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At our recent webinar we investigated how to 
develop a culture of continuous improvement within 
the HR function.   

What do we mean by a Culture of Continuous 
Improvement in HR 

Culture can be defined as the attitudes, behaviors, 
opinions of a particular group of people1. A culture 
of continuous improvement is when individuals and 
teams within an organisation focus on the 
improvement of their own workstream or 
operational system.  

Jones et al in the book 4+1 Creating a Culture of 
Continuous Improvement2 take this further and talk 
about how to ensure continuous improvement 
becomes a habit – ensuring its sustainability in the 
longer term.  

To support the webinar, we invited experienced 
CHRO and TED Talk speaker Sharon von Simson, to 
share her experience in transforming the HR 
function at Bombardier Transportation (‘Bombardier’). She was joined by Sonja Allen, a 
Senior Consultant with S A Partners, who previously worked at Bombardier at the time 
with Sharon.  

  

 
1 Cambridge Dictionary (2022)  https://dictionary.cambridge.org 
2 Jones et al (2018) 4+1 Embedding a Culture of Continuous Improvement in Financial Services, Redkite 



 

 

The HR Transformation  

Bombardier (now Alstom) is one of the world’s largest manufacturer of trains, 
transportation services and signaling solutions.  The company had at the time of the 
project over 36,000 employees in 35 countries, and a turnover of around US$10 billion.  

The HR function had a headcount of around 250 people. Prior to the transformation 
program, the focus had been to develop a shared services business partnering 
operation, creating a center of expertise in HR and L&D.   

The first phase of the transformation program involved relocation of service centers 
across Europe to a site in Romania.  This was a hugely successful change project 
enabling significant cost savings, but was also quite a challenging and bruising activity as 
it involved redundancies and onboarding a new team.   

Discontinuous vs Continuous Improvement 

Following the major relocation it was clear an 
alternative approach was needed. Sharon 
recognized quite early on that whilst the ‘big bang 
change of the relocation was necessary, it did feel 
as though it was being ‘done to’ the team.  
 
Sharon wanted to see a culture change, where 
individuals embraced continuous improvement 
and were encouraged to make smaller more 
incremental changes.  We refer to this as 
continuous rather than discontinuous 
improvement (see Diagram 13).  Discontinous 
improvement refers to change projects that are 
time limited and ‘one off’.  Refer to the book The 
Essence of Excellence3 for further information on 
this topic. 

 
Diagram 1 

Continuous vs Discontinuous Improvement 

 

 
3 Butterworth & Hines (2022), pg18 The Essence of Excellence, S A Partners 



 

Q. How do you eat an elephant?  

A. One Bite at a Time! 

To create a culture of continuous improvement, Sharon shared how she first established 
trust and ownership by encouraging individuals and teams to build their capability and 
begin their journey – providing the capability, confidence and motivation to succeed. This 
had the additional benefit of making the change more sustainable.  Individuals and 
teams are likely to own change if they are in control of it. 

To do this Bombardier leveraged the work being undertaken to improve capability in 
manufacturing – this meant developing a team of Improvement Leader (1C) Lean Sigma 
Green Belts (‘Improvement Leader’) that could support projects.  This had a number of 
unforeseen benefits: it created a common language across the organisation; and 
removed barriers between production and shared services. 

Preparing the Soil 

Prior to the launch of the Improvement Leader program a lot of effort was placed into 
creating the right conditions (Sharon refers to ‘preparing the soil’). They ensured the 
whole team understood what the project was all about and understood basic lean and 
continuous improvement principles.  S A Partners supported this with several 
gamification activities such as Five S games and value stream mapping activities.   

To engage the leadership, S A Partners also ran a training program that covered the 
projects scope, principles and customer value proposition. 

Developing a cadre of Improvement Leaders 

The cadre of six Improvement Leaders were trained and accredited by S A Partners and 
the Lean Competency System. This training is popular as it not only develops a deep 
understanding of lean and continuous improvement it has the benefit of teaching 
candidates how to coach others in the principles.   

Sharon noted that one of the ways in which she engaged the team was to allow them to 
nominate the Improvement Leader candidates.  This ensured the team fully supported 
the people that would go on to run continuous improvement programs with them.  

 



 

 

Sonja Allen was one of those nominated by her team to complete the Improvement 
Leader training.  During the webinar Sonja shared her experience and key learnings…  

Standardize, simplify and automate  

Following completion of the Improvement Leader program Sonja was able to establish 
and run a wide range of improvement programs in areas such as recruitment; 
digitalization and process automation; payroll and data automation.  Sonja also shared 
that the role of the Improvement Leaders was to maintain the focus on creating a 
sustainable culture of continuous improvement; empowering and encouraging others to 
look for opportunities within their work streams. Their motto at the time was to 
‘standardize, simplify and automate’. 

Sonja felt the Improvement Leader program gave her the capability and confidence to 
ensure the governance frameworks and systems existed to ensure transformation was 
successful.  

 

Staggering Results 

The results were impressive. The Improvement Leader program was able to:  

 Reduce processing time by 9.5 weeks across a range of processes.  
 Increased quality by 37%  
 Reduced cost and waste with a net result of over Euro 1.5 million  
 Achieve a 157% Return on Investment for the training. 

