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Abstract and Keywords 

 

This doctoral thesis critically examines the role of performance management in public 

sector organisations. In particular, it explores how performance management relates 

to different concepts of rationality (instrumental, value and communicative), including 

issues around rationality and power, and the relationship between these concepts and 

various models of participation and democracy. In it, theoretical accounts of public 

sector management, particularly the New Public Management (NPM) and New Public 

Governance (NPG) are analysed; theoretical accounts of democracy, including 

deliberative democracy and agonistic pluralism, are investigated; and conceptual 

contributions from the accounting and management control literature are discussed. 

 

This thesis builds on one for which a Licentiate in Philosophy was awarded in 2019 

(Heath, 2019). That thesis concerned the nature of instrumental and communicative 

rationality and their implications for public sector organisations, especially in 

connection with performance evaluation. The role of performance management has 

long been controversial in the public sector because of the prevalence of imposed 

performance regimes with well-known perverse incentives and unintended 

consequences; which, nevertheless, are recurring problems. It was concluded that 

such regimes persist despite their limitations because they seem to legitimise public 

services through claims to instrumental rationality. However, a more deliberative and 

participatory approach to performance management, enacting communicative 

rationality, could have distinct advantages over the more commonly applied methods. 

 

The issues raised there are investigated here in greater theoretical depth, with the key 

ideas advanced further and to a higher level of analysis. In order to do this, the four 

papers selected for the Licentiate are enhanced by a further three papers, chosen 
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specifically for this doctoral thesis. All the papers referred to are based on research 

using a range of methods which had been carried out in various public sector settings. 

Thus the doctoral thesis comprises: Paper A (about higher education); Paper B (about 

ambulance services) and Paper C (about public services generally but drawing 

particularly on ambulance services). Paper A concerns the views of HR professionals in 

UK Universities on how their role contributes to organisational effectiveness and 

especially to organisational change. Paper B focuses on cultural transformation and 

perpetuation in ambulance services and explores the relationship between cultures, 

performance measures and organisational change.  Paper C examines performance 

measurement within the public sector and the problems that can be encountered, with 

special reference to the English ambulance service. Although all the cases are drawn 

from England, international research has also been examined in the thesis. 

  

Themes of democracy, rationality and power, public governance, and accounting and 

performance management are explored. The analysis of these themes draws 

particularly on Broadbent and Laughlin’s (2009) conceptual framework of performance 

management systems. Their model distinguishes between two ideal types: the 

instrumental rationality cluster is associated with rational-legal authority and 

transactional performance management systems and the communicative rationality 

cluster with reflexive authority and relational performance management systems. 

 

Simplistic, imposed performance management regimes are a feature of the NPM, 

which is seen here as a neo-liberal response to the fiscal and legitimacy crises of the 

1970s. This places public sector organisations near the instrumental rationality cluster, 

but it is proposed that many of them might belong closer to the communicative 

rationality cluster. This points to attempts to bring participation, deliberation and 

discourse into public management and accountability. It is contended that, although 
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adopting Deliberative Democracy in a ‘pure’ form may be utopian, combinations of 

representative and participatory democracy might be developed, reflecting contingent 

factors and path dependency. Participatory Budgeting is one practical example of this. 

In addition some forms of the NPG are conducive to it. 

 

The papers selected for the two theses are written from a critical-interpretive 

perspective. This perspective focuses on how accounting affects and is affected by 

organisational behaviour and political and social institutions, rather than seeing it as a 

neutral and purely technical instrument. The work anticipates the call of Steccolini 

(2019) and Steccolini et al. (2020) for interdisciplinary studies in public sector 

accounting. Moreover, it forms part of the ‘turn’ to social theory in the academic 

accounting literature identified by Jack (2017). The thesis makes its particular 

contribution to the literature by demonstrating the potential of democratic and 

participatory approaches to enhance performance management in the public services; 

whilst recognising complexity and contingency. 

 

Keywords 

 

Communicative, instrumental and value rationality; accounting and performance 

management; public sector organisations; public management and governance; 

participation, deliberation and democracy.  
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Introduction 

 

I began a PhD by publication at Luleå University some time ago, but in autumn 2018, 

I diverted to a Licentiate after a period of bereavement and hospitalisation. I am 

delighted to say that I was awarded a Lic Phil in 2019 and have resumed the PhD. As 

a consequence of this, the doctorate and licentiate are quite closely linked together. 

 

The licentiate thesis concerned the controversial role of performance management in 

the public sector, where simplistic top down performance management packages often 

have unintended and adverse consequences. This was traced to attempts to apply the 

rational model of decision-making, based solely on instrumental rationality, which in 

turn was associated with the New Public Management (NPM). The rational model has 

been frequently criticised for neglecting organisational realities, such as conflict and 

power. In the thesis, the NPM is held to be a neo-liberal response to the fiscal and 

legitimacy crises of the state in the 1970s. 

  

However, alternative routes out of the crises were possible based on a balance of 

organisational rationalities (communicative, instrumental and value rationalities). 

Examples of developments in participatory democracy originating in Brazil, India and 

elsewhere, such as participatory budgeting, were suggested to illustrate this. The 

current thesis examines these issues in greater theoretical depth, exploring the 

themes of democracy, rationality and power, public management and governance, and 

accounting and performance management. The rationality clusters model of 

performance management systems set out by Broadbent and Laughlin (2009) proved 

particularly valuable in analysing these in the light of the data.  
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In this kappa, I make a claim to doctorate status based on three papers selected from 

a set of related work which began with a paper published in 2003 (Heath, 2003), 

including the four papers chosen for the licentiate. The thesis proceeds with aims and 

objectives and then a section setting out the background to my thinking as presented 

in the papers and how the ideas underlying them have developed and matured over 

many years. There follows an abbreviated version of the licentiate thesis and then 

detailed summaries of the papers. This leads onto four sections dealing with 

democracy, rationality and power, public management and governance, and 

accounting and performance management. Next come the discussion and conclusions. 

These are cross-referenced to the selected papers. Common strands in the papers are 

brought out around the aims and objectives set out for the thesis in the next section.  

Two appendices present a summary of my past, current and planned research and 

complete versions of the chosen papers. It is contended that this ensemble of 

materials demonstrates a coherent and significant contribution to social scientific 

knowledge and understanding from a critical perspective.  

 

Berry et al. (2009) argue that there were three main features of control systems 

which have influenced the way in which they have been studied. Firstly, Management 

Control Systems are socially constructed artefacts that can fundamentally affect the 

behaviours of those on whom they are imposed. Secondly, management control 

involves one group of people attempting to impose controls on other “inherently self 

controlling sub-groups”, provoking ‘dysfunctional’ reactions and creating “a 

fundamental uncertainty in being able to predict the outcome of a control action in 

such circumstances” (p.15). Finally,  “a wide range of contextual factors condition the 

consequences of control activities” (p.15). The work of my colleagues and myself, as 

presented in this kappa, explores these dimensions of management control in 

particular public sector contexts. Its contribution is to investigate the recurring 
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phenomenon of imposed and directive performance management regimes in contexts 

which are not conducive to such an approach, the dysfunctional consequences of such 

regimes, and the potentially valuable alternative of more discursive and participatory 

approaches to performance measurement; despite the difficulties which this may 

entail. This unifying theme in the thesis is theorised by using the rationality clusters 

model referred to above and by exploring the concepts of communicative, 

instrumental and value rationality and how they feed into either participatory or 

managerialist perspectives on public sector organisation.  

 

In his feedback, John Chandler, the challenger for the licentiate, suggested there was 

the need to investigate criticisms of deliberative democracy, such as that of Mouffe,  

assess her stance, review the debates and formulate a position.  Also it was desirable 

to differentiate rather than elide stakeholders and citizens, look at practical ways of 

enacting communicative rationality and deliberative democracy, and examine the  

situation outside the UK. I have endeavoured to address those limitations here. 

 

Finally, Berry et al. (2009) also advocate that “… more emphasis should be placed on 

the study of real control systems as they operate in practice. Theoretical speculation 

has its place, but it needs to be strongly grounded in organisational reality. This is 

especially true of an integrative activity such as MCS design and use” (p. 16). The 

work of my collaborators and myself has contributed to this empirical venture, whilst 

remaining theoretically alert. 
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Aims and Objectives 

 

The thesis concerns the recurring phenomenon of imposed and directive performance 

management regimes in contexts which are not conducive to such an approach. This 

leads to perverse incentives and unintended consequences, but more discursive and 

participatory approaches to performance measurement are feasible and potentially 

valuable, despite the difficulties which may arise. The concepts of communicative, 

instrumental and value rationality and participatory or managerialist perspectives on 

public sector organisation are used to investigate this. 

 

Aim 

 

The aim of this thesis is to critically examine the role of performance management in 

public sector organisations. In particular, it explores how this role relates to different 

concepts of rationality and the relationship between these concepts and various 

models of democracy, particularly deliberative democracy. 

 

Objectives 

 

1.To review the key features of the licentiate in order to develop in this thesis the 

exploration of concepts initiated there. 

 

2. To investigate theories of performance management in organisations. 

 

3. To explore competing concepts of rationality in organisations (instrumental, value 

and communicative). 
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4. To analyse the nature and relevance of theoretical accounts of public sector 

organisation (particularly NPM and NPG). 

 

5.To critically investigate theoretical accounts of democracy; especially deliberative 

democracy and agonistic pluralism. 

 

6.To critically discuss how contributions from the accounting literature (e.g. from 

Broadbent & Laughlin and from Power) may enlighten these issues. 
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Background, assumptions and the formation of the author’s position 

 

I have been thinking about issues of decentralisation, subsidiarity, participation, 

deliberation, mutuality and co-operation for many years. In 1966 I began a two-part 

degree in social sciences at the University of Kent. In Part 1, we covered a number of 

disciplines: Economics; Economic and Social History; Politics and Government; 

Statistics; and Sociology. In Part 2, I specialised in Politics and Sociology, graduating 

in 1969. This gave me a good grounding in a range of social sciences, all of which 

have proved useful subsequently, and an enthusiasm for multidisciplinary and 

interdisciplinary study. Then I qualified as a teacher and briefly taught history in a 

secondary school. After that, I worked in finance departments in the National Health 

Service and qualified as a Chartered Management Accountant by part time study at 

North Staffordshire Polytechnic. In 1989, I changed careers to become a lecturer in 

accounting at the Polytechnic (which was eventually renamed Staffordshire University) 

and then at Keele University. These experiences are mentioned here because they all 

played an important part in forming the intellectual position at which I have now 

arrived.  

 

When I began to lecture at North Staffordshire Polytechnic, I taught most aspects of 

accounting, but specialised in management accounting and public sector accounting. 

(These subjects have significant overlaps with management theory, organisational 

sociology, political sociology, political science, public administration and public finance, 

which chimed nicely with my inter- disciplinary background.) Even before I became an 

active researcher, certain topics intrigued me as a result of the materials I was 

teaching. In particular, there was the question of why is the public sector, in the U.K. 

(and elsewhere), so often characterised by narrow, imposed performance 

measurement schemes, when the adverse behavioural consequences of such schemes 
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are well known. Over time, as a result of my reading and also of the research I have 

carried out, it seemed apposite to relate this question to the deeper issue of the 

nature of rationality in organisations and to advocate the place of more participatory, 

deliberative and co-operative practices.  

 

While at Staffordshire University I participated in a number of projects which did not 

lead to papers relevant to this kappa, although they did help me to develop my ideas 

and my skills as a researcher (see Appendix 1). Projects which do relate to the thesis 

and are explained further later in this document are:  

 

● a study of approaches to resource allocation and performance evaluation by English 

health authorities, 1997-2000;  

● evaluations of two criminology projects, 2005-07;  

● a study of emergency ambulance use in Staffordshire, 2002-04.  

 

Subsequently, I have been involved in various research activities, the most significant 

of which is a longitudinal study of local partnerships at a district council with Dr. Helen 

Oakes, who was another academic accountant at Keele University. This has been 

ongoing since 2013 and has allowed me to further refine my thinking on the issues 

explored in the kappa.  

 

Jack (2017) demonstrates how social theory has influenced accounting research. As 

she says, there is now a substantial body of what she calls critical-interpretive work in 

accounting that draws on social theory. Academic accountants in this tradition are 

interested both in how accounting influences and is influenced by society and in how 

social theorists writing outside the discipline can enhance such study. Interest in the 

behavioural aspects of accounting can be traced back to the 1950s and 60s. However, 
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it was in the 1980s that the critical-interpretive perspective came into its own. Studies 

of accounting in its social and institutional context then challenged the claims of 

technical neutrality in the dominant paradigm, which was characterised by normative 

studies aspiring to show how accounting should be done. It is within the critical-

interpretive stream in accounting that I locate my work. The papers also anticipate 

the call of Steccolini (2019) and Steccolini et al. (2020) for more interdisciplinary work 

in public sector accounting. In the next section, ideas about the critical-interpretive 

perspective are elaborated, to facilitate a discussion of the methods used in the 

research on which the papers chosen for the licentiate and doctorate are based and 

the emergent methodology underlying this thesis. 
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Methods and Methodology 

 

The thesis concerns the recurring phenomenon of imposed and directive performance 

management regimes in contexts which are not conducive to such an approach. Its 

contribution is to not only identify the dysfunctional consequences of such regimes, 

but also to explore the alternative of more discursive and participatory approaches to 

performance measurement, which are potentially valuable despite the difficulties 

which may arise. This unifying theme in the thesis is theorised by using the rationality 

clusters model of Broadbent and Laughlin (2009) and by exploring the concepts of 

communicative, instrumental and value rationality and how they feed into either 

participatory or managerialist perspectives on public sector organisation.  

 

This is compatible with a critical-interpretive approach to understanding accounting. 

Jack (2017) notes that the critical-interpretive approach regards accounting as 

operating in a partisan way in contexts where organisational behaviour and political 

and social institutions are significant. This contrasts with a normative approach which 

would see accounting as a neutral and technical instrument and would seek ways of 

making the techniques of accounting work better in a narrowly instrumental sense 

(e.g. by increasing cost-effectiveness). This approach is not confined to accounting; 

see, for example, Bevir and Rhodes (2012) on its use in political science and policy 

studies. They argue for an “interpretive approach … rooted in historicism and 

humanism” (p. 203). 

 

Of course, an interest in the behavioural aspects of accounting is not new; especially 

in the context of management accounting. For example, Jack refers back to a paper 

by Argyris from the 1950s (Argyris, 1953, cited in Jack 2017). Similarly, Otley (2012) 

refers to a book by Argyris titled “The Impact of Budgets on People” (1952) and a 
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paper by Schiff and Lewin (1970), which has the nicely symmetrical title “The Impact 

of People on Budgets”, as both being influential; along with early work by Hofstede 

(Hofstede, 1968, cited in Otley, 2012). However, there was a step change in the 

nature of this work in the 1980s.  For example, Power (2013, p.226) identifies that 

decade as “an energetic and optimistic time for a new wave of critical studies 

targeting the supposed technical neutrality of accounting with a mix of organization-

based empiricism and elements of social theory”. In particular, he regards the 1985 

Interdisciplinary Perspective in Accounting conference at Manchester University as 

foundational. He recalls an “exciting experience.. [with] … lots of people deeply 

interested in accounting and – incredibly – social theory also” which “produced a rich 

vein of studies” (p.225-6). 

 

A key question for scholars in the critical-interpretive stream is to what extent 

accounting affects or is affected by social change; or indeed, is implicated in changes 

which may have potentially detrimental consequences for citizens (in terms of well-

being or sustainability, for instance). Interestingly, and significantly for this thesis, 

Jack gives performance management as an example of “concepts and practices which 

have been constructed, adopted and maintained over time and wide geographical 

area” (p.33). At the micro-level, performance management can be studied in terms of 

which performance indicators are used; how they are used or misused; and what 

effects they have on, for example, the staff of an organisation. In turn, as she says, at 

the macro-level “we are more concerned with the insidious development of an audit 

society” (Jack, 2017, p. 33). These specific issues are explored in this thesis. 

 

Within this perspective, we can both examine how governments and social institutions 

“use accounting to control and manage and label different groups of people in society” 

and also “question the established order, and whether accounting is used also as a 



 

19 
 

means of silencing opposition to it” (Jack,  2017, p.33). Jack then suggests that using 

‘grand theory’ may help in this project and gives Habermas as one example of a 

‘grand theorist’ whose work has been influential on critical-interpretative accounting 

research. In particular, accounting researchers have utilised the following concepts 

from Habermas: 

 

• The lifeworld is the world of everyday life where individuals interact and 

communicate.  

• Communicative action then refers to the activities which result from the 

discursive interactions of people in the lifeworld. 

• Systems emerge from communicative action to enable individuals to negotiate 

complexity in the lifeworld; but become structured, differentiated from the lifeworld 

and self-sufficient. 

• As systems grow, they intrude on the lifeworld and begin to control it; this is 

known as colonisation. 

• For colonisation, steering mechanisms are needed: accounting can be seen as 

an example of this. 

 

These issues appertain particularly to accounting in public services and other non-

profit making organisations. Thus Jack (2017, p. 86) says, 

  

“it is the creep or invasion of accounting practices into possibly inappropriate social 

spaces that most fascinates and appals critical-interpretive researchers … Habermas’ 

concepts of colonisation and communicative action are used to explain how new public  

management in hospitals has changed cultures and practices, and impinged on the 

well-being of staff and patients”.  
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The main protagonist in the effort to relate the work of Habermas to accounting is 

undoubtedly Laughlin; working usually with co-researchers, most notably, Broadbent. 

Indeed Power (2013) refers to “… the difficulty and ambition of Laughlin’s project, 

namely to bring the ideas of Habermas to bear on accounting in organizations” (p. 

226), a project whose beginning he traces to Laughlin (1987). A significant 

contribution is that, while previous critical theorists have tended to concentrate on the 

individual or societal levels, “Laughlin extends critical theory to the intermediate level 

of the formal organization” (Power, 2013, p.227); i.e. the meso-level. Numerous 

productive studies in this tradition have been published subsequently; for example, 

Oakes and Berry’s paper on accounting colonization (Oakes and Berry, 2009). The 

paper which has had most influence on the approach adopted in this thesis is by 

Broadbent and Laughlin (2009), which is used throughout and deals with rationality 

clusters in organisations.  

 

The papers selected for the doctorate thesis and for the licentiate draw on three 

research projects in which I took a prominent role, plus two projects carried out by 

co-authors.  The three projects are: 

 

• 1997-2000 Study of Approaches to Resource Allocation and Performance 

Evaluation by Health Authorities.  

• 2002-04 Study of Emergency Ambulance Use in Staffordshire.  

• 2005-07 Evaluation of a Detention Officer Outsourcing Project.  

 

The tables below relate the chosen papers to the methods used. For further details, 

see Heath (2008);Heath and Radcliffe (2010); Heath and Wankhade (2014); Heath et 

al. (2009); Heath et al. (2018); Radcliffe and Heath (2010); Mansour et al. (2015); 

and Wankhade et al. (2018). 
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The Health Authorities’ project (table 1) had a triangulated design with each part 

complementing the others. It consisted of a literature review, interviews carried out 

with staff at two contrasting Health Authorities and questionnaires sent to all other 

Health Authorities in England. The study of emergency ambulance use (table 1)  was 

based on an invitation to examine the data bases of the ambulance trust and data 

from a local general hospital to identify the causes of the increased call outs.  

Although the trust collected a great deal of detailed data on each call out, this was the 

first time these records had been investigated systematically. Arguably, the research 

could have benefited from an ethnographic approach similar to that used by 

Wankhade in his study of an ambulance trust, but that was not possible because of 

access and resource constraints. However, probing discussions with stakeholders on 

our initial finding added depth to the study, providing additional insights that relying 

solely on quantitative data would have missed. Moreover, a detailed literature review 

enriched the work further and, fortuitously, this was at a time of increasing media 

interest in ambulance services. The outsourcing project (table 1) took the form of a 

cost-consequences analysis. This was a technique I wanted to use since advocating it 

in Heath (2003) and was acceptable to the Home Office who funded the evaluation. To 

assess the project, we undertook process and outcome evaluations drawing on both 

qualitative and quantitative methods. We also carried out a costing exercise to support 

our economic analysis of the project. Our cost-consequences analysis was also 

informed by Home Office guidelines for conducting economic evaluations.  

 

The study by Wankhade (table 2) is a rich case study of a single ambulance trust, 

using qualitative, semi-structured interviews conducted in two phases and non-

participant observation of paramedics on the road and at the ambulance stations. 

Mansour’s research (table 2) explores the perspectives of HR professionals in UK HEIs, 

through a qualitative approach intended to capture and amplify the voice of 
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practitioners. Initially all HR directors of the UK Universities were contacted with an 

invitation to participate. From the responses received, follow-up interviews were 

carried out and documentary analysis of HR strategy documents undertaken.  

 

These methods were selected specifically for the relevant projects. They make up an 

eclectic and, in some cases, pragmatic mix. Nevertheless, they form an ‘ensemble’ or 

‘repertoire’ of techniques which can validly be seen as supporting a coherent set of 

papers, which pursue the critical-interpretive mission of seeking both to understand 

society better and to change it for the better. As Power says, “...a critical organization 

theorist...needs to be enough of a positivist to engage with practices as they are...but 

one must be critical enough to see this facticity of practice is not a given...Step too far 

in one direction and it becomes mere moralization without foundation, too far in the 

other direction and it remains at the level of what is” (2013, p.227).  

 

It is apposite at this point to address the issue of co-authorship. LTU takes its 

guidelines on co-authorship from the All European Academies code on publishing and 

disseminating research results, which states that authorship is based on a significant 

contribution to: the design of the research, relevant data collection, or the analysis 

of the results. I played a significant and continuous role in the writing of all the papers 

chosen for the licentiate and doctorate. This was at all stages: structuring and 

planning; prior reading and reflection; contemporaneous reading and reflection; 

writing; checking and preparation; and revision and re-writing. Discussions with co-

authors estimate my contribution at 40% for Paper B, 60% for Paper A and 80% for 

Paper C. In no case of the seven papers selected for the Licentiate and Doctorate was 

my contribution nominal. 
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Table 1 Licentiate Papers 
 

Papers  Methods 

1 

Heath, G. (2008) “Deja vu all over 
again? Programme Budgeting, 
Resource Allocation by Health 
Authorities and the Contemporary 
NHS” 
Journal of Finance and Management 
in Public Services Vol.7, No. 2, pp 34-
44 

A literature review, interviews at two health 
authorities and questionnaires sent to all 
other Health Authorities (response rate c. 
20%). 

2 

Heath, G., Mawby, R. and Walley, L. 
(2009) “Using Economic Analysis in 
Evaluating Police Service Projects: the 
Case of an Outsourcing Project” 
Journal of Finance and Management 
in Public Services Vol. 8, No. 2, pp 51-
67 

Process and outcome evaluations, drawing 
on qualitative and quantitative methods, and 
a costing exercise to support our economic 
analysis of the project. Qualitative methods 
included interviews, observations and 
analysis of meeting minutes. Quantitative 
methods included stakeholder satisfaction 
surveys and statistical analyses of 
organisational records. Independent visitor 
reports provided data for numerical and 
qualitative analysis.   

3 

Heath, G. and Radcliffe, J. (2010) 
“Exploring the Utility of Current 
Performance Measures for Changing 
Roles and Practices of Ambulance 
Paramedics” 
Public Money & Management Vol. 30, 
No. 3, pp 151-158 

Data bases investigated systematically and 
trends identified using descriptive statistics. 
Emergent issues then explored with key 
stakeholders. 
Some limited observation of the ambulance 
control room. A literature review. 

4 

Heath, G. and Wankhade, P. (2014) “A 
Balanced Judgement? Performance 
Indicators, Quality and the English 
Ambulance Service: some issues, 
developments and a research agenda” 
Journal of Finance and Management 
in Public Services Vol.13, No. 1, pp 1-
17 

A literature review and content analysis of 
policy documents. 
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Table 2 Doctorate Papers 
 

Papers  Methods 

A 

Mansour, H. F., Heath, G. and Brannan, M. J.  
(2015) “Exploring the role of HR practitioners in 
pursuit of Organizational Effectiveness in Higher 
Educational Institutions” 
The Journal of Change Management Vol.15, No. 
3, p. 210-230 

Nine Interviews and documentary 
analysis by Mansour 

B 

Wankhade, P., Heath, G.  and Radcliffe, J.  
(2018) “Cultural change and perpetuation in 
organisations: evidence from an English 
emergency ambulance service” 
Public Management Review Vol. 20, No 6, p. 
923-948 

Interviews and non-participatory 
observation by Wankhade 

C 

Heath, G., Wankhade, P. and Radcliffe, J. (2018) 
“Performance Management in the Public Sector: 
The Case of the English Ambulance Service” 
in E. Harris (ed.) The Routledge Companion to 
Performance Management and Control Chapter 
23, p. 417-438 

Literature review. 
Also draws on knowledge of 
ambulance case studies by 
Radcliffe & Heath and by 
Wankhade 

 

 
 

In the next part of the thesis, the issues and arguments set out in the licentiate are 

presented with an indication of their relationship to the present kappa; where the 

issues raised there are explored in greater theoretical depth and to a higher level of 

analysis in sections dealing with democracy, rationality and power, public management 

and governance, and accounting and performance management. 
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Summary of the Lic Phil thesis 

 

The Licentiate kappa contained: 

 

• a list of contents; acknowledgements; a list of papers; abstract and keywords; 

and an introduction;   

• the background, assumptions and the formation of the author's position; 

• brief versions of the papers;  

• the thesis, outlining the arguments in the papers and conclusions;  

• the papers (in abbreviated but detailed form);  

• references                       and 

• an appendix consisting of the papers (in full). 

 

In turn, the doctorate thesis inevitably builds on aspects of the licentiate and develops 

them theoretically. Here I outline the papers selected for the licentiate and then 

summarise the ways in which the arguments in them were outlined and brought 

together in a cohesive fashion there. The papers are: 

 

Paper 1 Heath, G. (2008) “Deja vu all over again? Programme Budgeting, Resource 

Allocation by Health Authorities and the Contemporary NHS” Journal of Finance and 

Management in Public Services (7) 2, pp 34-44  

 

Paper 2 Heath, G., Mawby, R. and Walley, L. (2009) “Using Economic Analysis in 

Evaluating Police Service Projects: the Case of an Outsourcing Project” Journal of 

Finance and Management in Public Services (8) 2, pp 51-67  
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Paper 3 Heath, G. and Radcliffe, J. (2010) “Exploring the Utility of Current 

Performance Measures for Changing Roles and Practices of Ambulance Paramedics” 

Public Money & Management (30) 3, pp 151-158  

 

Paper 4 Heath, G. and Wankhade, P. (2014) “A Balanced Judgement? Performance 

Indicators, Quality and the English Ambulance Service: some issues, developments 

and a research agenda” Journal of Finance and Management in Public Services (13) 1, 

pp 1-17  

 

Paper 1 (Heath, 2008) concerned a study of how health authorities allocated their 

resources in the English NHS during the ‘New Labour’ period.  The paper argued that 

comprehensively ‘rationalistic’ approaches are limited in practice and that there is 

scope for using alternative approaches involving stakeholder participation, such as 

those based on communicative rationality. Paper 2 (Heath et al., 2009) was derived 

from an evaluation of an outsourcing project in a police force. It demonstrated the use 

of cost-consequences analysis as a form of evaluation and argued for this approach 

because it is pragmatic and potentially gives scope for the involvement of 

stakeholders. Claims for the use of more comprehensively rationalistic approaches 

were again criticised. Paper 3 (Heath and Radcliffe, 2010) investigated the large 

increase in call outs an ambulance service had experienced. The focus on call outs, 

response times and transportations to hospital in this organisation was marked; but 

this seemed at odds with the changing role of the paramedic, although it was 

supported by the extant performance indicators (which concerned only response 

times) and the organisational culture. A more balanced set of indicators generated by 

deliberation and stakeholder participation was advocated. Paper 4 (Heath and 

Wankhade, 2014) again concerned English ambulance services. A broader range of 

performance indicators had indeed replaced the much criticised regime discussed in 
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Paper 3. Another performance report with a different ‘philosophy’ (the Quality 

Account) was also required of ambulance services. The paper argued for the 

desirability of a balanced set of indicators and for deliberation and participation in 

their use, but also identified difficulties which may arise.  

 

In the licentiate, a narrative was constructed around the contested role of 

performance management in the public sector, different perspectives on rationality in 

organisations and the way these two sets of concepts are intertwined. Instrumental 

rationality was counterpoised with communicative rationality to examine how these 

‘ideal types’ feature in organisations. Although the research questions were, 

inevitably, selected post-hoc, the papers had common features, themes and claims. 

Thus the narrative drew on the selected papers to support the arguments presented 

and, thereby, make a coherent and significant contribution to knowledge and 

understanding. The selected papers were cross-referenced as appropriate to show 

their relevance to the debates being discussed. It was conceded that the empirical 

research was all carried out in one country (England) which may affect generalising 

more widely.  

 

Management control can be seen as encompassing attempts to direct and co-ordinate 

the activities of organisations towards the achievement of common goals (Coates et 

al., 1983) while adapting to changes in their environments (Berry et al., 1995). R.N. 

Anthony, in his pioneering work, located management control at the tactical level in 

organisations between strategic planning and operational control. While planning and 

control information is required at all levels in the organisation, the emphasis is on 

planning information at the strategic level and control information at the operational 

level. At the tactical level, the focus is on a balance of both sorts of information 
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(Anthony, 1965). A conventional, ‘top down’, ‘rationalistic’ approach to performance 

management may then be set out as follows:  

Identify 

1. Key results areas    leading to 

2. Critical success factors     leading to 

3. Key performance indicators    leading to 

4. Targets and milestones    leading to 

5. Plans and budgets 

 

This approach can be criticised for being formalistic, managerialist and incorporating a 

purely instrumentally rational perspective on organisational life. These criticisms were 

elaborated and related to the four papers selected for the kappa. Nevertheless, this 

formulation may be said to provide a useful starting point.  

 

It may be contended that there are some grounds for using a single overriding 

measure of business performance based on profit, such as Return on Capital 

Employed (ROCE), as a starting point for developing performance measures in profit-

seeking businesses.  However, there are limitations to this, even in a private sector 

context. For example, profit is easy to manipulate and there are ethical issues 

associated with concentrating on the amount of profit instead of how it is achieved. 

Moreover, it may also be argued that these measures reflect the interests of 

shareholders at the expense of other stakeholders. Furthermore, relying on any single 

measure of performance can be misguided. Such measures may generate perverse 

incentives and unintended consequences, especially when linked to incentive schemes. 

Consequently the use of a broad range of performance indicators may be advocated. 

However, there is likely to be varied achievement across the different dimensions of 
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performance, so how are these to be ranked?  Papers 3 and 4, in particular, explored 

these issues in a public sector context. Similarly, the behavioural aspects of 

performance management were addressed throughout the thesis, especially in the 

context of the public sector. All four selected papers were relevant to this discussion.  

 

It follows that the behavioural aspects of performance evaluation are of great 

significance and unintentionally motivating dysfunctional behaviour is a long standing 

problem; although Dugdale (2018), for example, has argued that various 

dysfunctional consequences caused by an overly zealous use of top down targets, 

linked to incentive payments, can be avoided by decentralisation and empowerment. 

A badly designed set of indicators can give perverse incentives and have unintended 

consequences. It may motivate games playing, for example. These issues were 

reflected in the selected papers and this aspect recurred throughout the discussion. 

Despite the difficulties involved, however, performance evaluation is useful to 

highlight areas for more detailed investigation, learning and improvement; provided 

that its limitations are recognised. It should also be noted that, while these issues 

apply to all organisations, there are reasons to believe the nature and context of 

public sector organisations make them more acute there. Again, this theme recurred 

in the thesis.  

 

Various models have been developed over time for measuring performance across 

multiple dimensions. The best known of these is the Balanced Scorecard (BSC), which 

was introduced by Kaplan and Norton in 1992 and has been developed by them and 

others through a number of versions since. (See, for example, Kaplan and Norton, 

1992; Olve et al., 1999.) Briefly, the BSC is a framework to assist the design and 

implementation of strategic performance management in organisations by integrating 

external and internal perspectives, short term and long term objectives, financial and 



 

31 
 

non-financial measures, and leading and lagging indicators. In the original version of 

the BSC, the dimensions of organisational performance are classified into four 

perspectives. These are: 

 

• the Financial Perspective; 

• the Customer Perspective; 

• the Business Process Perspective; 

• the Organisational Learning & Growth perspective. 

 

The four perspectives are all inter-linked and none is pre-eminent. Additional 

dimensions were neither prescribed nor proscribed. However, as originally formulated 

they have proved to be of limited relevance for many organisations. Consequently the 

BSC has been adopted flexibly in practice and, subsequently, more perspectives 

suggested, such as one for corporate social responsibility or sustainability (Olve et al., 

1999). There have been a number of difficulties in operationalising the BSC,  including 

the problems of appropriately trading-off and weighting performance on one 

perspective against that on another. Moreover, the BSC is a strategic instrument and 

there is some evidence that linking to the tactical and operational levels has proved 

problematic in practice.  

 

Intriguingly, although initially less well known elsewhere, a similar approach has been 

practised in France since the 1920s (Lebas, 1996). This is known as the Tableau de 

Bord (TdB) and is a less formal approach than the BSC, being adapted to each 

individual organisation. It was developed in France by industrial engineers and is 

intended as a ‘piloting’ instrument (hence one of its English translations is the 

‘dashboard’). Any particular dashboard is ‘customised’ around critical success factors 

and key performance indicators specific to the organisation and focuses on physical as 
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well as financial indicators. There has been considerable debate regarding the merits 

of the BSC versus those of the TdB (see Berry and Harris, 2018; Heath et al., 2018, 

for citations). Nevertheless, despite these disagreements, it is generally agreed to be 

logical to adopt some form of multi-dimensional performance evaluation model rather 

than to rely on a single short term indicator of profitability or, indeed, another single 

aspect of performance (e.g. ambulance response times). These issues were later 

related to the papers selected for the thesis; especially Papers 3 and 4.  

 

Simons (1999) identified four control systems (levers) which organisations may use 

for control. These are the: -  

 

● Belief Systems This refers to the explicit sets of definitions which are 

communicated formally and re-inforced systematically by senior managers to provide 

basic values, purpose and direction for the organisation (cf. organisational culture). 

 

● Boundary Systems These are the explicit statements in formal information 

systems which define specific risks to be avoided and how they are to be avoided .  

 

● Diagnostic Control Systems This refers to the formal information systems which 

managers use to monitor organisational outcomes and to correct deviations from pre-

set standards of performance (e.g. budgeting).  

 

● Interactive Control Systems These are the formal information systems which 

managers use to involve themselves in the decision activities of their subordinates by 

regular dialogue. 
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Simons argues that organisations need to have a range of control instruments 

because it is necessary to have the appropriate balance between various factors which 

affect the performance of the organisation. Thus it is better for management to exert 

control through the range of levers, and not just one, as long as they support and 

complement each other, rather than conflict. However, what is the appropriate balance 

between them will vary from organisation to organisation and from time to time. Note, 

moreover, that Simons is only concerned with formal aspects of the organisation and 

what happens informally can be of great significance. 

 

In an important contribution, Tessier and Otley (2012) sought to clarify and extend 

Simons' framework (see Diagram 1). Firstly, they point out that Belief Systems are a 

type of control (social controls); the Diagnostic and Interactive levers relate to the 

uses of controls and Boundary Systems represent one of the objectives of control 

(compliance). Next they extend the analysis to the levels at which controls operate, 

the roles of control systems and the consequences of controls. These conceptual 

categories are not mutually exclusive. Organisations need both technical and social 

controls, they need to enable and to constrain and, therefore, to measure both 

performance and compliance, and so on.  Finally, they state that the way in which 

employees perceive controls is significant as it may be different to what management 

intended and this may, in turn, be related to how the controls are presented. Tessier 

and Otley emphasise the need to separate discussion of the quality of control systems 

(how well or badly a given management control system works in a particular case) 

from the conceptual framework. Significantly, they also acknowledge that a major 

criticism of Simons framework is that it explicitly takes the perspective of managers, 

whilst treating employees as passive recipients of control packages and disregarding 

their contribution to the design of control systems. This seems to implicitly assume 

instrumental rationality is at play rather than communicative rationality, as was 
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discussed later in the thesis and related to the selected papers; especially Papers 3 

and 4.  

 

Diagram 1 
 

 Types of Controls 

Social/Technical 
 

   

 Objectives of Control 
Performance/Compliance 

 

   

 Management Control 
Systems 

 

Strategic Performance  Strategic Boundaries 

Operational Performance  Operational Boundaries 

   

 Managerial Intentions  

Uses 

Diagnostic/Interactive 

Roles 

Constraining/Enabling  
Consequences 

Punishment/Reward 

   

 Presentation of Controls  

   

 Employee Perceptions  

Negative Neutral Positive 

 
Tessier and Otley's Extended Levers of Control Framework 
 
Adapted from Tessier, S. and Otley, D. (2012).  
 

 

Instrumental rationality entails an assessment of identifying the one and only ‘best’ 

(e.g. the most cost-effective) means of achieving a given end from all possible 

options; whereas a communicative rationality perspective is based on systematic 

discourse between stakeholders or citizens, leading to consensus about ends and 

means, which are not predefined but arrived at through deliberation within defined 

rules of engagement (Broadbent and Laughlin, 2009). This can be linked to the 

concept of rationality clusters. In an instrumental rationality cluster, performance 
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measures are imposed top-down and assume implied values (e.g. profit 

maximisation).  Transactional PMSs are then associated with instrumental rationality. 

They relate to highly specified ends, defined as specific targets and performance 

indicators, and often to highly specified means as well. By contrast, in a 

communicative rationality cluster, the performance measures are discussed and 

agreed discursively, in line with agreed goals.  Relational PMSs are associated with 

communicative rationality. Both ends and means are chosen deliberatively by 

participants and there may be less specific performance measures selected. Note, 

however, that these are ideal types and Broadbent ands Laughlin acknowledge that 

empirical work is needed to place actual organisations on a continuum between the 

poles. Thus the notion of rationality clusters moves on from the levers of control in 

that it recognises the potential for deliberation and participation in control systems by 

employees and other stakeholders. The rationality clusters concepts were related to all 

four selected papers later in that thesis and the discussion is also revisited in more 

depth later in this kappa. 

 

These issues were then related to the public sector context. Attempts to measure and 

manage performance are a long standing feature of the public services, despite the 

inherent difficulties. It should be noted that in the public sector:  

 

1. Objectives are multifarious, may differ and even be contradictory, and are difficult 

to define precisely; 

 

2. Outcomes are difficult to measure and outputs are frequently used as a  

proxy for outcomes;  

 

3. Means as well as ends are significant in political contexts; 
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4. Responsibilities may be shared amongst many public agencies and  

partners.  

 

5. Identifying causality is often difficult because of long time scales and  

numerous intervening variables.  

 

These factors were present to differing extents in all four papers selected for the 

licentiate. Moreover, there are many technical problems which can arise when 

performance indicators are used misguidedly. These are often associated with cost 

cutting and/or attempts to assert management control. They include:  

 

• concentrating on outputs rather than outcomes, results rather than causes and 

economy and efficiency rather than effectiveness, equity or quality;  

• focussing on the short term at the expense of the long term;  

• using comparators which are available but inappropriate and data which is 

available if unreliable;   

• using a limited range of unrelated indicators or, conversely, too many indicators 

leading to information overload;  

• ignoring issues of controllability;  

• treating indicators as definitive rather than as raising issues for exploration 

('dials' rather than 'tin openers' in the terminology of Klein and Carter, 1988).  

 

Again, there is some relevance to all four papers, but particularly to papers 3 and 4 

which deal with performance measurement regimes in the English ambulance service. 

This became notorious at one time for falling into many of these pitfalls. Similarly, the 

behavioural aspects of inappropriate schemes are well established. The indicators can 
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come to be seen as ends in themselves rather than leading to learning and dialogue, 

with unmeasured or unmeasurable aspects of performance neglected. Schemes may 

have unintended and even perverse consequences. These dangers are reinforced 

where single dimension measures are used, indicators are closely linked to reward and 

sanction or there is a crude 'league table ' approach. At worst outright manipulation of 

results can take place. This is also of particular relevance to papers 3 and 4. Heath et 

al. (2018; Paper C) list a large number of controversies concerning performance 

within the wider public sector. Moreover, introducing simplistic top down performance 

measurement systems may well conflict with extant organisational cultures and sub-

cultures. (See, for example, Wankhade et al., 2015, and Wankhade et al., 2018; 

Paper B.) However, not all performance evaluation schemes in the public sector suffer 

from the same weaknesses to the same extent and Likierman (1993), for example, 

suggested ways in which pitfalls can be avoided. The question arises, therefore, as to 

why such flawed schemes may persist even though alternatives exist.  

 

Thus, despite these well established problems, narrow ‘top-down’ approaches to 

performance management in the public services continue and the origins of this 

phenomenon was traced back to the multiple crises of the State in the 1970s. Writers 

like O’Connor (1973) described the ‘long boom’ in ‘western’ economies from the end 

of the Second World War to the ‘oil shocks’ of the 1970s. They argued that the ability 

of governments to fund ‘welfare states’ then became significantly impaired; creating a 

‘fiscal crisis’. Habermas (1976) enriched this debate by diagnosing four related crises 

instead of one affecting Western welfare states: the fiscal crisis; a crisis of rationality; 

a crisis of legitimacy; and a crisis of motivation. The route out of the legitimisation 

crisis most commonly taken was via neo-liberalism, which favours competition and 

market mechanisms over bureaucracy and the public service ethos (Harvey, 2005) 
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and is based on a particular concept of rationality; i.e. instrumental rationality. (See 

papers 1 and 2). 

 

Unfortunately, the modes of performance measurement which this established tend 

not only to have well established defects, but also to inhibit broader approaches. 

However, there are alternative models of evaluation and accountability related to 

communicative rationality which could be built on. There is evidence of such 

developments taking shape, especially in some less developed countries, although 

they are now also being taken up in richer ones. This can be related to the work of 

theorists such as Habermas and Sen and, more generally, to the concept of 

deliberative democracy (see, for instance, Evans, 2004). This was discussed further in 

later sections of the thesis and is explored in more depth in this kappa.  

 

The New Public Management (NPM) can be seen as responding to each of the crises in 

a neo-liberal way. For example, Robert Picciotto of the World Bank claimed that 

performance management was a visible part of the public sector reform movement 

which was spreading throughout the world in response to what he describes as a wave 

of democratization, decentralisation and devolution of government services (Picciotto, 

1999). Of particular relevance here is the emphasis in NPM on accountable 

management, output controls, performance reviews, etc. Thus, an enhanced role for 

performance management is a key feature of the NPM. (See, for example, the 

celebrated accounts of Pollitt, 1986; Hood, 1991; Hood, 1995). Hood’s (1991) seven 

'doctrinal components' of the NPM include 'explicit standards and management of 

performance' through the setting of goals and performance measures which should 

preferably be quantitative and more emphasis on output controls, with rewards linked 

to performance, as opposed to a 'traditional' emphasis on input and process controls. 

The increased importance of performance indicators also lays a significant role in the 
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account of managerialism given by Pollitt (1986, 1993) where a top down model of 

performance evaluation is described. Thus standards, targets and measures of 

performance (of a particularly ‘managerialist’ kind) form one of the main pillars of the 

NPM (Hood, 1995). Again, Power (1994; 1999) analysed the emergence of societies 

characterised by what he called an ‘explosion’ of audit practices and later the ‘audit 

society’. An example was the adoption of value for money auditing in the public sector, 

which is heavily dependent on the use of performance indicators. He argued that the 

audit explosion had arisen out of changing conceptions of administration and 

governance and corresponded to a fundamental shift in governance in advanced 

industrial societies.  

  

Performance indicators were, therefore, fundamental to a major change in the nature 

of public sector management in the 1980s and 1990s. This change has been 

international, with variations and exceptions (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2000), and 

persists today in the UK and elsewhere. For example, Cutler and Waine (2002) argued 

that ‘New Labour’ embraced managerialism whilst seeking to reform the particular 

Conservative version of the public sector management agenda. Similarly, Newman 

(2004a) saw continuities with the neo-liberal reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, and 

developments which were rather different from both the hierarchical governance of 

social democracy and the reliance on market mechanisms as the driver of public 

sector change; although she found it difficult to identify precisely what was different.  

 

This has been a somewhat peculiar development, however, as there are well 

established difficulties in using performance measurement in the public sector which 

all four papers, in their different ways, confirm. Indeed, there is an extensive 

academic literature on the topic; much of which points to potential perverse incentives 

and unintended outcomes. Debates about targets, performance indicators and their 
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unintended consequences, therefore, are an integral part of the NPM literature 

(Wankhade, 2011). Papers 3 and 4 are particularly relevant to this debate. However, 

the NPM was not the only viable route out of the multiple crises and, more recently, it 

has been challenged by other approaches, such as New Public Governance (Liddle, 

2018). This may well be linked to some decline in the credibility of neo-liberalism 

following the financial crisis in 2008. Since the 1980s, a number of common aspects 

and trends in performance measurement, review and verification have been identified 

in the public sector. This is explored further in this kappa. 

 

These issues have emerged across a wide range of countries and institutions as part 

of a more general concern with the impact of NPM and its appropriateness outside the 

Anglo-Saxon world, which championed the NPM approach. Christensen and Lægreid 

(2007, p.9) have noted how the post-NPM world is one of “mixed models and 

increased complexity”. Denhardt and Denhardt (2000), for example, present a New 

Public Service (NPS) approach as a viable alternative to old public administration and 

the NPM, calling for a greater public participation in the delivery of public provisions. 

The emphasis is not on steering (NPM) or rowing (public administration), but serving. 

Liddle (2007) argued that a new public governance model (NPG) would strengthen 

democratic control over decision making and citizen involvement, as well as improving 

public trust in government institutions and types of services provided.  

 

Osborne has developed a model of New Public Governance (2006; 2009; 2010) which 

arises out of Institutional and Network theory. He argues that NPG emerged from the 

demands of an increasingly pluralistic state, in which the range of actors involved in 

the delivery of public services has expanded. There is, therefore, a need to take on 

board the views of a wider set of service providers, including allied and newly 

established professions, as well as service users.  He argues that this pluralism 
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requires that public services engage more with their environment than has been the 

case in the past. This includes the idea emerging from policy network theory that 

engagement with more members of the public though increased networks can reverse 

the trend towards lower levels of participation in the traditional political process (Guy 

Peters, 2010). However, Guy Peters does note that such an approach may not resolve 

the problems of representative democracy as it does not guarantee that those who 

dominate the present decision making system will not dominate this new approach.  

 

For Osborne, the focus of NPG on the organisation within its environment and with its 

emphasis is on “Negotiation of values, meaning and relationships” (2010, p. 10) would 

result in a more sustainable public service model with greater levels of public trust in 

the decision making process. More recently, Liddle (2018) has argued that NPM used 

market incentives and techniques from business, such as performance management, 

but the economic crisis of 2008 led to questioning of the hegemony of the market 

model. The perceived failure of both NPM and the public administration model which 

preceded it, has led to attempts to develop new forms of civic leadership based on 

common values and trust. In NPG citizens collaborate with public managers to co-

design and co-deliver public services. Collective governance, therefore, brings 

together loose networks of public and private stakeholders to engage in forums for 

consensus-oriented decision-making, with the not for profit sector providing 

communitarian elements. Although collaborative governance may take many forms, it 

does, at least, have some potential for deliberative decision-making and stakeholder 

engagement. Some aspects of NPG/NPS, therefore, are relevant to all four papers; 

especially with regard to the participation of employees and stakeholders more 

generally in performance management, at least implicitly. Paper 4 is where this is 

most explicitly relevant.  
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Thus a dilemma has arisen in that approaches which may lead to less than optimal 

outcomes may be justified because they seem to legitimise spending. The emphasis in 

NPM on performance measurement and value for money can be explained by 

politicians and professionals in welfare states facing the task of justifying public 

expenditure in the context of fiscal stress, whilst meeting ‘consumerist’ precepts. 

