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ABSTRACT 
 
Lean management has grown in popularity within the public sector across the world.  
Various police organizations, predominantly in the UK, have implemented these 
methods in response to a general call for reform in the police and better use of public 
resources.  Recent development in the Icelandic police indicate that Lean 
management may be implemented at a high level.  This research asks the question 
whether Lean is a viable option for the police to ensure efficiency, professionalism 
and advancement. A case study of a police force in Iceland is presented to show that 
challenges found in previous attempts to implement Lean can be overcome by 
focusing on the underlying principles of Lean management. Gaps in the literature are 
identified as opportunities for further research. 
 
 
 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
In December of 2019 the Icelandic minister of justice announced the formation of the 
Police board, a formal consultation forum for all the district commissioners of the 
Icelandic police, headed by the National Commissioner of the Icelandic Police 
(Dómsmálaráðuneytið, 2019).  In the beginning of 2020, the Rules on the Police 
board took effect with regulation No. 280/2020.  Article 3 of the regulation describes 
the purpose of the Police board: The purpose is to coordinate and standardize the 
work of the police in the aim to ensure efficiency, advancement, professionalism and 
safety in the operation of the police (Reglur Um Lögregluráð [Rules on the Police 
Board], 2020).  The National Commissioner of the Icelandic Police, Mrs. 
Guðjónsdóttir, stated in a personal communication to the staff of the organization 
that there were ideas to implement Lean as a management method in the 
organization.  
 
 In recent years police organizations in Europe have undergone reform and 
organizational change (Holmberg, 2014; Terpstra & Fyfe, 2015), often as a response 
to growing demand of better use of resources (Smith, 2016).  Lean is a method that 
has been growing in popularity within the public sector and police (Rodgers & 
Antony, 2019a) and this method has been used within the Reykjavík Metropolitan 
police in Iceland (LRH1) (Lögreglan er þjónustustofnun ekki valdastofnun. [The police 
is a service organisation, not an institution of power], 2016). 
 

 
1 The Icelandic name of the organization is Lögreglustjórinn á höfuðborgarsvæðinu and therefore the 
acronym is LRH. 
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The purpose of this paper is to seek answers to the question whether Lean is 
a viable option for the police towards ensuring efficiency, advancement, 
professionalism and safety in the operation of the police.  This will be done with an 
exploratory review of the available literature on the use of Lean within the police.  
Emphasis will be put on how Lean has been implemented in police work, the 
rationale behind choosing this method, for what types of improvement methods and 
specifically to identify challenges faced in implementing Lean. A case study of the 
use of Lean in the Reykjavík Metropolitan police is presented in order to further 
deepen the understanding of the applicability of Lean as a management method for 
the police. The hope is that this research can be of use in improvement and reform 
within the Icelandic police and serve as guidance for other researchers and 
practitioners hoping to implement Lean. 
 
 The study is based on the primary research question: Is Lean a viable option 
for the police? A secondary research question is: What challenges are expected in 
implementing Lean in a police organization? 
 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Lean is a management method that has its origins in product production (Womack & 
Jones, 2003).  The Lean Enterprise Academy (What Is Lean?, n.d.-a) explains that 
Lean is about creating the most value for the customer while consuming the fewest 
resources and utilizing the talent of the people that do the work and that it has its 
roots in purpose, process and respect for people.  They further state that a Lean 
approach to work involves understanding how value is created, improving the 
process by which products are created and delivered, and through problem solving 
and coaching empowering the workers. Planet Lean (What Is Lean?, n.d.-b) add that 
it also involves developing leaders and an effective management system and that it 
should not be seen only as a set of tools nor a regimentation through standard work. 

 
Womack and Jones (2003) summarized Lean thinking in five principles. 1) 

Specify the value of each product precisely. Value must be defined by the ultimate 
customer and it must be expressed in the terms of a specific product, 2) Identify the 
value stream for each product. The value stream is the set of all actions that are 
needed to create the product. 3) Make value flow without any interruption. Focus on 
the object being produced and follow it from beginning to completion. 4) Let the 
customer pull value from the producer. The customers decide what they need and 
when. No service or product should be made unless the customer asks for it. 5) 
Pursue perfection. The Lean philosophy is about constantly trying to improve. In the 
dialogue with the customer it will be possible to constantly define and specify the 
value more accurately and often ways to enhance flow and pull will be realized 
through such interaction 

 
 Radnor and Osborne (2013) further elaborated on these principles in that 
Lean in public service is about: 1) Finding value and waste from the customer’s 
viewpoint. 2) Creating value by eliminating waste, or by increasing value-adding 
activities without making the service or product cost more. 3) Acknowledging that 
the benefit for the organization in minimizing non-value adding activities is well 
defined and measurable.  4) Freeing up resources by applying these processes. 5) 
Understanding that customer value is the heart of Lean. 
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2.1 What has been done so far? 
 
Since Lean has its origins in the production industry an important question is where 
in the public sector Lean has been used and in what types of projects within the 
police the method has been selected for.  This question is important to evaluate 
whether the projects chosen are markedly different from police work or if they are 
only within a narrow field of work. 

 
Rodgers and Antony (Rodgers & Antony, 2019a) conducted a systematic 

review of papers related to the use of continuous improvement (CI) methods such as 
Lean, Six Sigma and Lean Six Sigma in the public sector.  The findings of the review 
where that these methods have been used in various fields within the public sector 
all over the world.  One of the common themes identified was a lack of shared 
understanding of Lean within the sector, further strengthening the argument for 
broadening the scope of this research from focusing only on Lean to incorporating all 
kinds of continuous improvement methods.  Special attention was given to ensuring 
that emergency services (police, fire and ambulances), criminal justice, health, 
education and government would be included in the review.  The findings showed 
that CI has been used in the public sector in Northern and Southern America, 
Europe, Asia, the middle East, and Oceanica in areas summarized by the authors as 
Health, Education, Local government (including police), Central government, and 
Public sector in general.  

