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ABSTRACT Accounting scholars are paying increasing attention to the notion of commensuration, or
the translation of different objects into common metrics that make the entities that are subject to perfor-
mance evaluation comparable, and the effects this has on organizational behavior. This body of research
draws attention to organizations’ commensuration work, defined as the efforts that evaluated organizations
expend in pursuing and dealing with resistance to commensuration, but has mainly explored how such
work emerges in response to a single set of comparable metrics such as individual rankings or ratings.
By contrast, we ask how commensuration work unfolds in relation to a broader assemblage of calculative
infrastructures. Such infrastructures can entail multiple, inter-related performance evaluation procedures
that influence organizations’ commensuration work and give rise to complex patterns of reactivity, denoting
the propensity of organizations to alter their behavior as they internalize external pressures for performance
evaluation. Our empirical findings underline the importance of adopting a multi-layered view of commen-
suration work, that entails both direct and indirect forms of reactivity, as it unfolds in relation to a broader
assemblage of calculative infrastructures. We discuss the implications of adopting such a view for future
research on commensuration and related research on performance evaluation.
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Introduction

Accounting scholars have long taken a keen interest in the regulatory standards that govern
the development of organizational accounting practices as they evolve as an integral part of
broader, societal reform programs (Miller, 1991; Modell, 2014). A particular type of standard-
ization that is gaining increasing recognition in this body of scholarship is that concerned with
the notion of commensuration, or the translation of different objects into common metrics that
make the entities that are subject to performance evaluation comparable (Espeland & Stevens,
1998, 2008). Accounting research exploring this phenomenon has mainly evolved along two
trajectories. The first stream of research has focused on how mechanisms of commensuration,
such as the categorization of qualitative phenomena into comparable metrics, come into being
and govern broader populations of organizations (e.g., Crvelin & Lohlein, 2022; Mehrpouya

Correspondence Address: Sven Modell, Alliance Manchester Business School, University of Manchester, NHH — Nor-
wegian School of Economics and Turku School of Economics, Booth Street West, Manchester M15 6PB, UK. Email:
sven.modell @manchester.ac.uk

Paper accepted by Beatriz Garcia Osma.

© 2023 European Accounting Association


https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09638180.2023.2166091&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-01-18
mailto:sven.modell@manchester.ac.uk

2 F Sviirdsten and S. Modell

& Samiolo, 2016; Pollock & D’Adderio, 2012; Unerman et al., 2018). The second and more
substantial body of research examines how evaluated organizations respond to such mechanisms
(e.g., Englund & Gerdin, 2020; Gerdin & Englund, 2019; Kolk et al., 2008; Kornberger & Carter,
2010; Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005; Scott & Orlikowski, 2012). Much of this research documents
how such responses are underpinned by strong tendencies toward reactivity, or the propensity of
organizations to alter their behavior as they internalize external pressures for performance evalu-
ation (Espeland & Sauder, 2007, 2016), but also draws attention to how such reactive tendencies
may be contested by actors who resist or strive to transform the mechanisms through which
commensuration is brought about (e.g., Englund & Gerdin, 2020; Gerdin & Englund, 2019;
Mennicken, 2013; Pollock et al., 2018; Samiolo, 2012).

While prior research on commensuration provides valuable insights into what some authors
call commensuration work (Habran & Mouritsen, 2022; Rindova et al., 2018), or the efforts that
evaluated organizations expend in pursuing and dealing with resistance to commensuration, it has
mostly examined the development and impact of a single set of metrics such as individual rank-
ings or ratings.! With the exception of a small number of studies that examine how organizations
respond to competing rankings or ratings (Dorn, 2019; Pollock et al., 2018; Sauder & Espeland,
2006; Slager & Gond, 2022), little attention has been paid to how commensuration evolves in
response to a wider range of co-existing performance evaluation procedures. This underplays the
potential complexity of commensuration work. Extending research on commensuration work to
examine how it is influenced by a wider range of performance evaluation procedures, that are not
necessarily in competition with each other, is not least important in contexts where organizations
are governed by a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures. Calculative infrastructures
have been defined as a ‘relatively stabilized chain of accounting calculations and associated nar-
ratives’ (Kurunméki & Miller, 2013, p. 1101) and may entail multiple, inter-related performance
evaluation procedures that help to establish and maintain societal reform programs (Juven, 2019;
Reilley & Scheytt, 2019).

The discussion above raises the question of how organizations’ commensuration work unfolds
where a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures underpins societal reform programs.
We address this research question in the context of Swedish central government during a period
when calculative infrastructures, that entailed a considerable element of commensuration, were
partly de-stabilized by governance reforms that sought to radically increase the reporting discre-
tion of Swedish government agencies. We show how these reforms led an individual government
agency to engage in a significant amount of internally initiated commensuration work to advance
new performance reporting practices, but that this work was reinforced by a broader assemblage
of calculative infrastructures that contributed to the stabilization of these practices. In contrast
to prior research on commensuration, these insights lead us to advance a multi-layered view
of commensuration work that recognizes that such work is not necessarily confined to efforts
emerging as a direct reaction to pre-existing, comparable metrics, but that it may also entail
indirect forms of reactivity that are implicated in a reciprocal interplay with commensuration.
While the commensuration work initially emerged as a response to a lack of clear guidelines for
how Swedish government agencies should structure their performance reporting, it was gradu-
ally connected to a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures which reinforced indirect
forms of reactivity that led to further commensuration work and ultimately constrained perfor-
mance reporting. We extend this reciprocal, multi-layered view of commensuration work by

'Rankings and ratings differ insofar as the former involve the assignment of a unique, rank-ordered value to each
evaluated entity while the latter can, in principle, assign the same value to multiple entities. However, both types of
performance evaluation rely on a process of commensuration whereby evaluated entities are made comparable across
particular objects of evaluation (see Ringel et al., 2021)



Accounting, Calculative Infrastructures and Commensuration Work 3

distinguishing between three types of work — categorization work, metricization work and trac-
ing work — as a basis for explaining how such work evolves and discuss the implications for
future research on commensuration.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. We start by outlining how evaluated
organizations’ commensuration work has been conceptualized in prior research and advance a
preliminary theoretical framework for our analysis. We then introduce our research context and
methods before describing how the commensuration work unfolded in our field study site. We
conclude the paper with a discussion of our findings and their implications for future research.

