
Improving organizational capability and develop new 

behaviors in product development through Kata 

Experimenting, reflection and learning in long cycle time processes, with non-repetitive 

work, is a challenge. The development department of Packaging Material at Tetra Pak 

Packaging Solutions AB has implemented the kata thinking with the ambition to really 

change behavior. After successfully piloting the kata process in product development, it is 

now rolled out on a broader base which includes the management team and leadership 

development. 

 

Introduction to Kata 

There are a lot written about Kata or Toyota Kata and this introduction focus on just some 

basic thinking to give a framework to the Tetra Pak case described in this paper. 

 

One cannot describe Kata as a culture nor a method, but simply as a pattern, routines or 

behaviors which is systematically trained and used within an organization to support 

structured work with improving towards a strategic direction. Those routines will develop, 

adjust and improve the business performance. Kata is about creative and dynamic thinking, 

and is often described as two main routines:  Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata. 

Kata is based on Mike Rother’s research from 2004-2009 and his two research questions 

was: 

1. What are the unseen managerial routines and thinking that lie behind Toyota’s success 

with continuous improvement and adaptation? 

2. How can other companies develop similar routines and thinking in their organizations? 

When studied Toyota’s management system deep enough a common pattern of thinking 

and acting appeared at all organizational levels across the organization. This pattern is well 

described in the book “Toyota Kata”, by Mike Rother.  

The basic thinking in Kata is the PDCA loop – a scientific systematic approach for continuous 

improvement. Often when we talk about improvements most people think of deviations or 

problems. In the opposite too this the starting point in kata is challenges in line with the 

strategic directions or in other words, to reach something we don’t know, do or can today.  

Some organizations, for example Tetra Pak, do not use the word Kata, but instead Challenge 

Driven Improvements (vs Deviation Driven Improvements). During the improvement process 

we operate in an unknown territory. We get structure and confidence through the kata 

pattern, which forces us to use a behavior of experimenting and learning in small step 

towards a clear direction. 

 



 

Improvement Kata 

The starting point is to set and communicate a clear challenge, which is in line with the 

overall strategic direction. Based on this challenge a first Target Condition is set. A target 

conditions is more than a target, it is a description of the conditions or characteristics of how 

it should work. By setting a targets condition obstacle to reach this target condition will 

appear. Here is where we start to do experiments or small PDCA cycles, the purpose is to 

learn and to eliminate the obstacles one by one. The target condition should be beyond the 

current knowledge threshold. 

The work will be very hands-on and focus only the next step, and then the next, and so on…. 

towards our target condition and in line with our challenge. We won’t have any long activity 

lists, complex prioritizations or waste lists to eliminate. We will just have our next obstacle 

and experiments in front of us. Plan in PDCA is our hypothesis, Do is our experiments, Check 

is our learnings based on our hypothesis and expected result and Act in the small steps 

implementation to reach the target condition. Most important along this way is our 

learnings. Even if an experiment fail we learn and develop new knowledge. This pattern or 

behavior is the improvement kata. We are in an unknown territory, we don’t know what to 

do, but we have a clear repetitive pattern to follow and to trust. 

  

 

  

Coaching Kata 

The second part of Kata is the manager’s pattern – the Coaching Kata. Kata is mainly about 

developing people, not just eliminating obstacles. Therefore the emphasis is to train the 

employees’ individual ability to experiment and learn. Coaching kata is built on a pattern of 

coaching questions and should be a dialogue between the mentor and the learner. 

Through the kata routines we will get a scientific systematic thinking to reach challenges and 

develop a way of working where we experiment and learn on a daily basis. Managers and 

leaders train and coach their employees “on the job”. By doing this we will learn new 



behaviors and abilities, and the kata pattern is just a start to continue developing. Important 

is to train and used the pattern with a high frequency (daily) to really learn the new 

behavior, both for the learner and for the mentor or coach.  

The role of the coach is to secure that the learner practice the pattern in the right way. Focus 

is not to develop solutions but train a problem solving ability. To really develop new skills 

and behaviors the learner should be in the yellow zone – the learning zone, not in the 

comfort zone or in the frustration zone. The learning zone is just on the edge of the 

knowledge threshold.  

 

The coach is also responsible for the result and therefore the line managers should coach 

their employees, i. e. this way of acting and training is a way of practicing leadership. 

Through continuous daily practice the new behaviors will be set and in the long run a new 

improvement culture will be developed within the organization. 