 
There have, as of yet, very few peer-reviewed academic papers been 

published specifically on the topic of Lean and other CI methods within the police.  
The papers found were case studies (Adler et al., 2012; Antony et al., 2017; Brown 
et al., 2018; Chen et al., 2008; Jiju et al., 2018), literature review and theoretical 
work (H. Barton, 2013; H. Barton & Matthews, 2015, 2017; L. C. Barton & Barton, 
2011; Rodgers et al., 2019; Smith, 2016), qualitative research presented in a 
conference paper (Rodgers & Antony, 2019b), case descriptions published in non-
academic papers (Ahluwalia & Srinivasan, 2004; Richard & Kupferschmid, 2011), and 
government reports (Flanagan, 2008; Innovationsrådet, 2012). 

 
The projects described in these ranged from improving the workflow of traffic 

citations in Israel (Adler et al., 2012), improving forensic work in USA and Australia 
(Ahluwalia & Srinivasan, 2004; Brown et al., 2018; Richard & Kupferschmid, 2011), 
shortening the response time from when a call is made to the police until they arrive 
at the scene in Taiwan (Chen et al., 2008) to improving various administrative 
processes in the UK (E.G. Antony et al., 2017; Jiju et al., 2018) 
 
2.2 Reasons for implementing Lean in the police. 
 
Understanding the reasons for implementing Lean methodology provides clues as to 
for which types of projects the methods are chosen and how applicable they are. 
 

Research has shown that while Lean has been applied in various areas of the 
public sector the reasons for implementation are not well understood. The literature 
describe how the methodology was applied to a certain area but there is little or 
inconclusive discussion on why the specific method was selected (Rodgers & Antony, 
2019a). A review of Norwegian municipalities adopting Lean showed that the most 
common reasons were efficiency-driven motives, it is seen as the most effective 
management tool, but there was also evidence of a “forced selection” where pressure 
from politicians and the government to adopt the methodology played a role.  
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Recommendations and having heard from others that they had implemented were 
also reported reasons (Madsen et al., 2017).  Reasons cited within the Danish public 
sector were public demands for better use of budget and a demand to do better and 
produce better quality.  The authors also suggested that it is also perhaps just a 
fashionable idea that has attracted a lot of attention in the media and therefore has 
caught the ears of both managers and politicians (Pedersen & Huniche, 2011). 
 

Various reasons have been reported for implementing Lean within police 
organizations.  Although the most influential reason seems to be austerity and the 
demand to reduce costs (H. Barton, 2016; Rodgers & Antony, 2019b; Smith, 2016) 
other reasons revolve around general reform (Flanagan, 2008), organizational 
change (Jiju et al., 2018) and a wish to do better (Adler et al., 2012; Chen et al., 
2008; Rodgers et al., 2019) following an external audit or review (H. Barton & 
Matthews, 2015; Brown et al., 2018).  Indeed many police organizations in Western 
and Northern Europe have undergone organizational structural reform since 2000 
and the driver of many of them has been promoting effectiveness and efficiency 
(Terpstra & Fyfe, 2015).  Rodgers et al. (2019) emphasize that the financial 
challenge is not the only driver for change, equality of access and tackling unfairness 
and inefficiency have also been found to be a driving force. 
 
2.3 Challenges in implementing Lean  

 
To better understand the challenges the police potentially face in implementing Lean 
it is possible to look at the experience from other areas within the public sector.  An 
analysis of 65 academic papers on Lean, Six Sigma and Lean Six Sigma methods in 
various industries found a total of 34 critical factors that lead to failure in 
implementing these methods (Albliwi et al., 2014).   The most common factors 
identified were: 

1. Lack of top management attitude, commitment and involvement, was a 
critical failure factor in all industries in different countries and organizational 
size 

2. Lack of training and education 
3. Poor project selection and prioritization 
4. A weak link between CI projects and the strategic objectives of the 

organization. 
5. Lack of human-, technical-, and financial resources. 

 
Many of the challenges faced in the public sector and within the police follow the 

same general lines.  Below is a discussion on the most common challenges faced 
within the police with special attention given to factors that have received little or no 
attention in previous publications. 
 
2.3.1 Lack of shared understanding 
 
There has been a great deal of variation in how Lean has been conceptualized and 
defined between those that have implemented Lean.  In a review of 154 peer-
reviewed articles from all industries there was found to be a general lack of a clear 
definition of Lean and the preconditions for implementing it indicating that any 
improvement effort meant to reduce waste could be categorized as Lean (Arlbjoern & 
Freytag, 2013).  

 
Research focusing on the public sector has shown a similar lack of clear 

conceptualization leading to a lack of shared understanding of what Lean is (Rodgers 



5 

& Antony, 2019a).  Research within the public sector in Scandinavian countries have 
reported a similar variation in how the method was implemented and understood by 
those involved (Dammand et al., 2014; Madsen et al., 2017; Pedersen & Huniche, 
2011).  

 
Research within the police has also shown that there is no consensus on how 

Lean is defined.  Within 5 police forces in England and Wales there was great 
variation on how Lean was conceptualized (H. Barton & Matthews, 2015).  A research 
focusing on continuous improvement methods within the emergency services in 
Scotland showed there was no commonality in how these methods were defined, 
indicating that there had not been any explicit definition made (Rodgers & Antony, 
2019b).    
 
2.3.2 The customer 
 
A consistent theme within the literature has been a lack of understanding the 
customer.  This has been found in the service industry (Albliwi et al., 2014) and 
within the public sector across the world (Rodgers & Antony, 2019a).  Within the 
police a lack of understanding of the customer has been reported in England and 
Wales (H. Barton & Matthews, 2015) and in Scotland (Rodgers & Antony, 2019b) and 
has consistently been drawn out as an important factor for the successful 
implementation of Lean, both directly (H. Barton, 2013; Innovationsrådet, 2012; 
Rodgers et al., 2019) or indirectly by referring to customer satisfaction and public 
trust in the police (L. C. Barton & Barton, 2011; Chen et al., 2008).  While there is a 
clear emphasis on understanding the customer there is little reference to how the 
customer of the police is defined and who they actually are.  Indeed only one article 
within the field of policing specifically outlines how the customer was defined (Adler 
et al., 2012).   
 