Formal, externally published and audited performance reporting mechanisms such as 

‘league tables’ can then be seen as legitimisation devices to justify public expenditure 

in the light of taxpayers’ revolts. Thus, as Picciotto (1999) claimed, score cards of 

indicators were increasingly being constructed by public agencies to support requests 

for resources and to convince voters of the value of government services. Pollitt 

(1986) referred to four factors which facilitated the introduction of the managerial 

model: fiscal stress; loss of faith in professional groups; the perceived failure of grand 

scale public programmes; and the New Right ideology of some governments elected in 

the wake of the oil price rises.  

 

Indeed, as early as 1986, Hopper contended that not only was there an imposition of 

private sector accounting methods on the public sector taking place; but also that this 

was curious because simultaneously there were increasing doubts about the 

effectiveness of such methods in the private sector. They seem to work best in 

organisations producing low cost, standardised products with well established 

technologies (Hopper, 1986). Not all private sector activity (and very little public 

sector activity) is like this; especially where issues of professional judgement are 

concerned. Interestingly, studies of private sector organisations (e.g. Bourne et al., 

2003; Neely et al., 2003) show some of them moving from a focus on short term, 

internal, financial indicators to performance management based on a stakeholder 

perspective, with a mix of financial and non-financial targets (often intangible). Again, 

Franco-Santos et al. (2012) in reviewing empirical studies of performance 
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measurement systems in the private sector stress “…the importance of adopting a fair, 

transparent and consultative process where people feel empowered and involved” and 

the need for “a balance between diagnostic and interactive uses, and between 

informational and motivational uses...” (p.42). 

 

In practice, the top-down performance measurement schemes developed for the 

public services in this context, such as ambulance service response times, have had a 

ritual quality (‘naming and shaming’) which is quite distinct from and predominates 

over any actual utility which they may have. (See Papers 3 and 4, in particular, for 

illustrations of this.) Thus, for example, Ballantine et al. (1998), who compared the 

impact of reforms on public health services in the UK and Sweden, found that seeking 

political legitimacy for reforms has overshadowed the need to tailor control systems to 

operating conditions. Simplistic performance measurement regimes then might 

persist, despite their well established limitations, because they legitimise. Of course, 

this is not to say that performance evaluation and accountability are undesirable in 

themselves. A dilemma facing public sector professionals, managers and service 

users, however, is that approaches to evaluating performance which are unhelpful, 

and even damaging, may appear necessary, nevertheless, in justifying welfare 

spending. Meanwhile other, more participative, approaches to performance 

measurement may be driven out. Such approaches would utilise local knowledge 

whilst motivating a greater commitment to achieving ‘owned’ targets without moral 

hazard. For example, Pollitt (1986) argued that the managerial model, despite its 

apparent attractiveness, is dangerously narrow. It is both possible and desirable to go 

beyond the model by involving public officials and the public or, at least, service users 

in the design of performance evaluation schemes. (Again see Papers 3 and 4.)  
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This debate brings to mind Raymond Williams' insight into the ambiguous nature of 

the term management which has two meanings; i.e. a process and a status group 

(Williams, 1983). However, the distinction between the two meanings is often elided 

so that they appear interchangeable. This is ideologically convenient in that it can 

make self-interested decisions seem disinterested. Williams argues that this dual 

meaning confuses  

 

“the ‘requirements’ of a process (the abstract management) and the ‘demands’ of 

individuals (men). The internal laws of a particular capitalist institution or system can 

then be presented as general, abstract, or technical laws, as against the merely selfish 

desires of individuals. This has powerful ideological effects.” (1983, p.191)  

 

There is also a potent confusion between the notion of abstract, value-free 

management and real life managers pursuing their own interests, which are certain to 

be (at least, in part) separate from those of the organisation. Although these issues 

are relevant to all four papers, they arise most obviously in Papers 3 and 4. Moreover, 

the problem of legitimisation given to the actions of individual actors by the patina of 

apparently logical and unbiased processes applies to public sector organisations as 

well as profit-oriented ones. Indeed, given both the multifarious stakeholders in public 

sector decisions and the multiple, obscure, contested and sometimes contradictory 

nature of public sector objectives, it seems likely to be even more acute than in the 

private sector.  

 

The nature of rationality in organisations is problematic, therefore, in that it can be 

conceptualised as the unbiased selection of the best means to achieve given ends 

form all the possibilities, thus presenting decision-making as a neutral and 

disembodied process. However, apart from the many practical difficulties, this 
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disregards organisational realities whereby individual actors pursue their self-interest 

and power, whilst conflict and disputes over values matter. Consequently there has 

been a long standing dispute in public management between those who prescribe the 

‘rational’ model of decision-making and advocates of a perspective which concentrates 

on the ‘political’ activities of actors in organisations.  

 

Thus whilst a unitary perspective on organisations, incorporating instrumental 

rationality, would assume a general agreement about goals and the best way to 

achieve them, the pluralistic perspective emphasises conflict and power struggles 

between individuals and coalitions within organisations. Simon (1960) developed a 

model of decision-making which moves beyond the unrealistic assumptions of the 

rational model, such as perfect information, by recognising that decision-making is 

governed by bounded rationality. Thus decision–makers (at best) make the most 

logical decision from the limited information available and aim to satisfice. Similarly, 

Lindblom (1959 and 1979) describes the incrementalist approach which sees decision-

making as being characterised by multiple, relatively discrete decisions where only 

small changes from the existing situation are considered; often on a ‘fair shares for 

all’ basis. Many feasible and possibly cost-beneficial solutions are immediately ruled 

out, because, for example, it is known that they are not politically acceptable. 

Incrementalism fits nicely with the idea of bounded rationality because problems are 

broken down into manageable parts. It is also frequently (but not always) a roughly 

realistic description of how decisions are made in public sector organisations.  

 

This approach also has similarities to that of Crozier and Friedberg (Crozier, 1964; 

Crozier and Friedberg, 1980), who see organisations as both the setting for conflict 

and confrontation between organisational ‘players’, which they characterise as games, 

and for their resolution. Actors pursue stratagems to meet their own needs or 



 

46 
 

objectives through ‘games playing’. However, these games have the paradoxical effect 

of integrating the actors into the organisation, because the rules of the game are 

accepted by the players. Power is then “a bargaining relationship over time within a 

framework of constraints which the actors cannot easily change. As a bargaining 

relationship, the power game centres around the predictability of behaviour” (Crozier, 

1976, p.307). This is relevant to all four papers. In their model, uncertainty explains 

power. Crozier (1976) argues that “Regulation is not achieved by command, 

evaluation and control, but indirectly by the results of games where each partner 

fights for his own interests...and must cater to the wishes of a stronger partner...” 

(p.303). Those in a position to cope with uncertainty have informal power over those 

who are dependent on their choices. Thus skilled manual workers or public sector 

professionals, for example, may have sway over those who manage them. The 

ambulance paramedics and control room staff described in Papers 3 and 4 are 

excellent examples of this. In contrast, the Civilian Detention Officers in Paper 2 seem 

to be in a weaker position because they lack such informal power.  

 

The positional theory of power, therefore, stresses the interactions between 

interdependent but partially autonomous individuals pursuing their own personal 

strategies in terms of their expectations of other actors' likely behaviour. This 

behaviour is 'rational' in terms of satisficing under imperfect knowledge. The social 

order of organisations is the emerging (and possibly temporary) outcome of the 

‘boundedly rational’ but purposeful behaviour of the participants. Moreover, Crozier 

(1964) identified a workers' sub-culture in the organisations he studied, which was 

adopted by all staff except new or marginalised employees, despite all other 

differences. The main features of the sub- culture concern demands for independence 

and autonomy and oppose the goals of the organisation and the aims of management. 

However, practical behaviour is not entirely determined by the sub-culture, but also 
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affected by other considerations. Management attempts to use both formal authority 

relationships and informal arrangements to guide group solidarity, the effects of the 

sub-culture and the power struggle to a conflictual but stable equilibrium (Crozier, 

1964). These issues are addressed more fully in relation to ambulance services in 

Wankhade et al., 2018, Paper B, which found that the informal power of ambulance 

personnel, the conflict between professional cultures and management objectives and 

the role of performance management all promoted resistance to imposed change and 

impeded management actions.  

 

Taken together, the pluralistic approaches outlined above give a good description of 

the procedures of decision-making in organisations. However, they do not address the 

issues of who should negotiate or what outcomes come out of the negotiations. In 

particular they do not deal with the quality of the outcomes (in whatever way that 

may be judged – in emancipatory terms, for example). To know that a decision was 

made on, say, an incremental basis tells nothing about the efficiency or equity 

resulting from the decision. As Tomkins (1980; cited in Tomkins, 1987) states, this 

leaves us in an unsatisfactory position: totally ‘rational’ planning is impossible, but 

incrementalism is only broadly descriptive and of little help in attempting to improve 

the resource allocation process. (Indeed, the last point is true of any ‘political’ 

approach). Furthermore, this is an enduring debate which goes on seemingly without 

resolution. However, ways out of this dilemma were then explored in the licentiate.  

 

Clearly the route most often adopted out of the crises of the 1970s was what Held 

(2006) characterised as economic liberalism and political authoritarianism. However, 

there are a number of plausible examples of attempts to transform the social order 

which also deserve to be examined. Whilst a mainly neo-liberal approach to resource 

allocation and performance evaluation has largely applied in developed economies, 
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intriguing experiments with more deliberative alternatives have taken place 

elsewhere. Moreover, and unusually, as McCourt (2008) has shown, these 

developments, which originated in less developed countries, are now being adopted in 

richer ones. For example, Patel (2009), describes experiments in Kerala, which  

resulted not only in civic participation being improved, but also with levels of 

satisfaction with government services and responsiveness being increased.  

 

One of the best-known and most sustained examples of a deliberative approach is 

Participatory Budgeting, which originated in the Brazilian city of Porto Alegre. The 

Participatory Budget is a process of voluntary and universal democracy whereby the 

citizens decide on priorities for public policies and the public budget (de Souza, 2004). 

In addition, they directly elect councillors to reconcile, co-ordinate and implement 

these priorities and report back the results (Passos Cordeiro, 2004). The model shows 

how a mix of deliberative and representative democracy can work. Interestingly, 

proponents of the participatory model make explicit reference to its countering of the 

legitimisation crisis in public administration (Pont, 2004a). As Baiocchi says,  

 

“... as a mission for progressives [this] finds intellectual resonance in Marx, Habermas 

and many others.” (2003, p.19)  

 

These approaches can also be linked to Amartya Sen’s critique of conventional welfare 

economics and his development of a capability rights theory. As Evans (2004) points 

out, a number of well known economists, including Dani Rodrik as well as Sen, have 

argued that we should seek ways to foster institutions that improve citizens’ ability to 

make their own choices. He goes on to link the capability approach with the notion of 

deliberative democracy; i.e. processes of joint planning, decision-making and control, 

which involves ordinary citizens directly through information-intensive forms of debate 

and deliberation. In this way, Sen’s conception of social choice can be related to 
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Habermas’ concept of communicative rationality, since it holds that priorities for 

collective action can be set in open debate, working through collaboration, reflection 

and reciprocity (Healey, 1997). 

 

The dilemma of rationality and public sector management is that totally ‘rational’ 

management seems impossible, but a simple ‘political’ approach does not improve 

decision-making. Adopting a ‘rationality clusters’ framework, however, suggests a way 

out of the dilemma of rationality in public sector management, as it claims more 

participative approaches will be suitable given particular contingencies. Similarly, 

public sector professionals, managers and service-users are faced with the following 

dilemma concerning performance measurement schemes. Simplistic, narrow, top-

down approaches persist despite the, by now well established, critique of such 

schemes. (This is perhaps especially significant in the public sector, given the 

complexity inherent there). This is because, it is argued, they perform a legitimising 

function, whilst seeming to be comprehensively ‘rational’. Again, this can be related to 

the rationality clusters framework and two other approaches from the management 

control literature: multi-dimensional performance scorecards (especially the Balanced 

ScoreCard and the Tableau de Bord) and the Levers of Control.  

 

Multi-dimensional performance scorecards, despite their own limitations, are helpful in 

indicating ways to counter the perverse incentives and unintended consequences 

associated with simplistic performance management packages, such as relying only on 

ambulance response times. Moreover, the potential to link different dimensions of 

performance to the perspectives of different stakeholders demonstrate an alternative 

to the top down imposed nature of performance regimes based on instrumental 

rationality. This was relevant to all four papers selected for the kappa. The Levers of 

Control framework can be applied helpfully to Papers 3 and 4 to suggest that the 
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previous performance management regime in the ambulance service saw the 

boundary system lever (e.g. government guidelines and directives concerning the 

widening role of the paramedic) opposed to the diagnostic control (purely response 

times) and belief systems levers in a dysfunctional way. The new regime reconciles 

the boundary systems and diagnostic systems levers to a greater extent, while 

attempts are being made to alter core values in ambulance services (Wankhade et al., 

2018; Paper B). However, neither regime gives much attention to interactive control 

systems; thus being at odds with the Quality Accounts ‘philosophy’.  

 

This can then be related to the rationality clusters concept and ambulance services. 

Historically ambulance services were uniformed emergency services with a strong 

rational-legal authority structure and a culture which valued speedy responses, 

dealing ‘heroically’ with extreme situations and using a narrow but critically important 

range of skills around stabilisation and transportation. This seems relatively well 

suited to being close to the instrumental rationality cluster end of the spectrum. 

However, a greater range of skills is now utilised, often in more mundane situations; 

but also, at times, involving advanced skills beyond stabilisation in extreme situations. 

Moreover, the service has been moving to greater integration with the wider NHS, 

together with the adoption of a broader set of performance indicators. This seems like 

an evolution towards a situation more suited to the communicative rationality cluster. 

However, and paradoxically, the attempt to achieve this transition has been notably 

lacking in deliberation and participation, leading to resistance.  

 

The historical basis of these dilemmas has been traced back to the crises of the state 

in the 1970s. Indeed, the legitimation crisis was one of a perceived need for greater 

efficiency and accountability; but the most usual response, which was derived from 

neo-liberalism and enacted in NPM, only served to emphasise the role of top down 
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management and control at the expense of improvements in public or client 

involvement. This has persisted despite the critique of approaches which assume a 

purely instrumentally rational concept of organisations being well established. There is 

an issue, therefore, of how to develop broader and more participative forms of 

performance evaluation to enhance democratic accountability. More fundamentally, 

the challenge is to create a political climate more accepting of the legitimacy of public 

services so that the ritual aspect of performance measurement is no longer deemed 

necessary. To some extent, at least, the NPG/NMPS alternatives to the NPM seem 

potentially supportive of this. Therefore, emerging approaches to performance 

evaluation which emphasise public dialogue, the use of multiple measures and 

increased trust between participants in the process are to be welcomed. Practical 

developments of deliberative approaches (such as participatory budgeting), in places 

like Brazil and India have exemplified possible ways forward. Thus whilst simplistic 

models continue, there are signs that styles of performance evaluation and 

accountability, more in keeping with a ‘dialogical’ approach, have begun to emerge in 

Western economies. However, although the financial crisis has led to declining 

confidence in neo-liberal approaches in places, fiscal stress may well have given a new 

impetus to cruder methods of cost containment elsewhere.  

 

Nevertheless, as we have seen, a communicative rationality cluster can be envisaged, 

following Broadbent and Laughlin, which encompasses ends, means, intermediate 

targets and performance indicators, all determined through participative and 

deliberative procedures. This would allow us to move away from taken for granted 

objectives and increase ‘ownership’ of targets and performance indicators. A wide 

range of experiences and expertise would then be incorporated into decision-making, 

thereby generating new options, reducing the impact of bounded rationality and 

mutually educating participants (see, for example, Elster, 1998a; Newman, 2001). It 
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would be utopian to claim that this could eliminate the effects of power, status, etc., 

as described in ‘political’ approaches. However, the experiments with public 

participation in local policy and resource allocation decisions in Porto Alegre and 

elsewhere indicate how debate and authority might be reconciled in practice. Thus 

deliberative and representative democracy may be integrated to counter the crises of 

legitimacy and rationality in public decision-making.  This argument is taken forward 

in this kappa. 

 

The thesis concluded with a claim that a narrative had been presented which brought 

together common strands from the four papers selected for it. Further relevant papers 

of mine have also been cited to show how the wider work is related. The main thrust 

of the thesis is to argue that there are dilemmas around performance management 

and rationality in organisations and that this affects public sector organisations 

particularly. Therefore, the contested role of performance management in the public 

sector, with its tendency towards simplistic performance measurement packages, 

perverse indicators and unintended consequences, has been elucidated. Similarly, 

different perspectives on rationality have been examined. Instrumental rationality has 

been criticised plausibly on the grounds that such comprehensively ‘rational’ 

approaches are impractical and unjustified and, thus, misleading claims to ‘scientific’ 

status are being made. While some theorists are then content to describe the ’political 

games’ which are played in organisations, this takes us no further in resolving the 

dilemma of how to improve decision-making processes. Indeed, it may be contended 

that, despite their limitations, imposed, top-down performance management regimes 

persist because they seem to legitimise public services through a gloss of instrumental 

rationality. Exploring an alternative view of rationality (communicative rationality) may 

help in finding a solution to this dilemma.  
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Drawing on the selected papers, therefore, it was argued that a more participatory 

and deliberative approach to performance management in the public sector, despite its 

difficulties and limitations, could have distinct advantages over the methods used 

more commonly. Thinking about these matters has often been dominated by a NPM 

perspective (which I have argued arose out of the multiple crises of the state) until 

fairly recently. Now, however, alternative frameworks have emerged (such as NPG and 

NPS). Developments which enact forms of deliberative democracy and communicative 

rationality and, therefore, support relational performance management systems seem 

especially promising from this point of view. In terms of a theoretical contribution, 

conceptual frameworks from the management control literature have been used to 

deepen understanding of these matters. The use of the ‘rationality clusters’ 

conceptualisation was held to be particularly helpful, as it suggests that under certain 

circumstances (which may often pertain for public sector organisations), relational 

performance measurement systems would be more appropriate than transactional 

performance measurement systems.  

 

It was claimed that the selection from the author’s published work gave a coherent 

account of this discussion and shows an original and valuable contribution to learning. 

Various social scientific disciplines were used to support this endeavour and, in doing 

so, a small, but not insignificant, contribution has been made to the ‘turn’ to social 

theory in academic accounting illuminated by Jack (2017) and the profound 

understanding which may come with it. It was in that contribution that the claim to 

licentiate status was ultimately made.  

 

The next part of the thesis gives abbreviated but detailed versions of the selected 

papers to help the reader navigate the remainder of the thesis. 
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Paper A 

 

Exploring the role of HR practitioners in pursuit of Organizational 

Effectiveness in Higher Educational Institutions 

 

Hala F. Mansour,  Geoffrey Heath and Matthew J. Brannan 

The Journal of Change Management, Vol.15, No. 3, 2015, pp.210-230 

 

Background 

 

This paper concerns the views of HR professionals in UK Higher Education Institutions 

on how their role contributes to organizational effectiveness. In addressing the 

attitudes of HRM professionals, it differs from the majority of scholarly work on 

universities, which focuses upon academics. 

 

The paper relates different definitions of organizational effectiveness to two rival 

conceptions of rationality. Instrumental forms of rationality are based on assessments 

of how efficiently organizations achieve preordained objectives; whilst stakeholder 

satisfaction models of organizational effectiveness concern the extent to which the 

competing needs of stakeholders are satisfied. This implies a more dialogic view of 

organizational life and, therefore,  communicative rationality.  

 

The paper thus links particularly to Heath (2003), Heath (2008:Paper 1 in the 

licentiate thesis) and Heath et al. (2009:Paper 2 in the licentiate thesis) in its concern 

with rationality; although issues around performance management also arise. 
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Hala Mansour lectures in Human Resource Management and Organizational Behaviour 

at Northampton University. Matthew Brannan is an ethnographer and, currently, 

Professor of Work, Employment and Organizational Studies at Newcastle University. At 

the time the paper was written, he worked in the Keele University Management 

School. 

 

Theory 

 

The underlying logic of public sector reforms across many countries (i.e. the ‘New 

Public Management’) can be related to the quest for the three E’s: Economy, Efficiency 

and Effectiveness. New Public Management (NPM)  emphasises cost control and 

efficiency. Similarly, ‘managerialiasm' may be seen as a set of beliefs and practices 

based on the assumption that more or better management, rather than, say, new 

policies or extra resources, is the universal solution to economic and social problems. 

This has a strong ideological component. The pursuit of effectiveness has often led to 

a focus on cost reduction policies, but Organisational Effectiveness (OE) is a broad 

concept. It has different definitions, applies across different organizational levels and 

relates to different organizational objectives and purposes (Mullins, 2007). 

 

Understanding the pursuit and attainment of OE within a specific context involves 

notions of rationality. The concept of rationality in organizational contexts has a long 

history, and following Weber (1978), is often taken to mean ‘the rational consideration 

of alternative means to achieve [an] end (goal)’ (Weber, 1978:26). This allows for the 

choice of alternative means to an end to be based on relevant arguments, as distinct 

from feelings and emotions. However, rationality is not an absolute concept (Snellen, 

2002): policies are more or less rational or may be partially rational. There are also, 

and importantly, different perspectives on rationality. 
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Instrumental rationality refers to the use of quantitative calculation and accounting 

procedures that help to achieve an action or make a decision (Weber, 1978). 

Rationality depends here on numerical and calculative standards that start with given 

goals and then measure performance towards achieving these goals. Similarly, 

economic rationality refers to the evaluation and selection of alternatives in terms of 

the most cost-effective means of achieving ends and it applies when two or more 

options are in competition with each other. 

 

This perspective presupposes a unitary organization, with clear and non-conflicting 

objectives that are accepted by all. Similarly, blame and sanction for failure to achieve 

goals (cost-effectively) is regarded as legitimate. This perspective embraces 

techniques such as performance appraisal. Organizational effectiveness is rooted in 

economic principles and motives and technical decisions cannot be settled until the 

economic questions of comparative costs have been answered. OE is thus seen as 

goal-orientated and uses techniques such as performance management to achieve a 

cost-effective outcome.  

 

However, public organizations often have a multiplicity of goals that can, and 

frequently do, conflict, which makes the application of instrumental rationality 

problematic. Moreover, and significantly, 'political' pressures are absent from the 

preceding argument and in organizational settings these are likely to have a 

substantial influence on defining end goals and on determining the main techniques 

needed to apply these goals. This is particularly the case in the public sector, which is 

governed by bureaucratic rules and procedures.  

 

Alternatively, rationality can be considered in the context of the organization as a 

social system.  Here rationality is based on interpersonal communication rather than 

instrumental thinking or calculative manipulation of alternatives. This concept of 
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rationality reflects the ability of actors to use communicative actions to interact in 

pursuit of personal and social goals. Communicative rationality is oriented towards 

conflict resolutions through negotiation among organizational members.  

 

These perspectives can be related to a ‘stakeholder satisfaction’ view of OE. Here, the 

assessment of organizational effectiveness rests not simply on achieving outputs, but 

also on the inclusiveness of the decision making process for the selection of desired 

outputs. This implies deliberative and participatory approaches to decision-making: 

the organization is seen in pluralistic terms, with managers seeking to convince 

enough (powerful) stakeholders of the organization’s effectiveness.  

 

A model of deliberative democracy has been developed from the logic of 

communicative rationality, whereby the common interest emerges consensually 

through an open process of public discourse and debate. However, Mouffe (1999) 

criticizes the concept of deliberative democracy for omitting the political dimension 

and proposes an alternative model of agonistic pluralism, which recognizes the 

ineradicable nature of conflict and power. In turn,  agonistic pluralism has also been 

challenged; see, for example, Kapoor (2002). This point is taken on in Part 4 of this 

thesis.  

 

Issues 

 

A key aim of the introduction of NPM into the public sector was to improve public 

sector effectiveness via a shift from ‘accountability for processes’ to ‘accountability for 

managing outcomes’ and this is often associated with the managerialist perspective on 

organizational effectiveness cited above. Therefore, NPM strategies emphasise 

efficiency, effectiveness and quality, and aim to make organizations more results-
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oriented. This implies shifting organizations from stakeholder satisfaction models to 

instrumental rationality models of OE by introducing explicit standards and measures 

of performance, placing emphasis on output control and private sector styles of 

management practice, etc. 

 

This can be related to Human Resource Management (HRM) as follows. The concept of 

HRM emerged from US business schools in the mid to late 1980s. However, key 

elements in HRM thinking can be traced back to at least the Human Relations 

movement of the 1920s. Indeed, Personnel Management, a forerunner of HRM, is 

largely based upon recognition of the ‘social’ character of work and employment and 

contrasts with management styles which treat labour as atomistic and primarily 

economic.  

  

However, HR is not a static field. Of particular note is the rise of the ‘business partner’ 

model of HRM based on work originally carried out by Ulrich (1997), which has 

influenced practitioners and helped to engender a shift in perceptions of HRM 

regarding its place in organizational strategy. This is often claimed to be a 

fundamental rethinking of HRM where ‘HR practitioners partner with line managers to 

help them reach their goals through strategy formulation and execution' (Ulrich and 

Brockbank, 2005: 27).   Thus, following Ulrich, there are a number of potential models 

for the role and activities of the HRM function, depending on whether the focus is on 

strategy or operations and on process or people. 

Figure 1 
 

Focus Operations Strategy 

People Employee Champion Strategic Partner 

Process Administrative Expert Change Agent 
 

Models for the role and activities of the HRM function 
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A move from the bottom to the top of the Figure 1 (i.e. towards 'business 

partnership’) would give HR professionals a more strategic role and enhance their 

status within the organization.  

 

The influence of NPM might then suggest that the modern University could be fertile 

ground for HRM functions based on a business partnering model. If this is the case, 

however, it also raises questions about the effacing of traditional models and HR 

practices such as the employee champion role and this is, of course, controversial 

(see, for example, Francis and Keegan, 2006). It seems reasonable to suppose, 

moreover, that such controversy would be even more the case in organizations like 

universities, which traditionally have had cultures which value professionalisation and 

participation highly. Thus a key question is how do HRM practitioners in HE themselves 

understand their role in the face of new models of HR and in the context of NPM 

reform.  

 

Higher education in the UK faces massive pressures for change driven by imperatives 

as diverse as funding, quality, internationalization and technology. Greater competition 

for scarce resources together with decreasing public trust in higher education 

practices have resulted in demands for universities to demonstrate publicly their 

productivity, effectiveness and efficiency.  There is a significant change in the way the 

effectiveness of universities is viewed and evaluated,  therefore, and this is 

increasingly seen as being about economic outcomes, such as the employability of 

graduates and value for money.  

 

Cameron (1978; 1986) argued that higher education institutions have traditionally 

resisted systematic assessments of their effectiveness. University staff have, for 

example, argued that HEIs are unlike other types of organizations and, therefore, 
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traditional approaches to performance measurement are not applicable, although 

there are signs that this resistance is starting to wane.   

 

However, the literature on public service management is replete with cautionary tales 

relating to the effects of performance measurement and its potential dysfunctions and 

paradoxes. Higher education in the UK (and elsewhere) has experienced a decline in 

resource allocation with a consequent increase in staff-student ratios, as well as 

attempts to transplant managerial techniques drawn from the private sector. Barry et 

al. (2003), for example, point to an increasing emphasis on the managerialist 

perspective and on marketisation across the sector. Significantly, these changes often 

involve performance targets and the introduction of appraisal systems in the context 

of reduced resources and increased competition.  

 

This might well be accompanied by HRM departments in universities seeking to shift 

their main focus from the roles of ‘employee champion’ and ‘administrative experts’ to 

those of ‘strategic partner’ and ‘change agent’. Such developments, however, would 

represent a significant departure from the traditional model of HEIs as organizations 

which seek, primarily, to balance the needs of their stakeholders. As might be 

expected, in organizations where the prevalent culture values deliberation and 

participation, this has been the cause of much dispute and, indeed, resistance.  

 

Methodology 

 

In order to explore the perspectives of HR professionals in UK HEIs, this study is 

based on qualitative research intended to capture and amplify the voice of 

practitioners, carried out by the first author as the basis for her PhD thesis, which was 

supervised by the other two authors. Initially all HR directors of the UK Universities 
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member organizations were contacted with an invitation to participate. From the 

responses received, questionnaires were distributed and completed, follow-up 

interviews with nine HR directors carried out and documentary analysis of HR strategy 

documents undertaken. 

 

Findings 

 

Not surprisingly, it was evident that almost all HR professionals interviewed espoused 

a positive view regarding the value of HR involvement in developing strategy for 

universities. Furthermore, they claimed that the sector was increasingly receptive to 

the potential added value that HR can bring. There were clear and high expectations 

about how the Business Partner role can contribute to achieving strategic objectives. 

Yet it was clear that there were still battles to be won regarding the centrality of HR in 

university decision-making.  

 

The key issue identified by HEI HR practitioners is the importance of the alignment 

between HR and university strategy, which is perceived as crucial for HRM practice. 

However, this seems to not fully match the Business Partner model, insofar as HR is 

clearly seen as responding to strategy rather than shaping it. Indeed, HR, in this 

context, seems to be co-ordinating (rather than leading) function, which seeks to fit 

notions of HRM strategy into wider university-level strategy.  

 

Moreover, several respondents suggested there was resistance to the strategic 

integration of HR in University practice, but they were also keen to stress that HRM 

professionals can play a much more proactive role than has previously been the case. 

This contributed to a pervading sense that the potential of HR in the sector had yet to 

be fully realized. Indeed, frequent references to ‘aspirations’ in the interviews gave a 
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sense that HR directors had not been able to secure the ‘buy-in’ of all university 

stakeholders to the importance of HR strategy.  

 

Nevertheless, HR directors appear ambitious to achieve a genuinely more strategic 

role. Whilst this, of course, reflects their professional background and interests, it can 

also be understood as an attempt to exert influence to control their own destiny. Of 

course, their assertion of the importance of HR strategically can also be perceived “as 

yet another tool to pursue group interests and to grant individuals privileges they 

could not get otherwise” (By et al., 2008: 23).  

 

Another key theme to emerge in discussion with HR directors is the demands of and 

opportunities from changing legislation. Indeed there is a perception that change in 

the legislative landscape will continue to influence HRM reform at a strategic level. 

Similarly, the requirement for HR developments to be reviewed and approved by 

funding bodies and the importance of satisfying governmental and funding 

requirements was seen as significant and potentially helpful systems in raising the 

profile of HRM. However, this may result in a rather limited view of the prospect for 

organizational developments in their work, as it seems reactive rather than proactive. 

  

The third central theme to emerge from HR directors was a desire to initiate more 

systematic approaches to performance monitoring, measurement and reward 

management. This could involve linking the application of the quality standards in 

place in HEIs to the payment rewards given to academic and non-academic staff. 

However, although the desire is clear, how this could be achieved is less obvious. No 

concrete example of how to exercise judgment over the quality of academic work and 

the role of academics in determining quality standards was offered.  Indeed the 

complexity of the sector was well understood and many practitioners recognized the 



 

64 
 

inherent difficult of measuring quality. However, despite the difficulties of definition 

and measurement outlined above, formal HRM strategies produced by these 

practitioners frequently claim they seek to link individual and organizational 

performance.                         

 

The literature relating to the implementation of NPM-based reforms suggests that 

organizations would be required to develop strategies to control both their results and 

their inputs. This entails, in many cases, the development of performance appraisal 

programmes and standards to allow organizations to link input and output 

systematically. However, this is likely to create more pressure on HR professionals to 

ensure that organizational members know and understand what is expected of them 

(often expressed in terms of performance standards) and have the skills and ability to 

deliver on these expectations.  

 

Thus, HR professionals seem to support a perspective which focuses on performance 

targets and many have sought to achieve this through the design and introduction of 

a system of appraisal. However, another key theme to emerge in the discussion was 

the limited participation of academics in setting their performance standards and 

performance appraisals and it was acknowledged that this is a key source of tension 

between academics and managers.  

 

This finding seems to suggest a challenge for HR in terms of developing constructive 

relationships with academics around the nature and definition of performance. Ulrich 

advocated that HR professionals should create new forms of engagement with 

employees to achieve HRM reform (Ulrich and Beatty, 2001); but our findings also 

demonstrate the difficulties inherent in doing so. Indeed change in UK Universities 

may have led to “an erosion of traditional forms of collegiality and have had a 
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distancing effect on the relationship between academics and senior managers within 

universities” (Burnes et al., 2014).   

 

Analysis of HR strategy documents showed support for the IR model of universities 

through applying regular imposed appraisals to achieve economic objectives. However, 

in contrast to views which do not allow for input from other participants in the 

appraisal process, in some documents views of HRM strategy did emerge which 

reflected the language of ‘partnership’. Significantly, however, this was often 

articulated in policy documents rather than by the interviewees themselves. 

 

A related issue is that the literature suggests that effective performance appraisal in 

the public sector differs from that in the private sector (Boyne, 2002; Brown 2011). In 

line with this, HR professionals seemed aware of the unique characteristics of the 

sector in terms of the application of managerialism and performance management 

systems. Thus it seems that HEIs are attempting to move HR practice from being 

based on a stakeholder satisfaction model to being based on an IR model; but with 

some difficulty.  

 

For many practitioners the challenge of applying performance management relates to 

the differences in culture between the private and the public sectors and HEIs 

especially. Indeed, it may point to a 'hybrid' organization emerging, which has some 

characteristics of the public sector and some of the private. As Deem (2004: 111) 

points out “Managing academic knowledge is not remotely comparable to managing 

retailing and industrial production and it can be particularly challenging to manage”. 

In this context, HR professionals’ references to ‘culture change’ for academics as a 

means to establish and apply performance management successfully, seems 
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optimistic. This, in fact, represents one of the most difficult challenges that face HR 

professionals in UK HEIs when attempting to move forward to the IR model. 

 

In summary, the HR professionals’ appear keen to apply managerialism in HEIs, 

driven partly by a desire to secure a more strategic role for HR in HEIs; but it is also 

clear that the tools available to achieve this are severely limited.  The data presented 

shows tension and ambiguity about the appropriate role of HR practices in relation to 

the role HRM can (or, indeed, should) adopt and the legitimacy of that approach. 

Generally, it seems the HR practitioners have an unclear view about how they can 

apply the approach effectively, particularly with respect to academics. The HR 

professionals in the research found it difficult to explain how they would evaluate the 

quality of academic work or deal with academic resistance to the movement toward 

the IR model.  

 

A further constraint lies in what one of the HR professionals termed ‘a lack of 

corporateness’. This may be seen in terms of academics being primarily orientated 

towards their disciplines and/or the sector as a whole rather than the specific 

organization in which they work. Similarly, HR practitioners within HEIs are aware that 

business language and the change agenda in the public sector are necessarily 

different to private sector organizations, because of different objectives, activities and 

ethos.   

                        

Another important topic that emerged was that HR practitioners identify a lack of 

recognition or consideration of the importance of HR in HE compared to the private 

sector. This is one reason for HR professionals to focus on advancing the strategic 

aspirations of HR. Moreover, all the HR professionals participating in this research 

recognize that culture represents an important and basic challenge for HE reform. 



 

67 
 

Clearly, therefore, tensions exist in relationships between academics and HR 

managers. Moreover, bridging the gap between what management wants to achieve in 

HEIs and academic freedom and autonomy is considered a difficult challenge. While 

the managers may desire this shift, the tensions that exist suggest that it has yet to 

happen fully.  

 

This study demonstrates there is a lack of trust and confidence between managers 

and academics, which may be because managers are regarded as working to 

strengthen their position by reducing academic power and autonomy. It seems 

relevant here to cite Kirkpatrick and Ackroyd (2003), who suggest that generally some 

professional groups in the public sector work to reinforce their position over other 

groups who, in turn, feel they are being excluded from decision-making.  

 

Discussion 

 

Two ideal types of OE were proposed: a stakeholder satisfaction model based on the 

need to balance the demands of different stakeholders and an instrumentally rational 

one which focuses on the cost-effective achievement of given objectives. Under the 

influence of both the NPM and the Business Partner approach in HRM,  universities 

may be moving from a stakeholder satisfaction to an instrumentally rational model 

(although not without resistance). 

 

For the organizations in this research, implementing HRM reform indeed seems, to a 

large extent, underpinned by such a change. The role of HRM in this movement is 

seen as crucial in pursuit of strategic alignment in order to achieve cost-effectiveness 

goals, which represent the core objectives of managerialism in Higher Education.   
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The HR professionals represented here hold that the main challenge in HE reform is 

bridging the gap between management objectives of moving in a strategic direction 

and academics’ objectives of maintaining academic freedom and autonomy. However, 

the tensions that are evident in the material here suggest that the extent of the 

change from promoting academic freedom and autonomy to applying management 

practices to control academics can be exaggerated; at least for now. Indeed, it may 

well be that the result of change in the HE sector is to create 'hybrid' organizations, 

with features of traditional universities persisting alongside characteristics more 

familiar in businesses.  

 

The cases also suggest that there is only limited evidence of participation by, 

consideration of and engagement with academic staff in the design and the 

development of human resource management reform activities, such as performance 

management. Indeed this lack of engagement seems to support the notion that the 

role of academics in university governance and management has declined (Deem et 

al., 2008).  

 

Nevertheless, although the HR professionals support the idea that the role of HR 

should become more strategic and more concerned with change management, there is 

evidence that the recasting of the role of HR professionals as Business Partners is 

largely an aspiration at present. It may be seen, at least in part, as another of the 

recurring attempts to raise the status of HR managers within organizations. 

 

Thus, whilst the findings indicate that HR professionals welcome the opportunity to 

adapt and be part of a more strategic approach, there is complexity, conflict and a 

lack of clarity in terms of how to apply this approach.  Many of the HR practitioners in 
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this research felt that they were still struggling to achieve full professional status in 

HE institutions.  

 

The HR professionals in our cases largely support the view that the role of HR has 

changed over time and has been transformed (at least to some extent) from the 

traditional role (Employee Champion and Administrative Expert) to the business 

partner role (Strategic Partner and Change Agent); but there is in fact a constant 

moving between these roles.  

 

In all of the cases, there is some evidence that, to an extent, the role of HR has 

become increasingly strategic, proactive and intended to apply more business-like 

practices. The HR practitioners’ generally welcome the changes in HRM philosophy and 

practices and expect the trends towards applying a strategic HRM role in HEIs to 

continue. Yet the HR professionals in this research also accept that academics might 

still have the power to defend their autonomy, freedom and participation, based on 

their professionalism. 

 

This seems to be resulting in a 'hybrid' type of organization, within which tensions and 

conflicts persist in relationships between academics and managers. There are, 

therefore, challenges for HR professionals in applying strategic reform whilst 

respecting academic status in higher education. Ultimately, they seem to accept that 

there are limits to managerialism and that some hybridization may not only be 

inevitable, but desirable. 
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Contribution 

 

The paper gives an empirical account of HRM in action and investigates how senior HR 

professionals perceive and value reform of the HRM function in UK Universities. In 

addressing the views of managers,  the paper differed from the better documented 

academic perspective. 

 

The empirical findings suggest that HR professionals support attempts to re-orientate 

their institutions from stakeholder satisfaction models towards instrumentally rational 

forms of organizational effectiveness, which were related to competing concepts of 

rationality. This would also complement a move to a 'business partner' model of HRM, 

raising the status of HR practitioners in the organization. However, whilst the HRM 

professionals largely favour such a shift, they acknowledge limitations to the extent 

that is practical or even entirely desirable. Moreover, there is evidence presented here 

that, to a significant extent, such changes remain aspirational. 

 

This relates to the idea that universities are still, at least to an extent, different from 

private sector organizations. For example, measuring quality is especially problematic. 

Moreover, lecturers retained at least some residual power to resist imposed change 

and their cultures continued to promote academic autonomy. A result of this may be 

that universities are becoming ‘hybrid organizations’. 
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Paper B 

 

Cultural change and perpetuation in organisations: evidence from an English 

emergency ambulance service,  

Paresh Wankhade (Edge Hill University), Geoffrey Heath (Keele University) and James 

Radcliffe (Staffordshire University), Public Management Review, Vol 20, No 6 (2018) 

p. 923-948 

 

Background 

 

This paper follows on from a number of earlier papers referred to in the licentiate; 

especially Heath and Radcliffe (2007), Radcliffe and Heath (2009), Heath and Radcliffe 

(2010), Radcliffe and Heath (2010) and Heath and Wankhade (2014). These concern 

various issues around ambulance services, particularly in the UK, but a common 

theme is the role of performance management. It also, similarly, relates to Heath et 

al. (2018) a book chapter which is Paper C in this thesis. 

 

The paper focuses on cultural transformation and perpetuation in ambulance services. 

It explores the relationship between cultures, performance measures and 

organisational change by analysing characteristics of an English ambulance service to 

understand how culture is perpetuated or changed there. Internal and external factors 

that have an impact on cultural change, such as historical legacy and sub-cultural 

dynamics, were identified at the trust. The role and identity of ambulance personnel, 

the conflict between professional cultures and managerial objectives and the role of 

performance indicators were amongst factors found to be significant.  
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The paper draws substantially on an ethnographic case study at an English ambulance 

trust (which we call ‘Delta’). The field research was carried out by Paresh Wankhade 

and formed the basis of his successful PhD thesis. He is a political scientist, who is 

now Professor of Leadership and Management at Edge Hill University. He was at 

Liverpool Hope University at the time of writing the paper. James Radcliffe, who is also 

a political scientist, was based at Staffordshire University. 

 

Theory 

 

There are varied perspectives on organisational cultures and how they impact on 

organisational behaviour which fall largely into two categories. Some writers see 

culture as a critical variable that can be controlled like any other; i.e. there is a 

tangible collective culture which can be created and manipulated to enhance social 

cohesion and integration, thus enhancing organisational effectiveness. However, this 

blurs conflicts of individual or group interests and the ways in which power, authority, 

and control are structured in organisations. Writers who see culture as ‘owned by 

management’ assume culture is homogeneous, created at the highest level of 

organisations and dispersed top down as norms are internalized by organisational 

actors. However, most anthropologists see culture as arising from collective social 

interactions. Alternatively, then, culture can be seen as the product of shared symbols 

and meanings emerging from such interactions. Thus culture may be seen 

interpretively as patterns of symbolic discourse or as myths, folklore, sagas, and 

rituals, rather than as an object subject to management control (Meek, 1988). 

 

However, both approaches may be regarded as failing to expose the relationships of 

power and domination underlying management practices and ignoring the process by 

which culture is constructed and deconstructed. Writers from this perspective argue 
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that the wider political and material context can support a ‘dialectic of control’ where 

there may be passive resistance to the real as opposed to apparent imposition of 

implied changes. Similarly, while ‘corporate culturalism,’ may be a ‘sinister’ attempt to 

gain greater commitment and flexibility from employees, the alternative approach of 

regarding culture as a ‘root metaphor,’ focusing on organisational symbolism and 

diverse cultural artefacts, may become an end in itself; rather than questioning the 

ultimate goals of corporations or championing the notion of consensus developed 

through open democratic debate (Willmott, 1993). 

 

Despite these disputes, most definitions recognize the socially constructed nature of a 

phenomenon that is expressed in terms of patterns of behaviour. Schein (1985), for 

example, identified three distinct levels of culture, i.e. patterns of behaviour around 

‘artefacts,’ espoused ‘beliefs and values’ and  ‘assumptions,’ which are the real and 

largely unconscious beliefs and expectations held and shared by individuals. 

 

There are different perspectives on cultural change, including Martin’s (1985) view of 

‘cultural purists’ and ‘cultural pragmatists.’ Similarly, Ogbonna and Harris (2002) 

identify ‘optimists,’ ‘pessimists,’ and ‘realists’; as (i) those who believe culture is 

significantly susceptible to conscious management action; (ii) those who reject that 

view completely; and (iii) those who argue that only some aspects of culture may be 

changed and only under certain organisational conditions.  

 

Ogbonna and Harris (2014) call for an understanding of cultural perpetuation; i.e.   

the ‘continuation of core cultural values, beliefs, and assumptions such that they 

become enduring in such a way that new generation of organisational members are 

conditioned to adopt them in responding to various organisational contingencies’ (p. 

668).  
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They identify five intra-organisational and extra-organisational factors that have 

implications for both culture management and cultural perpetuation. These are: 

 

(1) Historical Legacy; 

(2) Organisational Symbolism; 

(3) Subcultural Dynamics; 

(4) Employment Practices; and 

(5) Extra-organisational Influences. 

 

Moreover, Ogbonna and Harris also emphasize the role of internal actors, not as 

passive recipients of institutional pressures, but as active participants whose 

interactions with their immediate environments contribute to the creation and 

preservation of values.  

 

Previous studies of unsuccessful attempts at cultural change in the ambulance 

services concentrate on employee resistance and/or managerial ineffectiveness and 

design deficiencies (Wankhade, 2012; Wankhade and Brinkman, 2014). Additionally, 

Ogbonna and Harris (2014) suggested that failure to change culture may result from 

peculiarities in the culture itself. In particular, organisations (such as ambulance 

services) with a strong history of previous success and a contingent combination of 

internal and external factors that promote and perpetuate existing values seem likely 

to develop cultures which are less susceptible to management control. Similarly, 

Anand et al. (2005) argue that socialisation processes influence individuals into 

accepting ongoing practices within the organisation and their rationalisations. 
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Methods 

 

Data were collected by the first author during 2007–09 as part of a larger study at an 

ambulance trust called ‘Delta’ to ensure confidentiality. Factors perpetuating existing 

cultural values and preventing cultural change are analysed in the research. Rich case 

studies have a considerable potential to play a mainstream role in organisation and 

management studies (Yin, 2009). 

 

More than 70 qualitative, semi-structured interviews were conducted in two phases to 

collect the data. A ‘purposive’ sampling strategy (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Miles and 

Huberman, 1994) was considered to be the most effective method to recruit the 

participants. The key actors identified included senior board executives, managers, 

and front line staff-paramedics, the 999 call handlers, and the dispatchers working in 

the control room. Ambulance policy experts working outside the Delta trust were also 

interviewed. There were relatively few interviews with paramedics, due to frequent 

cancellations owing to their busy work patterns, although interviews were conducted 

with those who were available and willing to participate in the study. Time spent on 

non-participant observation of paramedics on the road and at the ambulance stations, 

however,  compensated for this.  

 

The focus of the observation was to watch the participants in their social settings to 

understand and appreciate their viewpoint while gaining insights about the chosen 

organisation. Use of observation as an integral part of ethnographic fieldwork is 

supported in the literature (Adler and Adler, 1994; Angrosino and Rosenberg, 2011; 

Gold, 1997). Such an approach is in conformity with the use of multiple data collection 

strategies to build the in-depth case and improve the quality of the case study 

research (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Discussion between the authors facilitated 
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critical exploration of responses, discussion of deviant cases and agreement on 

recurring themes within the data.  

 

There are some limitations to the study. The evidence gathered came from a single 

large NHS ambulance trust. Inevitably, a relatively small number of paramedics  

participated. Data were collected during 2007–2009 and further empirical research 

would be valuable to test the continuing relevance of the findings. However, the 

evidence gathered in the study corresponds to the issues raised in recent studies 

examining cultural characteristics and implications for ambulance services (National 

Audit Office [NAO], 2017; Wankhade et al., 2015). 

