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Abstract 
 

This paper takes a novel approach to investigate functions ascribed to the 
Balanced Scorecard in local governments. First, we develop a measurement 
scale of balanced scorecard functions based on a literature review. Then, by 
combining qualitative interviews and quantitative data (based on 101 
respondents) from four local governments in Sweden, we examine the 
measurement scale and put it to use. The results show that politicians, 
managers and accountants in local government recognize multiple functions, 
instrumental as well as symbolic. Based on the results, we generate 
propositions to be tested in future research. 
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Introduction 
 

Over the past 10–15 years many public sector organizations have adopted the Balanced 
Scorecard (BSC). The origins of the BSC can be traced back to the 1980s where Robert 
Kaplan in a series of publications (Kaplan, 1983; 1984; 1986; Johnson and Kaplan, 1987) 
began to question existing theory and practice of management accounting. Increased 
competition from Japanese and Western Europe manufacturers together with changing 
business conditions had made traditional management accounting obsolete and new methods 
and techniques were required if American companies wanted to be competitive in the future. 
Among the different suggestions for areas of improvements, performance measurement was 
given much attention and became the focal point from which the BSC initially was developed 
(Johnson and Kaplan, 1987; Kaplan and Norton, 1992; 1996). However, ever since the BSC 
was officially introduced in the Harvard Business Review in 1992, the approach has 
gradually evolved with more functions assigned than just to measure performance.  
 
Although the BSC was developed with the ambition to handle shortcomings and problems 
experienced in the private sector more than two decades ago (c.f. Kaplan and Norton, 1992; 
1996), recent years’ developments gives the impression that the BSC today seems to be more 
popular and haute couture in the public sector. According to current thinking, the basic idea 
behind the BSC now is to measure and manage performance by using a combination of 
financial and nonfinancial targets and measures (Kaplan, 2009). This feature seems to be of 
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special interest for public sector organizations as their primary aim is to ‘produce’ welfare 
and societal benefits, rather than financial profits. Since financial measurement and 
management alone are considered insufficient to motivate and evaluate mission 
accomplishments in public sector organizations (Kaplan, 2001), nonfinancial targets and 
measures also need to be included. By using a combination of financial and nonfinancial 
targets and measures, public sector managers and accountants can use the BSC to direct 
thoughts and actions to issues of financial importance (for example how the annual budgets 
should, or should not, be handled and evaluated), and to issues of nonfinancial concern (for 
example which processes should be given extra attention). Further, the combination of 
financial and nonfinancial targets and measures also allows public sector organizations to 
design their control system in a way so that focus can be put on internal (i.e. managers and 
employees), as well as on external stakeholders (i.e. clients, customers, and citizens) which 
certainly is of interest for elected politicians whose primary mission is to represent their 
voters.  
 
In Sweden, a small country with a large public sector, the BSC has particularly become 
popular in local governments, with an estimated adoption rate of more than 25 percent of the 
290 local governments, and the number of new adopters seems to be steadily growing 
(Siverbo and Johansson, 2006; Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting, 2007). In 1992, a new 
law gave the local governments more discretionary freedom to decide how to manage, control 
and organize their operations. The new law, together with the emerging discourse of new 
public management (c.f. Hood, 1995) in Sweden, led to a period with many attempts to 
introduce new private sector influenced managerial ideas and techniques into local 
governments. From this background, based on the relatively high adoption rate today, and 
without consideration to mimetic isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) or fashion-
sweeping movements (Abrahamson, 1991), the BSC appears to have become an approach 
that many consider well-suited for Swedish local governments. 
 