Sonja’s coach and mentor was Mick Moreton a Partner at S A Partners, who taught her 
not only about Lean and Continuous Improvement but also supported her develop her 
coaching skills.  

 

To find out more about the 
Improvement Leader (1C) Lean Sigma Green Belt 

CLICK HERE 



 

Sustainable Culture Change 

Without question the program delivered sustainable change and allowed them to 
develop a culture of continuous improvement.  Despite fundamental changes to both 
leadership and ownership of the company, the culture of CI is still very much evident.  
Added to which the initial cohort are all now either in senior influential positions of 
change within the organisation; or like Sonja training others. 

Asked whether the program went exactly to plan, Sonja replied: 

“Did we achieve a picture-perfect lean environment – No, but we did achieve 
something that was appropriate, and it did move us towards standardising 
simplifying and automating. It also triggered a change in thinking across the HR 
team – and I truly believe we stepped out of discontinuous improvement (project-
based change) to a culture of continuous improvement.”   

Key things learnt along the way… 

There were so many learnings, but Sharon and Sonja felt the following were important: 

 People can develop competencies, but it’s harder to develop motivation.   
 The right leadership is crucial  
 The right scope & strategic alignment of projects was critical 
 Coaching is invaluable 

On reflection Sonja also added that what makes it easier to support people on this 
journey now is the Learning Management System (LMS), this runs the whole project and 
provides a great candidate experience;  it allows her to track and support candidates and 
view the programmes on a single dashboard.   

But the biggest reflection was that you shouldn’t expect change to stop whilst you are 
learning to become great at it. They had changes happening at a higher level structurally 
and organisation-wide changes that could have disrupted what they were trying to 
achieve, but the robustness of the Improvement Leader program enabled them to stay 
true to their original purpose – to create a culture of CI in HR.  

 



 

Things to consider… 

In closing Sonja also talked of the need to have effective 
governance of whichever change approach you deploy.  
Individuals are often at different stages of the change 
curve (refers to the Kubler-Ross Change Curve – see 
Diagram 24).  You will not get everyone to buy-in to all the 
elements all of the time, but ensuring that you focus on 
your core objectives and purpose you are more likely to 
not only gain buy-in but you will deliver the results you 
seek. 

Questions & Answers 

Q. Did your (headcount) turnover reduce during and after the CI implementation? 

A. It would be difficult to answer this as we had gone through such a large change 
with the relocation to Romania of the team.  I don’t believe the projects had a 
negative impact on the headcount turnover.   

Q.  What was your target condition? 

A. This was defined by each individual project.  In terms of overall CI this wasn’t as 
precisely defined. We did consider it in terms of the customer value and how we 
wanted to orientate to that. We were clear we wanted a cadre of trained coaches 
to bring up the Continuous Improvement capability of the whole organisation and 
we needed to align thinking within the organisation.  

 The project continued when the primary leader left – which means we believe that 
the culture was sustainable.  On the maturity model, this project took Bombardier 
from the highly variable reactive, into the pro-active zone.   

  

 
4 Grogan & Whitehead (2015) “Leadership of Complex Change – Productivity Improvement’ 
https://sapartners.com/leadership-complex-change-productivity-improvement-environment/  



 

Q.  How do you balance business as usual with the investment in time for CI? 

A. This is a classic situation and I think a lot of people can relate to it; with shared 
services – when we relocated and had a new system in place we had to maintain 
operations. There is always a challenge and there is never a right time, you just 
have to go for it.  What’s helpful is the way you engage the team around it and see 
what is in it for them – as it requires extra effort but should long term job 
improvement.  Throw your Prince2 out the window and embrace Agile methods 
which allow for more variability.  Be communication heavy, documentation light 
and don’t try to solve next years problem.   

Q. If we were to ask your team whether they understood the goals and values of the 
business were could they answer. 

A. They could answer the goals and values of the shared services, and the company 
ones were heavily promoted.   

Q. What type of strategy deployment or visual management did you use on your 
project. 

A. The projects were all aligned with the HR strategy. We introduced a tiered 
management system that enabled us to bring results. The improvement 
suggestions linked to strategy in 99+% which meant I believe we were on track.  

 

 

Bombardier built their capability by training six LCS 1C Improvement Coach (Green Belts) 
to support the various HR functions. This, as stated in the presentation supported a 
remarkable cost reduction of €1.5 million. But more importantly it created a sustainable 
culture of continuous improvement that continues to this day. 

 

With thanks to Sonja Allen & Sharon von Simpson for sharing their journey. 

 

 



 

Join us for our upcoming webinars in this series …. 

 

14 Dec 2022:  Leading a Culture of Continuous Improvement in HR 

26 Jan 2023:   Empowering a Culture of CI in HR 

9 Mar 2023:  Sustaining a Culture of CI in HR 

 

To Book: https://sapartners.com/events/  

 

Contact us for further information 

 

For more information on the LCS 1c Improvement Coach program please contact 
Megan.James@sapartners.com.  


