveness or organisational performance. Although triangulation
interviews and cross-case comparison were employed to mitigate single-source bias,
the absence of direct observational or archival performance data limited the ability to
independently corroborate some claims regarding sustainability and performance

outcomes. Additionally, as discussed in Chapter Four, the cross-sectional time horizon
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captured participant’s reflections at a specific point in time, restricting insight into how
leadership behaviours and operational excellence practices evolved longitudinally, an
acknowledged limitation in both leadership and operational excellence research
(Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; McDermott et al., 2021).

Finally, the interpretive nature of thematic analysis required careful reflexivity on the part
of the researcher. While systematic coding, audit trails, and the use of ATLAS.ti.25
supported analytical transparency, the identification and interpretation of themes were
inevitably shaped by the researcher’s professional background and theoretical framing,
as recognised in qualitative methodology literature (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Vanover et
al., 2021). These methodological considerations did not undermine the credibility of the
findings, but they tempered interpretation by highlighting that conclusions reflected
participant’s lived experiences within a specific context and methodological frame.
Accordingly, the study’s contributions were best understood as analytical
generalisations that complemented, rather than replaced, the predominantly quantitative

evidence base in transformational leadership and operational excellence research.

6.3.1.5Practical implications

Drawing on the findings presented in Chapter Five and interpreted through the
theoretical foundations outlined in Chapter Two, this study yielded several practical
implications for individuals responsible for leading and sustaining operational excellence
initiatives. First, the results suggested that leaders should move beyond viewing
operational excellence as a collection of tools or projects and instead govern it as an
integrated organisational capability. In practice, this required leaders to consistently role
model disciplined behaviours, reinforce standard work, and remain visibly engaged with
improvement routines over time. This implication aligned with the literature that
emphasised leadership consistency and behavioural modelling as prerequisites for
embedding continuous improvement into daily operations (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019;
McDermott et al., 2021).

Second, the findings indicated that operational excellence leaders should strengthen the

linkage between recognition, performance management, and continuous improvement

106



metrics. Rather than rewarding short-term output alone, organisations benefited when
recognition systems explicitly acknowledged problem-solving effort, adherence to
improvement routines, and contribution to learning outcomes. This practice reinforced
the people-centred mechanisms highlighted in transformational leadership theory, such
as motivation and empowerment, while simultaneously supporting the operational
excellence literature’s call for alignment between behavioural incentives and
improvement objectives (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). For
engineers in particular, this implied a shift from purely technical performance measures
toward balanced scorecards that integrated reliability, learning, and improvement

indicators.

Third, the study underscored the importance of systematic governance mechanisms to
reduce dependence on individual leaders. Leaders were encouraged to formalise audit
cycles, tiered performance dialogues, and standard review routines to ensure consistent
adherence to operational excellence practices, even under production pressure. This
implication resonated with dynamic capabilities theory, which framed sustainability as
the organisation’s ability to reconfigure and renew routines through structured processes
rather than ad hoc interventions (Teece, 2018). They also played a critical role in this
regard by ensuring that technical systems, such as maintenance management systems,
performance dashboards, and root cause analysis processes, were integrated with

leadership routines and decision-making forums.

Finally, the findings suggested that operational excellence leaders should consciously
invest in capability building and knowledge transfer as a long-term strategy for
sustainability. This included developing problem-solving competence at multiple
organisational levels, documenting learning, and embedding improvement knowledge
into systems and training programmes. Such practices extended prior research by
demonstrating that transformational leadership translated into sustainable operational
excellence only when supported by organisational infrastructure that preserved learning
beyond individual tenure (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Collectively,
these practical implications highlighted that sustaining operational excellence required

coordinated leadership behaviour, aligned incentives, and robust governance systems,
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shifting the managerial and engineering focus from short-term performance recovery to
long-term operational resilience.

6.3.1.6 Theoretical Implications

This study offered several theoretical implications that extended and refined existing
scholarship on transformational leadership, continuous improvement, and operational
excellence, as developed across Chapters Two to Five. First, the findings contributed
to Cl and OE theory by clarifying institutionalisation as a central mediating mechanism
between leadership behaviour and sustained performance. While prior OE research had
acknowledged leadership commitment as a critical success factor, it often treated
leadership influence as a contextual enabler rather than theorising the processes
through which leadership effects endured over time (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti
et al., 2022). In contrast, this study demonstrated that transformational leadership
influenced sustainability primarily by embedding ClI routines into organisational systems,
norms, and governance structures. This positioned institutionalisation, not tool adoption
or episodic initiatives, as a theoretically salient mechanism linking leadership to long-

term operational outcomes.

Second, the findings extended transformational leadership theory by reinforcing a
process-oriented and contingent interpretation of leadership effectiveness.
Contemporary leadership research had increasingly questioned universal, direct-effect
models of transformational leadership, highlighting instead the importance of mediators
such as trust, learning climate, and psychological empowerment (Breevaart & Zacher,
2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). This study added to that stream by showing that,
within operational settings, transformational leadership functioned as a micro-foundation
that activated Cl-relevant capabilities, such as problem-solving routines, knowledge
sharing, and disciplined reflection, rather than as a direct driver of performance. In doing
so, the study responded to calls in the leadership literature for greater specification of

causal pathways and contextually grounded mechanisms.

Third, the integration of findings with the dynamic capabilities framework advanced
theoretical understanding at the intersection of TFL and OE. Prior research had
suggested that dynamic capabilities explained how firms adapted and sustained

advantage, yet leadership was often treated implicitly or abstractly within that framework
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(Teece, 2018). This study contributed by empirically illustrating how transformational
leadership behaviours supported sensing (identifying losses and improvement
opportunities), seizing (mobilising engagement and resources), and reconfiguring
(institutionalising new routines and standards) within Cl systems. This linkage
strengthened the theoretical bridge between leadership theory and operations strategy,
positioning transformational leadership as an enabling mechanism through which

dynamic capabilities were enacted in operational contexts.

Finally, the study contributed to OE theory by challenging tool-centric and linear
assumptions that still dominated parts of the literature. The findings suggested that
operational excellence could not be adequately explained through the presence of Lean,
TQM, or Six Sigma practices alone, but rather through the interaction between
leadership, organisational context, and institutional infrastructure (Muhammad et al.,
2022). This perspective aligned with emerging critiques that called for more integrative
and behaviourally informed OE frameworks (McDermott et al., 2021), and it advanced
theory by situating Cl sustainability as a socially embedded, leadership-enabled
capability. Collectively, these theoretical implications refined the understanding of how
leadership, institutionalisation, and dynamic capabilities interacted to support sustained
operational excellence, offering a more nuanced and process-oriented account than

previously available in the literature

6.3.1.7Mini-conclusion for RQ1

In addressing Research Question number one, the study demonstrated that specific
transformational leadership practices, particularly visible role modelling, coaching-
oriented engagement, intellectual stimulation, and consistent long-term commitment,
were central to sustaining continuous improvement and performance excellence within
KwaZulu-Natal’s manufacturing sector. These findings aligned with contemporary
transformational leadership theory, which emphasised relational trust, psychological
safety, and capability development as key mechanisms through which leadership
influenced sustained performance outcomes (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo
et al., 2020). At the same time, the results extended the operational excellence literature
by illustrating how these leadership behaviours translated into disciplined routines,

shared problem-solving, and cultural embedding, rather than remaining abstract
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leadership attributes or short-term performance drivers (McDermott et al., 2021;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Viewed through the dynamic capabilities lens adopted in
Chapter Two, the evidence suggested that transformational leadership enabled
continuous improvement by supporting organisational sensing, seizing, and
reconfiguring processes, thereby allowing performance excellence to become
institutionalised rather than leader-dependent (Teece, 2018). Collectively, the findings
confirmed that transformational leadership sustained continuous improvement most
effectively when people-centred engagement was integrated with operational discipline

and governance, reinforcing both theoretical understanding and practical implications.