Theoretical Framework

The notion of commensuration occupies a central position in the sociology of quantification
(Espeland & Stevens, 2008; Mennicken & Espeland, 2019) and has attracted considerable atten-
tion as the bedrock of performance evaluation practices that rely on the ability of decision-makers
to make judgements about the relative performance of evaluated entities (see e.g., Espeland &
Sauder, 2007; Esposito & Stark, 2019; Jeacle & Carter, 2011; Kolk et al., 2008; Mehrpouya &
Samiolo, 2016; Stark, 2020). In contrast to modes of evaluation that treat the objects of eval-
uation as unique, uncertain and multi-dimensional singularities (Bialecki et al., 2017; Karpik,
2010), commensuration relies on the translation of different objects into common metrics that
facilitate comparisons across evaluated entities (Espeland & Stevens, 1998, 2008). As such, com-
mensuration imbues metrics with an air of certainty and accuracy, even though the underlying
object of evaluation is variable and not always possible to standardize.

Following the view of commensurable metrics as imbued with an air of certainty and accu-
racy, it is perhaps not surprising that organizations’ commensuration work is often seen as a
response to their need for uncertainty reduction and legitimacy in the eyes of external audiences.
According to Espeland (1998, p. 24), an important driving force behind organizations’ pursuit
of commensuration is the urge ‘to impose order, exert control, or manage uncertainty’. Even
though the uncertainty reduction that follows from commensuration is often incomplete (Espos-
ito & Stark, 2019; Habran & Mouritsen, 2022; Sauder et al., 2021; Sauder & Espeland, 2009),
the use of commensurable metrics may fill organizations with a sense of order that enhances their
confidence that they are behaving appropriately. Similarly, compliance with performance metrics
that make organizations comparable with their peers bestows social legitimacy on them because
it enhances society’s trust that they are performing in accordance with acceptable norms and
standards (Espeland & Stevens, 1998; Jeacle & Carter, 2011; Porter, 1995). Such legitimacy can,
in turn, reinforce organizations’ confidence in the appropriateness of their actions and provides
a basis for imbuing organizational behavior with a sense of order and predictability. Hence,
as driving forces behind commensuration work, organizations’ need for uncertainty reduction
and legitimacy are often closely intertwined and not always possible to disentangle in empirical
inquiries (Espeland & Stevens, 1998).

To unpack the notion of commensuration work, it is meaningful to disaggregate this construct
into at least three distinct but inter-related types of work that play different roles in organizations.
The first type of work is what we will refer to as categorization work. According to Espeland and
Stevens (1998), commensuration typically starts with the creation of new categories, or novel
objects of comparison, that become constitutive of social realities. Such categorization work is
distinct from the efforts to make categories measurable or what we will refer to as metricization
work. Such quantification efforts are a key part of the process of establishing the relative posi-
tion of evaluated entities along the categories that are included in performance evaluation and
imbue such entities with value (Espeland & Stevens, 1998; Ringel et al., 2021). Finally, we add
a third type of work, labeled tracing work, to capture the efforts to connect commensuration to
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calculative infrastructures. As noted by Power (2019, 2021), the existence of such infrastructures
often implies that actors around and within organizations have an interest in tracing the chains of
calculation that influence their accounting practices and making these connections visible for the
sake of legitimizing such practices. Correspondingly, we may conceive of the efforts to connect a
focal set of comparable metrics to a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures within and
beyond organizations as a particular type of work that is distinct from, but potentially influencing,
their ability to create new categories and make such categories measurable.

While commensuration work, such as that outlined above, may emerge as a reactive response
to external pressures that aims at reducing uncertainty and enhancing or maintaining organiza-
tional legitimacy (Espeland & Sauder, 2007, 2016), such work is often subject to contestation
that weakens reactive tendencies. The likelihood of contestation is partly dependent on the
extent to which diverse organizational actors harbor a pronounced commensuration mindset,
defined as an inherent propensity to seek out and use comparable metrics, or whether they are
inclined to champion other modes of evaluation that detract from such metrics (Espeland, 1998;
Espeland & Stevens, 1998). The extent to which one or the other mindset dominates can, in
turn, be understood against the backdrop of the interests and values that different actors espouse.
Since commensuration is often an integral part of organizational valuation processes (Fourcade,
2011; Jeacle, 2022; Lamont, 2012), it nearly inevitably raises questions about whose values are
represented by commensurable metrics and whose values are at risk of being marginalized by
the use of such metrics. For instance, in her seminal study of commensuration within the US
Bureau of Reclamation, Espeland (1998) documents how a group of bureaucrats, who displayed
a pronounced commensuration mindset, engaged in forceful quantification efforts and how these
efforts were contested by actors whose professional values were largely incompatible with the
mode of valuation that followed in the wake of commensuration. Following Lamont (2012),
we may conceive of such conflicts as rooted in heterarchies of values. The existence of such
heterarchies means that a set of heterogeneous values co-exist without being subordinate or
superordinate to each other and this, in turn, is likely to render commensuration an inherently
contested phenomenon.