Albeit popular and presumably appropriate to use, as a management concept, the BSC is yet 
elusive. This is evident when studying the literature dealing with the concept. For example, 
articles and books published by Kaplan and Norton from 1992 to 2009 reveal that the BSC 
has been assigned more and more functions during its evolution from a slightly more 
sophisticated feed-back based performance measurement model (Kaplan and Norton, 1992) 
to a comprehensive strategic management system for feed-forward purposes, continuous 
development and strategy improvement (Kaplan and Norton, 1996; 2001; 2008).1 As a result, 
there is no static and unambiguous conceptual description of the form and content of the BSC 
from Kaplan and Norton, which also Speckbacher, Bischof and Pfeiffer (2003) have noticed. 
Moreover, empirical studies in public sector organization have observed that the BSC 
concept can be adjusted to fit local circumstances and be attributed functions somehow 
different than those explicitly emphasised by Kaplan and Norton (see for example Aidemark, 
2001; Johnsen, 2001; Carmona and Grönlund, 2003; Chan, 2007). Findings like these are not 
surprising, since the contents of the BSC concept described by Kaplan and Norton are highly 
open to interpretations (c.f. Bender and van Veen, 2001; Nørreklit, 2003; Ax and Bjørnenak, 
2005), and thus the BSC has to be interpreted and translated (c.f. Czarniawska and Jorges, 
1996; Pettersen, 2001) before it can be put into practice. Moreover, the BSC might also have 
a legitimising function for public sector organizations. As a symbol, the BSC can signal that 
public organizations using this concept are modern, rationalistic and idealistic. In turn, the 
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organizations can gain external legitimacy, rather than improved performance (Meyer and 
Rowan, 1977; Røvik, 2000). 
 
Given the rather scattered picture of the BSC and its functions and the fact that the concept is 
gaining acceptance among local governments in Sweden, it is intriguing to inquire into the 
functions that actors in local governments ascribe to the BSC. Earlier studies in the private 
(see for example Kasurinen, 2002) and the public sector (see for example Aidemark, 2001) 
have shown that different groups of actors in organizations receive and perceive the BSC in 
different ways (see also Kouzes and Mico, 1979). For that reason, we will direct our 
questions to leading actors in positions that are expected to be highly involved with the BSC 
in their day-to-day work, i.e. politicians, top mangers and accounting managers. Thus, the 
purpose of this paper is to investigate which functions that are ascribed to the BSC in local 
governments in Sweden, and to analyze similarities and differences in this respect between 
different groups of leading actors in the organizations. However, since no scale exists for 
measuring functions (or use of for that matter) the BSC, another purpose is to develop such a 
scale. 
 
The next section begins with a conceptual description of what we mean by function and 
continues with a literature review aimed at identifying different functions of the BSC. The 
third section describes the methods used in the study, and then two sections follows in which 
we describe, analyze, and generate propositions based on the data that we have collected. The 
paper ends with conclusions.  

 

Functions of the BSC 

 
In our study, the term function can best be described as an assignment ascribed to an object 
(BSC) in a specific context (local governments). Thus, the term function should be conceived 
as situated, rather than as a fixed attribute of the object (artefact) at hand. In the management 
accounting literature, the concept of a function appears seldom to be used, although 
Mellemvik, Monsen and Olson (1988), analyze functions in terms of how and why 
accounting is important to local actors and organizations. In our study, we draw on 
Mellemvik et al (1988) when giving the term function a broader definition compared to how 
it is used in natural science and in the functionalist paradigm. Next, we will review the 
literature and describe the functions of the BSC that we have found and used in our study. 

 
Beginning with the literature by Kaplan and Norton, two distinct functions can be identified. 
The most obvious function of the BSC is to measure performance (MeP). From the 
beginning, the BSC was solely described as a new performance measurement system 
providing managers with ‘balanced presentations of both financial and operational measures’ 
(Kaplan and Norton, 1992, p. 142). This ‘original’ version of the BSC was limited to ‘only 
translate a company’s strategy into specific measurable objectives’ (ibid, p. 179) or as Kaplan 
(2009, p. 1263) put it with his own words: ‘Norton and I originally envisioned the balanced 
scorecard as an enhanced performance measurement system’. However, in a subsequent 
publication, Kaplan and Norton (1993) stated that the process to create a BSC could not start 
with designing metrics: ‘…we soon learned that we had to start not with measures…’ 
(Kaplan, 2009, p. 1262). As a result, strategy was given a more explicit role in the BSC. 
Before the selection of metrics, organizations should describe what they were attempting to 
achieve with their strategies, and the BSC provided a framework for organizations to express 
their strategic objectives (Kaplan, 2009, p. 1261). This insight was further developed with the 
publication of their best selling book (Kaplan and Norton, 1996). Now, the BSC was 
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positioned as a strategic management system, rather than a performance measurement 
system. The authors now claimed that ‘the real power of the BSC occurs when it is 
transformed from a measurement system to a management system’ (ibid, p. 19). The BSC as 
a management system could be use to: clarify and gain consensus about strategy, 
communicate strategy throughout the organizations, align department and personal goals to 
the strategy, link strategic objectives to long-term targets and annual budgets, identify and 
align strategic initiatives, perform periodic and systematic strategic reviews and to obtain 
feedback to learn about and improve strategy (ibid, p. 19). As a result, another distinct 
function of the BSC is to manage performance (MaP). 
 