6.3.2 RQ2: [How did transformational leadership influence the sustainable
implementation of operational excellence in manufacturing firms in
KwaZulu-Natal]

6.3.2.1Summary of key findings

Anchored on Research Question Two, the findings demonstrated that transformational

leadership influenced the sustainable implementation of operational excellence primarily

through the governance of continuous improvement rather than through direct or
ongoing personal intervention. As evidenced in Chapter Five, leaders shaped
sustainability by establishing and reinforcing formal governance mechanisms, such as
improvement frameworks, standard operating procedures, audit routines, and structured
review forums, that regulated how CIl activities were executed, monitored, and
sustained. This governance orientation aligned with the theoretical framing in Chapter

Two, which emphasised that operational excellence maturity depended on

institutionalised routines and disciplined management systems rather than isolated

improvement initiatives (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

From a leadership theory perspective, the findings were consistent with contemporary
interpretations of transformational leadership that highlighted its role in shaping
organisational structures and norms rather than relying solely on interpersonal influence
(Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). Transformational leaders in the
study were found to legitimise Cl governance by embedding improvement expectations
into formal standards, performance dialogues, and audit cycles. These mechanisms

ensured adherence to Cl practices under operational pressure and reduced the erosion
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of improvement routines when leadership attention shifted. The emphasis on audits and
standardisation further reinforced accountability and learning, supporting the conversion

of leadership intent into sustained operational discipline.

Interpreted through the dynamic capabilities lens introduced in Chapter Two, CI
governance functioned as a mechanism through which transformational leadership
enabled organisational reconfiguration and renewal. Institutionalising frameworks and
standards, leaders supported sensing (systematic identification of losses and
deviations), seizing (coordinated corrective action through structured reviews), and
reconfiguring (updating SOPs and practices based on learning) in a continuous cycle
(Teece, 2018). This integration of leadership behaviour with Cl governance extended
existing OE theory by demonstrating that sustainability was achieved when
improvement systems were governed through formalised structures that preserved
knowledge, enforced discipline, and enabled learning across time. Collectively, these
findings underscore that transformational leadership influenced sustainable operational
excellence most effectively when it governed continuous improvement through robust
frameworks, standards, and audit mechanisms, allowing Cl to operate as an enduring

organisational capability rather than a leader-dependent initiative.

6.3.2.2Comparison to theory and prior studies (Confirmations, Extensions,
Contradictions)
The study’s findings aligned with and extended the Chapter two’s literature by showing
that transformational leadership influenced sustainable operational excellence through
a deliberate balancing of standardisation-based execution discipline and adaptive
learning. In the results reported in Chapter Five, operational excellence was sustained
most reliably when leaders translated improvement intent into governance structures,
such as standard work, SOPs, audit routines, and tiered performance dialogues, that
stabilised routines and reduced variability under production pressure. This pattern was
consistent with operational excellence scholarship emphasising that durable
performance improvements depended on institutionalised routines and disciplined daily
management systems rather than isolated tool deployment (McDermott et al., 2021;

Trakulsunti et al., 2022). From a standardisation theory perspective, these mechanisms
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supported repeatability, predictability, and accountability by embedding expectations
into codified routines, thereby limiting drift and ensuring that improvement practices

remained executable even in the absence of individual leaders.

At the same time, the findings also resonated with literature that cautioned against
equating operational excellence purely with rigidity or procedural compliance. Evidence
from Chapter Five suggested that standardisation became sustainable only when
leaders actively cultivated learning behaviours and reframed routines as vehicles for
improvement rather than as administrative controls. This interpretation aligned with
contemporary leadership research emphasising that transformational leadership effects
were typically mediated through learning climate, knowledge exchange, and
psychological safety, which enabled employees to question assumptions and contribute
ideas without fear of blame (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). In
this sense, the sustainability of operational excellence was shaped by the coexistence
of execution disciplines (standard work, audits, governance) and adaptive learning
(problem-solving, experimentation, reflective routines), suggesting that transformational
leaders influenced sustainability by legitimising both stability and change within the

same system.

The dynamic capabilities framework developed in Chapter Two provided a strong
theoretical bridge between these two orientations. While standardisation supported the
stabilisation of routines and consistent execution, adaptive learning enabled the renewal
and reconfiguration of those routines in response to changing operational realities. In
dynamic capabilities terms, leaders supported sensing by making performance losses
visible through structured routines, seizing by mobilising cross-functional action through
disciplined review systems, and reconfiguring by institutionalising learning into updated
standards, training, and SOP revisions (Teece, 2018). This comparison suggested that
transformational leadership influenced sustainable operational excellence not by
choosing between standardisation and adaptability, but by governing the interaction
between them, protecting the discipline of routines while also enabling continuous

learning so that operational excellence remained both stable and responsive over time.
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6.3.2.3Contextual interpretation

Findings were best understood in relation to the operational realities of KwaZulu-Natal
manufacturing described in Chapter One and evidenced in Chapter Five, where
sustained operational excellence depended on leadership practices that made
improvement routines both visible and non-negotiable. In this context, transformational
leadership influenced sustainability by creating shared meaning around standard work
and by ensuring that SOPs were not treated as static documents owned by specialists,
but as collectively understood routines embedded in daily operations. The findings
indicated that visibility, through leader’s consistent presence in operational spaces and
their active engagement with frontline teams, strengthened the legitimacy of SOPs and
improvement routines, enabling employees to treat standardisation as part of
organisational identity rather than compliance. This interpretation aligned with
contemporary leadership literature suggesting that transformational leadership was
enacted through relational and behavioural signals that strengthened trust and shared
purpose, particularly in environments characterised by uncertainty and performance

pressure (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).

The context also shaped how SOPs were created and sustained. Rather than top-down
enforcement, sustainability was reinforced when leaders enabled co-creation of SOPs
through structured problem-solving and participative review processes, which increased
ownership and reduced resistance. This co-creation dynamic reflected operational
excellence scholarship that associated sustained implementation with institutionalised
routines and employee involvement, especially where improvement was embedded into
daily management rather than treated as episodic programmes (McDermott et al., 2021;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022). The practice of publicly displaying standards, through visual
management, performance boards, and accessible documentation, further
strengthened sustainability by increasing transparency, enabling peer accountability,
and reducing the likelihood that critical routines would remain tacit or leader-dependent.
Within the KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing setting, where operational volatility and urgent
production recovery cycles were common, such visibility served as a stabilising device

that reduced drift and supported consistent execution.
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A further contextual insight related to leadership “guardrails,” particularly the role of
global or corporate standards that prevented routine override during periods of pressure.
The findings suggested that transformational leadership influenced sustainability not
only through inspiration and empowerment, but also through the protection of
improvement systems against short-term expediency. This interpretation is linked
closely with the dynamic capabilities lens adopted in Chapter Two; leaders supported
sustainable operational excellence by maintaining disciplined routines (stability) while
still enabling learning and adaptation (change), rather than allowing standards to be
compromised under immediate output demands (Teece, 2018). In practical terms, global
standards and governance structures functioned as reconfigurable but protected
constraints, allowing continuous improvement while limiting “workarounds” that
historically undermined operational excellence. This contextual interpretation therefore,
demonstrated that transformational leadership in KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing
influenced sustainability by combining visibility, participative standard-setting, and
robust guardrails that preserved operational discipline under pressure, enabling
operational excellence to become institutionalised rather than dependent on individual

discretion.

6.3.2.4Methodological considerations

The interpretation of how transformational leadership influenced the sustainable
implementation of operational excellence was shaped by the methodological choices
outlined in Chapter Four and the empirical evidence presented in Chapter Five. The
study relied primarily on semi-structured interviews as the core data source, enabling in-
depth exploration of leadership behaviours, governance practices, and sustainability
mechanisms within operational excellence systems. This approach aligned with
qualitative research recommendations that emphasised interviews as a suitable method
for capturing lived experiences and uncovering processual relationships that are often
difficult to observe through quantitative measures alone (Busetto et al., 2020; Reuber &
Fischer, 2021). However, recognising the limitations of single-source data, the study
incorporated triangulation through specialist interviews and the consideration of
organisational artefacts referenced by participants, such as audit routines and

performance dashboards, to strengthen analytical credibility.
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Triangulation played a critical role in validating the relationship between leadership
influence and CI governance mechanisms. References to audit cycles, standard review
forums, and visual management dashboards provided indirect corroboration of interview
narratives, helping to reduce reliance on retrospective self-reporting and mitigate social
desirability bias. This triangulated approach was consistent with methodological
guidance that advocated the use of multiple data sources to enhance trustworthiness in
qualitative research, particularly when examining complex organisational phenomena
such as leadership and operational excellence (Noble & Heale, 2019; Hennink & Kaiser,
2022). Although the study did not involve direct observation or longitudinal audit data
collection, the convergence of accounts across participant roles and organisational
contexts suggested a degree of analytic saturation and coherence. As such, while the
findings did not offer causal measurement in the statistical sense, the use of interviews
supported by triangulated references to governance artefacts and performance systems
provided a robust basis for interpreting how transformational leadership shaped the
sustainable implementation of operational excellence within the KwaZulu-Natal

manufacturing context.

