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ICANO) and Innovar of the University of Colombia, Dyna Management of
Spain, and the International Journal of Business and Research Management.
In addition, he is a member of the GRACO Research Group for Learning and
Knowledge of ESADE in Barcelona. He is also a columnist in popular man-
agement magazines: Expansión, chief executive officer (CEO) Expansión,
Pyme Adminı́strate Hoy, UDLAP Context, Hidalgo Business Link, CON-
TACTO, and the Total Quality Magazine, including in print media: “La
Jornada, El Sol de Puebla, and Milenio Diario.”

He won the first prize in the case writing competition of the EFMD of the
European Union in the category of continuous improvement and innovation
and journal of excellence, with the case “KAIZEN in Public Service: A case
study in a public environmental organization in Mexico.” Finally, he has been
an advisor and consultant to Mexican, Spanish, and South American com-
panies in the field of manufacturing (distribution and production) and services,

xi i About the Authors



such as hotels, restaurants, mechanical workshops, public government
organizations, and city halls. He is also an advisor to the UN on issues of
modernization of the public sector to reduce failures in public management.
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BOOK ’S STRUCTURE

In the twenty-first century, amid the global pandemic, resource crises, wars
that have paralyzed supply chains, and excessive stress on workers, companies
are immersed in perhaps the greatest challenges of their last years. The
KAIZEN-XXI can represent light in such operational darkness. In that sense,
Masaki Imai placed the term KAIZEN in the world management arena with
his book KAIZEN: the Key to Japanese Competitive Advantage in 1986. Since
then, the managerial approach has been used in different organizations as a
strategy for the continuous improvement of operations. In 2018, he addressed
a KAIZEN Special Issue in TQM Journal (EMERALD) to observe the rise of
KAIZEN in the academic field, resulting in 22 papers sent and 11 accepted,
most of which attempted to consolidate the roots, definitions, and theoretical
part of philosophy. Hence, KAIZEN continues to have strength in this new
century in the business and academic fields. Therefore, the “KAIZEN-XXI”
has as its central purpose, that is, to establish a theoretical-practical guide for
organizations to implement KAIZEN in their operational processes in the
midst of a chaotic and complicated global environment such as that of the
twenty-first century. The guiding principles, techniques, and tools of “KAI-
ZEN-XXI” are designed to put human beings at the center as a guiding axis of
change and innovation. Moreover, although operation, productivity, and
operational efficiency have improved, people are finding healthy work envi-
ronments to be happy.

The book is comprised of nine chapters that start from the origins of
KAIZEN to its definition, the theoretical-practical guide model of guiding
principles, techniques and tools, and the application of each guiding principle
with its technique and tools in the rest of the chapters. The book presents
techniques, such as 5’S, standardization (hyojunka), Standardize-Do-Check-
Act (SDCA), and Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycles. The book also intro-
duces process innovation, hitosukuri (management of people), to close with
techniques for improving daily work, such as the KAIZEN events; the Kata of
Improvement (the A3 format), to close with three chapters on links of
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“KAIZEN-XXI” with the Toyota Production System (TPS); and the Mayan
work model. This book is essential to help improve processes and people in the
twenty-first century.

xvi Book’s Structure



INTRODUCTION
Manuel F. Suárez-Barraza

INTRODUCTION

The theme of KAIZEN as an approach and philosophy of continuous
improvement is still valid in the second decade of the twenty-first century. An
example is the considerable papers that were presented at the Production
Operation Management Conference POMS 2022 held online, including that to
be held in Nara, Japan on the topic of KAIZEN. Quantitative empirical
articles, case studies, qualitative studies, and even some theoretical ones
continue to be presented. From another aspect, in the practical arena, in
virtually every social network in the world, the term KAIZEN appears in
different forms of training, seminars, conferences, and webinars. In simple
terms, it is a concept that is still valid and widespread to this day.