Accounting scholars have especially documented two strategies of contestation that often
emerge in response to organizations’ commensuration work but that can also intensify the work
aimed at dealing with resistance. The first is for organizational actors who resist the use of sup-
posedly commensurable metrics to draw attention to incommensurables, or the unique properties
of the objects of evaluation that such metrics occlude (Englund & Gerdin, 2020; Espeland,
1998; Gerdin & Englund, 2019; Mennicken, 2013; Rainelli-Weiss & Huault, 2016; Samiolo,
2012). This strategy of contestation is most likely to occur where actors agree about which met-
rics should be used for evaluation, but disagree about how such metrics should be used. For
instance, in her study of the use of cost—benefit analyses to make the environmental impacts
of the flood defences of Venice commensurable, Samiolo (2012) found that actors who resisted
specific calculations sought to problematize them by highlighting the unique and differentiated
natural environment that they purported to reflect although they did not necessarily contest the
need to calculate benefits and costs as such. Similarly, studies of commensuration in universities
have found that different actors may agree about which metrics should be used for performance
evaluation, but disagree about whether it is appropriate to use such metrics for comparing per-
formance across different entities and thus obscuring the uniqueness of what is being evaluated
(Englund & Gerdin, 2020; Gerdin & Englund, 2019). To deal with such resistance, organiza-
tions may need to engage in additional commensuration work that aims at alleviating conflicts.
Hence, we need to conceive of commensuration work as an organizational phenomenon that
is implicated in a reciprocal relationship with the attempts of some actors to draw attention to
incommensurables.
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The second, major strategy of contestation that has been documented in the literature on com-
mensuration is for organizational actors to draw attention to alternative metrics or performance
aspects to those being used for the purpose of commensuration in an attempt to challenge them
or resist compliance with a single set of metrics (Dorn, 2019; Elsbach & Kramer, 1996; Huault
& Rainelli-Weiss, 2011; Pollock et al., 2018; Sauder & Espeland, 2006, 2009; Slager & Gond,
2022). This strategy of contestation is different from attempts to draw attention to incommen-
surables in that it does not necessarily question the appropriateness of basing evaluations on
commensurable metrics, but rather challenges which metrics should be used for this purpose.
For instance, in their study of the influence of multiple rankings promoted by information tech-
nology analysts, Pollock et al. (2018) showed that the organizations that were being ranked did
not slavishly comply with specific rankings but used diverse rankings, that focused on slightly
different performance aspects, to challenge and even transform the metrics that were being used
to rank them through their continuous dealings with such analysts. This suggests a view of com-
mensuration as a malleable phenomenon, that is not necessarily imposed on organizations in a
ready-made format, but that rather evolves as a result of a reciprocal interplay between the com-
mensuration work conducted by propagators of diverse performance evaluation procedures and
the attempts by evaluated entities to manipulate such procedures. Similar to the additional com-
mensuration work that may be required to alleviate conflicts due to attempts to draw attention
to incommensurables, it is thus useful to conceive of such work as a dynamic phenomenon that
may both cause actors to mobilize alternative metrics or performance aspects and that gradually
evolves as a response to this strategy of contestation.

The above discussion leads us to propose a theoretical framework for examining how com-
mensuration work unfolds (see Figure 1). We posit that the root causes of such work, that amplify
organizations’ reactive responses to external pressures, are their need for uncertainty reduc-
tion and legitimacy. Insofar as organizations’ commensuration work is successful and relatively
uncontested, we may also expect the levels of perceived uncertainty to be reduced and organi-
zational legitimacy to be enhanced or maintained. However, since commensuration work can be
contested, it is also important to recognize how strategies of contestation, such as the attempts by
organizational actors to draw attention to incommensurables and alternative metrics and perfor-
mance aspects, emerge and affect the continuous unfolding of such work. While these strategies
of contestation may emerge as a consequence of the initial commensuration work that is under-
taken by organizations, they are also likely to be implicated in a reciprocal interplay with the
work that is involved in dealing with resistance. In our empirical analysis, we extend this view
of how commensuration work unfolds by examining how it relates to a broader assemblage of
calculative infrastructures. In doing so, we treat the salience of such infrastructures as a general,
theoretical boundary condition (as denoted by the dotted line in Figure 1) and then flesh out the
exact role of such infrastructures in relation to the commensuration work under examination as
a basis for further theory development.

Research Context and Methods

Our empirical study is set in the context of Swedish central government. This context constitutes
a relatively unique setting in the sense that government agencies, which constitute the execu-
tive branch of central government, have long enjoyed a high degree of discretion as part of a
highly devolved system of governance. Several commentators have noted that Swedish govern-
ment agencies are more sheltered from direct interventions by elected politicians in operating
matters than similar organizations in many other jurisdictions (Modell, 2021; Molander et al.,
2002; Pierre, 2004). The ministers in charge of the government offices to which the agencies
are held accountable are constitutionally prohibited from intervening in such matters. This has
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework.

enhanced the autonomy of Swedish government agencies and contributed to institutionalizing an
ideal conception of them as relatively unconstrained insofar as the design of control practices is
concerned.