6.3.2.5Practical implications

Several practical implications for leaders and practitioners responsible for sustaining
operational excellence within manufacturing firms in KwaZulu-Natal. First, the results
suggested that leaders should deliberately design and institutionalise governance cycles
that regulate how continuous improvement activities are planned, reviewed, and
reinforced over time. Rather than relying on ad hoc leadership interventions,
transformational leaders were shown to influence sustainability by embedding structured
review rhythms, such as tiered performance meetings, regular improvement forums, and
formal escalation pathways, that ensured consistent attention to operational discipline.
This implication aligned with operational excellence scholarship that emphasised the
role of daily management systems and governance routines in preventing improvement
drift, particularly in high-pressure manufacturing environments (McDermott et al., 2021;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022). From a leadership perspective, such governance cycles
operationalised inspirational motivation and idealised influence by translating strategic
intent into visible, repeatable practices that guided behaviour across organisational

levels (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).
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Second, the findings highlighted the importance of embedding audit mechanisms as
learning-oriented controls rather than compliance-driven checks. Transformational
leadership influenced sustainability when audits were used to reinforce standard work,
identify learning opportunities, and protect improvement routines from erosion under
short-term production pressure. This practice resonated with contemporary leadership
and learning literature that positioned feedback and reflection as central to adaptive
capability and continuous improvement (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Teece, 2018). For
practitioners, this implied designing audit processes that were integrated with problem-
solving routines and performance dialogues, ensuring that deviations triggered
structured learning rather than blame. Leaders, in particular, played a critical role in
linking audit outcomes to root cause analysis, corrective action tracking, and SOP

updates.

Finally, the study underscored the practical value of co-authoring SOPs as a mechanism
for sustaining operational excellence. Rather than imposing standards top-down,
transformational leaders enabled sustainability by involving frontline employees and
technical specialists in the development and refinement of SOPs. This participative
approach increased ownership, improved practical relevance, and strengthened
adherence, consistent with evidence that employee involvement enhanced the durability
of improvement routines (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Co-authored
SOPs also supported dynamic capabilities by allowing standards to be stabilised while
remaining adaptable through structured revision processes (Teece, 2018). Collectively,
these practical implications suggested that transformational leadership influenced
sustainable operational excellence most effectively when governance cycles were
intentionally designed, audits were embedded as developmental mechanisms, and

SOPs were treated as shared organisational assets rather than managerial directives.

6.3.2.6 Theoretical implications

Findings suggested an important theoretical implication for the continuous improvement
and operational excellence literature, governance operated as a stabilising mechanism
that translated transformational leadership influence into sustained, repeatable
execution. In Chapters Two and Five, sustained OE was not explained by the presence

of improvement tools alone, but by the existence of disciplined governance cycles,
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standard work, SOPs, audit routines, and structured review forums, that constrained drift
and protected routines under operational pressure. This interpretation aligned with OE
scholarship that framed sustainability as an institutionalised management system rather
than episodic projects, where stability depended on daily management disciplines and
routine reinforcement (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). It also
complemented contemporary transformational leadership theory which argued that
leadership effects were typically mediated through indirect mechanisms (e.g., trust,
learning climate, knowledge integration), rather than direct leader-to-performance
pathways (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). Taken together, the
evidence indicated that governance provided the “structural carrier” through which
people-centred leadership practices became embedded in repeatable operational

behaviour.

A second implication related to institutional theory (Willmott, 2014), particularly the idea
that organisational practices endured when they became legitimised and routinised
rather than remaining dependent on individual agency. The study’s findings suggested
that Cl governance mechanisms functioned as institutional elements, rules, routines,
and normative expectations, that stabilised improvement practices and made them less
vulnerable to leadership turnover (Hailu et al., 2018; Vinodh et al., 2020). This
perspective was consistent with contemporary institutional work literature that described
how actors created, maintained, and reinforced practices over time through formal
structures and socially accepted routines, thereby shaping what became “taken for
granted” in organisational life (Henk, 2020). In the present study, transformational
leadership appeared to influence sustainability not only by inspiring change, but by
institutionalising CI through governance artefacts (SOPs, audits, performance forums),
which then carried legitimacy and continuity beyond the individual leader, an
institutionalisation dynamic also reflected in recent institutional perspectives on the
embedding of formal control and governance systems (Hailu et al., 2018; Gutierrez &
Antony, 2020; Burgess et al., 2022).
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Finally, the findings advanced the intersection argument developed in Chapter Two by
indicating that governance bridged the tension between execution discipline and
adaptive learning, which both institutional and dynamic capabilities perspectives treated
as essential for long-run performance. Governance routines stabilised behaviour
(standardisation, adherence, auditability), while also enabling continuous renewal
(learning loops, structured problem-solving, revisions to standards), thereby supporting
the reconfiguration dimension central to dynamic capabilities thinking (Teece, 2018).
This theoretical implication refined CI/OE theory by positioning governance not merely
as an administrative overlay, but as an enabling institutional mechanism that sustained
improvement by aligning leadership intent with organisational routines, making
sustainability more likely in volatile manufacturing environments where informal
practices and short-term pressures often undermined operational excellence
(McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

6.3.2.7Mini-conclusion for RQ2

In response to Research Question Two, the study demonstrated that transformational
leadership influenced the sustainable implementation of operational excellence primarily
through the institutionalisation of governance mechanisms that stabilised continuous
improvement over time. The findings showed that transformational leadership extended
beyond inspirational and relational behaviours to include the deliberate design and
protection of standards, routines, and review systems that embedded operational
excellence into everyday practice (Ahmad et al., 2020). This supported contemporary
leadership research which argued that transformational leadership effects were largely
indirect and mediated through organisational systems, learning climates, and shared
meaning rather than through episodic leader intervention alone (Breevaart & Zacher,
2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). In the KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing context,
sustainability was achieved when leadership influence was translated into visible SOPs,
audit cycles, and governance forums that reduced reliance on individual leaders and

enabled continuity under operational pressure.

From a theoretical perspective, the findings reinforced operational excellence
scholarship that positioned sustainability as a function of disciplined governance and

institutionalised routines rather than tool adoption or short-term performance gains
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(McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). When interpreted through the dynamic
capabilities and institutional lenses discussed in Chapter Two, transformational
leadership contributed to sustainability by enabling organisations to stabilise
improvement practices while still allowing structured adaptation as conditions changed
(Teece, 2018). Overall, the evidence suggested that transformational leadership
influenced sustainable operational excellence most effectively when leadership
behaviours were coupled with governance structures that legitimised, reinforced, and
preserved continuous improvement as an organisational capability, thereby addressing

both practical and theoretical gaps identified in the literature.

6.4 Cross-cutting synthesis across Research Questions

6.4.1 Integrative model of OE adoption and sustainment

Integrating both research questions, the study indicated that operational excellence
adoption and long-term sustainment were best explained as a reinforcing system rather
than a single initiative, toolset, or leader-dependent programme. Consistent with the
conceptual framing in Chapter Two and the empirical patterns reported in Chapter Five,
transformational leadership functioned as the initiating and energising force that
mobilised commitment, clarified purpose, and legitimised improvement work through
credibility, coaching, and intellectual stimulation (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019;
Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). However, the evidence also showed that leadership
influence became sustainable only when it was translated into formal governance
mechanisms, such as Cl frameworks, standard work, SOPs, audit cycles, and structured
performance dialogues, that stabilised routines under operational pressure (McDermott
et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). This leadership-to-governance pathway aligned
with dynamic capabilities thinking, where leaders enabled sensing (making losses
visible), seizing (mobilising coordinated action), and reconfiguring (updating routines
and standards based on learning) to sustain performance over time (Teece, 2018). In
this model, leadership acted as a catalyst, while governance acted as the stabilising

structure that prevented improvement drift and ensured execution discipline.