The two functions described above represent explicitly emphasised functions of the BSC 
found in literature by Kaplan and Norton. However, when the BSC enters an organization, it 
changes character from being an abstract and rhetorical concept, to a more tangible object. 
During this process, the BSC becomes part of events where different groups of actors 
interpret and translate the concept in order to get an individual and shared understanding (c.f. 
Czarniawska and Jorges, 1996; Pettersen, 2001). Thus, it will be the actors’ subjective 
interpretations that determine how they understand and use the BSC (Nørreklit, 2003). This 
means that actors actively create meaning around the BSC and thus they are not passive 
receivers of stimuli (c.f. Pettersen, 2001; Braam, Heusinkveld, Benders and Aubel, 2002). 
 
It is evident in both empirical and conceptual studies of the BSC that other functions than just 
to measure and manage can be present. To begin with, the BSC seems to have functions 
facilitating interaction and dialogues, thus providing actors with structure and meaning (cf. 
Hayes, 1983; Boland and Pondy, 1986). For example, Johnsen (2001) asserts that BSC is a 
versatile tool for developing, discussing and selecting the most decision relevant performance 
indicators in complex organizations, such as political institutions. Further, Aidemark (2001) 
found that in health care organizations, the BSC was important for shaping the frames for 
discussion and co-operation in the organizations. Carmona and Grönlund (2003) found 
similar expectations on the BSC in their study of Swedish Law Enforcement. In line with 
this, Braam, Heusinkveld, Benders and Aubel (2002) assert that the BSC serves as an 
intermediary – giving a common organizational framework and working as a communication 
tool. Based on this, BSC seems to function as a ‘blueprint’ which provides a common 
structure (CS) for how to design and use the management control system (cf. Hayes (1983) 
notion of accounting as imagery). 
 
In addition to the three internally oriented functions detailed above, we also propose that the 
BSC has functions which are externally oriented. In particular, the phenomenon of new 
public management (c.f. Hood, 1995), where management techniques and ideas that 
originate from the private sector have been diffused into public organizations, may have 
triggered additional functions of BSC. One important consequence of new public 
management is expectations for more accountable public sector organizations. 
Accountability, i.e., the giving and demanding of reasons for conduct (Roberts and Scapens, 
1985), refers to presentations of action either in the future (ex ante accounts) or action in the 
past (ex post accounts) (Olson, Humphrey and Guthrie, 2001). By including the BSC 
approach in its annual report, a local government can provide its citizens with both ex ante 
accounts (i.e. formulated objectives) and ex post accounts (i.e. accomplished objectives). 
Thus, the BSC can have the function to provide public accountability (PA), i.e. account 
giving in public, open or at least accessible to citizens (Bovens, 2005). 
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In contrast to the deliberate change orientation implied by new public management, neo-
institutional theory (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) states that new 
management concepts, like BSC, do not necessarily have to be adopted in order to improve 
performance. Rather, the BSC may be adopted for reasons related to mimetic isomorphism, 
i.e. the resemblance of a focal organization to other organization in its environment 
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Organizations that are successful in becoming isomorphic 
with their environment are rewarded with legitimacy, and organizations that innovate suffer 
in terms of legitimacy (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Legitimacy 
can be defined as ‘a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are 
desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 
beliefs, and definitions’ (Suchman, 1995, p 574). In other words, legitimacy is a form of 
social status conferred by social actors (c.f. Deephouse, 1996). This has also been proven to 
be valid for the BSC. Chan (2007) found that the use of BSC in national health systems was 
primarily for legitimacy seeking purposes rather than for rational performance improvements. 
Thus, the BSC can serve an important function in providing local governments with external 
legitimacy (L), which is necessary for long term survival (Meyer and Rowan, 1977, 
DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). 
 