2.3.3 The value 
 
A corollary problem to defining the customer of the police is finding out what it is the 
customer finds to be of value.  Although the specification of value is seldom 
mentioned explicitly in the case studies examined, there is quite an obvious 
reference to it through mentions of understanding the voice of the customer. Brown 
et al. (2018) drew attention to the fact that service delivery in the police is often 
measured in terms of backlogs of cases.  The lower the backlog the better the 
performance and service. The Israeli traffic police defined the value in traffic fines for 
three customers.  Court prosecutors want tickets with sufficient quality for evidence, 
the drivers on the road want fewer accidents and safer roads, and the traffic 
offenders receive value from higher levels of service from the police (Adler et al., 
2012) 
 
2.3.4 Culture and leadership 
 
Organizational cultural challenges and a lack of understanding of the organizational 
culture have been identified as a challenge for the successful implementation 
throughout the public sector(Madsen et al., 2017; Rodgers & Antony, 2019a).  In 
Denmark there were indications of not all members of the organization having the 
same goals and values (Pedersen & Huniche, 2011) 
  
 Within the police there were numerous reports of cultural issues, a need to 
develop a culture of customer advocacy and employee empowerment and a need for 
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all those involved in a project to fully understand each other’s challenges and needs  
(Brown et al., 2018; Rodgers et al., 2019; Rodgers & Antony, 2019b).  
 

Leadership issues were also mentioned as a challenge across the public sector 
(Rodgers & Antony, 2019a).  A lack of top management engagement and resistance 
from line managers were mentioned (Madsen et al., 2017; Pedersen & Huniche, 
2011).  Krings et al. (2006) stated that challenges include that in government 
agencies who is actually in charge can be difficult to see.  Processes may have 
evolved in such a way that their existence and their impact is not readily apparent to 
anyone.  The undocumented processes that have real operational implications may 
not be comprehended by those in charge (or anyone else). Kregel and Coners (2018) 
reported that some managers in a municipality setting feared that improvement 
methods could draw out in to the open that they had done sub-standard work in the 
past, so they were afraid of the methods exposing them. 

 
Various issues with leadership were reported within the police drawing out 

that the implementation of Lean can neither be successful nor sustained without 
strong leadership and project champions that work in collaboration with partners 
(Brown et al., 2018; Jiju et al., 2018; Rodgers & Antony, 2019b) 

 
2.3.5 Employee engagement 

 
Low employee engagement and lack of staff involvement stemming from different 
groups having different needs and a lack of understanding of different roles in the 
activities were reported across the public sector.  There were also indications of 
initiatives being implemented without involving the workers that actually do the work 
being revised (Rodgers & Antony, 2019a).  In Denmark and Norway there was found 
to be resistance from employees, communication problems and not being able to 
secure the support of all staff (Madsen et al., 2017; Pedersen & Huniche, 2011) 

 
Within the police there were evidence of low employee engagement and buy 

in from the workers, with low motivation for the improvement projects (H. Barton & 
Matthews, 2015; Rodgers & Antony, 2019b; Smith, 2016).  Rodgers et al (2019) and 
Brown et al. (2018) all emphasized the need to ensure the involvement of the staff 
actually doing the work being reformed and considering the impact it has on them.  
Also, that all those involved need to fully understand each other’s challenges and 
needs drawing out the need to develop a culture of customer advocacy and 
employee empowerment. 

 
2.3.6 Knowledge transfer 

 
Finally, concerning knowledge transfer, education and training Radnor and Osborne 
(2013) argue that Lean in the public service industry has failed by focusing on the 
technical tools without the understanding of the Lean principles or the content it is 
being implemented in due to a lack of consideration to the underlying logic and 
theory of service management.  This implies a lack of training and education for 
those involved in the improvement process.  Rodgers and Antony (Rodgers & 
Antony, 2019b) found similar issues in interviewing members of the emergency 
services in Scotland. 
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3. RESEARCH METHOD 
 
An exploratory literature review with the aim of gaining a holistic view of the use of 
Lean within the policing sector across the world helped to better understand the 
situation.  The focus of the review was to build a picture of what has been done so 
far.  In which countries the methods have been implemented, what the reasons for 
adopting the methodology were, for which types of projects they had been used, how 
it had been implemented, and what barriers had been faced during the 
implementation process.  The purpose was to detect themes in the types of projects 
chosen and the barriers faced in order to be able to evaluate if and how these factors 
affected the implementation and if these were a defining factor in evaluating if Lean 
is a viable option for the police as a management method.  Since there are quite few 
case studies available on the implementation of Lean within the police around the 
world examples from implementation form the service sector and the public sector in 
general were used to guide the detection of themes emerging from the police. 
 

The themes that were found in the literature were used to guide a case study 
on the implementation of Lean methods in the Reykjavík Metropolitan police in 
Iceland.  According to Yin (2018) a case study is applicable as an evaluation method, 
especially in evaluating the implementation of an initiative.  Case studies can capture 
the intricacies of the case and help to explain how the case works.  Since the focus 
of the research was to add to the body of knowledge to better understand whether 
Lean is an applicable and viable management method for the police it was necessary 
to capture what had been done and how the initiative had been implemented.  
Therefore, the direction was towards a descriptive explanation.  Yin (2018) also 
points out that a case studies strength lies in the examination of the relevant 
processes. Patton and Appelbaum (2003) also made an argument for the use of case 
studies in a business setting, saying that there is a gap between research and theory 
in management science, largely due to a focus on quantitative methods.  They 
further contend that a case study enables one to capture a holistic view of a process 
and thus contribute to the knowledge and understanding of complex organizational 
and social phenomena (Patton & Appelbaum, 2003) 

 
Since the focus of this research was to capture the processes and social 

challenges faced with implementing Lean in the police, in an attempt to realize which 
aspects had the most effect on the successful implementation, guided by findings 
form earlier research, a case study, done with interviews and supplemented by 
archival data was found to be the most appropriate way to conduct the research.    