 

Issues 

 

A particular issue concerning ambulance services is the changing role of ambulance 

personnel and the extent to which organisational culture(s) promote or impede 

transformation. The controversial nature of performance measures within the service 

is a significant feature in this. Although organisational culture may be a relevant factor 

in health care performance, however, the relationship between culture and 

performance is not conclusively established. Nevertheless, changing organisational 

culture is now a familiar prescription for health sector reform in the UK since 

structural changes have come to be seen as inadequate on their own as a means for 

reform (Jorritsma and Wilderom, 2012; Konteh et al., 2010).  

 

This article explores whether and in what ways organisational cultures and sub-

cultures impede, rather than promote, organisational change (Harris and Ogbonna, 

1998; Morgan and Ogbonna, 2008). Ogbonna and Harris’ (2014) framework then 

informed our analysis of the management and perpetuation of organisational culture 
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in one large NHS ambulance trust by providing key themes for the analysis of the 

empirical data derived from an ethnographic study. However, this article goes beyond 

Ogbonna and Harris by identifying additional themes on the nature of culture change 

and perpetuation, particularly the impact of performance measures, and how this 

affects the prospects for organisational change. 

 

Because the nature of the public sector centres on the delivery of professionally based 

services, there may be even greater issues around culture within the public services. 

Traditionally, there have been major and often dominant professions such as doctors, 

the police, and social workers. However, new professional groups have emerged, 

seeking professional recognition to defend their roles within services dominated by 

these better established groups. This has increased further the challenge presented by 

competing sub-cultures within the public sector as a whole. The necessity of 

understanding the place of organisational sub-cultures in driving cultural change 

follows from this. Similarly, the significance of sub-cultures in the Ambulance Service 

is highlighted by Wankhade (2012) who identified: 

 

(1) The ‘Operator’ culture of the front line crews (paramedics and technicians) 

who respond to emergency 999 calls. 

(2) The ‘Engineering’ culture of the Call takers and Call dispatchers who receive all 

999 calls and dispatch vehicles to an emergency; 

(3) The ‘Executive’ culture of the Chief Executive and the senior executive team. 

 

A variety of assumptions and values were found in the different occupational groups: 

thus there is no ‘single’ ambulance culture, but rather ‘multiple’ cultures.  
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Heath and Radcliffe (2007) examined the performance measurement regime then 

applied to the English Ambulance Service. It concentrated on response times, which 

are clearly important. However, focusing solely on the time taken for vehicles to arrive 

at the scene of an incident disregards what happens there. The regime fell into the 

pitfalls identified in the academic literature concerning the perverse incentives and 

unintended consequences often associated with performance measurement and 

reporting (Heath and Radcliffe, 2010; Wankhade, 2011). Indeed the service became 

notable as an example of how targets may promote 'gaming' (Heath et al., 2018; 

Heath and Radcliffe, 2010; Heath and Wankhade, 2014). 

 

This was particularly significant because of the changing role of ambulance 

paramedics. Previously this was seen only as stabilising patients in extreme situations 

and transporting them rapidly to A&E units; but it has been evolving to use a greater 

range of skills in a wider variety of situations (Heath et al., 2018). Increasing levels of 

education and training are intended to provide better triage and treatment at the 

scene by emergency ambulance staff. However, McCann et al. (2013) claimed the 

professionalization strategy promoted at senior level had so far had limited traction, 

due to power issues and other institutional priorities and pressures 

 

Over time, the performance measures became very controversial (Radcliffe and 

Heath, 2009; Wankhade and Brinkman, 2011).Timeliness was still seen as an 

important aspect of performance, but indicators of outcome or processes relevant to 

outcome were subsequently also included in the ‘dashboard.’ The approach responded 

to the debates concerning the previous regime but, whilst generally welcome, there 

were concerns that some indicators, most notably response times, would be stressed 

at the expense of others (Heath and Wankhade, 2014; McCann et al., 2013). A recent 

report by the NAO (2017) suggests that may indeed have been the case. The NAO 
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report found that, even though the new performance measures have been introduced, 

‘commissioners, regulators and providers still place too much focus on meeting 

response times’ (p. 8) which has led to perverse outcomes  

 

Findings 

 

Historical legacy 

 

Calls for professionalization of the workforce have resulted in paramedic training 

moving into the universities with a range of advanced specialist paramedic roles being 

developed. Staff with specialist roles (such as critical care paramedics or emergency 

care practitioners) are now equipped with enhanced knowledge and skills needed to 

make complex decisions about patient care. However, tension seems to have arisen 

around these developments. The interviews suggested there were continuing 

challenges around reluctance to accept the changing role of ambulance staff 

wholeheartedly. Thus, historical factors help promote the perpetuation of cultural 

beliefs and preferences.  

 

Organisational symbolism 

 

While senior executives extolled the virtues of developing new values and beliefs 

around professionalization of the service, symbolic expressions, which still supported 

the existing culture, were also expressed.  Cultural artefacts, such as blue flashing 

lights and response targets, persist as organisational symbols, reflecting the historical 

legacy, and non-achievement of targets is still considered taboo by senior executives 

(McCann et al., 2015).  At times in the research, this was linked explicitly to another 

important issue, that of sub-cultural dynamics. 
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Sub-cultural dynamics 

 

Each of the three main sub-groups (executives, paramedics, and control room staff) 

was found to have distinct assumptions and beliefs about organisational performance 

and different attitudes towards cultural change. For example, sub-cultural dynamics 

were seen to impede the full adoption of changing role of the paramedics. 

 

In addition, sub-cultures had an impact on inter-personal relationships and, therefore, 

behaviour. The rivalry and competition between the different sub-cultural groups 

identified in our study is revealing and is helpful in identifying and understanding the 

nature and role of sub-cultural groups in uniformed emergency response services. 

 

Employment practices 

 

Some aspects of employment practices appeared significant in promoting cultural 

endurance and undermining cultural change efforts. We have already referred to the 

somewhat contested change in the roles of paramedics and control room staff. 

Additionally, the insular internal recruitment process and the limited involvement of 

Delta’s managers in operational and strategic aspects stood out. Traditionally, most 

senior personnel joined the service as front line paramedics and worked their way 

through to managerial/executive positions. 

  

Furthermore, the 8-minute response time target is too short to allow any managerial 

intervention in ‘real time’ and, therefore, influence resides with the control room staff. 

Lack of opportunities for training and clinical education, often side-lined due to 

operational exigencies, was another issue highlighted by some of the managers during 

the interviews as affecting both themselves and the staff. This has a significant 
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bearing on executive efforts to bring cultural change. However, there were positive 

developments witnessed at Delta. For example, the development of the managerial 

strategic function was recognized by senior management and training programmes 

were enhanced. 

 

Nevertheless, operational managers were isolated from front line staff due to shift 

patterns and from each other due to the distances involved, which resulted in their 

engagement in the organisation being limited to a tactical role. Thus they seemed to 

have limited influence on either the contents of the strategy or the operational 

activities supposed to deliver it. Perhaps unsurprisingly, these middle managers could 

seem ‘reluctant managers’. Indeed, one of our findings was that middle managers 

formed a fourth ambulance ‘tribe’ with their own interests and sub-cultural values. 

 

Extra-organisational dimension 

 

Ogbonna and Harris (2014) demonstrate the importance of an extra-organisational 

dimension in understanding cultural perpetuation. In our study, we saw the influence 

of other NHS organisations and the central government having a significant effect. For 

example, considerable pressure from successive governments to promote the wider 

role of the ambulance professional, has inevitably had some effect  (Radcliffe and 

Health, 2009). However, and significantly, the interviews suggested that other 

stakeholders, such as service users and other emergency services (police and fire), 

were regarded as having less influence on the organisational culture. Although central 

government is clearly a significant external influence on ambulance services, 

frustration was expressed, however, concerning the many and sometimes 

contradictory governmental initiatives. Nevertheless, central government has been a 
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significant influence in promoting organisational, professional and cultural change in 

ambulance services. 

 

Other factors affecting cultural perpetuation at Delta 

 

The framework of Ogbonna and Harris proved valuable for revisiting the data, but two 

other factors also stood out. First, resource limitations seemed to inhibit both 

organisational and cultural change. Secondly, the primacy of the 8-minutes response 

time target stood out in the field work. There was a general appreciation of the 

limitations of the target. This was heightened by a sense that many ‘red’ calls 

(labelled priority) did not merit that status. Many respondents talked about their 

frustration in rushing to such jobs, which then turned out to be less serious incidents.  

 

However, differences in attitudes towards the targets also emerged in the research. 

Paramedics tended to be straightforwardly sceptical but managers were more 

pragmatic in their views, although they recognised the potentially damaging effects on 

their workforce. The varied comments in the interviews reflected the differing 

attitudes of different sub-cultural groups at Delta; but, overall, they suggested that 

the performance regime had an inhibiting effect on attempts to transform the 

ambulance service culturally from being a uniformed service focused on response 

times and stabilisation to a more professionalized one. 

 

Discussion 

 

In our literature survey, three main perspectives on organisational culture were 

identified. Culture may be seen as akin to a tangible object, which is easily managed 

or as an intangible factor which can only be interpreted through symbols, myths, etc. 
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The third perspective accepts the critique of the ‘corporate culturalists’ made by the 

‘organisational symbolists’; but also criticizes an excessive concentration on 

symbolism at the expense of power relationships within the organisation and extra-

organisational factors. 

 

Our results support the view that organisational culture is not easy to manipulate, 

manage, or change, and that symbols, artefacts, and sagas, etc., were significant at 

Delta. However, the complex dynamics of power were also notable, with both 

paramedics and control room staff having significant autonomy and sub-cultures 

supporting cultural perpetuation. The ambiguous class position of paramedics, being 

‘blue-collar’ and ‘professional’ (McCann et al., 2013), also seems relevant, as it 

provides a ‘dialectic of control' (Knights and Wilmott, 1987). The literature about 

culture and professionalism in the public services (including ‘new professions’) also 

seems to resonate here. 

 

The prevalence of the factors identified by Ogbonna and Harris (2014) suggests that 

changing organisational cultures in such settings is harder to do than policy 

documents imply or managers would wish. The point made by Anand et al. (2005) 

about the strength of socialization also seems to be supported. However, in Ogbonna 

and Harris’ case, the five factors they identified uniformly support cultural 

perpetuation, whereas in our study two factors, employment practices and extra-

organisational influences, seem more ambiguous in that education and training can 

support change and government policy definitely does.  

 

Moreover, the earlier performance measures reinforced the cultural norms around 

response times and emphasized the rapid transportation of patients (Wankhade et al., 

2015), as did the limitations of resources at Delta. The subsequent changes to the 
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performance measurement regime seem supportive of the broader paramedic role 

(Heath and Wankhade, 2014), although simply expanding the performance measures 

was unlikely to be enough on its own. The practice of performance measurement 

might continue to exhibit dysfunctional effects, although the wider range of indicators 

in the dashboard could counter the previous tendency to game-playing as it seems 

easier to game against a single indicator. Alternatively, however, the continuing pre-

dominance of response times in practice may be still sustaining opportunistic 

behaviour (NAO, 2017).   

 

The study provided support for the concept of ‘Ambulance Tribes’ (Wankhade, 2012) 

and their sub-cultures, including that of another significant tribe: middle managers. 

Part of the historical legacy of the Ambulance service is managers adopting a ‘hands-

on’ role when needed, reinforcing the shared symbols and values of the workforce and 

their managers. Thus, while senior executives expected managers to become more 

strategic, middle managers were caught between traditional and newer roles. The 

managers experienced a role transition, along with the associated problems of role 

ambiguity and role conflicts, for which their previous experience and socialisation had 

not prepared them. Their response was often to orient themselves to the traditional 

role into which they were socialized.  

 

The categories of cultural ‘purists’ and cultural ‘pragmatists’ and of the perceptions of 

cultural change by ‘optimists,’ ‘pessimists,’ and ‘realists’ have been noted. The 

paramedics seemed to be ‘purists’ and ‘pessimists’ with a strong notion of their legacy 

and sub-cultural identity, their attitudes to cultural change, and their frustration about 

lack of resource and ever increasing performance demands. The managers came 

across as cultural ‘pragmatists’ and ‘realists’, while the senior executives and experts 

overwhelmingly seemed to be ‘optimists’ and ‘pragmatists’. The balance of the 
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evidence seems to favour the position of the pessimists and realists on changing 

culture, although the evidence of the NAO (2017) is mixed as to whether gaming is 

being ameliorated. In any case, these differing perspectives point to the complexities 

of understanding the process of cultural change in the ambulance service. 

 

Another important issue concerns the values, attitudes, and behaviour of users of the 

service, which have little influence on the organisational culture of ambulance 

services. This is significant because of differences in perception about the 

appropriateness of emergency calls. The notable increase in demand for ambulance 

services is a major area of friction between ambulance professionals, managers, and 

users. The high profile of ambulance services is politically salient and so this has 

significant policy and practice implications (Radcliffe and Heath, 2009). 

 

Contribution 

 

The study reinforces the view that organisational culture is a complex and amorphous 

concept, subject to various local contingencies, and is difficult to change. This insight 

is not new, but is still relevant in the light of repeated attempts to reform 

organisations through cultural change. The changing role and identity of ambulance 

personnel and the conflict between professional cultures and management objectives 

are significant issues. Indeed, aspects of culture can act to impede government policy. 

Moreover, the interplay between culture and performance measurement has 

significant implications for policy and practice.  

 

The framework of Ogbonna and Harris (2014) helped to categorize those aspects that 

reinforced cultural perpetuation at Delta and reduced the effectiveness of efforts to 

reform the service. Their five factors all seem to be significant with regard to cultural 
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change and perpetuation in our case. However, additional factors were identified. 

These were resource constraints and particularly the role of performance measures. 

Efforts to bring about organisational change through training and culture change were 

countered by the continuing emphasis on response times, which helped to perpetuate 

the existing, dominant culture. Further, attempts to overcome the perverse incentives 

associated with such an emphasis have come up against the other key elements of 

historical legacy, subcultural dynamics, and employment practices. 

 

Finally, ambulance services globally are confronted with similar challenges and face 

comparable cultural obstacles in evolving into professional health care providers (Hou 

et al., 2013). Findings from this study, therefore, have international implications.  
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Paper C 

 

Performance Management in the Public Sector: The Case of the English 

Ambulance Service 

 

Geoffrey Heath (Keele University), James Radcliffe (Staffordshire University) and 

Paresh Wankhade (Edge Hill University); Published in the Routledge Companion to 

Performance Management and Control (2018); E. Harris (ed.); Chapter 23, p.417-438 

 

Background 

 

This book chapter examines performance measurement within the public sector with 

particular reference to the English ambulance service, which provides a good case of 

the problems which can be encountered. The previous performance regime 

demonstrated the perverse incentives inherent in using single dimension performance 

measures; whereas the broader set of indicators now in place reflects better the 

changing role of ambulance paramedics by stressing clinical activity rather than simply 

the speedy transportation of patients to hospital. However, difficult issues persist. 

Analysis of these developments is viewed through various theoretical lenses, including 

those derived from New Public Management and New Public Governance. The chapter 

relates to a number of my papers referred to in the licentiate and doctorate, but the 

chapter format facilitates deeper theoretical exploration. 

 

Issues 

 

This book chapter examined the experience of performance management in the 

English ambulance service where concerns over perverse incentives and unintended 
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consequences loom large. Issues around performance management are particularly 

complex in the context of public services because, for example, public sector 

organisations often have many differing objectives and outcomes are difficult to 

measure. There are also many technical problems which can arise when performance 

indicators are used misguidedly; for example, concentrating on economy and 

efficiency rather than effectiveness, equity or quality. These are often associated with 

cost cutting and/or attempts to assert management control.   

 

Similarly, the behavioural aspects of inappropriate schemes are well established. As 

well as having potentially unintended and even perverse consequences, indicators can 

come to be seen as ends in themselves rather than leading to learning and dialogue. 

These dangers are reinforced where single dimension measures are used, indicators 

are closely linked to reward and sanction or there is a crude 'league table ' approach. 

This applied in the case of the ambulance service, with its concentration on response 

times, especially with regard to motivating dysfunctional behaviour (see, for example, 

Heath and Radcliffe, 2007; Heath and Radcliffe, 2010; Wankhade, 2011). Significantly, 

a number of papers (Hood, 2006; Radnor, 2008; Bevan and Hamblin, 2009) used the 

English ambulance service to substantiate their arguments concerning 'gaming' in 

public services. 

 

It has been recognised for some time in the accounting literature that reliance on a 

single measure of performance can be misguided and, therefore, multiple models of 

performance evaluation have been developed. The best known of these is the 

Balanced Scorecard (BSC), which was introduced by Kaplan and Norton in 1992. 

Briefly, the BSC is a framework to assist the design and implementation of strategic 

performance management in organisations by integrating external and internal 

perspectives, short term and long term objectives, financial and non-financial 
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measures, and leading and lagging indicators. In the original version of the BSC, the 

dimensions of organisational performance are classified into four perspectives: 

 

• Financial Perspective 

• Customer Perspective 

• Business Process Perspective  

• Organisational Learning and Growth Perspective 

 

The perspectives are held to be inter-linked and none is pre-eminent. Other 

perspectives are neither prescribed nor proscribed. 

 

Intriguingly, although initially less well known elsewhere, a similar approach, called 

the Tableau de Bord (TdB), has been practised in France since the 1920s (Lebas, 

1996). The TdB is customised around critical success factors and key performance 

indicators (financial and physical) specific to the organisation. There has been 

considerable debate regarding the merits of the BSC versus those of the TdB. (See, 

for example, Heath and Wankhade, 2014.)  Nevertheless, despite these 

disagreements and some difficulties in practice, it is generally agreed that some form 

of multiple performance evaluation model is preferable to relying on a single indicator. 

However, the previous performance measurement regime in the English ambulance 

service did not reflect this.  

 

This is related to another major issue affecting the nature and role of performance 

indicators applying to the Ambulance Service, which is the changing role of 

paramedics. Formerly, this was seen as concentrating on transporting patients 

speedily to Hospital Accident and Emergency (A&E) units. It is now accepted, 

however, that the role of the ambulance paramedic should encompass a greater range 
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of skills to be applied in a wider variety of situations. In particular, paramedics are 

increasingly making use of their skills at the scene of incidents. Indeed it has been 

government policy to promote an enhanced role for paramedical activities at the 

scene, both in terms of providing care and giving advice. Consequently, new 

paramedic specialisms have been developed, such as emergency care practitioners 

(ECPs). ECPs are significantly more likely to treat patients at the scene than ordinary 

paramedics and less likely to have them conveyed on to an A&E department. There is 

some evidence that using advanced paramedics appropriately reduces transportations, 

increases patient safety and quality of care, and reduces cost. 

 

This raises the challenge for performance evaluation of how to devise a performance 

measurement regime which reflects the increasingly multifaceted nature of ambulance 

work. Indeed, these developments were constrained by the contradictory influence of 

the performance indicators which previously applied to the ambulance service, as the 

four key performance indicators which applied were concerned only with response 

times. Rapid response times are clearly important but only concentrating on them 

ignores what happens at the scene. Ambulance services, therefore, were not being 

judged on the total package of care they provided. There were, instead, just a few 

indicators of output rather than outcome in only one dimension of performance. This 

contrasts with the tendency towards multi-dimensional models of performance 

management exemplified by the BSC and TdB.  

 

Moreover, the effects of the regime were reinforced by the league table approach 

adopted, with notable perverse effects. The focus on results rather than causes and 

the narrow range of indicators led to the regime becoming notorious for 'gaming'; 

such as distorting activity and manipulating reported results. It fell, therefore, into 

many of the pitfalls in the academic literature and became highly controversial. 
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Eventually, however, a ‘dashboard’ of ‘clinical’ quality indicators was introduced for 

ambulance services in 2011. Timeliness was still seen as important, but no longer the 

only important factor. The dashboard included indicators of outcome or processes 

relevant to outcome, but not cost (in contrast to the BSC perspectives). These 

indicators were meant to form the basis of evidence-based, patient-centred 

continuous improvement.  

 

The dashboard responded to the debates concerning the previous performance 

management regime. Criticisms of that regime and research into the role of the 

ambulance paramedic both seem to have influenced the changes. Moving from a very 

limited set of indicators to a much broader one, however, whilst welcome in itself, may 

also give rise to difficulties. The measures may indeed turn out to be a balanced set of 

indicators or they may make assessment of service performance too complex to be 

meaningful. Issues may arise of trading off performance on one measure against 

another. It may be that, in practice, some of the indicators will be stressed (most 

likely response times), simplifying the issues faced but facilitating gaming. 

 

More or less contemporaneously with the adoption of the dashboard, most 

organisations which provide NHS services in England (including ambulance services) 

were required to publish Quality Accounts annually from 2010.  These form another 

performance reporting framework. The accounts are intended to promote a number of 

desirable, but potentially conflicting objectives, such as accountability of service 

providers, both upwards internally and outwards towards stakeholders, and 

benchmarking of performance. 

 

Some parts of the Quality Accounts are mandatory and set out in guidelines, but most 

of the content of the report was intended to be determined locally, including the 
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performance indicators reported in them. Quality Accounts were to be developed, 

therefore, by engaging stakeholders and the accounts were intended to be easily 

understandable and readily accessible. Research suggested that, prior to the launch of 

Quality Accounts, increasing accountability for quality improvement via these accounts 

was welcomed but there were concerns around reliability of information, presentation 

and understandability, and establishing meaningful dialogue and consequent actions 

(Foot and Ross, 2010). 

 

A subsequent study (Foot et al., 2011) suggested this caution was justified. There was 

considerable variation in the contents and presentation of the accounts which also had 

numerous technical limitations. Disappointingly, involvement of stakeholders was also 

regarded as weak. There was also a lack of comparative data which limited the 

accounts as instruments of accountability.  Foot et al. (2011) argued, therefore, for 

greater consistency and some mandatory content (including some performance 

measures), whilst maintaining a local dimension. Reporting a small set of core 

indicators was indeed mandated later. The indicators which must be reported by 

ambulance trusts were selected from the dashboard indicators, although on what 

basis is not clear. 

 

The 'bottom up philosophy' of Quality Accounts is at odds with that of the dashboard, 

which is a standardised set of indicators, imposed 'top down'. Thus English ambulance 

services must now address two performance measurement regimes, both of which 

seem an improvement on the previous regime; but which differ considerably. 
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Theory 

 

Management control can be seen as encompassing management attempts to direct 

and co-ordinate the activities of organisations towards the achievement of common 

goals, while adapting to changes in their environments. Monitoring success through 

performance evaluation, therefore, inevitably plays an important role in management 

control. 

 

Attempts to measure and manage performance are a long standing feature of the 

public services, despite the inherent difficulties. Since the 1980s, a number of 

common aspects and trends in performance measurement, review and verification 

have been identified in the public sector. In particular, an enhanced role for 

performance management is a key feature of the 'New Public Management' (NPM) or 

‘managerialism’. (See, for example, the celebrated accounts of Pollitt, 1986; Hood, 

1991; Hood, 1995). Thus Hood’s (1991) 'doctrinal components' of the NPM included 

the management of performance through the setting of goals and performance 

measures, which should preferably be quantitative, and more emphasis on output 

controls, with rewards linked to performance; as opposed to a more 'traditional' 

emphasis on input and process controls.  This seems to be based on a ‘unitary’ and 

top down conception of organisations. Similarly, Power (1994; 1999) analysed the 

parallel development of an 'audit explosion'. One aspect of this is the significance of 

value for money auditing in the public sector, which is heavily dependent on the use of 

performance indicators. Performance indicators were, therefore, fundamental to a 

major change in the nature of public sector management which took place in the 

1980s and 1990s. This change was international, despite variations and exceptions 

(Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2000), and has persisted in the UK despite changes in 

government (see, for example, Cutler and Waine, 2002; McLaughlin and Murji, 2001).  



 

94 
 

 

This has been a somewhat peculiar development, however, as there are well 

established difficulties in using performance measurement in the public sector. Indeed 

there is an extensive academic literature on the topic; much of which points to 

potential perverse incentives and unintended outcomes. Heath and Radcliffe (2007 

and subsequently) attempted to draw on these critiques in examining the performance 

measurement regime, concentrated solely on response times, which then applied to 

the English Ambulance service. They argued that the perverse incentives and 

unintended consequences often associated with performance measurement and 

reporting regimes applied in the case of the ambulance service. 

 

These issues have emerged across a wide range of countries and institutions as part 

of a more general concern with the impact of NPM and its appropriateness outside the 

Anglo-Saxon world, which championed the NPM approach.  Christensen and Lægreid 

(2007, p.9) have noted how the post-NPM world is one of “mixed models and 

increased complexity”. Denhardt and Denhardt (2000), for example, present a New 

Public Service (NPS) approach as a viable alternative to old public administration and 

the NPM, calling for a greater public participation in the delivery of public provisions. 

Similarly, Liddle (2007) argued that a new public governance model (NPG) would 

strengthen democratic control over decision making and citizen involvement. However, 

governance (like NPM in many ways) lacks a precise definition and has been used in 

different contexts and applications (e.g. Minogue et al., 1998). 

 

Osborne has developed a model of New Public Governance that contrasts the main 

components of NPG with those of NPM (2006; 2009; 2010).  The key features of the 

model arise out of Institutional and Network theory, which emphasise the pluralist 

nature of the state. Osborne argues that this model requires public services to engage 
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more with their environment than previously, which may reverse the trend towards 

lower levels of participation in the traditional political process (Guy Peters, 2010).  

However, Guy Peters notes that such an approach may not resolve the problems of 

representative democracy as it does not guarantee that those who dominate the 

present decision making system will not dominate this new approach.   

 

The contrast between NPM and NPG can be related to different visions of the nature of 

organisations: unitary or pluralistic. For example, Crozier and Friedberg see 

organisations as both the setting for conflict and confrontation between organisational 

‘players’, which they characterise as games, and for their resolution.  Actors pursue 

stratagems to meet their own needs or objectives through ‘games playing’. Power is 

then “a bargaining relationship over time within a framework of constraints which the 

actors cannot easily change. As a bargaining relationship, the power game centres 

around the predictability of behaviour.” (Crozier, 1976, p.307) 

 

Thus power is seen as a central feature of organisational life, which cannot be reduced 

to the formal authority structure. In their model, uncertainty explains power. Those in 

a position to cope with uncertainty have informal power over those who are 

dependent on their choices. (Thus skilled manual workers or public sector 

professionals, for example, may have sway over those who manage them.) However, 

social constraints prevent actors taking too much advantage of their power, otherwise 

organisations would cease to function. 

 

Friedberg (2009) explains that the approach is based on 'borrowings' of two key 

concepts from American social science: Dahl's concept of the relational theory of 

power and Simon's concept of bounded rationality. The positional theory of power 

stresses the interactions between interdependent but partially autonomous individuals 
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pursuing their own personal strategies in terms of their expectations of other actors' 

likely behaviour. This behaviour is 'rational', therefore, in terms of satisficing under 

imperfect knowledge. The social order of organisations is the emerging (and possibly 

temporary) outcome of the ‘boundedly’ rational but purposeful behaviour of the 

participants.  

 

Moreover, Crozier (1964) identified a workers' sub-culture in the organisations he 

studied, which was adopted by all staff except new or marginalised employees, 

despite all other differences. The main features of the sub-culture concern demands 

for independence and autonomy and oppose the goals of the organisation and the 

aims of management. However, whilst this is a rigid system of attitudes and beliefs, 

derived from the pressure of the group, practical behaviour is not entirely determined 

by it, but also affected by other considerations. Management, therefore, attempts to 

use both formal authority relationships and informal arrangements to achieve a 

conflictual but stable equilibrium (Crozier, 1964). 

 

The issue of culture links to another significant conceptual framework in the 

management control literature: Simons’ Levers of Control. Amongst criticisms of the 

BSC is a perceived weakness in dealing with ‘drilling down’ from the strategic to the 

tactical and operational levels and consequently relating to implementation and 

control. Supporters of the BSC, therefore, have often been interested in Simons’ 

levers of control framework. Simons (1999) identified four 'levers' which organisations 

may use to implement management control.  They are:  

1. Belief Systems 

2. Boundary Systems 

3. Diagnostic Control Systems 

4. Interactive Control Systems 
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Simons argues that organisations need to have a range of control instruments 

because it is necessary to have the appropriate balance between various factors which 

affect the performance of the organisation, such as empowerment and accountability 

or innovation and stability. It is more effective, therefore, if management exerts 

control through the full range of levers rather than a single one; as long as they 

support and complement each other, rather than conflict. However, the levers do not 

automatically align with each other. Also what is the appropriate balance between 

them will vary from organisation to organisation and from time to time.  

 

Following Simons, therefore, such control by senior management seems most easily 

exercised where there is a strong unitary organisational culture which encompasses 

executives' values and is in line with the other levers of control. This does not 

correspond well to the situation of the English ambulance service, for example. This is 

particularly significant because changing organisational cultures rather than structures 

has become a fashionable prescription for public service reform in the UK. However,  

changing cultures is not easy as an organisation's culture is subject to various local 

contingencies (see, for example, Wankhade et al., 2018). Therefore, the issues of how 

organisational cultures are perpetuated and how organisational cultures and sub-

cultures support resistance to attempts at organisational change are important. 

Ogbonna and Harris (2014) suggest that factors such as historical legacy, subcultural 

dynamics and external influences can, under relevant circumstances, promote a level 

of cultural perpetuation which acts as a strong barrier to efforts at culture 

management and change. 
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Discussion 

 

The ambulance performance management regime has moved from a single measure 

model to a wider set of indicators and this has been generally welcomed. The thinking 

behind the dashboard reflects the debates about the previous performance 

measurement regime. Both the criticisms of the regime and the research into the 

changing role of the ambulance service seem to have influenced the reforms. 

However, given the larger debates between NPM and NPS or NPG, it is important to 

examine the extent to which the current ambulance performance frameworks exhibit 

public involvement and patient participation. 

 

It is unclear how the views of ambulance staff and other stakeholders were accessed 

and used in setting up the dashboard or how they participate in the revisions 

promised. Quality Accounts, on the other hand, echo the NPS/NPG literature on 

participation. However, there are questions about the practical issues which arise and 

the extent to which they do contribute towards the ambitious objectives of more 

debate and reflection on performance, greater stakeholder engagement and so on. 

The local development of accounts seems desirable in terms of promoting stakeholder 

engagement, deliberation, reflexivity and accountability, and in responding to specific 

local requirements for information. However, it does mean that each ambulance 

service in England could produce markedly different types of report, hampering 

comparability and benchmarking. The diverse set of audiences for Quality Accounts 

means they are intended to serve potentially contradictory purposes (Heath and 

Wankhade, 2014). The extent to which the dashboard and Quality Accounts are based 

on different approaches to performance reporting and accountability may also prove 

significant. 
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An emphasis on the pluralistic negotiation of values, meaning and relationships is 

central to NPG (Osborne, 2010). This is important when considering the problem of 

implementation, particularly where such a process involves attempts to modify 

prevailing cultures.  Policy initiatives are often not implemented fully or as intended 

when applied locally. However, implementation studies recognise that this can be seen 

as a necessary process of negotiation and consensus building rather than a 

management failure (Susskind, 2006; Hill and Hupe, 2014). Indeed, policy outcomes 

can be seen as a ‘negotiated order’, in which those affected by the policy play a part in 

its implementation by how they respond to it.  Such an approach is echoed in Lipsky’s 

concept of ‘street-level bureaucracy’ which recognises “the validity of the perspective 

of low level officials and of the public to whom they relate” (Hill and Hupe, 2014, p. 

199).  

 

It may be argued then that the development of a set of performance measures which 

involves the perspectives of users and those delivering the service, as well as senior 

managers, will result in a more sustainable and effective regime. This approach also 

has similarities to that of Crozier and Friedberg (Crozier, 1964; Crozier and Friedberg, 

1980) discussed earlier. Indeed, many aspects of their work seem relevant to the 

study of paramedics in the English context described above. In particular,  the concept 

of relational power and their interest in sub-cultures are useful to our analysis.  

 

This argument is important for the ambulance service where serious attempts have 

been made to reform cultural values around the professionalization of paramedics. 

The identity of the paramedic as a multi-skilled clinical professional is intended to 

supersede that associated with the role which concentrates only on rapid 

transportation to A&E.  However, there is evidence that this transformation of culture 

has not been totally successful (McCann et al., 2013; Wankhade et al., 2015; 
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Wankhade et al., 2018). The tendency for rapid response to be predominantly valued 

in the existing culture supported resistance to embracing professionalization 

wholeheartedly. Wankhade (2012) reported that a variety of assumptions, values and 

beliefs were held in the sub-cultures of different occupational 'tribes' (i.e. executives, 

middle managers, paramedics and control room staff), rather than a dominant belief 

system. Moreover, Radcliffe and Heath (2009) argued that organisational sub-cultures 

and the performance management regime then in place reinforced each other in 

countering efforts at reform.  Historical legacy, subcultural dynamics and extra-

organisational influences all played a part. However, Radcliffe and Heath also 

contended that the influence of central government in favour of professionalization did 

have some effect.  In contrast, the views of service users had a limited impact on the 

culture(s).  

 

The changing role and identity of ambulance personnel and the conflict between 

professional cultures and management objectives around this, have implications for 

government policy; especially given the significant relational power of paramedics 

derived from the nature of their work and specialised expertise. The English 

ambulance service presents an interesting case, therefore, where the senior 

executives' belief system was countered by both resistant sub-cultural norms and the 

diagnostic lever (i.e. the predominant performance indicator: rapid response times); 

although the new regime may be modifying this. 

 

Contribution 

 

The history of performance management in the English ambulance service presents an 

interesting case, where factors like perverse incentives and sub-cultural resistance 
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acted to impede top-down management efforts, and this is relevant to the wider 

public sector.  

 

New Public Governance would suggest that effective performance evaluation regimes 

require the participation of stakeholders, including service users and employees. 

Implementation theories suggest central government policies are unlikely to be 

implemented effectively without recognising the perspectives of employees in a 

negotiated order. The work of Crozier and Friedberg suggests that paramedics and 

control room staff are likely to have strong sub-cultures valuing independence, which 

support their significant relational power. Our case supports all these suggestions.  

 

The research reviewed broadly supports the policy of expanding the role of ambulance 

paramedics and the development of a wider range of performance indicators. 

However, the literature suggests that not involving stakeholders may incur resistance 

to change.  The policy implications resulting from this include the need for 

government to engage more readily with ambulance paramedics and other 

professionals in the continuing refinement and implementation of performance 

measurement tools, especially if attempts to change organizational culture are to be 

effective.  In addition the issue of involving users of the service is relevant. Different 

perspectives may emerge concerning the purpose of the ambulance service if users 

are involved.  
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Democracy 

 

The thesis concerns the recurring phenomenon of imposed and directive performance 

management regimes. When applied in contexts which are not conducive to such an 

approach, this leads to perverse incentives and unintended consequences. However,  

more discursive and participatory approaches to performance measurement are 

feasible and potentially valuable, despite the difficulties which may arise. Theoretical 

discussions concerning conceptions of democracy illuminate this. 

 

In this section, therefore, different views on representative and deliberate democracy 

will be reviewed and criticisms of deliberative democracy will also be addressed. This 

meets the research objective of critically investigating theoretical accounts of 

democracy; especially deliberative democracy and agonistic pluralism. Rosenfeld 

(2019, p.22) defines democracy as “democratic governance – a form of representative 

governance that...combines the protection of civil rights with popular sovereignty”. It 

should be noted here that she is largely concerned with representative democracy and 

that other forms of democracy, such as participatory democracy, can exist alongside 

representative democracy, as will be explored later in the section.   

 

She suggests that the foundation of this conceptualisation of democracy “owes much 

to the particular truth culture of the transatlantic Enlightenment project from which it 

emerged...”. This can be contrasted to earlier traditions of political thinking associated 

with Machiavelli, for example, which stress statecraft and dissimulation. However, this 

search for truth and transparency implies the availability of knowledge and facts and 

that, in turn, raises the issue of where will authoritative knowledge be found. 

Rosenfeld suggests that Enlightenment thinkers sought a balance between the wisdom 

of the crowd (drawing on common sense) and the specialist expertise of an elite of the 
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educated and the trustworthy, which were supposed to work in tandem. At its 

simplest, however, this uneasy balance can be reduced to a struggle between 

populism and technocracy. Moreover, it is argued that this dilemma has become 

especially acute in modern complex societies which exist in a pluralist world of 

difference: differences about interests, values, policies, identities, interpretations and 

even facts. 

 

The model of representative democracy drawn from enlightenment thought might 

envisage: 

 

• ordinary people sharing their views with each other; 

• drawing on the basic facts provided by experts; 

• in conditions of plain speech, free speech, openness of information and freedom 

of the press;   

• then voting on the “broad outline of a collective course of action” (Rosenfeld, 

p.30) and electing representatives to oversee the implementation of it;  

• and then more experts working out in detail how to implement their will. 

 

However, this model does not resemble how things actually were, let alone are now; 

because of, for example, vast inequalities of resources, status and education between 

citizens, and the partial role of the media. In addition, this set of propositions 

predates the emergence of mass political parties which have now become a 

particularly important form of mediation between the state and the public, along with 

pressure groups and social movements, all of which complicates the situation. The 

balance between ‘common sense’ and ‘specialist expertise’, therefore, has been 

difficult to achieve and maintain. 
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In fact, there has been a constant tension between expert truth on the one hand and 

majority instincts on the other (Rosenfeld, 2019). Thus elites can become distracted 

by their own qualifications, be motivated by self-interest, narrow the sphere of debate 

and decision-making and, in the extreme, render popular decision-making largely 

irrelevant. However, a scepticism about elites can deteriorate into a disrespect for all 

forms of established knowledge, simplistic policy proposals and, at the extreme, 

suppression of the pluralism essential to successful democratic governance 

(Rosenfeld, 2019). Moreover, she suggests there are “trends which have severely 

exacerbated this situation in the very recent past”  (Rosenfeld, 2019, p.40), ranging 

from massive changes in the technologies of information dissemination to the great 

expansion of extreme income and educational inequalities. 

 

However, it may be that the tendency towards extreme forms of competing populism 

and technocracy could be ameliorated by extending and improving public processes of 

deliberation and discursiveness. For example, Benhabib (1996a) proposes a 

deliberative model of democracy which holds that attaining legitimacy and rationality 

for collective decisions requires collective deliberation conducted rationally and fairly 

among free and equal individuals. For her, the deliberative model: 

 

• is proceduralist; 

• recognises both conflicts of values and conflicts of interests; 

• privileges a plurality of modes of association over one mass assembly (such as 

a parliament or congress). 

 

Similarly, Dryzek (2000) contends that the essence of democratic legitimacy lies in the 

opportunity and ability of all individuals subject to a collective decision to participate 

in authentic and effective deliberation about that decision. As a result, its interactions 
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involve persuasion not coercion, manipulation or deception, and the participants are 

open to changing their views as a result of debate. However, he discerns two 

competing tendencies in deliberative democracy as it has evolved: 

 

• an approach which accommodates liberal and constitutionalist thinking; and 

• an approach which Dryzek calls discursive democracy and is more critical of 

liberal constitutionalism and its associated political economy. 

 

Dryzek suggests there is a danger that a merging of these two streams will blunt the 

critical edge of deliberative democracy. While classic liberals oppose the notion of 

preference transformation via political interaction which is the basis of deliberation, 

some liberals (such as Rawls) are more flexible. They see deliberation as reconciling 

liberalism and democracy, because liberal constitutions can promote deliberation and 

constitution making can be a deliberative process. However, liberalism only contains a 

limited role for deliberation in constitution-making, while seeking an accommodation 

with the institutional order of the liberal political system. Dryzek welcomes the 

attempt to make constitutional structures more authentically democratic, but points 

out that constitutions do not determine all the kinds of politics which take place in 

political systems.  

 

Critical theory can be sceptical of the possibilities for effective deliberation within the 

liberal state. Instead it seeks the emancipation of individuals and society from 

oppressive forces such as dominant ideologies and structural economic forces; notably 

including the privileged status of business. Democratic participation can transform 

individuals so that citizens become competent to recognise and oppose such forces. 

The question then arises of whether to seek to make the liberal state more 

deliberative, risking co-option, or to sidestep the state and increase deliberation in 
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civil society and/or workplace democracy (in isolation from or in confrontation with the 

state). Dryzek (2000) argues that the answer should be either or both depending on 

circumstances. Although pressure for greater democratization almost always comes 

from civil society, inclusion within the state in some form may be inevitable for social 

movements as mass activism is hard to maintain. Offe has suggested such 

movements go through three stages of take-off, consolidation and institutionalization, 

although Dryzek holds that this is not inevitable and a dual strategy may be adopted. 

 

Benhabib (1996a) notes three main lines of criticisms of deliberative democracy. It is 

said to: 

1. undermine individual liberties and the rule of law; 

2. undermine institutions; 

3. privilege one mode of discourse at the expense of others. 

From Dryzek, we could add that others criticise deliberative democracy for rejecting 

aggregative models of democracy derived from the public choice literature.  Again 

point 3 would be extended by those whom Dryzek calls ‘difference democrats’ to 

criticise deliberative processes for not recognising difference in pluralist societies and 

thus discriminating against minority groups. Finally, overlapping with difference 

democrats are those who criticise thinkers in the deliberative tradition for wishing 

away the ineradicable nature of conflict, hierarchy and power. 

 

Some liberals argue that, because deliberative democracy values consensus, or at 

least a high degree of agreement, it could threaten basic rights and freedom for all 

and fail to defend minorities against the tyranny of the majority. In response, 

Benhabib claims that a ‘discourse theory of ethics’ must consider “participants to be 

equal and free beings, equally entitled to take part in those discourses which 

determine the norms that are to affect their lives” (Benhabib, 1996a, p.78). 
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Consequently, they have certain ‘moral rights’; i.e. to ‘universal moral respect’ and to 

‘egalitarian reciprocity’. Thus an apparently participative approach which failed to 

recognise minority rights would not be authentically deliberative. 

 

Turning to a second line of criticism, as Benhabib (1996a, p. 74) says, 

‘institutionalists’ may “consider the discourse model to be hopelessly naive, maybe 

even dangerous, in its seemingly plebiscitary and anti-institutionalist implications…”. 

They argue that complex and highly differentiated modern societies cannot be 

organised along deliberative lines. Benhabib counters this essentially empirical critique 

by citing three (then) recent attempts to investigate the institutional possibilities of 

public deliberation. Without accepting the strong consensus version of deliberation 

espoused by Habermas, Elster (1989) argues for taking seriously the institutional 

design of public discussion at the legal-constitutional level. In contrast, Offe (1986) 

focuses on associational designs within civil society. Most significantly, Dryzek (1990) 

“shows incipient forms of discursive design already obtain”  in a number of contexts 

(Benhabib, 1996a, p. 86). Rather than being incompatible with social complexity, 

Dryzek contends that deliberative democracy can contribute to resolving complex 

social problems. “Particularly, citizens’ environmental groups are interesting examples 

in which the practice of discursive design enables efficiency and success through 

voluntary compliance, consciousness raising, and decentralized problem solving” 

(Benhabib, 1996a, p. 86-87).  

 

Intriguingly, however, neither of the volumes of essays edited by Benhabib (1996b) 

and by Elster (1998b) nor Dryzek’s (2000) book, cite the experiments with 

participatory democracy in Porto Alegre, Kerala and elsewhere; possibly because they 

combine representative and deliberative approaches. Nevertheless, whatever view is 

taken on the efficacy of these experiments, they demonstrate empirically that 
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institutions combining representative and deliberative democracy can be devised 

without being plebiscitary. 

 

Social or public choice thinkers see politics as being about strategic situations where 

actors pursue predetermined interests in competition with other actors. According to 

rational choice theory (RCT), individuals act out of self-interest to maximise their 

utility, accumulate an optimal amount of information and establish stable sets of 

preferences. For some social choice theorists, altruistic behaviour may form part of 

individuals’ utilities, but only if it promotes their self-interest indirectly. A key 

assumption is that actor’s preferences are not changed by social and political 

interchange with other actors. Individual preferences must then be aggregated for 

decision-making, but this is problematic. Some public choice theorists are sceptical of 

meaningful democratic action of any sort, especially deliberation, and prescribe 

minimalist democracy and the small state (although other social choice theorists are 

more sympathetic to deliberation; Sen, for example.)  

 

As Sen (2009, p.179) argues, the claim that “people choose rationally if, and only if, 

they intelligently pursue their self-interest, and nothing else” can be countered on the 

grounds that “human beings can easily have a good reason also to pay some attention 

to objectives other than the single-minded pursuit of self-interest, and can see 

arguments in favour of taking cognisance of broader values or of normative rules of 

decent behaviour”. The assumptions of RCT, therefore, “reflect an extremely limited 

understanding of reason and rationality”. Again, as Benhabib (1996a, p.71) contends, 

despite “the methodological fiction of an individual with an ordered set of coherent 

preferences” which exist before interactions, it is unrealistic “to assume that 

individuals can start a process of public deliberation with a level of conceptual clarity 

about their choices and preferences that can actually only result from a successful 
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process of deliberation. Likewise, the formation of coherent preferences cannot 

precede deliberation; it can only succeed it.” (Benhabib, 1996a, p. 71). Similarly, 

Dryzek (2000) argues that preference change is not only possible, but that values like 

equality, integrity, reciprocity and accountability, which support rational decision-

making, are best learned through through debate and deliberation. 

 

Difference democrats stress the need for democratic politics to recognise the 

legitimacy of the perspectives of historically oppressed groups. They oppose, 

therefore, what they see as the ostensibly neutral rationalistic practices that allegedly 

actually exclude oppressed subjects in deliberative democracy (see the discussions in 

Benhabib, 1996a, and Dryzek, 2000, for example). This is related to questions of 

identity and difference as opposed to definitions of the common good, which are said 

to favour the privileged in practice and to disregard the pluralist nature of modern 

societies (Young, 1996). Moreover, although support for recognising difference does 

not have to entail hostility to deliberation, some difference democrats regard it as 

favouring the articulate and well educated and, therefore, discriminating against the 

oppressed. This is linked to the requirement of some supporters of deliberative 

democracy for certain kinds of speech (i.e. ‘reasoned argument’) and its impetus to 

unity rather than pluralism (i.e. regarding consensus as the only basis for making 

decisions).  Instead they favour other forms of communication: thus Young (1996, p. 

129) proposes “… three elements that a broader concept of communicative democracy 

requires in addition to critical argument: greeting, rhetoric and storytelling”.  

 

It should be noted here that consensus, in this sense, requires a very high level of 

agreement: not just accepting a decision, but also accepting the reasons for that 

decision. From this point of view, voting to short circuit debate is seen as coercive. 

However, Dryzek argues that deliberative democracy can cope with difference by 
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acknowledging plurality and that authentic deliberation exists if communication leads 

to reflection on preferences in a non-coercive way. (Different views on power and 

coercion will be explored more in the next section.) If so, a variety of ways of 

communicating can be accepted and contestation should be welcomed for encouraging 

reflection (which also counters the charge that deliberation inevitably produces 

conformism). Similarly, Curato et al. (2017, p. 5) refer to Young’s concept of 

‘communicative rationality’ and acknowledge that deliberative democrats “have 

conditionally embraced greeting, rhetoric, humor, testimonies, storytelling, and other 

sorts of communication”. Moreover, although consensus arrived at through reasoned 

argument remains the ideal for some theorists, others do not regard it as essential for 

democratic deliberations. Instead there may be workable agreements where different 

participants accept an agreed course of action for different reasons, as long as these 

reasons have received deliberative scrutiny (Dryzek, 2000). This also counters the 

charge of ‘incompleteness’ sometimes raised against both deliberative and difference 

democrats (i.e. that they have no mechanism for arriving at collective choice and 

decision-making). Bargaining or voting may even be accepted by some on practical 

grounds,  as long as it follows rational debate.   