To summarize, from our literature review, we have the following five functions of the BSC, 
where the first three are more instrumental and the latter two are more symbolic: 
 
• To measure performance (MeP) 
• To manage performance (MaP) 
• To provide a common structure for design and use of the management control system (CS) 
• To account for public purposes (PA) 
• To legitimise (L) 

 

Methods 
 
To study the functions of the BSC, we used four local governments where a management 
control model building on the BSC concept had been implemented in the organization 2-10 
years prior to data collection. The four local governments constitute the four largest coastal 
cities in the northernmost part of Sweden. The choice to study these organizations was based 
on convenience. One of the authors had been studying these organizations regarding other 
aspects of the BSC and gained good access to leading actors in the organizations who 
endorsed the present study. As a pre-study, the top official (chief accountant or head of 
administration) responsible for the BSC in each organization was interviewed about the 
process to adopt, implement, and use the BSC and other aspects of interest in relation to the 
BSC in their organization. This information is presented in the next section to provide a 
context. For the main study all non-commercial local government administrations (including 
the central administration) with their respective board were targeted in each city. Three actor 
groups were at focus – politicians (chairmen and vice chairmen of each board, including the 
executive board), top managers (heads for each local administration, including the head of the 
organization) and chief accountants (the head accountants in each administration, including 
the head accountant at the central administration). In the four cities this added up to 144 
respondents. 
 
The survey was administered in late 2008 in the form of an on-line questionnaire, where 
participants received an e-mail outlining the purpose of the study and having a link to the 
questionnaire. At the end of the collection period, after three reminders, 101 persons, or just 
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above 70 % of the respondents, had completed the questionnaire. The three groups had 
similar response rates ranging from 68 % for politicians to 74 % for accountants. The 
response rate in the four cities varied from 62 - 82 % (See Table 1 for details). Further, non-
response analysis (comparing early and late answers) gives no indication of problems. Taken 
together, we may regard the empirical material as a good reflection of how the chosen actor 
groups in the four cities ascribe functions to the BSC. We have no ambition to directly 
generalize our results to other local governments. Instead, we see our study as a means to 
identify patterns that later can be tested in a large-scale quantitative study. 
 
The questionnaire had three sections, where section one covered background questions about 
the respondent, section two concerned questions about the management control model in the 
local government and section three dealt with questions related to characteristics of the 
organization. Altogether, the questionnaire had 103 questions. In this study only the questions 
in the first two sections were used. The main part of the questionnaire covered questions 
about the function of the BSC-approach. For each of the five main functions outlined in 
section two, there were 5-12 questions. The questions were formulated to capture each 
function according to the definitions put forward in the section where the functions are 
conceptualized. All questions were measured on a 7-point Likert scale, had the lead text ‘The 
management control model in our organization fills an important function by…’ and were 
anchored at ‘Disagree completely’ and ‘Agree completely’. Sample items were ‘…giving us 
information about our performance’ (MeP), ‘…assisting us to align our organizational goals 
with our vision’ (MaP), ‘…giving us a model for how to design the organizational control 
system’ (CS), ‘…helping us inform our citizens regarding the progress we have made’ (PA), 
and ‘…informing other organizations that we are forerunners in the way we work with 
management control’ (L). Apart from functions, we also measured use of (one item), 
satisfaction with (three items), and knowledge about (five items) the BSC-approach. 
Regarding background, we captured the respondents age, formal education level and sex. For 
the politicians we also had a question whether they belonged to the majority or the 
opposition. The statistical analysis was based upon factor analysis, ANOVA and correlation 
analysis. Qualitative data from the interviews were used to help interpret statistical findings 
when generating propositions. 
 

The context – four local governments in the north of Sweden 

 
Local governments in Sweden are responsible for a number of important societal functions 
and services like child care, elderly care, compulsory school, infra structure, culture, and 
citizen recreation. Each local government is politically run by a city council and an executive 
committee, consisting of politicians that are elected for four years. The operations are 
organized in administrative units, headed by a manager. Each manager is accountable to a 
board specific to each administrative unit, consisting of politicians reflecting the electorate. In 
each city there are 8-10 such administrative units handling non-commercial tasks for its 
citizens. In Table 1 below brief descriptive data is displayed for the four cities. Next, we will 
give an account of some important aspects in each city, including how the BSC was 
introduced. 
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 P-City S-City L-City U-City 
Number of citizens (2007)  40 961 72 090 73 146 111 771 
Number of employees (2007) † 3 835 7 764 7 338 8 922 
Number of participating 
respondents•  

21 (61.8 %) 27 (69.2 %) 31 (81.6 %) 22 (66.7 %) 

† Average number of employees during the fiscal year of 2007 
• (percentage of participating respondents in relation to possible numbers of respondents)  

 