 
The Reykjavík Metropolitan police is the largest police department in Iceland 

with 305 sworn officers and 93 civilian staff in 2018 (Lögreglustjórinn á 
höfuðborgarsvæðinu, 2019).  There are 4 police stations, each with its own detective 
unit.  In the central station there are a service unit and the prosecution unit, among 
various other support units.   

To get an overview of the use of Lean management within LRH a semi 
structured interview was taken.  Rowley (2012) states that interviews with key 
personnel, that are in a position to understand a situation, have the potential to 
provide detailed understanding and insight to the situation. 

 
The interviewees were a senior manager of LRH and Þórunn M Óðinsdóttir, an 

independent Lean consultant that has worked with LRH in the implementation of 
Lean since 2014.  They were selected for the interview since they have been at the 
forefront of implementing the methods and have the most holistic overview of what 
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had been done, the challenges faced, and the rationale for doing it that way. The 
questions for the interview were constructed to probe the challenges faced, based on 
the findings in the literature review. 
 
4. RESEARCH RESULTS  
 
In late 2014 a new commissioner was appointed over the Reykjavík Metropolitan 
police (LRH).  When she was appointed, she brought with her ideas about continuous 
improvement.  She had tried to implement Lean in an agency where she had worked 
earlier so there was some experience to build on.  In consultation with Þórunn it was 
decided to use a pull method of implementing the methods.  Earlier attempts at 
pushing the methods and mandating them on all workers in the former agency had 
not given satisfactory results.  In the beginning top level managers received an 
introduction on Lean, the philosophy behind it and the methods used.  Following the 
introduction, they began simple, with creating a visual management system to have 
an overview over the tasks of the upper management.  The upper management were 
trained in A3 problem solving.  The results of that were changes in how the meetings 
of the upper management were conducted.  They began holding daily status 
meetings according to a defined schedule with topics divided between the weekdays.  
Those that had received training began using these methods and in doing so they 
showed others that the methods work and gave results. 
 

In the beginning of 2018, the whole organization underwent strategic 
planning which was driven from the bottom up.  This work was done in cooperation 
with a consultancy corporation and took about one year.  From the strategy that was 
produced in the strategic planning 17 improvement projects were chosen to be run 
according to Lean principles under guidance of Þórunn as a Lean consultant.  A Lean 
project team was formed, composed of four individuals that were interested in the 
work.  These four were given quite extensive training in Lean methods.  All projects 
were selected based on pull, meaning that it was the employees and managers that 
requested them.  Based on the good results of previous projects a decision was 
made to manage all reform projects with the principles of Lean.  Using value stream 
mapping to gain the perspective and A3 problem solving for every project.  A clear 
project structure was developed and implemented, and efforts were made to ensure 
regular flow of information about the progress and development, both up-stream and 
down-stream. Projects have progressed to be run across divisions and units, 
something that was not known in the culture before.  Now the units and divisions are 
beginning to request such cooperation and sharing of information across the 
organization.  It has mostly been the officers on the street that have not been 
working with this methodology.  There have, however, been many projects that 
involve them and affect them indirectly without them perhaps realizing that they are 
being run according to Lean principles.  The aim was never that the employees would 
feel that Lean was the solution to all problems but rather that it was a methodology 
that would help them do their job. 

 
One of the projects that was selected revolved around sex crimes.  In that 

project the whole process was revised, from the beginning to the end, in a workshop.  
The work was done across units and divisions within LRH but also in cooperation with 
other government and municipal organizations, as well as non-profit organizations.  
The result of that project was a formation of a family justice center for survivors of 
violence in cooperation between various organizations.   
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The interviewees were also asked specifically about the challenges found that had 
emerged from the literature review. 
 
4.1 Definition / conceptualization: 
 
Both emphasize strongly that there never was any formal implementation of Lean.  
The focus of the project was to develop the organizational culture and use Lean 
methodology to continue to develop the culture in order to provide the customer with 
outstanding service, increase employee satisfaction and more economical practices. 
Therefore, the definition was a product of the strategic planning and is 
conceptualized in the strategic vision for the future: “LRH is a modern and 
progressive service organization that is available to everyone, always”.  The focus 
was never on a conceptualization of Lean. 
 
4.2 The customer: 
 
In every project attention was given to who the customer of that specific project 
was.  There could be multiple customers identified in each project, both internal and 
external, and the citizens in general were always in the foreground.  One of the main 
principles that emerged from the strategic planning was a focus on the employees 
and it is very important to see the employees as a customer as well.  In the 
beginning the projects were being run alongside the day-to-day work.  In response 
to the strategic planning one senior police officer was hired full-time to manage all 
the reform projects.  This was quite costly to do but they feel that this has 
contributed largely to how successful the projects have been.   
 
4.3 The value: 
 
The value was defined in three parts.  First was to increase the knowledge and 
capabilities of the employees to be able to make improvements to their own work 
and take part in such projects with others.  Next was to continue to evolve the 
organizational culture towards continuous improvement and that employees would 
begin to work across departments and units.  Thirdly, value was defined for each 
project individually. In defining the value, the focus was always on the customer, 
both external and internal. The value in each project could be defined in various 
terms but it was never defined in monetary terms.  It was more along the lines of 
increased knowledge, cooperation and the results from each defined project.  For 
example, the value in using visual management for the upper management was 
increased knowledge and overview of the projects being run aiding in the decision-
making process.  However, by focusing on the service value cost reductions will 
inevitably follow.  The performance indicators were never measured in financial 
terms and projects were never thought of as campaigns or quick fixes.  There was 
always a focus on better performance by reducing waste because the reality of the 
police is that they have a limited budget and too many tasks or assignments.  
Therefore, the idea was to do more with the recourses that are available.  There 
were definitely huge financial gains in cost reduction realized, in fact so much that 
the financial department wanted to invest more money in the improvement projects 
due to the results that were being made. 
 