 

Thus, while some advocates of deliberative democracy still regard the Ideal Speech 

Situation, reasoned argument and consensus (in the strong sense) as forming at least 

a desired model of deliberative democracy, it is increasingly accepted that they are 

neither possible nor necessary in practice. (The Ideal Speech Situation, or ISS, which 

sets stringent conditions for ensuring decisions are reached via the force of the better 

argument, through dialogue without coercion, is discussed further in the next section 

in relation to rationality.) Indeed Curato et al. (2017) claim that some of the 

controversies around deliberative democracy, such as this one, should be set to rest 

now, because it has generated a “large volume of empirical social scientific research 
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that, at its best, proceeds in dialogue with the normative theory” and “the practical 

uptake of deliberative ideas in political innovation provides a rich source of lessons 

from experience that can be added to theorizing and social science”  (p.2). They claim 

(perhaps optimistically) that they have identified twelve key findings that settle 

controversies and can be used as a basis for further developments. These are shown 

in Figure 2 below.  

 

Mouffe is a noted, but not entirely unsympathetic, critic of deliberative democracy. In 

Mouffe (1999), she regards the aims of deliberative democracy as commendable in 

that questions of morality and justice are held to be the central issue of politics. 

However, she argues that, by proposing to view reason and rational dispute as 

constituting the way to achieve the general interest, the model of deliberative 

democracy omits the political dimension. Thus a ‘strong’ version of deliberative 

democracy based on the ISS might leave no place for politicians and politics in 

mediating between the experts providing factual data and the people debating the 

evidence to arrive at a decision. Moreover, whereas (some of) its proponents call for 

the removal of all impediments to unconstrained public deliberation on all matters of 

common concern, Mouffe contends that this is a conceptual impossibility. Without 

those constraints, no communication could ever take place because there needs to be 

an authority to enforce the rules of debate. As she says, “the very conditions of the 

possibility of deliberation constitute the impossibility of the ideal speech situation.”  

However, as was suggested above, some supporters of deliberative democracy would 

readily accept realistic alternatives to the ISS. 
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Figure 2 
 

1 Deliberative Democracy is realistic – its practicality is now established. “Deliberative 
democracy is not utopian; it is already implemented within, outside, and across 
governmental institutions worldwide” (p. 3). 

2 Deliberation is essential to democracy – all democratic settings feature some 
combination of communication and formal and informal rules and “the more deliberative 
the communication, the better democracy works” (p.4). 

3 Deliberation is more than discussion – it is more complex than originally theorised 
and has both ‘procedural’ and ‘dispositional’ components; i.e. it is about discussions 
and resource allocation decisions.  

4 Deliberative Democracy involves multiple sorts of communication – there is an 
increasing acceptance of the modes of communication associated with Young’s 
‘communicative democracy’ and of the need to pay attention to different cultural 
contexts.   

5 Deliberation is for all – early sceptics argued only elites have the cultural capital to 
engage in deliberation, but research has established the inclusive nature of deliberative 
democracy. 

6 Deliberative Democracy has a nuanced view of power – early critics suggested 
deliberative democracy neglected power and strategic games playing. However, 
although deliberative practice reveals power is ubiquitous, procedures can be  
designed to limit coercive power. (This is explored further in the next section.) 

7 Productive deliberation is plural not consensual – commitment to (strong sense) 
consensus was a target for early critics of deliberative democracy, but it is now 
accepted that voting, negotiations and workable agreements are acceptable bases for 
decision-making, recognising pluralism. 

8 Participation and deliberation go together – deliberative democracy is not neglectful 
of widening participation in society and politics, as has been alleged. Instead, “the 
political projects of participatory and deliberative democracy are intimately linked” (p. 8) 

9 Deliberative transformation takes time - “… reported results from very short 
deliberative processes may only reflect the path toward, rather than the result of, 
deliberation. True deliberative transformation takes longer than that.” (p.9). 

10 Deliberation is the solution to group polarisation – it has been alleged that 
deliberation feeds polarisation, but this can be averted procedurally (e.g. by structuring 
decisions) where desirable and, in any case, polarisation may be just a pejorative word 
for much needed clarity regarding differences. 

11 Deliberative Democracy applies to deeply divided societies  - although it might 
seem better suited to more orderly contexts, evidence suggests deliberative democracy 
can flourish in conflictual settings, but in the form of working agreements rather than 
‘strong’ consensus. 

12 Deliberative research productively deploys diverse methods – such as in depth 
case studies as well as standard social science methods like surveys and 
psychological experiments. 

 

Twelve Key Findings on Deliberative Democracy 
Adapted from Curato et al. (2017) 
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As an alternative, Mouffe (1999) proposes the need to acknowledge the ineradicable 

nature of conflict, power and hegemony. The deliberative model is said to fail to 

recognise the link between legitimacy and power because it is based on a conception 

of rational debate where power has been eliminated. Since power is inevitable in 

social relations, however, the main question is how to devise forms of authority which 

are compatible with democratic values. Similarly, passions cannot be eliminated, but 

should be mobilised towards the promotion of democratic designs.  

 

 

She thus proposes a model of agonistic pluralism which recognises not only that 

antagonism is inherent in all human society, but also that ensembles of discourses, 

practices and institutions exist to organise human co-existence. Inherent antagonism 

does not mean compromises are impossible; in fact they are part of the process of 

politics, if only as a temporary respite in an ongoing confrontation. Conflict is 

contained by the exercise of legitimate power, which allows human endeavours to be 

co-ordinated. Indeed, in Mouffe’s view, the specific nature of modern democracy lies 

precisely in conflict being legitimised, rather than suppressed by an authoritarian 

order. Whilst there must be a certain amount of agreement, for Mouffe this only 

concerns the ‘ethico-political’ principles of the democratic order. Pluralistic democracy 

needs clearly differentiated positions, dissent and choice between real alternatives.  

She argues that such an approach is “much more receptive than deliberative 

democracy to the multiplicity of voices that a pluralist society encompasses, and to 

the complexity of the power structure that this network of difference implies.” 

 

The agonistic pluralism perspective is admirably anti-utopian. It is also realistic in 

recognising the role of conflict, power and emotion in decision-making. There is a 

danger, however, that the agonistic perspective becomes merely a way of viewing 

decision-making which simply describes power games without seeking to make 
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processes of decision making in any way more rational. It also disregards the consent 

and co-operation that characterise organisations and polities, as well as conflict and 

hegemony. Furthermore, as Kapoor (2002) argues, Mouffe’s unwillingness to adopt 

some form of communicative rationality leaves unresolved the question of how to 

adjudicate between competing ‘pluralisms’.   

 

Moreover, the willingness of some advocates of deliberative democracy to do without 

the ISS, the imperative to consensus and the requirement for only reasoned argument 

blunts the critique. Interestingly, in a recent work Mouffe states that agonism is not 

antagonism and “the opponent is not considered an enemy to be destroyed but an 

adversary whose existence is perceived as legitimate” (Mouffe, 2018, p.91). Mouffe 

then refers to “the conflictual consensus that constitutes the basis of a pluralist 

democracy” (2018, p.91). Furthermore, she proposes “a combination of different 

forms of democratic participation” where “direct forms of democracy might be suitable 

in some cases and a variety of participative ones in others… in conjunction with 

representative institutions. There are indeed many ways to enhance representative 

democracy and make it more accountable” (Mouffe, 2018 p. 69). As we have seen, 

there are versions of deliberative democracy which do not seem too far from this. 

 

At this point, it seems apposite to return to the subject of Participatory Budgeting. The 

PB began in Porto Alegre (Bruce, 2004) where it was originally improvised as a 

response to a fiscal crisis. (See Goldfrank, 2003, for a detailed account of the 

development of participation in Porto Alegre). In the PB, the local population, not local 

government experts or councillors, draw up the priorities for the municipal budget. 

Any citizen who wishes to do so may take part in the process of resource allocation. 

Significantly, Pont, an architect of the PB, refers to the crisis of legitimacy being 

experienced by representative systems in most liberal democracies, as evidenced by 
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abstention and lack of political involvement, and argues that participatory democracy 

is “key in any confrontation with neo-liberalism” (Pont, 2004a, p. 117). 

 

Thus the Participatory Budget is a process of voluntary and universal democracy 

whereby the citizens decide on public policies and the public budget (de Souza, 2004). 

It consists of both discursive and representative democracy. As Passos Cordeiro says, 

it combines “direct decision making by the people about general priorities with a 

system of delegates with revocable mandates overseeing the details” (2004, p. 64). 

The PB is carried out through a series of informal neighbourhood meetings, and formal 

regional (i.e. area) and thematic meetings. The regional meetings select priorities and 

the thematic meetings develop city wide and long term policies and plans (Passos 

Cordeiro, 2004). The process of participatory budgeting is outlined in Diagram 2 

below. 

 

Participatory Budgeting has been successful in Porto Alegre in a number of respects. 

There has been a significant change in the nature and location of public spending in 

favour of the socially deprived. Also there has been increased participation in the 

budgeting process over the years, corruption has been reduced and accountability, 

efficiency and transparency have been enhanced (e.g. Baiocchi, 2003; Pont, 2004a; 

Herzberg et al., 2013). In 1998, the city’s Participatory Budgeting approach and that 

of Belem, another Brazilian city, was recognised by the United Nations as an example 

of the world’s best practices in urban government (Guidry and Petit, 2003). The 

procedures associated with the PB do not correspond exactly to the ‘purist’ model of 

deliberative democracy. For instance, the total size of the budget is not for discussion 

and decisions about priorities are made, after debate, by voting. Nevertheless, the 

experience of participatory budgeting shows how a mix of deliberative and 

representative democracy can work.  
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Diagram 2 

Local Meetings                                                                 Thematic Meetings 

Propose hierarchy of priorities                                           Identify needs of city 

for specific works and services                                                   as a whole  
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Local Government Departments 

Provide information 

Give technical advice 

Present proposals 

 

The Process of Participatory Budgeting in Porto Alegre 
Adapted from Passos Cordeiro, A. (2004) 
 
 
 
The participatory budgeting model has been repeated elsewhere, although with 

variations (Cabannes and Lipietz, 2018; Sintomer et al, 2008; Sintomer et al, 2013); 

often leading to improvements in governance and service delivery (Cabannes, 2015). 

Since PB was developed in Porto Alegre, it has spread, first in South America and then 
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to other parts of the world (Cabannes, 2004; Cabannes and Lipietz, 2018; Sintomer  

et al, 2013). However, it was introduced into a specific context in Brazil and the 

approach has varied from one city to another and from the original model of Porto 

Alegre. Sintomer et al. (2008) argue that the title of PB may be validly applied to 

various approaches and not limited to one model, as long as it meets five criteria for 

participatory budgeting: 

 

• PB involves dealing with limited resources and thus with priorities; 

• It operates at the level of cities or districts with an elected body and some 

decentralised powers; 

• It is a repeated process, not a one-off meeting or referendum; 

• There is a formal and specific meeting or forum for deliberation;  

• It requires some accountability for outcomes. 

 

As defined by these criteria, PB is a rapidly developing phenomenon in Europe which 

contains many different experiments. Cabannes and Lipietz suggest “radically different 

projects underpin contemporary practices of PB” and “practices can and do oscillate 

between different logics” (2018, p.15).  

 

Sintomer et al. (2013) classify these experiments into six ideal types, with different 

mixes of participation, representation, consultation and co-production, reflecting 

context and path dependency. These they categorise as: 

 

• Participatory Democracy; 

• Proximity Democracy; 

• Participatory Modernization; 

• Multi-stakeholder Participation;  
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• Neo-corporatism; 

• Community Development. 

 

Sintomer et al. (2008) argue that participatory budgeting in Europe has had mixed 

results, but they make two important points about this. Firstly, outcomes are 

contingent on circumstances and the purposes of the exercise. Secondly, for them, 

this reinforces the view that there can be more than one model of participatory 

budgeting. Thus, for example, participation in service delivery may be valued in some 

circumstances as well as in decision-making. 

 

This discussion may be related to the papers selected for the two theses as follows. 

Paper 1 concerns Programme Budgeting which was intended originally to be imposed 

managerially, but that proved problematic. Its advocates now argue it should be 

applied pragmatically and can incorporate participation or, at least, consultation. 

Similarly, Paper 2 demonstrates the feasibility of applying cost-consequences analysis 

(a pragmatic economics technique) and suggests its scope for enhancing participation 

or consultation; although the police service concerned did not intend to use it in that 

way. The ambulance service papers selected for the two theses (Papers 3, 4, B and C) 

and others by my collaborators and myself (e.g. Heath and Radcliffe, 2007; Radcliffe 

and Heath, 2009; Wankhade, 2011) all point to the difficulties and dilemmas that 

have arisen from performance measurement regimes which have not involved 

ambulance service personnel or users in their development, application or review. 

However, Quality Accounts do have greater potential in that regard, although they 

could be operated with greater commitment to enhancing involvement. Finally, 

universities (paper A) are subject to attempts to move from a more democratic 

‘stakeholder satisfaction’ model to a more managerialist ‘instrumentally rational’ 

model, although not without significant resistance. This is despite a context which 
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might seem supportive to communicative rationality and a historical commitment to 

debate and deliberation (although it would be unwise to assume a ‘golden age’ of 

collegiality once existed; see, for example, Tight, 2014). 

 

It follows from this, that issues of rationality are closely linked to the discussion of 

democracy and these will be pursued further in the next section. 
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Rationality 

 

Following on from the previous section, competing concepts of rationality 

(instrumental, value and communicative rationality) are explored in more depth here, 

thus addressing another of the objectives of the kappa; while pursuing the unifying 

themes of the thesis and, particularly, that of exploring how notions of 

communicative, instrumental and value rationality support either participatory or 

managerialist perspectives on public sector organisation.  

A logical place to begin the discussion of rationality in organisations is with Max 

Weber’s classic discussion of the concept. As Schipper (1996) points out, for Weber 

human action can result from: 

 

1. Emotions; 

2. Tradition; 

3. A concern with achieving given ends (instrumental rationality or 

zweckrationalitat); 

4. A concern with conscious principles irrespective of outcomes (value rationality 

or wertrationalitat). 

 

Only the latter two can be regarded as rational bases for behaviour (Schipper, 1996). 

In value rationality, ultimate principles govern action irrespective of the prospects of 

success. Therefore, rational social action can be based on ethical, aesthetic or 

religious values. As value rational action does not consider effects, it would be 

regarded as irrational from a utilitarian perspective. However, for Weber, an excessive 

concentration on means-ends rationality leads to a vacuum regarding values. A purely 

instrumental rationality weakens ethical behaviour by concentrating on the best 

means for actors to achieve self interested ends (Schipper, 1996). Interestingly, this 
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parallels developments in public sector economics where followers of Sen emphasise 

the importance of needs, rights, obligations and social norms, alongside efficiency 

criteria in decision-making (Anand, 2001). Following this line, dialogue about ends as 

well as means becomes possible. 

 

Instrumental rationality is enacted when a formal process of finding the (one and 

only) best way to achieve an objective is carried out, by weighing the various means 

to achieve an end. It might be noted that the objective tends to be given (in the way 

that, for example, profit or utility maximisation are often assumed to apply universally 

to the activities of all businesses or individuals), although this is not always spelled 

out. Thus, for example, the approaches to the appraisal of decisions in the public 

sector derived from mainstream economics, such as cost-benefit analysis, are 

promoted on the basis of incorporating instrumental rationality. Instrumental 

rationality gives rise to the Rational Model of Decision-Making (Figure 3). The 

attractiveness of this approach should be recognised as it seems desirable to choose 

the ‘best’ means to a given end  (although it is unfortunate that instrumental 

rationality is often assumed to be synonymous with rationality per se.)  Moreover, it 

has no place for arbitrariness, bias, personal whim or self-interest (Schipper, 1996). 

Figure 3 

 

1. Recognise objectives 

2.   Consider all ways of achieving objectives 

3.  Evaluate each option in terms of all its costs and benefits 

4. Select the most cost-beneficial option 

5.  Implement the selected option 

6. Review the implementation and outcome of the option 

7. Revise the decision 

 
Stages of the Rational Model 
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However, a number of criticisms have been made of the rational model from Simon 

(1960) onwards, which include: 

 

1. It is over-ambitious and impractical in that all options, costs and benefits 

cannot be identified and, even if they could, information overload would prevent 

them from being evaluated. 

2. The approach ignores organisational and behavioural realities, such as 

imbalances in power and status. Thus the agency of individual actors and their 

location in social relations are played down.  

3. There is a danger of 'rationalisation' whereby decisions determined in other 

ways are made to seem ‘scientific’ and thus harder to argue against. 

4. Aims are taken for granted, so that the techniques used to enact the rational 

model seem value-free and technocratic.  However, disputation about values by 

the stakeholders in a decision is vitally important. 

 

Thus the rational model will be effective only as long as the conditions it assumes 

apply; that is where decisions are characterised by:  

 

1. uncontested objectives, information and criteria for making choices;  

2. a situation where the choice between options affects no issues or problems 

other than the one it addresses. 

 

Rutgers (2019) gives an interesting account of purpose rationality (as he calls 

instrumental rationality) and value rationality in the context of an approach known as 

Public Value (PV).  (PV is addressed in somewhat more detail in the section of this 

part of the kappa which deals with accounting and performance management). Values 

relate to ultimate aims, objectives or goals whereas purposes relate to the 
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(intermediate) ends which are necessary/sufficient preconditions for achieving 

ultimate aims or at least supportive of them. Therefore, purpose rationality is said to 

both always contain but also conceal an underlying value rationality. All action is end 

(values or purposes) orientated, but some actions may refer to performance 

‘irrespective of outcome’ and others to result or outcome  ‘irrespective of process’; 

although both focuses are limited. Actions are related to ends through value rational 

and purpose rational argumentation between performance and outcome operative 

values.  It should be noted here, however, that particular ends, and indeed means, are 

not something everyone agrees on or would value in the same way; i.e. they are 

contestable. It is also the case that means can become ends in themselves. As we 

have seen, that was arguably so with emergency ambulance response times. 

 

Criticisms of the dominance of purpose or technical rationality for ignoring ultimate 

values are valid, but a fixation on outcomes might lead us to ignore how they are 

being achieved, including the ethical issues involved. Rutgers argues that the difficulty 

of identifying a specific public value as either procedural or performance (a particular 

issue in the public value literature) disappears if it is recognised that it could be either, 

depending on the argument in which the value currently figures; i.e.  it is contextual.  

(Thus the concept of ‘democracy’ or ‘justice’ poses demands for performances as well 

as results.) However, the practical problem of how to resolve tension between 

different values remains. It should also be noted that concepts are not necessarily 

cognitively equivalent across times and places (i.e. people may use the same terms to 

mean different things). Although Rutgers (2019) does not mention communicative 

rationality, it seems likely that notions of communicative rationality and deliberative 

democracy might help with a number of these difficulties.  
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In the 1970s, a significant literature was developed which discerned a fiscal crisis of 

the state (see Part 2 of this kappa). Writers such as O’Connor (1973) identified the 

‘long boom’ in ‘western’ economies during the period following the Second World War, 

and its sudden demise in the early 1970s. The development of the welfare state, 

along with Keynesian demand management and progressive taxation, was seen as 

reducing (in the short term) the inherent tendency of capitalist societies to crisis. 

However, after a number of shocks, most notably the rises in the price of oil, the 

ability of welfare states to fund public spending became significantly impaired; 

because of ‘taxpayers’ revolts and so on. Habermas (1976) made this debate 

considerably more sophisticated by diagnosing four related crises, not one: the fiscal 

crisis; a crisis of rationality; a crisis of legitimacy; and a crisis of motivation.  

 

Held (1987) sets out the argument as follows. The inherent instability of capitalist 

economies requires extensive state intervention. The state must finance its increased 

activities through taxation, but not in a way which will affect economic growth. 

Eventually this creates a fiscal crisis as resistance to taxation grows. Consequently, 

adequate policy mechanisms can no longer be developed within the constraints 

encountered and so a pattern of continuously changing and incoherent policy 

emerges. This is the rationality crisis. Because of the state’s growing intervention, 

more and more areas of life are politicised and, in turn, greater demands are put on 

the state. However, the fiscal and rationality crises weaken the ability of the state to 

meet these demands. Hence there is a legitimacy crisis because questions of choice 

and control of policy are opened up and a motivation crisis because the scope of the 

private sphere, which has motivated capitalist society, is narrowed (McLellan, 1983).  

 

Under fiscal stress, piecemeal instrumentally rational solutions to apparently discrete 

problems are no longer as effective as before. Solutions to one problem 
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simultaneously cause problems elsewhere. This is what Offe (1984) memorably called 

the crisis of crisis management. Some other way than the technocratic is thus needed 

for thinking through and resolving issues. The route out of the quadruple crisis is then 

either a government combining economic liberalism and political authoritarianism or a 

slow transformation of the social order (Held, 1987). The first may be identified with 

neo-liberalism. Harvey (2005) defines neo-liberalism as 

 

“… a theory of political economic practices that propose that human well-being can 

best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an 

institutional framework characterized by strong property rights, free markets and free 

trade.” 

 

The New Public Management, which was discussed in the licentiate and will be 

explored further in the next section, can then be seen as a neo-liberal response to 

each of the crises. It addresses the fiscal crisis by the ‘rigorously applied downward 

pressure on costs’ to which public sector organisations are exposed. It relates to the 

rationality crisis by withdrawing public sector provision from more and more areas of 

social life via privatisation, outsourcing, etc. The motivation crisis is addressed by this; 

but also by the stress on the public sector mimicking private sector organisations 

through ‘a more commercial orientation’, competition and public/provider splits. 

Finally the legitimisation crisis is countered by more accountable management, output 

controls, performance reviews, etc. These are held to induce the value for money to 

be delivered by public sector institutions and thus vindicate public expenditure.  

 

Gregory (2007) discusses Weber’s contention that the ‘rationalisation’ of society is 

uneven but inevitable. Rationalisation here means the process of demystification and 

instrumentalisation whereby explicit calculable rules and procedures (as in 
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accounting) displace sentiment, tradition and practical wisdom in decision-making.   

This can be seen as a move from substantive or value rationality to instrumental 

rationality or from politics to science. In this approach, notions of rational-legal 

authority and bureaucracy are associated with instrumental rationality. It has been 

claimed, however, that the NPM has abolished the bureaucracy which supposedly 

preceded it; but Gregory states that these claims are excessive. Instead, he argues 

that NPM is ‘nested’ in technocratic approaches to government which refine rather 

than abolish bureaucracy.  

 

As he says, the “technocratic, linear-rational, foundations of NPM accentuate rather 

than supplant the mechanistic dimensions of governmental bureaucracy” (Gregory, 

2007, p.240). They also aspire to a level of technical capability which is unachievable 

and contrasts with the reality of political and social ambiguity which characterises 

public sector organisations. At the same time, NPM favours managerial over 

democratic reforms privileging efficiency over equity. Moreover, attempts at NPM have 

given rise to unintended consequences. For example, the risk aversion associated with 

classic bureaucracy is at least matched by that engendered by the audit society.  

Gregory, therefore, argues that “instrumental and substantive rationality...needs to be 

maintained...in a state of mutual interaction” (Gregory, 2007, p.240) and for “the 

nurturing of political and policy institutions that will by their nature keep 

zweckrationalitat and wertrationalitat in a mutually constitutive relationship” (Gregory, 

2007, p.242). 

 

Of course, as was also argued in the licentiate, the NPM and an undue emphasis on 

instrumental rationality did not provide the only alternative.  Indeed, out of the 

discussion of the rationality crisis came Habermas’ concept of communicative 

rationality. Habermas distinguishes between the established public sphere and the 

world of everyday experience. The concept of instrumental rationality is characteristic 
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of the public sphere (i.e. competitive markets and hierarchical bureaucracies) whereas 

practical reasoning drawn from the day to day experience characterises the everyday 

world (Schipper, 1996). As Bennington and Hartley (2019) note, the concept of the 

public sphere can be related to Marquand’s notion of the ‘public domain’ and Sennett’s 

concept of the ‘public realm’. These go beyond the state or the market, denoting an 

arena for democratic discussion where people debate with others, who may have 

different interests, as equals in the common life of society. 

 

Like Weber, Habermas regards the exclusive use of instrumental rationality as 

unhelpfully separating public policy from the everyday world (Schipper, 1996). It is 

seen as essential, therefore, to integrate them by establishing a public realm where 

matters of general interest can be discussed and differences of opinion settled by 

sustained argument and/or by clear cut procedures for the resolution of differences 

(Held, 1987). Thus there is a need not only for systematised understanding, but also 

for decisions to emerge from dialogue and discussion.  In open debate, priorities for 

collective action can be set, working through collaboration, reflection and reciprocity 

(Healey, 1997). This is the logic of communicative rationality. 

 

 Figure 4 
 

Systems World Life World 

1. Instrumental Rationality 

2. Given ends 

3. Anonymous mechanisms  
of co-ordination 

1. Communicative Rationality 

2. Debate and discussion about 
values 

3. Consensus 

 
Systems World and Life World 
 

 

Furthermore, as referred to in the previous section, Habermas maintained that the 

emancipation of individuals can be achieved through the Ideal Speech Situation, in 

which decisions are reached through dialogue without coercion (Pallerm, 2000). This 

requires decisions be made on the basis of (strong sense) consensus; which, 
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moreover,  must be arrived at through the strength of the better argument alone. “In 

deliberative contexts...the only force which is supposed to count is “the force of the 

better argument” ” (Elster, 1998c, p.103). From this, a concept of deliberative 

democracy was developed whereby the common interest emerges through discourse 

and debate; although, as we have seen, not all advocates would agree this requires 

the acceptance of the ISS.  

 

According to Benhabib (1996a), the challenge facing contemporary democracy is to 

reconcile rationality and legitimacy in collective decision-making. To do this, decisions 

must be made through an appropriate public process of deliberation and some would 

claim that reasonable outcomes will be achieved from this process only to the extent it 

adheres to the conditions of the ISS. Benhabib (1996a) defines these as follows: 

 

• All participants have the right to question the topics of debate. 

• All participants have the right to challenge the rules of the discourse procedure 

and the way in which they are applied. 

• All participants have the same opportunity to speak, question and initiate 

debate. 

 

As Mouffe (1999) says, 

 

“Habermas is adamant that political questions can be decided rationally and that the 

exchange of arguments and counter-arguments as envisaged by his approach is the 

most suitable procedure for reaching the rational formation of the will from which the 

general interest will emerge.” 
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This position can be criticised for ‘assuming away’ power and hegemony and also for 

assuming that there is a common interest, which will emerge via dialogue and 

consensus (Pallerm, 2000). Consequently the issue of how ‘coercive’ measures, such 

as voting, can be arranged fairly and effectively is disregarded. Indeed the approach 

seems tautological. Under the conditions of the ISS, it is held that a consensus will 

eventually emerge; i.e. if a consensus has not emerged, then by definition not enough 

time has been given to debate.  

 

Schipper (1996) challenges communicative rationality on the grounds that it is 

essentially procedural and thus does not present an idea of the ‘good life’; i.e. does 

not incorporate value rationality. Whilst there is some merit in this criticism, it may be 

countered that the onus is on the participants to generate a better life through their 

deliberations. Furthermore, the criticism can be reversed in respect of value 

rationality, which in itself gives no defence against the powerful or zealous, on the 

basis of their beliefs, imposing decisions on others who have not agreed or even 

participated in decision-making. 

 

The notion of communicative rationality is the basis of the deliberative conception of 

democracy, but Habermas himself came relatively late to developing a theory of 

deliberative democracy (Dryzek, 2000).  Initially, his work focused on what he saw as 

the central problem of modern society: the colonization of the life world by the system 

world (which can be expressed as instrumental rationality being applied where it does 

not belong). Here communicative rationality, especially in what Dryzek calls “its 

counterfactual extreme of the ‘ideal speech situation’” (Dryzek, 2000 p.24), mandates 

consensus derived from the force of the better argument. By the time Habermas 

arrived at his own conception of deliberative democracy, however, he recognised the 

pluralistic complexity of the modern world and was more concerned with how the 
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communicative practices of civil society could influence the legislative and policy 

processes of the state (Dryzek, 2000).  Dryzek criticises this position in turn for its 

emphasis on laws, constitutions and voting for legislatures, rather than the further 

democratisation of the administration or the economy, as more critical proponents of 

deliberative democracy would advocate.  

 

All the papers selected for both the licentiate and the doctorate reflect on issues 

around rationality. Paper 1 concerns an approach, programme budgeting, which had 

originally been intended to embody instrumental rationality. In practice, however, 

many difficulties were encountered and a less ambitious approach was adopted. Our 

own study of decision-making in Health Authorities reinforced previous research in 

showing the limitations of comprehensively ‘rationalistic’ approaches to decision-

making. The scope for involving stakeholders in participative ways which would reflect 

communicative rationality was also indicated. Paper 2 demonstrated the feasibility and 

value of cost-consequence analysis (a pragmatic form of economic analysis); whilst 

again pointing to the limitations of more comprehensively 'rationalistic' approaches. 

Moreover, the evaluation suggested the potential for wider discussion amongst 

stakeholders, based on a communicative rationality perspective.  

 

All the ambulance papers selected (Papers 3, 4, B and C) discuss the limitations of 

performance indicators applied in a purely instrumentally rational way and the 

unintended consequences which arose, especially when the performance management 

system concentrated only on response times. As Franco-Santos and Otley (2018) 

suggest “...appropriate control systems are unlikely to be universal. They need to be 

adapted to the circumstances in which they are being used and the objectives being 

sought” (Franco-Santos and Otley, 2018, p.33) and, therefore, “...unintended 

undesirable consequences are likely to occur when a system is designed or used in 
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circumstances that differ from those originally assumed” (Franco-Santos and Otley, 

2018, p.36). The research broadly supported the policy of expanding the role of 

ambulance paramedics and the development of a wider range of performance 

indicators rather than just response times. However, the literature suggests that not 

involving stakeholders may incur resistance to change.  

 

Contingent factors might imply that the ambulance service should be moving from 

being near to the instrumentally rationality cluster to being nearer to the 

communicative rationality cluster; although the indicators were still imposed top 

down.  Paper 3 argues that the process of developing new indicators should be 

deliberative. Paper 4 reiterates this point whilst welcoming the wider range of 

indicators and also identifies the potential of Quality Accounts for deliberation. In 

Paper B, value rationality is also relevant in that efforts were identified to bring about 

organisational change through culture change However, these were countered by the 

continuing emphasis on response times, which helped to perpetuate the existing, 

dominant culture valuing rapid response and transportation. The conflict between 

professional cultures and management objectives remained significant.  Paper C 

concluded that factors like perverse incentives from performance indicators and sub-

cultural resistance acted to impede top-down management efforts. The work of 

Crozier and Friedberg (e.g. Crozier, 1964) was used to suggest that paramedics and 

control room staff are likely to have strong sub-cultures valuing independence, which 

support their significant relational power.  

 

Paper A brings issues around rationality clusters into sharp focus. It concerns the 

views of Human Resources directors in universities and demonstrates that they 

support attempts to re-orientate their institutions from stakeholder satisfaction 

models (involving communicative and value rationality) towards instrumentally 
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rational forms of defining organizational effectiveness.  However, while they largely 

favour such a shift, they also acknowledge that the extent to which it is practical, or 

even entirely desirable, is limited. Moreover, there was evidence that, to an extent, 

such changes remained aspirational. This is partly due to the academic sub-cultures, 

which continued to promote academic autonomy, and the residual relational power of 

lecturers to resist imposed change. Thus universities are still, at least to an extent, 

different from private sector organizations and it may well be that they are becoming 

‘hybrid organizations’ (See the previous section). 

   

It is relevant here to now recapitulate the long standing dispute between those who 

prescribe the ‘rational’ model of decision-making in public management and those who 

advocate focussing on the ‘political’ activities of actors in organisations. ‘Political’ 

approaches stress organisational realities wherein individual actors pursue their self-

interest, power and status; while conflict and disputes over values matter. These 

political approaches give a good description of the usual procedures of decision-

making in organisations. It can be readily agreed that actors in organisations and 

networks ‘satisfice’ under conditions of bounded rationality. They ‘muddle through’, 

playing ‘games’, taking part in ‘trials of strength’ (see Xu and Andrew, 2020), building 

coalitions and negotiating order.  

 

Thus Flyvbjerg (1998) in a fascinating study of the shortcomings of ‘rational planning’ 

in Aalborg, draws on a tradition of Thucydides, Machiavelli, Nietzsche and Foucault to 

argue that “power has a rationality that rationality does not know” (Flyvbjerg, 1998, 

p.2). He claims that “forms of participation that are practical, committed, and ready 

for conflict provide a superior paradigm of democratic virtue than forms of 

participation that are discursive, detached, and consensus-dependent, that is, 

rational” (Flyvbjerg, 1998, p.236). However, he seems to elide instrumental and 
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communicative rationality. Moreover, as with Mouffe, there seems here both the 

danger of espousing a false dichotomy since decision-making processes can recognise 

conflict while being discursive and also of failing to provide convincing ways of 

improving decision-making. Indeed Flyvbjerg concedes that, while “at times direct 

power struggle over specific issues works best; on other occasions changing the 

ground rules for such struggle is necessary, which is where constitutional and 

institutional reform come in” (Flyvbjerg, 1998, p.236). Whilst totally ‘rational’ planning 

is impossible, therefore, mere descriptions of ‘power plays’ are of little help in 

attempting to improve the resource allocation process.  

 

Furthermore, it may be recalled that Curato et al. (2017) argued that advocates of 

deliberative democracy may be nuanced rather than naive about power. For example, 

Mansbridge (1996) regards most writing about deliberative democracy up to that point 

as unhelpfully setting reasoned persuasion against power in democratic life; with 

power being identified with coercion. However, she argues that democracies must 

have both. As she says, “… coercion must play a large, valuable and relatively 

legitimate role in almost any democracy that functions well” but she also cautions “… 

much coercion in existing democracies will be far from fair, and policies requiring 

coercion will often have features that are far from just” (Mansbridge, 1996, p.46). 

Countering this requires formal institutions be created to protect from unfair coercion. 

Deliberation can help this by transforming self-interested positions and revealing 

previously unrecognised areas of agreement, but informal deliberative “enclaves of 

resistance” (p.47) to illegitimate coercion should also be fostered.  

 

She then argues that actual democracies produce, at best, a rough legitimacy in 

creating conditions of relatively willing co-operation. Moreover, different material 

interests and competing values cannot always be reconciled (which echoes the 
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discussion on value rationality set out earlier in this section). If conflict remains after 

‘good’ deliberation, some form of decision-making must take place and some 

disputants ‘coerced’ to accept this, at least for the time being. Equal voting where 

each participant is regarded as being of equal worth can be acceptable here. 

Mansbridge argues that “Only genuine agreement, arrived at in conditions free from 

coercion, can produce fully legitimate outcomes … [but] … in the real world - as 

Foucault reminds us and Habermas grants – there are no conditions free from the 

threat of sanction and the use of force” (Mansbridge, 1996, p.51). Although 

approaching “the ideal of coercion-free deliberation” is possible, “polities can and do 

differ in the degree to which they approach that ideal” and, therefore, “coercion… can 

also be more or less legitimate” (p.51). 

 

Similarly, Hendriks (2009) holds that there are both moral and pragmatic reasons for  

striving to achieve inclusive and deliberative goals. Legitimate decisions should involve  

those affected by the decision and such involvement can mean decisions draw on 

wider knowledge and are implemented more effectively. Deliberative democracy 

“comes in many shapes and sizes” (p.175) and there had been increased use of 

different kinds of deliberative processes by governments and others since the 1990s. 

Public deliberation takes place in many ways in many venues with different modes of 

discourse being differently appropriate. Moreover,  ‘deliberative pluralism’ (p.176) 

recognises not only that there are different forms of deliberation, but that other forms 

of decision-making are sometimes more appropriate. However, deliberative processes 

may be misused and research suggests deliberation does better in certain procedural 

conditions and contexts than in others.  

 

The question then arises of how deliberative governance relates to the context of 

power. Deliberation may be seen as countering illegitimately coercive forms of power, 
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such as domination and manipulation, or coercion may be regarded as necessary in 

deliberative democracies (to combat injustice, for example), or deliberative processes 

may be held incapable of neutralising the unequal distribution of power in existing 

societies. Hendriks (2009) pursues this by distinguishing between ‘power-over’ and 

‘power-with’/‘power-to’. ‘Power-over’ refers to situations where the powerful exert 

domination over the powerless, through direct coercion, manipulation of the ‘rules of 

the game’, or more subtle and tacit forms of influence and deception.  Power in this 

sense is clearly inconsistent with the communicative conditions necessary for 

authentic deliberation. ‘Power-with’ or ‘power-to’, however, can be seen as an enabling 

condition which develops through communal activity and seeks empowerment rather 

than domination or repression. Research suggests deliberative forums can promote 

moves from ‘power-over’ to ‘power-with’ through communication, especially when 

trust is built up over time (Hendriks, 2009). Hendriks concludes that “… power need 

not always be viewed as ‘problematic’ for public deliberation. On the contrary, 

deliberation needs power. Power enables actors to organise and participate in 

moments of public deliberation and confront and constrain it when they experience 

injustice” (Hendriks, 2009, p.181). 

 

In the next section, rationality will be related to theories of management and 

governance in public services. 
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Public Management and Governance 

 

The unifying theme of this thesis contends that imposed performance management 

regimes are related to concepts of communicative, instrumental and value rationality 

and, in turn, to participatory or managerialist perspectives on public sector 

organisation. Therefore, this section analyses the nature and relevance of theoretical 

accounts of public sector organisation and, in particular, claims of paradigm shifts 

from Public Administration (PA) to New Public Management (NPM) and then to what is 

most commonly called New Public Governance (NPG); although Denhardt and 

Denhardt (2000), for instance, refer to the New Public Service. In doing so, it builds 

on the discussions in Sections 1 and 2 and fulfils another research objective. 

 

Major changes were discerned in the public sector in many countries from the 1980s 

onwards, which can be grouped under the heading of the NPM (see, for example, 

Aucoin, 1990; Boston et al., 1996; Hood, 1991; Hood, 1995; Pollitt, 1986). The NPM 

is said to have been a new paradigm which amounted to a transformation in the 

design of public services and the implementation of public policy and had supposedly 

replaced the previous paradigm of Public Administration, the main characteristics of 

which are shown below.  

Figure 5 
  

1. A split between politics and administration within organisations 

2. The primacy of the ‘rule of law’ 

3. A central role for bureaucracy in making and implementing policy 

4, Set rules and guidelines determining behaviour 

5. The hegemony of professionals and professionalisation in public service delivery 

6. The cultural valuing of the ‘public service ethos’ 

7. The use of incremental budgeting 

 
Characteristics of Public Administration 
Adapted from Osborne, S. (2010). 
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International trends towards NPM resulted from both internally generated 

programmes and the diffusion of initiatives by ‘pioneers’ (and also the post hoc 

identification of isolated developments as being part of the NPM; see Christensen and 

Lægreid, 2007). The NPM is derived from neo-liberal ideology and economic theories 

which privilege efficiency over other criteria; although the actual contribution of the 

approach may have been to perform a legitimising function. For example, Power 

(2000) says that Value for Money auditing “... was a powerful idea for public sector 

reform long before it approached anything like a consistent and coherent practice at 

the operational level… and the concept itself circulates freely despite considerable 

operational variety” (p.112). 

 

NPM is characterised by at least some of the following: market solutions, regulatory 

reforms, devolved/fragmented management structures, public-private co-operation, 

the use of contracts, managerialism and entrepreneurial leadership. Figure 6 below 

sets out two well known categorisations of the features of NPM; one (from Hood,1991; 

and Pollitt, 1995) based largely on UK experience, and the other (from Boston et al., 

1996) based on that of New Zealand. Pollitt and Bouckaert (2000; see also Martin, 

2010) neatly summarise the characteristics of NPM into ‘4Ms’: 

• Minimisation of the state through privatisation and outsourcing; 

• Maintenance of controls on public spending; 

• Modernisation of public services through the adoption of private sector 
management practices; 

• Marketisation of public services through contracts (often in quasi-markets). 
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Figure 6  
 

Hood’s Seven Pillars of NPM Boston et al.’s Model 

1. Hands on professional 
management 

1. Retention of key government responsibilities at 
central level 

2. Explicit standards and performance 
measures 

2. Use of incentives to motivate performance 

3. Increased emphasis on output 
controls (compared to controls of 
inputs and processes)  

3. Use of explicit contracts to specify responsibilities 
and performance 

4. Disaggregation of ‘arms length’ 
units (e.g. creation of agencies) 

4. Development of a strategic planning and 
performance management system 

5. Greater use of competition 5. Removal of dual or multiple accountability 
relationships 

6. Promotion of private sector 
management techniques 

6. Separation of functions (e.g. advisory, delivery 
and regulatory) and roles (e.g. funder, purchaser 
and provider) 

7. Greater parsimony and discipline in 
resource use. 

7. Decentralisation of service delivery and 
management decision-making (e.g. concerning 
purchasing and HRM) 

Pollitt’s Additions  

8. More flexible working practices 
(e.g. performance related pay) 

8. Adoption of private sector accounting methods 
(e.g. accruals accounting) 

9. More emphasis on service quality 
and responsiveness to users 

9. Extensive use of competitive tendering and 
contracting out 

 
Features of the NPM 
 

 

Thus the characteristics of the NPM are many and various. Moreover, it is not clear 

that they all have to be present, whether some have primacy, or that they merely 

comprise a “shopping list” (Pollitt, 1995) of items from which to pick. However, on 

closer inspection, many of the items on Boston et al.’s list seem like more detailed 

elements of Hood’s pillars, elaborating, for example, how private sector management 

techniques might be adopted; while Pollitt and Bouckaert’s 4Ms seem to be a succinct 

summary of them.  For Hughes (2010), in contrast, the NPM is essentially reduced to 

just two aspects: enhancing the personal responsibility of managers for achieving 

results and applying this within organisations rather than wider systems.  
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The nature of the NPM, therefore, is diffuse and contested. However, as we shall see, 

the nature of the ‘governance’ which some argue has been displacing NPM seems 

even more cloudy; although, at a minimum, it seems to require network or 

partnership working involving citizens or stakeholders. Kickert et al. (1997) argue that 

governance “covers all kinds of guidance mechanisms which are connected with public 

policy processes… These forms of guidance are not restricted to conscious or 

deliberate forms of guidance...Nor is governance restricted to public actors...Public 

policy is made and implemented in networks” (Kickert et al., 1997, p.2). Then “the 

network approach considers public policy making to take place in networks consisting 

of various actors (individuals, coalitions, bureau, organizations) none of which 

possesses the power to determine the strategies of the other actors” (Kickert et al., 

1997, p.9). 

 

Over time, a number of challenges to NPM emerged (see, for example, Christensen 

and Lægreid, 2007;  Osborne, 2010;) and it has been criticised on the following 

grounds: 

 

1. Single purpose organisations are a feature of NPM, but more co-ordination and 

collaboration is required within and across political-administrative systems, leading to 

the advocacy of networks; i.e. the focus on intra-organisational behaviour is outdated 

in a pluralist world. 

2. Structural devolution on the agency model requires simultaneous strengthening of 

central state capacity. 

3. Thus market solutions and market ideology became institutionalised within the 

public sector; but, in practice, Weberian features of the old system (public 

administration) continued alongside NPM. 
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4. There are contradictory trends in NPM, therefore, with both more autonomy and 

more central control. 

5. The NPM is not a single paradigm but a cluster of several phenomena. 

6. It is limited to certain Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian areas with Public 

Administration remaining dominant elsewhere, and it is also highly variegated even 

within those areas. 

7. It is based on outdated private sector management techniques, despite evidence of 

their inappropriateness to the public sector, and gives rise to anomalies, paradoxes, 

dilemmas and unintended consequences. 

8. Its benefits are, at best, partial and contested and, at worst, it is regarded as a 

‘failed’ paradigm. 

 

All of the papers selected for the two theses reflect on difficulties around the NPM 

concerning performance management and accountability. For example, the ambulance 

papers (papers 3, 4, B and C) show the unintended consequences of performance 

management regimes inspired by aspects of private sector practice and derived from 

the rational model. 

 

These difficulties are unsurprising since, as Aucoin (1990) pointed out early in the 

debate, the reforms are based on two separate and, indeed, contradictory sets of 

ideas. As he says, the first, public choice theory “focuses on the need to re-establish 

the primacy of representative government over bureaucracy” whilst the second “the 

“managerialist” school...focuses on the need to to re-establish the primacy of 

managerial principles over bureaucracy” (Aucoin, 1990, p.115). Moreover “the 

fundamental prescriptions of the two proceed from quite different premises about 

what constitutes public management. The coupling of the two thus must inevitably 
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give rise to tensions, if not outright contradictions, in the implementation of these 

ideas” (Aucoin, 1990, p.115).   

  

Christensen and Lægreid (2007) use comparative examples, drawn from Australia and 

New Zealand, on the one hand, and Scandinavia, on the other, to illustrate the 

‘Transformative’ approach they use as a theoretical framework. Thus they argue that 

the dynamic of the reforms is based on a complex mix of environmental pressures, 

polity features and historical institutional contexts and, therefore, the NPM is applied 

differently in different places. For example, a ‘hard’ NPM might be discerned in Anglo-

Saxon countries (with its focus on accounting, auditing and performance 

management) and a ‘soft’ NPM in Scandinavian countries (stressing user-oriented 

services and quality improvements). These differences are related to contingent 

factors and path-dependency. (See, for example, the discussion of factors influencing 

the nature of NPM in practice in Christensen and Lægreid, 2007).  

 

Figure 7  
 

Anglo-Saxon Countries Scandinavian countries 

• Adoption of NPM far-reaching and 
implemented early 

• Reluctant to implement reforms 

• Strong external economic and 
institutional pressures 

• Environmental pressures weaker 

• Few constitutional and administrative 
obstacles 

• More constitutional obstacles 

• Compatible culture • Less compatible cultures (more 
egalitarian) 

• Supportive parliamentary conditions • Parliamentary conditions make radical 
reforms more difficult (e.g. the tendency 
to coalitions) 

 
Different Approaches to NPM 
Adapted from Christensen, T. and Lægreid, P. (2007). 
 

 



 

143 
 

Issues around both specialisation and co-ordination in NPM are identified by 

Christensen et al. (2007). Greater specialisation requires new forms of co-ordination if 

coherence is to be maintained. Specialisation can be either vertical or horizontal. 

Vertical specialisation concerns greater autonomy for agencies, government 

enterprises, etc. (This is not the same as political decentralisation, such as regionally 

devolved elected assemblies.) Horizontal specialisation concerns the differentiation of 

governmental roles and functions, such as purchaser-provider splits. Vertical and 

horizontal specialisation are not mutually exclusive; indeed they may well go together 

in NPM style reform programmes.  Co-ordination may also be vertical or horizontal; 

within or between parts of the state. Co-ordination may be achieved via hierarchies, 

markets or networks and control by bureaucratic procedures, or by contracts, 

performance measures and audit, or by trust. It has been argued that, under NPM, 

market co-ordination (supposedly) replaces hierarchical co-ordination and 

management by results replaces management of processes (Christensen et al., 2007).  

 

Christensen & Lægreid (2007) seek to compare and contrast the public sector reforms 

that took place in the 1980s and 1990s with subsequent developments which they 

describe as “the experience and results of post-NPM reforms” (Christensen & Lægreid, 

2007, p. 1). They set out what they describe as the main trends in the ‘second 

generation of reforms’, while acknowledging continuities as well as discontinuities. 