Building on that foundation, the study suggested that sustainment was reinforced when
governance was supported by systems integration and digital infrastructure, particularly

the integration of operational data, reliability workflows, and performance management
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routines into ERP/CMMS and visual dashboards. This digital layer strengthened
sustainment by improving traceability, standardising workflows, and preserving
institutional memory beyond individual leaders, thereby reducing reliance on tacit
knowledge and increasing operational transparency (Philip, 2021; Antony et al., 2021;
Antony et al., 2022). Over time, these governance-and-systems mechanisms shaped
culture, not as an abstract concept but as observable patterns: shared language of
improvement, normalised problem-solving, and an expectation that standards were both
followed and continuously improved (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; McDermott et al.,
2021). Culture, in turn, enabled effective implementation, where strategic intent was
translated into plant, departmental, and team-level measures, creating alignment
between daily behaviour and long-term operational goals. Finally, the system became
self-reinforcing when recognition and reinforcement were linked to Cl behaviours and
outcomes (e.g., adherence to standard work, completion of RCAs, reduction of chronic
losses), ensuring that continuous improvement was rewarded as “real work” rather than
an optional extra (Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Collectively, the model showed that OE
sustainment emerged when transformational leadership initiated change, governance
anchored discipline, systems and digital integration enabled execution and learning, and

culture and incentives maintained momentum across time and leadership transitions.

6.4.2 Mechanisms and pathways linking TFL to OE adoption and sustainment

As integrating the two research questions, the study indicated that transformational
leadership influenced both the adoption and sustainment of operational excellence
through a set of mechanisms and pathways that operated largely indirectly, consistent
with the theoretical framing developed in Chapter Two and the empirical patterns
reported in Chapter Five. In the adoption phase, transformational leadership practices,
such as vision alignment, coaching, role modelling, and intellectual stimulation,
appeared to mobilise engagement and create the psychological conditions necessary
for improvement behaviours to be initiated and accepted. This aligned with
contemporary leadership scholarship that positioned transformational leadership effects
as mediated through trust, learning climate, and meaning-making rather than through
direct leader- performance causality (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al.,
2020). However, the findings also suggested that sustainment depended on whether

these initial behaviours were converted into durable organisational infrastructure. In
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other words, transformational leadership catalysed change, but sustainable OE
emerged when improvement practices became stabilised through institutional

mechanisms.

A central mechanism that linked leadership to sustained continuous improvement (ClI)
was institutionalisation, which functioned as a mediator between transformational
leadership and long-term OE outcomes. In the evidence presented in Chapter Five,
continuous improvement practices were sustained most reliably when leaders translated
improvement intent into governance structures, standard work, SOPs, audit routines,
tiered review cycles, and consistent problem-solving forums, that normalised routines
and reduced reliance on individual leaders. This supported OE scholarship arguing that
long-term success was determined less by tool adoption and more by embedding
routines into daily management systems and organisational norms (McDermott et al.,
2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). The institutionalisation pathway also aligned with
Chapter Two’s dynamic capabilities lens, transformational leaders enabled sensing and
seizing by legitimising problem visibility and collective action, while institutionalisation
enabled reconfiguring by converting learning into revised standards and routinised
governance (Teece, 2018). Thus, institutionalisation represented the primary pathway

through which leadership influence became durable.

A second mechanism involved learning and knowledge integration, which operated as
a mediator linking transformational leadership to sustained OE routines.
Transformational leadership behaviours fostered conditions for knowledge sharing,
structured reflection, and distributed problem-solving, thereby supporting the transfer of
learning across levels of the organisation. While leadership theory emphasised that such
climates enhanced commitment and discretionary effort, the present findings extended
that logic by showing how learning was translated into routine execution through
standard work and review cycles (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; McDermott et al., 2021).
The pathway was therefore, transformational leadership resulting to learning climate and
knowledge sharing which translated to improved problem-solving routines,

reinforcement through governance and sustained CI practices.
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The study also identified several moderators that shaped whether these pathways held
strongly or weakened. One key moderator was digital visibility, which influenced the
effectiveness of audit cycles and governance routines. Where performance data,
reliability information, and corrective actions were visible through dashboards or
integrated systems, audits were more likely to function as learning mechanisms rather
than superficial compliance checks. This moderated the audit—sustainment relationship
by enhancing transparency, reducing ambiguity, and enabling quicker detection of drift.
Digital visibility thereby strengthened the governance pathway by increasing traceability
and accountability, particularly under operational pressure (Philip, 2021; Antony et al.,
2021; Antony et al., 2022). In such cases, the pathway became, leadership, governance,
digital visibility, stronger audit effectiveness and sustained CI routines. Conversely,
where digital visibility was limited or data quality was poor, audits were more vulnerable

to being symbolic or inconsistently applied, weakening sustainment.

Another moderator related to organisational maturity, which shaped the extent to which
leadership behaviours could be converted into institutionalised routines. Mature OE
environments had existing standards, governance structures, and improvement
competence that amplified transformational leadership’s influence by providing a
receptive infrastructure for embedding routines. Less mature environments were more
dependent on individual leaders, making sustainment fragile when leadership attention
shifted or when output pressures intensified. This pattern aligned with the OE literature’s
emphasis on maturity and system integration as prerequisites for durability (McDermott
et al.,, 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). A further moderator was operational volatility,
which conditioned the balance between execution discipline and adaptive learning.
Under high volatility, leaders were required to protect standard work and audit routines
from being overridden by immediate production demands, reinforcing the finding that

leadership consistency and governance guardrails were critical for sustainment.

Overall, the mechanisms and pathways identified in this study suggested that
transformational leadership influenced OE adoption through motivation, trust, and
learning, but influenced OE sustainment chiefly through institutionalisation and
governance structures that preserved routines over time. Moderators such as digital

visibility, organisational maturity, and operational volatility shaped the strength of these
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relationships by either reinforcing or undermining the translation of leadership intent into
durable continuous improvement capability. This integrated account refined the
intersection argument developed in Chapter Two by specifying how leadership-driven
mechanisms interacted with structural and contextual conditions to produce sustainable

operational excellence.

6.4.3 Areas of convergence, extensions and divergence with literature
Convergence with the literature

Across both research questions, the study’s findings converged strongly with
contemporary scholarship that positioned transformational leadership as an important
enabler of sustained performance through indirect, mediated pathways rather than
simple leader—outcome causality. In line with Chapter Two, the evidence in Chapter Five
showed that practices such as visible role modelling, coaching, and intellectual
stimulation supported trust, psychological safety, and learning routines, mechanisms
that leadership research had increasingly identified as the practical channels through
which transformational leadership influenced sustained performance outcomes
(Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). Similarly, the operational
excellence literature had emphasised that improvement sustainability depended on
disciplined routines, daily management systems, and institutionalised governance rather
than the isolated use of improvement tools. The findings confirmed this view by showing
that operational excellence endured when governance mechanisms (standard work,
SOPs, audit cycles, tiered accountability routines) were embedded and protected from
erosion under operational pressure (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).
When interpreted through the dynamic capabilities lens adopted in Chapter Two, the
findings were consistent with the argument that sustained improvement required both
stability and renewal, aligning transformational leadership behaviours with

organisational sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring processes (Teece, 2018).

Extensions to theory and prior studies.

The study extended the literature by offering richer specification of how transformational
leadership translated into sustainable operational excellence through the governance of
continuous improvement. While prior studies often cited “leadership commitment” as a

success factor, they tended to under-theorise the micro-to-macro pathway through
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which leadership behaviours became institutionalised and retained across leadership
transitions (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022). This study added nuance
by showing that sustainability was reinforced when leaders co-created and publicly
displayed SOPs, cascaded KPIs across organisational levels, and used audit cycles as
learning-oriented governance mechanisms rather than mere compliance checks. These
insights broadened existing scholarship by demonstrating that leadership influence in
operational contexts was partly realised through the design of organisational
architecture systems, routines, dashboards, and performance forums, which made
improvement less dependent on individual leaders. The findings also extended the
dynamic capabilities framing by highlighting the role of digital visibility (e.g., dashboards
and integrated maintenance-performance systems) as an enabling condition that
strengthened the audit-learning loop and accelerated routine reconfiguration, an area
that had received increasing attention in operations and Industry 4.0 discussions but
remained weakly connected to leadership theory in many studies (Teece, 2018; Philip,
2021; Antony et al., 2021; Antony et al., 2022).