4.3 Culture: 
 
The culture within LRH has historically not been improvement oriented.  There has 
not been a tradition for such endeavors and no tradition for working in teams across 
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units and divisions.  The hierarchical organization and the management style that 
was dominant was that each division was rather isolated and somewhat autonomous 
in handling their own finances, personnel, and development.  Sharing information 
between divisions was not really encouraged.  Knowledge in the field of project 
management was scarce.  But Þórunn points out that this is true of any organization 
and is not only found in the police.  They both agreed that a particular police culture 
had not been an issue in the project.  It was, however, noted that there was a level 
of inertia present in the beginning.  Employees needed encouragement to participate 
in the strategic planning and they perhaps saw the initiative as just another new idea 
and change.  But with the initiative came a change in culture, there was a mood or 
atmosphere for the change that people were drawn to.  After that there was a pull 
factor in that people wanted to take part because they saw the results giving them 
an opportunity to work less, with better results and more job satisfaction.  Even 
though there has been a change in culture the inertia is still somewhat present but 
there has never been any cultural resistance that has been a hindrance or major 
challenge.  They point out that a change in culture takes a long time, up to 8 – 10 
years.  Also, that the change takes longer in a situation where the change is 
implemented by the pull of the employees than in a systematic, planned 
implementation.  Then it just takes longer for everyone to learn in internalize the 
change.  But doing it that way is more likely to be sustainable for the future. 
 
4.5 Leadership and management: 
 
There were never any problems with lack of leadership engagement.  The police 
commissioner was the owner of the project and the driver for implementing it so 
there was full engagement from the very top from the beginning.  Furthermore, no 
one was pushed to take up these methods.  Those that were initially chosen for the 
team were individuals that were interested in the initiative and wanted to participate.  
Lack of managerial engagement is more of a problem where the change is pushed 
upon them.  Where they are made to go through training, they do not request 
themselves and are busy keeping their own unit afloat. 
 
4.6 Tools used: 
 
The tools from the Lean toolbox that were used in the projects were primarily value 
stream mapping, visual management in various forms, project boards and business 
intelligence boards.  7 types of waste were discussed in every project, “5 Why´s” 
were used in finding the root cause of the problems.  The present state and future 
state were always drawn up.  The ideal, or dream state, was often discussed but not 
always drawn up. There were regular project meetings to discuss the status and 
development of the projects.  Participants in projects were trained in A3 problem 
solving.  In the beginning the top management received such training and at the 
moment the next 25 individuals are finishing their training.  The projects are always 
presented in the format of an A3. 
 
4.7 Other tools than “classical” Lean tools. 
 
Þórunn explains that the focus of the project was never to implement Lean or to use 
the tools of Lean.  The focus was to train the employees in improvements and 
helping them to become better at their jobs and to get better results in their tasks.  
A default goal in all improvement projects was to train the participants to be better 
at improvement efforts, not just focusing on the processes at hand, but to be better 
capable of taking part in the next improvement effort and find opportunities for 
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improvement in their work.  There was a development of the culture and the skills of 
the employees. They maintain that it is the respect for the people that holds the 
initiative together, no matter which tools or techniques are used.  If the employees 
do not feel respect for what they are doing, and it has to be real respect and 
listening to them, they will not want to take part. 
 
4.8 “A-case” project 
 
One example of a project that was run within LRH was to optimize the process of 
handling cases of driving under the influence of alcohol or drugs.  The impetus for 
the project was a sharp increase in these cases that resulted in a buildup of a 
backlog.  The project was run under the supervision of the improvement project 
manager with guidance from Þórunn Óðinsdóttir, the consultant.  The description of 
the project and the results were taken from an unpublished report made by LRH 
(Lögreglustjórinn á höfuðborgarsvæðinu, 2020) 

 
The project was a collaborative effort between several departments, most 

notably prosecution and the service department.  Other departments participated in 
the project by various degrees and time.  The first phase of the project was to 
analyze which cases were of a simpler nature and could have an expedited process. 
Also, to make a clear division between the simpler cases and the more complex that 
would need added intervention by the prosecution.  In the beginning of the project 
A3 problem solving was used to analyze the present state and develop the goals of 
the project.  The goals defined were: 1) Reduce the time for case handling of simpler 
cases from 360 days down to 50 days. 2) Develop measurements for the service 
department and prosecution to prevent the case log to build up again. 3) Improve 
the service to the customer, 4) To learn from the results of the first phase to be able 
to use the results in improving the process of more complex cases, 5) Find ways to 
reduce instances where customers do not accept a fine2, and 6) Reduce the number 
of telephone calls and e-mails in connection with ongoing cases.  The number of 
open cases were tallied in the beginning of each month 

 
The results of the project were that the average “age” of open cases was 

reduced from 337 days from the onset of the project down to 128 days at the end of 
phase one.  The average time to finish a case went from 249 days to 71 days.  The 
service to the customers was improved by reducing the number of open cases 
waiting to be handled in order to be able to finish cases faster.  Open cases were 
reduced by 36% all over but 52% reduction was realized in prosecution.  This 
reduction meant more free time for the prosecutors to handle other cases, yielding 
35% total reduction in cases in prosecution.  The reduction in telephone calls and e-
mails was around 5% per month.  No specific measurement was made to see if there 
was a reduction in rejected fines. 