Thus they identify a move away from the disaggregation associated with NPM to a 

‘whole of government’ approach, derived from other social sciences and not just 

economics. This involves re-asserting co-ordination and integration in public services, 

but doing so across organisational boundaries by bringing together stakeholders in 

governance networks. (Klijn, 2010, defines ‘governance networks’ as stable patterns 

of social relations between mutually dependent actors around complex policy issues or 

programmes.) There is some re-assertion of control from the centre and of the 
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importance of legislatures and executives; but not necessarily through bureaucracy. 

There is also a renewed focus on cultural norms, values and evolutionary change. 

(See also Christensen et al., 2007). It is also recognised that path dependency and 

contingent factors will influence how the reforms play out in particular contexts. 

 

These developments are seen as a reaction to certain negative features of the NPM, in 

particular: 

 

• a recognition that many societal problems (especially ‘wicked issues’) are cross-

sectoral; 

• but that NPM leads to fragmentation and disaggregated units becoming ‘silos’; 

• leading to lack of co-operation and co-ordination; 

• and lack of workable levers for top down control; 

• with significant accountability issues.    (Christensen and Lægreid, 2007) 

 

Osborne (2010) traces the putative change from Public Administration to NPM and 

then to New Public Governance (NPG) as a move from a statist and bureaucratic policy 

and implementation regime to a plural and pluralist one. He acknowledges, however, 

that these are archetypes which can overlap or coexist in practice. Moreover, it is 

useful to note that the NPM (and, no doubt, the other paradigms) can be seen as 

management practice, or political ideology, or as a topic in an academic field of study, 

and these should not be confused. Osborne suggests that Public Administration and 

NPM ‘mirror’ each other. The strength of PA is that it recognises the essentially 

political nature of implementing public policy and delivering public services, and their 

complexity. Its weakness lies in a limited attention to the mechanics of 

implementation. NPM addresses management of change more satisfactorily, but sees 

the public policy process merely as the context for public management. He then 
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claims that New Public Governance has become a distinctive regime in its own right, 

whilst denying it is a normative new paradigm or ‘one best way’. This results from the 

evolution of the state, which is said to have become both more pluralist (in that 

multiple processes inform policy-making) and more plural (in that multiple, but 

interdependent, actors now deliver public services). Diagram 3 below summarises 

Osborne’s identification of the core elements of each paradigm.  

 

Diagram 3 
 

Paradigm PA NPM NPG 

Theoretical roots Political science; 
public policy 

Rational/public 
choice theory; 
management studies 

Institutional and 
network theory; 
Open systems theory 

Presumed Nature of 
state 

Unitary Regulatory Plural and pluralist 

Focus The political system The organisation The organisation and its 
environment 

Emphasis Policy creation and 
implementation 

Management of 
organizational 
resources and 
performance 

Negotiation of values, 
meaning and 
relationships 

Resource allocation 
mechanism 

Hierarchy  Markets and 
contracts 

Networks and relational 
contracts 

Presumed Nature of 
system 

Closed Open rational Open closed 

Value base Public service ethos Competition; 
efficiency 

Dispersed and 
contested 

 
The Core Elements of the Three Paradigms 
Slightly adapted from Osborne, S. (2010, page 10). 
 

 

Unfortunately, the term governance is not new and carries with it a number of 

different meanings. Consequently, various authors produce different sets of definitions 

or characterisations of governance. Osborne, himself, for instance, identifies the 

following categories: 
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• Corporate Governance: the internal systems, processes and controls within 

an organisation used to provide direction and accountability; 

• ‘Good’ Governance: normative models of practice prescribed for 

organisations; 

• Social-political Governance: the overarching institutional arrangements 

through which governments relate to other societal actors in response to the 

increasing complexity of society; 

• Public Policy Governance: how policy elites and multi-stakeholder 

networks interact; 

• Administrative Governance: how PA is applied in the complex 

contemporary state; 

• Contract Governance: how the NPM works through contracts; 

• Network Governance: how self-organising, inter-organisational networks 

operate. 

 

Klijn (2010) produces a list with only four categories: good or corporate governance, 

NPM/market governance, multi-level governance and network governance; although 

he is only concerned with the latter two. He has merged the first two of Osborne’s 

categories (quite reasonably since good governance promotes particular versions of 

what corporate governance should be about), dispensed with administrative 

governance and reduced the three categories which refer to sorts of network 

arrangements to two.  

 

However, Hughes (2010) argues persuasively that this debate concerns essentially 

only two concepts or meanings of governance. He argues, with justification, that some 

of these supposedly distinctive definitions just apply the ‘standard’ definition of 

‘governance’ in specific contexts. The standard or traditional usage is defined in this 
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way:  “governance is about running organisations...how to organize, and how to set 

procedures for an organization to be run” (Hughes, 2010, p.88). In this sense, it 

concerns rules, guidelines, internal controls and accountability mechanisms. 

Categories like corporate governance or contract governance are sub-sets of 

governance in this sense (i.e. governance as applied in business corporations or in 

outsourcing contexts). The second meaning associates ‘governance’ with the use of 

networks for public policy, delivery and management. Social-political Governance, 

Public Policy Governance and Network Governance, in Osborne’s terms, are sub-sets 

of governance in this second sense. Having the same term for two completely 

different ideas causes confusion, but both usages are now established; albeit 

controversially. 

 

Indeed, for Offe (2009, p 550) “the concept of governance is used to grasp, on the 

one hand, institutions…. and on the other hand,  a process (that of steering), which is 

taking place in the framework of these institutions. Its use in the literature oscillates 

between two poles: structure vs. process.”  He regards ‘governance’, therefore, as an 

‘empty signifier’; i.e. a term referring to “...the ritualization and festishization of a 

linguistic sign, carrying the aura of the timely and the modern, which can then be 

employed for the communication of diverse and contradictory semantic contents and 

associations” (p. 550-551). Thus governance appeals to neo-social democrats because 

they see state capacity being enhanced “by forging alliances with key strategic actors 

within non-state institutional sectors” (p.555); but it appeals to neo-liberals because 

they regard it as restraining state capacity “through autonomous societal self-

organization” to thus make the state “partially dispensable” (p.555). 

 

Turning to accountability, in PA it is held that administrators implement policies made 

by democratically elected politicians who are accountable for both the policies and 

their results.  Under NPM, the state is disaggregated and policy and implementation 
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are separated, with implementation through individual service units in competition 

with other units in markets or quasi-markets. Lines of accountability are less clear. In 

networks, accountability is negotiated at inter-organisational and inter-personal levels 

(Osborne, 2010) and is, therefore, even more problematic; especially as networks are 

marked by imbalances in power between participants. According to Klijn (2010), 

networks are marked by structured political struggles between actors with different 

interests and values and characterised by complex interactions in search of innovative 

solutions to ‘wicked issues’. Significantly, Klijn and Teisman (1997) use Crozier and 

Friedberg’s ‘games’ metaphor to analyse behaviour in complex policy processes (see 

Part 2 of this kappa). 

 

Stewart’s classic definition of accountability (Stewart, 1984) involves both the account 

(the giving of information) and the holding to account (the evaluation of the account 

and the taking of consequent action). This implies that, for accountability to take 

place, the person receiving the account must have some power of reward and 

sanction over the person giving the account. Stewart adds to this the notions of the 

bond of accountability (where there is a strong relationship between the two parties) 

and the link of accountability (where the relationship is weaker). To this may be added 

a concept of the audiences of accountability where the person giving the account may 

be accountable to more than one party.  This could encompass the groups shown in 

Figure 8 below. 

 

However,  as Sinclair contends  “accountability changes: it exists in many forms and is 

sustained and given extra dimensions of meaning by its context” (Sinclair, 1995, p. 

219). She identifies five forms of accountability: political, managerial, public, 

professional and personal. However, “accountability is multiple and fragmented: being 

accountable in one form often requires compromises of other sorts of 
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accountability...accountability is continually being constructed” (Sinclair, 1995, p. 

231). 

 

Figure 8  
 

• Accountability to Self; 

• Accountability to Superiors within the organisation (managers); 

• Accountability to Superiors outside the organisation (politicians); 

• Accountability to Subordinates; 

• Accountability to Clients; 

• Accountability to Customers; 

• Accountability to Citizens and the Community; 

• Accountability to Professional Peers.  

 

Audiences for Accountability 
 

Applying these concepts to networks makes it clear that accountability is even more 

complicated than in single public sector organisations, as different agents are 

accountable to many different audiences and with differing degrees of intensity. Thus, 

as Newman says, the development of network based patterns of co-ordination 

produce multiple rather than single forms of accountability. Moreover, these may 

clash: accountability upwards, for example, may be at odds with accountability for 

achieving locally designed objectives. This is particularly significant where managers 

confront uncertainties of policy innovation, partnership working and cross-cutting 

initiatives (Newman, 2004b). Networks can be seen, therefore, as having the potential 

to enhance accountability by drawing more actors into a process of deliberative policy 

making and implementation. However, adding multiple forms of accountability to that 

of representative government is problematic, potentially adding to the dangers of 

ambiguity and complexity. At the same time, there is the danger of colonisation by 

powerful state actors (Klijn and Skelcher, 2007). 
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Along with issues of power and accountability, there are major issues around trust, 

which is a necessary condition for networks to operate effectively. As Klijn (2010) 

points out, trust facilitates co-operation and stability in networks, reduces the 

transactions cost associated with markets and stimulates learning, innovation and 

knowledge exchange which can be difficult in hierarchies. However, trust is not 

naturally present in networks and to achieve trust, the network has to be managed 

actively to facilitate significant levels of interaction. 

 

These issues are illustrated in Liddle’s (2018) study of Local Enterprise Partnerships 

(LEPs) in the North-East of England. LEPs are business-led, multi-agency partnerships 

intended to stimulate economic growth and business development. She suggests 

dissatisfaction with both traditional public administration and NPM have led to “new 

forms of civic/place focussed leadership based on collective values…Collective 

governance brings together public and private stakeholders in collective forums to 

engage in consensus-orientated decision-making” (Liddle, 2018, p.661). She also 

refers to “networked forms of New Public Governance (NPG) in which citizens work 

collaboratively with public managers to co-produce, co-design and co-deliver public 

services” (Liddle, 2018, p.661). However, in multi-layered, complex and dynamic 

forums there are both horizontal (hierarchical) and vertical (inter-organisational) 

interactions with multiple, hybrid accountability relationships and the potential for 

blurring responsibilities.  Similarly, Skelcher et al. (2005, p. 575) state that 

partnerships “operate in an uncertain and ill-defined authority and accountability 

environment...their design is driven by imperatives to do with vertical and horizontal 

integration in policy implementation rather than democratic needs.” 

 

LEPS “are located between complex, vertical structures and fragmented, horizontal 

relationships where cooperation must be navigated” (Liddle, 2018, p.670). The level 
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and type of powers of the leaders of LEPs vary, power is unequally distributed within 

them and their activities have to be based on trust. Moreover, “as members come 

from various organisations, their performance cannot be subject to a uniform 

formalised authority structure with clear lines of accountability” (Liddle, 2018, p.667). 

Trust, collaboration and mutuality are not guaranteed in LEPs, as members have 

different belief systems and are drawn from different agencies with different interests, 

and must be built up over time. Participants must juggle accountabilities as Sinclair 

shows, while having ‘bonds’ of accountability to their own organisation and only ‘links’ 

to their partners in Stewart’s terms. 

 

LEPS were encouraged to develop their own accountability mechanisms, to reflect 

their voluntary and collaborative nature, and so each has adopted different control 

systems, accountability regimes, forms of reporting and audiences for accountability. 

In practice, management reporting frameworks from the business world took 

precedence over political and democratic forms of accountability and reporting. Liddle 

(2018) concludes that merging political and managerial forms of accountability causes 

confusion and that reporting and accountability mechanisms drawn from managerialist 

models of performance present significant challenges to representative democratic 

theory. 

 

Lynn (2010) suggests that scepticism may be in order concerning whether NPG is 

indeed either new or a dominant paradigm. He identifies variations across countries 

resulting from path dependency and contingent factors; for example in two countries, 

the UK and the Netherlands, which are regarded as being at the forefront of these 

reforms. He then points to the importance of constitutions and administrative laws in 

many countries as a restraint on the NPG.  He also suggests leading theorists of NPG, 

like Rhodes and Kooiman, “have viewed the new governance as traditional structures 
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plus networks” (Lynn, 2010, p.111), rather than replacing traditional structures. Thus 

networks can operate alongside hierarchies and markets and bring more openness 

and involvement of members of civil society into the public sector.  

 

Moreover, and significantly for the purposes of this thesis, Lynn (2010) cites work 

from Australia, Canada and the USA which shows that NPG is compatible with 

participative and deliberative approaches.  Paquet (1999) suggests the possibility of a 

move from a defensive, anti-democratic, centralising, homogenizing and hierarchical 

regime to an open, communitarian, non-centralising, pluralistic and distributed one. 

Reddel (2002) sees a new governance discourse as promising a policy framework 

which could deliver improved community outcomes; place based policies; dialogue, 

deliberation and association; and engagement with strong civil society. Bingham et al. 

(2005) suggest new governance processes, including deliberative democracy, 

participatory budgeting and citizens’ juries, can permit active participation by citizens 

and stakeholders. Similarly, Guy Peters (2010) identifies the main alternative to NPM 

as “a series of participatory reforms designed to enable not only citizens but also 

lower-level public servants to have greater influence over policy and implementation” 

(p. 39). This is relevant to all of the papers selected for both theses, in that more 

participatory and discursive approaches are advocated in them to overcome problems 

with performance management and accountability encountered in the cases we 

studied.  

 

In conclusion, it seems reasonable to propose that modern public services are 

delivered via various mixes of hierarchies, markets and networks. There is some 

empirical evidence of a greater emphasis on markets in the 1980s and 1990s and on 

networks subsequently as a reaction to that; although the extent of this can be 

exaggerated and would vary according to contingency and path dependency. Certainly, 
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picturing a comprehensive shift from Public Administration to NPM and then to NPG 

(or from hierarchies to markets and then to networks) seems too simplified to capture 

the complexities of the situation. In the previous section, it was explained how the 

papers selected for the kappa were linked to notions of rationality which, in turn, 

could be related to the possibilities of participation enhancing public management. 

NPG, at least in certain forms, clearly has more potential for deliberative democracy 

than NPM. In the next section, these issues will be brought together around a 

discussion of accounting and performance management.  
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Accounting and Performance Management 

 

This section concerns the nature and place of accounting and performance 

management in the public services. The research objective of investigating theories of 

performance management in organisations is addressed in relation to competing views 

of public sector organisation and different concepts of rationality. It critically discusses 

how contributions from the accounting literature may enlighten these matters.  

 

Issues around the nature, place and roles of accounting and performance 

management permeate the papers selected for both the licentiate and doctoral theses. 

Paper 1 is about programme budgeting in the English NHS. This is a technique 

brought into accounting from public sector economics and now applied in a less 

comprehensively ‘rationalistic’ way than originally proposed. Similarly, Paper 2 

concerns a case which demonstrated the feasibility of using Cost Consequences 

Analysis (another approach adopted from economics) pragmatically in an evaluation of 

a policing project.  Papers 3, 4 and B focus on different aspects and implications of the 

changing performance management regimes in the English ambulance service. Paper 

C draws on this work to examine performance evaluation in the public sector more 

widely. Finally Paper A explores performance management in universities in the 

context of management attempts to implement cultural and organisational change. 

 

There is a significant controversy in the accounting literature concerning the extent to 

which accounting can drive change in organisations (Boedker et al., 2019).  Some of 

the literature suggests accounting can be transformative; i.e.  a “powerful force” 

(Boedker et al., 2019, p. 1) in changing organisations; significantly, the introduction of 

New Public Management into public services is given as a prime example. (The NPM 

was dealt with in the licentiate, as explained in Part 2, and is explored in more depth 
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and detail in section 3 of this part of the kappa.) However, while authors may agree 

that accounting is (or, perhaps, may be) transformative, they disagree as to whether 

it is performative or incomplete.  

 

The performativity literature suggests that accounting is very powerful: it is claimed 

that “there is a high degree of certainty that accounting will achieve its stated aims” 

(Boedker et al., 2019, p.2).  For example, advocates of performativity suggest having 

a performance measure which supports a strategy strongly influences people to 

achieve the strategy. In contrast, the incompleteness literature (Boedker et al., 2019) 

suggests that accounting can be ambiguous and less powerful in achieving 

management aims (or, indeed, political and democratic goals). In this view, there will 

be flaws in the system which will lead to ‘repair activity’; i.e. it will need improvisation 

and the allocation of substantial resources to make it work. Moreover, instead of it 

providing ‘strong’ or ‘complete’ numbers, “managers need to complement accounting 

with other things to make it useful” (Boedker et al., 2019, p.2). Similarly, Yu and 

Mouritsen (2020, p.15) refer to a literature which “… suggests complementing work 

around accounting, for instance, strategising, institutions, politics, dialogues, and so 

on, to make the incompleteness of accounting less straining”.  There does seem to be 

some implication here, however, that such efforts will ultimately be successful, at least 

at the level of ‘making do’.  

 

Boedker et al. then go on to argue that accounting can also be counter-performative; 

i.e. “accounting can produce behaviours that may eventually undermine its own 

purposes” (Boedker et al., 2019, p.2). Thus having a performance measure which 

supports a strategy may, under certain circumstances, make achieving the strategy 

less likely or even lead to the strategy being abandoned. In their own case, they 

examine the role of accounting in an Australian public sector organisation which was 
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intended to be transformed from a tangible asset company to a knowledge-based one. 

The case concerned a benchmarking exercise where the business had performed quite 

poorly, especially with regard to intellectual capital. An exercise in very limited 

consultation (or even pseudo-participation) was carried out, but raising the salience of 

the ranking system then motivated resistance, weakened the strategy and decreased 

the results achieved, so that performance in the next round of benchmarking actually 

declined further. As they say, “ranking systems are not inherently performative” 

(Boedker et al., 2019, p.18). In the case of the ambulance service, the performance 

indicators were not counter-performative, but were constantly being adjusted to 

counter the gaming they provoked (see e.g. Papers 1,  B and C). In this way, they 

were recursively incomplete as solving one problem seemed to create another one. 

 

Steccolini et al. (2020) address the role(s) of accounting and performance 

measurement systems more specifically in connection with contemporary public 

management.  They state that accounting systems are often seen as assisting 

decision-makers through the provision of information and, more generally, supporting 

democratic processes by facilitating transparency and accountability. This may imply a 

functionalist view of accounting as instrumental and purposive and, therefore, a 

neutral, technical ‘tool’ in line with instrumental rationality. As such, accounting is 

seen as essential to the NPM, turning the principles of economic rationality into 

operational practices. In turn, NPM has inspired a new body of research into public 

sector accounting and performance management in both the public administration and 

accounting literatures; although, surprisingly, these literatures relate little to each 

other.  

 

In contrast to the functionalist approach outlined above, studies show accounting and 

performance management, far from being neutral, have “significant consequences, 
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affecting people, organizations, policies, culture and society” leading to “both 

expected and unexpected outcomes… even undesired effects” (Steccolini et al., 2020, 

p.4). The papers selected for the kappa illustrate the validity of these points with 

regard to both ambulance services and universities. Steccolini et al.  (2019) then call 

for interdisciplinary studies involving both public administration and accounting 

scholars. Many of the papers selected for both the licentiate and doctorate do indeed 

incorporate such an approach.   

 

The technical language of public sector accounting was needed to support the cultural 

shift to a quantifiable, managerial, marketised public sector enabling the development 

of the NPM and reflecting the neo-liberal ideology behind it. (Although it is not 

necessarily sufficient as shown by Boedker et al., 2019, above and also Wankhade et 

al., 2018, one of the papers chosen for this kappa.) Notions of accounting colonization 

(Oakes and Berry, 2009) and the audit society (Power, 1997) suggest a danger that 

these reforms can undermine the traditional political and professional logics 

underlying public services. The instrumental, functionalist view of performance 

management systems downplays the symbolic, legitimizing, social and political roles 

and uses of performance management. These are recognised, however, in the 

interpretive literature in accounting and, in recent times, there has been a resurgence 

of interest in the variety of roles played by accounting in the public sector and the 

need to contextualise them. This allows “an in-depth reflection not only on the 

possible relationships between performance measurement systems, their antecedents 

and possible effects, but also on the myriad roles played by such systems in the public 

realm” (Steccolini et al., 2020, p. 6). 

 

In the public administration literature, Steccolini et al. note research exploring how 

accounting and performance management systems (seen as a major feature of NPM) 
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can be modified to give better outcomes. In particular, they refer to studies which 

seek to explain the ‘purposeful’ use of performance information by managers and 

politicians; i.e. the use of performance measures to improve decision-making. 

Recently, performance management has also featured in behavioural public 

administration studies which examine its effects on users’ perceptions and decision-

making behaviours.  

 

Steccolini et al. (2020), however, suggest that insights from these literatures may be 

restricted by a reliance on quantitative methods, whereas public sector accounting has 

taken a more qualitative and interpretive approach. They argue that “this focus on 

purposeful use is in line with an instrumental, functionalist view of performance 

measurement systems” and that “the symbolic, legitimizing, social and political roles 

and uses of performance measurement have largely been downplayed in public 

administration empirical studies” (p.5). However, this seems to be based largely on 

American studies. Political scientists in the UK have often been sceptical of the 

functionality of performance measurement systems (see, for example, Bevan and 

Hood, 2006; Hood, 2000; Hood, 2006; Hood, 2007; Pollitt, 1986; Rhodes, 1997); 

insights from whom have been drawn on in our own work on ambulance performance 

indicators (e.g. Heath and Radcliffe, 2007;  Heath and Radcliffe, 2010; Heath and 

Wankhade, 2014). 

 

Therefore, Steccolini et al. (2020) call for research “from different disciplines, which 

devotes its attention to exploring the social and organizational antecedents and effects 

of accounting and performance measurement systems…linking contemporary social 

and organizational practices in public administration with accounting-related individual 

choices and behaviours” (p.6). They conclude that “public administration research and 

practice should pay attention to the contextual conditions under which such 
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accounting and performance management systems are practised… Under these 

conditions, interdisciplinarity seems a pragmatic necessity.” Moreover, “a plurality of 

theoretical perspectives and research methods is needed to appreciate the 

complexities of contemporary issues in performance management and accounting in 

public administration” (Steccolini et al., 2020, p.9); including both qualitative and 

quantitative methods. Significantly, they state that there are several developments in 

public administration which could engage accounting researchers with public 

administration scholars, notably including the involvement of citizens in accountability 

processes and the role of performance management in networked and hybrid ways of 

providing public services. Much of the work of my colleagues and myself, including the 

papers selected for this thesis, is relevant to this call. 

 

Steccolini (2019) explores in more detail a number of themes which have arisen in the 

public administration literature in relation to claims that NPM is ceasing to be the 

dominant paradigm there. (See the previous section for a further discussion of this.)  

She suggests that this indicates various pathways for public sector accounting and 

accountability research in a ‘post-NPM’ context. She begins by acknowledging that 

whilst there have been enormous developments in public sector accounting over the 

last thirty years, it is still criticised for being too isolated from other disciplines, for 

having limited impact on public policy and needing stronger theorisation; although a 

considerable strength is its potential for inter-disciplinarity.  

 

In her view, the NPM represents a ‘golden age’ for public accounting, because of the 

centrality of accounting, performance management, audit and accountability to NPM. 

However, it also represents a ‘golden cage’ by fostering insularity, under-theorisation 

and a focus on the negative aspects of accounting. As she says, “while accounting has 

been described as fundamental in the implementation of the NPM program, in turn 
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NPM appears to have grown increasingly central to the study of public sector 

accounting” (Steccolini, 2019, p. 258). Indeed the public sector came to be seen as 

providing ideal settings for the exploration of the power of accounting to lead change 

(or how change could be resisted) and, at the same time, the role of contexts in 

influencing accounting.  

 

However, the predominance of the NPM was neither universal nor necessarily 

permanent where it was established. In ‘neo-Weberian’ polities traditional 

administrative cultures survived and the influence of the NPM was limited. As 

Steccolini (2019) neatly puts it,  ‘Anglo-Saxon’ scholars study the presence of NPM, 

but ‘non-Anglo-Saxon’ scholars study its absence. Moreover, it has been suggested 

that new paradigms, perhaps especially the New Public Governance, have emerged to 

displace the NPM (again see the previous section). She argues that this creates 

further opportunities for the study of public sector accounting and that there are 

several developments in public administration which can stimulate accounting 

scholarship. These ‘pathways’ include Public Value; co-production, hybridity, and the 

multiplicity of logics; austerity, other crises and wicked problems; and performance 

measurement and management. 

 

Notions of public value are seen as being derived from Bozeman’s conceptualisation of 

‘Public Values’ and Moore’s conceptualisation of ‘Public Value’. Public Values concern a 

society’s normative consensus about citizens’ rights, prerogatives and obligations, and 

about the principles for policy formulation.  Public Value is about the role of public 

management in achieving what is valued by the public (which seems to imply 

performance management, but of a different kind to the NPM). Steccolini holds that 

Public Value (PV) provides an alternative to neo-liberalism in its emphasis on the 

common good, shared values, collective action, public engagement and a public ethos. 
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It can imply dialogue and deliberation and a role for citizens as co-creators of public 

services (in contrast to NPM and in line with some versions of NPG). However, Public 

Value has been criticised for downplaying power, conflict and inequality, and for 

placing too much trust in public managers. It is also claimed that it has proved 

difficult to apply the PV framework in practice. From a public sector accounting 

perspective, Public Value can lead helpfully to focussing on who the users of 

accounting are (e.g. elites, technocrats, stakeholders or citizens) and what they want 

from it. It may be that accounting scholars could make Public Value more 

operationally viable but, to date, it has been neglected in the public sector accounting 

literature, despite Moore’s own attempts to develop PV scorecards and PV accounts. 

 

The next ‘pathway’ concerns what Steccolini calls co-production, hybridity and the 

multiplicity of logics (i.e. public services being delivered by various sorts of 

partnerships where the partners pursue different logics: profit versus quality versus 

efficiency and so on). Phenomena such as the contracting out of services mean the 

delivery of public services result from interactions between service users and networks 

of providers.  However, this subsumes a number of different phenomena: 

 

• Public governance and policy networks; 

• Co-production by public service professionals and service users; 

• Hybrid organisations which have features of the public, private and non-profit 

sectors (e.g. the universities discussed in Paper A); 

• ‘Agencification’ – the creation of semi-autonomous agencies to carry out public 

tasks in markets or quasi-markets.  

 

Thus accounting systems are increasingly required to monitor and control the 

performance of contracts, partnerships, networks, hybrids, etc. Steccolini suggests 
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there is, therefore, a need to understand “how hybridization of contracts and logics 

affects accounting and, more generally, how accounting is implicated in processes of 

hybridization, co-production and contracted out services” (Steccolini, 2019, p.274). 

Accountability in public governance networks, etc., is a particular issue: who is 

accountable to whom, for what and why? 

 

The final ‘pathway’ is about performance measurement, control and management and 

the different approaches which may be taken towards these in public administration 

and public sector accounting. Unsurprisingly, the approach is similar to that of 

Steccolini et al. (2020) discussed above, so will only be summarised briefly here.  In 

public administration, the focus is said to be on using performance information as a 

purposeful and neutral means to improve decision-making and, thereby, performance. 

The accounting literature concentrates more on the danger of performance 

management and audit producing unintended consequences, generating values at 

odds with traditional professional and political logics, reducing motivation, and 

strengthening a ‘compliance mentality’.  

 

Steccolini (2019) then calls for greater inter-disciplinary dialogue (something to which 

the papers included here and for the licentiate are already relevant). Accounting 

scholars can both contribute to and draw stimulus from current trends in public 

administration studies. The position of accounting at the intersection of disciplines and 

professions as well as of academia and practice is a strength in this respect. However, 

there may be a need to pay more attention to the emancipatory potential of 

accounting: building trust, participation, inclusiveness and fairness.   

 

Oddly, Steccolini (2019) deals with Broadbent & Laughlin's conceptual model of 

performance management systems in her discussion of Public Value. She refers to 

their highlighting of ‘socialised’ forms of accountability based on Habermas’ 
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communicative action theory, with a continuum of performance management and 

control from transactional forms based on instrumental rationality to relational ones 

based on communicative rationality. She then refers to the emancipatory potential of 

participatory budgeting and accountability as in Porto Alegre. There is indeed a logical 

chain between communicative rationality, deliberative democracy and participatory 

budgeting (as discussed earlier in this kappa). However, it is possible to be interested 

in PV without being interested in communicative action and vice versa. The rationality 

clusters framework has a more central place in my own thinking, which I shall now go 

on to elaborate. Moreover, Steccolini (2019) says little about the audit society 

concept. This has been very influential, not only in the accounting literature, but also 

in public administration and sociology, and will also be dealt with briefly. 

 

Instrumental rationality entails attempting to identify the one and only ‘best’ (e.g. the 

most cost-effective) means of achieving a given end, determined ‘top down’; whereas 

communicative rationality is based on deliberation between stakeholders (or citizens 

as in Porto Alegre and elsewhere; see, for example, Fung and Wright, 2001), leading 

to consensus about ends and means, arrived at within defined rules of debate 

(Broadbent and Laughlin, 2009). Communicative rationality here need not imply the 

ISS, purely reasoned argument and ‘strong sense’ consensus. Interestingly, Tweedie 

(2018) argues that the work of Honneth (another critical theorist of the Frankfurt 

School) offers a promising alternative to Habermas’ discursive-proceduralist approach 

for critical accounting scholars. Tweedie claims Honneth’s approach is more sensitive 

to the agonistic nature of social life because “by incorporating less procedural modes 

of social discourse and interacting [it] thereby captures inchoate or marginalised 

voices Habermasian discourse can exclude” (p.40).  
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From the concepts of instrumental and communicative rationality, Broadbent and 

Laughlin (2009) develop their rationality clusters framework. Here they draw on the 

work of Otley and Ferreira; especially Ferreira and Otley (2009), which sets out a 

performance management systems (PMS) framework based on factors identified in 

the contingency theory literature (see Diagram 4). The use of the term contingency 

implies that a relationship between factors may apply only under particular conditions; 

for example, budgets motivate in certain circumstances but not others. Identifying 

those specific conditions, if possible,  would enrich understanding and practice. A 

number of contingent factors have been identified which might influence accounting 

control systems; including environmental uncertainty, strategy, national cultures and 

organisational cultures (Otley, 2016). Path dependency can be seen as a particular 

kind of contingent factor, whereby the outcomes of a process are constrained by its 

past history and not just by current conditions. Thus future development is affected by 

the path traced in the past: ‘history matters’. 

 

However, in practice, there have been difficulties in applying contingency theory. As 

Otley shows, studies using these concepts do so in ways which are not comparable, 

there are difficulties in defining contingent fit let alone measuring it and there are a 

range of contingency theories not a single one (Otley, 2016). Berry et al. (2009, p. 

15) argue that “...context has so many relevant dimensions that often work in 

opposing directions that the establishment of an integrated contingency theory seems 

all but impossible. Further, contingencies may vary from situation to situation and 

develop dynamically over time in such a way as to make their deterministic 

specification infeasible”. Somewhat similarly, but more positively, Otley (2016, p.55) 

holds that “the work under the banner of contingency theory … has given insights into 

how different configurations and uses of control systems have resulted in a variety of 



 

165 
 

different consequences. However, it has also been tantalisingly inconclusive and has 

produced little cumulative knowledge.”  

 

It is perhaps also relevant to note here that the term control system might seem to 

imply an integrated control system all of whose sub-systems “were designed and 

coordinated intentionally” (Malmi and Brown, 2008, p. 291). As Malmi and Brown 

point out, however,  different sub-systems “are often introduced by different interest 

groups at different times, so the controls in their entirety should not be defined 

holistically as a single system, but instead as a package” (p.291). Indeed Mundy 

(2015; cited in Otley, 2016) argues that many organisations have packages of 

different control elements which were designed and implemented by different people 

at different times, aim to achieve different organisational goals and are not well 

coordinated overall. However, informal practices, which she calls ‘workarounds’,  make 

the system more functional than might seem from this description of the formal 

package of controls. As Otley (2016, p.54) says “… in practice MCS packages will 

inevitably contain inconsistent and contradictory elements … informal practices are 

likely to play an increasingly important role in helping preserve their continuing 

functionality”. 

 

Broadbent and Laughlin (2009) classify the contingent factors derived from the work 

of Otley and Ferreira into means, ends and context and then incorporate the notions 

of instrumental and communicative rationality; thus identifying two potential 

rationality clusters (see Diagram 5). In an instrumental rationality cluster, 

performance measurement is associated with formal and theoretical rationality 

(involving predominantly calculative practices such as accounting). Under instrumental 

rationality, 'ownership' of performance measures by stakeholders may be difficult to 

achieve, leading to alienation and resistance. Operationalising such a regime relies on 
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legal-rational authority, in Weber's term. Transactional PMSs are then associated with 

instrumental rationality. They relate to highly specific ends, targets and performance 

indicators, and often to highly specified means as well. 

 

By contrast, in a communicative rationality cluster, the performance measures are 

determined by substantive and practical rationality. Significantly, goals and measures 

are, therefore, discussed and agreed discursively. A diversity of views is allowed and 

the resulting PMS is more likely to be 'owned' by stakeholders. Here Broadbent and 

Laughlin (2009) draw on the work of Habermas. Hence, operationalisation requires 

reflexive authority, i.e. accepting legitimate authority structures can be built on 

participation and deliberation. Substantive rationality has a place for accounting as 

long as it reflects the values and concerns of stakeholders or citizens rather than 

being imposed on those to be managed. Relational PMSs are associated with 

communicative rationality. Both ends and means are chosen deliberatively by 

participants and performance measures may be less specific.  

 

Franco-Santos and Otley (2018) make a similar distinction between directive and 

enabling control systems. The directive system would be aligned with the instrumental 

rationality cluster and emphasise technical controls, the diagnostic lever and rewards 

and sanctions. The enabling system would be aligned with the communicative 

rationality cluster and emphasise social controls, the interactive leaver and 

organisational learning. Note, however, that these are ideal types and Broadbent and 

Laughlin acknowledge that empirical work is needed to place actual organisations on 

the continuum.  
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Diagram 4 
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Diagram 5 
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Performance management systems and the rationality clusters framework  

Adapted from Broadbent, J. and Laughlin, R. (2009). 

 

A Weberian ideal type might be said to summarise the core features of a 

phenomenon; although no actual example of the phenomenon will replicate these 

features exactly.  According to Bendix (1966), in Weber’s thought, ‘typological 

simplification’ constructs models based on features not found in any particular case in 

such integrated form. “These models are artifacts of the researcher based on historical 

materials; Weber felt that such artifacts were justified as long as the special purpose 

of such constructions was clearly stated” (Bendix, 1966, p.274). Intriguingly, he also 
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comments that “Weber used this typological method in several different ways and his 

practice of labelling all of them “ideal typical” is merely confusing” (Bendix, 1966, 

p.274). 

 

Organisations which tend towards being unitary entities, with predominant given 

objectives and single overriding cultures would be expected to be closer to the 

instrumental rationality cluster. Here decision-making and accountability might be 

more straightforward. However, more fragmentary organisations with multiple, 

complex objectives and distinctive sub-cultures seem likely to be towards the 

communicative rationality cluster. Moreover, Broadbent and Laughlin advocate 

focussing on the part of the organisation that the PMS is intended to control (for 

example, a budget centre) rather than the organisation as a whole. They argue the 

external and internal environments (i.e. other parts of the organisation or network) 

provide challenges and opportunities which influence the end and means selected, but 

do not determine directly which type of rationality cluster is chosen. Indeed a PMS 

might be more transactional at one level in the system and more relational at another.  

Similarly, Franco-Santos and Otley (2018, p. 33) point out that “PMSs are inherently 

complex, with different approaches to control being appropriate in different 

organizational functions, in varying organizational environments, and at different 

hierarchical levels”.  

 

Broadbent and Laughlin (2009) see the NPM as aiming to move public sector 

organisations from relational to transactional performance management systems 

(although any change to New Public Governance or Public Value could have the 

potential to reverse this, at least in some versions). However, many public sector 

organisations seem likely to belong closer to the communicative rationality cluster, 
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including the universities referred to in Paper A although there could be more 

ambiguity about the ambulance services in Papers B and C. 

 

Power (1994; 1997; 2000) noted an ‘explosion’ in the use of the term ‘audit’  in the 

UK, including not only traditional financial audits but also environmental audits, 

medical audits and teaching audits amongst many others; leading him to claim that 

“Britain has become an ‘audit society’” (1994, p.1). Interestingly, however,  Bowerman 

et al. (2000) argue that audit is just one aspect of a wider and rapidly expanding 

‘performance measurement society’. (See also Humphrey and Owen, 2000, and for a 

response, Power, 2000. For a more critical view of the audit society concept, see 

Maltby, 2008.) The audit society is characterised by burgeoning documentation, 

assessment, auditing and scrutiny. Blomgren and Sahlin (2007) argue that it derives 

from a culture of transparency which is largely driven by distrust, although 

paradoxically it leads to a ‘spiral of distrust’ because scrutinies focus on failings, 

leading to more calls for transparency, creating more distrust and so on. A ‘spiral of 

gaming’ could also be motivated (See Papers B and C). 

As Blomgren and Sahlin say “the quest for transparency finds expression in increased 

demand for and production of audits” (2007, p. 171). This creates a society where 

activities are shaped in such a way as to be able to be audited and evaluated. 

However, “what is made visible by accounting is also that which will be the object of 

control measures and discussion” (Blomgren and Sahlin, 2007,  p.172). This 

influences (and potentially distorts) decision-making and resource allocation despite 

much of the important work which is performed in health care (and other public 

services) not being measurable. Similarly, Power (1997) claims audits in practice are 

more about how activities are being organised than what is actually being done, and 

refers to “a preoccupation with the auditable process rather than the substance of 
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activities...performance and quality are in danger of being defined largely in terms of 

conformity to auditable process” (Power, 1994, p.48). 

Moreover, for Power, “Habermas’s diagnosis of the present impasse of the welfare 

state is instructive. Ideals of solidarity have given way to the regulatory logic of 

money and administrative power…it is no accident that the audit explosion has been 

accompanied by the displacement of other languages with that of markets, missions 

and managements. These abstract concepts are mutually reinforcing” (1994, p.54). 

However, there are “alternatives involving direct accountability and active interaction” 

(1994, p.27). Thus Power derives from Habermas a sense of the possibility of dialogue 

and evolutionary learning. As he says “any society or organisation can use very 

different models of control and accountability” (1994, p.8). Then he points to two 

distinctly different styles which can be discerned, as shown in Figure 9: 

Figure 9 

Style A Style B 

Single measure Multiple measures 

Externally imposed Internally generated 

Quantitative Qualitative 

Long distance methods Local methods 

Low trust High trust 

Discipline Autonomy 

Ex Post control Real Time control 

Private experts Public dialogue 

 

Two Styles of Control and Accountability 
Taken from: Power, M. (1994) p. 8. 
 

There are clear parallels here with Broadbent and Laughlin’s rationality clusters. It is 

fair to say that performance measurement to date in the public sector of more 

developed economies has been biased towards Style A. However, there is no ‘iron law’ 

that this must always be the case and an approach more in keeping with Style B can 

be developed. For example, it was argued by Jary (2005) that the changing nature of 
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quality audit in the HEI sector represented the development of ‘dialogical auditing’ 

which includes ‘internal and public dialogue’ in keeping with Style B.   

 

To conclude, accounting can be transformative, but not necessarily so, and its effects 

may not be emancipatory. The public sector provides a good site for interdisciplinary 

study of such phenomena, particularly in connection with performance management, 

and papers selected for the kappa provide examples of this. Issues around rationality, 

NPM and alternative paradigms, and democracy have been raised and related to 

accounting sand performance management. These issues are brought together in the 

next part of the kappa.  
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Discussion 

 

The thesis concerns the recurring phenomenon of narrow and imposed performance 

management regimes which are often found in public services, despite seeming 

inappropriate. The perverse incentives and unintended consequences associated with 

this are well established.  The contribution this kappa is to not only to identify the 

dysfunctional consequences of such regimes, but also to explore the alternative of 

more deliberative and participatory approaches to performance measurement, which 

are potentially valuable despite the difficulties which may arise. This is supported by 

exploring the concepts of communicative, instrumental and value rationality and how 

they feed into either participatory or managerialist perspectives on public sector 

organisation. The doctorate builds on the licentiate completed previously by focussing 

on more theoretical issues around democracy; rationality and power; public 

management and governance; and accounting and performance management. 

 

In terms of democracy, as Rosenfeld (2019) points out, representative government 

was intended to achieve a balance between the ‘wisdom of crowds’ and the ‘expertise 

of elites’; but, in practice, it seems increasingly to oscillate between technocracy and 

populism. Including more discursive approaches to democracy may help to resolve 

this dilemma. Notions of deliberative democracy have been developed from the 

concept of communicative rationality. However, considerable controversy has arisen 

concerning the emphasis on procedures which have been associated with this 

approach, especially aspirations to adopt the ISS, purely reasoned argument and 

consensus in the ‘strong’ sense of the term (Dryzek, 2000). Supporters of deliberative 

democracy who adopt this position have been criticised for impracticality, for ignoring 

the existence of self-interest, conflict, power and hegemony in organisations and even 

for being discriminatory.  
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However, decision-making processes can be devised to be discursive and to recognise 

conflict. Thus other proponents would dispense with these conditions and might even 

accept so-called ‘coercive’ means of resolution such as bargaining, workable 

agreements and voting, provided genuine deliberation has taken place (Dryzek, 

2000).  Curato et al. (2017) argue that recent developments in deliberative theory 

recognise the “plurality of speech cultures” (p.5); that “coercive power is ubiquitous” 

(p. 6) and that “empowering or generative forms of power are central to the 

communicative force of deliberative governance” (p.7). Moreover, even when critics 

adopt a ‘strong’ definition of deliberative democracy, they are still trapped into either 

perpetually describing decision-making procedures that they acknowledge are 

defective or having to adopt some combination of representative and participatory 

democracy to resolve the dilemma. Thus although writers like Dryzek and Mouffe start 

from very different positions, the practical implications of where they arrive seem less 

starkly delineated.  

 

This can be linked to a discussion of rationality in organisations. ‘Rational’ decision-

making seems, by definition, to be preferable to decisions being made on the basis of 

emotion, tradition, ‘common sense’ or self-interest. However, various forms of 

rationality can be identified in organisations; i.e. instrumental (or purpose) rationality, 

value (or substantive) rationality and communicative rationality. Unfortunately, the 

terms ‘rationality’ and ‘instrumental rationality’ are often elided. Numerous criticisms 

have been made of the rational model based on instrumental rationality; for example, 

that it is unrealistic and impractical and that it ignores organisational realities, such as 

power and self-interest. Moreover, it concerns assessing competing means to achieve 

ends which are taken for granted (Schipper, 1996); although ends are in fact subject 

to dispute, which, in turn, reflects disagreements over values (Rutgers, 2019). At the 

same time, there are also difficulties with value rationality since the powerful might 
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justify imposing decisions on others on the basis of their beliefs and focussing on ends 

might ignore ethical issues around how they are being achieved. Communicative 

rationality which emphasises participation, debate and reflection about both ends and 

means may help with this dilemma.  

 

Narrow forms of performance management are associated here particularly with the 

NPM, which is seen here as a neo-liberal response to the fiscal and legitimacy crises of 

the 1970s, emphasising instrumental rationality. Thus simplistic, top down forms of 

performance management persist because they serve a legitimising function beyond 

any operational utility. Although the NPM is sometimes said to be anti-bureaucratic, it 

seems more plausible to see it as a technocratic approach which incorporates both 

marketisation and managerialism and reinforces rational-legal authority and directive 

controls, albeit in a more fragmented public sector (Gregory, 2007). However, there 

are many different definitions of the NPM, it was not adopted universally and there are 

significant differences in emphasis where it has been taken up. Many criticisms have 

been made of the NPM and, indeed, it is argued that it is based on contradictory 

conceptual frameworks (Aucoin, 1990). 

 

The NPG is said to reflect the pluralistic nature of modern societies better than NPM 

(Osborne, 2010); although here too there are many contradictory definitions of what 

the term means. However, it is often taken to imply networks of stakeholders or 

citizens working together to determine and/or deliver public policies. Governance 

networks can facilitate collaborations between citizens and managers of public 

services, although networks of elite stakeholders may disregard the interests of the 

wider citizenry. Networks may also encounter difficult issues around power, trust, co-

ordination and accountability (Liddle, 2018). Nevertheless, and significantly, New 

Public Governance can potentially offer scope for participative and discursive 



 

177 
 

approaches (Lynn, 2010); which is in line with Broadbent and Laughlin’s 

communicative rationality cluster. 

 

This leads on to a discussion of how accounting and performance management relate 

to issues of participation, deliberation and rationality. Accounting can be, under certain 

circumstances, a powerful force for change in organisations. The role of accounting 

colonization (Oakes and Berry, 2009) in the development of the NPM is a good 

example of how accounting can support change. Furthermore accounting can be 

emancipatory as in accounting for well being or environmental sustainability; although 

again not necessarily so. Indeed the role of accounting in the NPM is said to have 

undermined the traditional political and professional logics underlying public services 

in detrimental ways (see Steccolini et al., 2019). Thus accounting is not a neutral 

technical instrument and performance management can be beset by unintended 

consequences and perverse incentives. 

 

Consequently, it is desirable to have interdisciplinary studies of accounting in the 

public services, involving accounting scholars alongside those from other disciplines, 

including public administration. Indeed the papers selected for the licentiate and 

doctorate are examples of such an approach. Steccolini et al. (2019) and Steccolini 

(2020) suggest a number of areas for such study; including performance management 

and control in the public sector. It is argued in this kappa that Broadbent and 

Laughlin’s (2009) conceptual model of the rationality clusters can be particularly 

helpful in this regard. In their model, transactional performance management systems 

relate to instrumental rationality and legal-rational authority; whilst relational 

performance management systems relate to communicative rationality and reflexive 

authority. Contingent factors might then suggest some public sector organisations 

could belong closer to the communicative rationality cluster; thus helping to explain 
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the limitations of the NPM. Similarly in discussing the audit society, Power (1994; 

1997) argues that, although in western liberal democracies the Style A 

(instrumentalist) form of accountability has predominated, a Style B (discursive)  form 

is also possible. Style B resembles Broadbent and Laughlin’s communicative rationality 

cluster. 

 

If the NPM was a neo-liberal response to the fiscal and legitimacy crises, another 

possible route out of the crises was to adopt procedures for decision-making based on 

dialogue, debate and collaboration. This is the logic of communicative rationality and 

reflexive authority which underlies the communicative rationality cluster. The well 

known Participatory Budgeting model has been used in this kappa to give one 

example of how this could be achieved in practice with some success; although it 

should be noted that there are other forms of participatory decision-making. Again it 

is recognised that the PB itself might take various forms (Cabannes and Lipietz, 2018; 

Sintomer et al., 2013) and that any specific project incorporating participation and 

deliberation needs to be worked out by the participants according to circumstances 

and context. Moreover, more generally, decentralisation, participation and mutuality 

could combat the sense of alienation characteristic of modern societies (see, for 

example, the classic account of Fromm, 1955). As Raymond Williams says, alienation 

is a difficult term and it is important not just to refer to a psychological state of 

estrangement, and accompanying feelings of powerlessness, isolation and 

meaninglessness, but also the detailed and cumulative social and historical processes 

which produce that state (Williams, 1983). 