Divergence and plausible explanations.

The study also diverged from strands of literature that implicitly portrayed
transformational leadership as a universally effective driver of enduring change. The
evidence suggested that transformational leadership effects were conditional,
improvements weakened where governance systems were underdeveloped, where
leadership stability was low, or where short-term output pressures consistently displaced
disciplined routines. This nuance aligned with critiques that warned against over-
claiming transformational leadership effects given conceptual ambiguity, measurement
overlap, and the heavy reliance on perceptual, cross-sectional evidence in much
leadership research (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). The divergence was plausibly rooted
in the KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing context described in Chapter One, where
operational excellence volatility and reliability disruptions required leaders not only to
inspire but to protect standards from being overridden during “firefighting” cycles.
Methodologically, the divergence was also explainable, the qualitative, interpretivist
approach in Chapter Four enabled participants to surface tensions, trade-offs, and
implementation fatigue that are often masked in survey-based research focused on

linear associations. As a result, the study contradicted simplistic tool-centric or leader-
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centric interpretations by showing that sustainable operational excellence required an
interaction of leadership behaviours, governance routines, system infrastructure, and
contextual constraints rather than a single dominant driver (McDermott et al., 2021;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

In summary, the study confirmed key theoretical propositions about mediated leadership
effects and the importance of institutionalised routines for operational excellence
sustainability, it extended the literature by detailing governance and digital visibility as
stabilising mechanisms linking transformational leadership to sustained continuous
improvement, and it diverged from universalistic claims by showing that leadership
influence was context- and infrastructure-dependent in emerging-market manufacturing

environments.

6.5 Areas of implications

6.5.1 Theoretical implications linked to literature

Integrating both research questions, the study advanced theory by clarifying how
transformational leadership translated into sustainable operational excellence through
identifiable organisational mechanisms, rather than through generic “leadership
commitment.” The findings supported the Chapter Two position that transformational
leadership effects were largely indirect and enacted through mediators such as trust,
learning climate, and knowledge integration (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; Siangchokyoo
et al., 2020). Importantly, the study strengthened the conceptual bridge to operations
scholarship by specifying institutionalisation/ governance as a core mediating
mechanism connecting transformational leadership to sustained continuous
improvement (Cl), thus contributing a clearer operational pathway than is typically
articulated in operational excellence reviews (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al.,
2022). This positioned governance artefacts, standard work, SOPs, audit cycles, tiered
performance dialogues, as “carriers” that stabilised improvement routines, reducing

dependence on individual leaders and enabling continuity across leadership transitions.

The study also introduced boundary conditions relevant to theory development. First,
leadership influence appeared contingent on organisational maturity, as more mature

OE environments were better able to convert leadership behaviours into embedded
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routines. Second, operational volatility and short-term output pressure moderated
sustainment, often weakening improvement routines unless protected by governance
guardrails. These findings refined the intersection argument developed in Chapter Two
by demonstrating that transformational leadership did not operate uniformly; its
effectiveness was shaped by contextual constraints and system infrastructure, echoing
critiques that leadership effects were often overstated in perceptual cross-sectional
research (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020). Finally, the study extended dynamic capabilities
reasoning by showing that leadership enabled sustained OE when it supported sensing
(visibility of loss), seizing (coordinated action through routines), and reconfiguring
(updating standards and systems), thereby offering a stronger integration between
leadership and operations strategy scholarship than is commonly achieved in
fragmented OE studies (Teece, 2018; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

6.5.2 Practical and managerial implications

From a managerial standpoint, the integrated findings suggested that operational
excellence leaders should treat Cl as a governed system, not a programme dependent
on individual energy or sporadic campaigns. First, leaders were advised to design
governance cycles that structure Cl execution, such as tiered performance reviews,
formal escalation routes, standard work audits, and cadence-based problem-solving
forums, because these routines stabilised improvement under operational pressure and
made OE less vulnerable to leadership change (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et
al., 2022). Second, KPI architecture required intentional design. The study implied that
KPI cascades should translate strategic intent into plant, department, and team-level
indicators while balancing output metrics with Cl process metrics (e.g., loss elimination
progress, audit adherence, closure rates for corrective actions), thereby aligning daily

behaviour with long-term OE sustainability rather than short-term throughput only.

A further implication concerned recognition systems. The evidence suggested that
sustained OE required behavioural reinforcement: organisations benefited when
recognition rewarded CI participation, disciplined routine adherence, and learning
behaviours, not only output and firefighting. This managerial implication aligned with
transformational leadership’s motivational emphasis and helped preserve Cl legitimacy

when production pressure intensified (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019). Finally, the findings
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highlighted the role of digital integration in sustainment. Managers were encouraged to
integrate Cl governance with ERP/CMMS workflows and dashboards to improve
visibility, traceability, and institutional memory. Digital visibility strengthened audit
effectiveness and reduced reliance on tacit knowledge, supporting sustainment across
leadership changes and workforce turnover (Philip, 2021; Antony et al., 2021; Antony et
al., 2022). Collectively, these implications reframed the leadership task from “driving Cl

personally” to “building the infrastructure that makes ClI self-reinforcing.”

6.5.3 Policy/standards implications

At the standards and policy level, the integrated findings suggested that sustainable OE
was strengthened when enterprises implemented enterprise-wide or global standards
that functioned as guardrails against routine override. In contexts such as KwaZulu-
Natal manufacturing, where operational excellence volatility, reliability, and output
pressure could incentivise short-cuts, global standards (for safety, quality, maintenance
discipline, and CI routines) protected system integrity and reduced variation in practice
across sites. This implied that organisations benefited from standardising foundational
elements, minimum audit cycles, escalation processes, problem-solving templates,
governance cadence, and documentation requirements, while still allowing structured
local adaptation through approved revision mechanisms. This approach supported the
balance between execution discipline and adaptive learning emphasised in Chapters
Two and Five (Teece, 2018; McDermott et al., 2021).

Policy and standards implications also extended to training and competence
management. Organisations were encouraged to formalise Cl competency pathways
(e.g. operator-to-supervisor-to-manager capability ladders) so that OE knowledge was
institutionalised rather than person-dependent. In addition, audit frameworks were
recommended as learning-oriented systems rather than compliance rituals, with
standard expectations for how audit outcomes were translated into corrective actions,
RCA discipline, and SOP updates. Such policy-level reinforcement strengthened
organisational accountability and increased transferability of good practice across
plants, echoing literature that identified governance and system integration as
prerequisites for OE resilience and long-term performance (Trakulsunti et al., 2022;

Antony et al., 2021). Overall, the study suggested that policy and standards should be
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designed to preserve improvement routines through leadership transitions and
operational shocks, ensuring that OE remained an organisational capability rather than

an initiative that fluctuated with individual leaders.

6.6 Limitations and Delimitations

6.6.1 Methodological limitations

A primary limitation arose from the qualitative, interpretivist design adopted in Chapter
Four. While semi-structured interviews enabled deep insight into leadership behaviours,
governance routines, and sustainability mechanisms, they necessarily relied on
participant accounts rather than direct observation of operational practices over time.
This reliance introduced potential recall bias and social desirability effects, particularly
when participants reflected on leadership effectiveness or the success of operational
excellence initiatives. Such limitations were consistent with methodological cautions in
qualitative research regarding the interpretive nature of interview evidence and the risk
of single-perspective accounts when not triangulated with additional data sources
(Busetto et al., 2020; Reuber & Fischer, 2021). Although triangulation interviews and
cross-case comparisons were used to mitigate these risks, the study did not incorporate
full-scale observational shadowing or longitudinal process tracing, which would have

provided stronger temporal verification.