 
An inhouse survey was conducted to measure the lessons learned in line with 

the goal to be able to use those in the next phase of the project.  The survey was 
sent on-line to 25 employees that had participated in the project.  The response ratio 
was 48% with 12 employees responding to the survey.  The results showed that 
86% of those that responded felt the goals of the project had been met.  All those 
that responded felt that the service to the customer had been improved, with 57% 
believing the results had surpassed the goals set out for the project.  75% of the 

 
2 In Icelandic law the person receiving the fine can accept the fine and thereby plead guilty.  If the fine is 
not accepted (a plea of not guilty) the case will likely be resolved in court. 
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respondents indicated that they would be willing to continue to take part in the 
project and 67% told that they would be likely to encourage others to participate in a 
similar project.  75% of those that responded indicated that their experience of the 
project had been good, with one feeling the experience had been bad.  Over half of 
the respondents said they were more satisfied in their work as a result of the 
improvement project, although one reported less satisfaction at work. 
 
5. DISCUSSION  

 
Lean or continuous improvement methodologies have been implemented throughout 
the world it seems.  The types of projects chosen have been varied and no direct 
conclusion can be drawn from the available literature whether the methods are more 
suitable for one type of project.  Findings on results have been vague or not 
reported, and cited reasons for barriers and problems have focused on other aspects 
than type of project chosen.  Most of the projects reported have focused on 
administrative functions (office-work).  None have focused on actual police 
investigations and only one (Chen et al, 2008) focused on response time of police 
patrol to arrive at a scene of a call.  It seems that the focus has been on 
administrative staff rather than police officers.  This finding might indicate either that 
the complexity of operative police work is too great to be chosen for such a project 
or that decision makers do not see an obvious way to apply Lean methodology to 
such work.  Further research might be needed to identify if these methods are 
applicable to operative police work. No concrete conclusion about the applicability of 
Lean methods on operative police work can be drawn from the evidence presented. 
It should, however, be emphasized that much of the operative work of the police 
either results in administrative work or is directly dependent on it.  Therefore, the 
possible lack of applicability to that aspect of police work would not necessarily have 
negative impacts as to the viability of the methods for the police as an organization.  
The human interactions and communications of operative police work might also be 
too complex and unpredictable to be subject to any meaningful process definition 
and waste management. 
 

The reasons the police have chosen to implement Lean are very similar to 
reasons in other fields of public service.  Not surprisingly, since similar political forces 
drive all government agencies in a similar manner.  The same pressure for prudent 
budged expenditure and quality service is common to all public sector.  Lean has 
been used as a management method in police organizations around the world.  The 
reasons for taking up these methods have largely been to reduce cost and the 
methods have often been pushed from the top down.  The results of that raised 
questions about the sustainability of these initiatives.  The reasons LRH implemented 
Lean were all based on improving the quality of the service to the customer and the 
job-satisfaction of the employees.  Even though it is not possible to draw any 
conclusions about the sustainability of the implementation of LRH since they have 
recently implemented the methods, some promising clues can be found in the results 
of the survey of the involved project participants.  Over half of the respondents 
indicated that they were more satisfied with their work and an overwhelming 
majority claimed that they would recommend other colleagues to participate in such 
a project in the future.  It is a weakness in the research that the survey was 
conducted by the organization being analyzed, and only one project of many was 
analyzed.  Another weakness is the fact that only the managers of the Lean 
implementation were interviewed.  While they have the best overview of what was 
done and why, they are also more likely to have a positive view on the results of the 
implementation.  While this does reduce the generalizability of the results it does 
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offer insights into the effects these methods have on job satisfaction.  It is also the 
first time such results are documented and as such they can serve as a guide for 
future research. 

 
Evidence from previous work in this field indicate that there is overall a lack 

of shared understanding of what Lean really and truly is.  This is an important 
implication because without a clear understanding of what is truly being done there 
can neither be any meaningful way of knowing if the goals have been met, nor can 
anyone be expected to know how to accomplish them.  A lack of shared 
understanding in the conceptualization of the methods could, however, potentially be 
an artifact of too great a focus on the tools and techniques, rather than the 
underlying principles and assumptions about what Lean really is.  As evidenced by 
how the methods were implemented by LRH, focusing on the culture, the people and 
the customers instead of the tools used. When the focus is on the goal to be 
achieved the specific tools and methods used to accomplish that goal are more or 
less irrelevant.  The basic principles of Lean is to create a culture of continuous 
improvement, as witnessed in Womack and Jones (2003) fifth principle of pursuing 
perfection.  Therefore these results are in line with Radnor and Osbornes (2013) 
claim that in public services there needs to be greater focus on the basic thought 
behind the theory of Lean.  This could potentially guide future research towards a 
greater focus on the underlying reasons for adopting the methods, the goals and 
future vision, rather than the exact definition of the method. 

 
The projects reported in case studies found in the literature have focused on 

administrative work within the police rather than operational police work (Adler et 
al., 2012; Ahluwalia & Srinivasan, 2004; Antony et al., 2017; H. Barton & Matthews, 
2015; Jiju et al., 2018; Richard & Kupferschmid, 2011).  Radnor and Osborne (2013) 
contend that the focus in public service has been on internal customers rather than 
the external client and external efficiency.  That this has been a fatal flaw in 
implementing Lean in the public service.  However, as Johnson et al. (1999), point 
out the customer of the police can be divided into two groups: internal communities 
(sworn officers and civilian staff), and external communities (citizens, corporate 
citizens, other government agencies and the media).  Rodgers and Antony (2019a) 
draw attention to the fact that internal customers in the public service may rely on 
other departments in the service chain in delivering service.  Indeed many of the 
services of the police are delivered within the organization to other departments or 
units, as can be witnessed in the case of forensic support (Ahluwalia & Srinivasan, 
2004; Brown et al., 2018; Richard & Kupferschmid, 2011), call dispatching (Chen et 
al., 2008), and the issuing of traffic citations (Adler et al., 2012).  This shows that to 
truly understand the customer the police must also focus on their internal customers 
underlining the need for cooperation across units and across organizations.  This also 
has implications towards managing the culture and change within the police as 
discussed below. 