Organizations are probably experiencing one of the most turbulent envi-
ronments they could experience in recent years. The global coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) has resulted in COVID-19 pandemic, broken supply chains
as a result of it, scarcity of resources, aggressive intense competition, and of
course, very high levels of stress in among the employees of the organizations.
Therefore, organizations try to work on improvement (KAIZEN) as a means to
remedy the very complicated environment that exists today. The economist
Keniichi Ohmae (1998) points out in his book: “the mind of the strategist” that
the currentworld environment has radically changed to the extent that there are
factors that impact organizations in the twenty-first century on a daily basis.
Ohmae points out two specific ones: (1) technological development and the
future world and (2) the emergence of new universal standards of consumption.

Therefore, the technological development presentations that emerged at the
World Economic Forum in 2019 in Geneva, Switzerland, showed advances in
different scientific fields such as: (1) the FluXXion, a device that is capable of
filtering bacteria from beer liquids without the need for pasteurization, pre-
serving its original flavor at all times; (2) the CyberKnife Robotic Radiosurgery
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System, a robot that painlessly removes cancers without open surgery using
radiation; (3) Z-RAM, computational memory developed by the Swiss Federal
Technological Institute that cuts the price of memories of this type in half,
being the cheapest in the world; and finally, (4) Toyota Motor Individualized
Transportation Corporation, a robot-shaped vehicle in which a person can be
transported quickly, safely, and without polluting the environment, ergo-
nomically adjusting to the driver’s body. In 2022, the issue of artificial intel-
ligence, current social networks (TikTok, Instagram, LinkedIn among others),
the Internet of Things, Industry 4.0 are deployed in all aspects of the life of
companies and people.

The twenty-first century has already reached us; the organizations of this
century are experiencing the greatest challenge in their knowing history.
Therefore, the ability of your top managers, middle managers, supervisors,
and employees to solve problems, and above all learn to improve creatively
and at low cost, is critical in your management system. The pressures and
stress that these people experience on a day-to-day basis to reduce operating
costs becomes an “urgent” issue at all times in the reality of today’s organi-
zations (of the twenty-first century). The KAIZEN-XXI should represent a
great “improvement capsule” of “medicine” not only at the organizational
level, nor at the process level, but also at the individual level. This managerial
approach should help all organizations of the twenty-first century to face all
these current pressures and challenges with an improvement approach at the
organizational level, at the process level, and above all at the individual level.
Precisely, the name of the book: “KAIZEN-XXI” was thought with the pur-
pose of creating this group of “improvement capsules” so that all organiza-
tions of this century with such a complicated environment apply in a
systematic, continuous, participatory, and deep way, the KAIZEN philosophy.

This book aims to show the KAIZEN philosophy from the KAIZEN-XXI
perspective in a systemic and structured way based on guiding principles that
guide the orderly implementation of KAIZEN-XXI in organizations. Through
this, academics and practitioner managers can have a theoretical, practical
guide for applying KAIZEN-XXI in the management of organizations. Hence,
I invite open-minded readers who delve into the KAIZEN-XXI philosophy and
can apply KAIZEN-XXI in the management systems of their organizations.

Lancaster, United Kingdom, September 21, 2022
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1

KAIZEN AND ITS ORIGIN IN ZEN
BUDDHISM AND SHINTOISM

Manuel F. Suárez-Barraza

This chapter attempts to develop certain hypothetical lines of origin, supported in
the literature, to explore the originofKAIZENfrom its perceptionof the values of
Japanese culture and Shintoism, including its relationship with ZEN Buddhism.
In this sense, Taichi Sakaiya (1995) questioned,“what is Japan?” andpointedout
that the Japanese aremore like a 1,000 synchronized clocksworking arounda life
purpose (an ikigai). Each of these clocks looks and strikes at the same time, but
each one is amachine that follows its own rhythm to improve. Based on Sakaiya’s
statement, the following question arises: where in Japan did this innate desire to
improve originate? The answer, of course, is complex and difficult to complete,
and multiple factors may be considered to answer this question.