 

To be clear, my own position on participation and deliberation is in line with Benhabib’s 

contention that at the theoretical level, it is desirable to adopt “a deliberative vision of 

democratic politics which can also do justice to the agonistic spirit of democracy so 
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well articulated by its defenders” (Benhabib, 1996c, p.9). It is also compatible with 

Hendriks’ espousal of ‘deliberative pluralism’ (Hendriks, 2009). Firstly, I would argue 

for a presumption of the primacy of principles of subsidiarity, decentralisation and 

devolution. Secondly, there is a preference for a mix of representative and 

participatory democracy. (This position is similar to that of Pont, 2004b). Thirdly, 

however, I would argue that the nature of that mix and the form of participation and 

deliberation may vary according to path dependency and contingent factors. This 

requires modes of governance which support reflexive authority, relational 

performance management systems and enabling controls as appropriate.  

 

There are many mechanisms for enabling participation, but they are not always used 

‘authentically’. Skelcher et al. (2005, p. 579), for example, hold that “particular 

manifestations” of participatory democracy “include a variety of collective decision-

making forums such as citizens’ juries, community forums and neighbourhood 

committees”. Dent and Pahor (2015) present examples of patient and public 

involvement (PPI) or engagement in health care. They include local and regional 

democracy in Scandinavia, community health councils in the UK, self-management 

interest communities in the former Yugoslavia and client councils in the Netherlands. 

Their rather nuanced conclusion is that “there has been much interest in setting up 

deliberative democratic forums [but] these forums have had limited 

success...Nevertheless it is clear that deliberative forms are becoming increasingly 

normalised” (Dent and Pahor, 2015, p.550). However, there is a risk of “the 

exploitation of patient involvement forums to legitimise policies rather than engage in 

participative decision making” (Dent and Pahor, 2015, p.551). Carter and Martin 

(2016, p.4) similarly point to the danger of “incorporation into the system they are 

expected to hold to account” for bodies set up to represent the public’s views. Carter 

et al. (2019, p. 13) found “a range of engagement modalities from digital surveys to a 
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PPI engagement group” in their study, but also examples of stakeholder mapping 

where powerful stakeholders were given priority over the ‘seldom-heard’. 

 

The best known conceptualisation of the degrees of engagement in relation to power 

is Arnstein’s ladder (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10 

8 Citizen Control Degrees 

7 Delegated Power of  

6 Partnership Citizen Power 

5 Placation Degrees  

4 Consultation of 

3 Informing Tokenism 

2 Therapy Non- 

1 Manipulation Participation 

 

Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation  

Slightly adapted from Arnstein, S. (1969) p. 217. 

 

Arnstein conceives of power as a zero sum game. Tritter and McCallum (2006) prefer 

the metaphor of the ‘mosaic’, with patterns of engagement and accountability differing 

as determined by service users. However, while Arnstein’s “adversarial model seems 

to exclude opportunities for collaboration and shared decision-making” as they say 

(Tritter and McCallum, 2006, p.164), they seem to go too far in the opposite direction 

by downplaying the threat of pseudo-participation and manipulation. 
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These arguments can now be related to the papers selected for the licentiate and 

doctorate. It seems likely that many (but not all) public sector organisations might 

belong near to the communicative rationality cluster. Attempts to impose top-down 

performance management systems more suited to the instrumental rationality cluster 

might lead, therefore, to a ‘spiral of gaming’. This most clearly applies to universities 

(Paper A); although the situation concerning ambulance services (Papers 3, 4, B and 

C) may be more ambiguous. However, although the ambulance service was originally 

a hierarchical, uniformed organisation with a relatively straightforward overriding 

objective, it has changed. The widening role of the paramedic and the higher levels of 

education, training and professional discretion it entails (Papers 3 and 4), seem to 

suggest movement towards the communicative rationality cluster might be desirable. 

 

All the ambulance service papers selected (Papers 3, 4, B and C) and others cited 

discuss the limitations of the imposed performance indicators that pertained there, 

with unintended consequences and perverse indicators; especially when they only 

concentrated on one dimension of performance (i.e. response times). Paper 3 argued 

for a broader range of performance indicators, but also called for them to be 

developed through dialogue with ambulance personnel and service users. In Paper 4 

the new range of indicators which had been put into place by then was welcomed, but 

concern was expressed at the lack of participation in devising them.  The promise of 

Quality Accounts for promoting deliberation was discussed there too, but it was 

acknowledged that limitations had emerged in practice. There was also a risk that 

response times would continue to be over-emphasised in practice (Paper 4) and there 

is some evidence that is the case (Paper B). Papers C and, particularly, B also 

concerned value rationality as well as communicative rationality, in that paramedics’ 
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strong sub-cultures, along with their significant relational power, were shown to act as 

a barrier impeding top down managerial attempts at organisational change. 

 

Paper A concerns explicit attempts or, at least, aspirations to move universities from a 

stakeholder satisfaction model of organisational effectiveness to an instrumental 

rationality model, although the context of HE might seem supportive of 

communicative and value rationality. Here also, however, the sub-cultures of 

academics and their residual relational power supported resistance to this to some 

extent. Papers 1 and 2 are about techniques which have been absorbed into public 

sector accounting from health economics and how they have worked out in practice. 

Programme Budgeting (Paper 1) was originally intended to enact the comprehensively 

rational model and be imposed managerially, but had encountered familiar difficulties 

to do with organisational realities, such as power and hegemony. It was subsequently 

carried out more pragmatically and scope for engagement more in line with 

communicative rationality has been demonstrated. Paper 2 illustrated the feasibility of 

Cost-Consequences Analysis while again pointing to the limitations of approaches 

based solely on instrumental rationality and suggesting potential for consultation or 

dialogue between stakeholders. 

 

It follows from these points that the difficulties which had arisen, for example from 

the unintended consequences of imposed performance measurement packages, could 

be related to the stress on instrumental rationality in the NPM. The NPG in some of its 

formulations, however, could be more compatible with the participative approach 

which is advocated in all the papers. This might counter the problems with 

performance management and accountability which have been described and provide 

a balance of communicative, instrumental and value rationality. This does not 

necessarily imply a ‘pure’ form of deliberative democracy. Instead we might envisage 

a mixture of representative and participatory democracy worked out by participants 
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which recognises contingency and path dependency; whilst being mindful of the threat 

of pseudo-participation and manipulation. Where applicable, this would incorporate 

relational performance management systems, reflexive authority and enabling 

controls. 
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Conclusions 

 

In this thesis, a narrative has been presented which brings together elements from 

the three articles selected for the kappa, together with the four papers utilised in the 

licentiate. Other papers authored or co-authored by myself are also referred to where 

relevant. The thesis builds on the foundations of the licentiate where it was argued 

that the problematic nature of performance management packages in the public 

sector can be related to different perspectives on rationality. These issues are 

explored in more theoretical depth here, focussing in sequence on democracy, 

rationality, public management and governance, and accounting and performance 

measurement. Broadbent and Laughlin’s rationality clusters model of performance 

management systems (Broadbent and Laughlin, 2009), which distinguishes between 

instrumental and communicative rationality clusters, was particularly helpful in 

analysing the issues raised in the papers.   

 

It has been demonstrated that accounting may be a powerful force supporting 

organisational change, although not always with beneficial or emancipatory effects. 

Indeed narrow, top down performance management regimes in the public services 

have well established perverse indicators and unintended consequences. This may be 

associated with the application of the NPM and consequent attempts to apply the 

rational model of decision-making instead of aiming for a balance between 

communicative, instrumental and value rationality. The NPM is regarded here as a 

neo-liberal response to the fiscal and legitimacy crises of the 1970s.  However, the 

NPG which some see as displacing the NPM has, at least potentially, scope for 

participatory and deliberative processes of resource allocation and accountability. 
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Broadbent and Laughlin’s model seems especially useful here, suggesting that, given 

particular contingent factors, organisations (including many public sector ones) might 

belong closer to the communicative rationality cluster than the instrumental rationality 

cluster. Relatively ‘purist’ forms of deliberative democracy have been advocated to 

promote participation and discourse in line with communicative rationality; although 

this has been criticised, for example, from the perspective of agonistic pluralism, for 

ignoring organisational realities. However, these critics, in turn, may be seen as 

merely presenting descriptions of defective decision-making processes without 

suggesting how these could be improved (to become more emancipatory, for 

example). It may be proposed instead that a mixture of representative and discursive 

democracy, accepting agonism and deliberation, could prove a valid way out of this 

dilemma. Participatory budgeting provides one viable example of this; although in 

practice forms of participation, deliberation and accountability should recognise 

contingency and path dependency. 

 

Finally, it is claimed here that this selection from the author’s published articles gives 

a coherent account of the intertwined arguments drawn from the papers, which make 

an original and valuable contribution to the literature. As was stated in the licentiate, I 

have drawn on various social science disciplines in my work. In doing so, my 

colleagues and myself have made our modest but genuine contribution to the ‘turn’ 

towards social theory in academic accounting explicated by Jack (2017) and the deep 

understanding that comes with it. The work also anticipates the call for 

interdisciplinary collaborations between accounting scholars and those in disciplines 

like public administration made by Steccolini (2019) and Steccolini et al. (2020). On 

this contribution rests my claim to doctoral status. 
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Abstract 

This paper focuses on how HR professionals view their role in contributing to organizational 

effectiveness in the HE sector. Drawing on interview and documentary data, we trace how rival 

definitions of organizational effectiveness relate to two emergent conceptions of rationality. Firstly 

we identify instrumental forms of rationality based on assessments of how well (or efficiently) 

organizations achieve pre-ordained objectives. Secondly, we identify stakeholder satisfaction 

models of organizational effectiveness, which concern the extent to which competing needs of 

stakeholders are satisfied and, thus, presuppose a more dialogic view of rationality.  

The empirical findings suggest that HR professionals do support attempts to re-orientate their 

institutions towards a top-down form of organization, which would privilege high-level objectives 

and efficiency. This implies a move away from a more traditional view of universities as discursive 

and participatory organizations, where effectiveness is regarded as meeting the varied needs of 

stakeholders, such as academics, students and the wider society, in a balanced way. This may also 

complement a move to a 'business partner' model of HRM. However, whilst the HRM professionals 

largely favour such a shift, they acknowledge limitations to the extent that is practical or even 

entirely desirable. 

Keywords: Organizational Change, New Public Management, Organizational Effectiveness, HRM 

Reform Organizational Rationality, Higher Education. 
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Introduction 

The underlying logic of recent public sector reforms across many countries (i.e. the ‘New Public 

Management’) can be related to the quest for the three E’s: Economy, Efficiency and Effectiveness 

(see, for example,  Boyne, 2002; Deem, 2004; Hood, 1995;  Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004; Truss, 

2008). New Public Management and the related application of Managerialism in the public sector 

call for a set of values and practices drawing on a free market philosophy, with an emphasis on cost 

control and efficiency (Diefenbach, 2009: 893). 

 

Following Pollitt (1993), we define 'managerialiasm' as a set of beliefs and practices based on the 

assumption that more or better management, rather than, say, new policies or extra resources, is the 

universal solution to economic and social problems. This has a strong ideological component. It can 

be usefully related to Raymond Williams' (1983: 191) insight into the dual meaning of the word 

'management'. Over time, the term has come to mean ambiguously both a disinterested process and 

a self-interested status group; giving rise to a mystification of capitalist economic relationships with 

powerful ideological effects. 

 

Whilst specific definitions of Organizational Effectiveness (OE) are seldom advanced, pursuit of 

effectiveness has often led to a focus on cost reduction policies (Boyne, 1999; Dawson and Dargie 

2002) and this is evident in the requirement for efficiency set out by the Department of Business 

Innovation and Skills (BIS) in its most recent higher education funding allocation (HEFCE, 2013). 

However, OE is a broad concept: it has different definitions and related perspectives, is applicable 

across different organizational levels and relates to different organizational objectives and purposes 

(Mullins, 2007: 756). 

 

The paper begins with attempts to define the concept of OE, to outline two ideal types of OE and to 

explore its relation to ideas of organizational rationality. The impact of NPM on understanding 
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changing perspectives on organizational effectiveness is then considered, before we investigate the 

role of human resource management, and human resource practitioners specifically, in the pursuit of 

OE in the higher education sector, based on empirical research which we describe. In particular, we 

are interested in whether definitions of effectiveness based on process are being displaced by 

definitions based on output. We also explore the extent to which a 'business partner' model of HRM 

might be displacing a 'traditional' model and how this could support such changes. 

 

In this paper, we provide theoretical and empirical insights about OE and the role of HRM in UK 

Higher Education Institutions. A key focus of this work is on the attitudes of HRM professionals, in 

contrast to the majority of scholarly work on universities, which focuses upon academics. 

 

Organizational effectiveness and rationality 

 

Understanding the pursuit and attainment of OE within a specific context presupposes agreed 

notions of rationality. Rationality and related terms, such as rationalization, are ‘central in 

discussion of the formation of organizations, in definitions of organizations, and in studies of their 

functions and functioning’ (Schreurs, 2000:1). The concept of rationality in organizational contexts 

has a long history, and following Weber (1978), is often taken to mean ‘the rational consideration of 

alternative means to achieve [an] end (goal)’ (Weber, 1978:26). This allows for the choice of 

alternative means to an end to be based on relevant arguments, as distinct from feelings and 

emotions. 

 

However, rationality is not an absolute concept (Snellen, 2002): policies are more or less rational or 

may be partially rational. More broadly, rationality has become characterized by the increasing role 

of calculation and control in social life, accompanied by the declining salience of traditional values 

and norms of society; although, of course, there are alternative views of rationality.  The definitions 

of OE within the academic literature draw broadly on the following perspectives: 
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Instrumental and Economic Rationality  

 

Instrumental rationality refers to the use of quantitative calculation and accounting procedures that 

help to achieve an action or make a decision (Weber, 1978). Rationality depends here on numerical 

and calculative standards that start with the end goals and then measure performance towards 

achieving these goals. According to this type of rationality, OE is ‘the degree to which an 

organization realizes its goals in a resource efficient way’ (Daft, 1995: 98). However, technical 

decisions are limited unless economic questions of comparative costs have been answered. Thus 

economic rationality refers to the evaluation and selection of alternatives in terms of the most cost-

effective means of achieving ends and it applies when two or more options are in competition with 

each other. 

 

This perspective entails an instrumentally rational view of OE. It presupposes a unitary 

organization, with clear and non-conflicting objectives that are accepted by all. Similarly, blame and 

sanction for failure to achieve goals (cost-effectively) is regarded as legitimate. This perspective has 

clear links to the philosophy of positivism and embraces  techniques such as performance appraisal. 

Perspectives based on instrumental rationality are primarily orientated toward achieving clear, non-

conflicting economic goals that are accepted by all organizational members (Broadbent and 

Laughlin, 2009; Roy and Dugal, 2005). According to this type of rationality, organizational 

effectiveness is rooted in economic principles and motives (the attainment of the maximum positive 

difference between benefits and costs). Accordingly, technical decisions cannot be settled until the 

economic questions of comparative costs have been answered. Thus, economic rationality has the 

same principle of adapting a ‘means to an end’ but with more consideration to the principle of 

‘economizing’ and calculation. Therefore, the evaluation and selection of alternatives when two or 

more options are in competition with each other, involves the cost- benefit nexus (Hartwig, 1978; 

2006). 

 

Boyne (2003) refers to the ‘goal model’ as being particularly relevant to public sector organizations 
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It is based on the idea that each organization has objectives to achieve that may change over time, 

but that initial goals and orientations continue to guide the strategic direction of an organization 

Despite the clarity of this model, public service organizations (including Higher Education 

Institutions) may not have formal goals that are clearly expressed in legislation or other documents 

and their goals are likely to be articulated as a general mission rather than concrete objectives. 

Moreover, public organizations often have a multiplicity of goals that can, and frequently do, 

conflict. All of this makes the application of instrumental rationality problematic. 

 

OE is thus seen as goal-orientated and uses techniques such as performance management to achieve 

a cost-effective outcome. This perspective adopts an Instrumental Rationality view in which 

performance indicators are generated by formal rational methods where measures come first and 

values follow. Significantly, however, 'political' pressures are largely absent from the preceding 

argument and in organizational settings these are likely to have a substantial influence on defining 

end goals and on determining the main techniques needed to apply these goals. This is particularly 

the case in the public sector, which is governed by bureaucratic rules and procedures. These factors 

restrict managers’ ability to take instrumentally rational decisions. 

Social / Communicative Rationality  

 

Alternatively, rationality can be considered in the context of the organization as a social system.  

Here rationality is based on interpersonal communication rather than instrumental thinking or 

calculative manipulation of alternatives. This concept of rationality reflects the ability of actors to 

use communicative actions to interact in pursuit of personal and social goals (Habermas, 1984 and 

1987, in Benton and Craib, 2001). According to this view, communicative rationality is oriented 

towards conflict resolutions through negotiation among organizational members. Such an approach 

relates to social constructionism as a philosophical position, where the nature of reality in 

organizations is understood to be social, process-orientated and emergent. Communicative styles of 

management (Herman and Renz, 2008: 26) may be considered, therefore, to be contextually 

appropriate. Indeed, Gaertner and Ramnarayan (1983: 97) argue that 
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‘Organizational effectiveness is not a thing, or a goal, or a characteristic of organizational outputs 

or behaviours, but rather a state of relations within and among the relevant constituencies of the 

organization’. 

 

These perspectives can be understood as relating to a ‘stakeholder satisfaction’ view of OE. Here, 

the assessment of organizational effectiveness rests not simply on the output being produced, but 

also on the decision making process for the production of these outputs. This implies deliberative 

and participative approaches to decision-making: the organization is seen in pluralistic terms, with 

managers seeking to convince enough (powerful) stakeholders of the organization’s effectiveness. 

Moreover, it follows that effectiveness is regarded not as an end state, but a continuous process of 

relating the organization to its members. 

 

A model of deliberative democracy has been developed from the logic of communicative 

rationality, whereby the common interest emerges consensually through an open process of public 

discourse and debate (see, for example, Benhabib, 1996). However, Mouffe (1999) criticizes the 

concept of deliberative democracy for omitting the political dimension and proposes an alternative 

model of agonistic pluralism, which recognizes the ineradicable nature of conflict and power. In 

turn,  agonistic pluralism has also been challenged. For example, Kapoor (2002) suggests  that 

Mouffe's unwillingness to adopt some form of communicative rationality leaves unanswered the 

question of how to adjudicate between competing 'pluralisms'. To state our own position briefly, we 

see merit in some aspects of Mouffe's critique, but also hold there is value to deliberation and that a 

move from a Stakeholder Satisfaction model to an Instrumentally Rational one would inevitably 

reduce the place of deliberation in HEIs. 

New Public Management 

 

A key theme of the introduction of NPM ideas into the public sector is to improve public sector 

effectiveness via a shift from ‘accountability for processes’ to ‘accountability for managing 

outcomes’ (Hoque, 2005: 369) and this is often associated with the managerialist perspective on 
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organizational effectiveness discussed above. Therefore NPM strategies emphasise efficiency, 

effectiveness and quality, and aim to make organizations more results-oriented (Noblet et al., 

2006:335). This implies shifting organizations from stakeholder satisfaction models to instrumental 

rationality models of OE by  introducing  explicit standards and measures of performance, placing 

emphasis on output control and private sector styles of management practice, etc. (Hood, 1991). 

 

Identifying two divergent approaches to organizational efficiency within public sector organizations 

raises important questions about the relative strengths and weakness of each approach and an 

empirical question about the extent of adoption and change across the sector. In this context, how 

HR managers in the UK’s HE sector conceive organizational effectiveness and perceive their role in 

the attainment of organizational efficiency are intriguing questions which we set out to explore 

below. 

 

Effectiveness and Human Resource Management 

 

The concept of Human Resource Management is generally accepted to have emerged from US 

business schools in the mid to late 1980s in specific response to the relative decline of US economic 

and industrial performance in the context of the rise of Japan as a manufacturing superpower (see, 

for example, Guest, 1987; Legge, 1995; Storey, 1992 ). However, despite this specific historical 

context, key elements in HRM thinking can be traced back to at least the Human Relations 

movement of the 1920s (Kaufman, 2001). Indeed, Personnel Management, generally considered a 

forerunner of HRM, is largely based upon recognition of the ‘social’ character of work and 

employment and contrasts with management styles which treat labour as atomistic and primarily 

economic. This highlights a central dilemma, or conflicting impulse in HRM: the degree to which 

employees are seen as an asset or a cost. HRM is often seen as viewing human resource as key to 

long-term organizational performance and competitive advantages and demands policies which, at 

an organization level, align business strategy and employee relations practice. There has been 

significant empirical research into the link between HR practice and organizational performance 
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(e.g. Delaney and Huselid, 1996; Singh et al., 2012) but the importance of HR and its contribution 

to organizational success has long been brought into question (Boselie et al., 2005; Guest, 1987; 

Guest, 2011). 

  

However, HR is not a static field. Of particular note is the rise of the ‘business partner’ models of 

HRM based on work originally carried out by Ulrich (1997). This is often claimed to be a 

fundamental rethinking of HRM (CIPD, 2005, cited in Francis and Keegan, 2006) where ‘HR 

practitioners partner with line managers to help them reach their goals through strategy formulation 

and execution' (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005: 27).  Although more critical research is required to 

validate this claim, it is certainly true that the Business Partner notion has influenced practitioners. 

Thus, following Ulrich, there are a number of potential models for the role and activities of the 

HRM function, depending on whether the focus is on strategy or operations and on process or 

people. 

Figure 1 

A move from the bottom to the top of the figure (1) (i.e. towards 'business partnership’) gives HR 

professionals a more strategic role and enhances their status within the organization. Moreover, 

Guest and King (2004) suggest that a move to a 'managerially-minded' HR function would remove 

the inherent tensions in balancing the employment relationship previously experienced by HR 

professionals. 

 

Ulrich’s work has been influential in seeking to engender a shift in perceptions of HRM towards 

business partnership and in many ways matches a state sponsored drive toward partnerships in the 

management of public service (By and Macleod, 2008). Underpinning Ulrich’s conceptual 

framework is the belief that HR could ‘create value’ and contribute to organizations at a strategic 

and operational level; transforming HR from an ‘ineffective, incompetent and costly value-sapping 

function’ (Ulrich, 1998) into a ‘critical contributor to business success’ (Ulrich et al., 2009).  

 

The influence of NPM might then suggest that the modern University is fertile ground for HRM 
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functions based on a business partnering model. If this is the case, however, it also raises questions 

about the effacing of traditional models and HR practices such as the employee champion role and 

this is, of course, controversial: see, for example, Francis and Keegan (2006), Keegan and Francis 

(2010) and Marchington (2015). It seems reasonable to suppose, moreover, that this will be even 

more the case in organizations like universities, which traditionally have had cultures which value 

professionalization and participation highly. This raises some potentially interesting questions 

concerning HR practitioners in the higher education sector and how they organize, determine 

priorities and resolve conflicts (Alfes et al., 2010) 

 

Thus a key question is how do HRM practitioners themselves understand their role in the face of 

new models of HR and in the context of NPM reform. The role of HR professionals as key actors in 

UK universities has been obscured by debates that centre on academics and senior managers, but 

our challenge is to make sense of how HR managers seek to contribute to the HE sector. 

 

Effectiveness in Higher Education 

Higher education in the UK faces massive pressures for change driven by imperatives as diverse as 

funding, quality, internationalization and technology.  A number of recent changes in the funding 

and management of HEIs have meant that institutions have become increasingly accountable for 

measurable outcomes (Rosser et al., 2003:1). Greater competition for scarce resources together with 

decreasing public trust in higher education practices have resulted in demands for universities to 

demonstrate publicly their productivity, effectiveness and efficiency. In the absence of a broader 

debate about the scope, scale and structure of universities, general goals such as ‘employability’ and 

‘impact’ are increasing dominating agendas understood as best achieved via standardised multi-

faculty institutional forms. There is a significant change in the way the effectiveness of universities 

is viewed and evaluated,  therefore, and this is increasingly seen as being about economic outcomes 

such as employability of graduates and value for money. However such is the state of flux of the 

Higher Education sector, any analysis must be understood as interim. 
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Cameron (1978; 1986) argues that higher education institutions have traditionally resisted 

systematic assessments of their effectiveness. University staff  have, for example, argued that HEIs 

are unlike other types of organizations and, therefore, traditional approaches to assessment and 

measurement are not applicable. While judgments about university effectiveness occur regularly 

(for example, by students, parents, funders, and employers), no unambiguous criteria for 

effectiveness had been identified. There are however signs that this resistance is starting to wane.   

 

Yet despite the intensification of forms of assessment that rank and order educational institutions, 

the literature on public service management is replete with cautionary tales relating to the effects of 

performance measurement and its potential dysfunctions and paradoxes. Chaharbaghi (2007), for 

example, argues that applying managerialism has led to ineffective public services management and 

‘added a costly administrative burden that is undermining the morale, motivation and goodwill of 

public sector professionals...destroying accomplishment, satisfaction and motivation, and, in the 

end, is destroying performance' (Chaharbaghi, 2007:p 319–320).  

 

Higher education in the UK (and elsewhere) has experienced a decline in resource allocation with a 

consequent increase in staff-student ratios, as well as attempts to transplant managerial techniques 

drawn from the private sector. Barry et al. (2003) point to an increasing emphasis on the 

managerialist perspective and on marketisation across the sector. Significantly, these changes often 

involve performance management targets and the introduction of systems of appraisal in the context 

of reduced resources and increased competition. They conclude that from an academic perspective, 

NPM may be seen as a governmental initiative and a means to facilitate growing student numbers 

and financial revenues.   

 

If the deployment of NPM techniques is seen as an attempt to influence public sector organizations 

to move their emphasis from the stakeholder satisfaction model towards the instrumental rationality 

model, we might well expect this be accompanied by HRM departments in universities shifting 
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their main focus from the roles of ‘employee champion’ and ‘administrative experts’ to those of 

‘strategic partner’ and ‘change agent’. Such developments, however, would represent a significant 

change from the traditional model of HEIs as organizations, which seek, primarily, to balance the 

needs of their stakeholders. 

 

As might be expected, this has been the cause of much dispute and, indeed, resistance in 

organizations where the prevalent culture values deliberation and participation. The (largely 

adverse) attitudes of public sector professionals, including lecturers, to these developments are quite 

clearly established (Barry et al., 2003). However, the views of HRM managers are less well 

explored and research into this should be of interest and significance. 

 

Research Methodology 

In order to explore the perspectives of HR professionals in UK HEIs, this study is based on 

qualitative research intended to capture and amplify the voice of practitioners, carried out by the 

first author. Initially all HR directors of the UK Universities member organizations (133 

institutions) were contacted with an invitation to participate. From the responses received 

questionnaires were distributed and completed, follow-up interviews with nine HR directors carried 

out and documentary analysis of HR strategy documents undertaken. 

 

This study, therefore, draws on two sources of data: in-depth semi-structured interviews with HR 

directors from nine UK HEIs and a documentary analysis of codified HRM strategies in these and 

other universities. These cases varied in location, type, size and the foundation year of adopting the 

HRM strategy (i.e. the year when universities decided to apply strategic direction in HRM through 

setting and adopting a formal HRM strategy document). 

 

In six of the cases, a HRM strategy was formulated and applied after 2008, whereas in three of 

them, formulating and applying a HRM strategy started from 2002. The reason behind that could be 

the governmental call for adopting HRM strategies, which started in 2003 when the White Paper 
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(The Future of Higher Education) agreed that government should link extra funding to UK HEIs 

that adopted a HR strategy, to mark its approval.  

 

The following table (Table 1) summaries some of the descriptive data for the cases involved in this 

research: 

Table 1  

Toward a more strategic HRM profile: ‘Being Strategic’ within a context of constraint 

 

Not surprisingly, it was evident that almost all HR professionals interviewed espoused a positive 

view regarding the value of HR strategy for universities. Furthermore, they claimed that the sector 

was increasingly receptive to the potential valued added that HR can bring. Yet it was also clear that 

there were still battles to be won regarding the centrality of HR in university decision-making: 

 

‘HRM has [to have] a much higher profile. It [must be] seen as a business critical and strategic 

function not just a transactional service’ (HR Director UI, Pre 92). 

 

Several respondents suggested a degree of resistance to the strategic integration of HR in University 

practice but, whilst this was hinted at by some HR directors, they were also keen to stress that they 

felt that HRM professionals can play a much more proactive role than has previously been the case. 

This contributed to a pervading sense that the full potential of HR in the sector had yet to be fully 

realized. It was also clear the grounds for the potential contribution of HR to OE is becoming 

increasingly specific. For example 

 

‘Human resource management [in my institution has] changed to have more of a focus on strategic 

management, performance measurement, talent management and employee engagement. It's much 

more than the usual sort of stuff about hiring and firing. This requires constant review of policies to 

keep up with legislative developments. (HR Director UF, Pre 92).   

 

Thus whilst there were general employee focused tasks, there was also evidence of key engagement 

in mission critical tasks. Despite the assertion of the importance of the role of HR, directors were 

keen to stress the emergent nature of HR strategy and the importance of the concept of alignment 
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between employees and organizational objectives. 

 

‘The university’s intention [is] to develop an increasingly strategic approach to Human Resource 

Management, recognizing that our success depends on commitment, creativity and professionalism 

of our staff and ensuring that all staff understand their role in delivering success for the university 

(HRM Strategy UC: 1, Post 92) 

 

Sentiments such as these were common, leading to a sense that HR directors had not quite been able 

to secure the ‘buy-in’ of all university stakeholders to the importance of HR strategy. Following 

Pollitt’s (2000:184) argument that an organization operating under NPM is likely become more 

concerned with strategy and less with carrying out routine activities or administrative roles, HR 

directors in these cases appear ambitious to achieve a genuinely more strategic role. Whilst this, of 

course, reflects their professional background and interests, it can also be understood as an attempt 

to exert influence to control their own destiny. This is most clearly voiced by HR directors who talk 

about the need to “demonstrate” value added and effectiveness: 

 

‘The main task of HR is to show how HR can contribute to University objectives, to teaching 

excellence, to research excellence, to a broadening of the University’s strategy. My role is to try to 

demonstrate how HR can achieve that link’ (HR Director UA, Post 92).   

 

Of course, their assertion of the importance of HR strategically can also be perceived “as yet 

another tool to pursue group interests and to grant individuals privileges they could not get 

otherwise” (By et al., 2008: 23) and a battle to ‘increase the authority, privileges and influence of 

power- and career-oriented managers’ (By et al., 2008:23). 

 

There was also evidence that there were clear and high expectations about how the Business Partner 

role can contribute to achieving strategic objectives. For the HR director in University F which is a 

pre 1992 university that started to have a HRM strategy from 2002, management of ‘outputs’ is 

increasingly an objective of HRM reform. The use of the ‘performance measurement’ in the above 

quote suggests the perspective of the HR professional in this case is essentially economistic. 
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A key theme to emerge in discussion with HR directors is the demands of and opportunities from 

changing legislation. Indeed there is a perception that change in the legislative landscape will 

continue to influence HRM reform at a strategic level. For example: 

 

‘We work within the framework that the University is a public funded body. 80% of our income 

comes via the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE). And so the main influence 

that has is that our people management processes need to be approved by HEFCE and deemed as 

modern and fit for purpose’ (HR Director UC, Post 92) 

 

The requirement for HR developments to be reviewed and approved by funding bodies and the 

importance of satisfying governmental and funding requirements results in a rather limited view of 

the prospect for organizational developments in their work.  Beyond the legislative context the key 

issue identified by HEI HR practitioners is the importance of the alignment between HR and 

university strategy, which is perceived as crucial for HRM practice: 

 

‘I think you’ve got to accept that you're one small cog in rather a large machine. But that your 

overall duty is to make sure that machine turns quite well. The university has got a board of trustees 

and the board of trustees set the university's strategy.  One of my obligations is to make sure that the 

HR strategy does align fully with that. And I have to report to the board of trustees to make clear 

that that is so. So I'm quite happy about that’ (HR Director UB, Pre 92). 

 

However, this seems to challenge the Business Partner model, insofar as HR is clearly seen as 

responding to strategy rather than shaping it. Thus the linkage between HR strategy and 

organization strategy is important for understanding the overall direction of HR and its day-to-day 

operation. These concerns were echoed by the HR professional in case (F): 

 

‘[T]he university's strategy and objectives has to be underpinned by our core values, these flow 

through into our HR practice. Yes we have reference to our strategic plan and values’.  (HR 

Director UF, Pre 92) 

 

Part of HR’s role in this context seems to be based on a coordinating (rather than leading) function 

which seeks to fit notions of HRM strategy into wider university-level strategy. However, 
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formulating and assessing the effectiveness of HRM strategy is complex and may even be more 

important than assessing other forms of organizational effectiveness, because HRM supports and 

develops a variety of goals from different partners who have different priorities (Ahmed, 1999). 

 

A third central theme to emerge from HR directors indicates a desire to initiate more systematic 

approaches to performance monitoring, measurement and reward management: 

 

‘In higher education where students are paying considerable sums of money for their education as 

undergraduates and postgraduates, I think that we have, therefore, a responsibility to make sure 

that the product that we deliver, which is their education, is of the best quality and I think you 

achieve that through your HR policies and procedure by making sure that, for example, 

performance appraisal processes [are] in place and you are not afraid to use them’ (HR Director 

UA, Post 92) 

 

‘Well I think our staff development seeks to achieve the required quality standards. I think our pay 

policies help to do that because we have a pay policy called ‘The Contribution Pay’ where we 

award people two increments above the top of their pay scale if they can demonstrate a contribution 

to service over and above that normally expected of their grade. So that’s rewarding excellence over 

and above, excellent performance. We pay contribution pay to about 11% of our workforce. They 

have to demonstrate that they’ve enhanced service policy and if they do, we reward that’ (HR 

Director UC, Post 92) 

 

These and other responses indicate an increasing intention to link the application of the quality 

standards in place in HEIs to payment rewards given to academic and non-academic staff. However, 

although the desire is clear, how this could be achieved is less obvious. No concrete example of 

how to exercise judgment over the quality of academic work and the role of academics in 

determining quality standards was offered.   

 

Indeed the complexity of the sector was well understood and many practitioners recognized the 

inherent difficult of measuring quality: 

 

‘The critical question is how can you measure performance for academics in universities? …. we 

are working with academic colleagues to make sure we have that flexibility in setting targets for 
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their performance. Within our professional service departments you can perhaps more easily set 

targets. But on the academic departments it’s very difficult to set those targets because when we set 

targets and use tools they must recognize quality as well as quantity. And the message that our Vice 

Chancellor and Deputy Vice Chancellor have got to get over to staff is “We’ve got to work smarter 

in the future, so we can all provide a better performance with possibly less resources.” So it’s a real 

challenge for the higher education sector’ (HR Director UD, Pre 92)                                                           

 

However, despite the difficulties of definition and measurement outlined above, it is still frequently 

the case that formal HRM strategies produce by these practitioners seek to articulate a link between 

individual and organizational performance. 

 

‘For academic staff, appraisal discussions will be more explicitly linked to their contribution to 

research, knowledge transfer and scholarship, alongside their teaching and learning 

responsibilities’ (HR Strategy UC: 3, Post 92) 

 

The Move towards Managing for Results 

 

The literature relating to the implementation of NPM-based reforms suggests that organizations are 

required to develop strategies to control both their results and their inputs (e.g. Deem et al., 2008; 

Teelken, 2012). This entails, in many cases, the development of performance appraisal programmes 

and standards that should help organizations to link input and output systematically. 

 

‘Performance appraisal was based on what do you need to do in terms of your development to 

achieve a better level of performance. We are actually over the next few months going to be rolling 

that out and getting people to link into how their performance relates to the standards expected of 

their particular level and have them performance appraised against those standards (HR Director 

UG, Post 92)   

 

‘For performance appraisal we use something called HERA, (Higher Education Role Analysis), so 

we grade all the jobs using HERA. We try and ensure people have clear job descriptions and person 

specifications. So that’s clearly a tool that we use. We are trying to change the appraisal process. 

We see it as critical that everyone has a one-to-one discussion with their manager and told how they 

performed in the last year and what their objectives will be for the coming year’ (HR Director UC, 

Pre 92) 
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Here then we find evidence of a move towards what might be termed a ‘professional standards’ 

approach to performance management in the HE. This move appears to create more pressures on 

HR professionals to ensure that organizational members know and understand what is expected of 

them (often expressed in terms of performance standards) and have the skills and ability to deliver 

on these expectations.  

 

Thus, HR professionals seem to support a perspective which focuses on performance management 

targets and many have sought to achieve this through the design and introduction of a system of 

appraisal. This adds weight to the argument that HR Directors tend toward a more results orientated 

focus and consequent IR model of OE.  A key theme to emerge in the discussion was the limited 

participation of academics in setting their performance standards and performance appraisals and it 

was well acknowledged that this is a key source of tension between academics and managers. The 

following quote supports this argument: 

 

‘We want every employee and particularly academics to be able to understand what they do to 

contribute to the university strategy. So that means long term improving communication, long term 

changing the culture to produce that alignment and changing the skills of management and 

academics to making them better at people development’ (HRMDUC, Post 92) 

 

This finding seems to suggest a challenge for HR in terms of developing constructive relationships 

with academics around the nature and definition of performance. Ulrich advocated HR 

professionals creating new forms of engagement with employees to achieve HRM reform (Ulrich 

and Beatty, 2001); but this demonstrates the difficulties inherent in doing so. It also supports Burnes 

et al.’s argument (2014: 919) that change in UK Universities have led to ‘an erosion of traditional 

forms of collegiality and have had a distancing effect on the relationship between academics and 

senior managers within universities’.  Despite the importance of ‘engagement’ with participants of 

the appraisal process in the literature, both in discussion and in formalized strategy the key vehicle 

of performance management in HEIs remains ‘Management’ broadly defined. 
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‘As a part of the new process (Appraisal), we will focus on developing managers’ skills in setting 

objectives, assessing competencies and giving constructive feedback on performance. We will also 

provide training and support in the implementation of University Policies on occupational 

performance’ (HR Strategy UC: 3, Post 92) 

 

It is clear from the above quote that the HRM strategy in case (C) supports the IR model of 

universities through applying regular imposed appraisals to achieve economic objectives. The 

extract from the HRM strategy also shows the importance of development programmes for 

management to ensure that they are involved and engaged in achieving university objectives. The 

key role of line managers is further outlined by the HR director: 

 

‘It’s ensuring that appraisal happens consistently across the organization, right. Appraisal is patchy 

and some people can work for years for the university and never be appraised.  We want to change 

that. We want to make sure it happens across the university. So, we will be investing in training for 

managers in acting as reviewers of performance and development needs. But for us performance 

and development go hand in hand, so we assess performance where we can on a one to one basis 

but then provide support to meet people’s development needs’ (HR Director UA, Post 92) 

 

In contrast to the view expressed above, which does not allow for input from other participants in 

the appraisal process, different views of HRM strategy did emerge and this was reflected in the 

language of ‘partnership’. Significantly, however, this was often articulated in policy documents 

rather than by the interviewees themselves: 

 

 ‘The HR strategy recognizes that staff are the university’s most valuable and costly resource and 

that the focused and effective performance of those staff is critical to the university’s success and 

indeed, survival…Developing performance needs to be a partnership between staff and 

management. Best practice suggests that this is likely to be enhanced by the adoption and consistent 

application of an effective personal development and performance review process (PDPR)’ (HR 

Strategy UA: 11, Post 92) 
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Is Higher Education different? 

 

The literature suggests that effective performance appraisal in the public sector differs from that in 

the private sector (Boyne, 2002; Brown 2011). In line with this, HR professionals seemed aware of 

the unique characteristics of the sector in the application of Managerialism and performance 

management systems. 

 

‘I think universities are different to a private sector company. The Higher Education sector hasn’t 

necessarily been performance focused in the past. When I talk to our Trade Unions on this they 

prefer to talk about achievement rather than performance, so performance is still quite a 

controversial term. So we don’t use tools to measure individual performance what we’re doing is 

we’ve changed our appraisal process to a ‘performance and development review’ process. We’re 

piloting it now and we’re hoping to provide a one to one context within which employees are 

comfortable in talking about their performance but we need a culture change here. If I took that 

question out to Faculties, people will be uncomfortable with it… Yes in the private sector it is day to 

day evaluation... In the university you have to be very careful’ (HR Director UC, Post 92) 

 

Following this and other comments presented earlier, it seems that HEIs are attempting to move HR 

practice from being based on a stakeholder satisfaction model to being based on an IR model; but 

with some difficulty. The evidence presented here demonstrates that applying performance 

management is a challenge for the HR professional in case study (C) and for many practitioners this 

relates to the differences in culture between the private and the public sectors and HEIs especially. 

Indeed, it may point to a 'hybrid' organization emerging, which has some characteristics of the 

public sector and some of the private. 

 

It is interesting, for example, that the use of the term ‘achievement’ may be more acceptable than 

the term ‘performance’ to many HE organizational constituents. This in turn relates to the intangible 

nature of an educational service that is mainly concerned with knowledge and understanding 

transactions which are, by their nature, difficult to measure. As HR Director UE (Pre 92) 

commented: 
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'HR is valued in the institution but no one really considers how to count it . There are metrics but it 

is really about partnership building with the managers and academics and their feedback should 

count.' 

 

Deem (2004: 111) points out that ‘Managing academic knowledge is not remotely comparable to 

managing retailing and industrial production and it can be particularly challenging to manage’. In 

this context, the HR professional’s reference to ‘culture change’ for academics, in case A, as a 

means to establish and apply performance management successfully, seems overly simplistic. This, 

in fact, represents one of the main challenges that face HR professionals in UK HEIs when 

attempting to move forward to the IR model of universities. 

 

In summary, the HR professionals’ appear keen to apply Managerialism in HEIs. This seems driven 

partly by a desire to secure a more strategic role for HR in HEIs, but it is also clear that the tools 

available to achieve this are severely limited. Important questions remain and key here is a clear 

awareness of the constraints and limitations specific to the HE sector. It is evident from the data 

presented that there is a tension and ambiguity about the appropriate role of HR practices in relation 

to the role HRM can (or, indeed, should) adopt and the legitimacy of that approach. Generally, we 

have found that the HR practitioners have an unclear view about the how they can apply the 

approach effectively, particularly with respect to academics. This supports Burnes et al. (2014: 920) 

who claim that many university managers ‘are still unprepared and untrained for their posts, 

quickly lose touch with the day-to-day reality of university life, tend to act in a short-term, 

transactional and inconsistent fashion, and over-focus on box-ticking exercises designed to appease 

funding bodies’ 

 

The challenges to Managerialism in HE 

 

The majority of HR professionals in the research found it difficult to articulate how they would 

evaluate the quality of academic work and how to deal with academic resistance to the movement 

toward the IR model. The HR professionals’ perspective demonstrates that there are challenges in 
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setting quality targets in HEIs because of financial constraints and because of the ‘special status’ of 

academics. Thus Teelken refers to professionals or professionalism as being a potential source of 

resistance to change at universities (Teelken, 2012: 287). 

A further constraint lies in what one on HR professionals termed ‘a lack of corporateness’ 

 

‘One of the biggest challenges for me is a lack of a sense of corporateness in universities. That a 

higher education institution doesn’t think in the same way as other business organizations do in 

terms of things that are seen as corporate. I don’t think we’re corporately visible in that 

sense…Obviously we’ve got the logos for the university and we’ve won awards, etc., but I’m talking 

about how it’s managed really. So that’s quite a challenge’ (HR Director UD, Pre 92)                                                                 

 

‘I have over 25 years’ experience of working at senior levels in some of the world’s largest/best 

business organizations Expectations from the business are different from universities. This 

university has made some important changes in the areas of performance management, demand led 

development, internal communications, performance related pay and flexible benefits, to name just 

a few that I would expect to find in the more sophisticated private organizations I do not however 

subscribe to the notion of private sector good, public sector bad, to do so would I feel run the risk 

of throwing a great deal of value out of the window’ (HR Director UI, Pre 92)                                                                                                  

 

‘HR reform and managerialism in universities takes more time than in a more commercial 

environment. The challenge for the future will be how universities are able to transform themselves 

and do things more quickly in response to market changes’ (HR Director UE, Pre 92)                                              

 

In contrast to private sector organizations, HR practitioners within HEIs are aware that business 

language and the change agenda in the public sector are necessarily different because of its different 

objectives, activities and ethos. The HR professional in case (I), for example, acknowledges the 

particular nature of HEIs, in relation to applying reform and change, but also clearly leans towards 

greater managerialism to achieve reform objectives. 

 

An important element that emerges is the way in which HR practitioners identify a lack of 

recognition or consideration of the importance of HR in HE compared to the private sector. This 

represents a reason for HR professionals to focus on advancing the strategic aspirations of HR. The 

role of HR is crucial in managing and controlling the culture, values, ‘hearts and minds’ of 
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employees (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002). All HR professionals participating in this research 

recognise that culture represents an important and basic challenge for HE reform: 

 

 

‘The main challenge for HRM change is culture. Lots of academics think that they should be in 

charge of the HR and they challenge your right to have anything to do with the running of the 

organization. Academics would not view HR as a proper function [...]. There is a cultural gap 

between management and academics and bridging that cultural gap can sometimes be very, very 

hard. There isn't that cultural gap in the private sector interestingly. … My experience in the private 

sector was that employees are very grateful for assistance, support. And everyone thinks that HR 

manager is a person with credibility they will listen to you. That tends not to be the case here in 

universities’ (HR Director UB, Pre 92) 

 

Clearly, therefore, tensions exist in relationships between academics and HR managers. Moreover, 

bridging the gap between what management wants to achieve in HEIs and academic freedom and 

autonomy is considered a difficult challenge. Thus, the evidence here seems to modify the claims by 

Kogan and Hanney (2000) that there has been a ‘shift in power from senior academics and their 

departments to the central institution and the dominance of systems over academic values’. (Kogan 

and Hanney, 2000:186). Our findings suggest that whilst HR managers might desire this shift, the 

tensions that exist suggest that it has yet to happen fully.  

 

This study indicates that HR professionals in HE institutions both promote and apply 

Managerialism in their universities and are keen to play an active role in this practice. It also shows 

there is a lack of trust and confidence between managers and academics, which may be because 

managers are regarded as working to strengthen their position and seeing this as being dependent on 

reducing academic power and autonomy. Kirkpatrick and Ackroyd (2003: 526) suggest that some 

professional groups in the public sector are working to reinforce their position over other groups 

who, in turn, feel they have been excluded from decision-making and that NPM has been done ‘to 

them’ and not ‘with them‘. This may be compared with By et al.’s argument that  ‘it is important for 

management to avoid mock-consultancy and provide stakeholders with a real opportunity of having 
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an impact on change initiatives before implementation’ (By et al., 2008: 32)  

 Conclusion  

In this paper we  have presented an empirical account of HRM in action and investigated how 

senior HR professionals perceive and value reform of the HRM function in UK Universities. 

Furthermore, in addressing the views of managers on OE,  a different perspective was explored 

from the better documented academic perspective. 

 

We propose two ideal types of OE: a stakeholder satisfaction model based on the need to balance 

the demands of different stakeholders and an instrumentally rational one which focuses on the cost-

effective achievement of given objectives. Under the influence of both the NPM and the Business 

Partner approach in HRM, it might be supposed that universities may be moving from a stakeholder 

satisfaction to an instrumentally rational model (although not without resistance). 

 

For the organizations in this research, implementing HRM reform indeed seems, to a large extent, 

underpinned by such a change. The role of HRM in this movement is seen as crucial in pursuit of 

strategic alignment in order to achieve cost-effectiveness goals, which represent the core objectives 

of Managerialism in Higher Education.  We note, however, the distance that this places HR practice 

from what might be termed optimistic versions of practice informed by Business Partnering models. 