Sampling also constrained interpretation. The study used purposive, maximum-variation
sampling within KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing, which enhanced informational richness
but limited statistical generalisability. The achieved sample supported analytical depth,
yet it could not claim representativeness of all manufacturing firms in South Africa or
other emerging-market settings. This was aligned with qualitative standards that
privilege transferability through thick description rather than generalisability in a
statistical sense (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). Furthermore, measurement limitations
emerged because leadership and operational excellence were inferred through
perceptions and practice descriptions rather than quantified through objective
performance time series, which meant the study’s claims were primarily explanatory
rather than predictive. Finally, while systematic thematic analysis and ATLAS.1i.25
supported transparency and auditability, interpretation still required researcher

judgement, which was an inherent feature of thematic analysis and required reflexive
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discipline to avoid over-interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Byrne, 2021; Buys et al.,
2022).

6.6.2 Contextual Limitations

A second limitation related to the study’s contextual scope, as defined in Chapters One,
Three and Four. The research was delimited to manufacturing firms in KwaZulu-Natal,
which strengthened contextual relevance

but restricted transferability to sectors such as banking, retail, or public administration,
where operational excellence governance differs substantially. Even within
manufacturing, the participating organisations likely varied in operational excellence
maturity, resource availability, and leadership continuity. These differences shaped the
strength of the leadership—sustainment relationship and introduced heterogeneity that
could not be fully controlled in a qualitative design. Prior operational excellence research
similarly suggested that maturity level and organisational history moderated
sustainability outcomes, implying that conclusions drawn from one set of maturity

conditions might not hold in another (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

Technology dependence also represented a contextual limitation. Some findings pointed
to the importance of digital visibility, dashboards, integrated maintenance-performance
workflows, and system traceability, as enablers of audit effectiveness and routine
sustainment. However, organisations differed in their technology stack maturity (e.g.,
ERP/CMMS integration, data quality discipline), meaning the influence of digital
integration could not be assumed as uniform across all sites. This reflected broader
operations literature suggesting that digitalisation strengthened improvement
governance only when data integrity, workflow discipline, and capability adoption were
sufficiently mature (Philip, 2021; Antony et al., 2021; Antony et al., 2022). Consequently,
while the study illuminated how digital infrastructure supported governance and
sustainment in certain contexts, it was not designed to evaluate specific technologies or

compare platforms, which remained outside the study's delimitations.

6.6.3 Implications of limitations for interpretation
These limitations had direct implications for how the findings should be interpreted. First,

the study’s conclusions were best understood as analytical generalisations grounded in
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the lived experiences of participants, rather than as statistically generalisable claims.
The findings offered strong explanatory value regarding mechanisms, such as
governance, institutionalisation, and the leadership-enabled translation of routines into
sustainability, but they did not establish causal effect sizes or predictive relationships.
This distinction was important given that both transformational leadership and
operational excellence literature had frequently relied on cross-sectional survey
evidence, which also constrained causal inference and could inflate associations
through perceptual measurement overlap (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020; Trakulsunti et al.,
2022).

Second, the contextual specificity of KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing required cautious
transfer beyond similar industrial environments. The study’s insights were most
applicable to settings characterised by comparable operational volatility, reliability
challenges, and continuous improvement maturity trajectories. In addition, the emphasis
on governance cycles, standards, and digital visibility should be interpreted as
contingent mechanisms, likely to be amplified where systems and capabilities were
mature, and weakened where organisations remained highly person-dependent or
resource-constrained. Finally, while the dynamic capabilities lens strengthened
theoretical integration by explaining how leadership enabled sensing, seizing, and
reconfiguring routines for sustainability, the cross-sectional nature of the data limited
direct observation of capability evolution over time (Teece, 2018). Accordingly, the
study’s claims were best framed as evidence of plausible mechanisms and pathways

rather than definitive time-based causal sequencing.

6.7 Future research directions

Building on the integrated findings from both research questions, future research could
deepen theoretical explanation, strengthen methodological rigour, and extend relevance
to emerging operational and technological trends. The directions proposed below were
derived from the study’s empirical patterns (Chapter Five), the conceptual framing
(Chapter Two), and the methodological boundaries (Chapter Four), while avoiding

duplication of prior contribution statements.
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6.7.1 Theory-building opportunities

A first set of opportunities lies in strengthening theory at the intersection of
transformational leadership and operational excellence by explicitly modelling mediators
and moderators that the current study identified qualitatively. In particular, future work
could theorise institutionalisation and governance as formal mediators between
leadership behaviours and sustained continuous improvement, testing how standard
work, audit cycles, and performance governance structures carry leadership influence
beyond individual tenure. This would address the mechanism-level gap that operational
excellence reviews continued to highlight, namely that leadership “support” was often
asserted, but causal pathways were insufficiently specified (McDermott et al., 2021;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Parallel theory-building could examine boundary conditions
such as organisational maturity, leadership turnover, and operational volatility to clarify
when transformational leadership most effectively enables sustainment versus when it

produces only short-lived adoption.

Second, cross-sector and cross-context comparisons could refine the theoretical claims
made in Chapters Two and Five by establishing whether the mechanisms observed in
KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing were transferable to other settings. For instance, future
studies could compare manufacturing with healthcare, logistics, or public infrastructure,
domains where operational excellence governance and regulatory constraints differ
markedly, thereby strengthening theory about context dependence and implementation
conditions (McDermott et al., 2021). Such work would also respond to leadership
scholarship calling for more context-sensitive empirical tests of transformational
leadership, given ongoing debates about construct boundaries and generalisability

across environments (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).

6.7.2 Methodological enhancements

Future studies could improve causal inference and temporal insight by adopting
longitudinal designs that track the evolution of operational excellence sustainment over
time. While the present study provided mechanism-rich evidence, its cross-sectional
nature limited direct observation of how leadership behaviours accumulated into stable
routines or how these routines held under leadership transitions and external shocks.

Longitudinal qualitative designs, such as repeated interviews across multiple quarters,
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ethnographic observation of governance cycles, or diary-based leadership tracking,
could capture sustainment dynamics more convincingly, aligning with calls in leadership
research to better understand behavioural variability and its downstream effects
(Breevaart & Zacher, 2019). In addition, multi-site panel designs could observe how
standard work, audit adherence, and corrective action closure rates changed as

leadership behaviours and governance routines shifted.

A further methodological enhancement would involve mixed-method triangulation,
combining qualitative mechanism tracing with operational datasets such as OEE trends,
maintenance backlog indicators, audit compliance records, and CI pipeline measures.
This would address endogeneity concerns common in leadership and operations
research, such as whether high-performing plants were more likely to perceive leaders
as transformational, by enabling triangulation through independent performance
artefacts (Trakulsunti et al., 2022). Finally, where feasible, quasi-experimental or
intervention studies could test specific governance mechanisms informed by the present
findings (e.g., introducing structured audit cycles, KPI cascading systems, or leader
standard work) and evaluating their effect on Cl sustainment across comparable sites.
Such designs would strengthen the evidence base by moving from associative

explanations toward more robust causal claims.

6.7.3 Emerging trends

Emerging technological trends presented important avenues for research that extended
the dynamic capabilities lens adopted in Chapter Two. One promising direction involved
Al-enabled factory analytics, where machine learning models could detect loss patterns,
predict reliability risk, and recommend corrective actions, potentially strengthening the
sensing dimension of dynamic capabilities and improving the responsiveness of ClI
governance. This raised new research questions about how transformational leadership
interacted with algorithmic decision support, for example, whether leadership
behaviours enhanced trust in analytics, improved adoption of Al-driven insights, or
prevented overreliance on automated recommendations. Such research would align
with the growing emphasis on integrating operational excellence with Industry 4.0 and

digital transformation, particularly in volatile environments where data-driven
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governance could stabilise decision-making (Philip, 2021; Antony et al., 2021; Antony et
al., 2022).

A second trend involved advanced KPI governance, where performance cascades
increasingly incorporated sustainability measures, real-time visibility, and cross-
functional accountability. Future research could investigate how leaders designed KPI
architectures that balanced output demands with CI discipline, and how recognition
systems reinforced long-term improvement behaviours rather than short-term
firefighting. Finally, the rise of digital twins created a novel pathway for evolving standard
work, standards could be simulated, stress-tested, and refined virtually before
implementation, potentially accelerating reconfiguration and learning cycles. This
opened a theoretical and practical question aligned with the study’s findings, whether
digital twins strengthened OE sustainment by enabling faster learning and standard
refinement, or whether they introduced new risks such as complexity overload or
reduced frontline ownership. These emerging trends suggested that the intersection
between transformational leadership and sustainable operational excellence would
remain highly relevant, but increasingly shaped by digital infrastructure, data
governance, and the co-evolution of standards and analytics in modern manufacturing

systems.