The reality is that tracing theoriginofKAIZENin themanagement literature is
very difficult. Some authors argued that its origin rose from the influence of
William Edward Deming and Joseph Juran’s seminars on Japanese businessmen
in the 1950s (Imai, 1986; Ishikawa, 1988). By contrast, others placed its origin in
the very roots of the evolution of Toyota Motor Company as an organization.
Ohno (1978, p. 42), the founder of the Toyota Production System (TPS), noted
that “improvement has two profiles: infinite and eternal.”Moreover, its success
and its linkwithToyota are similar to that in Japan, in that there is a clear trend for
several organizations in any industry to try to implement KAIZEN in the same
way that Toyota Motor has done over the years (Katayama & Bennet, 1996;
Magee, 2007; Nikkei Sangyo Shimbun, 2007). However, going into more detail
in texts published only in the Japanese language and by other authors specialized
in the subject is necessary to glimpse that KAIZEN, as such, can be traced back to
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the Japanese culture itself. In this sense, following AOTS (1985), Yoshikawa
(1971), Takanaka (1995), Sakaiya (1995), Fujimoto (1997), Saruta (2006), and
Saeko (2022), the values of the Japanese culture in which the possible origin of
KAIZEN could be based are as follows:

(1) Honor

(2) Discipline and perseverance

(3) Teamwork

(4) SHU-HA-RI principle

(5) Responsibility toward others

In Japan,Honor is intrinsically linked to “daily DNA,”which could be simply
understood as the fulfillment of each person’s word, that is, the congruence by
which they live. Thus, if someone says something, then he or she has tokeep it.One
particular anecdote I observedwhile living in Japanwas that a fellow student asked
one of our Japanese classmates for 1,000 U (Yen) and told him, “tomorrow I will
pay you.”As a goodMexican, he forgot, and passed it unnoticed. When they met
again 2 weeks later, the Japanese classmate was quite offended because the
Mexican student had not kept his word that he would pay “tomorrow.” In
world-class Japanese organizations, deals and business deals are made by word of
mouth, and contracts are subsequently signed (Sawada, 1995). Some authors
placed this value of honor in the era of the Kondei system (unconditional youth
young warriors recruited to confirm the Shogun’s Army) of the samurai class in
Japan around 792 BC. Inspired by ZEN Buddhist philosophy and Shintoism,1 the

1 In Japan, the first major religion to be adopted was Shintoism. Shinto can be translated as “The

Path of the Gods.” Emerging at the dawn of the Japanese history, Shintoism has colored every

aspect of the country’s emotional experience, conditioning its responses to nature, existence,

death, community life, social organization, political ideology, festivals, and aesthetics. The term

Shinto expresses the importance of the concept of kami within the tradition. The kami are the

powers of nature and the forces of destiny. The relationship between kami and nature is already

reflected in the introduction of the creation myth in the Nihongi: “Before heaven and earth were

created, there was something comparable to a cloud floating on the sea. Nothing held its root. In

its bosom was formed a thing that looked like a tender reed when it had just sprouted from the

mud. Then it became a god (Kami)” (kami translates into God). Although the kami were not

personalized forces or celestial figures who judged human affairs from on high, both men and

women could seek their help or appease their wrath through rituals of diversion and purification.

They were said to number eight million, but were, in reality, countless, forgiven that any person,

living or dead, and any place or object with mysterious or transcendental qualities could be

considered and venerated as a kami. They used to inhabit the skies, rocks, trees, waterfalls, or

islands, and this included emperors and courtiers, warriors, and fearsome spirits (Falero, 2007).
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samurai class, which had its heyday in the early seventeenth century (1,603) in the
Tokugawa era, focused on a strict and upright code for their daily lives (Low,
1997). Their obsession with details and perfection was fundamental. According to
Yoshikawa (1971) and Sakaiya (1995), the value of honor in Japanese culture
began to merge as a tough and hard katana (Japanese samurai sword) within their
daily actions.

The maximum splendor of the so-called bushido code was embodied in the
so-called “Book of Five Rings,” written by Miyamoto Musashi in 1,645, a
samurai without a feudal lord or “rebel” known as ronin, considering that a
forced peace reigned in the Tokugawa era. In other words, samurai no longer
had jobs. Moreover, although this book is considered a guide to the Japanese
martial art of kendo, this document is an excellent fusion of the Confucianist
and Shintoist philosophies (Low, 1997, p. 160). Its first principle is funda-
mental in linking the value of honor in Japanese society: “never think
dishonestly.” In simple terms, you have to be an honorable person always and
at every moment.