Table 1. Descriptive data of participating organizations 
 

P-city 

 
P-city is run by politicians and managers that have been in their positions for a long time. The 
organization is characterised by an action-oriented culture with a deeply rooted tradition of 
having informal structures between the council and the local boards of politicians and arm-
length relationships between politicians and administrators. For the outsider, P-city is known 
for their willingness to be perceived as unique, independent, and to do ‘things in their own 
way’. BSC was adopted by P-city in 2006 after a long period of debates and discussions of 
which approach to use. The adoption process was motivated by a few leading politicians and 
administrators that had the ambition to find an approach that both could provide each local 
board and agency with a common structure for management control, but also an approach 
that could strengthen the councils position in the organization. At first, some voices were 
raised against the idea that all should follow the same structure, but over time more and more 
have become comfortable with the new approach. The aspiration to be unique and 
independent is also reflected in how P-city has adopted BSC and how they are describing and 
using their BSC-approach. First of all, it was important that P-city created their own 
approach, instead of copying somebody else’s. Second, actors in P-city are not willing to 
admit that they are using a BSC-approach, even though they realize that they are using a 
BSC. Instead, they are claiming that they are using their own approach and they have 
deliberately kept the label of the approach far away from something that could be mixed up 
with BSC. Even though P-city haven’t been using their BSC-approach so long, they have 
experience that politics in the organization have become more vitalized and that the role of 
the city-council has been strengthen. The next challenge is to continue to implement BSC 
further down the hierarchy.   
 
S-City 

 
S-city has charismatic leaders both in the chairman of the executive committee and the head 
of the administration. The organization is characterized by culture of fast decision (no deeper 
analysis is made) and mutual agreements (decision by handshakes, rather than formal 
decisions). Their credo is to keep things close, simple, and open. Further, the organization 
have become more and more innovative when it comes to found new solutions and they are 
one of the first local governments in Sweden to establish a central customer service that takes 
care of all incoming questions from the citizens. The organization took the decision to adopt 
BSC in 2003. It was foremost the politicians that were the driving force behind the idea to 
start to use BSC in the organization. The politicians wanted to have an approach that in a 
simple and informative way could give them a comprehensive view of what is going on in the 
organization and how it proceeds. The politicians also wanted to have an approach that are 
providing them with facts and figures instead of opinions or guesses when they are handling 
complaints and suggestions form citizens and other influence opinion groups. Among other 
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important reasons to adopt BSC was a wish to reduce the number of government plans and 
areas of measurement. S-city is using a conventional version of the BSC-approach that is 
close to the mainstream approach used by local governments in Sweden. Prior to the decision 
to start implement the BSC-approach they benchmarked two other local governments in 
Sweden well-known as pioneers and early adopters of BSC. During the process to develop 
the approach, S-city has also been inspired by L-city’s work with BSC in their annual reports. 
The implementation of BSC went well with the ambition that all local political boards and 
administrative agencies have their own scorecard, and without any formal decision, 
scorecards are beginning to crop-up also in the operative parts of the organization. The results 
from the scorecards are not shown in the organizations annual report.  
 
L-City 

 
L-city has during the last 5 years become known for their successful and innovative work 
with their BSC. The organization has undergone many administrative changes during the last 
10 years and has put a lot of effort to develop their leadership and management. The decision 
to start implement BSC was taken 2001 and since then, enthusiastic actors in the 
organizations have worked hard to modify and develop the approach. The motive to start 
using BSC was driven by top-administrators with the newly recruited head of the central 
administration as the most leading actor. The ambition was to find an approach that could 
describe what the organization was doing in a more ‘balanced way’. Prior to the formal 
decision to start implement BSC in the organization, a committee of leading politicians, 
managers and accountants visited a large local government that was seen as the pioneer in 
using BSC. After the decision was taken, a well-known ‘management guru’ was hired to 
educate and inspire the whole organization in the ‘art of manage and control with balance’. 
At the beginning, only the local boards and administrative agencies were involved in the 
implementation of the BSC-approach. The leading politicians of the city passively observed 
the progress with BSC and they were not actually involved in how the BSC was used. After a 
few years with BSC, the executive committee also started to use BSC, foremost by request 
and demands from local politicians and top-administrators who asked for an ‘organizational 
scorecard’ in order to make their job with designing objectives and measures easier. Prior to 
the executive councils first scorecard, each local board and agency had only the L-city’s 
vision to proceed from, and since that vision was expressed in vague terms, it was considered 
hard to design operative objectives and measures. L-city decided early to shown the outcome 
the scorecard in their annual report and they have put a lot of effort to develop their reports – 
a work that led to an official notice at a national congress for local governments in Sweden. 
As implied, L-city has put lot of effort to modify and adjust their BSC-approach.  
 