6.8 Chapter conclusion

6.8.1 Summary of core insights

This chapter synthesises the findings derived from the two integrated research
questions and situates them within the broader theoretical and empirical debates
reviewed in earlier chapters. In relation to Research Question One, the study
demonstrated that specific transformational leadership practices, namely visible role
modelling, coaching-oriented engagement, intellectual stimulation, and long-term
consistency, were critical in sustaining continuous improvement and performance
excellence within KwaZulu-Natal's manufacturing sector. These practices aligned
closely with contemporary leadership literature that framed transformational leadership
as operating through indirect mechanisms such as trust, learning climate, and employee
empowerment rather than through direct control (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019;
Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).
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Addressing Research Question Two, the findings showed that transformational
leadership influenced the sustainable implementation of operational excellence primarily
through the institutionalisation of governance mechanisms. Continuous improvement
endured when leadership behaviours were translated into disciplined routines, standard
work, SOPs, audit cycles, KPIl cascades, and review forums, which stabilised
improvement practices and reduced reliance on individual leaders. This insight
converged with operational excellence scholarship emphasising sustainability through
systems and routines rather than episodic initiatives (McDermott et al., 2021; Trakulsunti
et al., 2022). Interpreted through the dynamic capabilities lens, leadership enabled
sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring processes that allowed operational excellence to

remain both stable and adaptable over time (Teece, 2018).

6.8.2 Contribution statement

Collectively, this study contributed to theory and practice in three important ways. First,
it advanced operational excellence and continuous improvement theory by specifying
institutionalisation and governance as central mediating mechanisms linking
transformational leadership to sustained performance, an area often acknowledged but
under-theorised in prior research. Second, it extended transformational leadership
theory by demonstrating how leadership influence in operational contexts was realised
through organisational architecture (governance cycles, systems integration, KPI
design), rather than through leader-centric or motivational effects alone. Third, from a
practical perspective, the study provided actionable insights for manufacturing leaders
by reframing sustainability as a systems-design challenge, where leadership,
governance, digital integration, culture, and recognition jointly reinforced continuous
improvement as an organisational capability rather than a temporary programme. By
grounding these contributions in an emerging-market manufacturing context, the study
also responded to calls for more context-sensitive leadership and operational excellence
research beyond highly resourced or Western settings (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022).
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6.8.3 Transition to Chapter Seven

Building on these integrated insights, the final chapter draws together the study’s overall
conclusions and translates them into clear recommendations for practice, policy, and
future research. Chapter Seven consolidates the implications of the findings for
operational excellence leaders and practitioners, and organisational decision-makers,
while also reflecting on how transformational leadership can be leveraged to design
resilient, self-reinforcing continuous improvement systems. In doing so, it closes the
research by linking empirical evidence to practical action and by outlining how
organisations can sustain operational excellence amid ongoing volatility, leadership

change, and technological evolution.
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7. Chapter Seven: Conclusions and Recommendations

7.1 Introduction

This chapter concluded the study by drawing together the key insights generated
through the investigation of transformational leadership and the sustainable
implementation of operational excellence within KwaZulu-Natal’s manufacturing sector.
The purpose of this final chapter was to synthesise the research outcomes, revisit the
research questions, and highlight the contributions made to both scholarship and
practice. In addition, the chapter presented managerial recommendations grounded in
the findings, acknowledged the study’s limitations, and outlined opportunities for future
research. In doing so, the chapter provided closure to the research inquiry while
demonstrating how the study advanced understanding of leadership-driven sustainment

of continuous improvement systems in manufacturing environments.

7.2 Overview of the study

7.2.1 What did the researcher study and why does this matter?

This study examined the role of transformational leadership in sustaining operational
excellence initiatives over time, particularly in manufacturing firms where improvement
efforts often struggled to remain embedded beyond initial implementation phases. The
research aimed to establish how leadership behaviours contributed not only to the
initiation of continuous improvement, but also to its institutionalisation as an enduring
organisational capability. This focus was important because operational excellence
remained a critical driver of competitiveness in manufacturing, yet many organisations
continued to experience regression once leadership attention shifted or organisational

pressures intensified (Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

The study mattered theoretically because it addressed a recognised gap in integrating
transformational leadership theory with operational excellence sustainability
mechanisms. Practically, it provided evidence-based insight into how manufacturing
firms could design improvement environments that remained resilient, consistent, and

less dependent on individual leaders.
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7.2.2 What was the research context, and why does it matter?

The research was conducted within the manufacturing sector in KwaZulu-Natal, South
Africa, a region characterised by industrial diversity, export-driven production pressures,
and varying levels of operational excellence maturity (Humphreys et al., 2019). This
context was particularly relevant because emerging-market manufacturing
environments often faced additional constraints such as infrastructural volatility, skills
gaps, and operational instability, which shaped both leadership practice and

improvement sustainability (Dewa et al., 2014).

Studying KwaZulu-Natal, therefore offered meaningful insight into how transformational
leadership operated under real-world operational pressures, contributing context-
sensitive understanding beyond the highly resourced environments that dominated

much of the existing literature (Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).

7.3 Summary of the Literature Review

7.3.1 What was already known?

The literature established transformational leadership as a values-driven leadership
approach that inspired follower motivation, capability development, and organisational
change (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019). Scholars consistently linked transformational
leadership to improved organisational outcomes through mechanisms such as trust,

empowerment, and learning climate (Duan et al., 2016; Siangchokyoo et al., 2020).

Similarly, operational excellence literature emphasised continuous improvement as a
system of disciplined routines, governance structures, and process optimisation
practices aimed at achieving sustainable performance (McDermott et al., 2021;
Trakulsunti et al., 2022).

7.3.2 What was not known? (Identified gaps)

Despite these foundations, the literature revealed limited empirical clarity on how
transformational leadership supported operational excellence beyond short-term
performance improvement. Most studies examined leadership effects on intermediate

outcomes rather than long-term institutionalisation.
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Furthermore, the sustainability of operational excellence under leadership turnover
remained underexplored, particularly in emerging-market manufacturing contexts. This
gap justified the need for the present study and motivated the integration of dynamic

capabilities as an explanatory anchor (Teece, 2018).

7.4 Research Questions revisited

7.4.1 What specific questions were answered?

This study addressed two central research questions:

RQ1: What specific transformational leadership practices contributed most to
sustaining continuous improvement, operational initiatives and performance
excellence in KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing sector?

This question was addressed through thematic analysis of participant experiences,
identifying leadership behaviours such as visibility, coaching, empowerment, and long-

term consistency as central sustainment practices.

RQ2: How did transformational leadership influence the sustainable
implementation of operational excellence in manufacturing firms in KwaZulu-
Natal?

This question was addressed by examining how leadership translated into governance
routines, institutionalised systems, cultural embedding, and resilience mechanisms that

enabled operational excellence to endure over time.

7.5 Research Methodology Summary

7.5.1 How were the questions answered?

The study adopted a qualitative, interpretivist, and inductive research design,
appropriate for exploring complex organisational phenomena grounded in lived
experience (Levitt et al., 2018; Busetto et al., 2020). Semi-structured interviews were
used to collect rich narrative data from operational leaders and operational excellence

specialists across KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing.

Purposive maximum-variation sampling ensured diversity across organisational roles
and performance maturity levels (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). Data were analysed using

Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006;
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Braun & Clarke, 2019), supported by ATLAS.1i.25 software. This approach enabled
systematic identification of themes while preserving participant voice and contextual
nuance (Braun & Clarke, 2019).

7.6 Discussion of key findings

7.6.1 What was found?

The findings showed that transformational leadership practices sustained continuous
improvement most effectively when they combined people-centred engagement with
disciplined operational governance. Leaders who remained visible, coached employees,
and fostered psychological safety created environments where improvement became

shared rather than imposed.

