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Abstract 
This thesis studies how the proliferation of performance measurement within 
Swedish universities has affected the way university actors perceive academic 
work. The wide diffusion of performance measures in academia is 
conceptualised as a reflection of changes in the wider societal culture that may 
be attributed to comprehensive public sector reforms, the globalisation of the 
higher education sector and novel perspectives and expectations on 
universities. The result has been an increasing focus on productivity, 
accountability and competition within universities. To study how this is 
received by actors within Swedish universities is important because it is likely 
to have significant consequences for the way academic work is organised and 
conducted. Therefore, the research question asked in this thesis is how 
performance measurement influences the understanding of academic work 
among academics and managers in Swedish universities. This question has 
been approached through the application of organisational culture theory, 
which enables an analysis of how university actors collectively perceive the 
increasing measurement of academic performance. The empirical contribution 
of the thesis consists of four papers that in different ways explore the role of 
performance measurement within Swedish universities. The papers discuss 
academic managers as mediators of meaning, how funding arrangements 
influence local perceptions of research, subcultural differences in attitudes 
towards performance measurement and why department heads make use of 
performance measurement systems. The conclusions of the thesis are that the 
influence of performance measurement on the understanding of academic 
work among academics and managers in Swedish universities has affected 
academic culture in various ways. Some aspects of academic culture have been 
strengthened and others weakened. The prevalence of performance measures 
has caused academic work to be increasingly seen through the lens of these 
measures, which emphasise the importance of displaying a good performance 
as indicated by the metrics. For most, this is often a matter of minor 
adaptation, but for some it may imply severe challenges. Although academic 
performance measures are important tools, used for a variety of purposes, they 
also pose a challenge to academic culture as the organising principle for 
academic work.   



 

Sammanfattning 
Den här avhandlingen undersöker hur utbredningen av prestationsmått inom 
svenska universitet har påverkat hur aktörer inom universiteten uppfattar 
akademiskt arbete. Den stora spridningen av prestationsmått inom akademin 
ses som en reflektion av förändringar i en vidare samhällskultur. Dessa 
förändringar är en konsekvens av omfattande reformer av den offentliga 
sektorn, globaliseringen av högskolesektorn samt nya perspektiv och 
förväntningar på universiteten. Följden har blivit ett ökat fokus på 
produktivitet, ansvarsutkrävande och konkurrens inom universiteten. Att 
studera hur detta tas emot av aktörer inom svenska universitet är av vikt då det 
antas ha stor betydelse för hur akademiskt arbete organiseras och utförs. 
Forskningsfrågan som vägleder avhandlingen är således hur prestationsmätning 
påverkar förståelsen av akademiskt arbete bland akademiker och ledare inom 
svenska universitet. För att besvara denna fråga används teorier om 
organisationskultur, vilket möjliggör en analys av hur aktörer inom 
universiteten kollektivt uppfattar den ökande mätningen av akademiska 
prestationer. Avhandlingens empiriska bidrag består av fyra artiklar som på 
olika sätt undersöker prestationsmåttens roll inom svenska universitet. 
Artiklarna diskuterar akademiska ledare som medlare av mening, hur 
forskningsfinansieringens organisering påverkar uppfattningen om forskning 
inom universiteten, subkulturella skillnader i attityder gentemot 
prestationsmätning, samt varför institutionsledare använder sig av system för 
mätning av prestationer inom forskning. Avhandlingens slutsatser är att 
prestationsmåtten påverkar hur akademiskt arbete uppfattas av akademiker och 
ledare inom svenska universitet, vilket också förändrar den akademiska 
kulturen på olika vis. Vissa delar av den akademiska kulturen stärks av 
prestationsmåtten, medan andra försvagas. Förekomsten av prestationsmått 
har lett till att akademiskt arbete i ökande grad betraktas i ljuset av dessa mått, 
vilket understryker vikten av att uppvisa goda prestationer, så som det 
definieras av måtten. För de flesta innebär detta endast mindre anpassningar, 
men för vissa grupper kan det innebära betydande utmaningar. Trots att 
akademiska prestationsmått utgör viktiga verktyg för ett flertal ändamål så 
utgör de således också en utmaning för den akademiska kulturen som 
organisationsprincip för akademiskt arbete.   



Acknowledgements 
It takes a village to write a thesis. Although the words printed in this thesis are 
mine, the process behind them has been heavily dependent on all the people 
that have supported me and contributed to my work in various ways. First of 
all, I would like to thank my supervisors Lars Geschwind and Mats Benner for 
giving me the opportunity to undertake the interesting but challenging task of 
writing a doctoral thesis, and for their continuous support and encouragement 
over the years.   

I would also like to thank all the members of the FINNUT-PERFECT project. 
Throughout the project, I have had many valuable discussions with my Nordic 
colleagues that importantly have contributed to my work. In particular, I would 
like to thank Rómulo Pinheiro for successfully managing the project, and for 
always being so cheerful, positive and helpful. 

Furthermore, I would like to thank Pauline Mattsson, Björn Hammarfelt and 
Stefan Hrastinski for your valuable feedback. My gratitude is also extended to 
anonymous reviewers and participants at workshops and conferences that have 
given me productive feedback. It has greatly contributed to the end result. 

I also owe a particular thanks to my colleagues in the HEOS research group at 
KTH. You have been by my side during my doctoral education, under which 
you have not only given me important feedback on my work, but also helped 
me to endure the many challenges of being a doctoral student. In particular, I 
would like to thank Per Fagrell, Marie Magnell, Kristina Edström, Malin 
Henningsson, Sara Karlsson, Malin Ryttberg, Ulrika Bjare, Hans Lundin, 
Stefan Lundborg, Cecilia Almlöv and Anders Broström.  

I would also like to thank all the respondents that have taken the time to 
contribute to my research. I hope that you can find some interest in the 
outcome of my work. A special thanks also goes out to Pelle Forsmark for his 
outstanding undertaking to transcribe the lengthy interviews on which much of 
my work is based. 

Finally, and most importantly, I would like to thank Lo, Emil and Sofia for 
your unwavering support throughout the years, and beyond. Without you, I 
would never have endured all the hardships this challenge has entailed. 



 

Introduction 
The Swedish university sector has seen a strong proliferation of performance 
measures. As in many other European countries, performance measures are 
used by decision makers to allocate funding and to structure accountability 
relationships, by clients to assess the general quality of universities and by 
actors within the sector to designate positions, funding and reputation. This 
contrasts with previous periods in which the relationship between higher 
education institutions (HEIs) and the state were characterised more heavily by 
state control (Askling 2012), and where the evaluation of academic work relied 
on peer review alone. But as the sector has grown in size and importance, so 
has the interest in evaluating and measuring its performance. Starting in the 
early 1990s, major reforms of the higher education sector granted HEIs more 
autonomy and introduced more market-based governance and funding, with 
the result that performance measurement soon became a common feature 
(Pollitt and Bouckaert 2017). More generally, increasing globalisation and 
diffusion of the idea that universities are central actors in the economic growth 
and welfare of nations have contributed to an increasing interest in comparing 
universities and their performance (Portnoi et al. 2010). Technical 
developments have also made performance measures more available and have 
enabled anyone to use them.  

However, as universities become ever more saturated by performance 
measurement, questions are being raised about the appropriateness of using 
such measurement to evaluate and govern academic work. For instance, it has 
been suggested that the type of output control that performance measurement 
constitutes is ill suited to governing academic work effectively. Because the 
production process and the output of academic work are difficult to define, 
input control, in the form of peer review, is instead considered superior 
(Osterloh 2010). There are also concerns within the academic community that 
the increasing use of performance measurement is replacing professional 
judgement, to the detriment of the academic system as a whole (Hicks et al. 
2015; sfdora.org; Wilsdon et al. 2015).  

Nonetheless, Swedish universities are rife with performance measures. How 
this influences academics and managers within the universities is the topic of 
this thesis. A central motive for this focus is the assumption that performance 
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measures not only fulfil a number of manifest functions but also that they 
influence the organisations and the individuals they measure in different and 
sometimes unpredictable ways. Performance measures highlight the output of 
academic work, and they do so in standardised ways that may conflict with 
professional understandings of the value of academic work. As performance 
measures becomes ever more important for the distribution of material and 
symbolic resources, academic actors may therefore be faced with the dilemma 
of adhering to their professional judgement or complying with the incentives 
of the metrics. How university actors understand performance measurement 
and how that affects their view of academic work are important questions, 
because the answers are likely to influence how academic work is being 
organised and conducted.  

The interest in the meaning given to performance measurement and its relation 
to academic work emphasises the importance of the organisational culture 
within universities. Organisational culture is composed of the shared 
assumptions and understandings within an organisation and is important 
because it structures how organisational members behave (Alvesson 2002). 
University cultures are often multifaceted and influenced by a range of factors, 
with disciplinary traditions playing a significant role (Becher and Trowler 
2001), but also with leadership being of great importance (Goodall 2009). 
Nevertheless, it may be said that the organisational culture of universities is 
characterised by a general academic culture. Within this culture, expert 
judgement is a central component, not only in controlling the organisation of 
academic work, but also in productively promoting its further development. 
However, as academic performance comes to be evaluated according to 
preformatted templates, there is a risk that context-specific considerations are 
ignored in favour of universal definitions that may have little bearing on the 
value of academic work. The challenge to the academic culture thus becomes a 
preoccupation with appearances rather than academic contributions.  

How this is dealt with by university leaders is of the utmost importance for the 
shared understanding of the values and goals that are prioritised within the 
universities. Where leaders impose performance measurement and related 
reward systems, pressures to perform may quickly be internalised by 
academics. In this way, performance measurement can be seen to promote the 
ambitions of university leaders, whether those ambitions comprise adopting 
more efficient and objective management, demonstrating adherence to external 
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requests for accountability and transparency or enhancing the reputation of the 
university. It can also be seen as a strategy for strengthening the power of the 
university leadership by introducing a potent instrument of control. However, 
in order to understand the influence of performance measures on academic 
culture, it is also important to know whether they are considered in the 
everyday practices of teachers and researchers. If academics experience strong 
pressures to perform and alter their behaviour accordingly, collective 
understandings will soon take form that justify such conduct. Alternatively, 
academics may resist and protest against evaluation and measurement practices 
they judge to be unsuitable and counterproductive for their work. Studying the 
intersection between external pressures, leadership ambitions and the 
ambitions of academics can illuminate how the increasing prevalence of 
performance measures within universities are understood, resisted, negotiated 
and accepted. Depending on the collective interpretation of these processes 
within the organisation, various cultures may take shape that in turn may 
structure how individual members understand the organisation, its purpose 
and their own role. 

Purpose and research question 
In an attempt to better understand the consequences of the increase in 
performance measurement within Swedish universities, this thesis aims to 
explore how performance measurement influences the way university actors 
perceive academic work. To this end, the following research question is posed: 
How does performance measurement influence the understanding of academic 
work among academics and managers in Swedish universities? To answer this 
question, organisational culture theory has been applied. This enables the 
analysis to focus on the shared meanings within universities where 
performance measures constitute a novel element of increasing significance for 
Swedish universities and their staff. The thesis contributes with a broad 
understanding of how performance is measured in contemporary Swedish 
higher education and research. Through empirical studies, it shows how 
performance measurement in Swedish universities is understood by academics 
and managers, and the implications for their understanding of academic work.  

In so doing, this thesis contributes to the multidisciplinary field of higher 
education research. The field is populated by scholars from a number of social 
science disciplines, such as education, sociology, political science and business 
studies, but it is defined by its interest in studying issues related to higher 
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education and research. It is a small field that has a fuzzy boundary with 
consultancy and evaluation. It also often has a national focus and is quite 
heterogeneous, covering as it does such different aspects of higher education 
as teaching and learning, system policy, institutional management and academic 
work (Teichler 2015; Tight 2012). This thesis is mainly concerned with the 
evaluation and governance of academic work, relying mainly on perspectives 
derived from organisational studies in its study of how novel evaluation 
practices influence perceptions of academic work.  

The focus on Sweden is motivated by theoretical as well as practical concerns. 
Sweden has been keen to adopt performance measurements of various kinds 
and is therefore a relevant context for the study of their effects. However, 
important systems for evaluating academic performance in Sweden differ from 
those in its Nordic neighbours, enabling interesting comparisons. Some of 
these differences are explored in the thesis, which includes a comparative 
element in the Nordic context. A practical reason for the focus on Sweden is 
the need for thorough knowledge of the context in order to perform informed 
analyses. The author’s location in a Swedish university, close proximity to the 
sector and access to supervisors, colleagues and peers knowledgeable about the 
Swedish setting have greatly contributed to this thesis. Although familiarity 
with context can also constitute an obstacle to accurate apprehension of 
features that may be taken for granted, the position is taken that the university 
sector is so large and complex that the benefits of familiarity outweigh the 
potential disadvantages.  

In contrast to many studies that focus on specific measures, this thesis adopts 
a broad approach towards performance measurement. In two of the papers 
included in this thesis (II and IV), specific measurement systems are discussed, 
but in the two other papers (I and III), academic performance measurement is 
discussed more generally. This is motivated by an interest in the overall 
influence of performance measurement on the way that academics and 
managers approach their work. However, one limitation is the strong bias 
towards research metrics, particularly in comparison to teaching metrics. 
Although the intention at the outset has been to discuss all types of 
performance measurement, it is clear that the importance given to research 
within the sector has not only led to the development of a much wider supply 
of research metrics, but also that academics asked about performance 
measures most often associate this with research metrics.



 

Background 
Universities and the work they perform are being measured in several ways. 
Some of these measures are old and some are more recent. While there has 
been a surge of performance measures in the last two to three decades, 
academics have always been interested in comparing themselves with each 
other and in quantifying their impact. Some of the measurement of universities 
has been caused by an external demand, such as when politicians require 
reports of organisational activities or when prospective students wish to make 
informed enrolment decisions. Other forms of measurement have been the 
result of dynamics internal to academia or the university. These may include 
scholarly activities whereby new techniques are developed to better understand 
academic work, processes in which academics compete for positions or 
funding, and managerial work in which metrics are used to analyse the results 
of various units.  

Some of the measures used within universities are not necessarily related to 
performance. Thus, in this thesis, a performance measure is understood to 
express in numerical terms the work or the results of that work conducted by 
an organisation or its members. While there are many performance measures 
and indices used for a multitude of purposes connected to universities and 
academic work, they will not all be discussed. However, in the following 
sections, some of the most prevalent performance measures in the Swedish 
higher education sector will be discussed, along with some general aspects of 
performance measurement in academia, as well as different ways in which 
various performance metrics are used.  

Before that, some influential ideas about performance measurement will be 
reviewed to situate the increasing use of performance measures and to provide 
insights into the cultural developments that prepared the ground for the 
present situation. First, the concept of late modernity and its social imaginary 
will be used to trace the proliferation of performance measurement. These 
provide an explanation for the existence of the very ideas that subsequently 
become implemented as performance measures of various kinds. Then, the 
literatures on new public management (NPM), the knowledge society and 
globalisation will be reviewed to further explore the prevalence of performance 
measurement in the higher education sector, and to highlight some of the ideas 
that performance measures carry.  
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The evaluation society 
From where does the idea of performance measurement come? In his study of 
evaluations, Dahler-Larsen (2012a) suggests that the answer may be found in 
the Zeitgeist of modernity. Tracing the history of evaluations through three 
stages of modernity, with their respective ideals of progress, development and 
neorigorism, Dahler-Larsen argues that there is a close connection between the 
configuration of meanings that define a society – its social imaginary – and 
how evaluations are understood and used. In contrast to explanations that 
mainly refer to situational events, those that focus on shifts in societal culture 
can provide key insights into wide societal movements, such as our current 
obsession with performance measurement. Even though evaluations include a 
wider set of practices than performance measurement alone does, the concepts 
share many features with regard to how they relate to prevalent societal values 
and ideas. It may also be argued that the use of performance measurement can 
hardly be separated from evaluation, since the metrics most often are 
interpreted as evaluative (cf. Sivertsen 2017). Dahler-Larsen’s arguments will 
therefore be explored to shed light on the omnipresence of performance 
measurement in this day and age.  

To understand how evaluation came to inhabit such an important position in 
modern society, Dahler-Larsen describes a tripartite history of modernity 
during which influential societal ideals have shifted. While there is a temporal 
sequencing to this history, the periods are not strictly separated, but overlap. 
To begin with, he notes that the transition from traditional societies to 
modernity implied an attempt to replace tradition, prejudice and religion with 
rationality and autonomy. An important ideal was that people should not 
subordinate themselves to illegitimate authorities such as religion and tradition. 
Instead, they should govern themselves and deal with the world instrumentally 
to achieve their own goals. The order of society and its aspirations and its 
achievements were therefore understood to be determined by society itself, 
rather than by any divine entity. These ideas also spurred the belief that 
anything is possible if only there is a will and concerted effort. However, in the 
attempt to free humanity from the old myths of tradition, modern society was 
caught in its own myths. In particular, the strongly held ideal of progress 
achieved mythical characteristics and became the very idea that defined 
modernity itself – its social imaginary. Progress has variously been framed in 
terms of rational calculation, human emancipation or the accumulation of 
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wealth, but in any case, a common and significant aspect has been that time 
has been equated with a movement from bad to better.  

Following the social imaginary of modernity, evaluation has been a technique 
for social betterment and progress during the larger part of the 20th century. 
However, the increasing use of evaluation drew attention to the fact that 
progress did not always occur or that, in many areas, progress had gone too 
far. On the one hand, many goals of modernity were attained. Wealth 
increased tremendously, universal suffrage was achieved, education was offered 
to ever larger groups and civil and political rights were guaranteed, to name a 
few examples. On the other hand, there were side-effects of this presumed 
progress that exacerbated the original problems, as in cases where increased 
wealth created welfare diseases, or where social policy had created welfare 
dependency. The discovery that the side-effects of modernity create new 
problems was fully in line with the larger societal realisation that the desire for 
autonomy through rational means all too often produced systems that became 
goals in themselves. Thus, societal institutions and systems came to dominate 
people in a manner not unlike the domination of rulers in traditional societies.  