U-City 

 
U-city is Sweden’s 11th largest and has been awarded many times for their successful work 
with culture, IT and support to innovative businesses. U-city has an explicit ambition to grow 
in terms of population and aspire to informally be known as the ‘capital’ of the north region 
of Sweden. Both the chairman of the executive committee and the managing director of the 
administration are considered to be skilful and charismatic leaders. In 1999, U-city took the 
decision to start implement BSC in the organization. The decision was initiated by the newly 
recruited managing director together with other leading top-administrators. The motive 
behind adopting BSC was primary driven by wish to have an approach that could be used to 
measure and evaluate performance throughout the organizations. There was also an ambition 
to get a tougher and clearer control system than before. Influences were gathered by studying 
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the local government in Sweden that are considered to be the first one to use BSC. The initial 
ambition to find an approach appropriate for measuring performance has largely influenced 
how the BSC-approach has been used during the years. Since the BSC was introduced, 
managers at all hierarchical levels have become more accountable for their decisions and 
actions and most of the mangers in the local agencies have been replaced during this time. U-
city has never made the outcomes from their scorecards visible in their annual reports, but 
they are considering doing so in the future.  
 

Results and proposition generation  

 
The factor analysis shows that the functions overall has good measurement properties. Each 
of the five dimensions forms a factor with no cross-loadings above 0.3 between factors (using 
oblique rotation). The factors contain 4-7 items after having excluded items that crossloaded. 
See Appendix 1 for details. Cronbach’s alpha is overall very high and range between 0.94 
and 0.97 and correlations between the five factors vary between 0.4 and 0.7 (see Table 2), 
which indicates that these five aspects form an overall dimension for BSC function.  
 
Based on this, the five functions that were identified in section two can be empirically 
observed and are distinct, yet related, aspects of how leading actors in a local government 
setting ascribe functions to the BSC.  As can be seen, all functions have relatively high means 
(4.28 – 5.80) indicating that the actors overall consider all five aspects to fill important 
functions in their organization. It is interesting to note that it is the function ‘provide common 
structure’ that has the highest mean, since this is not a function emphasized by Kaplan and 
Norton. The fairly high standard deviation (especially for PA and L) indicates that there are 
considerable differences among the respondents – thus the functions are not seen in the same 
way by the different actors. As already noted, the functions are highly inter-correlated 
indicating that an actor who sees one function also tends to see other functions. Regarding 
other correlations between the extent of ascribing functions, there is a weak negative link to 
education, a moderate positive link to use of the BSC model, a strong positive link to the 
actors satisfaction with the use of the BSC model and a moderate positive link to the actor’s 
level of knowledge with the model. 

 
 Mean Std.dev. Alpha 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Measure performance (MeP) 5.52 1.14 0.94

2. Manage performance (MaP) 5.58 1.20 0.94 0.66***

3. Provide common structure (CS) 5.80 1.12 0.96 0.71*** 0.65***

4. Provide public accountability (PA) 4.95 1.31 0.97 0.67*** 0.58*** 0.52***

5. Provide legitimacy (L) 4.28 1.46 0.94 0.48*** 0.36*** 0.39*** 0.41***

6. Sex 0.60 0.49 NA 0.11 -0.03 -0.03 0.11 -0.04

7. Education 5.80 2.02 NA -0.26** -0.13 -0.15 -0.20* -0.27** -0.25*

8. Age 51.8 8.66 NA 0.13 -0.09 0,00 0.09 0.20* 0.20* -0.41***

9. Use of model 6.07 1.06 NA 0.43*** 0.17 0.28** 0.22* 0.35*** 0.01 -0.08 0.23*

10. Satisfaction with use 5.59 1.22 0.94 0.84*** 0.63*** 0.66*** 0.59*** 0.42*** 0.02 -0.07 -0.08 0.30**

11. Knowledge level for model 6.25 0.80 0.92 0.35*** 0.42*** 0.42*** 0.32*** 0.09 -0.01 0.08 -0.14 0.04 0.47***

* p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001  
 

Table 2. Means, standard deviation, reliability and correlations for the BSC functions and 
related variables 
 