In addition, operational excellence sustainability depended on institutional mechanisms
such as SOP governance, audit cycles, KPI cascades, institutionalisation and digital
visibility systems. Leadership influence was strongest when embedded into

organisational routines rather than remaining leader-dependent.

7.6.2 How were findings interpreted?

These findings aligned with transformational leadership theory, emphasising indirect
influence through empowerment and learning (Breevaart & Zacher, 2019). They also
extended operational excellence research by showing that sustainment was less about
tool deployment and more about governance and institutionalisation (Trakulsunti et al.,
2022).

Interpreted through dynamic capabilities theory, transformational leadership acted as a
micro-foundation enabling sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring improvement routines
over time (Teece, 2018). The study further highlighted that sustainability was shaped by
contextual moderators such as organisational maturity, volatility, and leadership

continuity.
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7.7 Contributions to scholarship

7.7.1 How does this add to the current scholarly debate?

The study contributed theoretically by positioning governance institutionalisation as a
mediating mechanism linking transformational leadership to sustained operational
excellence. This clarified an underdeveloped pathway in both leadership and

improvement scholarship.

Empirically, the research provided evidence from KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing,
addressing the scarcity of African and emerging-market perspectives in the operational

excellence literature.

Methodologically, the study demonstrated the value of qualitative thematic analysis in

uncovering sustainment mechanisms that survey-based designs often overlooked.

7.8 Practical and managerial implications
7.8.1 What is the practical and business relevance of the study findings?
For manufacturing leaders and operational excellence practitioners, the findings
suggested that sustainability required moving beyond improvement projects toward
embedded governance systems. Organisations should;
e Design structured audit and review cycles to protect improvement routines
e Co-author SOPs with frontline teams to build ownership
o Cascade KPIs in ways that reinforce Cl behaviours rather than short-term output
» Integrate digital dashboards and maintenance-performance systems to enhance
visibility
e Link recognition systems to sustained improvement participation
These steps enabled operational excellence to function as an organisational capability

rather than a leader-driven programme.

7.8.2. Executive recommendations for sustaining OE through TFL

This study indicated that transformational leadership sustained operational excellence
most effectively when it moved beyond inspiration into institutionalised governance,
capability building, cultural embedding, and systems integration. For executives, the

primary implication is that sustainable operational excellence is achieved not through
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isolated improvement projects, but through leader-enabled routines and structures that
remain operationally resilient even when leadership changes (Teece, 2018; McDermott
et al., 2021; Trakulsunti et al., 2022).
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Executive Recommendations for Sustaining Operational Excellence through Transformational Leadership

Strategic Executive Action Leadership OE Mechanism SE)sqtoaei(r:\taet;jle
Recommendation Area Required Behaviour (TFL) Enabled o
utcome
Institutionalise Establish non-negotiable | Consistency, role Routine reinforcement, | Cl becomes
continuous governance cycles (daily | modelling, disciplined execution. embedded beyond
improvement management, weekly accountability. individual leaders.
governance reviews, monthly audits).

Co-create and protect
standard work

Ensure SOPs and
standards are co-
authored with frontline
teams and protected
from override pressures.

Individualised
consideration,
empowerment.

Standardisation,
stability of improvement
routines.

Operational
excellence practices
remain resilient
under operational
stress.

Strengthen
psychological safety
and trust

Create environments
where employees can
raise problems without
fear, enabling learning
from failure.

Empathy, supportive
coaching, visibility.

Employee voice,
problem-solving
culture.

Increased ownership
and sustained
engagement in Cl
activities.

Build capability
through coaching and
development

Invest in structured
problem-solving training
and leader-as-coach

Intellectual
stimulation,

developmental focus.

Skills development,
internal Cl competence.

Improvement
becomes workforce-
driven rather than

routines across management-
operational levels. dependent.
5. Cascade KPIs that Align performance Inspirational KPI governance, Balanced
reinforce CI measures across levels, | motivation, vision behavioural performance
behaviours linking recognition to alignment. reinforcement. excellence and long-
improvement term CI sustainment.
participation not only
output.
Embed recognition Formalise reward Inspirational Cultural Continuous
systems into OE mechanisms for leadership, value institutionalisation of improvement

culture

sustained improvement

reinforcement.

excellence norms.

becomes socially
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behaviours and team

reinforced and self-

contribution. sustaining.
Integrate digital Strengthen ERP/CMMS | Strategic foresight, Digital governance, Improved
visibility and integration, dashboard enabling operational traceability. | accountability and
7 | operational systems transparency, and real- infrastructure. sustainment through
time performance system-level
tracking. visibility.
Sustain OE beyond Develop OE structures Long-term orientation, | Institutional continuity OE becomes
leadership turnover that remain stable succession-minded mechanisms. organisational
8 through leadership leadership. capability rather than
changes (leader leader-driven
standard work, initiative.
governance boards).
Strengthen audit and Implement regular Idealised influence, Reinforcement of Reduced regression
9 compliance discipline | layered audits and disciplined execution. | routines, adherence and stronger OE
corrective-action closure monitoring. maturity
accountability. progression.
Build dynamic Enable sensing, seizing, | Change leadership, Adaptive Cl capability Operational
capability for and reconfiguring intellectual (dynamic capabilities). | excellence remains
10 | adaptation routines to respond to stimulation. both stable and

volatility and evolving
operational needs.

responsive over
time.

Table 7.1: Executive recommendations for sustaining operational excellence through transformational leadership

Source: Author’s own development
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7.9 Limitations of the Study

The study’s qualitative design limited statistical generalisability, as findings were
contextually grounded within KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing. Interview-based data also
introduced potential recall bias and self-report limitations. Furthermore, as covered in
detail in chapter six, the cross-sectional time horizon restricted direct observation of
sustainment dynamics over extended periods. These limitations suggested caution in

transferring conclusions beyond similar industrial contexts.

7.10 Recommendations for future Research

7.10.1 What are the suggestions for future research?

This is covered in chapter six, however, in summary, the future studies should adopt
longitudinal and mixed-method designs to observe operational excellence sustainment
across leadership transitions. Researchers could test governance institutionalisation as

a mediator using multi-wave designs and objective operational performance data.

Cross-sector comparisons would further clarify boundary conditions, while emerging
technologies such as Al-enabled analytics, digital twins, and advanced KPI governance
offered promising avenues for understanding how digitalisation reshaped continuous

improvement systems (Antony et al., 2021).

7.11 Conclusion

This study investigated how transformational leadership influenced the sustainable
implementation of operational excellence in KwaZulu-Natal manufacturing firms. The
findings demonstrated that transformational leadership sustained continuous
improvement not only through inspiration and empowerment, but through the

institutionalisation of governance routines, cultural embedding, and systems integration.

In bridging transformational leadership theory with operational excellence sustainability,
the study contributed both scholarly insight and practical guidance for manufacturing
organisations seeking resilient performance improvement. Ultimately, the research
reinforced that sustainable operational excellence emerged when leadership behaviours

were translated into enduring organisational structures, enabling continuous
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improvement to persist beyond individual leaders and across changing operational

realities.
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and will help academia to better understand leadership traits that enable sustainable
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Appendix 3: Interview Schedule (Main and Triangulation)

The following questions are designed to explore your experiences and perspectives on

how leadership influences the sustainable implementation of operational excellence.

There are no right or wrong answers; your honest views, examples, and reflections will

help provide valuable insights for this research.

1.

How would you describe the leadership style you have experienced, and in
what ways has it influenced operational excellence initiatives?

Can you share an example of when leadership motivated or inspired
employees, including yourself, to engage in operational excellence practices?
Which specific leadership behaviours have you observed that support the long-
term success of operational excellence?

How have the leaders you have worked with encouraged innovation, problem-
solving, and continuous improvement among employees?

From your experience, what factors have helped operational excellence
initiatives to continue over time?

In your view, how has leadership contributed to embedding operational
excellence into workplace culture?

Based on your experience, how resilient are operational excellence practices
when leadership changes?

What challenges have you encountered in sustaining operational excellence,
and how were these addressed by leaders?

In your opinion, what systems or processes help ensure that operational

excellence can function independently of individual leaders?

10. What recommendations would you make for leaders to ensure operational

excellence is both effective and sustainable in the long term?
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