Starting in the late 1980s, a partially new, calculative infrastructure that was, to a large extent,
inspired by the diffusion of New Public Management discourses (see Hood, 1991, 1995) emerged
within this system of governance. The starting point for this development was the introduction
of management by objectives as a means of further deregulating governance practices and induc-
ing a long-term planning horizon extending beyond the annual budgetary cycle (Modell et al.,
2007; Sundstroém, 2003). Management by objectives came to rest on the agencies’ appropriation
directives, which set out their annual performance targets and specified the financial resources
available to meet those targets while also governing the format of their annual reports to the
Government. The reporting format was determined by the so-called activity structure in the
appropriation directives which divided agency operations into different activity areas. The activ-
ity structure aimed at making especially the costs of activity areas comparable across the agencies
in order to facilitate the Government’s allocation of resources and also offered a common tem-
plate for linking such costs to quantifiable performance indicators. As such, the appropriation
directives entailed an element of commensuration even though the tasks entrusted to the agencies
vary considerably and are rarely comparable in operational terms.
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The introduction of management by objectives was followed by reforms that transformed other
parts of the calculative infrastructures governing Swedish government agencies. In 1998, the
National Audit Office (NAO) was split into two organizations to separate its advisory role from
its auditing practices (Sundstrom, 2003). The advisory role was vested in the Swedish National
Financial Management Agency (SNFMA), which functions as the Government’s expert on
accounting and control issues. Even though it has no mandatory regulatory powers, it is charged
with the development and dissemination of ‘good accounting practices’ in central government
and supports Swedish government agencies in interpreting regulations issued by the Govern-
ment and Parliament. The norms and guidelines emerging form its work may be seen as the basis
for calculative infrastructures that complement those provided by the NAO, which subsequently
became a pure auditing body with the audits of the agencies’ annual reports and more targeted
performance audits focusing on specific operating areas as its main evaluation procedures (Gron-
lund et al., 2011). To some extent, the evaluation procedures of the NAO and the SNFMA also
remained interlinked. Since its inception, the SNFMA has conducted the so-called Financial
Management Evaluations, which are broadly based assessments of the accounting practices and
related administrative procedures of Swedish government agencies, on an annual basis. Critical
remarks from the NAO can have a negative impact on these evaluations, which entail a rating
of most agencies along a number of comparable metrics reflecting the quality of their account-
ing practices. Hence, the Financial Management Evaluations imposed yet another element of
commensuration on the agencies.

The reforms described above established a relatively stable assemblage of calculative infras-
tructures (cf. Kurunmiki & Miller, 2013; Power, 2015) that underpinned a societal reform
program pivoting on the need to enhance agency autonomy and accountability for results. How-
ever, following growing criticisms that especially management by objectives failed to reduce
the element of detailed control, but rather increased the agencies’ reporting requirements, addi-
tional reforms that de-stabilized parts of this infrastructure emerged in the 2000s. In response to
these criticisms, the Government initiated a comprehensive inquiry, called the Performance Man-
agement Investigation, in 2006 to assess the efficacy of management by objectives and provide
recommendations for its future development (Swedish Government, 2007). The Performance
Management Investigation proposed relatively far-reaching changes that were aimed at simpli-
fying the agencies’ performance reporting and, not least, enhancing their discretion in this regard
(see Svirdsten, 2015).

To further agency autonomy, the Performance Management Investigation advised the Govern-
ment to abolish the activity structure in the appropriation directives and replace the attempts to
couple resource allocation decisions to comparable costs with the distribution of block grants
which should then be re-allocated within the agencies. It also recommended that the agen-
cies should effectively be allowed to determine their own, short-term performance targets and
adapt their reporting to better reflect their unique, operating characteristics. This emphasis on
the uniqueness of agency operations can be seen as an attempt to affirm their singularities (cf.
Bialecki et al., 2017; Karpik, 2010) and reduce the emphasis on commensuration that was pre-
viously afforded by the appropriation directives. The only restrictions that were being proposed
were that the performance targets and reporting should be based on measurable outputs and
linked to the costs associated with delivering specific outputs and that their performance report-
ing should be structured in ways that enabled the Government to track their performance over
time.

New regulations that largely reflected the recommendations of the Performance Management
Investigation came into force in 2009 (Swedish Parliament, 2009). Around the same time, the
first author of this paper initiated a field study in the Swedish Energy Agency (SEA) which
extended between October 2009 and December 2011. The SEA was founded in 1998 and at the
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time of our study it had approximately 350 employees working in six departments. The agency’s
mission is to further the development of an economically and ecologically sustainable energy
system at a national as well as global level and it has historically been dominated by professional
values that strongly support this mission. The vast majority of its employees have an academic
degree and many of them possess significant expertise in the areas of energy production and
sustainability. The agency supports research for increased energy efficiency and provides both
services, such as knowledge support for energy efficiency in municipal and industrial networks,
and physical products, such as electronic energy efficiency calculation models for private house-
holds. It also acts as an expert on energy-related policy issues and supports the Government
in relation to specific events, such as international conferences, and through ongoing consul-
tations on energy-related matters. The SEA is governed by the Ministry of Enterprise, Energy
and Communications (MEEC), with which it has a close working relationship, but also receives
assignments from the Ministry of the Environment.

Our field study in the SEA followed the process of determining the format of the agency’s
annual report, which entailed a considerable element of commensuration work, as it evolved in
real time as a response to the Government’s changing reform agenda. All data collection was
conducted by the first author and mainly comprised interviews, observations and consultation of
various documentary sources. Consistent with ethical guidelines for academic research in Swe-
den, informed consent was obtained orally. The selection of interviewees was primarily based
on the criterion that they should be involved in the process of determining the new reporting for-
mat and, especially, the definition of the agency’s outputs that formed a key part of this process.
Another criterion was that the interviewees must represent all departments within the agency,
as we wanted to know whether various activities were more or less difficult to translate into the
emerging reporting format. Subject to these criteria, a snowball sampling approach was adopted
for selecting interviewees in the SEA (Berg & Lune, 2012).

In total, 20 interviews with 16 individuals were undertaken in the SEA. Key informants,
such as the Chief Accountant and two members of the Central Office, were interviewed on
several occasions. In addition to the interviews within the SEA, the first author interviewed
three civil servants within the MEEC who have extensive contacts with the agency. He also
interviewed and held extensive, informal discussions with two of the civil servants in charge of
the Performance Management Investigation and a civil servant working for the SNFMA (see
Online Appendix A). The interviews generally lasted between 60 and 90 min and followed a
semi-structured format. With the respondents’ permission, all interviews were digitally recorded
and were complemented with manual notes to document emerging impressions and non-verbal
cues. In conjunction with the interviews, the first author also had ample opportunities to engage
informally with the interviewees.