 

Challenges vs problems  

When working with challenges we operate in an unknown territory, beyond our knowledge 

threshold. Traditionally we are used to define targets, break them down and based this 

develop action plans with responsibilities and time lines (like Gantt charts). Large challenges 

often have extensive action plans with long time lines, sometimes years. Thinking that we 

are in unknown territory, beyond the current knowledge threshold, long detailed plans will 

definitely be wrong! The plans give us a false security and we intend to focus on wrong 

things - fulfill the plans instead of doing what is important to do to reach results. New 

knowledge will develop when we work with challenges that we do not know how to reach.  

Traditionally when we have problems we are trained to ask questions like: 

• What is the root cause? 

• Which are the steps to get there? 

• 5Why? 

• Etc 

These questions works well when we have problem or a deviation (deviation from a 

standard), but not when we have challenges beyond our knowledge threshold. Problem 

solving tools and analysis assume that we are in a known territory. This is an important 

insight and one of the most common pit falls working with improvements. 

 

Introduction to the Tetra Pak case 



Continuous improvements in Tetra Pak are well-established in our supply chains through our 

world-class manufacturing with a matured approach on how we continuously improve 

through eradication of losses. This matured approach on continuous improvements we 

would like to spread to the full company but when doing that in Technology & Product 

Development we got some learning’s on how to approach it.  

Our part of the organization is the Packaging Material development and involves about 200 

employees. In our part of the organization the main flow contains of long cyclic & none 

repetitive work, as for example five-year technology development projects. This requires 

other ways to trigger and motivate the continuous improvement processes and making them 

stick.  

In our first attempts of getting started with the continuous improvements we based it on 

deviation from our processes and we also mapped several projects to understand the type 

and quantity of losses we have. This showed the potential, but we struggled to attack these 

losses due to the low repetitiveness & long cycles. The inflow of deviations to act on was also 

low and despite several attempts of increasing the focus the inflow stayed too low.  

We needed to find the triggers for continuously improve our way of delivering projects with 

long cycles & low level of repetitiveness. A turning point in this work was when Tetra Pak 

had a big initiative where the company made it clear that the competition required us to 

work different to stay the market leader and the full organizations input was collected on 

how we perform on critical behaviors for making this difference. This material was a great 

base for focusing and accelerating our improvements to towards a common challenge on 

how we can deliver projects in a fast, agile & customer-centric way. By our earlier attempts 

on improvements we had identified Toyota Kata as a suitable approach for our type of 

development work and culture with a high focus on experimenting & learning towards a 

challenge instead of only working with deviations and losses. We call our approach 

Challenge Driven Improvements.     

 

Agree the difference (challenge, focus areas) 

The first step was that all mangers in our organization worked on breaking down the overall 

challenge into focus areas with a clear ownership in the management team, and three focus 

areas was chosen. For each of these three focused areas a clear challenge was decided and 

owned by sponsors in the management team. The focus areas set the scope for what we 

needed to improve towards the challenge.  

These focused areas were also taken into the balance score card for our organization and 

building up a KPI on the development of our organizational capability. In this KPI we are 

tracking the improvement progress towards the challenges in our focused areas.  

Clear direction and scope for the improvements, based on the agreed challenge & focus 

areas we know where to put our improvements efforts and not improve anything just for 

improving.  



But if we have deviations in our processes or other problems we have a way of managing 

these deviation driven improvements as well. To secure that our improvement efforts is 

moving in the same direction as our strategic objectives the challenge driven improvements 

are always aligned with agreed challenge and focus areas.  

Continuous improvements have in the past been something that is done locally in each 

department, the extent and direction was locally decided and varied a lot. Now we have an 

agreed scope and direction for what we need to improve in our way of working to meet our 

strategic objectives.  

A difficult part regarding our challenges has been to make it as concrete and measurable as 

possible. Our first challenges are not yet reached, but the more we learn in these areas the 

more concrete they become.   

 

Do it different (improvement kata) 

We have a culture of being creative and experimenting to build technology knowhow and 

this strength we are now building on in our way of continuously improving the organizational 

capability. The approaches on continuous improvements have differed a lot. 

Deviations and losses are not easy to take on in a none-repetitive & long-cyclic development 

environment. We instead based our improvements on the approach that people in the 

organization are used to in their development work. Set a challenge and experiment to reach 

it by using the creativity of the involved persons to overcome obstacles towards concrete 

target conditions. The challenges and target conditions also push the organization to make 

the organizational capability development concrete and time-set, e.g. what it means in our 

organization to be customer focused, more agile and having a clear direction in our 

development.   

In this work we also discover a few other improvement areas that the management team 

had identified prior to this common approach, these areas was also taken into the scope to 

get a common approach on all our challenge driven improvements.  