The solution to this problem was thought to be increasing reflection on society 
itself, and on its organisation. This marked a shift from modernity to reflexive 
modernity, a term Dahler-Larsen adopts from Beck, Giddens and Lash (1994) 
to emphasise how society directs its attention towards itself. In reflexive 
modernity, everything is subject to scrutiny, evaluation and development. This 
idea constitutes the definition of a reflexive society: through reflection, it is 
possible to reorganise and develop better individuals, organisations and 
societies. With this shift, progress as the social imaginary of modernity is 
replaced by development, which is the idea that improvement is possible if we 
are attentive to the effects of our actions. Focus is therefore turned on the 
modern institutions and organisations themselves. With a loss of faith in 
progress, evaluations are therefore used not only to promote the instrumental 
goals of society, but also to deal with their side-effects and to adapt to 
changing circumstances. By also demonstrating awareness of aspects other 
than its main objectives, an organisation can develop and take responsibility 
for such matters. An organisation that evaluates itself continuously thereby 
demonstrates a reflexively modern mentality. More importantly, though, 
evaluations came to be used to demonstrate adherence to significant cultural 
expectations of the society. This also implied that evaluations were not used so 
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much to achieve effects, as to demonstrate appropriate concerns. In this way, 
they became largely symbolic requirements from a society expecting 
continuous development.  

While more attention is directed towards society itself and its institutions, 
reflexivity brings its own set of problems. In particular, it results in more 
complexity and less utility. According to Dahler-Larsen’s analysis, the 
consequence is the establishment of the audit society, as conceptualised by 
Michael Power (1997). The audit society denotes a cultural climate of 
regulatory anxiety in which constant checking and verification are used to instil 
a sense of safety and control. In a world where everything seems to be in flux, 
there is a societal imperative to establish order. As a reaction to the 
contingency, curiosity and flexibility promoted in reflexive modernity, 
rationality once again takes precedence and emphasises procedure, control and 
accountability. This neorigorism is the antithesis to reflexivity and constitutes 
the social imaginary of the audit society. The aversion to reflection implies a 
tendency to establish certain matters as inviolable and not up for discussion. It 
promotes a rationalist model of thinking and entails that procedures are 
unquestionably used, regardless of potential side-effects.  

One consequence is that evaluations in the audit society are not tailor-made 
and designed to fit specific organisations in all their complexity, but are 
constructed to establish predictability through predesigned evaluation criteria. 
This not only eases assessment and comparisons between organisations but 
also structures the reality they describe. Furthermore, it means that evaluation 
primarily produces a feeling of security and comfort, rather than solving any 
substantial problems. Through a renewed interest in rational management, the 
purpose of evaluation therefore becomes risk management and the prevention 
of endless discussions spurred by self-reflection. Neorigorism takes the place 
of development as the social imaginary of this evaluation society. Performance 
measures and evaluations contain and carry this social imaginary.  

New public management 
One concrete manifestation of the evaluation society that has affected 
universities and implied the introduction of ever more performance 
measurements comprises the public sector reforms often described as the 
NPM. These reforms are not the only way that the evaluation society is 
expressed within the higher education sector, but they represent influential 



New public management | 9

 

government initiatives that have had strong effects on the governance of 
academic work. The vast majority of Swedish HEIs are public; they are all 
largely funded by public means and their activities are regulated by the state. 
Public sector reform will therefore have substantial effects on Swedish 
universities. To further highlight how performance measurement has 
proliferated within Swedish universities, it is therefore important to understand 
the role of NPM as a collection of ideas about the management of the public 
sector.  

NPM emerged in the UK and the USA during the 1980s as a response to a 
general discontent with public administration, and quickly spread to most parts 
of the Western world. The express goals of NPM were often to make the 
public sector more effective, efficient and responsive to its clients and to 
increase its managerial accountability (Christensen and Lægreid 2011). Pollitt 
and Bouckaert (2017:10) suggest that the concept of NPM can be understood 
on two levels. To begin with, it denotes a general theory that the public sector 
will benefit from the introduction of values and ideas derived from the private 
sector. These ideas were partly driven by government practitioners and 
formulated in a context in which questions were raised about the public 
sector’s ability to provide high quality services efficiently. In part, the reforms 
were inspired by a series of influential theoretical and ideological strands of 
thought, including neo-liberalism, managerialism, new institutional economics 
and public choice theory (Boston 2011). But besides the general theory, NPM 
also denotes a set of specific concepts and practices, such as the 
professionalisation of management, an increased focus on performance and 
the measurement of outputs, a strong hierarchical coordination of work, the 
use of market-type mechanisms and an emphasis on user orientation (Hood 
1991; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2017:10).  

Pollitt et al. (2007) claim that a number of global and local factors have affected 
the trajectory of public management reform, and argue that different countries 
have adopted NPM reforms in quite different ways. While the reforms may 
seem similar, and often emulated those from an Anglo-American context, 
national adaptations are often substantial. Differing politico-administrative 
systems affect the implementation of reforms, as do sectoral differences. In the 
Swedish context, Hansen (2011) notes that NPM reforms were introduced 
from the 1980s as a response to the limitations of the earlier planning regime. 
Key components included a decentralisation of power to municipalities, the 
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introduction of management by objectives, managerialism and increased user 
orientation. A number of financial reforms were implemented in the early 
1990s, including results-oriented budgeting and accruals accounting. The 
introduction of results-based management has also been a central feature. 
While privatisation of the public sector was initially rejected, it became a 
significant aspect of Swedish NPM reforms in the wake of the financial crisis 
that hit the country in the early 1990s.  

Although some aspects of the NPM reforms have had no discernible impact 
on the higher education sector, others have been more influential. Several 
studies have explored the consequences of the NPM reforms implemented in 
the higher education sector of many European countries (Bleiklie et al. 2011; 
Ferlie et al. 2008; Paradeise et al. 2009). These studies suggest that there have 
been many market-based reforms through which the competition for students 
and research funding have been stimulated. This has led to an increasing 
concentration of resources at the best-performing universities. Budgetary 
constraints have also been tightened and there has been an increased stress on 
efficiency and value for money. New instruments have been introduced to 
distribute funding on the basis of outputs rather than inputs. The development 
of measurement systems has been made not only for resource allocation 
purposes and to stimulate competition, but also to increase accountability and 
strengthen the audit and control of universities. Finally, there has been 
increasing institutional autonomy, which has also affected the internal power 
balance as university leaders are strengthened at the expense of the collegiate.  

In Sweden, the NPM reforms of the higher education sector have been largely 
consistent with European trends. With the higher education reforms of the late 
1980s and early 1990s, Swedish HEIs saw increasing decentralisation and 
strengthened institutional autonomy. This applied primarily to organisational 
decision making in academic matters but also meant that the character of 
resource allocation changed quite dramatically. Askling (2012:61f.) notes that 
the 1993 higher education reforms entailed considerable changes for Swedish 
HEIs. In contrast to the previous situation, in which the ministry decided on 
most matters, the HEIs now had the freedom to organise their education 
independently. Within a framework, the HEIs received funding for teaching 
based on enrolment counts and awarded credits, thus making the system 
performance based. In line with the idea that stronger competition promotes 
quality, research funding was increasingly supplied by external funders in 
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competition, instead of direct institutional funding from the government. By 
2009, a performance-based dimension was also being introduced for 
government research grants. Simultaneously, the government dedicated large 
amounts of resources to a number of strategically important areas of research 
(SOU 2019). The funds were distributed through competition and were 
awarded to the larger universities that already possessed significant research 
capacities. This was in line with the intention to promote research on the 
international research front (Swedish Research Council 2015). The strategic 
research area initiative thus contributed to a further concentration of resources 
at the larger universities. 

Askling (2012:62f.) also notes that the new autonomy implied changes for the 
university leadership and university boards. Their roles were strengthened, as 
were their responsibilities, which now included making strategic plans for their 
HEIs and rationalising their organisations to improve efficiency. The 
increasing institutional autonomy also implied a greater obligation to monitor 
and report organisational activities to the ministry and relevant authorities. In 
contrast to other countries, the model for quality assurance initially developed 
in Sweden had less of a focus on control and more on development. The HEI 
leadership was expected to shoulder this responsibility and to create a learning 
organisation with its own quality assurance system. Over time, the focus has 
shifted back and forth between control and development. Summing up the 
autonomy reforms of Swedish HEIs, Wedlin and Pallas (2017:317f.) note that 
even though the direct involvement of the government in HEI governance has 
been significantly reduced, the power of government steering of HEIs has not 
changed to an equal degree. Instead, steering is expressed in other ways, and 
with the increasing autonomy, HEIs are given a responsibility that requires 
strong leadership, hierarchical steering systems and an active organisation. As 
has been noted, this has led universities to become more active in shaping their 
own future, but also in presenting an image of a proactive and rational 
organisation (Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson 2000; Karlsson 2016).  

In conclusion, NPM reforms have affected Swedish higher education in 
various ways. Generally, they have implied a stronger institutional autonomy 
with an associated strengthening of HEI leadership, an increasing focus on 
competition for resources and more emphasis on the accountability of 
universities and academics alike. In all of these areas, an increase in 
performance measures of various kinds can be discerned. Although collegial 
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processes and peer review are still very important in Swedish academia for 
making decisions about research publication, research funding, recruitments 
and promotion, and so on, Sahlin and Eriksson Zetterquist (2017) note that 
they have been pushed aside to the advantage of bureaucratic and managerial 
forms of decision making, which often make extensive use of performance 
measures.  

Globalisation and the knowledge society 
Apart from the changes caused by deliberate reform, the role of the university 
has also been affected by globalisation and the rise of what has been called the 
knowledge society. This is related to structural changes that enable people and 
resources to move more freely across national borders, but also to the 
propagation of ideas about the importance of universities for economic growth 
and welfare. In this context, several dynamics have amplified university 
competition and increased the performance measurement of academic work.  

The importance of knowledge, research and innovation are changing the role 
of universities in a globalised world. The knowledge society is a concept used 
to denote this situation. It emphasises knowledge as the defining feature of the 
relationship between individuals and organisations, which has provided 
universities with a key position as developers and distributors of this asset 
(Välimaa and Hoffman 2008). This insight has led authors like Gibbons et al. 
(1994) and Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000) to describe the role of 
universities as engines for economic growth. The recognition of the economic 
importance of universities has resulted in initiatives promoting 
entrepreneurialism and the development of performance measures to improve 
their output (Olssen and Peters 2005). To better deal with these new 
expectations, some universities have embraced an entrepreneurialism in which 
the key components to success have been identified as stronger managerial 
capacity, a structured organisation for cooperation with external actors, 
diversification of funding, an acceptance of these new ideas among staff and 
the integration of these ideas into the organisational culture (Clark 1998). 

The greater importance of knowledge, in combination with the emergence of 
global markets, has led scholars to observe that universities are increasingly 
engaged in competition for resources. As the demand for higher education and 
research increases while governments at the same time decrease their direct 
funding, universities find themselves looking for alternative sources of 
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revenue. This novel situation has been described as the emergence of academic 
capitalism, in which universities compete in global markets for students, 
market-related research, grants, partnerships and technology transfers 
(Slaughter and Leslie 1997). The development has also paved the way for the 
view that universities primarily provide private goods to their students and 
partners, rather than public goods to society as a whole (Slaughter and 
Rhoades 2004). This has been described as a shift from the ideal of the 
university as a cultural institution to the ideal of the university as a corporate 
enterprise in the knowledge industry (Bleiklie 1998). It has been argued that in 
such a setting, external stakeholders such as employers, industry, taxpayers and 
the state have come to play a more important role in making sure that 
university actors are aware of and respond accordingly to the legitimate needs 
of society (Amaral and Magalhães 2002).  

The deeper integration of universities into national economies and the 
transformation of their role from providers of public goods to market actors 
with their own interests have contributed to increased global competition 
between universities (Portnoi et al. 2010). This is a competition not only for 
financial resources but also for institutional reputation. The image of 
universities as market actors in a competition for resources may be seen as 
neglecting the idea that universities primarily strive to maximise their 
reputation. There is, however, a close connection between institutional 
reputation and financial resources, since one of them often leads to the other. 
Rip (1994) has described this as a credibility cycle, whereby researchers gain 
credibility for knowledge claims, and this credibility is transformed into 
reputation and an increased chance of acquiring funding, which can contribute 
to new knowledge claims. Prestigious universities therefore attract competent 
faculty and the most qualified students, which in turn attract external funding 
and partnerships. Greater financial resources enable further investments and 
recruitments that may perpetuate an already advantageous position. This race 
for reputation has both contributed to and been propelled by the propagation 
of performance measures, and in particular by the university rankings that 
clearly indicate the reputation of universities (van Vught 2008). Thus, rankings 
and league tables have been found to be increasingly important for many 
universities for the acquisition of status, and subsequently for attracting 
students and resources (Harvey 2008; Sauder and Espeland 2009). 
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Competition occurs not only between universities, however, but also between 
academics, and this has been found to be intimately connected to performance 
measurement. Alvesson et al. (2017) suggest that academics generally are too 
occupied with how their work will be evaluated. The authors note that there 
has been an inflation in the number of research publications, but no related 
increase in ground-breaking findings. This causes a tremendous amount of 
work – not only in the production process, but also in the evaluation and 
dissemination of this research – that could be used productively elsewhere. 
They argue that this development is caused by the fierce competition for 
employment and promotion between academics, and for status between 
universities. It is also caused by the willingness of academics to play this game 
and prioritise their careers over their academic contribution. To say something 
meaningful becomes subordinated to the acquisition of performance points as 
research publication is reconstituted as the goal of research activities, rather 
than as a means to engage in a scholarly discussion. In this competition for 
status, performance measures are central because they demonstrate the 
performance of academics, which may be pivotal in the competition for 
funding and academic positions.  

As the importance of knowledge is widely recognised, the societal role of 
universities has been strengthened. The combination of financial constraints 
and new opportunities for universities to attract external resources has spurred 
an academic capitalism as universities and academics increasingly engage in 
competition for resources. This has contributed to a shift in perception, with 
universities coming to be seen as corporate enterprises in the knowledge 
economy. The increased competition between universities and between 
academics has led to the increased importance of systems capable of 
quantifying the race for reputation. Performance measures such as university 
rankings and bibliometrics are consequently important signifiers of the 
reputation so much desired by actors in the higher education sector. In this 
context, academic work is not valued solely in terms of its contribution to the 
production or dissemination of knowledge, but also in relation to its 
amenability to evaluation by the prevalent measurement systems. 

Measuring academic performance 
How, then, is academic performance being measured? It may be noted that 
performance indicators are used to inform actors at all levels and positions of 
the higher education sector. Politicians and decision makers utilise 
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performance measures as they evaluate and formulate policies, funding and 
investment decisions are increasingly dependent on metrics, and individual 
choices of student enrolment and faculty employment seem to depend on 
metrics to a greater extent than ever before (Harvey 2008; Kosten 2016). 
Governments around the world have introduced performance-based research 
funding systems (PRFSs) (Frølich et al. 2010; Hicks 2012), and academic 
leaders have often adopted these systems at institutional or subinstitutional 
levels (Aagaard 2015, Hammarfelt et al. 2016a). Moreover, it has been noted 
that funding agencies utilise a variety of metrics to inform their resource 
allocation (Colwell et al. 2012; Piwowar 2013).  

In teaching, techniques have been developed to construct performance 
indicators from course questionnaires to evaluate the quality of teaching 
(Ramsden 1991). Learning analytics is a new field for analysing and developing 
university teaching (Ferguson 2012). For resource allocation purposes, 
retention rates are often used, as has been the case in Sweden since the early 
1990s (Askling 2012:12f.). In research, academics consult journal lists before 
submitting their work for publication and use bibliometric measures to 
interpret the relative merit of colleagues (Mingers and Willmott 2013; 
Rushforth and de Rijcke 2015). Dedicated social networking platforms for 
researchers have also seen a surge in popularity as academics seek new ways to 
interact and promote themselves through the use of bibliometrics and other 
impact measures. Hammarfelt et al. (2016b) note that these platforms enable 
academics to track their own performance, something that may be used to gain 
an edge over their peers in a fiercely competitive environment for positions 
and funding. 

University rankings and league tables are also affecting the internal affairs of 
universities as they adapt to ranking criteria and respond to their outcome 
(Espeland and Sauder 2007; Harvey 2008; Hazelkorn 2007; Wedlin 2007). 
Recently, alternative metrics have been developed to evaluate the wider impact 
of research in policy documents, the mass media and social media (Bornmann 
2014). The societal impact of academic work is another area of interest to 
policy makers, who are increasingly eager to develop indicators capable of 
assessing such matters (Gulbrandsen and Slipersaeter 2007). In short, metrics 
are used by a multitude of actors to describe, assess and direct academic work, 
and they influence how academic work is organised and performed in a 
number of ways.  
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Criticism of metrics and other forms of performance management has been 
their constant companion. It has been levelled against the correspondence 
between metrics and their referents (Laudel 2005; Vanclay 2012; van Vught 
and Westerheijden 2010) and the ability of metrics to guide action in desired 
directions (Espeland and Sauder 2007; Hicks et al. 2015; Weingart 2005; 
Wilsdon et al. 2015), as well as the ways in which the measured phenomena are 
understood and used (Gläser and Laudel 2007; van Raan 2005). Concern has 
also been raised that the increasing use of performance measures not only 
results in greater pressure to perform (Nedeva et al. 2012), but also that the 
very notion of academic work may come to align with the metrics (Dahler-
Larsen 2014; Woolgar 1991). The consequences may be severe, since the 
design of performance indicators becomes an important tool for defining 
reality that often may be beyond the control of university actors since the 
indicators are imposed from without (Godin 2007). However, many metrics 
are the result of dynamics internal to academic processes. For instance, 
scholarly endeavours to better understand academic work have contributed to 
the development of performance measures that have subsequently been used 
to analyse and evaluate academic work by university managers, politicians and 
funding agencies (Nelhans 2013). 