In the two figures below, means for the different cities (Figure 1) and different actors (Figure 
2) are displayed. A test of differences between means (ANOVA) shows that there are 
differences in four functions at the 0.10 level. Only the function ‘Manage performance’ is not 
significantly different. For the four actor groups, there are significant differences between the 
groups on all five functions at the 0.05 level. 
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Figure 1. Means for the ascribed functions in the four cities 
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Figure 2. Means for the ascribed functions for the four categories of actors 
 
For the next part we consider our four cities to be a case study, from which we want to 
generate propositions about BSC functions in local government settings. Based on the results 
presented above, 11 propositions are generated.  
 
Starting with the results emanating from Table 2, we find that higher education is linked to a 
lower extent to ascribed functions to the BSC. One possible explanation to this may be that 
higher education provides critical thinking, thus such actors are likely to not overestimate any 
given function. This finding might also be related to that higher education provides a more 
comprehensive tool-box, which enabled actors to see other tools as equally more functional. 
Thus, from this the following proposition is raised:  
 
P1: The higher the education of the actors, the lower the extent to which they ascribe 

functions to the BSC. 

 

The results also indicate that the actors that are more knowledgeable of the BSC-approach 
tend to ascribe functions to a higher degree. One reason may be that greater knowledge 
makes the concept more tangible for the actors. Thus, we raise the following proposition: 
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P2: The more knowledgeable the actors consider themselves to be with respect to the BSC, 

the greater the extent to which they will ascribe functions to it. 

 
Moreover, our results show a link between use of the BSC and the extent to which the actors 
ascribe functions to it. Use of the BSC contributes to familiarity, which makes it more likely 
to ascribe functions to it. This is line with Dilla and Steinbart (2005) who investigated the use 
of common and unique measures for decision making, finding that actors trained in the BSC 
were more prone to use it for this purpose. Accordingly, we suggest the following 
proposition: 
 

P3: The higher the degree of use of the BSC, the greater the extent to which the actors 

ascribe functions to it. 

 

The results also indicate that actors that are more satisfied with the BSC-approach tend to 
ascribe function to a greater extent. Satisfaction can be seen as a result of successful use, and 
thus it is not surprising that there is a link between satisfaction and the extent to which 
functions are ascribed to the BSC. Hence, we suggest the following proposition: 
 

P4: The higher the degree of satisfaction that the actors express with respect to the BSC, 

the greater the extent to which they ascribe functions to it. 

 

Our last finding based on Table 2 suggests that the functions are linked to each other. In 
particular, there is a tendency that an actor who ascribes a certain function to the BSC to a 
high extent, also will conceive of other functions to a considerable extent. The reason for this 
may be that recognizing one function opens the possibility to spot other functions. Once the 
actor recognizes that there is a certain function, other functions also become apparent. We 
therefore raise the following proposition: 
 

P5: The higher the degree to which actors ascribe a certain function to the BSC, the more 

likely it is that they will ascribe other functions to it to a high extent. 

 
Moving to our results based on Figure 1, we first recognize that the functions having the 
highest mean are closely related to more concrete aspects of BSC use. Providing a common 
structure, measuring and managing performance can be considered more ‘hands-on’ than 
providing public accountability and legitimacy. Based on this we suggest the following 
proposition: 
 
P6:  The more tangible that a function of the BSC is for the actors in the organization, the 

greater the extent to which they recognize it. 

 

A different view on the functions exhibiting the highest mean is that there seems to be an 
internal and an external facet to the functions ascribed to the functions ascribed to the BSC. 
According to this view, it would seem that the internal functions are recognized by the actors 
to a greater extent than the external ones. We raise the following proposition: 
 

P7: Internally oriented functions of the BSC will be recognized by the actors in the 

organization to a greater extent than externally oriented functions. 

 
When looking at figure 1, we can see that L-city and U-city have a rather small span between 
the highest and lowest functions ascribed to the BSC in each case. On the other hand, P-city 
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and S-city have a considerably larger span with respect to the functions. One possible reason 
for this is that the former two cities have used the BSC for 8-10 years, whereas the other two 
cities have used the approach only for 2-4 years. We argue that this difference may explain 
the pattern identified. A longer experience from using the BSC makes the actors more apt at 
using the whole ‘repertoire’ of the functions of the BSC. Thus, we raise the following 
proposition: 

 
P8a: The more experience a local government has from using the BSC, the less difference in 

degree there will be between the functions that its actors ascribe to it. 