The following two values that show the foundation of KAIZEN are
Discipline and Consistency. These two are closely linked values, which are the
key to forging an honorable person centered on the new KAIZEN-XXI. For
Miyamoto Musashi, a samurai had to train in a constant and disciplined
manner until he achieved perfection with his main weapon: his katana (Jap-
anese sword). In Japanese organizations, discipline is understood as the per-
formance and follow-up of any activity in a systematic manner following a
method as part of their daily routine (Saruta, 2006). Strict adherence to
standard operating procedure (SOP) guarantees that any process and product
are of the required quality. Therefore, consistency is to maintain that routine
discipline day after day, minute after minute, and second after second. Only in
this way, the quality of the work process and the product can be really
maintained and eventually improved. Two excellent examples of these values
in Japanese culture are reflected in the punctuality of bullet trains (the Shin-
kansen, in its three modalities, Nozomi, Hikari, and Kodama – generally the
700 series). If a train is supposed to depart at 12:23, it will leave at that time,
not a minute more, not a minute less. It is surprising to see how the discipline
of all those responsible for these operations sometimes leads to a difference of
up to 15 minutes between the time a train leaves and arrives at the Tokyo
station. Another characteristic example is the discipline and consistency of
Toyota Motor Company employees at the Tsutsumi plant in conducting their
improvement team meetings. That is, every week, or every 2 weeks, they take
30 minutes out of their lunch hour to conduct meetings. Both values represent
a continuous daily rhythm of discipline and consistency.

KAIZEN and Its Origin in ZEN Buddhism and Shintoism 5



The third KAIZEN value analyzed is Teamwork, which is totally rooted in
Japanese culture. According to Sakaiya (1995) and Fujimoto (1997), this value
may have originated in rice cultivation, the basis of Japanese society. For these
authors, planting, and cultivating rice, was a completely impossible task for
one person during the Japanese feudal era. Hence, the union of the tribes
around this work of agriculture and food outlined the value of teamwork in
their culture. Today, teamwork seems to be lived and breathed intrinsically in
Japanese society. The group is more important than the individual and goes
beyond any individual initiative within its society (Saeko, 2022). Dr. Ishikawa
used his strength and rootedness in Japanese culture in the 1960s to find and
advance the quality circle movement, which to this day has produced a truly
impressive number of improvement ideas in Japanese companies. According to
Professor Bessant (2003, p. 24), companies like Kawasaki generate nearly 7
million improvement ideas, 10 per worker; Nissan, 6 million, 3 per worker;
and Toshiba and Matsushita, 4 million. By contrast, according to Osono et al.
(2008), the Toyota Motor Company comes to produce between 5 and 7
million ideas for improvement in groups and individually (the so-called KAI-
ZEN TEIAN). According to Akiira Takanaka sensei (1995), the SHU-HA-RI
(守破離) principle is the expanding force of Japanese cultural learning. SHU
means “copy,” HA, means “adapt,” and RI means “create.” Thus, by
copying, adapting, and creating, the Japanese take the best of other cultures
and adapt them to their reality. Then once they have mastered it, the Japanese
improve it to create their perspective. An example of these principles is the
philosophy of quality itself. From the teachings of Deming and Juran, it was
possible to forge what today is known as company-wide quality control
(Martı́nez-Lorente, Dewhurst, & Dale, 1998). A century earlier, the Meiji
reform brought several Japanese intellectuals visiting Western countries to
modernize Japan, not to mention the TPS, which, according to some authors,
arose from the ideas embodied in Henry Ford and the American supermarkets
(Hino, 2006). Thus, the readers should not be surprised when a group of
Japanese tourists takes pictures of such strange things (from our own point of
view) as a traffic light, a building, some mechanical equipment, or anything
else that catches their attention. In this sense, when workers are able to look at
other ideas in other work processes or in other areas of the organization
(SHU), adapt them to their operational reality (HA), and then innovate them
(RI), we are in the presence of KAIZEN. Even Aikido in martial arts has
similarities, as Endo Seishiro Shihan (2005) stated:

“It is known that, when we learn, or train in something, we go
through the stages of SHU, HA, and RI. In SHU, we repeat the
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forms, and discipline ourselves so that our bodies absorb the forms
that our ancestors created. We remain true to these forms without
deviation. Then, in the HA stage, once we have disciplined ourselves
to acquire the forms and movements, we make innovations. In this
process forms can be broken and discarded. Finally, in RI, we
completely rid ourselves of the forms, open the door to creative
technique, and come to a place where we act according to our heart/
mind’s desire, with no limits beyond the laws.”

Finally, there is the value of RESPONSIBILITY TOWARD OTHERS. In
Japan, the welfare of others is paramount and fundamental. In fact, Japanese
children are taught from a very young age to respect others, to consider the
feelings of others, and of course, to respect the community (AOTS, 1985;
Sakaiya, 1995). In Japan, such terms are known as Tatamae, that is, in rela-
tionships with others, where one should always express safe, politically correct
opinions that will not disrespect and hurt other people’s feelings. In general,
personal opinions Honne are kept to maintain such respect (AOTS, 1985). In
this way, the approach to the customer, whether external or internal, and the
master–apprentice relationship, takes place in a climate of trust and respect. In
this case, community responsibility, that is, respect for others, is fundamental
in their culture. In KAIZEN, achieving customer satisfaction is fundamental
for improvement to be fully aligned with a simple approach: adding value to
the customer.

In this regard and to exemplify this value, I would like to describe a short
story that happened to me in Japan when I was again in the land of the rising
sun in August 2008. When I was leaving one of the hotels in Tokyo located in
front of the central station, I left my leather jacket in my room. I did not notice
this incident until I was on the bullet train (Shinkansen) on my way to Kyoto.
Hence, when I arrived at the hotel in Kyoto, I called the hotel in Tokyo where I
had forgotten my leather jacket. To my surprise, they told me they were
already aware and were just waiting for me to contact them. I then asked them
to send my leather jacket to the new hotel in Tokyo, where I would be staying
when I returned from Kyoto, this time, in the Shinjuku neighborhood, near
Gakushuin University, where the lectures would be held. Without further ado,
when I returned to Tokyo, I was pleasantly surprised that not only had they
sent me the leather jacket to the new hotel but they had also sent it for dry
cleaning, placed it in a plastic wrapper delicately adorned with a red ribbon,
and left a note “Thank you very much for your call, we were glad to help you.
Thank you!” (Fig. 1).

KAIZEN and Its Origin in ZEN Buddhism and Shintoism 7



Apart from thinking that the hotel had a management system based on
service quality, the hotel manager and his collaborators were concerned about
my case. They also put themselves in my shoes, that is, they considered how I
would feel if I lost my leather jacket. This event, dear readers, is another
intrinsic value of the KAIZEN philosophy: responsibility toward others.

In addition to the intrinsic values in Japanese culture and Japanese Shin-
toism, another perspective of the origin of KAIZEN-XXI has been projected to
the present day, the famous ZEN Buddhism. An ambivalence of religious
perspectives, ZEN Buddhism, and Shintoism is generally believed to exist in
Japanese society in daily life, where each is influenced by Taoism and
Confucianism (Coll, 2015). Therefore, the possibility of the origin of KAIZEN
in ZEN Buddhism is possible and has begun to be studied by academia
(Chiarini, Baccarani, & Mascherpa, 2018).

The term ZEN can be traced in Chinese (Ch’an equivalent to the term ZEN
in Chinese) and Indian languages and refers to the process of meditation
(Morton, 2004). According to D’Apollonio (2018), ZEN Buddhism is a
branch of Chinese and Hindu Buddhism that focuses on meditation. Other
authors indicated that ZEN Buddhism is the fusion and conceptual interre-
lation between Lao Tzu’s Taoism (focuses on practicality) and Mahayana

Source: By author.

Fig. 1. Note of the Return of the Leather Jacket.
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