The importance of quantitative tools to enable comparisons is nothing new. 
Espeland and Stevens (1998) note that the idea of rational decision making has 
for a very long time rested on the assumption that alternatives are comparable, 
something that is enabled by the conversion of values to a common metric. 
This would appear to permit the elimination of biases that are prone to 
affecting human decision making. The argument is that since people are 
susceptible to affections and emotions, decision making is often distracted by 
irrelevant matters, causing inconsistency and irrationality. Therefore, instead of 
relying on expert judgement and discretion, decision making based on 
performance measures may provide an objective basis for decisions. The main 
advantage is that the decisions will be uncompromised by affection, and 
therefore will be seen as reliable and predictable. This is of particular 
importance in situations of conflict and distrust among actors, since indicators 
can provide an authority imbued by impersonality and disinterestedness. As 
argued by Porter (1995), the most important function of performance 
measures is the mechanical objectivity it confers, replacing trust in persons 
with trust in numbers. Performance measures may thus be understood as tools 
for rule-based decision making in which situational judgement is replaced by 
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rational calculation. As suggested by Trow (1996), the establishment of 
accountability systems in the higher education sector can in this way be 
understood as a way for universities to demonstrate to students and external 
actors the merit and quality of the work produced. As the higher education 
sector has grown tremendously, individual university representatives have been 
unable to guarantee the quality of academic work in all respects. Consequently, 
accountability systems, in which performance measures are often central, are 
developed to measure, assess and evaluate academic work.  

Performance measures are useful for a number of purposes, such as increasing 
transparency and reducing the risk of nepotism in decision making, but it 
should be noted that performance measures are rarely holistic devices. Instead, 
they often focus on a particular aspect of a phenomenon, disregarding other 
more or less relevant features. Decisions made in the process of measurement 
construction are never neutral; they always include interpretations from social, 
political and technical perspectives extrinsic to the measured phenomenon 
(Rottenburg and Merry 2015:14f.). The way in which metrics are designed can 
have significant consequences since it lays out the rules for subsequent 
decision making. The design and implementation of performance measures 
thus become very important processes and sites where battles are fought 
(Desrosières 1990). However, it is often the case that the design of a measure 
occurs at one location, its implementation is decided at another and its 
practical consequences are felt at a third. 

The ongoing debate about performance measures among academic leaders and 
staff, decision makers, technical specialists and others is taking place in tandem 
with the development of these tools. Performance measures and indicators 
used to evaluate and incentivise organisational actions are therefore 
continuously reconfigured and adjusted to ameliorate perceived flaws and to 
account for various desires. However, the prospects of rolling back the 
extensive measurement of academic work should be considered slim. As noted 
by Power (2004:769), the very idea of performance measurement propels the 
demand for quantitative assessments: ‘Specific measurement systems may be 
defective and fail, but they also constantly reproduce and reinvent an 
institutional demand for numbers.’ In a similar fashion, Wouters (2014) notes 
that bibliometrics now constitute a taken-for-granted infrastructure for 
academic work. These observations suggest that there is no turning back from 
the detailed measurement of academic work.  
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Performance measures in Swedish universities 
In the Swedish higher education sector, the prevalence of performance 
measures has increased gradually over the last three decades. This change is 
connected to several developments, such as wide public sector reforms, new 
funding arrangements, technical developments for the collection and 
distribution of data and an increased interest in measuring academic 
performance from external actors and from scholars themselves. Although this 
thesis is not engaged with the technical details of performance measurement, it 
may be of interest to briefly note what kind of metrics are of importance to 
Swedish universities. In the following, an overview is provided of the changes 
that have led to increased performance measurement, as well as a discussion of 
the metrics that have been implemented.  

From the early 1990s on, the Swedish public sector experienced a number of 
larger reforms that contributed strongly to an increased focus on performance 
measurement. The reforms, which emphasised management by results, were 
driven by a political desire to improve the quality and flexibility of public 
services. Along with a number of financial reforms, a new requirement was 
introduced for government agencies to provide annual reports of their 
performance in relation to targets set by the government (OECD 1997). HEIs 
therefore produced extensive reports on their inputs, outputs and productivity 
each year, compiled and published by the Swedish Higher Education 
Authority. The reports are a rich source of detailed statistics of Swedish HEIs 
and their finances and activities (see UKÄ 2019).  

The 1993 reform of the Swedish higher education sector was aligned with the 
general public sector reforms at the time. One significant part of this reform 
was the overhaul of the funding arrangements for HEIs. To improve the 
quality of teaching and increase resource efficiency, performance-based 
funding was introduced for the government teaching grant to the HEIs. HEIs 
now received their funding based on student enrolment counts and the 
number of credits awarded, within a framework for each HEI set by the 
government (SOU 2019). The reimbursement varied for different areas of 
education, which all received their own price tag. The HEIs received about the 
same amount of funds for the enrolment of a student and for the completion 
of the course by a student, thus incentivising the HEIs to maximise 
completion rates. The system largely persists today. 
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At about the same time, the external research funding increased quite 
dramatically. The government did not see the same need to make the research 
funding performance based, but shifted the share of resources that were 
allocated as direct institutional research funding to more external funding. This 
was mainly done through the establishment of a number of research 
foundations that were supposed to fund research in areas considered to be of 
strategic interest. Engwall and Nybom (2007) note that while the foundations 
used traditional academic peer review for the allocation of their resources, the 
change in funding source still implied an increase in evaluation and deliverables 
for the recipients. The methods used by the various research funders to 
allocate their resources has not been well researched, but there are indications 
that a greater variety of methods are being used for assessing applicants 
(Langfeldt 2001), where significant metrics are likely to be of importance. This 
is particularly the case because these funders mainly fund specific research 
projects, in which the track record of the principal investigator is expected to 
be of interest. Furthermore, given the increasing use of bibliometrics in the 
assessment of academics applying for academic positions, it is not unlikely that 
the same development may apply to research funders as they assess applicants 
for research funding.  

A more dramatic change occurred in 2009, when the government introduced a 
performance-based dimension to the government research grant. The reform 
implied that a share of the institutional research funding was to be reallocated 
between HEIs on the basis of a number of performance indicators. The 
indicators used were publication counts, citation counts and the amount of 
external funding acquired. The bibliometric data were collected from the Web 
of Science and field normalised and fractionalised according to the number of 
authors. The external funding was indicated by a running three-year average 
weighted by discipline. Today, 20% of institutional research funds are allocated 
through the PRFS, as well as any additional funding the government adds to 
the sector in any year.  

As a response to the increasing autonomy of recent decades and the associated 
expectation that HEIs take a greater responsibility for their strategic 
development, a trend in the last decade or so has been the implementation of 
self-initiated, large-scale evaluations at Swedish HEIs (Bomark 2017; Karlsson 
2017; Karlsson et al. 2014). The evaluations have focussed on both teaching 
and research and have often utilised an informed peer-review approach. This 
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means that the main method of assessment has been a combination of self-
evaluations, peer review and bibliometrics. The results have often been 
presented in quantified terms to demonstrate organisational rationality.  

Apart from the large-scale evaluations, there are also many examples of 
internal research evaluation systems that are strictly quantitative in nature. As 
has been noted in several studies (Edlund and Wedlin 2017; Geschwind 2010; 
Hammarfelt and de Rijcke 2015; Hammarfelt et al. 2016a; SOU 2007), Swedish 
HEIs have taken note of the increased interest in performance-based funding 
among politicians. Many HEIs and their faculties and departments have 
adopted their own performance-based resource allocation systems. Some of 
these reflect the national system quite well, although often with local 
adaptations. These may include the number of doctorates degrees awarded, the 
number of teachers holding a PhD, the number of professors and doctoral 
students, self-evaluations and student credits awarded, as well as indicators for 
internationalisation, the priority of interdisciplinarity, scientific service 
assignments and so on (SOU 2007:223). Others have implemented systems 
more akin to the Norwegian national PRFS, which was established in 2005. 
This system measures scientific output in the form of publication counts, 
which are classified according to the outlet in which they are published. All 
scientific outlets have received a categorisation of level 1 or level 2 from the 
Norwegian national research councils in each field, which is intended to reflect 
the quality of the outlet (Schneider 2009).  

Performance measures have also been increasingly important for the careers of 
Swedish academics. In assessment and selection processes for recruitment and 
promotion, the assessment of candidates is often aided by various metrics. 
Although teaching is affected to a lesser extent, research is often presented and 
evaluated in quantified terms (Levander 2017; Riis et al. 2011). In a study of 
evaluation reports for academic positions in biomedicine and economics at 
four Swedish universities, Hammarfelt and Rushforth (2017) found that 
bibliometrics are used in almost half of all cases. The specific metrics used 
include citation counts, the h-index, the journal impact factor and journal 
rankings. In other disciplines, the use of performance measures seems to be 
lower. Surveying the use of bibliometrics by academics in the humanities, 
Hammarfelt and Haddow (2018) found that only 14% used bibliometrics. The 
use occurs in relation to CVs and applications for positions and promotions, 
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but also on various social media platforms for researchers, where they are used 
in a more informal way to keep track of achievements and audience.  

Finally, much has been written about the rankings and league tables that have 
proliferated lately. Although rankings have been around since at least the 1980s 
in the USA and the 1990s in the UK, they have gained increasing attention 
worldwide since the turn of the millennium. It is often suggested that a main 
purpose of these rankings is to provide information for prospective students to 
choose between universities. It is also claimed that they perform an important 
function by stimulating competition between universities and that they may 
promote the quality of academic work (Harvey 2008). University rankings are 
designed in quite different ways, but the main components include existing 
statistics, self-reported statistics and surveys (van Vught and Westerheijden 
2010). Existing statistics may be gathered from national databases and include 
such things as enrolment counts, staff numbers, finances and tuition fees. The 
bibliometric databases of Web of Science and Scopus are another important 
source of data. Some rankings also include the number of Nobel laureates. The 
self-reported statistics may include information on staff composition, facilities 
and finances, and are mainly used when comparable data are hard to acquire 
through existing databases. Surveys are used mainly for the assessment of the 
reputation of universities by academic peers, and for student satisfaction. The 
importance of international university rankings for Swedish HEIs has not been 
thoroughly studied, but there are indications that they are used by international 
students when they apply to Swedish HEIs (Högskoleverket 2009). An attempt 
to rank Swedish HEIs (Urank) was initiated in 2007 but was terminated six 
years later. The fate of this ranking may say something about the demand for 
university rankings among Swedish students. Nevertheless, the international 
university rankings seem important at least to the larger Swedish universities, 
who often highlight the results on their websites in an effort to publicise their 
performance (Lövgren 2017). 





 

Theory 
The focus of this thesis is the way in which the proliferation of performance 
measures within the higher education sector influences how university actors 
perceive academic work. To address the overarching research question of the 
thesis, which asks about the influence of performance measurement on the 
understanding of academic work among academics and managers in Swedish 
universities, the analysis in this thesis will utilise insights from organisational 
culture theory. This enables an analysis of the reactions to performance 
measurement within universities and makes it possible to study how the 
meaning of academic work is cast in different lights. While prevalent 
perspectives claiming to account for the actions of universities and the actors 
inside them emphasise the importance of legitimacy as a driving force (Cai and 
Mehari 2015), studying the organisational culture can sensitise this analysis. It 
can demonstrate how variations among universities and academics affect the 
way meaning is given to academic work in different settings, depending both 
on subcultural understandings of academic work and on the socio-material 
consequences of different performance measures.  

Organisational culture theory 
Dahler-Larsen’s (2012a) analysis of the evaluation society has provided an 
account of how performance measurement has come to take the form it has 
today, and research on NPM, globalisation and the knowledge society have 
demonstrated how performance measurement has forcefully impacted 
universities. To explore intelligibly how this affects university actors, 
organisational culture theory will be applied. Organisational culture theory is a 
framework for studying symbols and meanings within organisations. In this 
thesis, it forms a central perspective because the main interest lies in the 
influence of performance measures on the meaning that university actors 
ascribe to their work. When academic work is being scrutinised in detail and 
productivity is monitored in real time, it is likely that academics form new 
perspectives to make sense of their work. How collective notions about the 
purpose and meaning of academic work is constructed is essential to the ability 
to coordinate work and the prospects of reaching organisational goals. The 
symbolic meaning of performance measures is therefore highly significant and 
how such measures are interpreted should be indicative of the culture in 
Swedish universities.  
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Organisational culture is commonly understood as a system of shared 
assumptions and beliefs that structure how people within an organisation 
behave. Alvesson (2002:6) notes that although organisational culture is often 
conceptualised in quite diverse ways, most perspectives assume that cultural 
phenomena are collective and shared by members of a group. While not 
permanently fixed, they are rarely transient but are instead most often strongly 
related to history and tradition. Cultural phenomena are also assumed to be 
ideational in character and to deal with meanings, understandings and beliefs, 
and consequently they have some depth and need interpretation. They should 
also be understood as holistic, intersubjective and emotional, rather than 
rational and analytical. In an attempt to define organisational culture, Alvesson 
(2002:3) suggests that it should be conceptualised as a system of common 
symbols and meanings within a group. This includes the way in which 
significant events, experiences, rituals, myths and stories are interpreted and 
how this governs the understanding of behaviour, events, institutions and 
processes. Thus, culture is the setting in which organisational life becomes 
comprehensible and meaningful. Even though individuals always differ and 
may deal differently with cultural norms, it is not the individual understandings 
that is of interest in a cultural analysis, but the shared orientations within a 
group. The fact that culture is shared within a group means that it is not 
something that exists principally inside people’s heads, but rather between 
them, where symbols and meanings are expressed and negotiated. The focus 
on symbolism and meaning emphasises the highly contingent character of 
cultural manifestations and the need for interpretation. Symbols are 
expressions of something else, and how they are interpreted and provide 
meaning to the group is the subject of inquiry in an analysis of organisational 
culture.  

The view that organisational culture consists of collectively shared 
interpretations within a group has been criticised for neglecting 
inconsistencies, ambiguity and conflict, and for treating these as external to the 
organisational culture. Martin (2002:94f.) notes that there are other ways of 
conceptualising organisational culture. An alternative perspective posits that 
there can hardly be any shared understanding within an organisation that holds 
a variety of people of different occupations and personal characteristics. 
Instead, there may be a range of subcultures that are cohesive and where 
understandings are shared. As a middle ground, it is possible to acknowledge 
the existence of subcultures and their ability to form pockets of consensus, 
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while also recognising that there can be agreement on some issues, at some 
points in time, at the overall organisational level. Organisations are complex 
structures in which people meet for a variety of purposes. Perfect consensus is 
unattainable, but agreement occurs in various ways and holds the organisation 
together. Recognising the ambiguity between consensus and conflict may be 
analytically challenging but is likely to be a more productive approach to 
organisational culture.  

Cultures exist not only at the organisational level. Schein (2010:2) points out 
that organisations are situated in wider contexts, such as nations, religions and 
economic systems. These contexts often feature a macro culture, where certain 
symbolisms and meanings are particularly pertinent. For the purposes of this 
thesis, the evaluation society represents such a context, in which a macro 
culture of efficiency, accountability and control is of major significance. The 
development of the knowledge society and the globalised world has likewise 
contributed to macro cultures of competition and the view of universities as 
engines for economic growth. Conversely, organisations often include a 
number of subcultures formed around people with particular occupations or 
social characteristics. Within academia, the scientific disciplines constitute the 
most important source of subcultural variation (Becher and Trowler 2001). 
The disciplinary subcultures are strong and span the organisational boundaries 
to form global communities comprising their members. Another dimension 
prone to variation is the vertical location of actors within an organisation, 
which explains why the interpretation of a phenomenon such as performance 
measurement may differ significantly between the top management of a 
university and rank-and-file academics. While these various levels are 
analytically separate, it should be clear that in any real setting they are highly 
likely to affect each other.  

In studying organisational culture, it is useful to appreciate Schein’s 
(2010:23ff.) recognition that organisational culture operates on three analytical 
levels. On the surface, we find the visible artefacts, structures and processes 
that configure organisational action. Under these are the espoused values of 
the organisation, which may be expressed as goals or strategies. At the bottom, 
there are the underlying assumptions, which are taken-for-granted ideas about 
the organisation. This model is illustrative because it links the cultural 
manifestations noticeable within an organisation to the ideational level, both as 
expressed by its members and as the unconscious or unspoken collective 
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assumptions and ideas within the organisation. A vital aspect of studying 
performance measures in academia will thus be to link the measures to values 
and goals embraced within the organisation, but also to established beliefs that 
are taken for granted.  

Nevertheless, it is important not to get lost in studying phenomena that are 
conspicuous but unimportant to the way organisational members interpret 
their everyday work. Alvesson (2002:147) argues that much of the research into 
organisational culture has focussed on purely symbolic acts, such as vision 
statements and ceremonial events, and that these often have little to say about 
the organisational culture. Instead, he suggests that more focus should be 
directed towards cultural manifestations directly linked to the everyday social 
and material conditions of organisational members. Performance measures 
hold the potential to constitute such manifestations, since they structure the 
social and material conditions for academic work in several ways. For example, 
they are often linked to material and symbolic resources of great importance 
for both academics and universities. How they are interpreted by university 
actors is an empirical question that will determine their influence on the 
organisational culture.  

A question that is often taken to be important to the study of organisational 
culture is how much influence a leader can have on the culture of a group 
(Alvesson 2002:105ff.). Because culture necessitates shared meanings, there 
needs to be a process for the coordination of meaning. Leadership is such a 
process, insofar as it represents the ability to define the reality of others 
(Smircich and Morgan 1982). This would suggest not only that leaders are able 
to influence the organisational culture but also that they are critical for the 
formation of collective understandings of reality. Whether leaders are 
successful in this task is contingent on the will of the organisation’s members 
to surrender their power to define reality. This is conditioned by the prevailing 
organisational culture, as well as the dominant macro cultures. The former may 
set limits for the type of leader that can be recruited and the kind of definitions 
this leader can market among group members. The latter may regulate how 
group members understand the relationship between themselves and the 
organisation, and therefore what kind of definitions of reality they will accept. 
This acceptance will vary between the different groups in their life, such as 
their work groups, religious groups and hobby groups. How a leader defines 
reality must therefore be perceived as legitimate and meaningful by the led. 
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This also means that changing an organisational culture is usually a gradual 
process. Where leaders impose meanings that break too strongly with the 
prevailing culture of the group, the result is often rejection of the leader and a 
reminder of the prevailing organisational culture, rather than a shift away from 
it (Alvesson 2002:151). Thus, culture prescribes and limits the type of 
leadership that is possible within a certain organisation and therefore what a 
leader can successfully do.  