The interviews were complemented with observations of four meetings that aimed at find-
ing a way of modifying the definition of output in response to emerging attempts to contest the
agency’s commensuration work (see Online Appendix B and C). The meetings were documented
through digital recordings and note-taking by the first author. The meeting observations played
a valuable role in our analysis as they provided rich insights into the conflicts that emerged from
the SEA’s initial commensuration work and how actors promoting this work sought to overcome
resistance. The analysis was further enriched by various types of documents, such as relevant
government inquiries, bills, reports published by the SNFMA, the SEA’s annual reports, operat-
ing plans, meeting protocols and internal working material and presentation material related to
the process under examination. Our study was also informed by a parallel study of the evolving
auditing practices of the NAO during the period under examination (see Gronlund et al., 2011;
Svirdsten, 2019).



Amplifiers

Accounting, Calculative Infrastructures and Commensuration Work 9

Uncertainty related to
Government’s reporting
requirements.

Uncertainty related to
NAO audits and legitimacy

concerns related to

Legitimacy concerns
related to NAO audits and
Financial Management

Evaluations.

l

Tracing work.

|

Categorization work

Financial Management

Evaluations.

Tracing work.

Commensuration work
entailing indirect layer of

reactivity

Commensuration work
entailing direct layer of
reactivity

Nascent categorization Categorization work Metricization work

supported by tracing work
related to SNFMA

guidelines.

work. "I supported by tracing
work related to
SNFMA guidelines.

supported by tracing
work related to SEA
time-recording system.

|

Contestation based on

Contestation

Continued
attention to alternative contestation until
performance aspects compromise found.

and incommensurables.

Analytical phase

Initial commensuration work Continued contestation and resolution

(early 2010 to late 2011)

Continued commensuration work and

(early autumn to late 2009) contestation (late 2009 to early 2010)

Figure 2. Summary of empirical analysis.

The initial analysis of the data took the form of ongoing, open-ended coding as the research
unfolded and resulted in a relatively extensive report that accounted for key empirical findings.
The first author had the opportunity of validating this analysis through presentations to selected
staff within the SEA. Our more theoretically informed analysis reported in the present paper then
followed a largely abductive approach (Lukka & Modell, 2010; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012)
that aimed at advancing ‘thick explanations’ (Lukka & Modell, 2010, p. 466) of the commensu-
ration work unfolding in the SEA. Advancing such explanations required us to ground our etic,
theoretically informed analysis in a rich process description providing a context-sensitive, emic
understanding of how this work evolved (Lukka & Modell, 2010, 2017). Through this analy-
sis, we gradually came to realize that the commensuration work unfolding in the SEA could
be divided into two overriding categories of work where one entailed a direct layer of reactiv-
ity, emanating from the Government’s changing reporting requirements, while the other entailed
a more indirect layer of reactivity that was somewhat removed from but still influenced the
agency’s performance reporting. We then connected this emerging, multi-layered view of com-
mensuration work to the three types of work derived from prior research and teased out how
these types of work influenced each other across three relatively distinct, analytical phases (see
Figure 2). The following empirical narrative closely follows these analytical phases.

The Commensuration of Performance Reporting in the Swedish Energy Agency
Initial Commensuration Work (Early Autumn to Late 2009)

The new directives for performance reporting that were introduced in 2009 created considerable
uncertainty among Swedish government agencies. The abolishment of the activity structure in
the appropriation directives led to a lack of clarity as to what should be seen as outputs and
how output metrics should be linked to costs (Svirdsten, 2015). These problems were especially
palpable in the SEA, where the concept of output was relatively new. The agency’s performance
reporting had historically followed its appropriation directives very closely and was divided into
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six activity areas. Each activity area had a set of quantifiable performance indicators, but the
indicators were not necessarily output-based and, in many cases, rather reflected underlying,
operating activities. Also, the agency had little experience of systematically distinguishing such
activities from outputs when constructing its annual reports and complemented its performance
reporting with extensive narratives that enabled employees to describe their activities and their
professional opinions about the effects on society. This tendency to produce lengthy narratives
was arguably reinforced by the professional identities and values of the civil servants working
for the SEA:

R9: Every year, the auditors [i.e., the NAO] say that the annual report is too exhaustive. We write and write and
write, I often say we are a writing agency.

Interviewer: Why are you being so verbal?

R9: Look at who is working here. People come from academia [...] 80-85 per cent of them have an academic
degree and 15 per cent have a PhD. Language is very much a tool for us. It’s simply part of our culture to produce
so much text. (Interview, 2010-03-24).

To comply with the emerging reform agenda and define the agency’s outputs a working group,
consisting of representatives from the agency’s senior management team and all of its depart-
ments, was formed in the early autumn of 2009. The work was led by the Chief Accountant, who
was ultimately responsible for the agency’s performance reporting, and initially created consid-
erable enthusiasm. The work on defining output was reportedly seen as a healthy learning process
that, according to one interviewee, would clarify what the agency did and enhance its discretion
as to what to account for:

R4: Earlier, there were frequent complaints [within the agency] that we were so restricted by the appropriation

directives and that we were only allowed to account for what it stipulated rather than what we would like to report,

but now we have said that we are open to account for ‘all the other things’ [...] The new [reporting] structure has
created space for more open-ended thinking. (Interview, 2009-11-09).