 

Alternatively, we may interpret Figure 1 in terms of an increased relative importance of 
legitimacy for those cities where experience with the approach is longer. When the balanced 
scorecard is introduced it is likely that most attention is directed towards the internal and 
tangible functions. After some use, actors may conclude that these functions cannot be 
performed more successfully with the BSC and thus they increasingly attend to legitimacy. 
The BSC becomes more of a façade. Accordingly, we suggest the following proposition: 
 

P8b: The more experience a local government has from using the BSC, the higher the 

relative extent to which actors ascribe legitimacy as a function. 

 

Figure 1 also reveals that P-city and S-city have the greatest difference in ascribed functions. 
From the section describing the context and the cities studied, we can see that the former city 
has made it a point to develop their own, ‘tailor-made’ and unique version of the BSC, 
whereas the latter city has taken a more conventional, standard, approach. Based on this it is 
possible to make the interpretation that P-city have taken ownership of their model to a 
greater extent and thus is more likely to the functions more clearly. Thus, we propose: 
 

P9: The more the BSC is tailor-made to a specific local government, the greater the extent 

to which its actors ascribe functions to it. 

 

Turning to Figure 2 and our final proposition, it is evident that the two groups of politicians 
ascribe functions to a very different degree. Majority politicians tend to ascribe functions to a 
considerably higher extent. It seems that the pattern with respect to managers and accountants 
is fairly close to the pattern characterizing majority politicians. From this pattern we a power 
dimension. Those in power, i.e. the majority politicians, see the BSC as an instrument for 
power execution. The reason why managers and accountants follow suite may be that they 
are in place to administratively facilitate and execute the politics of those in power. This leads 
to the following proposition: 
 

P10:  The more power the actors have in the local government, the greater extent to which 

they ascribe functions to the BSC. 

 

Conclusions 
 
This study has contributed in three ways. First, we have developed a promising scale with 
good measurement properties to capture functions of the BSC that can be applied in other 
studies. Second, based on the developed scale, we have shown that the BSC can be ascribed 
multiple functions in public sector organizations, over and above the traditional functions 
outlined by Kaplan and Norton. As one of these functions is to legitimize the organization 
(and its members) we provide quantitative evidence to show that a management concept can 
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have a legitimizing function, where most studies so far only have used qualitative data. Third, 
based on the results we have generated some testable propositions about the functions actors 
ascribe to the BSC and these propositions can be tested in future studies.  
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APPENDIX 1 

Item means, standard deviation, corrected item-total correlation, and factor loadings of the 
BSC function scale 

 

BSC function item M SD Item-
total 

Factor loading 

The management control model in our organization fills an 
important function by… 

   MeP MaP CS PA L 

MeP 1 5.61 1.32 .84 .63     

MeP 2 5.53 1.32 .87 .72     

MeP 3 5.46 1.26 .88 .80     

MeP 4 5.33 1.18 .79 .80     

MeP 5 5.68 1.27 .78 .65     

MaP 1 5.60 1.28 .89  .87    

MaP 2 5.46 1.28 .90  .90    

MaP 3 5.61 1.33 .84  .73    

MaP 4 5.64 1.29 .82  .85    

CS 1 5.86 1.19 .91   .88   

CS 2 5.96 1.20 .93   .86   

CS 3 5.68 1.18 .83   .74   

CS 4 5.71 1.21 .89   .79   

PA 1 4.98 1.44 .89    .90  

PA 2 4.95 1.42 .92    .85  

PA 3 4.85 1.44 .93    .84  

PA 4 4.93 1.41 .87    .88  

PA 5 4.96 1.41 .89    .97  

PA 6 5.00 1.35 .87    .80  

L 1 4.88 1.57 .84     .80 

L 2 4.33 1.63 .76     .82 

L 3 4.60 1.54 .82     .80 

L 4 4.09 1.72 .83     .93 

L 5 3.83 1.82 .79     .89 

L 6 4.13 1.74 .85     .88 

L 7 4.12 1.76 .82     .81 
 

All items measured on a Likert scale from 1 to 7. Factor loadings greater than .30 are presented. MeP = Measure 
performance; MaP = Manage performance; CS = Provide common structure; PA = Provide public ccountability; 
L = Provide legitimacy.  

 

 

 