As an example of the importance of the leader of a university sharing the 
organisational culture with faculty, Goodall (2009) compares how universities 
fare depending on the profile of their vice-chancellor. In her study, she found 
that universities led by top scholars are more successful than universities that 
have leaders without academic credentials. Goodall contends that management 
skills are not enough to lead a research university successfully; rather, it is 
necessary to have personal experience of academic work. The reason is that 
top scholars are bearers of an academic culture that influences their ability to 
make sound decisions to the benefit of their institution, which also gives them 
legitimacy in the eyes of their staff.  

Alvesson (2002:182) argues that in attempts to change the culture of an 
organisation, it may not be sufficient for a change agent to operate solely by 
attempting to transform the values, ideas and beliefs of organisational actors. 
Instead, engaging behaviour and material and structural arrangements to 
support the desired cultural change is often necessary. An important reason for 
this is that concrete activities are powerful sites for the creation of meaning in 
an organisation, and that ‘new cultural messages must connect to this material 
level to be fully credible and to “stick” in the minds and hearts of people.’ 
(Alvesson 2002:182) An illustration from the university sector is provided by 
Krücken (2003) in his study of the establishment of technology transfer offices 
at German universities. He notes that the offices provide high visibility to the 
idea that technology transfer is a desirable and important academic activity. He 
also suggests that the offices contribute to an organisational culture in which 
technology transfer is understood to be an integral part of what faculty is 
expected to do. 

When discussing organisational culture, it should not be forgotten that it is not 
always a benign power for the greater good of the organisation. Organisations 
are often sites where different individuals or groups struggle for influence and 
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power. Moreover, an organisational culture may provide frames of reference 
for its members to understand the organisation and motivate them to act in 
ways that are believed to be beneficial for the organisation, but which in fact 
exacerbate power asymmetries between actors. Culture can in this way be a 
powerful means of domination, as actors in asymmetrical power relationships 
struggle to define reality, and a field in which the interests of some actors are 
promoted to the direct detriment of others. This often occurs as powerful 
actors impose their definition of reality on others, and by ensuring that this 
view is correct in all regards. As Alvesson (2002:126) notes: ‘Dominance is 
exercised chiefly by ensuring that specific meanings supporting the current 
social reality is regarded as natural, rational, self-evident, problem free, sensible, 
etc. and the leading actors as good and legitimate representatives of this 
reality.’ In this way, culture can constrain actors because taken-for-granted 
assumptions about reality lock people into specific ways of thinking and acting 
that prevent them from pursuing and furthering their own interests.  

Academic culture 
If performance measurement generally conforms to macro cultures favouring 
efficiency, accountability and economic growth, it encounters a different 
culture when introduced into the university sector. But how should we 
describe the organisational culture of universities? To begin with, it may be 
noted that academic life is characterised not only by the organisational culture 
of the university, but also by trans-institutional subcultures formed around the 
scientific disciplines, as well as the macro cultures of the academic system and 
of the academic profession (Clark 1983:ch.3). Discussions of academic cultures 
therefore advantageously recognise that the way meaning is ascribed to tasks, 
roles and events within universities depends on the emphasis of these different 
influences. For this reason, this thesis will focus on academic culture as it is 
perceived by academics and managers in Swedish universities. Academic 
culture will be conceptualised as the entire system of cultures among 
academics, including disciplinary cultures, organisational cultures and the 
academic professional culture.  

That academics embrace the organisational and disciplinary cultures with 
varying enthusiasm has been known for a long time. In 1957, Gouldner 
categorised academics as either cosmopolitans or locals, depending on their 
reference group orientations and loyalty to their universities. More recently, 
Henkel (2000) has discussed how the disciplines and universities are the two 
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main communities of importance for the identity formation of academics. Still, 
pinpointing the distinguishing features of an academic culture is not an easy 
task, in particular because there are many diverging opinions about the role of 
the university in contemporary society (Olsen 2007). However, there are some 
features that seem to characterise academic culture in general. Contributing to 
a larger project of human enlightenment should be considered such a feature, 
which rests on a widely shared set of norms within the academic community. 
Merton (1973:270ff., originally published in 1942) has aptly described these 
norms in terms of a list of scientific imperatives. He contends that science is 
universal, and that the same criteria for assessment of academic work should 
apply everywhere and to everyone. It is also a collective and cumulative 
endeavour by the scientific community, and that scientific discoveries therefore 
must be made publicly available. Furthermore, academics should pursue their 
work not for their own personal gain, but for the cause of the scientific 
community and its goal of advancing our knowledge of the world. Finally, an 
organised scepticism is necessary to scrutinise knowledge claims before they 
are accepted as valid. According to Merton, these norms constitute the guiding 
principles that ensure the advancement of the scientific endeavour.  

Modern academic culture is also deeply indebted to the influential and 
commonly invoked myth of the Humboldt university. It is hard to exaggerate 
the legacy of the historical university established in Berlin at the beginning of 
the 19th century. It is a commonly referenced ideal in discussions of higher 
education and research that has made a strong impression on ideas about the 
purpose and role of the university. According to Nybom (2003), the Humboldt 
university was built on five central ideas supported by German idealistic 
philosophy of the time. These ideas were the unity of teaching and research, 
the holistic nature of knowledge, the primacy of research, a national culture 
distinguished by learning (Bildung) and the promotion of learning as a core 
obligation of the state. The most important idea may have been the expanded 
role of the university. While universities used to be engaged with teaching only, 
the Humboldt university firmly established the idea that academics should also 
develop new knowledge through scientific research. Another important idea 
was that truth was to be sought for its own sake, rather than for any practical 
application. To enable this, the state had to guarantee the institutional 
independence of the universities, which relieved them of pressures from 
external actors. A consequence of this arrangement was the conviction among 
academics that they had no societal responsibilities outside of the academic 
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sphere. From the moment of its establishment, the Humboldt university came 
to serve as an organisational template and inspiration for universities. 
However, as times changed, its relevance diminished and its place as a role 
model has been superseded by other models, most notably the American 
research university. Nonetheless, the myth of the Humboldt university is still 
invoked in different university debates, for instance to defend academic 
freedom and decrease the share of external research funding (Ahlbäck Öberg et 
al. 2016; Ringmar 2019).  

Some aspects of the Humboldt university can thus be claimed to still have a 
strong influence on the idea of the modern university. These include the belief 
that although academics are cognitively specialised in disciplines, the academic 
is a jack of all trades who engages in teaching and research, as well as in the 
governance of their institution. Another aspect that may not be strongly 
advocated in public, but which nevertheless in many ways is supported in 
action, is the primacy of research over teaching. When academics and their 
work are assessed, research is still given a disproportionate amount of attention 
(Levander 2017), which is particularly striking in light of the ideal that research 
and teaching comprise two parts of a whole. The Bildung ideal can also be seen 
in contemporary debates about the role of academia, where the applicability of 
academic work is downplayed and its enlightening role is emphasised (Collini 
2012).  

Turning to some structural features of the university organisation, it may be 
noted that universities differ from other organisations in several ways that are 
likely to have an influence on their organisational culture. Applying 
Mintzberg’s (1980) typology of organisational structuring, universities are best 
characterised as professional bureaucracies. Traditionally, they have been 
decentralised organisations in which behaviour is coordinated by the 
standardisation of skills rather than formal hierarchies. Academics are highly 
educated specialists, deriving appropriate behaviour from the socialisation 
process in their training, thus decreasing the demand for supervision and 
managerial structuring of their work. In professional bureaucracies, much of 
the power rests with the professionals themselves. Academics hold a 
considerable amount of autonomy in their work, and they also tend to have 
significant influence over the administration of their organisations. What is 
more, university managers are most often academics themselves, not seldom 
elected by and from the faculty. The institutional autonomy of universities and 
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self-governance of academics are contingent on the idea that the professionals, 
by virtue of their unique competence, are best suited to decide on the 
processes and structures required for academic work. This is accepted and 
supported by the public as long as the universities are understood to provide 
societal benefits (Freidson 1989). This freedom is a rather special characteristic 
of universities, compared to other organisations, which may be claimed to 
constitute a significant component of academic culture (Altbach 2001; 
Berggren 2012).  

One consequence of academic freedom is that it challenges the power of 
formal leaders, who become relatively weak. Engwall (2008) points out that the 
power of formal leaders is further undermined by the limited influence they 
have over the acquisition of resources, which to a great extent are acquired by 
individual researchers. He also notes that academic leaders have a limited 
ability to take control of the organisation by appointing loyal friends to critical 
positions, since the faculty often have a strong influence over such processes. 
Another result of academic freedom concerns the ability of outside actors to 
influence the goals of academic work. Because academics are used to 
substantial discretion with regard to both the means and ends of academic 
work, outside pressures are unlikely to have a large immediate impact. 

With regards to the university organisation, cultures can be conceptualised in 
various ways. As one example, Clark (1972) has shown how organisational 
sagas are used to create strong unity among the faculty at a number of U.S. 
colleges. Often built on myths about the unique accomplishments of the 
organisation, an organisational saga creates emotional bonds between its 
members and thus a sense of community and loyalty. In this way, the 
organisational culture of a university can function as a valuable resource 
because it makes individuals commit to the organisation and its goals. 
However, the organisational culture of a university is not always to the benefit 
of the organisation or its members; it may also be characterised by a lack of 
unity or even by conflict. Clark (1987:111ff.) has pointed out that there are also 
considerable differences between universities, both with regard to the 
perceived strengths of their organisational culture and their substance. He 
notes that a university’s organisational culture is often nourished by 
disciplinary cultures, and where the latter are weak, so also is the university’s 
organisational culture. An important reason for this is that culture is seen to 
follow material preconditions. Although academic norms may also be endorsed 
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principally at less prestigious HEIs, local realities such as heavy teaching loads 
have a strong influence on the organisational culture.  

Other aspects that can distinguish the organisational culture of a university 
may be its reaction towards environmental changes. In his study of a number 
of European universities, Clark (1998) describes an entrepreneurialism that 
permeates their organisational culture. Another feature that distinguishes some 
universities is studied by Geschwind et al. (2020), who explore the 
particularities of technical universities. Like business schools and medical 
schools, technical universities are understood to be permeated by a culture 
derived from its professional context, as expressed, for example, in an active 
cultivation of relationships with industry. These are some examples of how the 
organisational culture of a university may appear and influence the academic 
staff.  

While organisational cultures vary between universities, they also differ within 
them, and it is particularly around the disciplines that different subcultures are 
formed. An important reason for this, according to Becher and Trowler (2001), 
is that the way academics organise their professional lives is contingent on the 
intellectual tasks they are engaged with. How academic work is conducted 
depends on the questions asked, the assumptions made and the methods 
employed, and this in turn structures the practices, values and attitudes of 
academics. As these things vary between disciplines, the disciplines themselves 
also develop varying cultures. An important aspect of the disciplinary cultures 
is that they provide meaning, motivation and purpose for academics in their 
working lives. They also constitute important systems for feedback and 
recognition, as well as for the distribution of rewards. The disciplines can 
therefore be conceptualised as reputational work organisations, as suggested by 
Whitley (1984). He proposes that the disciplines are best understood as 
systems that structure scientific work in order to solve intellectual problems. 
To do so, they need to coordinate the work of researchers, which is done by 
imposing the need for them to gain recognition from each other. The 
coordination of research is therefore guided by a set of principles, guaranteeing 
that new contributions build on previous results to which proper praise is 
accorded. As suggested by Polanyi (1962), this is ensured by a set of 
professional standards, according to which a scientific contribution must seem 
plausible, adhere to disciplinary standards and have scientific value, as well as 
showing originality. Novel scientific contributions are thus encouraged to 
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relate to previous research both as a framework of discipline and as a 
springboard to rebel against. To achieve recognition is of the utmost 
importance to scientists because possible reputational gains are key to securing 
positions, funding and access to valuable networks. Therefore, researchers are 
very much concerned with convincing their peers of the importance and 
correctness of their results, since this enhances their reputation in the field.  

The competition for reputation is a concern not only of academics, but also of 
universities. Engwall (2008) notes that one reason for this is that both teaching 
and research are hard to evaluate. The reputation of a university thus operates 
as a proxy for the quality of a university, in order to guide prospective students 
in their enrolment decisions, and for faculty in search for positions. These 
resources are in turn important for enhancing reputation even further. 
However, to become highly esteemed, universities depend on their academic 
staff being successful within their disciplines. As pointed out by Clark 
(1987:111), ‘a strong institutional symbolic thrust incorporates the combined 
strengths of departments, which are significant representatives of disciplines 
and their cultures’. Competition can thus be claimed to be an integral 
component of the academic culture, which can find strong expressions within 
both disciplinary and organisational cultures. Academics and universities 
compete primarily for reputation, and success is achieved by balancing 
conservative prescriptions with originality and innovation.  

In conclusion, it may be noted that academic culture is a system of cultures, in 
which university organisations and scientific disciplines constitute influential 
structures. Academic culture often consists of a number of ideals, with some 
tradition, but not necessarily with full historical accuracy. Myths often have a 
large role to play, whether they are about the importance of academic freedom, 
the relationship between teaching and research or the excellence of one’s own 
institution. It is also clear that the organisation of work influences academic 
culture, which is shown both by how disciplinary cultures have developed in 
different directions and by the examples of technical and entrepreneurial 
universities. A guiding principle for academics can be assigned to the collective 
endeavour to increase the knowledge of the world through scientific research, 
and to disseminate this knowledge through teaching. It may be added that 
much dissemination nowadays is conceptualised as societal and industrial 
impact, and may take a variety of forms. To these ends, the importance of 
academic freedom is a constant theme. Whether it is related to institutional 



34 | Theory

governance or to the coordination of academic work, academic culture is 
permeated by the belief that central authority can never outperform a system 
characterised by academic freedom. Moreover, the reward structure is of a 
specific kind in academia, with reputation as the overarching goal. This is 
important to individual academics, to the disciplinary system for coordination 
of research and to the university organisation.  



 

Methodology and research design 
This thesis consists of four papers that have been written within the 
frameworks of two research projects. An overview of the four papers is 
presented in Table 1, which describes the topic of the papers, the research 
questions addressed and the empirical material analysed. Although the papers 
explore different topics, they all focus on how academics and university 
managers understand academic performance measures and how that 
understanding affects their view of academic work. The methods applied in the 
papers are also somewhat diverse because three of them employ qualitative 
analyses of interview data (I, II and IV) while the last one uses statistical 
techniques to analyse a large survey (III). This is mainly a result of the differing 
purposes of the four papers, but also because of a desire to explore and learn 
different methods for studying the cultural effects of performance 
measurement in academia. Even so, the underlying research approach is 
consistent because it recognises that studies of university cultures are 
productively advanced by the apprehension that cultures are socially 
constructed, while also being grounded on the conviction that science ought to 
advance causal explanations of the world with generalising ambitions.  

Exploring the role of performance measures within universities and their 
influence on organisational culture, the objects of study in this thesis have been 
academics and managers within Nordic universities. Despite the fact that one 
of the projects had an explicitly comparative approach, the context of interest 
is the Swedish university setting. This means that the main interest lies in the 
influence of performance measures prevalent in Swedish universities. 
Nevertheless, by contrasting some of the findings from the Swedish setting 
with other Nordic countries, it is possible to broaden the understanding of the 
Swedish findings and to identify some of its particularities, as well as to 
highlight traits that are of a more general character. The results will therefore 
also be discussed from a comparative perspective.  

Studying the impact of performance measurement on the academic culture, 
this thesis is limited to universities, even though the differences are small 
between them and university colleges in Sweden. The Swedish higher 
education system is unitary in that that all HEIs are subordinated to a common 
regulatory framework. In the Swedish higher education sector, there are 
seventeen universities and fourteen university colleges, all of which are publicly  
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Table 1. Overview of the papers. 
No. Research topic Research question Empirical material 
I How managers 

mediate the 
impact of 
performance 
measurement 

How do performance 
measures influence the ways in 
which academic managers 
make sense of academic work? 

Fourteen semi-
structured interviews 
with managers at two 
Swedish universities 

II The impact of 
national PRFSs on 
local perceptions 
of research 

How do the national PRFSs in 
four Nordic countries affect 
the way university actors 
perceive and make sense of 
research activities at the 
institutional level? 

Ninety-three semi-
structured interviews 
with academics and 
managers at eight 
universities in four 
countries + documents 

III Subcultural 
differences in 
attitudes towards 
performance 
measurement 

How do academics from 
different disciplines perceive 
the performance measurement 
of academic work? 

Survey of 5,489 
academics in four 
countries 

IV Attitudes towards 
an internal 
research 
evaluation system 

Why do university managers 
use bibliometric evaluation 
systems? 

Ten semi-structured 
interviews with heads 
of department at one 
Swedish university 

 

funded. The main difference between the universities and the university 
colleges is that the former institutions have a general right to award doctorate 
degrees. Another significant difference lies in their research capacity, which is 
significantly stronger among the universities (UKÄ 2019). The choice to focus 
primarily on the universities is motivated by the expectation that they are more 
likely to be subjected to performance measurement. While the state regulation 
applies similarly to all HEIs, other sources of performance measurement are 
likely to have a larger impact on HEIs with more research activity, that is, the 
universities. The empirical studies have therefore been conducted at a selection 
of Swedish universities.  

Furthermore, a particular focus has been placed on university managers, who 
are influential actors within universities. As has been noted in the discussion of 
organisational culture, managers hold a privileged position in the leadership of 
an organisation. Besides their formal powers over financial and human 
resources, they are often acknowledged scholars, respected by their peers. This 
makes it likely that they also have influence over the organisational culture. In 
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two of the papers (I and IV), university managers are the sole focus, while the 
other two papers (II and III) explore the perspectives of academics more 
generally. 