This initial enthusiasm suggests that the Government’s requirement for agencies to produce
measurable output indicators was at least initially uncontested and not the root cause of the
problems that subsequently accompanied the commensuration work in the SEA. The problems
rather emerged as the agency engaged in more concerted categorization work, which initially
exacerbated rather than reduced the uncertainty surrounding the definition of outputs. In the first
meeting held by the working group, the definition being proposed was that ‘output is everything
to which the agency devotes time and resources’. However, the group soon came to the conclu-
sion that this definition was far too broad and that the conception of output had to take the form
of more distinct, commensurable categories. To reduce the uncertainty as to what constitutes an
output, the group sought to produce a common definition of this concept that would be applicable
across all operating areas within the agency. The quest for such a common definition of output
was mainly driven by the Chief Accountant, who was relatively new to the SEA. Unlike most
civil servants in the SEA, the Chief Accountant had an administrative career from other parts of
the public sector behind him and espoused professional values that were more conducive to the
quantification of performance reporting to preserve a sense of administrative order. These values
were manifest in a pronounced commensuration mindset. Throughout the process of defining
output, the Chief Accountant consistently sought to arrive at a clear-cut, generic understanding
of this concept, that would be possible to translate into comparable categories and metrics across
various operating areas. On several occasions, he explained how the categorization work under-
taken to this end was necessary to overcome the ingrained tendency of viewing the agency’s
operations as a set of incommensurable singularities (Bialecki et al., 2017; Karpik, 2010) and
simplify the reporting. Contrasting this ingrained mindset with his efforts to produce comparable
output categories he explained:
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R3: People here have learnt that what they are doing is very complex, very different and not simple. We have 84
per cent academics who work on very advanced things and it doesn’t really fit within the format [i.e., the emerging
set of comparable output categories] [... ] First of all, we have very complex tasks, but we also have things that
are very different [emphasizing the word] from each other. The SEA has a range of different tasks and the reporting
has not been streamlined. [...] It’s almost as if there were many organizations within the organization. (Interview,
2010-12-02)

We initially found this emerging pursuit of commensurable categories as a basis for performance
reporting puzzling. Even though the emerging categorization work can be seen as a response
to the need for uncertainty reduction, that was championed by an individual with a pronounced
commensuration mindset (cf. Espeland, 1998; Espeland & Stevens, 1998), there was nothing in
the Government’s evolving reporting requirements that mandated Swedish government agencies
to make their performance reporting comparable across operating areas. While the SEA’s cate-
gorization work emerged as a reactive response to these requirements, it was mainly the Chief
Accountant’s insistence on the need for comparable categories of outputs that caused the perfor-
mance reporting to take the form it eventually did. However, as we started to probe the reasons
for the nascent categorization work, we discovered that it did not only constitute a direct reaction
to the Government’s reporting requirements, but that it could also be traced to the evaluation pro-
cedures administered by the NAO and the SNFMA that exercised an important, indirect influence
on this work.

Insofar as the NAO was concerned, the SEA initially received little guidance as to what might
constitute an acceptable reporting format and this reinforced the sense of uncertainty as to how to
structure its annual reports. While the NAO had previously been critical of the agency’s extensive
use of narrative reporting, it was accustomed to follow the activity structure in the appropriation
directives as the basis for its audits. In the absence of this structure, it was not in a position
to offer firm guidelines as to how the annual reports should be constructed. Following the split
between the NAO and the SNFMA in 1998, the auditors were also reluctant to assume an advi-
sory role and offer normative guidelines for how Swedish government agencies should structure
their performance reporting. Reflecting on how the resultant uncertainty affected the nascent
categorization work in the SEA, the Chief Accountant explained:

R3: T hope the auditors understand that this is not easy the first year [...] When I talked to the auditors, they said
that ‘this thing [about output] is not a transitory rule’ so perhaps we’ll get a remark. We don’t feel safe since we
have no other system [for performance reporting]. I don’t feel we are quite there yet where I can say ‘that’s it, I can
really vouch for these numbers’. (Interview, 2009-10-01).

The above quote shows how the uncertainty related to the NAO’s auditing practices reinforced
the concerns about getting the reporting format right which, in the mind of the Chief Accountant,
was more or less synonymous with finding a common definition of output that could be translated
into comparable categories. Similar concerns, reinforcing the SEA’s categorization work, were
notable in relation to the Financial Management Evaluations administered by the SNFMA and
the legitimacy that these evaluations bestow on Swedish government agencies. According to the
Chief Accountant, the SEA ‘had always had a top position’ in the ratings embedded in these
evaluations and, as the person in charge of the agency’s annual report, he was afraid of being
downgraded if the agency somehow got the reporting format ‘wrong’ and this resulted in remarks
from the NAO. The importance of maintaining such a position is underscored by the construction
of these ratings. The ratings are aggregated into an overriding, nine-point scale, ranging from
AA to CC, where the majority of the agencies (usually over 60 per cent) generally receive an
AA score while very few are rated lower than BA (the fourth step down from the top). Hence,
anything but a ‘top position’ in these ratings signals a deviation from the norm, that often triggers
demands to rectify problems in underlying administrative routines. Unless such problems are
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addressed in a timely manner, the agencies run the risk of being reprimanded and, in the long
term, losing legitimacy.

The findings reported above show that the initial categorization work in the SEA, which
emerged as direct reaction to the Government’s changing reporting requirements, was reinforced
by an element of tracing work whereby key organizational actors connected the agency’s perfor-
mance reporting to a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures that bestow legitimacy on
Swedish government agencies. Rather than emerging in an infrastructural vacuum, the catego-
rization work initiated by the Chief Accountant was combined with concerted efforts to justify
this work with reference to existing performance evaluation procedures such as the NAO’s audits
and the Financial Management Evaluations. Through this tracing work, connections were forged
between the SEA’s reporting practices and a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures at
an early stage and this created an additional, indirect layer of reactivity. This indirect reactivity
was reinforced by the inter-related nature of the NAO’s audits and the Financial Management
Evaluations, which makes it difficult to disentangle the uncertainty related to the former and
the legitimacy concerns related to the latter as forces influencing the agency’s categorization
work. What is clear, however, is that their combined effects added impetus to this work as a
basis for getting the performance reporting right. As we shall see later in the empirical analy-
sis, the salience of this indirect layer of reactivity increased as organizational actors engaged in
further tracing work and, especially, as the SEA came under increasing pressure to legitimize its
accounting practices to the NAO.