 

The HR professionals represented here hold that the main challenge in HE reform is bridging the 

gap between management objectives of moving in a strategic direction and academics’ objectives of 

maintaining academic freedom and autonomy. However, the tensions that are still evident in the 

material here suggest that the change from promoting academic freedom and autonomy to applying 

management practices to control academics (Kok et al., 2010) is exaggerated; at least for now.  

 

Indeed, it may well be that the result of change in the HE sector is to create 'hybrid' organizations, 

with features of traditional universities persisting alongside characteristics more familiar in 
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businesses. That said, it is almost certainly the case that the current examples of widespread 

institutional mimesis across the sector are the result of institutions adopting risk-adverse strategies, 

in the face of uncertainty produced by global changes in patterns of Higher Education and changes 

in national HE policy. It could be the case that greater diversity will emerge as markets reach 

maturation. 

 

The cases also suggest that there is only limited evidence of participation by, consideration of, and 

engagement with, academic staff in the design and the development of human resource management 

reform activities, such as performance management. Indeed this lack of engagement seems to 

support the notion that ‘the power, status and role of academics in university governance and 

management have declined’ (Deem et al., 2008:22). In turn, this raises fears that, as By et al. 

(2008:32) suggest, ‘Managerialism could be counter-productive, leading to a HE sector that is less 

effective and purposeful and, ultimately, weaker rather than stronger’  

 

At the same time, there is evidence that the recasting of the role of HR professionals as Business 

Partners is largely aspirational at present; although the perspective of the HR professionals supports 

the idea that the role of HR should become more strategic and more concerned with change 

management. This may be seen, at least in part, as another of the recurring attempts to raise the 

status of HR managers within organizations. 

 

Thus, whilst the findings indicate that HR professionals welcome the opportunity to adapt and be 

part of a more strategic approach, there is complexity, conflict and a lack of clarity in terms of how 

to apply this approach. In contrast to arguments in the HR literature that the function has now firmly 

established itself both in terms of status and of contribution to the OE (e.g. Armstrong, 2007; 

Shipton and Davis, 2008), many of the HR practitioners in this research felt that they still struggling 

to achieve  professional status in HE institutions. This is also supported by Caldwell (2003), who 

argued that there is both role conflict and role ambiguity within the HR professional as a result of 
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the re-framing of HR. Similarly, Francis and Keegan (2006) questioned the impact of HRM reform 

on employees’ commitment and social interactions in organizations. 

 

The HR professionals in our cases largely support the view that the role of HR has changed over 

time and has been transformed (at least to some extent) from the traditional role (Employee 

Champion and Administrative Expert) to the business partner role (Strategic Partner and Change 

Agent); but there is in fact a constant moving between these roles. The data presented here 

highlights the complex and multi-faceted nature of HRM in HEIs, and while much of the literature 

to date has discussed ‘traditional’ and ‘new’ public sector HRM as polar opposites, what emerges 

from this study is that HR departments perform all these roles at different times, and in different 

areas of activity. 

 

In all of the cases, there is some evidence that, to an extent, the role of HR has become increasingly 

strategic, proactive and intended to apply more business-like practices. The HR practitioners’ views 

reflected the shift to a more managerially aligned role and they generally welcome the changes in 

HRM philosophy and practices. Moreover, they expect the trends towards applying a strategic HRM 

role in HEIs to continue. Yet the HR professionals in this research also accept that academics might 

still have the power to defend their autonomy, freedom and participation, based on their 

professionalism. This seems to be resulting in a 'hybrid' type of organization, within which tensions 

and conflicts persist in relationships between academics and managers. There are, therefore, 

challenges for HR professionals to apply strategic reform whilst respecting academic status in 

higher education. Ultimately, they seem to accept that there are limits to Managerialism and that 

some hybridization may not only be inevitable, but desirable. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
Transforming cultures rather than changing structures is a favourite 

prescription for reforming health care organisations. We explore the 
relationship between cultures, performance measures, and organisational 

change by analysing the cultural characteristics of an English ambulance trust 
to understand how organisational culture is perpetuated. Internal and external 

factors that impact on culture change programmes, such as historical legacy 

and sub-cultural dynamics, are identified. The role and identity of ambulance 
personnel, the conflict between professional culture and managerial objectives, 

and the role of performance measurement were found to be significant issues 
which promoted resistance to enforced change and impeded planned 

management action. 
 

KEYWORDS  
Ambulance services; organisational culture; cultural perpetuation; performance 

measurement; change 

 

 
Introduction 

 
Ambulance services play an important role in the English National Health 

Service (NHS); however, they are under researched in management inquiry. A 

particular issue has arisen concerning the changing role of ambulance 
personnel and the extent to which organisational culture(s) promote or impede 

transformation (Wankhade and Mackway-Jones 2015). The controversial nature 
of performance measures within the service is a significant feature in this. 

 
The effectiveness of a wide variety of organisations has been linked to the 

culture of the organisation. There is some intuitive appeal in the proposition 
that organisational culture may be a relevant factor in health care 

performance, but the possible relationship between culture and performance is 
not conclusively established, since both ‘culture’ and ‘performance’ as variables 

are conceptually and practically distinct (Kotter and Heskett 2011). For 
instance, Scott et al. (2003) argued against simple assumptions, such as 

‘strong cultures lead to good performance.’ Their study suggests a more 
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contingent relationship, in that particular aspects of performance valued within 

different cultures may be enhanced within organisations that exhibit such 
cultural traits; but only those aspects. Nevertheless, changing organisational 

culture is now a familiar prescription for health sector reform in the UK. The 
Francis Report (2013) and other recent reports (Care Quality Commission CQC 

2015; Kirkup 2015) emphasize the need for organisations to create the right 
culture to deliver high-quality care. Konteh, Mannion, and Davis (2010) 

identified an ‘increasing interest’ in ‘managing organizational cultures as a 
lever for improving quality of care’ (p.111). However, this assumes that the 

NHS and its constituent organisations possess a discernible culture with some 
bearing on performance and quality (Department of Health DH 2001; Mannion, 

Davies, and Marshall 2005; Wankhade 2012). 
 

This article explores whether and in what way organisational cultures and sub-
cultures impede, rather than promote, organisational change (Harris and 

Ogbonna 1998; Morgan and Ogbonna 2008). This issue is approached first 

through a selected literature review on organisational culture, sub-cultures and 
in particular the concept of cultural perpetuation. Ogbonna and Harris (2014) 

argued that there had been limited research into the perpetuation of 
organisational cultural traits, especially in the context of managerial efforts to 

promote change. Their framework then informs our analysis of the 
management and perpetuation of organisational culture in one large NHS 

ambulance trust by providing key themes for the analysis of the empirical data 
derived from an ethnographic study. However, this article goes beyond 

Ogbonna and Harris by identifying additional themes on the nature of culture 
change and perpetuation, particularly the impact of performance measures, 

and how this affects the prospects for organisational change. 
 

In the next section, we review the literature on organisational cultures and 
subcultures and also introduce the role of performance measures in the culture 

of ambulance services. We then present our conceptual framework for analysis 

of cultural perpetuation. The following section describes the methodology used 
in the study before the empirical results are presented and analysed. 

Implications of the findings are discussed next followed by concluding remarks. 
 

Literature review 

 

Organisational cultures and sub-cultures 

 

The concept of organisational culture has become more prominent in studies of 

organisational change recently, since structural changes have come to be seen 

as inadequate on their own as a means for reform (Jorritsma and Wilderom 
2012; Konteh, Mannion, and Davis 2010). However, this interest in 

organisational culture is problematic because there are varied perspectives on 
organisational cultures and how they impact on organisational behaviour 

(Hatch 1993; Martin 1992; Smirchich 1983).The competing perspectives fall 
largely into two categories. Some writers see culture as a thing the 

organisation has, i.e. a critical variable that can be controlled like any other 
(Deal and Kennedy 1982; Peters and Waterman 1982). Others see culture as 
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something the organization is, i.e. as a ‘root metaphor’ (Meek 1988; Morgan 

1986; Smircich 1983). Meek (1988) notes that some theorists presume a 
tangible collective culture which can be created and manipulated to enhance 

social cohesion and integration, thus enhancing organisational effectiveness. 
However, she suggests that this blurs conflicts of individual or group interests 

and the ways in which power, authority, and control are structured in 
organisations. She argues that writers who see culture as ‘owned by 

management’ assume culture is homogenous, created at the highest level of 
organisations and dispersed top down as norms are internalized by 

organisational actors. However, most anthropologists see culture as arising 

from collective social interactions.  

 
Meek holds that culture is the product of shared symbols and meanings 

emerging from such interactions and that the interpretation of organisational 
culture is ‘deeply embedded in the contextual richness of the total social life of 

the organizational members’ (Meek 1988, 463). She proposes that culture can 
only be described or interpreted and that agency is crucial; people produce, 

reproduce, and transform culture. It is the task of the researcher to observe 
individual behaviour and make use of culture as a tool for interpreting that 

behaviour. Thus for Meek, culture may be seen interpretively as patterns of 
symbolic discourse or as myths, folklore, sagas, and rituals, rather than as an 

object subject to management control. 

 
For Knights and Wilmott (1987), such approaches disregard the political and 

material contexts. Much research fails to expose the relationships of power and 
domination underlying management practices and ignores the process by 

which culture is constructed and deconstructed. They argue that there is a 
similarity of assumptions about the wider social context in both the 

functionalist and interpretive paradigms, ignoring, for example, class 
relationships. They argue that the wider context can support a ‘dialectic of 

control’ where there is passive resistance to the real as opposed to apparent 
imposition of implied changes (e.g. a reluctance to actually implement new 

management techniques). Similarly, Willmott (1993) identifies the interest in 
‘corporate culture’ in the 1980s, which he calls ‘corporate culturalism,’ as a 

‘sinister’ attempt to gain greater commitment and flexibility from employees by 
managing not just what they do but also how they think and feel. However, he 

also argues that the alternative approach of regarding culture as a ‘root 

metaphor,’ focusing on organisational symbolism and diverse cultural artefacts, 
may become an end in itself, rather than questioning the ultimate goals of 

corporations or championing the notion of consensus developed through open 
democratic debate. 

 
Despite these disputes, most definitions recognize the socially constructed 

nature of a phenomenon that is expressed in terms of patterns of behaviour. 
Schein (1985) identifies a pluralistic dimension to culture, operating at three 

distinct levels. The first comprises ‘artefacts,’ including rewards, rituals, and 
ceremonies. These are concerned with the observational patterns of behaviour 

(e.g. green uniform for ambulance crews). At the next level are the espoused 
‘beliefs and values’ which may be used to justify particular behavioural 
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patterns (e.g. the valuing of speedy ambulance response). At the third level 

are the ‘assumptions,’ which are the real and largely unconscious beliefs and 
expectations held and shared by individuals (e.g. uniformed emergency service 

versus emergency health service). Successfully changing cultures, therefore, 
requires that change impacts on all these levels, which may prove difficult. 

Hatch (2000) and Pettigrew(1990) highlight difficulties in studying culture at 
the deepest levels outlined by Schein, but others argue that culture can be 

uncovered at all the three levels (Kilmann, Saxton, and Serpa 1985; 
Christensen and Gordon 1999). 

 
Organisational culture and public services 

 
There may be even greater issues around culture within the public services 

because the nature of the public sector centres on the delivery of 
professionally based services, notably in local government and health services. 

Traditionally, there have been major and often dominant professions such as 

doctors, the police, and social workers. This has led, within the NHS in 
particular, to the development of new professional groups who have sought 

professional recognition to defend their roles within service areas dominated by 
more, well-established, groups. Consequently, the continuing expansion of new 

specialisms, seeking formal recognition of their professional status, has further 
increased the challenge presented by competing sub-cultures within the public 

sector as a whole. 
 

The necessity of understanding the place of organisational sub-cultures in 
driving cultural change follows from this analysis. For instance, Williams Van 

Rooij (2011) concluded that successful innovation in higher education requires 
the consensus of two sub-cultures, namely technologist and academic. 

Fitzgerald and Teal (2004) found that cultural differences between groups of 
doctors, nurses, and others are not limited to being between the occupational 

groups but include differentiation within the medical profession, based upon 

specialization, generation, educational background, employment status, and 
engagement with the organisation. 

 
Similarly, the significance of sub-cultures in the Ambulance Service is 

highlighted by Wankhade (2012), who applied Schein’s (1996) typography in 
an ethnographic study of an ambulance trust to identify three distinct 

occupational sub-cultures. 
 

(1) The ‘Operator’ culture of the front line crews (paramedics and technicians) 

who respond to all emergency 999 calls. 

(2) The ‘Engineering’ culture of the Call takers and Call dispatchers who 
receive all 999 calls and dispatch vehicles to an emergency; 

(3) The ‘Executive’ culture of the Chief Executive and the senior executive 
team. 

 

A variety of assumptions and values were found in the different occupational 
groups: there is no ‘single’ ambulance culture, but rather ‘multiple’ cultures. 

Respondents spoke as members of their occupational ‘tribes,’ each with its own 
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assumptions, values, and beliefs, reinforced by their specific attitudes towards 

performance (Wankhade 2012). 
 

 
Performance measures and culture 

 
Heath and Radcliffe (2007) examined the performance measurement regime 

then applied to the English Ambulance Service. It concentrated on response 
times, which are clearly important. However, focusing solely on the time taken 

for vehicles to arrive at the scene of an incident disregards what happens there 
and so services were not being judged on the full package of care they 

provided. The regime fell into many of the pitfalls identified in the academic 
literature concerning the perverse incentives and unintended consequences 

often associated with performance measurement and reporting (Heath and 
Radcliffe 2010; Wankhade 2011). Indeed the service became notable as an 

example of how targets may promote 'gaming' (Heath, Radcliffe and Wankhade 

2018; Heath and Wankhade 2014; Heath and Radcliffe 2010). 
 

This was particularly significant because of the changing role of ambulance 
paramedics. Previously this was seen only as stabilising patients in extreme 

situations and transporting them rapidly to A&E units; but it has been evolving 
to use a greater range of skills in a wider variety of situations (Heath, Radcliffe 

and Wankhade 2018). Increasing levels of education and training are intended 
to provide better triage and treatment at the scene by emergency ambulance 

staff, although it seems the most qualified paramedics may not be always used 

to maximum advantage (National Audit Office NAO 2011). Indeed, McCann et 

al. (2013) held that the professionalization strategy promoted at senior level 
had so far had limited traction due to power issues and other institutional 

priorities and pressures. They concluded that ‘institutional work in such a 
setting is necessarily less about trying to change organisations and institutions, 

and more about maintenance’ (p.772). 

 
Over time, the performance measures became very controversial and the 

extant performance indicators seemed liable to inhibit the acceptance of the 
changing role (Radcliffe and Heath 2009; Wankhade and Brinkman 2011). The 

challenge was to devise an approach which reflected the increasingly multi-
faceted nature of ambulance work and countered gaming. In December 2010, 

the Coalition government announced the launch of a set of clinical quality 
indicators for ambulance services (NHS Information Centre 2013). As the 

Public Accounts Committee (PAC) stated, the use of ‘a suite of clinical quality 
indicators...will lead to a reduction in double responses being sent and give 

ambulance services more flexibility to find the most appropriate response for 
these calls, not the quickest one’ (PAC 2011-12 para 12). Timeliness was still 

seen as an important aspect of performance, but indicators of outcome or 
processes relevant to outcome were also included in the ‘dashboard.’ The 

approach responded to the debates concerning the previous regime but, whilst 

generally welcome, there were concerns that some indicators, most notably 
response times, would be stressed at the expense of others (Heath and 
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Wankhade 2014; McCann et al. 2013). A recent report by the NAO (2017) 

suggests that may indeed have been the case. 
The report identifies three key findings that support the central theme of the 

present paper. These are: 

(10) Ambulance trusts have made progress in delivering new models of care 

but barriers are hindering wider adoption. 
(11) Ambulance trusts are struggling to meet response time targets although 

clinical outcomes for some patients are improving. 
(12) Important aspects other than response times require attention when 

managing ambulance service performance. (NAO 2017, 8) 

 

Thus the variety of cultures that exist within the ambulance service (Wankhade 
2012) present a challenge to those attempting to reform the service, as indeed 

do the potentially conflicting demands placed on the service by modified 
performance measures and a challenging environment. The NAO report also 

found that, even though the new performance measures have been introduced, 

‘commissioners, regulators and providers still place too much focus on meeting 
response times’ (p. 8). This has led to perverse outcomes where resources are 

dispatched before assessment takes place to clarify whether a fully equipped 
ambulance is needed. It is important, therefore, to explore how dominant 

cultures at various levels within the service may act against the effective 
introduction of new modes of working and how response times may dominate 

the thinking of ambulance service personnel. 
 

Cultural change and perpetuation 

 

There are different perspectives on cultural change, including Martin’s (1985) 
view of ‘cultural purists’ and ‘cultural pragmatists.’ Similarly, Ogbonna and 

Harris (2002) identify ‘optimists,’ ‘pessimists,’ and ‘realists’; as (i) those who 
believe culture is significantly susceptible to conscious management action; (ii) 

those who reject that view completely; and (iii) those who argue that only 

some aspects of culture may be changed and only under certain organisational 
conditions. Ogbonna and Harris (2014) call for an understanding of the 

dynamics of organisational culture that encompasses the idea of cultural 
perpetuation. Perpetuation is defined by them as the ‘continuation of core 

cultural values, beliefs, and assumptions such that they become enduring in 
such a way that new generation of organisational members are conditioned to 

adopt them in responding to various organisational contingencies’ (Ogbonna 
and Harris 2014, p. 668).  

 
In their study of an English Premier League Football club, they found evidence 

of five intra-organisational and extra-organisational factors that have 
implications for both culture management and cultural perpetuation. 

These are: 

(1) Historical Legacy: which includes tales of founding fathers, great 

victories, 

etc. (in this case, the history of paramedics as uniformed emergency service 

employees rather than as health care practitioners); 
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(2) Organisational Symbolism: the role of myths, heroes, and associated 

artefacts (e.g. uniforms and response time targets); 

(3) Subcultural Dynamics: the existence and interaction of sub-cultures 

(e.g. 
those of different ambulance service ‘tribes’ such as executives, middle 

managers, paramedics, and control room staff); 

(4) Employment Practices: HRM interventions that can contribute to cultural 

change or perpetuation (such as education and training initiatives in the 
ambulance service); and 

(5) Extra-organisational Influences: the effects of constituent parts of 
organisational contexts on culture management, change and perpetuation in 

organisations (for example, of central government on ambulance services). 
 

Ogbonna and Harris also emphasize the role of internal actors, not as passive 
recipients of institutional pressures, but as active participants whose 

interactions with their immediate environments contribute to the creation and 

preservation of values. Earlier authors recognized these issues and this 
influenced the original research. The capacity of culture to be self-perpetuating 

was proposed by Sathe (1983; 1985). Historical legacy is commonly discussed 
in the literature. Stories and artefacts associated with founders are 

transformed into strong symbols (Hatch 1993) and could result in strategic 
‘heritance’ or ‘hangover’ for subsequent generations (Ogbonna and Harris 

2001). Similarly, symbols have been seen as central to understanding culture 
(Hatch 2000; Schein 1985). The literature also explores organisational sub-

cultures (Martin and Siehl 1983; Morgan and Ogbonna 2008; Van Maanen and 
Barley 1985), and the role of HRM interventions, such as selective recruitment 

or internal promotions, that can contribute to cultural change or perpetuation 

(Ogbonna and Harris 2014; Ogbonna and Whipp 1999). 

 
Previous studies of unsuccessful attempts at cultural change in the ambulance 

services concentrate on employee resistance and/or managerial ineffectiveness 

and design deficiencies (Wankhade 2012; Wankhade and Brinkman 2014). The 
framework provided by Ogbonna and Harris (2014) suggests that failure to 

change culture may result from peculiarities in the culture itself as well as in 
the way the change programme was implemented. In particular, organisations 

(such as ambulance services) with a strong history of previous success and a 
contingent combination of internal and external factors that promote and 

perpetuate existing values seem likely to develop cultures which are less 
susceptible to management control. Similarly, Anand, Ashforth and Joshi 

(2005) argue that socialisation processes influence individuals into accepting 
ongoing practices within the organisation and their rationalisations. In so far as 

this is true, elements of the culture may well impede Government policy 
initiatives; such as promoting a wider role for paramedics, integrating 

ambulance services into the wider NHS, and enhancing clinical and leadership 
practices. 

 

Our approach is to understand the values and assumptions of the social actors 

although some part of our evidence is derived from the symbolic expressions, 

employment practices, and their attitudes towards organisational performance. 
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By focusing on the ambulance services, we echo the argument initially 

proposed by Gordon (1991) that organisational or corporate culture gets 
strongly influenced by the characteristics of the industry in which the company 

operates. 
 

Methods 

 

Data were collected by the first author during 2007–09 as part of a larger 
study at a trust, which we call ‘Delta’ to ensure confidentiality. Factors 

perpetuating existing cultural values and preventing cultural change are 
analysed in the research. Due to the exploratory nature of the study, the 

primary aim was to access the different experiences of a range of staff within 
the organisation in understanding their social settings (Tangherlini 2000; Van 

Maanen 2011; Watson 2011). Rich case studies have a considerable potential 
to play a mainstream role in organisation and management studies (Yin 2009). 

 

More than 70 qualitative, semi-structured interviews were conducted in two 
phases to collect the data. Interviews lasted between 30 and 90 min and were 

digitally recorded to be transcribed later. Since we wanted to understand the 
social processes, the main inclusion criteria of the selected sample were based 

upon their professional roles and their suitability to the aims of this study. A 
‘purposive’ sampling strategy (Denzin and Lincoln 2011; Miles and Huberman 

1994) was considered to be the most effective method to recruit the 
participants in this study to facilitate understanding of the social dynamics of a 

range of actors within Delta trust and to explore their perceptions and 
understanding of performance management in re-enforcing culture 

perpetuation in the context of organisational change underlying the case. The 
key actors identified included senior board executives, managers, and frontline 

staff-paramedics, the 999 call handlers, and the dispatchers working in the 
control room (Table 1). This helped to identify and analyse the 

interdependence between different occupational groupings (Wankhade 2012) 

allowing a better understanding of the dynamics of the culture in the 
organisation. 

 
To further improve the validity of the findings, ambulance policy experts 

working outside the Delta trust were also interviewed. There were relatively 
few interviews with paramedics due to frequent cancellations owing to their 

busy work patterns and were conducted with those who were available and 
willing to participate in the study. This was compensated for by the time spent 

on non-participant observation of paramedics on the road and at the 
ambulance stations. An informed consent was taken from the personnel 

observed and the study aims and purpose of data collection were made clear.  
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Table 1. Semi-structured interviews. 

 

Senior board executives (including non-executives)  23 

Managers (including corporate and operational)  32 

Paramedics  3 

Control room staff  10 

Ambulance policy experts 3 

 

 
The focus of the observation was to watch the participants in their social 

settings to understand and appreciate their viewpoint while gaining insights 
about the chosen organisation. Indeed, about 100 h of non-participant 

observation informed this study (Table 2). Use of observation as an integral 
part of ethnographic fieldwork is supported in the literature (Adler and Adler 

1994; Angrosino and Rosenberg 2011; Gold 1997). The observation was 

carried out at the corporate level; at the level of middle executives and 
managers; and front line staff- paramedics and control room; allowing an 

analysis of the interdependence between these various organisational 
dimensions. The first author attended open trust board meetings, internal 

executive meetings, and middle management team meetings. Operations in 
the control rooms were observed and time was also spent in the ambulance 

stations, travelling with ambulance crews, and in the canteen where managers, 
junior executives, and frontline staff took breaks. Observation was 

complemented with informal conversations in the ‘corridors’ with staff.  
 

Empirical data discussed in the paper use quotes from the analysis of the 
interviews. Observation data are appropriately signposted. Such an approach is 

in conformity with the use of multiple data collection strategies to build the in-
depth case and improve the quality of the case study research (Eisenhardt and 

Graebner 2007). The observation data were recorded manually in books by 

writing down within 2–3 days of the observation. Subsequently, they were 
typed as full notes and this textual data was interpreted using an informal 

coding framework to reflect passages that clearly explained the core research 
themes to add our interpretations to the phenomena observed. Discussion 

between the authors facilitated critical exploration of responses, discussion of 
deviant cases and agreement on recurring themes within the data (Gale et al. 

2013). We take support from Lawrence, Suddaby, and Leca (2011) who argue 
for a closer relationship between the institutions and social actors who 

populate them. Observational data were used in another recent study on 
ambulance professionalization (McCann et al. 2013). 

 
Interview data were transcribed manually and following the approach of 

Strauss and Corbin (1998), an open coding approach was used to group initial 
identification of themes into categories. We further cross-checked the interview 

data with field notes to derive a greater understanding of the issues. Axial 

coding technique was followed by further scrutiny and merger/reduction into 
fewer categories by identifying relationships among the open codes. Responses 
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to the key themes were analysed repeatedly and through content analysis until 

theoretical saturation was reached (Charmaz 2003; Glaser and Strauss 1967; 
Lincoln and Guba 1985). Appendix A summarizes additional evidence on the 

key themes and relative strength of evidence. Through this method, the 
process of culture change was explored and factors responsible for 

perpetuating cultural values and beliefs were identified. Ethical approval for the 
larger study was obtained from the local NHS research ethics committee. 

 
 

Table 2. Details of observation and time spent. 
 

Executive and trust board meetings  10 (40 hrs) 

Managerial meetings 4 (11 hrs) 

Control room visits 8 (18 hrs) 

Ambulance ride-ons and station visits 6 (19 hrs) 

Canteen and small talk  (15 hrs) 

 

 
There are some limitations to the study. The evidence gathered comes from a 

single large NHS ambulance trust. Inevitably, a relatively small number of 
paramedics could participate. Data were collected during 2007–2009 and 

further empirical research would be valuable to test the continuing relevance of 
the findings. However, the evidence gathered in the study corresponds to the 

issues raised in recent studies examining cultural characteristics and 
implications for ambulance services (Fisher et al. 2015; National Audit Office 

NAO 2017; Wankhade, Radcliffe, and Heath 2015). 
 

Results 

 

Historical legacy 

 
When the Health Service was created in 1948, the Ambulance Service became 

part of local government, not the NHS. It followed the established emergency 
services in adopting artefacts like uniforms and rank structures (Pollock 2013). 

Since becoming part of the wider NHS in 1974, the Ambulance Service has 
been evolving from a simple transport service into a pre-hospital health care 

service and is the first point of access for a wide variety of health problems 
(National Audit Office NAO 2010). However: 

 
“The ambulance service is perceived as the transport arm of the NHS, simply 

there to get patients from their homes or the scene of an accident to the 
nearest accident and emergency department.”  

(Senior board executive I) 

 

It is estimated however that less than 10 per cent of emergency 999 callers 

have a life threatening condition (Evans et al. 2014) and alternate care options 
are provided to most ambulance service users (Radcliffe and Heath 2009; 
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Wankhade 2011). This has given rise to calls for organisational change, 

particularly in the role, education, and training of paramedics so that they may 
carry out a wider range of activities, such as referrals, giving advice, and 

treatment at the scene. Calls for professionalization of the workforce (First, 
Tomlins, and Swinburn 2012) have resulted in paramedic training moving into 

the universities with a range of advanced specialist paramedic roles being 
developed. Staff with specialist roles (such as critical care paramedics or 

emergency care practitioners) are now equipped with enhanced knowledge and 
skills needed to make complex decisions about patient care. However, tension 

seems to have arisen around these developments. For example: 

 

“Currently, we still have a large number of staff who are highly competent in 
psycho motor skills that they’ve been taught...I need to change it into a culture 

where they can think, where they can assess, where they can decide not just 
against algorithms but actually against the scope of practice and so that’s a 

significant migration in individuals and in systems.” 

(Senior clinician I) 

 

“I think that there’s a need to change the nature of the workforce...we need to 
take a non professional blue-collar workforce and migrate it into being a 

professional workforce.” 

(Clinician II) 

 
These quotations suggest there are some continuing challenges around 

reluctance to accept the changing role of ambulance staff wholeheartedly. 
Thus, historical factors help promote the perpetuation of cultural beliefs and 

preferences as highlighted by Ogbonna and Harris (2014). During informal 
conversations with staff, the dilemma of progressing from a historical trauma-

based organisation to a modern clinically trained pre-hospital mobile health 
care service was often mentioned as a factor which thwarted modernisation 

efforts. Vestiges of the old command and control culture, accompanied by a 

blame culture, hierarchical and top-down management styles, resistance to 
change and risk-averse behaviour are some of the historical factors within the 

ambulance service, which were reported by Wankhade and Brinkman (2014). 
Indeed, risk aversion in the ambulance services is such that conveyance of 

patients to emergency departments may be still the ‘default safety net’ 
because ‘you don’t lose your job from taking a patient to hospital’ (O’Hara et 

al. 2015, 49). 
 

Organisational symbolism 

 

While senior executives extolled the virtues of developing new values and 
beliefs around professionalization of the service, symbolic expressions, which 

still supported the existing culture, were also expressed: 

 

“A lot of our staff don’t think going to patients with minor things and leaving 

them at home is a worthwhile thing to have done. What our staff, in the way 
that they were recruited, if you like, the adrenalin junkies, they get there, they 

save someone’s life, they drive somewhere else, deliver the patient to a team 
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that’s all...it’s like the telly isn’t it?...They didn’t join up, as they will tell you, to 

be district nurses.” 

(Senior board executive II) 

 
“You know there is an obsession with the 8 minutes and a realisation – if you 

took it away I guess many things, in some areas, could get worse.” 

 (Ambulance policy expert I) 

 
Senior executives sought the development of a ‘new culture’ focusing on 

recommendations set out by the national ambulance policy review, Taking 
Healthcare to the Patient (Department of Health 2005). The review required a 

quantum culture shift for the ambulance service from a heroic but 
straightforward transport organisation to a clinically driven emergency service. 

This involved new management structures, treating a greater number of 
patients in the community, and performing an enhanced clinical role. 

 

The review built upon the previous efforts to modernize and professionalize 
ambulance service education (through paramedic degrees), regulation (Health 

Professional Council), and streamlined performance management; thus 
presenting a ‘pivotal moment’ to the ambulance trusts in becoming a clinically 

professional service within the NHS. However, cultural artefacts, such as blue 
flashing lights and response targets, persist as organisational symbols, 

reflecting the historical legacy, and non-achievement of targets is still 
considered taboo by senior executives (McCann et al. 2015; NHS Confederation 

2014): 

 

“I think over the years it does seem to be very target driven and it doesn’t 
matter you know what the treatment’s like as long as you get there in time and 

I think that is the culture that a lot of people expect to feel. That’s what most 
people believe even though they don’t agree with it.” 

 (Senior manager I) 

 
“You get fed up in chasing figures, numbers...There is no consideration of 

individuals. You then become creative in interpreting and massaging targets 
and figures.” 

(Senior board executive III) 

 

The symbolic dimensions of these sub-cultures may also have played a part in 
the mutual mistrust identified at Delta: 

 
“If I go and see a manager and communicate my indifference or otherwise 

then I can see one but I just don’t want to because I know it won’t make any 
difference and that’s what the staff I think are reflecting on.” 

 (Paramedic I) 

 

“Actually there’s a culture in certain parts of the organisation and probably this 

part, in the middle management, where managers believe that they know all 
the answers...they’ll have to have the last say in everything.” 

(Senior board executive IV) 
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As the above quotations suggest, at times this was linked explicitly to another 

important issue, that of sub-cultural dynamics. 

 
Sub-cultural dynamics 

 
The importance of subcultural dynamics in cultural perpetuation is linked to 

subcultural centrality and subcultural domination. Wankhade (2012) 
documented the relative influence of three main sub-groups (executives, 

paramedics, and control room staff). Each of these groups was found to have 
distinct assumptions and beliefs about organisational performance and 

different attitudes towards cultural change. Here, evidence is presented 
especially around the aspect of ‘relationships’ between different staff groups. 

For example, sub-cultural dynamics were seen to impede the full adoption of 
changing role of the paramedics: 

 

“The biggest problem that’s facing us is actually the fundamental culture that 
underpins everything in the organisation at both manager and staff level which 

is one of the blue collars to professionalism. A lot of the staff on the road, their 
thinking processes are still very much blue collar trade orientated in the sense 

that I turn up to work, I do my job and I go home and there’s no reflective 
practice.” 

(Senior board executive V) 

 

“The danger is front line staff are still in the traditional adversarial role and we 
need to move the organisation forward...So there’s a lot of work to be done.” 

(Senior Sector Manager II) 

 

In addition, sub-cultures had an impact on inter-personal relationships and, 
therefore, behaviour: 

 

“We have oodles of other challenges and cultures around the way people act 
with each other and that’s irrespective of sex and colour and all the rest of it. 

That’s just simply how people talk to each other at the moment is a real issue.” 
(Paramedic II) 

 
The rivalry and competition between the different sub cultural groups identified 

in our study is revealing and is helpful in identifying, and understanding, the 
nature and role of sub cultural groups in uniformed emergency response 

services. 
 

These points are reinforced by Vignette 1 based on meetings observed by the 
first author. 
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Vignette 1: Observation of meetings 

 

The trust executive meetings take place weekly on a Monday morning, at the 
trust headquarters buildings in elegant suite rooms. The walls are tastefully 

painted with prints, paintings and curtains and the floor has a fine carpet. The 
rooms are big with high ceilings, well-furnished and decorated artfully. Delta is 

an amalgamation of four erstwhile ambulance trusts within the same region. 
The reorganized structure contains three administrative regions, each of which 

has separate meetings with their own management teams, usually every 
fortnight on different days of the week. The researcher attended four such 

meetings. All three meetings in Area I took place in the area director’s office. 

The contrast with the executive meeting room could not be more telling. The 
room had a desk for the occupant and a big table in front so it could double as 

a meeting room. The walls were decorated plainly and the floor similarly had a 
simple carpet. The meeting in Area II was shifted at the last minute to the 

trust headquarter building, but in a very small and cramped room with 
insufficient chairs and space. Significantly, one senior area manager 

commented on the ‘opulence’ of the building compared to the poor state of 
their own facilities. On occasions the conversation drifts to social matters and 

holiday plans are discussed. The atmosphere is relaxed with a distinctive local 
flavour and often jokes are made at the expense of senior executives.    

(Field notes, first author) 

 

Employment practices 

 
Some aspects of employment practices appeared significant in promoting 

cultural endurance and undermining cultural change efforts. We have already 
referred to the somewhat contested change in the roles of paramedics and 

control room staff: 

 

“I think the underpinning thing for me...is actually delivering the new agendas 
around education. If I think that a competent clinician is my short-term aim in 

order to deliver high quality care, I need a significant investment, both in 
future clinicians and present clinicians to take them and their competencies to 

where they need to be.” 

(Clinician II) 

 
Additionally, the insular internal recruitment process and the limited role of 

Delta’s managers in operational and strategic aspects stood out. Several 

factors appear to have contributed to this. Traditionally, most senior personnel 
joined the service as front line paramedics and worked their way through to 

managerial/executive positions. Many managers stated that it was not 
uncommon to find that senior executives (including chief executives) on the 

Trust boards had come from the ‘ranks’: 

 

“Traditionally ambulance services had promoted and recruited from within their 
own ranks and that this was a typical uniform service approach in which if one 

worked for it long enough, one would get promoted because it’s his/her turn. 
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This has resulted in a lack of ownership, understanding, and accountability at 

all levels in the organisation and where the senior executive team were viewed 
as ‘Generals’ and lots of time is spent in looking ‘upwards’ for directions.” 

(Station Manager I) 

 

Furthermore, the 8-min response time target is too short to allow any 
managerial intervention in ‘real time’ and, therefore, influence resides with the 

control room staff. Real-time performance data are available to executives and 
managers but the allocation of resources is a preserve of the control room 

staff. This allows little scope for managers to deal with performance issues as 
they arise. 

 
Lack of opportunities for training and clinical education, often side-lined due to 

operational exigencies, was another issue highlighted by some of the managers 
during the interviews as affecting both themselves and the staff: 

 

“I’m not sure you can change the nature of the workforce by giving them 5 
days a year to train.” 

(Clinician III) 

 

This has a significant bearing on executive efforts to bring cultural change. The 

management focus on performance targets further affected the personal 

development of this group. One senior executive expressed his ‘frustration’ 
about the lack of managerial skills in communicating the message to the front 

line staff. Some middle managers, on the other hand, complained about a ‘lack 
of genuineness’ on the part of senior management in involving them in actual 

decision-making processes and developing organisational strategies. 
 

Operational managers were isolated from front line staff due to shift patterns 
and from each other due to the distances involved, which resulted in their 

engagement in the organisation being limited to an implementation role (this is 

a general issue in organisations: see Currie and Procter 2005). Thus they 
seemed to have limited influence on either the contents of the strategy or the 

operational activities supposed to deliver it. Perhaps unsurprisingly, these 
middle managers could seem ‘reluctant managers’ (Scase and Goffee 1989). 

However, there were positive developments witnessed at Delta. For example, 
the development of the managerial strategic function was recognized by senior 

management and training programmes were enhanced. 
 

Extra-organisational dimension 

 

Ogbonna and Harris (2014) demonstrate the importance of an extra-
organisational dimension in understanding cultural perpetuation by particularly 

highlighting the role of football fans in their study. In our study, we saw the 
influence of other NHS organisations and the central government having a 

significant effect: 

 
“Managers are under more pressure and I think managers do have a perceived 

tension. They understand what it is that’s happening in the clinical domain and 
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have great tension within themselves about saying you should not do this, you 

should do this in order to deliver targets versus you should do this, you 
shouldn’t do this for individual patients.” 

(Clinical governance manager I) 

 

“We are an organisation which is under political control whatever people say 
and the bottom line is that unless we deliver our headline targets we will be 

deemed to be a failed organisation and however much we squeal that we are 
doing it for the patients we will be removed.” 

(Clinician II) 

 

However, and significantly, the interviews suggested that other stakeholders, 
such as service users and other emergency services (police and fire), were 

regarded as having less influence on the organisational culture. This can be 
related to the expanding, but still limited, role and influence of the ambulance 

services within the wider NHS: 

 
“Ten years ago, we were very much part of the emergency services. Over the 

last 10 years, we have become more and more meshed into the NHS way of 
working and we are in kind of no man’s land at the moment because the 

emergency services (fire and police) no longer see us as a full partner with 
them.” 

(Senior board executive VI) 

 

During the non-participant observations and ambulance ride-ons, this aspect 
was amplified. Discussions in the canteen pointed out the dilemma of being 

perceived as an emergency service akin to police and fire (wearing uniforms 
and attending emergencies) as against the expectation of being seen as an 

emergency pre-hospital care provider within the NHS family. Central 
government is clearly a significant external influence on ambulance services. 

However, frustration was expressed at Delta concerning the many and 

sometimes contradictory Government initiatives: 

 

“Because they are all complete opposite in terms of incentives and the 
direction of travel that you would take to achieve any one of those... 

Sometimes you can sit back and you end up laughing because otherwise you 
would just cry.” 

(Senior board executive I) 

 

“The facts are not joined up. Because if you think about it and think about well 
hang on, well how does Payment by Results, Foundation Trusts, Practise-Based 

Commissioning, Taking Health Care to the Patient – how does that all actually 
tie in.” (Senior board executive III) 

 
Considerable pressure from successive governments to promote the wider role 

of the ambulance professional, however, has inevitably had some effect in 

addressing the countervailing factors identified above (Radcliffe and Health 
2009). Furthermore, there are increasing numbers of instances suggesting that 

senior managers from other NHS services are coming into the organisation and 



 

260 
 

likewise there is a growing movement of paramedics and nurses moving into 

different sectors of the NHS. Increasingly, medical personnel are being 
employed by individual ambulance trusts including as medical director. But 

some reservations remain. For example: 

 

“I have a horrible feeling that...in 5 or 10 years’ time they (the ambulance 
trust) will be carrying on doing more of the same...I’m not confident that I 

could say in 10 years’ time we will have a fantastic ambulance service that’s 
really adding value to the patient.” 

(Ambulance policy expert II) 

 

Other factors affecting cultural perpetuation at Delta 

 

The framework of Ogbonna and Harris proved valuable for revisiting the data, 
as we hope we have demonstrated. However, certain aspects pertaining to 

cultural perpetuation at Delta did not fit into the framework so smoothly. Two 

factors stood out. First, resource limitations seemed to inhibit both 
organisational and cultural change. 

 
“Lots of things have changed. It has certainly got busier. Definitely you can say 

that.” 

(Senior paramedic II) 

 
“One major challenge in the work is getting through 12 h with the same level 

of concentration, delivery of aptitude and energy for that amount of time.” 
(Senior paramedic III) 

 
This was amplified by the introduction of ‘Call to Connect’ which standardized 

and tightened the way the response time is now defined; i.e. the clock now 
starts at the moment the 999 call ‘hit the switch board’ (Wankhade 2011): 

 

“Call to connect is going to place huge pressures within ambulance services to 
get to places quicker...It is going to take up all the money, an estimated £21m 

in our service, when that £21m could be invested in education at the start of 
bringing health care to the patients.” 

(Senior board executive II) 

 

However, the second factor which particularly stood out in the fieldwork was 
the primacy of the 8-min response time target. There was a general 

appreciation of the limitations of the target. 
 

“The paradox of what good performance would mean is that (if) we get a 
vehicle quickly to an incident...from the perspectives of the organisation, it 

means performance standards are met...What we actually deliver from that 
point onwards is important in terms of patient care, appropriate intervention, 

and investigation. It would then give a perfect picture of the  two, namely the 

speed of response and quality of delivery (but) we only measure the speed and 
I think it is totally inappropriate.” 

(Senior Paramedic III, emphasis added) 
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“It’s a measure, but it’s not necessarily always the best measure. You don’t 
hear many ambulance staff saying I’ve done well because I got to that job in 6 

min, you never hear that. But you often hear ambulance staff saying I did a 
good job then because the patient lived.” 

(Area/Corporate Manager II) 

 

This was heightened by a sense that many ‘red’ (priority) calls did not merit 
that status, a tendency believed to be increased by ‘Call to Connect’ which left 

control room staff with less opportunity to investigate the real nature of the 
call. Many respondents talked about their frustration in rushing to such jobs, 

which then turned out to be less serious incidents: 

 

“You need to be sure that the eight minute calls are actually the red calls. They 
often turn out not to be and you feel awful and fearful that something could 

have happened to you or to a member of the public on the roads.”  

(Observation data) 
 

This is supported by the following vignette based on an observation by the first 

author. 
 
 

 

Vignette 2: Paramedic Observation 

 
After a busy shift, we return to the ambulance station. We saw a range of 

cases dealt by the crews. Routine transfer– an elderly patient is shifted from 
the care home to the hospital ward for investigation. We also rushed to an 

urgent 999 call which is about a stroke case which needed hospitalization. 
After completing the shift, we have a quick ‘brew’ at the station and discuss 

whether crews feel the ‘adrenaline rush’ in driving fast with lights/sirens. The 

EMT tells me that many paramedics do not drive faster or slower based on the 
type of calls. For them an emergency is an emergency whether it is a red 

amber or green or with blue lights. One paramedic argues that he would not 
like to put himself at risk since in lots of jobs driving fast does not really make 

a difference.  
(Field notes, first author) 

 
However, differences in attitudes towards the targets emerged in the research. 

Paramedics tended to be straightforwardly sceptical: 

 

“My colleagues don’t view performance because one of the major features in 

the ambulance service is one job at a time...No they don’t really give a 
monkeys and do you know why they don’t? It’s because the minute they come 

here for a 12-hour shift...It’s job after job after job.” 

(Paramedic II) 
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“It’s now very difficult when you are talking to staff about performance 

improvement, that they just see it as a code for hitting the target as opposed 
to genuinely trying to make change improvements for the patients 

themselves.” 

(Senior board executive VII) 

 
Managers were more pragmatic in their views: 

 
“(The) 8 minute target is like, you know, the driver, for everything and you 

keep tweaking this and tweaking that to hit that target, hit that target...all you 
are concentrating on is getting that because you know that as a Trust if you 

don’t hit that 75, everybody starts kicking you.” 

(Senior board executive IX) 

 
“I think that what we have with the response time target is an attempt to 

consider...the most critical factors within a single performance indicator...to 

achieve a good response time what it requires for the organisation is to be 
reasonably healthy in most of the key areas.” 

(Senior Area Executive I) 

 

Nevertheless, there was recognition of potentially damaging effects on their 
work force: 

 
“I don’t necessarily believe that the national targets are necessarily the most 

accurate or realistic targets and...Therefore, I think there is an issue of 
morale...if your performance targets are too high and unrealistic, then... 

people get very demoralized.”  
(Senior manager III) 

 
The varied comments above reflect the differing attitudes of different sub-

cultural groups at Delta. They provide some evidence supporting the view that 

the performance regime had an inhibiting effect on attempts to transform the 
ambulance service culturally from being a uniformed service focused on 

response times and stabilisation to a more professionalized one. 
 

 
 

 
 

Discussion 

 

In our literature survey, we identified three main perspectives on 
organisational culture. There are writers who see culture as akin to a tangible 

object, which is easily managed, and others who see it as an intangible factor 
which can only be interpreted through symbols, myths, etc. The third group 

embrace the critique of the ‘corporate culturalists’ made by the ‘organisational 

symbolists,’ but then criticize the second group for concentrating too much on 
symbolism at the expense of power relationships within the organisation and 

extra-organisational factors. 
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Our results support the view that organisational culture is not easy to 
manipulate, manage, or change, and that symbols, artefacts, and sagas, etc., 

were significant at Delta. At the same time, the complex dynamics of power 
were notable, with both paramedics and control room staff having significant 

autonomy and sub-cultures supporting cultural perpetuation, thereby 
obstructing (to some extent) government policy on the changing role of the 

ambulance professional. The ambiguous class position of paramedics, being 
‘blue-collar’ and ‘professional’ (McCann et al. 2013), also seems relevant, as it 

provides a ‘dialectic of control', in Knights and Wilmott’s terms. The literature 
about culture and professionalism in the public services (including ‘new 

professions’) also seems to resonate here. 
 

Thus, the study provides support for the concept of Ambulance Tribes 
(Wankhade 2012), including that of another significant Tribe that emerged: 

middle managers. A revealing finding from our investigation is that middle 

managers were often unable or declined to take up more strategic roles. There 
were several occasions when managers were drafted into operational duties 

due to high numbers of emergency calls, some of which can be attributed to 
the lack of clinical development within the service. Indeed, the role of the 

manager as someone who can step in when needed is part of the historical 
legacy of the Ambulance service with managers adopting a ‘hands-on’ role, 

reinforcing the shared symbols and values of the workforce and their managers 
(see Meek 1988). 

 
However, on the issue of cultural change, senior executives expected managers 

to imbibe and adopt an ambitious role transformation to become more 
strategic; but middle managers were subjected to unclear expectations, 

becoming caught between traditional and newer roles. Indeed, their response 
was sometimes judged as typical of change blocking behaviour. ‘Socialisation’ 

emerged as an important facet regarding any transition towards a more 

strategic role (Currie and Procter 2005). Most of the managers were not 
newcomers but were being asked to adjust to a new role within a more 

professional service, for which their previous experience and socialisation had 
not prepared them. Their response was often to orient them to the traditional 

role into which they were socialized. Managers experienced a role transition 
along with the associated problems of role ambiguity and role conflicts. 