A critical realist approach 
Studying how performance measures influence the academic culture within 
universities requires a methodological approach that acknowledges the 
ideational and social character of the culture. Because an academic culture is 
understood to consist of the shared meanings, understandings and beliefs of 
academics, the methodological approach used for studying academic culture 
favourably recognises that the social world is constructed by the interaction of 
its participants. This is the position espoused by social constructionism, which 
holds that the meaning of things is not inherent in them. It opposes the 
foundationalist view that science is, by necessity, nomothetic, seeking universal 
laws of reality through empirical investigation. Instead, idiographic accounts 
are forwarded as key to understanding the world we live in. Thus, social 
constructionism focuses not on the objective or universal properties of things, 
but rather on how most valuably and beneficially to conceptualise them 
(Weinberg 2007).  

Social constructionism finds wide recognition within contemporary social 
science, but it is at times contested because of its preoccupation with the 
description of social phenomena to the detriment of causal explanation. It has 
also been understood as denying the existence of underlying causal 
mechanisms that structure the world, and that it is possible to obtain 
knowledge of these mechanisms (Danermark et al. 2002:9f.). With regard to the 
purposes of this thesis, this is considered problematic. Although humble in its 
claims, one intention of this thesis is to shed light on some of the mechanisms 
through which performance measures affect the academic culture within 
universities. Therefore, a critical realist approach is adopted, as presented by 
Danermark et al. (2002). This is an approach that agrees with the 
constructionist idea that any observation of the world is mediated by the 
perspective of the observer, but differs from it by claiming that there is a real 
world beyond human experience and that it is possible to gain knowledge of 
this world.  

Thus, critical realism holds an ontological realist position founded on the view 
that there is a real world out there. It contends that it is the objective of science 
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to explain events and processes within this world. This is done by reference to 
the causal mechanisms that structure reality. In contrast to empiricist 
conceptions, it therefore asserts that there is more to this world than what may 
be experienced by our senses. Furthermore, it does not reduce causation to a 
matter of constant conjunction; instead, it requires elaborate accounts of the 
underlying generative mechanisms giving rise to causation. This position is 
enabled by a view of reality separated into three domains: the empirical, the 
actual and the real. The empirical domain consists of our experiences and is 
thus contingent on perspective. The actual domain contains the events that 
occur in the world, regardless of any observation thereof. The real domain 
contains the generative mechanisms that give rise to the events in the world, 
which therefore are of primary interest for any scientific endeavour with 
explanatory ambitions (Danermark et al. 2002:20).  

The epistemological position embraced in this thesis is realist, implying that it 
is possible to obtain knowledge about mind-independent reality. However, this 
view is not naive. Distinguishing our experiences of the world from the world 
itself implies a recognition that human knowledge of the world will always be 
historically, socially and culturally situated. Our knowledge will always be 
coloured by specific conceptual frameworks, and therefore it cannot reflect 
reality objectively and in full. Any perspective on reality will be limited and 
fallible because other perspectives may conflict with them or better explain the 
causes of an event or process. Nonetheless, through the development and 
enrichment of perspectives by the means of scientific methods, it is possible to 
approach reality by adding ever more and better – but still partial – 
descriptions of the world (Niiniluoto 2002:91). Although the critical realist 
would not suggest that there are any universal truth criteria that may be used to 
assess a knowledge claim, this does not imply that just any piece of knowledge 
is as good as another. Instead, the critical realist approach adopts a 
judgemental rationality, implying that there are criteria for judging accounts of 
the world as better or worse. This can be done in many ways, where the merit 
of a theory or knowledge claim can be assessed on the basis of a number of 
grounds, such as the coherence of its argumentation or its practical application 
for a particular purpose (Scott 2010:67ff.).  

With regard to methods, critical realism is pluralistic and acknowledges the 
need for a variety of research methods. Thus, the approach does not dictate 
any particular method, suggesting instead that the choice of method should be 
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based on the purpose of the particular study. Understanding the particularities 
of a small number of cases may be key to generating fruitful and productive 
theories of how the world works, although in order to see larger patterns and 
regularities, extensive research designs are likely to be more useful. What is 
more important is that critical realism emphasises the underlying mechanisms 
as the primary object of knowledge, rather than our observations of the world. 
These may be explored and explained in a number of ways, but in-depth case 
studies are often necessary to identify the mechanisms that explain social 
events (Steinmetz 2004). This is also the case because the social sciences are 
not law-bound, in contrast to many natural sciences. In social systems, any 
event is likely to be caused by a multitude of mechanisms that interact in 
unpredictable ways. Identifying them requires conceptual abstraction, whereby 
we mentally separate a particular aspect of an event in our analysis in order to 
consider only the aspects of relevance (Danermark et al. 2002:41ff.). For these 
purposes, this thesis has applied both intensive and extensive research designs, 
with and without comparative ambitions.  

The research projects 
This thesis has been based on two research projects. One of these was a large 
comparative project to which my contribution was in part structured by the 
overall framework of the project. The other project was fully run by me and 
was therefore intimately aligned with the objectives of the paper that was 
written within the project. In the following, the projects are briefly presented, 
along with descriptions of my contribution, as well as the papers written within 
the project. 

The FINNUT-PERFECT project 
The FINNUT-PERFECT project was a two-year comparative research project 
into the performance effects of organisational change in Nordic universities. 
The project was run between 2015 and 2017 and was led by Rómulo Pinheiro 
at Agder University, Norway. The official project title was ‘Does it matter? 
Assessing the performance effects of changes in leadership and management 
structures in Nordic Higher Education’. The project was funded by the 
Norwegian Research Council under grant number 237782. The project 
members included one team leader for each of the four countries, and a 
number of additional team members in each country. Lars Geschwind acted as 
team leader for Sweden, and I was the only team member alongside him.  
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As a project member, I participated in meetings, workshops and discussions of 
the project. My role in collecting the empirical material was to organise and 
conduct all the interviews with the Swedish interviewees, with the exception of 
one interview that was conducted by Lars Geschwind. I also organised the 
collection of the survey material through contacts with all the Swedish 
universities. I compiled the list of respondents, which was supplied to the 
Norwegian country team that distributed the survey to the respondents 
through a digital survey tool.  

The FINNUT-PERFECT project resulted in three of the papers included in 
this thesis (I–III). Paper I builds on fourteen of the Swedish interviews. The 
paper was co-authored by Lars Geschwind and me. My contribution to this 
article was to lead the development of the article, code and analyse the 
empirical data and write the article. Lars Geschwind contributed by supporting 
me in the process. Paper II is a comparative study that reports the results of 
the interviews in all four countries. The paper was written by an international 
team consisting of Jonas Krog Lind from Denmark, Kirsi Pulkkinen from 
Finland, Laila Nordstrand Berg from Norway and myself. I led the writing of 
the paper; my contribution was to develop the analytical framework and to 
write the first draft, including the introduction, theory, methods, the Swedish 
part of the policy description, the Swedish part of the analysis and the 
concluding discussion. The other authors contributed to the contextualisation, 
the analytical framework, the argumentation and comparative analysis of the 
paper, and the Danish, Finnish and Norwegian policy descriptions and 
empirical analyses. Paper III is based on the survey data from all four 
countries. The paper was co-authored by Lars Geschwind and me. My 
contribution to this article was to lead the development of the article, analyse 
the empirical data and write the article. Lars Geschwind contributed by 
supporting me in the process.  

The ABM study 
The annual bibliometric monitoring (ABM) study was fully run by me during 
the spring of 2019. The study emanated from an interest in the actions taken 
by universities themselves to engage with bibliometrics. Because my own 
university, KTH Royal Institute of Technology (KTH), had established a 
bibliometric office in its library some years earlier, with a number of full-time 
employees, my interest grew in the activities they performed. One of these 
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activities is ABM, which involves the recording and compilation of publication 
data for the university and its schools and departments.  

To increase my general understanding of ABM, the study was commenced 
through informal conversations with key actors around it. I met with the head 
of the bibliometric group at the university library, the deputy vice-chancellor of 
the university with responsibility for research infrastructure, and a senior 
administrator at the university administration working with ranking and 
benchmarking issues, including ABM. These conversations contributed to 
broadening my understanding of ABM and its history and role at the 
university, as well as clarifying some details about it. I then organised and 
conducted ten semi-structured interviews with heads of department at KTH, 
which formed the empirical material of the study.  

The ABM study resulted in one paper (IV), of which I am the sole author. 
Along the way, I had valuable input from the HEOS research group at the 
Department of Learning, to which I presented my ideas and draft paper for 
discussion.  

Case selection and data collection 
The empirical material of this thesis consists primarily of interviews and a 
survey. The material was collected to enable an analysis of the views of 
academics and managers on various topics of interest. In addition, Paper II 
builds on a desktop study of relevant documents to map and compare the 
national PRFSs analysed in the paper. In the FINNUT-PERFECT project, the 
interviews and the survey covered a wide range of topics, in line with the aims 
of the project. In the ABM study, the data collection was more focussed on 
ABM and how and why the heads used it, if they did so.  

The interviews 
For three of the papers (I, II and IV) in this thesis, the main empirical material 
consists of interviews. To study the influence of performance measurement on 
academics and managers within universities, interviews are useful for exploring 
how they perceive academic work and the way it is organised, evaluated and 
managed (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). In line with the recognition that 
knowledge will always be situated, an active interview approach was adopted, 
as described by Holstein and Gubrium (1995). From this perspective, 
interviews are seen as unavoidably collaborative endeavours in which 
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interviewer and respondent are both active in co-creating meaningful accounts 
of the world. This implies that interview respondents are not regarded as 
repositories of information ready to be excavated, but rather as constructors of 
meaning who need assistance in formulating their views on the topics of 
concern through activation and stimulation of their interpretive capabilities. 
The role of the interviewer is thus not to create a situation as experiment-like 
as possible, but instead to encourage the respondent to explore various 
perspectives and to bring alternative considerations into play that are relevant 
to the research topic, while not being restricted by predetermined agendas. 
This is facilitated by the flexible use of an interview guide and the adaptability 
of the interviewer in following the accounts of the respondent as they unfold, 
rather than strictly clinging to the topics suggested by the guide. Being 
knowledgeable about the topics and contexts in which the respondents are 
situated is also important, not only to better understand the respondents’ 
perspectives, but also to promote the active co-creation of meaning in the 
interview situation (Holstein and Gubrium 1995:76ff.).  

In order to promote an active interview approach and to allow the interview 
respondents to develop their thoughts as they saw fit, while still covering the 
research topics of interest, semi-structured interviews were the method of 
choice (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009:130). This approach utilises open-ended 
questions that allow the interviewees to answer freely and engage in 
discussions that sometimes go far beyond the original questions. This enables 
an exploration of the various experiences, perspectives and opinions of the 
respondents as they are allowed to situate the topics of the interview within 
their own frameworks, much in line with the active interview approach. 
Because the interviews were conducted with highly educated people, and often 
with great knowledge of and interest in organisational issues within the higher 
education sector, the active interview approach was supplemented by an elite 
interview approach (Aberbach and Rockman 2002; Kvale and Brinkmann 
2009:147). When interviewing elites, it is of particular importance for the 
interviewer to demonstrate familiarity with the topic and mastery of technical 
language in order to gain respect and achieve a degree of symmetry in the 
interview relationship that renders the respondent willing to contribute. This 
was done to the best of my ability through engagement with literature on the 
research topics but also through active steps to familiarise myself with the 
contexts of the respondents.  
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The empirical material of the FINNUT-PERFECT project was collected 
within a common framework, although this varied somewhat between 
countries. For the interviews, two universities were selected in each country. 
To increase comparability across countries, it was jointly decided by the project 
team that the cases would consist of one traditional flagship university and one 
regional university. Interview respondents were purposefully selected to 
increase maximum variation (Patton 2002:234f.) with regard to their position, 
since there was an intention to access various perspectives from within the 
universities. However, to enable cross-country comparisons, the aim was to 
interview respondents holding similar positions in the four countries. Thus, 
interviews were conducted with leaders at the department, faculty and top level 
of the university, and from both the social and natural sciences. Interviews 
were also conducted with professionals in central administration, such as the 
university research office. The interviewees thus consisted mainly of academic 
leaders in various posts, such as head of department, dean of faculty, university 
director, head of research office and pro vice-chancellor, but also a few 
academics without formal leadership posts. Among the managers, some were 
occupied full time with their managerial duties, while others also performed 
regular academic work. 

The interview guide was designed jointly by the project team, based on a 
number of themes that were identified as important for studies of performance 
and organisational change in universities. The themes included in the guide 
were goal specificity and autonomy, decision making and strategy, control and 
evaluation, support structures, external stakeholders, trust and accountability, 
and incentives and recognition. The interviewees were contacted by email and 
asked to participate. In the emails, the project was described and the purpose 
of the request was explained. The interviews took place at a location suggested 
by the respondents, normally their offices, and lasted between 40 and 70 
minutes. The interviews were recorded with the approval of the respondents 
and transcribed verbatim. Overall, ninety-three interviews were conducted, 
fifteen of which were in Sweden. 

In Paper II, the interviews were complemented by desktop research of the 
national PRFSs of the four countries included in the study. The documents 
used for this purpose included government bills, technical reports from 
government authorities and previous research on the PRFSs. As the empirical 
material includes different types of material and because it takes a comparative 
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approach, the study may be described as a case study, such that the four 
countries are conceptualised as cases in which differing macro-level 
configurations influence the meanings created at the micro level (Yin 2014). 
Although the four cases were provided by the FINNUT-PERFECT project, it 
may be argued that the comparison is worthwhile because although all of the 
countries have adopted PRFSs quite recently, the implementation and results 
appear to differ. 

For the ABM study, ten interviews were conducted with heads of department 
at KTH Royal Institute of Technology. The heads were selected through a 
stratified purposeful sampling (Patton 2002:240). Because the study intended 
to explore the attitudes of the heads towards ABM, the departments were 
chosen on the basis of their results in ABM. The reasoning was that 
departments with poor results in ABM may be less prone to use it, and to have 
a more negative attitude towards it than departments with better results. 
Therefore, the departments were categorised as being high, medium or low 
performing in ABM, based on their mean field normalised citation rate. Four 
heads were then chosen from the top and bottom groups, and two from the 
mid group, to enable exploration of a range of perspectives. Also in this study, 
the respondents were contacted by email, in which the project was described, 
the purpose was explained and they were asked to participate. Most interviews 
took place at the offices of the respondents, and they lasted between 30 and 60 
minutes. The interviews were recorded with the approval of the respondents 
and transcribed verbatim.  

The survey 
For Paper III, a survey was used to analyse the attitudes towards performance 
measurement among academics, depending on their disciplinary affinity. It is 
often argued that performance metrics are particularly unsuitable for 
deployment in the social sciences and humanities. Many arguments have been 
advanced, but there is little evidence as to whether these alleged differences are 
widespread or just the loud voices of a few opponents. To explore this matter, 
a survey was seen as a suitable method for increasing the understanding of the 
prevalence of these attitudes and their distribution among scholars of different 
backgrounds. The survey used to explore this matter was part of the 
FINNUT-PERFECT project, sent to academics and academic managers at 
universities in Norway, Sweden, Finland and Denmark. As the survey was part 
of the project, it included a wide range of questions on a number of themes. 
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The themes were derived after discussion within the project group and were 
theoretically informed in accordance with a number of topics deemed relevant 
to the study of organisational performance. The themes included 
organisational structures, participation in decision making and strategy, 
performance management, incentives/motivations/encouragements, funding 
arrangements, support services, autonomy and control, and local atmosphere. 
The survey also included a number of background questions about the 
respondents. The survey was provided in English as well as the respective 
national languages.  

The survey was sent out in the fall of 2015 and spring of 2016 for each country 
separately. Because of the varying higher education systems and availability of 
sampling frames, the sampling was somewhat different in the four countries. 
In Sweden, a request was sent to the university director and human resources 
director of all sixteen universities (at that time) for permission to send a survey 
to their staff, as well as to obtain the contact information necessary to send the 
survey. Ten of the sixteen universities accepted our request and provided 
contact information to their staff. Of these, the survey was sent to all academic 
managers and a random sample of every fourth academic (except doctoral 
students) not identified in advance as a manager. At smaller universities with 
fewer than 800 academics, the sample was increased to include 200 
respondents. In total, the Swedish sample consisted of 4,487 academics and 
academic managers. In Norway, the survey was sent to all academic staff at all 
nine universities, which amounted to a total sample of 13,413 respondents. In 
Finland, the survey was sent to all academic managers and every second senior 
academic (professors, senior lecturers and senior researchers) at all Finnish 
universities. This resulted in a sample size of 3,605. In Denmark, the survey 
was sent to managers and senior academics (professors, associate professors, 
assistant professors and post-docs) at all eight universities, which resulted in a 
sample size of 12,143. A total of 5,489 respondents completed the survey, and 
the overall response rate was 15 % (Norway n=1,340 [10 %], Sweden n=701 
[15 %], Finland n=1,044 [24 %], Denmark n=2,404 [17 %]).  

Method of analysis 
The method of analysis employed in this thesis consisted of qualitative 
interview analyses for three of the papers (I, II and IV) and statistical analysis 
for one of the papers (III). Analysing interview data can be done in different 
ways, depending on the purpose of the study and the research questions posed. 
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For the papers in this thesis, the main purpose was to explore how university 
actors understand various performance measures and to explain how that 
understanding influences their view of academic work. Analysing interview 
data requires a ‘double hermeneutic’, in which the researcher interprets and 
gives meaning to accounts that are already loaded with meaning by their 
informants (Giddens 1984:284). This has led us to conduct thematic analyses, 
which is a way to identify, analyse and report patterns within empirical 
material, such as interview transcripts (Braun and Clarke 2006). It is preferred 
for summarising large quantities of data as themes are identified and selected 
to answer particular research questions. It is also a method that is able to 
highlight similarities and differences in material, as well as to provide novel 
insights. Overall, it is a flexible method that can be used in a variety of ways.  