Continued Commensuration Work and Contestation (Late 2009 to Early 2010)

While the SEA’s initial categorization work was buttressed by calculative infrastructures, such
as the NAO audits and the Financial Management Evaluations, these infrastructures did not pro-
vide sufficient guidance as to what might constitute more specific output categories and metrics.
In its quest for such guidance, the agency engaged in additional tracing work whereby connec-
tions to other infrastructures were being forged. The working group first turned to guidelines
issued by the SNFMA for how to interpret the intentions behind the Performance Management
Investigation which read as follows:

Output refers to products or services generated by the agency’s activity. Output refers to an activity that is settled
and not a work in progress. The products or services have to have left the agency (e.g., reports and decisions) or be
open and available to the general public (e.g., exhibitions and web pages). (Swedish National Financial Management
Authority, 2009, p. 15).

The SNFMA'’s guidelines provided a point of reference to which the definition of outputs could
be traced and also a terminology that might help agencies to track outputs back to underlying
activities. However, as a basis for identifying more specific, commensurable output categories,
the guidelines were initially considered too vague. Hence, as 2009 was drawing to a close and the
SEA had to determine the format of its annual report, the working group realized that it would
not be able to reduce the uncertainty about how to produce comparable output categories and
metrics unless more concrete guidance was forthcoming.

To address these issues, the SEA invited the SNFMA to hold a workshop for agency staff in
late 2009 which effectively led to an intensification of its tracing work. During the workshop,
the SNFMA re-iterated its definition of output as products or services that ‘have left the agency’
but the civil servants within the SEA now had the opportunity to discuss the meaning of this
definition in greater detail and deepen their understanding of how specific output categories
could be traced to underlying activities. In the workshop, the SNFMA went to considerable
lengths to explain how outputs are distinct from but related to inputs, activities and outcomes
using a model that is well-established in the public sector accounting literature. It also provided
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examples of specific output categories to further clarify what this notion could be and explained
that output could be ‘services or products the agency provides to achieve its goals that “leave the
building,” such as a report, a prescription or a paid grant’.? In translating this definition of output
into its ongoing categorization work, the working group within the SEA followed the SNFMA’s
formulation relatively closely. The notion that something had to have ‘left the building’ (ie. the
agency) to count as output was seen as a breakthrough because it offered a common definition
that would capture a broad range of operations and be possible to translate into categories that
would be comparable across most of the agency’s departments.

The discussion above shows how the SEA’s tracing work, that connected the agency’s emerg-
ing reporting practices to the SNFMA’s guidelines for the definition of outputs, buttressed its
categorization work. However, the definition of output in terms of things that have ‘left the
building” soon created new problems that exacerbated the commensuration work. Once this
common definition of output had been agreed upon, more detailed categorization work aimed at
linking specific outputs to the agency’s everyday operations had to be undertaken. Each depart-
ment within the agency was given the task of providing a list of output-generating operations
to the working group responsible for defining outputs. To the surprise of administrative staff,
this exercise resulted in a list of over 300 types of operations being proposed as potentially
relevant outputs. Consistent with the tendency among agency staff to view their operations as
incommensurable singularities, many of these outputs were highly specific to particular operat-
ing areas. These problems were exacerbated by the difficulties of tracing many of the outputs to
the agency’s time-recording system and, thereby, complying with the requirement that all out-
puts should be linked to costs. Since the agency was primarily using the time spent on different
activities as a basis for cost allocations, the codes for recording the civil servants’ time had to be
relatively general in character and could not be related to too many output categories. Hence, the
commensuration work in the SEA reached a new impasse. The Chief Accountant recalled:

R3: The list was huge; it was an enormous amount of outputs, and our Director General said: ‘“We can’t have this;
we can’t present all of this in the annual report’. (Interview, 2010-03-08).

To resolve this problem and translate the agency’s categorization work into metricization work,
aimed at producing a manageable number of output indicators, further tracing work connecting
outputs to the agency’s time-recording system was required. Mobilizing this system as a support-
ing, calculative infrastructure, the Director General and the Chief Accountant finally managed
to couple outputs to costs and condense the number of outputs to a list of eight, measurable
categories representing objects that ‘left the building’ (see Table 1). The Chief Accountant also
engaged directly with each department to impress the importance of employees carefully tracing
their time to the eight output categories.

The new output categories and metrics gave the commensuration work in the SEA more tan-
gible form. The majority of the outputs listed in Table 1 were applicable across most or all of the
agency’s operating departments. However, the output categories and metrics emerging from the
tracing of outputs to the agency’s time-recording system encountered a nearly immediate back-
lash and caused the commensuration work to be hotly contested. As the civil servants started to
use the new codes for time reporting, it turned out that many of them were struggling to allocate
their time to any of the eight outputs. This made a relatively small proportion of the agency’s
operations visible and a category called ‘no output’ was introduced to capture the residual. The
creation of this residual category caused considerable frustration. Many of the civil servants also

2Extract from the Power-Point presentation used during the workshop.
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Table 1. The list of outputs included in the SEA’s annual report for 2009.

Output category Volume metrics Cost metrics

1 Funding decision; concerns all administration of grants and
loans through the point at which a decision is made.

2 Presentations; external teaching and external conferences:
concerns meetings, conferences, seminars, etc., that have
been organized by the SEA. The prerequisite is that the SEA
has organised the presentations, hosted the external lectures
or arranged the external conferences, etc. If the agency just
participates in a meeting or conference, that does not count
as output.

3 Supervision; concerns the supervision of a certain energy
efficiency program for industries administered by the SEA,
the emergency storage of oil and carbon, municipal energy
planning, energy-marking and eco-design.

4 Tests; concerns tests of electronic equipment for households
and industry.

5 Decisions regarding electricity certificates; concerns formal
decisions regarding electricity certificates as well as
examinations of electric declarations.

