
Why it  mat t ers
Many organizat ions t reat  process improvement  and 
innovat ion as compet ing priorit ies; t hey are not .

- Top- down, t ool- based improvement  programs 
oft en encount er resist ance f rom f ront l ine 
employees wit hout  a part icipat ive foundat ion.

- Front l ine employees are uniquely posit ioned 
t o spot  small, hidden warning signs t he dat a 
misses l ike equipment  defect s.

- Organizat ions t hat  invest  in part icipat ive 
syst ems at  early st ages generat e t he capacit y 
t hat  al lows innovat ion t o emerge lat er.

Want innovation? Invest in your 
frontline workers first
RESEARCH BRIEF

How w e know

A qualit at ive case st udy was conduct ed across 6 
Toyot a manufact uring plant s in t he UK, Thailand, 
Indiana, Mississippi, Kent ucky, and West  Virginia. The 
st udy spanned dif ferent  st ages of implement ing 
Toyot a's 3 Pil lar Act ivit y, a shop f loor management  
f ramework int roduced in 2007. 

Dat a was collect ed bet ween 2019 and 2024 t hrough 
54  int erviews (last ing 60?180 minut es), in- person 
shop f loor observat ions involving 136 part icipant s, 
and archival dat a across all 6 sit es.

What  researchers found 
3 implement at ion st ages wit h each requiring a 
dif ferent  and evolving set  of roles:

- Early: Key invest ment  is al locat ing resources 
t o part icipat ive syst ems and joint  
problem- solving wit h specialist s.

- Developing: Floor st af f and specialist s joint ly 
improve prevent ive improvement  syst ems, 
reducing breakdowns and qualit y defect s.

- Mat ure: St rong foundat ion in UK and Thailand 
allowed specialist s t o focus on innovat ion, 
low- cost  aut omat ion, and equipment .

What  t his means

- For managers: Resist  quick f ixes; research 
warns t hey wil l not  be sust ainable wit hout  
part icipat ion of f ront l ine employees.

- For HR and L&D leaders: Employee t raining 
and cross- funct ional learning t ime is not  a 
cost  but  t he precondit ion for bot h operat ional 
st abil it y and innovat ion capacit y. 

- For organizat ions: Sequence matt ers. Support  
and t rust  must  come before st ret ch goals and 
innovat ion drives. Organizat ions should 
est ablish part icipat ive syst ems  before t rying 
t o achieve high- level performance.

 Reference: Aoki, K. (2025). How part icipat ive management  builds t he foundat ion for organizat ional 
ambidext erit y: Toyot a's 3 Pil lar act ivit y. Academy of Management Perspectives, 39(4), 552?574.

A new st udy of Toyot a's global manufact uring plant s shows t hat  organizat ions t hat  genuinely involve f ront l ine 
employees in problem- solving build t he foundat ion for operat ional ef f iciency and innovat ion over t ime.

Now w hat ?
- Audit  t he degree t o which f ront l ine employees genuinely part icipat e in ident ifying 

and solving problems, not  just  in formal suggest ion syst ems, but  in daily rout ines.
- Invest  in st ruct ured cross- shif t  or cross- f unct ional sharing via paired 

observat ions and joint  problem- solving sessions before roll ing out  new t ools.
- Evaluat e improvement  init iat ives for product ivit y and sust ainabil it y. 
- When int roducing digit al t ools and aut omat ion, w ork w it h f ront l ine st af f  for 

problem analysis and improvement  rat her t han bypass t heir knowledge.

LINK TO THE STUDY
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