When conducting a thematic analysis, it is important to realise that the salience 
of a theme is decided not by its frequency, but by its ability to capture 
something important in relation to the overall research question. The research 
question also has implications for the type of analysis made. In the papers of 
this thesis, the analyses can be described as theoretically informed. This means 
that the themes have been selected to enable an answer to the research 
questions posed and have been developed in relation to previous studies 
judged to be of relevance. However, the coding and analysis also had an 
element of abduction, as new themes in the material were found to be of 
interest for the research question of several of the papers. These themes could 
often be merged with or added to the theoretically informed themes. The 
themes for the analysis were mainly of a latent character, meaning that they 
were not decided on the basis of the utterance of specific keywords. Instead, 
the coding was based on an interpretation by the researcher of the underlying 
meanings, ideas and assumptions expressed in the interview, in relation to the 
themes of interest for the specific research questions of each paper.  

For Paper III, in which the empirical material consisted of a survey sent to 
academics at Nordic universities, statistical analyses were carried out (for an 
extended discussion of the statistical methods used, see Howell 2013). As the 
purpose of the survey was to assess the respondents’ attitudes, they were asked 
to provide their opinions on a number of statements. A 5-point Likert scale 
was used, with responses ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree 
(5). In the paper, the results were presented in terms of the percentage of 
respondents who agreed (4) or strongly agreed (5) in relation to the statements 
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in the survey. However, because we could not assume a normal distribution of 
answers regarding attitudes such as those measured in the survey, it is very 
difficult to draw any meaningful conclusions about the strength of the 
respondents’ attitudes. Therefore, the analysis focussed mainly on differences 
between groups of respondents. To this end, non-parametric mean rank 
comparisons were made, with global differences between groups tested using 
the Kruskal–Wallis H test ( : 0.05). When global differences were found, the 
groups were analysed pairwise using the Bonferroni post hoc test ( : 0.05). 
Some comparisons were also made between the survey items. These analyses 
were made by using the Wilcoxon signed-rank test ( : 0.05).





 

Empirical findings 
This thesis consists of four papers that were written within the frames of two 
research projects. The papers focus various aspects of academic performance 
measurement but all explore how such measurement influences the way 
university actors perceive academic work. As such, questions studied include 
how performance measurement is understood in the daily lives of university 
actors and how this understanding affects their view of academic work. The 
papers contribute in different ways to explaining the role of performance 
measurement in universities, since they discuss academic managers as 
mediators of meaning, how funding arrangements influence local perceptions 
of research, subcultural differences in attitudes towards performance 
measurement and why department heads make use of performance 
measurement systems.  

Paper I. Managers mediating the impact of metrics 
Söderlind, J., & Geschwind, L. (2019). Making sense of academic work: the 
influence of performance measurement in Swedish universities. Policy Reviews in 
Higher Education, 3(1), 75–93. 

This article reports results from the interviews with Swedish academic 
managers in the FINNUT-PERFECT project. The article argues for the 
importance of academic managers in moderating the influence of performance 
measurement on academic work. When academic work is increasingly 
measured, incentives are created for academics to focus on aspects of academic 
work that are made visible through the performance measures. When sanctions 
and rewards are coupled with these measures, the incentives become even 
stronger. In this context, academic managers are key actors with the ability to 
direct academic work through the allocation of resources, but also to set 
priorities and promote a culture that may or may not align with the incentives 
created by performance measures. In this way, they mediate the pressures of 
performance measurement. How academic managers handle the pressures 
caused by performance measurement is therefore crucial to the influence on 
academic culture, as well as how academic work is performed.  

To analyse how university managers influence the preconditions for academic 
work within universities, the article argues that it is of importance to 
acknowledge how they understand performance measurement and its effects 
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on academic work. Central concerns are whether the managers perceive the 
purpose of academic work to be accurately captured in the performance 
measures and whether the measures lead academics in the right direction. Do 
prevalent metrics in Swedish universities emphasise the right things and are the 
pressures reasonably strong, or do they push academics away from central 
tasks? Furthermore, do the managers have discretion to fulfil their role as 
academic leaders or are they side-lined by performance measures and incentive 
systems? These questions led us to explore how university managers 
understand academic work in an environment rife with performance measures. 
Therefore, we asked the following research question: How do performance measures 
influence the ways in which academic managers make sense of academic work? 

The article utilises a sensemaking framework, as described by Weick (1995), to 
analyse how the managers understand academic work in light of increasing 
performance measurement in academia. The sensemaking framework 
emphasises that people search for meaning as a way to deal with uncertainties 
in their daily lives. This occurs through a range of properties that are more or 
less present in any instance of sensemaking. The first of these properties is 
identity construction, which emphasises that the way people make sense of the 
world is grounded in their own identity. The second property is retrospection. 
Past experiences are important, both for people’s identities and for the way 
they sort their perceptions and make sense of them. Third, people actively 
influence the situations they are confronted with and try to make sense of 
them. Focussing on certain aspects may thus lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy 
whereby the meaning of a situation is created by the actions of the sensemaker. 
Fourth, sensemaking is a social activity, in which interplay with others is key. 
Scripts, routines and roles are socially created and are shared and preserved so 
that people can draw on the experiences of others to provide meaning to their 
own experiences. The fifth property of sensemaking emphasises its ongoing 
character. Even though disruptions to routine often make people reconsider 
their experiences and find new meanings, sensemaking occurs all the time. 
Sixth, sensemaking occurs as certain aspects of a situation are focussed on and 
others are neglected. The context of the situation is often important in this 
regard because it affects what is brought to attention and what is not. Finally, 
people often make sense of situations in accordance with what seems plausible 
and socially acceptable, even though this may contrast with their immediate 
impressions. As with confirmation bias, people are thus prone to believe what 
they already know as they make sense of their experiences. In conclusion, it 
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can be said that sensemaking is the process whereby people give meaning to 
situations they encounter. Based on previous experiences, it includes an 
assessment of what is going on and provides direction for future action.  

The empirical material utilised in the article consists of fourteen semi-
structured interviews with academic managers at two Swedish universities. The 
interviews have been more thoroughly described in the methods chapter, but it 
can be noted that attention was directed towards the way in which the 
managers described academic work and academic performance, and their 
relation to various performance measures. The analysis was structured in 
accordance with the sensemaking framework to identify the various properties 
of it, and the results were reported accordingly. 

The results of the article show that performance measures are seen as 
important tools to overview academic work. Simultaneously, they are 
understood to satisfy demands from threats in the environment. Reporting 
high retention rates and publication counts allows teachers and researchers to 
carry on with their work without further interference. However, the 
importance given to performance measures is also understood as affecting 
priorities within teaching and research. One example is that the importance of 
academic impact has increased at the expense of societal impact. The managers 
are often trying to counteract such tendencies, for instance by emphasising a 
wider view of academic performance. But while specific metrics may be treated 
with care, it is clear that the importance of performing and excelling is held as 
a central value. Moreover, the need for accountability systems has largely been 
internalised, despite some concerns about the details of common performance 
measures. This can be seen as an effect of the prevailing discourse, from where 
themes in the wider environment of the public sector are picked up and used 
to make sense of everyday experiences. Such internalisation occurs 
incrementally among university actors, as can be noted in struggles over the 
purpose of performance measurement. While some draw on ideas of 
traditional academic practices in which metrics have a limited role, others 
highlight the useful role they may play in developing and improving teaching 
and research practices. Performance measures also contribute to two different 
roles for managers. On the one hand, metrics are seen as indispensable tools 
for managers to make decisions and satisfy demands from external actors. In 
this way, subjectivity is eliminated and control is maintained. On the other 
hand, there is resistance to the dictates of the performance measures. The 
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measures are seen as inaccurate and insufficient, and unable to dictate the 
priorities of the university. Therefore, the managers often use their discretion 
to try to balance the incentives provided by various reward systems in order to 
promote aspects that are not directly rewarded.  

In conclusion, it is clear that performance measures influence how university 
managers make sense of academic work. They see performance measures 
primarily as a management tool, and not as an evaluation of quality. However, 
the managers display a clear discretion in their relation to the various 
performance measures in their environment. In the main, they experience 
performance measures as handy tools to use if they want to, and not as an 
evaluation for which they need to feel accountable to superiors or others. 
While they do use the measures to acquire resources, support decision making 
and promote organisational legitimacy, they also display integrity by acting in 
other ways than those prescribed by dominant incentive systems underpinned 
by prevalent performance measures. The managers show a broad 
understanding of academic performance, which is understood to guarantee a 
counterweight to a myopic focus on the specific features indicated by the 
prevailing performance measures.  

Paper II. How PRFSs affect local perceptions of research 
Söderlind, J., Berg, L. N., Lind, J. K., & Pulkkinen, K. (2019). National 
Performance-Based Research Funding Systems: Constructing Local 
Perceptions of Research? In R. Pinheiro, L. Geschwind, H. F. Hansen, & K. 
Pulkkinen (Eds.) Reforms, Organizational Change and Performance in Higher Education 
(pp. 111–144). Cham: Palgrave Macmillan. 

This book chapter is part of an anthology produced as a result of the 
FINNUT-PERFECT project. The chapter is a comparative study of national 
PRFSs in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, and reports results from 
the interviews in all four countries. Picking up the theme from the first article, 
where university managers’ view of academic work is explored in light of the 
increasing amount of performance measures within academia, this chapter 
adds a comparative perspective. The chapter looks at how performance 
measures and incentive systems implemented at a national level are reflected 
within universities.  
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The implementation of national PRFSs to allocate research funding between 
universities is an international trend. In all four Nordic countries studied in the 
FINNUT-PERFECT project, PRFSs were implemented some ten to fifteen 
years ago in order to improve research performance by stimulating 
competition between universities. While previous research has studied how 
national PRFSs affect the implementation of formal resource allocation 
structures, this chapter aims to delve deeper into how people experience these 
systems. Although institutional implementations of PRFSs have been shown to 
vary greatly and reflect the national systems quite poorly, we hypothesise that 
the national PRFSs still have effects in the local setting. Therefore, we 
investigate the non-systematic and informal use of performance measures in 
the organisation and implementation of research activities, and explore how 
national performance metrics affect local perceptions of research as academics 
make sense of this form of resource allocation. Specifically, we compare the 
national PRFSs and ask how they affect the way in which university actors 
perceive and make sense of research activities at the institutional level. 

The empirical material used in the chapter comprises, on the one hand, policy 
documents and previous research on the construction of the national PRFSs 
for the four countries, and on the other hand, all the interviews conducted 
within the FINNUT-PERFECT study. The interview material is further 
described in the methods chapter of this thesis. The analysis of the PRFSs 
describes their main attributes and points out important similarities and 
differences. With regard to the interviews, the material was coded and 
structured in accordance with the analytical framework, which focuses on the 
way in which PRFSs can influence the perception of research among the 
interviewees. The presentation of the results followed the same structure and 
compared the findings between the countries thematically.  

Comparing the PRFSs of the four Nordic countries, it may be noted that these 
systems have been implemented quite recently in all of the countries in order 
to distribute research funds between HEIs. Norway was first to launch its 
system in 2005, and the other countries followed suit in 2009 and 2010. In 
Norway, it was decided to develop a new publication database in which 
scientific outlets were categorised at two levels. Fractionalised publications 
were then rewarded points depending on their level, which count towards the 
allocation of resources to the universities. The Norwegian PRFS acted as an 
inspiration for the systems in Denmark and Finland, but in Sweden it was 
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instead decided to use the existing bibliometric database available from Web of 
Science. This meant that the Swedish system could also utilise citation metrics 
to account for the quality of each individual publication. In the other countries, 
this could only be achieved in a crude way through the classification of the 
publication outlet. Another notable distinction is that all countries but Finland 
fractionalise their publication counts. This means that in Finland, publication 
points may be gained by maximising co-authorship. All countries include 
indicators of external research funding. Teaching metrics and the number of 
PhD degrees awarded are used in all countries except Sweden. The amount of 
funds allocated through the PRFSs was hard to compare because of variations 
in the funding systems. It may be noted, however, that the Finnish resource 
allocation system is, overall, highly competitive, while the others are less so.  

To explore how the PRFSs influence the view of research at the institutional 
level, we reviewed some of the earlier studies of the effects of research 
performance measures to inform our analysis. Previous research highlighted 
three factors of performance measurement that influenced organisational 
action. The first factor was actionability, which refers to the ability of 
performance indicators to induce action. This occurs through decision-making 
processes, with indicators potentially acting as arbiters between different routes 
of action. It also happens as incentives are created, thus motivating the 
subjects of the measurement to act in specific ways. Second, the ability to 
confer legitimacy was advanced as an important reason for organisations to 
pay attention to performance measures. We distinguish between technical and 
normative legitimacy. The former concerns the perceived validity of a measure, 
which is suggested as an important factor. The reason is that without a 
reasonable correspondence between indicator and object, people will reject the 
indicator as useless, thus leaving the organisation unaffected. Normative 
legitimacy concerns the perceived appropriateness of measuring, regardless of 
the existence of suitable measures. Where normative legitimacy is strong, 
universities have to adapt to metrics that may be less than ideal. Third, the 
institutionalisation of performance measures was identified as affecting 
university actors. Through habituation, metrics become established as natural 
parts of the research process, and people quickly forget about their limitations. 
Through reification, performance measures are solidified in permanent 
structures of the organisation, such as resource allocation systems but also 
positions and offices for dealing with these matters. Through reconstitution, 
the measurement process alters how the measured phenomenon is understood. 
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An example may be that only indexed publications are considered valuable, 
regardless of scientific quality.  

The results of the study show that there are clear examples of actionability of 
PRFSs. The PRFSs are understood to create incentives, in particular with 
regard to where to publish research results. This is apparent in Denmark, 
Finland and Norway, where publication outlets are classified at different levels. 
In addition, decision making is promoted by the PRFSs, which provide simple 
and clear publication indicators. In Finland, for example, it is emphasised that 
the PRFS provides direction for strategic decision making within universities. 
It is also suggested that the system provides some much-needed transparency, 
which would enable more effective management. In Norway, publication 
points are used to award individual researchers with funding for sabbaticals 
and conferences. By contrast, in Sweden, there is less emphasis on the 
actionability of the performance measures of the PRFS. Measuring 
performance is understood as a useful way of managing research practices but 
the PRFS does not hold a special position in the world of research metrics. 
Therefore, a variety of measures are attended to and used.  

With regard to the legitimacy of the PRFSs, it is generally held that they 
constitute an appropriate practice that can help universities to demonstrate 
their hard work to external actors. It is also emphasised that performance 
measures induce transparency, prevent arbitrary decision making and 
constitute a useful instrument for research management. There are some 
criticisms, however, as in Norway, where the performance data are sometimes 
analysed at the individual level and compared within the department to put 
pressure on low performers. Otherwise, performance measurement is often 
seen as part of a modern university organisation, and the normative legitimacy 
of the PRFSs is therefore also generally high. The technical legitimacy of the 
PRFSs is more disputed, however. Although there are general concerns about 
measuring research performance, it is particularly the crudeness of the systems 
in Denmark, Finland and Norway that receives most of the criticism. In 
Sweden, the technical legitimacy of the indicators is high, despite a general 
caution about over-interpreting research metrics.  

The institutionalisation of the PRFSs varies somewhat. While there has been 
reification of the systems in local resource allocation systems and reward 
structures in some universities, this has been less evident in others. In 
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Denmark, for instance, the regional university implemented a very strong 
version of the national PRFS while the flagship university saw no point in the 
creation of such incentive systems. Habituation to the PRFSs and their 
indicators has varied to some extent between the countries. An important 
difference between Sweden and the other countries is that the Swedish system 
is built on an already-existing bibliometric infrastructure. The novelty of the 
systems in Denmark, Finland and Norway has therefore caused a 
reconsideration of the way in which research is organised and practiced. By 
contrast, the resource allocation of the Swedish system has only implied that 
additional weight is leveraged through indicators that were already considered 
important for many academics. The constitutive effects of the PRFSs also 
differ somewhat. In Denmark, the pressures caused by the local 
implementation of the PRFS has affected what is seen as appropriate research 
performance; there is also evidence of this in Finland and Norway. In Sweden, 
the reconstitution is weaker, likely because the PRFS aligned with already-
institutionalised conceptions of how academic work is to be measured.  

Comparison of the four Nordic countries in the study shows that Swedish 
academics find the impact of the national PRFS to be less intrusive and 
problematic than the interviewees from the other countries. A possible 
explanation may be found in the design of the systems, with the Swedish 
system being understood as less actionable by academics and managers. The 
fact that scientific outlets are classified at different levels in Denmark, Finland 
and Norway creates clear incentives for researchers in their publication 
practices and enables decision making based on publication points to award 
sabbaticals, for example, as happens in Norway. In the Swedish system, where 
citations are used, the value of an individual publication cannot be assessed 
until some time has passed. Another reason for our findings may be found in 
the novelty of the systems. The Swedish system is built on already well-
established indicators of research performance, but the PRFSs of the other 
countries have relied on the construction of new databases in which the levels 
for the scientific outlets have turned out to be very important. The design of a 
PRFS thus clearly affects how the local perception of research is constructed.  
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Paper III. Disciplinary differences in attitudes to metrics 
Söderlind J., & Geschwind, L. (2020). Disciplinary differences in academics’ 
perceptions of performance measurement at Nordic universities. Higher 
Education Governance and Policy, 1(1), 18–32. 

This article reports the results from the survey conducted within the 
FINNUT-PERFECT project. The two previous papers from the FINNUT-
PERFECT project have been based on the interview material and have studied 
how university actors understand academic work in the light of performance 
measurement. By contrast, this paper investigates the disciplinary differences in 
the perceptions of performance measurement among Nordic academics. 
Differences between the disciplines comprise a topic that emerged in several of 
the themes analysed in the comparative study, despite the ambition to limit the 
comparison to national differences. Dedicating an article to the topic thus 
enables a thorough engagement with the issue and allows for a deeper analysis 
of the role of the disciplines in relation to performance measurement.  