 
Therefore, we contend that the ambulance service, with its historical legacy 

and combination of intra- and extra-organisational culture factors that 
perpetuate existing values, may have developed enduring cultures that are 

resistant to executive control. These findings support the work of Ogbonna and 
Harris (2014). We argue that the organisational culture, deeply embedded 

within the history of the service, effectively supported these tendencies. The 
prevalence of the factors identified by Ogbonna and Harris (2014) suggests 

that changing organisational cultures in such settings is harder to do than 

policy documents imply or managers would wish (Meek 1988). The point made 
by Anand, Ashforth and Joshi (2005)about the strength of socialization also 

seems to be supported. However, in Ogbonna and Harris’ case, the five factors 
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they identified uniformly support cultural perpetuation, whereas in our study 

two factors, employment practices and extra-organisational influences, seem 
more ambiguous in that education and training can support change and 

government policy definitely does.  
 

Moreover, the earlier performance measures reinforced the cultural norms 
around response times and emphasized the rapid transportation of patients 

(Wankhade, Radcliffe, and Heath 2015). The recognition of the need to change 
these measures and a questioning of the role of targets within the health 

service suggests that government is increasingly aware of these issues. Thus 
the changes to the performance measurement regime seem supportive of the 

broader paramedic role (Heath and Wankhade 2014), although simply 
expanding the performance measures is unlikely to be enough on its own. The 

practice of performance measurement might continue to exhibit dysfunctional 
effects (see National Audit Office NAO 2017; Wankhade 2011) in which we see 

a range of behaviours, including management’s ‘obsession’ with targets, 

‘confusion’ as to their role as a proxy of organisational performance, a ‘fear of 
failure’ by the senior executives in not meeting targets, plus ‘hostility’ and 

‘resistance’ to targets resulting in staff de-motivation. In particular, there is the 
issue of whether the wider range of indicators in the dashboard has countered 

the previous tendency to game-playing, as it seems easier to game against a 
single indicator. Alternatively, the continuing pre-dominance of response times 

in practice may be sustaining opportunistic behaviour. This is a matter which 
requires further, up to date research. 

 
Reference was made earlier to Martin’s (1985) categories of cultural ‘purists’ 

and cultural ‘pragmatists’ and Ogbonna and Harris’s categories of the 
‘optimists,’ ‘pessimists,’ and the ‘realists’ perception of cultural change. Our 

findings tend to suggest that the paramedics fell into the category of the 
cultural ‘purists’ and ‘pessimists’ with a strong notion of their legacy and sub-

cultural identity, their less than positive attitudes to cultural change, and their 

frustration about lack of resource and ever increasing performance demands. 
The managers in our study came across as cultural ‘pragmatists’ and ‘realists.’ 

They were very hands on, doing what they were told to do, but at times willing 
to be more strategic despite a lack of management training and education and 

embark on the new direction of travel. The senior executives and experts 
overwhelmingly came across as ‘optimists’ and ‘pragmatists,’ guiding the 

cultural change process from the top, very mindful of their historical legacy 
and the role of ambulance services within the wider NHS, but at the same time 

mindful of  meeting performance targets. However, the balance of the evidence 
presented here seems to us to favour the position of the pessimists and 

realists on changing culture, although the evidence of the NAO (2017) is mixed 
as to whether gaming is being ameliorated. In any case, these differing 

perspectives point to the complexities of understanding the process of cultural 
change in the ambulance service, supporting the findings of others in different 

organisational settings (Ogbonna and Harris 2002; Sathe 1985). 

 
Another important issue concerns the values, attitudes, and behaviour of users 

of the service. These seem to have little influence on the organisational culture 
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of ambulance services (unlike Ogbonna and Harris’s football fans). This is 

significant, not least because of differences in perception about the 
appropriateness of emergency calls. The notable increase in demand for 

ambulance and emergency services in general, needs to be explored, as this is 
a major area of friction between ambulance professionals, managers, and 

users. The potential political saliency of this issue is revealed through the high 
profile of ambulance services and their perceived failings, and the alleged 

‘misuse’ of 999 calls across all emergency services. This has significant policy 
and practice implications. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Organisational culture is a complex and amorphous concept, subject to various 

local contingencies, and is difficult to change. This insight, in itself, is not new 
as our literature survey suggests, but is still relevant in the light of repeated 

attempts to reform organisations through cultural change. The changing role 

and identity of ambulance personnel and the conflict between professional 
cultures and management objectives are significant issues. Indeed, aspects of 

culture can act to impede government policy. Moreover, the interplay between 
culture and performance measurement has significant implications for policy 

and practice. All these issues make this a fascinating topic for further study 
and research. 

 
While the framework of Ogbonna and Harris (2014) helped to categorize those 

aspects that reinforced cultural perpetuation at Delta and reduced the 
effectiveness of efforts to reform the service, the present study raised 

additional issues. Their five factors all seem to be significant with regard to 
cultural change and perpetuation in our case. However, additional factors were 

identified. These were resource constraints and particularly the role of 
performance measures, which emerged as a key management feature of Delta. 

Efforts to bring about organisational change through training and culture 

change were countered by the continuing emphasis on response times, which 
perpetuated the existing, dominant culture. Further, attempts to overcome the 

perverse incentives associated with such an emphasis have come up against 
the other key elements of historical legacy, subcultural dynamics, and 

employment practices. 
 

To conclude, therefore, the role of cultural perpetuation is a key issue within 
the complex nature of the ambulance service and the NHS more generally. Our 

discussion has centred largely on the findings of research into the internal 
relationships and dynamics within Delta. Further research is also needed into 

the efficacy of recent developments in education at the level of Higher 
Education in furthering professionalization and how that plays off against 

socialisation into ‘tribal’ sub-cultures. A key question therefore is whether such 
developments have a significant and indeed long term impact on the culture of 

the service. Likewise, inquiry into whether culture(s) in ambulance services 

could and/or should be more receptive to the views of service users would be 
valuable. The effects of the current performance management regime on 

culture also deserve investigation, particularly in a period of austerity. A 
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pertinent issue is whether the dashboard inhibits gaming or the persisting 

emphasis on response times promotes it. 
 

Finally, ambulance services globally are confronted with similar challenges 
surrounding rising activity, an ageing population, societal issues, and a drive 

for professionalization of practice and face comparable cultural obstacles in 
evolving into professional health care providers (Hou, Rego, and Service 

2013). Findings from this study, therefore, have international implications and 
further comparative research can investigate these issues (Holmes 2010; 

Middleton 2015; Tanigawa and Tanaka 2006). 
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Introduction 

 
Management control can be seen as encompassing management attempts to 

direct and co-ordinate the activities of organisations towards the achievement 
of common goals (Coates, Rickwood and Stacey, 1983) whilst adapting to 

changes in their environments (Berry, Broadbent and Otley, 1995). R.N. 
Anthony, in his pioneering work, located management control at the tactical 

level in organisations between strategic planning and operational control. The 
purpose of management control is to implement strategies formulated at the 

strategic level (Anthony 1965; Anthony and Govindarajan, 1998). Monitoring 

success through performance evaluation, therefore, inevitably plays an 
important role in management control. 

 
This chapter contributes to the themes of the volume concerning the use of 

performance management to support management control in organisations, by 
exploring the issues with regard to the public sector. It does this by examining 

in particular the recent, rather controversial, experience in the English 
ambulance service (a relatively under-researched area) where concerns over 

perverse incentives and unintended consequences loom large.   
 

New Public Management 

 

Attempts to measure and manage performance are a long standing feature of 
the public services, despite the inherent difficulties. De Bruijn (2002) gives an 

excellent account of the potential advantages, disadvantages and risks of 

performance evaluation systems, together with principles for their successful 
design. Since the 1980s, a number of common aspects and trends in 

performance measurement, review and verification have been identified in the 
public sector. For example, Robert Picciotto of the World Bank claimed that 

 
“performance management is a visible component of the public sector reform 

movement which is spreading throughout the world in response to a wave of 
democratization, decentralisation and devolution of government services. It is 

a major tool of the new public management movement.”     (Picciotto, 1999) 
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In particular, an enhanced role for performance management is a key feature 
of the 'New Public Management' (NPM). (See, for example, the celebrated 

accounts of Pollitt, 1986; Hood, 1991; Hood, 1995). Hood (1991) provided 
seven 'doctrinal components' of the NPM: 

 
1. 'Hand on professional management' with an accountable management 

process which ensured freedom to manage. 
2. 'Explicit standards and management of performance' through the setting 

of goals and performance measures which should preferably be 
quantitative. 

3. More emphasis on output controls, with rewards linked to performance, 
as opposed to a more 'traditional' emphasis on input and process 

controls. 
4. Clearer divisions of roles and units through purchaser/provider splits and 

the decentralisation of budgets. 

5. An increased role for competition in the public sector. 
6. A management style which involved greater 'flexibility' and the 

development of a more commercial orientation. 
7. Greater control of resource use through rigorously  applying downward 

pressure on costs. 
 

Doctrinal components two and three, in particular, ensure that explicit 
standards, targets and measures of performance (of a notably managerial 

kind) form one of the main pillars of the NPM (Hood, 1995). Similarly, Power 
(1994; 1999) analysed the parallel development of an 'audit explosion' 

exemplified by value for money auditing in the public sector, which is heavily 
dependent on the use of performance indicators. 

 
Performance indicators were, therefore, fundamental to a major change in the 

nature of public sector management which took place in the 1980s and 1990s. 

This change was international, despite variations and exceptions (Pollitt and 
Bouckaert, 2000), and has persisted in the UK despite changes in government 

(see, for example, Cutler and Waine, 2000; McLaughlin and Murji, 2001). This 
has been a somewhat peculiar development, however, as there are well 

established difficulties in using performance measurement in the public sector. 
 

There is an extensive academic literature on the topic; much of which points to 
potential perverse incentives and unintended outcomes. (See Johnsen, 2005, 

for a thorough and most helpful review of the literature to that date). 
Nevertheless, many NPM reforms seem pre-occupied with organisational 

performance measurement despite variations within the reform movement 
(Carter et al.,1995; Hood, 1995; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2000; Talbot, 2005).  

Debates about targets, performance indicators and their unintended 
consequences, therefore, are an integral part of the NPM literature (Wankhade, 

2011).  

 
Heath and Radcliffe (2007) attempted to draw on these critiques in examining 

the performance measurement regime which then applied to the English 
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Ambulance service. This concentrated solely on response times. The paper 

referred to a number of earlier discussions which had pointed out the perverse 
incentives and unintended consequences often associated with performance 

measurement and reporting regimes and argued that this applied in the case 
of the ambulance service. 

 
Public Sector Context 

 
In the public sector: 

 
• objectives are difficult to define precisely; 

• organisations have many differing and even contradictory objectives; 

• outcomes are difficult to measure and outputs are frequently used as a 

proxy for outcomes; 

• means as well as ends are significant in political contexts; 

• responsibilities may be shared amongst many public agencies and 

partners; 

• identifying causality is often difficult because of long time scales and 

numerous intervening variables. 
 

There are many technical problems which can arise when performance 
indicators are used misguidedly. These are often associated with cost cutting 

and/or attempts to assert management control. They include: 

 

• concentrating on outputs rather than outcomes, results rather than 
causes and economy and efficiency rather than effectiveness, equity or 

quality; 

• focussing on the short term at the expense of the long term; 

• using inappropriate but available comparators; 

• using a limited range of unrelated indicators or, conversely, too many 

indicators leading to information overload; 

• ignoring issues of controllability; 

• treating indicators as definitive rather than as raising issues for 

exploration ('dials' rather than 'tin openers' in the terminology of Klein 
and Carter, 1988). 

 
Many of these issues arise in connection with the ambulance service 

performance measurement regimes we investigated. 
 

Similarly, the behavioural aspects of inappropriate schemes are well 
established. The indicators can come  to be seen as ends in themselves rather 

than leading to learning and dialogue, with unmeasured or unmeasurable 
aspects of performance neglected. As we have suggested, schemes may have 

unintended and even perverse consequences. These dangers are reinforced 
where single dimension measures are used, indicators are closely linked to 

reward and sanction or there is a crude 'league table ' approach. As Picciotto 

(1999) points out, there is a danger of moral hazard; i.e. efforts being directed 
towards measured results rather than improving quality. At worst outright 

manipulation of results can take place. Again there is evidence that this applied 
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in the case of the ambulance service, especially with regard to motivating 

dysfunctional behaviour (see, for example, Heath and Radcliffe, 2007; Heath 
and Radcliffe, 2010; Wankhade, 2011). Significantly, a number of papers 

(Hood, 2006; Radnor, 2008; Bevan and Hamblin, 2009) used the English 
ambulance service to substantiate their arguments concerning 'gaming' in 

public services. 
 

Discussions on performance within the wider public sector include 
controversies concerning top-down, bottom-up or balanced approaches to 

performance measurement (OECD-PUMA, 1994, 1997); quality and 
performance (Morgan and Murgatroyd, 1994);  and accountability and 

performance (Power, 1994; Hillison et al.1995). The critique of performance 
measurement centres around the complexities of running public services 

(Talbot, 2005); transaction-costs (Hood et al. 1999); manipulation and 
deception (Bevan and Hood, 2006); unintended consequences (Smith, 1995); 

and the performance paradox (Meyer and Gupta, 1994). Agreement is also 

lacking in the literature about a precise definition of performance, methods of 
measurement, whether performance measurement increases efficiency of 

services and on issues of accountability (Neely 1995; Neely et al., 1999; Pollitt, 
2001; De Bruijn, 2002; Greiling, 2006). 

 
The literature reveals many models of performance but few offer clear 

theoretical explanation or empirical validation (Talbot, 2005). The work of 
Meyer and Gupta (1994) on “paradoxes of performance” suggests a weak 

correlation between performance indicators and performance itself over a given 
period of time. Performance measurement has also come under criticism for its 

lack of integration within the democratic process and poor implementation 
(Public Administration Select Committee, 2003).   

 
New Public Governance 

 

These issues have emerged across a wide range of countries and institutions as 
part of a more general concern with the impact of NPM and its appropriateness 

outside the Anglo-Saxon world, which championed the NPM approach.  
Christensen and Lægard (2007, p.9) have noted how the post-NPM world is 

one of ‘mixed models and increased complexity'. Denhardt and Denhardt 
(2000), for example, present a New Public Service (NPS) approach as a viable 

alternative to old public administration and the NPM, calling for a greater public 
participation in the delivery of public provisions. The emphasis is not on 

steering (NPM) or rowing (public administration), but serving. Liddle (2007) 
argued that a new public governance model (NPG) would strengthen 

democratic control over decision making and citizen involvement, as well as 
improving public trust in government institutions and types of services 

provided. However, governance (like NPM in many ways) lacks a precise 
definition and has been used in different context and applications (Tendler, 

1997; Minogue et al., 1998). 

 
Osborne has developed a model of New Public Governance that contrasts the 

main components of NPG with those of NPM (2006; 2009; 2010).  The key 
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features of the NPG model arise out of its emergence from Institutional and 

Network theory which place an emphasis on the pluralist nature of the state.  
He contends that governance has become increasingly problematic  

 
 ‘It posits both a plural state, where multiple interdependent  

 actors contribute to the delivery of public services, and a  
 pluralist state, where multiple processes inform the decision  

 making system.’ (Osborne, 2010, p. 9). 
 

He argues that this pluralism requires that public services engage more with 
their environment than has been the case in the past.  This includes the idea 

emerging from policy network theory that engagement with more members of 
the public though increased networks can reverse the trend towards lower 

levels of participation in the traditional political process (Guy Peters, 2010).  
However, Guy Peters does note that such an approach may not resolve the 

problems of representative democracy as it does not guarantee that those who 

dominate the present decision making system will not dominate this new 
approach.   

 
However, Osborne contends that the focus of NPG would place the organisation 

within its environment and its emphasis is on ‘Negotiation of values, meaning 
and relationships’ (2010, p. 10).  For him, this would result in a more 

sustainable public service model with greater levels of public trust in the 
decision making process.  However, he does caution that the approach he 

adopts towards NPG should not be seen as normative, but rather as the 
development of an analytical tool for future research into public services. 

 
Performance Score Cards 

 
It has been recognised for some time in the accounting literature that reliance 

on a single measure of performance, such as Return on Investment, can be 

misguided and, therefore, multiple models of performance evaluation have 
been developed. The best known of these is the Balanced Scorecard (BSC), 

which was introduced by Kaplan and Norton in 1992 and has been developed 
by them and others through a number of versions since. (See, for example, 

Kaplan and Norton, 1992; Kaplan and Norton, 1996a; Olve et al.,1999.)  Other 
chapters in this volume refer to these developments in more detail. 

 
Briefly, the BSC is a framework to assist the design and implementation of 

strategic performance management in organisations by integrating external 
and internal perspectives, short term and long term objectives, financial and 

non-financial measures, and leading and lagging indicators. In the original 
version of the BSC, the dimensions of organisational performance are classified 

into four perspectives: 

 

• Financial Perspective 

• Customer Perspective 

• Business Process Perspective  

• Organisational Learning and Growth Perspective 
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The four perspectives are held to be inter-linked and none is pre-eminent (see 
Figure 23.1). However, as originally formulated they have proved to be of 

limited relevance for many organisations.  Consequently the BSC has been 
adopted flexibly in practice and, subsequently, more perspectives suggested, 

such as one for corporate social responsibility or sustainability (Olve et al., 
1999). 

 
Figure 23.1 about here 

 
There have been problems of appropriately trading-off and weighting 

performance on one perspective against that on another (success on other 
perspectives, for example, may be accompanied by increased cost). Also the 

BSC is a strategic instrument and initially there were some difficulties in linking 
the strategic to the tactical and operational levels. Now the use of strategy 

maps, which are 'visualisations' of an organisation's objectives, targets and 

plans, are advocated to counter difficulties in 'drilling down' from the strategic 
level (Kaplan and Norton, 1996b). 

 
Intriguingly, although initially less well known elsewhere, a similar approach, 

called the Tableau de Bord (TdB), has been practised in France since the 1920s 
(Lebas, 1996). The TdB is less formal than the BSC and is intended as a 

'piloting' instrument (hence it is sometimes translated as the 'dashboard'). Any 
particular dashboard is customised around critical success factors and key 

performance indicators (financial and physical) specific to the organisation. 
 

There has been considerable debate regarding the merits of the BSC versus 
those of the TdB. (See, for example, Epstein and Manzoni, 1998; Nørreklit, 

2003; Bourgignon et al., 2004; Bessire and Baker, 2005; Bukh and Malmi, 
2005.)  Nevertheless, despite these disagreements and some difficulties in 

practice, it is generally agreed to be logical to adopt some form of multiple 

performance evaluation model rather than to rely on a single indicator. 
However, the previous performance measurement regime in the English 

ambulance service did not fit with this.   
 

Changing Role of Paramedic 

 

A major issue affecting the nature and role of performance indicators applying 
to the Ambulance Service relates to the changing role of the ambulance service 

personnel, most notably that of ambulance or community paramedics. 
Formerly, the role of emergency ambulance staff was seen as concentrating on 

transporting patients speedily to Hospital Accident and Emergency (A&E) units. 
It is now accepted, however, that the role of the ambulance paramedic has 

evolved to encompass a greater range of skills to be applied in a wider variety 
of situations.  The Department of Health has acknowledged that  

 

‘Traditionally ambulance services have been perceived as an emergency 
service… stabilizing the patient’s condition sufficiently for rapid transport to 

hospital for definitive care…Ambulance services have changed their traditional 
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approach and are now embedded in urgent care as a whole.’   (Department of 

Health, 2005) 

 

Similarly, the Commission for Health Improvement stated  
 

‘Whereas ambulance staff might have been seen in the past as transportation 
services, they now play a more significant role in emergency care.  Paramedics 

take responsibility for greater clinical decision making and they provide an 
increasing range of interventions.’ (Commission for Health Improvement, 

2003) 

 

Paramedics are increasingly making use of their skills at the scene of incidents, 
potentially enhancing the patient experience and impacting on survival rates 

prior to accessing hospital care. This is a crucial issue as it is part of evolving 
government policy to promote an enhanced role for paramedical activities at 

the scene, both in terms of providing care and giving advice. 

 
‘Ambulance clinicians should be equipped with a greater range of competencies 

that enable them to assess, treat, refer or discharge patients.’     (Department 
of Health, 2005)     

 
Consequently, it was deemed necessary to develop the skills of ambulance 

crews and paramedics through an increasingly high level of education and 
training, providing enhanced triage capability at the scene and a wider range of 

treatment (Ball, 2005). Paramedic training and education has moved into 
Higher Education (Till and Marsh, 2015) and new specialist paramedic roles 

such as the paramedic practitioners (PP), emergency care practitioners (ECP), 
critical care practitioners (CCP) and community paramedics (CP) have been 

developed across different ambulance trusts in England. These roles allow 
paramedics equipped with enhanced knowledge and skills to make complex 

decisions about patient care. Till and Marsh (2015) argue this has resulted in 

better triage and treatment at the scene by crews. The Paramedic Evidence-
Based Education Project (PEEP) developed by Allied Health Solutions, was 

aimed at moving towards standardized education and training to ensure 
consistency across the profession. However, it highlighted considerable 

variations in the current education and training models; for example,  in the 
length, content and academic level of the associated educational programmes, 

which may act as a barrier to the full professionalization of the workforce 
(Lovegrove and Davis, 2013).   

 
The development of ECPs, dating from 2000, entailed a major redesign of the 

paramedic’s role (Ball, 2005). Cooper et al. (2004) established that the then 
still emerging role of the ECP focused on advanced assessment and patient 

management skills. ECPs were significantly more likely to treat patients at the 
scene than ordinary paramedics and less likely to have them conveyed on to 

an A&E department. Both ECPs and stakeholders felt that the additional 

training of the ECP improved their clinical practice. The Treat and Refer 
approach also entailed staff with enhanced skills using new protocols regarding 

non-transportation of patients. Compared to routine practice, there were 
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similar conveyance rates to A & E, but more time was spent at the scene with 

greater assessment. Patient satisfaction ratings were similar or higher (Snooks 
et al., 2004). However, there were some safety concerns and issues around 

managing change; whilst, interestingly, there were difficulties in persuading 
some patients that they did not need to go to A & E. 

 
Mason et al. (2007a) concluded that the use of ECPs was improving ways of 

working locally and facilitating the reconfiguration of service delivery. It led to 
reduced attendances at A&E and reduced admissions, shorter episode times 

and higher levels of satisfaction. Furthermore, it seemed there were cost 
savings, particularly with regard to reducing operational costs; although a 

significant investment in training expenditure was also required. Similarly, Gray 
and Walker (2008a) found that advanced practitioners who can assess and 

treat at the point of access are increasingly important and can provide 
potentially significant cost savings to the NHS.  Halter et al. (2006) and Hill et 

al. (2014) also concluded that these specialist roles have reduced the 

conveyance of patients to emergency departments, thus reducing the costs 
associated with ambulance journeys.  

 
In addition, Halter et al. (2006) found that care provided by ECPs was 

considered equal or considerably better than that provided by traditional 
ambulance practitioners; especially with regard to ‘thoroughness of 

assessment’.  Similarly, Mason et al. (2007b) examined a scheme which used 
extended skills practitioners to assess and, if necessary, treat older people with 

minor injury or illness in the community. They concluded that the initiative 
provided a clinically effective alternative to standard ambulance transfer in 

such cases; although there were some concerns regarding the level of inter-
agency cooperation required and the amount of training and operational costs. 

Snooks et al. (2013) noted that the adoption of enhanced telephone triage and 
Treat and Refer protocols by English ambulance services had been 

accompanied by a decline in conveyancing rates from 90% in 2000 to 58% in 

2012.  
 

The continuing need to develop a professional work force has been highlighted 
in several policy documents  and workforce development is seen as an integral 

element of the ambulance modernisation programme (National Audit Office, 
2010; AACE, 2011; National Audit Office, 2011; NHS England, 2013; NHS 

Confederation, 2014; 2015). Blaber and Harris (2014) regard the development 
of clinical leadership for paramedics as the sine qua non of ambulance 

professionalization. However current evidence regarding the implications of 
new specialist paramedic roles on patient safety and quality of care is rather 

mixed.  
 

A recent ambulance scoping review (Fisher et al. 2015) has demonstrated the 
lack of quality information available regarding ambulance service patient safety 

in the UK. The study cautioned that operational pressures including 

performance targets are still seen as more important than patient safety for 
ambulance services.  There are some concerns about patient safety and quality 

of care (Fisher et al., 2015; O’Hara et al., 2015; Turner et al., 2015). These 
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include issues around assessment and referral of older people with a fall who 

were left behind at the scene (Halter et al., 2011), about the safety of patients 
while making decisions about treating them at the scene (Tohira et al., 2013) 

and the safety of patents involved in decisions not to convey (Fisher et al., 
2015; O’Hara et al., 2015). The National Audit Office expressed a different sort 

of concern.  Although advanced practitioners could potentially reduce transfers 
of patients to A&E by 30% and some services were fully utilising their greater 

skills, most ambulance services were simply using them alongside other 
paramedics without focussing on where they could have most impact on 

conveyance rates. Moreover, the call categorisation systems in most services 
were not sophisticated enough to send them to only the most suitable calls 

(NAO, 2011) 

 

Nevertheless, the Keogh Urgent and Emergency Care Review (NHS England, 
2013) emphasised the significant role of the ambulance services in the urgent 

and emergency care networks and their contribution towards reducing 

pressures in A&E has been widely acknowledged (NHS Five Year Forward View, 
2014; NHS Confederation, 2014; 2015). Thus, despite some controversy, there 

have been significant developments in the reconfiguration of ambulance 
service activity in ways which should add value to the patient. This raises a 

number of issues. In particular, for performance evaluation there is the 
challenge of how to devise a performance measurement regime which reflects 

the increasingly multifaceted nature of ambulance work. Indeed, these 
developments were constrained by the contradictory influence of the 

performance indicators applied to the ambulance service, as we aim to show in 
the next section. This point is referred to briefly in a number of papers in the 

literature (e.g. Gray and Walker, 2008a; Gray and Walker, 2008b) and we have 
tried to explore it in more depth elsewhere (Heath and Radcliffe, 2007; 

Radcliffe and Heath, 2009; Heath and Radcliffe, 2010; Wankhade, 2011; Heath 
and Wankhade, 2014). 

 

Previous Performance Evaluation regime 

 

The four key performance indicators which applied were concerned only with 
response times, as shown in the table below (Department of Health, 2005; 

Healthcare Commission, 2008).  
 

 
Figure 23.2 about here 

 
 

Rapid response times are clearly important (although they can be achieved in 
ways which create unnecessary risk and stress: see Sanders and Gough, 

2003). However, concentrating on the time taken for vehicles to arrive at the 
scene of an incident ignores what happens subsequently at the scene and 

meant that ambulance services were not being judged on the total package of 

care they provided. There were, instead, just a few indicators of output rather 
than outcome in only one dimension of performance. This contrasts with the 

tendency towards multi-dimensional models of performance management, 
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exemplified by the BSC and TdB.  

 
Moreover, the effects of the regime were reinforced by the league table 

approach which was adopted, with notable perverse effects. The focus on 
results rather than causes and the narrow range of indicators led to the regime 

becoming notorious for 'gaming'; such as distorting activity and manipulating 
reported results. It fell, therefore, into many of the pitfalls in the academic 

literature and became highly controversial (Heath and Radcliffe, 2007; Heath 
and Radcliffe, 2010; Wankhade, 2011). 

 
As we have seen, the Department of Health has promoted an enhanced role for 

paramedical activities at the scene (Department of Health, 2005), but this 
wider role was not reflected in the performance measures. Moreover, as the 

Healthcare Commission stated, most services perform well against national 
standards; but, not surprisingly, performance is more variable in those aspects 

which receive less national attention (Healthcare Commission, 2008). 

Therefore, aspects of performance other than response times tended to be 
played down.   

 
Consequently, over time a great deal of controversy arose regarding the 

performance measures, leading to a report from the Commission for Health 
Improvement (CHI, 2003). The Commission recognised that measuring 

outcomes of emergency ambulance care is complicated by the difficulty 
ambulance trusts may face in obtaining data from acute hospital trusts and in 

the problems of developing data bases across organisational boundaries. 
Nevertheless, the Commission concluded that 

 
‘A priority for ambulance trusts must be to develop credible measures of 

outcome… (which) should be included among ambulance service key targets in 
future.’            (op. cit. p. 22) 

 

Similarly, the Audit Commission (1998), whilst acknowledging the difficulties, 
had held that an examination of outcomes was required for the proper 

evaluation of care. Consequently, the Department of Health (2005, p. 56) 
proposed that for patients presenting conditions which may be immediately life 

threatening, the first two performance measures be retained. 
 

‘For all other patients, ambulance trusts are to be assessed on the overall 
quality of care provided… ’   

 
The proposed wider set of indicators was not forthcoming immediately, 

although standardisation was attempted through the ‘Call to Connect’ targets, 
which defined response times more stringently and reduced the variation in 

interpretation (Wankhade, 2011) but had further perverse effects (Woollard et 
al., 2010). 

 

New Ambulance Performance Regime 
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In December, 2010, however, the then new coalition government announced 

the introduction of a range of ‘clinical’ quality indicators for ambulance services 
to take effect in April, 2011. Timeliness was still seen as important, but no 

longer the only important factor (Department of Health, 2010a). The eleven 
indicators additionally  include indicators of outcome or processes relevant to 

outcome but not cost (in contrast to the BSC perspectives). They were set out 
initially in broad terms (Department of Health, 2010b - see Figure 23.3) 

 
Figure 23.3 about here 

 
A paper (Cooke, 2011) by the then National Clinical Director for Urgent and 

Emergency Care gave more detail. The proposals were based on three 
principles: the regime should be evidence-based, move from a target-culture 

to one of continuous improvement in clinical care and provide information to 
patients and the public to enable them to judge the quality of care provided. 

The indicators were intended to focus on outcomes where available or 

otherwise on process measures which have a proven link to outcome (Cooke, 
2011). Ambulance services, therefore, are expected to share information and 

work with others in a whole systems approach. 
 

The results of the indicators are published monthly in the form of a dashboard 
for each of the ambulance services in England. These were presented as four 

clinical indicators and eight process or systems indicators. (Calls closed via 
telephone advice and following treatment at the scene are now shown 

separately, as are re-contact rates.) From 2012, Category A calls were divided 
into Red 1, the most time-critical, and Red 2, which are serious but less time-

critical (Department of Health, 2012a). The clinical indicators are published 
after the systems indicators because of the time required for the outcomes of 

patients transported to A&E by ambulance to be established (Gov. UK, 2013). 
It was intended that a narrative account of the experience of ambulance 

service users should also be presented, but patient experience is not currently 

reported (Heath and Wankhade, 2014).   
 

The new indicators are meant to be considered as a set which forms the basis 
of patient-centred continuous improvement. It is accepted that each indicator 

taken individually has weaknesses and there is also the danger that one can be 
improved at the expense of another, which is not acceptable (Cooke, 2011). 

The set of indicators is reviewed annually, although it is not clear how this is 
being done.  

 
The approach underlying the dashboard responded to the debates concerning 

the previous performance management regime. Criticisms of that regime and 
research into the role of the ambulance paramedic both seem to have 

influenced the changes. Thus Cooke (2011) acknowledged that concentrating 
on time targets, without examining the quality of care, gave rise to perverse 

incentives. It is necessary, therefore, to know the outcomes of clinical 

interventions in order to improve the situation, especially as many patients 
previously taken to A&E are now dealt with in other ways. 
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In the new approach using indicators as targets was rejected as this was held 

to give no incentive to aim for more than the target. Instead the indicators 
were intended to promote a culture of continuous improvement whereby 

feedback motivates learning and innovation to gain further improvement in a 
virtuous circle. Such a culture, if indeed implemented effectively, would also 

act against tendencies to gaming (Heath and Wankhade, 2014).  
 

Moving from a very limited set of indicators to a much broader one, however, 
whilst welcome in itself, may also give rise to difficulties. The measures may 

indeed turn out to be a balanced set of indicators or they may make 
assessment of service performance too complex to be meaningful. Issues may 

arise of trading off performance on one measure against another. It may be 
that, in practice, some of the indicators will be stressed (most likely response 

times), simplifying the issues faced but facilitating gaming. 
 

 

 
Quality Accounts 

 
More or less contemporaneously with the adoption of the dashboard, the 

Health Act 2009 required most organisations which provide NHS services in 
England (including ambulance services) to publish Quality Accounts annually 

from April 2010 (Department of Health, 2012b).  The accounts are intended to 
promote a number of desirable, but potentially conflicting objectives: 

 
• scrutiny of, debate about and reflection on the performance of NHS 

organisations; 

• accountability of service providers, both upwards and outwards towards 

stakeholders; 

• benchmarking of performance; 

• continuous, evidence-based quality improvement programmes;   and 

• engagement of stakeholders. 
 

Some parts of the Quality Accounts are mandatory and set out in guide lines, 
but most of the content of the report was intended to be determined locally, 

including the performance indicators reported in them. Quality Accounts were 
to be developed, therefore, by engaging stakeholders, including service users, 

and the accounts were intended to be easily understandable and readily 
accessible (Department of Health, 2010c). Research suggested that, prior to 

the launch of Quality Accounts, representatives of local communities welcomed 
the idea of increasing accountability for quality improvement via these 

accounts. However, they were concerned that issues would arise around 
reliability of information, presentation and understandability, trading off 

priorities, and establishing meaningful dialogue and consequent actions (Foot 
and Ross, 2010). 

 

A subsequent study (Foot et al., 2011) suggested that early published Quality 
Accounts justified this caution. There was considerable variation in the 

contents and presentation of the accounts (e.g. the number of quality 
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measures and the aspects of performance measured), which also had 

numerous technical limitations (e.g. the measures were often presented 
without definition, context or discussion). Disappointingly, given the 

'philosophy' underlying the approach, involvement of stakeholders was also 
regarded as weak. There was a lack of comparative data which limited the 

accounts as instruments of accountability.  Foot et al. (2011) argued, 
therefore, for greater consistency and some mandatory content (including 

some performance measures), whilst maintaining a local dimension. Reporting 
of a small set of core indicators was indeed mandated later (Department of 

Health, 2012c; 2013).The indicators which must be reported by ambulance 
trusts are shown in figure 23.4. They are selected from the dashboard 

indicators, although on what basis is not clear. 
 

 
Figure 23.4 about here 

 
 

The local development of accounts seems desirable in terms of promoting 

stakeholder engagement, deliberation, reflexivity and accountability, and in 
responding to specific local requirements for information. However, it does 

mean that each ambulance service in England could produce markedly 
different types of report, hampering comparability and benchmarking. The 

diverse set of audiences for Quality Accounts means they are intended to serve 
potentially contradictory purposes; particularly in terms of how far they can 

support both internal processes for quality improvement and external 
accountability (Heath and Wankhade, 2014). 

 
The 'bottom up philosophy' of Quality Accounts is also at odds with that of the 

dashboard, which is a standardised set of indicators, imposed 'top down'. Thus 
English ambulance services must now address two performance measurement 

regimes, both of which seem an improvement on the previous regime, but 
which differ considerably. 

 

Organisational Culture 

 

Simons (1999) has identified four 'levers' which organisations may use to 
implement management control. These are dealt with in more detail elsewhere 

in this volume and so are discussed here briefly. They are:  
 

• Belief Systems 

The explicit sets of definitions which are communicated formally and 

reinforced systematically by senior managers to provide basic values, 
purpose and direction for the organisation (cf. organisational culture). 

 
• Boundary Systems 

The explicit statements in formal information systems which define 
specific risks to be avoided and how they are to be avoided (e.g. audit 

controls). 
 

• Diagnostic Control Systems 
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The formal information systems which managers use to monitor 

organisational outcomes and to correct deviations from pre-set standards 
of performance (e.g. budgeting).  

 
• Interactive Control Systems 

The formal information systems which managers use to involve 
themselves in the decision activities of their subordinates by regular 

dialogue. 
 

Figure 23.5 shows how the levers are linked in Simons' conceptual framework. 

Simons argues that organisations need to have a range of control instruments 
because it is necessary to have the appropriate balance between various 

factors which affect the performance of the organisation, such as: 
 

• Freedom and constraint; 

• Empowerment and accountability; 

• Bottom up creativity and top down direction; 

• Experimentation and efficiency; 

• Innovation and stability; 

• Emergent and intended strategy. 

 

It is more effective, therefore, if management exerts control through the full 
range of levers rather than a single one; as long as they support and 

complement each other, rather than conflict (e.g. where budgetary control 
might emphasise financial rewards and the organisational culture intrinsic 

rewards). However, the levers do not automatically align with each other. Also 
what is the appropriate balance between them will vary from organisation to 

organisation and from time to time.  
 

 
Figure 23.5 about here 

 
 

Control in organisations can be seen as supporting efforts to achieve corporate 
objectives, whilst adjusting to changes in the organisation's environment. 

Following Simons, therefore, such control by senior management seems most 

easily exercised where there is a strong unitary organisational culture which 
encompasses executives' values and is in line with the other levers of control. 

This does not correspond well to the situation of the English ambulance 
service.  

 
This is particularly significant because changing organisational cultures rather 

than structures has become a fashionable prescription for health service 
reform in the UK. However,  changing cultures is not easy as an organisation's 

culture is subject to various local contingencies (see, for example, Wankhade 
et al., 2015). Therefore, the issues of how organisational cultures are 

perpetuated and how organisational cultures and sub-cultures support 
resistance to attempts at organisational change are important. Ogbonna and 

Harris (2014) suggest that factors such as historical legacy, subcultural 
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dynamics and external influences can, under relevant circumstances, promote 

a level of cultural perpetuation which acts as a strong barrier to efforts at 
culture management and change. 

 
This argument is important for the ambulance service where serious attempts 

have been made to reform cultural values around the professionalization of 
paramedics. The identity of the paramedic as a multi-skilled clinical 

professional is intended to supersede that associated with the role which 
concentrates only on rapid transportation to A&E. Similarly, values around the 

notion of the ambulance service as the 'health arm of the emergency services' 
are to be replaced by those associated with the 'emergency arm of the health 

service'. 
 

However, there is evidence that this transformation of culture has not been 
totally successful (McCann et al., 2013; Wankhade et al., 2015). The tendency 

for rapid response to be pre-dominantly valued in the existing culture 

supported resistance to embracing professionalization wholeheartedly. 
Wankhade (2012) reported that a variety of assumptions, values and beliefs 

were held in the sub-cultures of different occupational 'tribes' (i.e. executives, 
middle managers, paramedics and control room staff) at the ambulance 

service he researched, rather than a dominant belief system. 
   

Moreover, Radcliffe and Heath (2009) argued that organisational sub-cultures 

and the performance management regime then in place reinforced each other 
in countering efforts at reform. Attempts to bring 'top-down' cultural change 

also come up against the pressing need to deal with issues like increasing 
demand and declining resources  (Wankhade and Brinkman, 2014). However, 

Radcliffe and Heath also contended that the influence of central government in 
favour of professionalization did have some effect. Thus historical legacy, 

subcultural dynamics and extra-organisational influences all played a part. 
Notably, however, the views of service users had a limited impact on the 

culture(s).  

 
The changing role and identity of ambulance personnel and the conflict 

between professional cultures and management objectives  around this, have 
significant implications for government policy. At the same time, this 

phenomenon adds to our understanding of management control. The English 
ambulance service presents an interesting case, therefore, where the senior 

executives' belief system is countered by both resistant sub-cultural norms and 
the diagnostic lever (i.e. the predominant performance indicator: rapid 

response times). 

 

Discussion 

 
The ambulance performance management regime has moved from a single 

measure model to a wider set of indicators and this has been generally 
welcomed. The thinking behind the dashboard reflects the debates about the 

previous performance measurement regime. Both the criticisms of the regime 
and the research into the changing role of the ambulance service seem to have 
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influenced the reforms. However, within the larger debates between NPM and 

NPS or NPG, it is important to examine the extent to which the current 
ambulance performance frameworks exhibit public involvement and patient 

participation. 
 

It is unclear as to how and to what extent the views of ambulance staff and 
other stakeholders were accessed and used in setting up the dashboard or how 

they participate in the revisions promised. Quality Accounts, on the other 
hand, echo the NPS/NPG literature on participation. However, there are 

questions about the practical issues which arise and the extent to which they 
do contribute towards the ambitious objectives of more debate and reflection 

on performance, greater stakeholder engagement and so on. The extent to 
which the dashboard and Quality Accounts are based on different approaches 

to performance reporting and accountability may also prove significant. 
 

An emphasis on the negotiation of values, meaning and relationships is central 

to NPG (Osborne, 2010). This is also of critical importance when considering 
the problem of implementation, particularly where such a process involves 

attempts to modify the prevailing culture.  Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) 
demonstrated that central government policy initiatives are often not 

implemented fully or as intended when applied locally. Policy implementation 
studies have now moved away from seeing the process as a top-down 

management problem, in which any deviation from the original intentions is 
perceived as being a management failure, to one which is more the end result 

of a period of negotiation and consensus building (Susskind, 2006; Hill and 
Hupe, 2014).  

 
Indeed, the idea that policy outcomes are the result of a ‘negotiated order’, in 

which those affected by the policy play a part in its implementation by how 
they respond to that policy, is a key to understanding the nature of policy 

‘success’ and ‘failure’ (see Barrett and Fudge, 1981).  Such an approach is also 

found in Lipsky’s concept of ‘street-level bureaucracy’ which contains within it 
concerns 'to recognise the validity of the perspective of low level officials and 

of the public to whom they relate’ (Hill and Hupe, 2014, p. 199). It may be 
argued then that the development of a set of performance measures which 

involves an awareness and understanding of the perspectives of users and 
those delivering the service, as well as those of senior managers, will result in 

a more sustainable and effective  regime. 
 

This approach has similarities to that of Crozier and Friedberg (Crozier, 1964; 
Crozier and Friedberg, 1980). They see organisations as both the setting for 

conflict and confrontation between organisational ‘players’, which they 
characterise as games, and for their resolution.  Actors pursue stratagems to 

meet their own needs or objectives through ‘games playing’. However, these 
games have the paradoxical effect of integrating the actors into the 

organisation, because the rules of the game are accepted by the players. 

Power is then “a bargaining relationship over time within a framework of 
constraints which the actors cannot easily change. As a bargaining relationship, 
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the power game centres around the predictability of behaviour.” (Crozier, 1976, 

p.307) 

 

Thus Crozier and Friedberg do not see the players in their games as being 
equal. Instead power is seen as a central feature of organisational life, which 

cannot be reduced to the formal authority structure. In their model, 
uncertainty explains power. Crozier (1976) argues that “Regulation is not 

achieved by command, evaluation and control, but indirectly by the results of 
games where each partner fights for his own interests...and must cater to the 

wishes of a stronger partner...” (p.303). Those in a position to cope with 
uncertainty have informal power over those who are dependent on their 

choices. (Thus skilled manual workers or public sector professionals, for 
example, may have sway over those who manage them.) However, social 

constraints prevent actors taking too much advantage of their power, otherwise 
organisations would cease to function. Moreover, they accept their inferiority in 

one game because they are always part of other games where they may be in 

a superior position. 
  

Friedberg (2009) explains that the approach is based on 'borrowings' of two 

key concepts from American social science: Dahl's concept of the relational 
theory of power and Simon's concept of bounded rationality. The positional 

theory of power stresses the interactions between interdependent but partially 
autonomous individuals pursuing their own personal strategies in terms of their 

expectations of other actors' likely behaviour. This behaviour is 'rational', 
therefore, in terms of satisficing under imperfect knowledge. The social order 

of organisations is the emerging (and possibly temporary) outcome of the 
boundedly rational but purposeful behaviour of the participants.  

 
Moreover, Crozier (1964) identified a workers' sub-culture in the organisations 

he studied, which was adopted by all staff except new or marginalised 
employees, despite all other differences (such as class background or political 

allegiance). There was, therefore, only a short learning period before new 

members were socialised into the dominant set of beliefs and attitudes by a 
process of autonomous group development. The main features of the sub-

culture concern demands for independence and autonomy and oppose the 
goals of the organisation and the aims of management. However, whilst this is 

a rigid system of attitudes and beliefs, derived from the pressure of the group, 
practical behaviour is not entirely determined by it, but also affected by other 

considerations. Management attempts to use both formal authority 
relationships and informal arrangements to guide group solidarity, the effects 

of the sub-culture and the power struggle to a conflictual but stable equilibrium 
(Crozier, 1964). 

 
Conclusion 

 
The recent history of performance management in the English ambulance 

service presents an interesting case, where factors like perverse incentives and 

sub-cultural resistance act to impede top-down management efforts. New 
Public Governance would suggest that effective performance evaluation 

regimes require the participation of stakeholders, including service users and 
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employees. Implementation theories suggest central government policies are 

unlikely to be implemented effectively without recognising the perspectives of 
employees in a negotiated order. The work of Crozier and Friedberg suggests 

that paramedics and control room staff are likely to have strong sub-cultures 
valuing independence, which support the significant relational power they 

derive from their specialist expertise. Our case points to the validity of all these 
suggestions.  

 
The research reviewed broadly supports the policy of expanding the role of 

ambulance paramedics and the development of a wider range of performance 
indicators. However, the literature suggests that not involving stakeholders 

may incur resistance to change.  The policy implications resulting from this 
include the need for government to engage more readily with ambulance 

paramedics and other professionals in the continuing refinement and 
implementation of performance measurement tools, especially if attempts to 

change organizational culture are to be effective.   

 
In addition the issue of involving users of the service is relevant. Different 

perspectives may emerge concerning the purpose of the ambulance service 
when users are increasingly involved. NPG is a response to an era in which 

governance and implementation has become more difficult and the divorce 
between user and provider perspectives have continued.  Greater user 

involvement may be a challenge to service providers and user perspectives on 
the purpose of the service will need further research.  Similarly, there may be 

an important issue surrounding a generational difference between older 
ambulance personnel and more recently trained professionals with a wider 

range of skills, where the traditional view of the ambulance service as simply 
the emergency transport of patients is challenged. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 23.1 The Balanced Scorecard 
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Figure 23.2 National Performance Requirements for Ambulance 
Services 

 

STATUS PERFORMANCE INDICATOR 

Immediately life threatening 

(Category A) 

Response within 8 minutes irrespective 

of location in 75% of cases.  
Fully equipped ambulance in attendance 

within 14/19 minutes of initial call in 
95% of cases (unless control room 

decides an ambulance is not required) 

Urgent need for hospital care 
defined by doctor 

Patient should arrive at hospital within 
15 minutes of arrival time specified by 

the doctor in 95% of cases 

All other patients  
(Category B/C) 

Response within 14 minutes (urban) or 
19 minutes (rural) 
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Figure 23.3 List of Ambulance Clinical Quality Indicators 
 

1 Outcome from acute ST-elevation myocardial infarction (STEMI) 

2 Outcome from cardiac arrest – return of spontaneous circulation 

3 Outcome from cardiac arrest – survival to discharge 

4 Outcome following stroke for ambulance patients 

5 Proportion of calls closed with telephone advice or managed without 
transport to A&E (where clinically appropriate) 

6 Re-contact rate following discharge of care (i.e. closure with telephone 
advice or following treatment at the scene) 

7 Call abandonment rate 

8 Time to answer calls 

9 Service experience 

10 The eight minute response time concerning immediately life threatening 

cases and provision of transport within nineteen minutes where needed 

11 Time to treatment by an ambulance-dispatched health professional 

 

 

Figure 23.4 Quality Indicators to be included in English  

Ambulance Service Quality Accounts 

 

1 Percentage of Category A telephone calls resulting in a response at the 
scene of the emergency within eight minutes. 

2 Percentage of Category A telephone calls resulting in an ambulance 
response at the scene within nineteen minutes. 

3 Percentage of patients with pre-existing diagnosis of ST elevation 

myocardial infarction who received an appropriate care bundle. 

4 Percentage of patients with suspected stroke who received an 

appropriate care bundle. 
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