 
 At the same time there is an obvious need for the police to understand their 
external customers.  Indeed, as Radnor and Osborne state:  "A focus on internal 
efficiency is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the effective 
implementation of Lean within public services. Rather, it has to be driven by 
addressing the issue of how to add value to the lives of the end-users of public 
services” (Radnor & Osborne, 2013, p. 280).  In the context of Lean and continuous 
improvement methods there has been little or no reference to the definition of the 
customer despite the fact that one of the cornerstones of the philosophy is that it is 
the customer that defines the value of the product or service (Womack & Jones, 



14 

2003).  Alford (2002) suggested that the customer in public service could divided 
into two: the citizenry and the client.  The voice of the citizenry is represented 
through their voting of government and elected officials and they pay for their 
services through taxes and other government fees.  The clients can further be 
divided in three: paying customer, beneficiary and obligates.  The paying customer is 
in essence very similar to a customer in any other service in a corporate setting 
apart from that they pay directly for the service they seek and also trough their 
taxes (an example might be and individual applying for a permit).  Beneficiaries are 
customers that receive the service without paying for them directly.  Beneficiaries 
are arguably the largest clientele of the police and therefore the most diverse.  
Obligatees are customers against their will (offenders) and perhaps the most difficult 
to view as customers that need service and consideration should be given to their 
satisfaction with the service.  Radnor and Osborne (2013) further point to the fact 
that within the public sector the client is also a co-producer of the service being 
given meaning that a customer focus demands that the client be allowed to be a part 
of the value creating process.  That means that the there is a need for organizations 
to recognize the role of the client in the co-production of services, both internal and 
external customers. 
 
 These examples show that the customer of the police is both multifaceted and 
complex. There is an apparent gap in the research literature surrounding Lean within 
the police sector on how to recognize who the customer is and how to define the 
customer.  This gap is rather surprising given that there is ample research on who 
the customer in a public and specifically in a police setting are e.g. (Alford, 2002; 
Fountain, 2001; Gravelle & Rogers, 2012). 
 

An obvious aspect of value is how well the police manage their budget.  
Indeed, demands for better use of resources has been a significant driver towards 
the implementation of Lean in the police as mentioned above.  Braga (2003) points 
out that the cost of the police is both the monetary in the budget they have but also 
the claims they make on individual liberty and privacy.  The police are allowed to use 
force to interfere with the fundamental rights of citizens to uphold the law and any 
such interference can be seen as a cost of the police that is often overlooked.   

 
Radnor and Osborne (2013) point out that specifying value in the public 

sector is very difficult since not all of the functions in the organization contribute 
directly to value as the customer sees it.  Furthermore, that services are often 
intangible, offering only a promise of what is to be delivered.  This view is in line with 
the distinction Braga (2003) made between the outputs (the observable actions) and 
the desirable social outcomes that are a result of the outputs.  Both the outputs and 
the outcomes are valuable to the customer but while the police have direct control 
over the outputs, the outcomes are dependent on various factors, many of which lie 
outside of the control of the police. 

 
These issues illustrate the complexity of understanding the voice of the 

customer in policing and underline the need for further research on how to capture 
that voice.  This is true for both internal and external customers. There is an evident 
gap in the research literature on how value has been defined for each specific 
product or service within the police.  Given the complexity of both the customer of 
the police and how they receive value it is perhaps not surprising.  There is, 
however, ample indication that this aspect of Lean has not received sufficient 
attention and the further research would be beneficial. 
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Throughout the literature there is consensus about the importance of focusing 

on the customer and specifying the value from the perspective of the customer.  The 
case studies from the policing sector generally did not document how this was done.  
In the case of the Israeli police this was, however, done quite precisely and multiple 
customers were defined for the project and the value specified for each (Adler et al., 
2012).  This was also always a focus in every improvement project for LRH. There is 
an evident gap in the literature on the specific ways the customer is defined and how 
value is specified for each customer.  This research draws out some of the important 
factors that should be kept in mind in who the customer of the police is and what the 
value the police produces is.  These results could potentially be useful for 
practitioners seeking to implement Lean management.   

 
Smith (2016)  concludes that implementing Lean requires both engagement 

and creativity and a willingness to challenge the current system to find new ways to 
do the work.  Police culture is a key dynamic towards that end.  He discusses and 
cites research on how police culture is resistant to change, trying to maintain the 
status quo and suggests that the hierarchical organizational structure of the police 
gives the lower ranking officers a feeling that their opinion is not valued. However, 
he points out that the role of leadership in change management and how important it 
is to get involvement and buy in from the workers and cites evidence of positive 
examples of the police change management. In a research on the willingness to 
change within the Canadian police Duxbury et al. (2018) found that the drivers of 
change were largely to be found outside of the police but police culture is a strong 
barrier to change.  That most change efforts are driven form the top down and that 
police are more open to change when in crisis or have a strong internal driver of the 
change. They further found that many of the factors effecting change in the police 
are consistent with other research on police reform, that there is a lack of leadership 
and a culture of resistance from within. 
 

This leads to the conclusion that by being mindful of the factors found in the 
field of change management within the police, many of the barriers of resistance 
stemming from the culture can be identified and possibly dealt with before 
embarking on implementing Lean.  In the literature there was no reference to this 
having been a factor before implementing Lean in the police and therefore further 
research is needed to verify how the cultural aspect effects Lean implementation. 
 