It is important to study disciplinary differences because performance measures 
are often designed and applied to universities and academics with little regard 
for the varying conditions under which academics work. This is the case for 
national PRFSs, where small single-faculty universities differ immensely from 
large comprehensive universities. In addition, the Swedish system for funding 
of higher education affects universities and departments differently because, 
for instance, the retention rate varies substantially between subjects. 
Bibliometric evaluation systems such as the ABM, analysed in the fourth paper 
of this thesis, compare the performance of departments with little regard for 
the varying coverage of their research output. Performance measures are thus 
often used as if these differences had no effect on performance as defined by 
these measures. However, one of the most salient differences between 
academics is their disciplinary belonging, and in many ways, academics within 
the same discipline are more closely connected to each other than to their 
colleagues in the department next door. Differing preconditions, such as 
publication practices and student retention rates, make it hard to compare 
academic performance across disciplines. Therefore, academic performance 
measures may assess performance in ways that are perceived as unfair by some 
actors. This is particularly salient when funding and other rewards are 
connected to the measures. The effect may be non-compliance and 
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withdrawal, or confrontational protests and attacks on the ways measurements 
are conducted or used.  

For this reason, this article argues that it is important to understand the impact 
of the disciplines in relation to performance measurement in academia. The 
article investigates what academics from different disciplines think about 
academic performance measurement and explores whether academics from 
some disciplines are more inclined to accept governance and steering based on 
performance measures than others more sceptical of metrics. The research 
question posed is this: How do academics from different disciplines perceive the 
performance measurement of academic work? The question is answered through an 
analysis of a survey, where the focus is directed towards a number of survey 
items about academic performance measurement.  

The disciplines are often the primary units of membership and identification in 
academia. In this article, an academic discipline is understood as an academic 
community with institutionalised goals and structures for the creation, 
communication and dissemination of scholarly knowledge. For the purposes of 
the analysis, the article applies two often-used dimensions identified in 
previous studies to categorise disciplines. The first is the distinction between 
the hard and soft sciences, which emphasises the stronger consensus about 
theory and methods that may be found in the hard sciences than in the soft 
sciences. The hard sciences are often understood to include the natural, 
technical and medical sciences, while the soft sciences include the social 
sciences and humanities. The second distinction is between the applied 
sciences and the pure sciences. Here, the main distinguishing factor is 
responsiveness to the external environment, and in particular the aim to find 
practical use outside of academia. The applied sciences can thus be understood 
to include engineering, medicine, education and economics, while the pure 
sciences would include mathematics, physics, philosophy, languages and 
history. The respondents to the survey were classified as belonging to one of 
the four categories of the fourfold typology: hard applied sciences 
(engineering, medical and agricultural sciences), hard pure sciences (natural 
sciences), soft applied sciences (social sciences) and soft pure sciences 
(humanities).  

The survey used as empirical material in this article was sent to academics at 
universities in the four Nordic countries of the study; it is described in more 
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detail in the methods section. Nine survey questions were analysed, which were 
concerned with academic performance measurement in general, and within 
teaching and research specifically. The analysis focussed mainly on the 
differences between the four disciplinary groups, but some comparisons were 
also made between the survey items (for the whole sample of respondents). 

The results show that academics hold different attitudes towards academic 
performance measurement depending on their discipline. Most positive in their 
attitudes towards performance measurement are academics from the hard 
applied sciences, and the most negative are scholars in the pure soft sciences. 
Academics from the hard pure sciences and the soft applied sciences were 
most often found in between, and there was rarely any difference between 
these two groups. A comparison of the attitudes of the whole sample towards 
performance measurement in teaching as opposed to research showed that 
performance measurement is perceived as improving performance within 
research more than within teaching. No differences were found on the impact 
on the atmosphere surrounding teaching and research. Generally, there is 
scepticism about performance measurement in academia. A quarter of the 
respondents agree that the prevalent measures are accurate, a third consider 
them to increase transparency and fairness and a third think they are a sign of 
mistrust. Half of them think that control and evaluation are legitimate tasks. It 
is also of note that the perceived effects of performance measurement on 
behaviour are greater than those on performance, indicating that academics 
alter their behaviour in ways that are perceived to have no effect on their 
performance. 

In light of previous research, in combination with the results of this article, the 
conclusions suggest that the clear differences found in attitudes towards 
academic performance measurement emanate from differences in the 
disciplinary cultures. This is presumably explained by differing historical 
traditions of metric use, and a differing sensitivity to external actors. Many 
performance measures have been developed specifically for disciplines in the 
hard sciences, which make them better adapted to research in these disciplines 
and rendering the academics in these disciplines more accustomed to such 
measures. It has also been suggested that academics in the applied sciences are 
more sensitive to external actors. As performance measures often make up the 
interface between academics and external actors, it is likely that these 
academics also are more used to and responsive to performance measurement.  
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Paper IV. Attitudes to an internal research evaluation system 
Söderlind, J. (Manuscript). Why university managers use bibliometric 
evaluation systems – the case of annual bibliometric monitoring. 

This paper reports the results of the study of ABM, a bibliometric evaluation 
system at KTH Royal Institute of Technology. ABM has been in place since 
2015, when it was introduced by the vice-chancellor to increase citations and 
the number of excellent research groups, and to promote the university’s 
position in international rankings. At the university, managers at the school 
and departmental level are mandated to use ABM as a management instrument 
to set targets and to follow up these targets annually. Bibliometric evaluation 
systems implemented at universities and run by university staff constitute a 
recent development in the world of bibliometrics. It is a clear expression of the 
NPM trend within universities, where management is rationalised through the 
creation of monitoring systems to sanction certain types of behaviour. This in 
turn creates incentives for teachers, researchers and middle managers to 
improve their performance in line with the performance measures and reward 
systems. Monitoring systems also constitute potent instruments to manage 
research activities, and they provide great potential for learning and 
development. Whether such systems are used to improve and develop research 
activities is questionable, however. Previous research suggests that this is rarely 
the case. But, because evaluation is costly and often cumbersome for the 
organisation, it is crucial that it also contributes to the goals of the 
organisation. For these reasons, the research question posed in the article is 
this: Why do university managers use bibliometric evaluation systems?  

To answer this question, an interview study was conducted to explore how 
heads of department experience ABM. In the study, semi-structured interviews 
were carried out with ten heads of department. The interviewees were chosen 
to represent departments with high, medium and low performance in ABM. 
The interview guide was structured around how and why the heads of 
department use ABM, and the interviews were recorded with the permission of 
the interviewees and transcribed verbatim. Subsequently, they were coded and 
analysed with the aid of computer software.  

To analyse the interviews, an analytical framework was developed on the basis 
of previous research. The framework consists of four categories of factors that 
have been found to influence whether evaluations are used. User factors 
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include those pertaining to the heads of department as potential users. This 
can be their previous experience, as well as their receptiveness and 
commitment to making use of evaluations. Their perceived need for evaluation 
results and the way in which they deal with multiple, possibly contrasting, 
sources of information are also included. Evaluator factors include factors 
relating to the bibliometricians who produce ABM. Factors of importance are 
their professional appearance and how they communicate around ABM. The 
extent to which they include important stakeholders in the evaluation process 
is also a noteworthy factor. The evaluation factors are concerned with ABM 
itself. Here, the quality of the indicators and the evaluation as a whole are 
central factors, with the validity and reliability of ABM being important 
components. The results of evaluations have also been shown to influence 
evaluation use. Another factor in this category is whether the heads perceive 
ABM as relevant. Finally, contextual factors include the wider organisational 
and societal environment in which the evaluation is performed. One important 
factor is how significant actors relate to bibliometric measurement. This 
includes the university management as well as funders and international peers. 
Another factor included in this category is concerned with the sanctions and 
rewards connected to bibliometrics, which affect both the academics and the 
departments.  

The results show how a range of factors influence whether the heads of 
department use ABM or not. Their previous experience with bibliometrics is 
influential, as are the ABM results. Although the evaluation factors are the 
ones the heads talk most about, and although this is a topic that has attracted a 
lot of scholarly attention, it may be that other factors are of greater importance 
in explaining indicator use. Evaluations obviously need to be valid to induce 
use, particularly in a knowledge-intensive organisation like a university, where 
scientific rigour is a fundamental virtue, but one factor that stands out as 
pivotal is the communication between university management, bibliometricians 
and the heads of department as users. In particular, it is noteworthy that the 
recently implemented information project has been central. This was a project 
aimed at informing departments about the possibilities of ABM and the 
provision of deeper bibliometric analyses. While some heads had been using 
ABM or equivalent tools for many years, several heads said that the 
information project pushed them in various ways to start using ABM. Some 
came to see it as useful for increasing the quality of the research produced, 
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while some saw it more as a way to increase the visibility of the department’s 
research.  

Others remain quite reluctant to use ABM and have not been convinced by 
communication with the university leadership or the bibliometricians. The 
perceived problems are often related to the quality of ABM and its ability to 
accurately account for the research of the departments. Some heads argue that 
ABM is unable to describe their research in a fair way, which thus discourages 
them from using it. Some of the heads also question the general idea of 
allowing abstract measurement systems to define the priorities of the 
departments. They see a risk of the performance goals becoming disconnected 
from the purpose of the research as defined within the discipline. 
Simultaneously, the heads can see how the culture within the university is 
changing in line with the wider university environment to a situation where 
bibliometrics are becoming regular elements. Bibliometrics are thus 
understood as being increasingly important to resource providers and to the 
university management. In this context, some of the heads interpret the 
introduction of ABM as an indication of the university management’s desire to 
demonstrate the university’s excellence to external actors by, for instance, 
advancing up the relevant rankings.  

The conclusions indicate that it is important to pay attention to the ways in 
which bibliometric evaluation systems can support research activities, but also 
to recognise the limits of their potential. Previous research has suggested that 
performance management is unlikely to be effective in university organisations, 
because of the relatively high autonomy of academics and departments and the 
high complexity of research activities. The findings suggest that even though 
ABM may not be an effective control system, university managers can have a 
strong impact on their universities through soft steering. Affecting the 
attitudes of academics and managers toward bibliometric monitoring can be 
even more influential than strong financial incentives. The findings also 
suggest that ABM has the potential to promote learning and development for 
many departments, and that this may be a more effective route to promoting 
research activities than the creation of incentives. Such a strategy allows the 
department to be selective in its use of ABM and may avoid inducing strategic 
behaviour.



 

Discussion 
In recent decades, the Swedish higher education sector has seen a surge of 
various performance measures, much in line with the development of other 
Western countries. The measures are used by decision makers to allocate 
funding and to structure accountability relationships; by clients to assess the 
general quality of universities; and by actors within the sector to designate 
reputation, positions and funding. However, as academics and their work are 
being increasingly monitored by various performance measures, it is ever more 
likely that they will be affected by these metrics. The way in which university 
actors are influenced by the measurement of academic performance has been 
the topic of this thesis. This has been analysed through a series of studies of 
the meaning of performance measurement for academics and managers in 
Swedish universities, and how their understanding of it affects their perception 
of academic work. 

Accountability, productivity and competition 
In this thesis, the increasing prevalence of performance measures in academia 
is understood as a result of changes in the wider societal culture. Specifically, 
the emergence of the evaluation society (Dahler-Larsen 2012a) has been 
introduced as a productive way to understand the emergence of new values 
and assumptions espoused in contemporary Western societies. Connected to 
this, the implementation of NPM reforms, the rise of the knowledge society 
and the increasing globalisation of the higher education sector have been 
discussed as important developments that have advanced new ideas about the 
role of the university, as well as the best way to organise and govern them. In 
this context, performance measures are conceptualised as manifestations of the 
values embraced within the modern Zeitgeist. These values include greater 
accountability and control, higher productivity and value for money, and a 
focus on competition as a mechanism for coordination and for the 
improvement of the quality of products and processes. Behind these values it 
is possible to discern a number of assumptions.  

When applied to the higher education sector, the emphasis on accountability 
rests on assumptions that if academic actors are not monitored and controlled, 
they will not do what they should be doing. Therefore, politicians and funders 
of academic work need to establish accountability systems to guarantee that 
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taxpayer money is used appropriately. Evaluation occurs before, during and 
after academic work is performed to ensure compliance with expectations. 
Universities have internalised this assumption, regularly performing large-scale 
evaluations and often implementing bibliometric evaluation systems. The 
emphasis on productivity is often related to the increasing costs of higher 
education and research, as well as coincidental strains on national budgets. 
This is often the narrative in analyses of NPM reforms, where value for money 
and increased efficiency are emphasised. From this perspective, it is seen as 
necessary to incentivise academic actors to do their jobs, and to do them better 
and faster. This rests on assumptions related to public choice theory and 
similar strands of thought that see academics as rational actors who primarily 
try to maximise their budgets, rather than as acting in the interest of their 
principals and funders. However, productivity can also be regarded as a 
consequence of the emergence of the knowledge society, with universities 
conceptualised as central engines of national economies and economic growth. 
Acquiring such an important role in industrial development implies an 
associated responsibility for the economic welfare of society. Competition can 
also be understood as a result of increasing globalisation, enabling universities 
to compete for material and symbolic resources worldwide. It is also a key 
component of many NPM reforms, in which quasi-markets are often used to 
allocate resources. One assumption underlying the belief in competition is that 
it promotes efficient resource allocation, as well as stimulating innovation and 
quality.  

Thus, performance measures can be seen as manifesting a societal macro 
culture that emphasises accountability, productivity and competition as central 
values. They discipline actors to do what is expected of them and to do it at a 
certain pace and in constant comparison with each other. As performance 
measures have been increasingly used within the university sector, they have 
come to affect the academic culture that prevails within universities. This 
academic culture is diverse, and every instantiation is influenced by disciplinary 
and organisational aspects, but in general it may be said to be characterised by 
the goal of contributing to the collective scientific project. In so doing, it 
endorses the freedom of academics to organise, perform, evaluate and govern 
academic work. To reward successful actors, reputation is the primary 
currency, which also operates as a principle for organising academic work. Not 
only does it guide scholars in their intellectual endeavours, but it is also used to 
allocate funding and positions within universities. 
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Accepting the notion that material circumstances may influence ideas and 
bring novel understandings (Alvesson 2002:182), performance measures can be 
seen as a form of transport, bringing cultural values and understandings from 
the wider societal context to the universities. When these values, incarnated by 
and accompanied by performance measures, enter the university sector, they 
are received by academics who are guided by another culture and carry 
different ideals. Viewing performance measures in this way enables a cultural 
analysis of performance measures within universities, focussing on how they 
influence the academic culture. Exploring this matter is of importance because 
the way in which university actors perceive and make sense of academic work 
will have consequences for the way they perform and organise their tasks.  

Academic leaders as mediators of meaning  
The impact of performance measurement on the academic culture within 
universities is not as direct as their implementation. To have influence, they 
need to be given meaning by actors within the universities. In this process, 
academic managers are important because they may act as gatekeepers to 
balance pressures exerted by various performance measures. How they 
perceive and deal with performance measures is therefore key to the impact 
they may have on the academic culture within universities.  

From the results of this thesis, it may be noted that managers often have a 
wider conception of the meaning of academic work than what they understand 
performance measures to be promoting. They often consider metrics to signify 
only a limited aspect of academic work and never giving the whole picture. 
This also means that they are seen as promoting some but not all of the 
relevant and important aspects of academic work. Even though many 
performance measures seem to be received without too much discomposure, 
there are situations in which various metrics appear to conflict with the 
academic values held by managers. When such conflict occurs, there is often 
considerable discretion for them to make their own priorities, without fear of 
too severe consequences. Often, the managers try to balance the incentives 
provided by performance measures with academic norms. This may take the 
form of suggestions to researchers to carefully consider their publication 
outlets and to inform them about the consequences of various performance 
measures, while stressing the importance of following disciplinary norms and 
reaching the right audience with research results. The influence of measures 
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can thus be mediated by managers in a way that balances incentives with 
consideration of goals as defined within academic culture.  

The impact on the academic culture 
Because performance measures of various kinds are becoming ever more 
common within universities, their effects are also felt more strongly. As the 
metrics emphasise accountability, productivity and competition as central 
values, actors may come to reconsider the work they are doing and alter their 
behaviour accordingly. Previous research has suggested that some of the most 
important effects for academics, as well as universities, include increased 
strategic behaviour, goal displacement and task reduction (de Rijcke et al. 
2016). From the studies of this thesis, it may be noted that, to some extent, the 
attitudes of academics and managers are also changing. The interview 
respondents said that there has been an increased emphasis on performance 
measurement, and they think that this has caused an emphasis to perform, and 
to do so in ways that are recognised by the performance measurement systems. 
They note that performance measures are used to monitor academic work, to 
allocate resources and, as a communication tool, to increase the visibility of the 
performance achieved. This is understood as affecting the culture within the 
universities so that academic work is increasingly seen through the lens of the 
performance measures. The respondents demonstrate this by highlighting the 
importance of displaying a good performance, as well as the way in which the 
metrics can aid in the development of academic work, but there is also 
resistance and conflict between the values conveyed by the performance 
measures and the academic culture that guides academics in their professional 
endeavours.  

There is a general concern among individuals, universities and departments, 
about the way they are perceived by others as a result of the wide use of 
performance metrics. This has always been an important aspect of academic 
culture, as may be concluded from the desire of academics to gain recognition 
for their work and thereby build a reputation for themselves. Furthermore, 
reputation has not only been important for the motivation of academics; it has 
also been a central organising principle for academic work. However, with the 
wide proliferation of academic performance measures, the reputation of 
academics and universities has been quantified and clearly visualised, and 
academic culture has thus obtained a powerful tool to weigh and compare the 
reputations of academic actors. With the increased simplicity of assessing 
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reputations and the increased visibility of the reputation of academics and 
universities, it becomes even more important for academics to nurture their 
reputation. Therefore, performance measures can be seen as strengthening a 
significant aspect of the academic culture. However, while doing so, such 
measures also put an increased focus on competition between academic actors.  