In all focused areas we sets a new target condition every 2nd month, this is done in a 

workshop with a few other focus areas and their coaches. The workshop starts with 

presenting the fulfillment of the current target condition and thereafter the teams work on 

defining their next target conditions. The workshop ends with the teams present the next 

target condition. Their target conditions are always time-set (2 months) and their coaches 

are the ones to agree if the target condition is taking far enough towards the challenge (in 

the learning zone).  

“I am used to that improvements initiatives are focusing on drawing processes & 

procedures but this is really about testing concrete & real changes” Director, system 

engineering 

The experimenting in the teams towards the defined target conditions needs to be as 

frequent as possible. Right now we are on a bi-weekly level on our learning loops and these 



are capture in our experiment log including what we do, what we expect, what happened 

and what we learn. The next experiment is based on the learning from the previous 

experiment. These workshops together with our KPI have been essential to keep the 

momentum and attention to the progress in our target conditions towards the challenges.  

So far about 25% of our organization has been involved in the improvement teams. We have 

focused a lot on keeping the improvement approach as simple as possible and tried to be 

disciplined in these few enabling structures with the challenge, target conditions and 

learning log.  

The main challenges for the improvement teams have been to do small and frequent 

experiments, one at a time. And not fall into creating long action lists instead of stepwise 

learning’s.    

 

Be different (coaching kata)  

This is the area that we need to focus our efforts right now. The management team have 

agreed on that we need to be different (our challenge) and the approach for improving with 

challenges, target conditions and experimenting is our way of working. What we now are 

focusing is how to act differently in our way of leading and coaching improvements. The 

team leaders and the teams are doing things differently but to really change our behavior 

over time this is not enough.  

I have spent a lot of time supporting the team leaders and teams on how to work with the 

improvements but not enough on supporting the mangers on how to coach the teams with 

the improvements. If we are not coaching the improvements differently we will not continue 

to act differently in how we improve on the longer term. Therefore there are some key 

principles that are critical to agree for coaching the teams in their experiments and learnings 

towards the target conditions:  

1. The coach owns the result and the challenge 

2. Coach do not gives solutions, focus on the improvement capability 

3. Support frequent experiments and learning from them  

To coach according to these principles there need to be a support to the managers that are 

coaching improvements teams so they challenge the teams with the right questions and the 

right approach. If the managers will start behaving differently this approach will be sustained 

over time. This is also key for not making the improvements dependent on a few experts but 

a natural part of how we act to be the difference. One of the coaches said: “sponsoring is 

about order something, give some resources to do it and get the results in the end. To coach 

require more time to actively coach and challenge””   

One obstacle in our improvements is sometimes resource issues, both time and 

competences. One part of this is the balance between prioritization of project/line tasks vs 

improvement efforts. Another one is to secure enough competence on improvement work in 

the organization. Team leaders are key to organize the team, set target conditions and 



secure the experimenting towards the target conditions. The coach is also key to create the 

drive and importance for getting the improvement in place. Below are examples of questions 

that the coaches frequently need to ask the team leaders regarding the target conditions:   

1. How will you measure that you have reached the target condition (process metrics, 

result you want to achieve, etc)? 

2. What characteristics do you want to achieve besides the metrics? 

3. When do you plan to reach the target condition? 

4. How is it a step toward to the challenge and outside comfort zone?  

 

To have a dedicated role for supporting the coaches and the overall approach is also a 

critical role to keep a common approach on how we drive improvements in the organization. 

In our case we have a dedicated role for this and the responsibility of this role is to support 

and coach the management team, coaches & team leaders in how to approach the 

improvements and getting the continuous improvement routines in place as a normal part of 

the leadership and business.  

One overall refection is that is all about getting new small and frequent routines in place for 

both the managers and team leaders. This new routines of continuously improving towards 

our challenges is what makes the difference and keeping our way of working ahead of 

competition. To make these new behaviors stick they need to be attractive and fit into the 

type of business and culture you have, in our case to link it to our creative and 

experimenting environment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Reflection 

In all organization where we have put the kata thinking in place, we see the importance of 

having a person with the role and competence of the 2nd coach. If the 2nd coach is not 

there, the organization intend to fall back to its’ traditional behavior. The purpose of the 2nd 

coach is to train the coaches, secure the way of working, monitors the results and ensure 

that challenges are clear, understandable and of strategic importance. This role is the most 

difficult role to develop and Tetra Pak is no exception.  

Development of the 2th coach is an area where we experiment right now to learn and to be 

able to discuss and share some new insights in the future. 

 

By Jonas Ingby, Tetra Pak and Pia Anhede, Revere AB 

 

 

 

 

  



 

  