Leadership issues and cultural issues were not reported to be a challenge for 
LRH when implementing Lean management.  Throughout the literature, across the 
public sector, there were references to the need for strong leadership engagement.  
The results from LRH support these findings.  While the commissioner of the police is 
the owner of the project and the impetus for adopting the methodology there is 
bound to be leadership commitment.  From the interviews it was also made clear 
that the methods were never pushed upon the employees.  Those that wanted to use 
them were trained in the methods and were given guidance from a consultant.  
Therefore, one can argue that the effects of a resistant culture may have been 
bypassed by adopting a “pull” implementation orientation. By allowing the users to 
decide themselves that they wanted to use these methods and giving them the 
appropriate training, guidance and tools for the task, no real barrier of a resistant 
culture was realized – when the employees themselves pull the methods there is no 
resistance to overcome.  These findings could potentially guide practitioners in the 
implementation of Lean management in their own organization.  It is, after all, one 
of the key principles of Lean to allow the customer to pull the product from the 
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producer.  Lean can never be a viable option as a management method for the police 
if the employees resist its implementation. 
  

Many of these challenges can be seen as stemming from the same root, lack 
of preparation and understanding of the change being implemented.  The pressures 
for reform and doing better with less money drives leaders and decision makers to 
take action quickly.  This might cause improvement projects to be implemented 
without a solid understanding of the method to be used and the challenges possibly 
faced along the way.  Many of the challenges can furthermore be drilled down to 
leadership.  It is the role of the leader to make sure that everyone is on board and 
has all the necessary resources to fulfil their task.  This includes having a clear vision 
and strategy for what is to be done, educating and training those involved and 
ensuring that the knowledge stays within the organization and propagates to all 
those involved.   

 
A resistant culture and low employee engagement can both be seen as 

difficulties stemming from a lack of shared understanding, which might very well be 
the result of an unclear conceptualization of the methods being used, a lack of a 
clear vision for the future and a general lack of leadership willing to embrace a 
fundamental change in the organization, flattening down the hierarchy and 
empowering workers to be creative in finding solutions to become more Lean. 
 
6. CONCLUSIONS 
 
The purpose of a case study is to expand and generalize theories (analytical 
generalization) (Yin, 2018).  Therefore, this research can contribute to the body of 
knowledge by showing that challenges identified in the literature can, in fact, be 
minimized by focusing on the necessary human factors.  As Radnor and Osborne 
(2013) have emphasized, Lean has largely failed as a management theory in the 
public sector: “The current implementation of Lean in the public services has focused 
on the technical tools without an understanding of the principles and assumptions of 
Lean or, the context in which it is being implemented” (Radnor & Osborne, 2013, p. 
266).  By focusing on the implementation Lean can be a viable option for the police.  
The available literature and case studies – the present included- have shown that 
various desirable results can be realized through such methods.  Not only financial 
cost reduction, but more importantly with increased efficiency leading to higher 
customer satisfaction and improved quality of work life.  The case study has shown 
that LRH has implemented Lean management in line with the definitions of Lean 
presented in the introduction.  Thereby there is sufficient support to conclude that 
Lean management is, indeed, a viable option for the police towards ensuring 
efficiency, advancement, professionalism and safety in the operation of the police. 
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ANNEX 1 –  
 
Semi-structured interview questions 
 
Interview questions: 
 
Question	and	possible	supplementary	

• How	was	Lean	management	implemented	within	the	Reykjavík	
Metropolitan	police?	(A	short	description	of	what	was	done)	

o Who	managed	the	project?	
o How	was	the	project	managed?	
o What	is	your	understanding	of	Lean?		
o How	familiar	were	you	with	Lean	before	the	project	was	initiated?	

• What	was	the	reason	for	implementing	Lean?	

o Why	was	this	methodology	chosen?	
o Who´s	initiative	was	it	to	implement	Lean?	

• Did	you	explicitly	define	Lean	methods	in	the	project?	

o Did	all	those	involved	in	the	project	have	the	same	definition?	

• Was	the	customer	explicitly	defined?	

o How	was	the	customer	defined?	
o Was	the	customer	defined	for	each	project?	
o Were	there	multiple	customers	defined	is	some	projects?	
o Were	“internal”	and	“external”	customers	defined?	
o How	was	the	voice	of	the	customer	captured?	

• Was	the	value	for	the	project	defined?	

o How	was	the	value	defined?	
o Was	value	defined	for	each	“product”	or	project?	
o Were	there	attempts	to	capture	the	voice	of	the	customer	for	each	

“product”?	
o What	types	of	projects	were	chosen?	(E.g.	Administrative,	office	

work,	customer	service	etc.)	

• Did	culture	influence	the	project?	

o Was	the	inherently	change	averse	“police	culture”	a	factor	that	had	
an	effect?	

o Did	you	expect	the	culture	to	be	resistant?	
o How	was	dealt	with	negative	effects	of	culture?	

• Were	there	instances	of	leadership	problems?	
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o Were	all	managers	engaged	in	the	implementation?	
o Were	there	instances	of	managers	opposing	or	impeding	the	

projects?	
o How	were	managers	and	leaders	trained?	
o Was	the	involvement	of	leaders	a	critical	factor	in	getting	

employees	engaged	in	the	work?	

• Did	all	the	workers	actively	engage	in	the	projects?	

o Were	there	any	problems	with	employee	engagement?	
o Were	there	any	factors	found	to	have	an	impact	on	employee	

engagement	–	positively	or	negatively?	

• Did	the	participants	in	the	projects	receive	any	training	in	applying	the	
methods?	

o Did	the	employees	share	their	knowledge	between	themselves?	
o Did	the	employees	become	self-sufficient	in	applying	these	

methods?	

• What	methods	were	used?	(E.g.	Kanban,	visual	management,	A3	etc.)	

o Did	you	use	any	methods	outside	of	the	Lean	methodology?	(E.g.	
Six-sigma,	etc.)	

• Is	Lean	seen	as	a	tool	or	a	philosophy?	

• How	were	projects	chosen	for	reform?	

o Did	you	make	any	analysis	before	choosing	the	projects?	
o Were	the	projects	aligned	with	the	overall	strategy	of	the	

organization	

• Were	the	projects	run	within	units	or	across	units	and	departments?	

o Were	projects	run	across	organizations?	
o How	did	the	cooperation	go	in	such	instances?	

 
 