Competition can be seen as a central component in the aspiration for 
reputation. It has always been an integral aspect of academic work, both in the 
competition for scarce resources and positions, and in intellectual debates 
where perspectives differ. In the latter case, competition is ideally more than a 
struggle for personal rewards; it is a struggle to convince others about one’s 
arguments. Thus, while competition provides a reasonably accurate paradigm 
for describing the pursuit of material resources by academic actors desire, it 
should be less accurate for reputation because reputation is a resource that may 
be acquired with no effect on the reputation of others. It could even be argued 
that cooperation is the key to success in research and teaching. However, 
because more situations have become amenable to comparison, and because 
comparisons can be made more precisely, performance measures stress 
competition between academic actors. Quantifications performed by metrics 
enable rankings, which in turn transform insignificant differences into a matter 
of more or less and better or worse, thus promoting competition. This is a 
central aspect of university rankings, as noted by Espeland and Sauder (2007), 
but it should hold true for most performance measures. Metrics also enable the 
comparison of entities with widely varying preconditions, which thus often 
makes the outcome questionable. Consequently, the possibility of making 
comparisons between disciplines has facilitated the allocation of resources 
based on performance, which is now a prevalent practice at the national and 
institutional levels. Performance measures may thus be seen to reinforce 
reputation as the academic currency and to strengthen competition over 
cooperation as the prevailing logic for organising social relations in academia.  

It has also been suggested that the increasing focus on competition has had 
consequences for the purpose of academic work. Alvesson et al. (2017) argue 
that academics today are generally too concerned with how their work will be 
evaluated to actually be able to produce meaningful results. Here, performance 
measures are central because they demonstrate the achievements of academics, 
and often are used to allocate positions and funding. Thus, the emphasis on 
competition and accountability becomes an obstacle to the productivity of 
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academics. The findings in this thesis suggest that it is indeed the case that 
academics and managers consider how various performance measures will 
make them look in evaluations and in the competition for resources. However, 
they mostly demonstrate a careful and balanced attitude towards academic 
performance measures, suggesting that they notice the signals carried by the 
metrics but rarely feel forced to act accordingly. It has also been found that 
metrics can be used to shield academics from outside pressure. As long as 
acceptable performance metrics can be displayed, academics are left alone, 
without further interference in the way academic work is conducted.  

However, at times, performance measures create incentives that are 
understood as adverse and out of alignment with academics’ idea of what is 
desirable. Likewise, there are cases where it is believed to be impossible to 
display acceptable metrics, which leads to pressures to conform to the 
standards of the performance measures. This is interpreted as a challenge to 
academic freedom and as a conflict of cultures, in which the ideals embraced 
within the academic culture are threatened by a metric culture for which only 
detectable performance is considered important. Judging from the often 
balanced and careful attitudes towards performance measurement displayed by 
the respondents, however, metrics should not be considered a strong threat to 
the goal of academics of contributing to the collective scientific project. 
Although the methods employed do not permit any conclusions about 
potential strategic behaviour, the respondents strongly assert that the academic 
calling to expand human knowledge is still the primary force motivating 
academics. Even though Alvesson et al. (2017) make some important 
observations about the problems that exist in Swedish universities, the claim 
that academics are too concerned with their appearance to have time to 
contribute productively to the scientific project in a meaningful way appears to 
be somewhat exaggerated in the Swedish context.  

While the prevalence of performance measures can be understood as 
emphasising the importance of high productivity, it is repeatedly claimed by 
the respondents that this productivity must be understood as predefined 
according to specific templates. These templates may align well with the values 
and practices embraced by academics, or they may align less well. For example, 
it has been noted that the Swedish PRFS seems to be more closely aligned with 
academics’ conceptualisation of academic performance than the PRFSs of 
other Nordic countries. It has also been found that academics from different 
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fields of science demonstrate different attitudes towards performance 
measurement, which suggests that they disagree about how to best define 
academic performance. The productivity promoted by the measures is thus 
narrowly defined to include only those aspects that the measures contain. This 
poses a risk to the freedom of academics to specify what counts as academic 
performance. How performance measures are designed and what kind of 
performance they emphasise seem to influence the attitudes of academics and 
are therefore likely to also be significant for the work carried out. It is 
important to note that even though many academics would consider the 
prevailing performance measures to be well-rounded, they should still be 
considered problematic if they pressure a minority to accept changes that they 
deem unsuitable. Whether this concerns publication practices or curricula 
design, the academic freedom of this minority can be considered to be in 
danger if they are forced to adapt to practices designed for other disciplines. 
From the results of this thesis, it is hard to draw any conclusions about the 
proportion of academics who experience this as a problem, and thus how 
widespread this potential problem is, although the pressures exerted by 
performance measures are rarely described as very strong, implying that 
academic freedom is not in great danger.  

The impact of prevalent performance measures on the academic culture of 
Swedish universities can thus be summarised as moderate. The performance 
measures strengthen some aspects of the academic culture and weaken others. 
For instance, they have been seen to enhance the importance of reputation, 
and in so doing, they stress competition over cooperation. Academic freedom 
is not found to be severely challenged, but there may be cases where certain 
groups find themselves pressured to conform to the standards of someone 
else. In this way, different subcultures are affected to different degrees, and 
some can use an increased focus on performance to increase their power while 
others lose ground. The intrinsic motivation among academics to contribute to 
the collective scientific project seems to be little affected, but there are 
experiences of pressure to act in ways that are not aligned with the values of 
the academic culture.  

Why metrics influence the academic culture 
A closer look at the way in which performance measures influence academic 
culture shows that their main function is to present the result of academic 
work in a readily accessible form. The reason for their wide impact is that they 
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simplify and demonstrate in accessible and unequivocal ways what has been 
achieved. This makes them appealing for use in any assessment or evaluation 
of alternative routes of action. For the same reasons, it is incredibly hard for 
the subjects of metrics who feel misrepresented by them to fend them off. As 
has been noted, the core values of a metric culture have made their mark on 
the academic culture of Swedish universities in various, but moderate, ways. 
The introduction of performance measurement systems to monitor academics 
may thus be a strategic way of influencing academic culture in such a way as to 
place a stronger emphasis on accountability, the production of visible outputs 
and the importance of competing for material and symbolic rewards. The 
increased visibility of performance is often enough to introduce the idea 
among academics that these values are worthy of consideration. Connecting 
such performance measurement to financial rewards further emphasises the 
material consequences of these ideals, thus making them ever more real. In this 
way, attention is given to the fact that someone considers these values 
important, and that universities and individual academics should also do so. 

One important result of this thesis is the finding that managers in Swedish 
universities rarely regard performance measures as a significant threat to their 
professional activities. Alarms about suffocation under the performance 
measurement juggernaut thus seem to be excessive in a Swedish context. While 
performance measurement may be ubiquitous in Sweden, its consequences are 
not perceived as dictating the priorities of university actors. Instead, there is 
leeway for professional judgement. This contrasts with the accounts from the 
other Nordic countries in Paper II, where the pressure exerted by performance 
measures is perceived to be stronger and the discretion of researchers and 
university managers is described as smaller.  

The relatively weak pressure exerted by various performance measures in 
Sweden may be explained primarily by two factors. On the one hand, and as 
noted in the comparative study of Paper II, the performance measures used in 
the Swedish PRFS were already familiar to many Swedish academics. While the 
other countries constructed novel systems for the evaluation of university 
research performance, the Swedish system utilised measures that were already 
in line with prevailing notions about what an academic performance is and 
how to best measure it. This implies that the behaviour of many academics did 
not change much. No new incentive systems were created, but with the 
introduction of the PRFS, the existing performance measurement system 
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gained additional leverage, as it now also came to affect the resource allocation 
of the universities. However, this account is truer for some than for others. 
For some disciplines, the introduction of the PRFSs implied an abundance of 
new metrics to consider. In particular, the humanities and parts of the social 
sciences were faced with novel ways of describing and evaluating their work, as 
they were subjected to a system based on extraneous publication practices. 
This is also reflected in the attitudes towards performance measurement, as 
studied in Paper III.  

The relatively weak influence of performance measures on the priorities of 
academics and managers is also related to their material consequences in 
Swedish universities. Although the circumstances vary, the empirical material 
studied in this thesis paints a picture in which the material consequences 
generally are understood to be small. This goes for the national PRFS studied 
in Paper II, the internal bibliometric evaluation system studied in Paper IV, as 
well as more generally, as indicated by the findings of Paper I. Consequently, 
the metrics are at times described as unimportant, insignificant and irrelevant. 
However, I would like to suggest that even though individual actors consider 
themselves unaffected by academic performance measures, the prevalence of 
the metrics contributes to a shifting academic culture as minor but incremental 
adaptation occurs, both in the attitudes towards performance metrics and in 
practice.  

Even though the pressure is considered weak and at times irrelevant, this does 
not mean that the academic culture remains unaffected by the prevalence of 
performance measures. An important contribution of this thesis is the 
observation that individual actors seem to adapt incrementally to increased 
performance measurement. In cases where adaptation is understood to be 
harmless, academics and managers are willing to adapt, sometimes in order to 
please superiors or to acquire some material or symbolic rewards. This often 
occurs without any conviction that the measures in any way contribute 
positively to furthering the purpose of academic work. As expressed by one 
manager, it is possible to be attentive to prevalent performance measures and 
act in accordance with them without really believing in their purpose. The 
argument is that if the university leadership or others are interested in the 
performance of a department as indicated by various metrics, it would be 
unwise not to learn how the metrics work and to take advantage of them when 
possible. If the downside of publishing in an indexed journal compared to an 
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unindexed one is minimal, why not just do it? This does not mean that you 
have to believe that the indexed journal is better than the unindexed one. You 
do not have to believe in performance measurement to act in accordance with 
it. Nevertheless, although the individuals who adapt their practices to produce 
better results in performance evaluations may not alter their attitudes, the 
wider effects of such behaviour is a shifting academic culture in which the 
ideals embodied in the performance measures become dominant. The meaning 
of academic work changes with these practices, and if academics act more and 
more in line with the incentives provided by the metrics, there is a risk that the 
metrics will eventually be understood to be part of the definition of academic 
performance. This is likely to contribute to a situation in which it is expected 
that everyone can demonstrate their performance by reference to a set of 
measures, and where the inability to do so will be negatively sanctioned.  

Resistance and criticism 
As noted by Alvesson (2002:ch.5), organisational cultures cannot be altered on 
command. Culture is created and re-created in the relationships between social 
actors, and where the values, ideas and meanings expressed by change agents 
do not resonate with the collective, avoidance or resistance are likely 
responses. While much performance measurement in Swedish universities 
generally has been accepted, there are also many examples of contestation and 
resistance. It has been noted in Paper III that there are large subcultural 
differences regarding the attitudes towards performance measures between 
different disciplines. Thus, imposing the definitions, goals and values of 
academic work carried by performance measures on academics is not always 
received very well. The resistance is often grounded in differing values and 
assumptions about academic work that are rooted in an academic or 
disciplinary culture. For many academics, the meaning of academic work 
differs considerably from any meaning that may be derived by framing through 
performance measures. Moreover, among academics from the natural and 
applied sciences, there is scepticism and criticism of the extensive use of 
performance measurement in academia.  

To be able to contest performance measurement, criticism is almost always 
couched in terms of quality. The criticism may concern the quality of the 
measures, such as whether they capture all relevant aspects, or it may stress 
that the measures provide incentives that may lead to academic work of lower 
quality. To invoke quality can be seen as an expression of the evaluation 
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society, where it constitutes a mantra used to convey a sense of control. It also 
resonates well with academic culture. Questioning the scientific rigour and the 
validity of performance measurement is in line with standard operating 
procedures for academics, who regularly scrutinise the methods and results of 
colleagues and students. Other reasons for discontent may be seen as less 
acceptable to put forward as arguments against the use of performance 
measures. However, the findings from Paper IV indicate a range of reasons for 
managers’ antagonism towards the bibliometric evaluation system under study. 
Some of these were related to inabilities arising from inexperience or a lack of 
understanding of the system’s purpose and potential benefits. Such arguments 
are rarely advanced in public statements against the performance measurement 
of academic work (Hicks et al. 2015; sfdora.org; Wilsdon et al. 2015). Instead, 
quality concerns are at times accompanied by remarks about the enormous 
resources that are spent on evaluation with uncertain value, which constitutes 
another powerful argument in the wider societal context. 

What, then, are the effects of resistance? On the one hand, it undoubtedly 
contributes to the development of performance measures that are more 
accurate. There is considerable activity among professional bibliometricians to 
develop ever more accurate measures. Discussions about problems and flaws 
are necessary to promote this work. On the other hand, many users of 
performance measures do not care for the warnings issued by experts (see 
Gläser and Laudel 2007). Instead of getting caught up in reflective discussions, 
many users of performance measures simply need guidance in decision making. 
As suggested by Dahler-Larsen (2014), users may even be indifferent to the 
validity of a performance measure, because the measures come to redefine the 
concept it evaluates. In this way, university rankings may not need to say 
something about the quality of the education for students to choose a specific 
university. It is enough that other high-achieving students and competent staff 
are drawn to the university for the ranking to be useful. However, since 
performance measures are often used to minimise risk and to establish order 
and control, accusations of quality flaws may reduce the legitimacy of 
performance measures. If such claims find enough traction among significant 
stakeholders, the measures may be considered useless and be abandoned. That 
this would end performance measurement more generally should be 
considered unlikely. As noted by Power (2004), the accuracy of metrics rarely 
influences whether measurement is conducted or not. Measurements may fail, 
but since they generate a constant demand for control, they are reinvented and 
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reformed. Understanding why measurement occurs, and thus presumably also 
how to stop it, requires an appreciation that our present measure mania has 
primarily cultural causes.  

Concluding remarks 
As has been discussed in this thesis, performance measures have proliferated in 
the Swedish university sector, where they are used for a variety of purposes 
and by a range of actors. To understand the wide use of academic performance 
measures, they have been conceptualised as expressions of a wider societal 
culture that emphasises accountability, productivity and competition as central 
values. How these values have been received when introduced into the 
university sector has been the topic of this thesis, which has asked how 
performance measurement influence the understanding of academic work 
among academics and managers in Swedish universities. This is an important 
question because ideas about the meaning of academic work are sure to have 
practical consequences for the work performed within universities.  

The theoretical contribution of this thesis has been to frame the increasing 
proliferation of metrics in academia in a way that makes them more intelligible. 
This is done in part by analysing performance measures as the visible artefacts 
of prevailing societal macro cultures that embrace productivity, accountability 
and competition as key virtues. Here, performance measures have been 
conceptualised as cultural carriers of more general ideals present in 
contemporary society, which bring novel meanings to academic activities. 
However, the most important theoretical contribution has been the application 
of organisational culture theory, which emphasises the collectively shared 
meanings and symbolisms of academic performance. Through an 
organisational culture analysis, it has been possible to explore the influence of 
performance measurement on the meanings ascribed to academic work by 
academics and university managers. The analysis demonstrates that 
performance measures have had effects on the academic culture of Swedish 
universities, albeit in moderate and varying ways.  

The empirical contribution of this thesis has been to demonstrate how the 
increasing prevalence of performance measures in universities has introduced 
novel understandings of academic work, and to explore how these meanings 
have been received, understood, negotiated, resisted and accepted among 
academics and managers in Swedish universities. This is an important area of 
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study because of the ramifications for these actors in performing their work. 
Performance measures explicate academic performance, albeit formalised 
according to predetermined criteria. They provide incentives through material 
and symbolic rewards, and they induce self-disciplining behaviour. The results 
of this thesis show that the influence of performance measures on the 
academic culture of Swedish universities varies, with some aspects being 
strengthened and others weakened. It has been noted that the material 
consequences are rarely regarded as a threat to prevailing practices. This can in 
part be explained by the common perception that the material sanctions are 
quite weak, but also in part by the view that many metrics are often quite 
conventional, and consequently they have had little effect on the incentives of 
many academics. When performance measures are seen as challenging 
important values of the academic culture, many academics and managers are 
able to balance such incentives with the imperatives derived from the academic 
culture. This ability and the underlying conflict of values vary according to 
context, however, and it is clear that disciplinary subcultures can explain much 
of this variation. Accommodation of the values carried by the metrics with 
those of an academic culture does, however, seem to result in incremental 
changes in behaviour, which in turn also influence attitudes towards the 
performance measures. Although there is little reason to expect significant 
effects on the quality of academic work at the present, it is likely to have 
effects in a longer run if academic work comes to be more closely defined by 
the simplified ways in which it is described and evaluated through performance 
measures.  

Turning to the significance of these findings, it may be noted that the methods 
employed do not allow for any claims to be made about the situation in all 
Swedish universities. However, in this thesis, important mechanisms related to 
academic performance measurement have been discussed that may illuminate 
situations far beyond the cases studied here. It could provide interesting 
lessons for most universities in Sweden, as well as in other countries that have 
seen substantial academic performance measurement. It may also contribute to 
a more general understanding of the underlying mechanisms through which 
performance measurement influences professional and organisational cultures. 
The findings may therefore also be of interest to students of other settings in 
which a strong culture is challenged by conflicting values carried by 
performance measurement.  
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Finally, a few words on the appeal of academic performance measurement. 
The fact that performance measures have generally influenced the academic 
culture to promote productivity, accountability and competition should not be 
considered strictly undesirable. An academic culture that is more concerned 
about producing results may promote better resource allocation and deliver 
more results of interest to academic audiences and society. To ensure that 
academic work is properly scrutinised and evaluated is not only a matter of 
principal–agent relations, but could also be considered valuable for the 
development of academic practices and processes in order to improve the 
quality of academic work. More competition could lead to the better allocation 
of material and symbolic resources, which in turn may strengthen the 
organisation of academic work. This should be in the interest of universities, 
society and the academic collective. Moreover, by recognising the shifts in 
academic culture that have occurred as a consequence of increased 
performance measurement, it is possible to adequately deal with potential side-
effects. These may include effects on the working conditions of academics, the 
relationship between universities and external actors, the organisation of 
resource provision for teaching and research, and the structuring of academics’ 
career paths. However, this necessitates that criticisms be taken seriously and 
that potential benefits be weighed against problems that may arise. As Dahler-
Larsen (2012b) suggests, performance measurement should not be considered 
to be good in itself; it should only be seen as desirable if it brings benefits that 
outweigh its drawbacks. 
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