6 Completed Clean Development Mechanism (CDM)
agreements; concerns agreements regarding climate
projects in developing countries.

7 Publications; concerns published publications from the SEA.

8 Material provided to other central agencies and international
organizations; concerns registered documents sent to the
government, government offices, other central agencies or
international organizations.

Sum

reacted negatively to what they saw as a rather pejorative, if not insulting, labeling of the ‘no
output’ category.> The Chief Accountant recalled:

R3: It was a big mistake calling the last category ‘no output’; it created a lot of frustration. People were asking ‘do
you not think I am doing anything’; so now we call that category ‘other activity’ instead. (Interview, 2010-03-08).
However, the new label did not help much. When the list of outputs was finally published in
the annual report for 2009, approximately 40 per cent of the civil servants’ total working hours
were included under the eight output categories while the remainder fell under the ‘other activ-
ity’ category. The two main areas that were excluded from the eight output categories were
operations known internally as ‘facilitating operations’, which reflect the agency’s work in
supporting industry and local and regional government in developing efficient and sustainable
energy systems, and ‘support to the government’. The exclusion of especially the latter area
caused significant unease as it reflects the SEA’s key role as an expert agency supporting the
development of energy policy and led to an open conflict between actors espousing diverging val-
ues. In contrast to the Chief Accountant’s efforts to simplify performance reporting by increasing
the reliance on comparable output metrics, civil servants, who considered themselves experts in
this area, wanted to include as much information as possible about their operations and started to
question the commensuration work. In doing so, they drew attention to alternative performance
aspects that were not captured by the eight output categories. One of our interviewees, who spent

a significant part of his working time on ‘support to the government’, said:

3The formulation in Swedish was ‘ingen prestation’ which can also be translated as ‘making no effort’ or ‘no
achievement’.
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R8: If some of our activity is not included, there is a risk [...] the annual report shall also send a signal back to us,
about activity, how efficient it has been for example [...]. And the greatest risk of all is that an activity that is not
visible might over time cease to exist, and somewhere in the future, money comes into the picture. As an example,
we worked very hard with the climate negotiations [in conjunction with the 2009 United Nations Climate Change
Conference in Copenhagen]. We had seven to eight people working with this last year, and each of them had 200 h
overtime or more. And there is not a single trace of that here [in the list of outputs]. [...] I think it’s stupid it is not
included in the output categories. Nothing has been such a politically hot topic as the climate issue. If you ask the
Ministry of the Environment, we get a lot of credit for this. They even wrote us a letter of appreciation for our work
in Copenhagen. (Interview, 2010-03-12).

Similar sentiments, showing how the failure to account for a large proportion of the SEA’s
operations as commensurable outputs exacerbated conflicts, were expressed in one of our other
interviews with a civil servant who mainly worked with ‘support to the government’:

R11: This has been a painful process [...] I would almost like to say that it has been fraught with conflict. There
have been many upset feelings [...]. When we eventually understood what an output was, we realized that the
majority of the activity in my department does not fit any output type. That is not good. Of course, you want your
activity to be accounted for in the annual report [...] now it becomes ‘other activity’ [...]. I have to say that we
have had a very frustrated atmosphere. I think it is extremely sad that we do not account for this, especially our
supporting operations to the government. It does not show [in the output categories] how much time we spend on
this. [...] we are supposed to always be available when the Government needs us, but we can’t account for the time
we spend on this. And then, when we shall ask for more resources [...] there is a risk that external actors get the
wrong picture of our activity, they might ask ‘how do they spend the rest of their time?” (Interview, 2010-03-31).

The two quotes above show that the objections to the exclusion of performance aspects with high
policy relevance were not only rooted in the deeply held professional values of civil servants in
the SEA, but also in concerns with material aspects such as the potential loss of funding due to
the failure to account for such aspects. However, especially the first of these quotes testifies to a
strong sense among the civil servants that, in their capacity as experts, they were in a superior
position to determine what information the Government needed to further the development of
Swedish energy policy. The ability to provide such information was reportedly seen as key to
their sense of living up to their professional values:

RO: It is a very important aspect [. .. ] one of the most important reasons for working here is to be a part of changing
the energy system, it is a strong driving force, we see that in our employee satisfaction surveys. (Interview, 2010-
03-24).

The view that the SEA’s commensuration work risked suppressing the provision of policy-
relevant information was corroborated in our interviews with civil servants from the MEEC.
One of them explained:

R17: What we are interested in is to be able to account [to Parliament] in relation to the objectives for energy policy.
[...] We are not interested in how many reports that ‘leave the building’ and we are not interested in how many
decisions are made or how long the average decision takes because this is a kind of operation where one report may
be worth just as much as 30 other [reports] and one decision can be worth just as much as 40 other decisions. This
kind of quantitative reporting is quite irrelevant for us. [...] For a facilitating agency like the SEA, we are more
interested in the effects [of policy objectives] in the longer term. [...] The Government is accountable to Parliament
for the objectives for energy policy and the SEA is one of our most important vehicles in this regard. (Interview,
2010-03-19).

The above quote shows how commensurable metrics, such as the number of decisions and pub-
lications, not only detract from other performance aspects that are more relevant from the point
of view of policy development, but also conceal unique, incommensurable properties such as the
perceived worth of individual decisions or publications. Such concerns with incommensurables
also featured in our interviews within the SEA and suggest that the discontent with the agency’s
commensuration work was not confined to civil servants whose work was excluded from the
eight output categories. Other civil servants, whose work was covered by these categories,



16 F. Svdrdsten and S. Modell

drew attention to how comparisons based on this categorization might conceal incommensu-
rable properties of specific outputs and how this also became a source of contestation. One of
them explained:

R15: You can work with one publication for a whole year, and one publication can cost several millions; there can
be a lot of actors involved and you have had to consider a huge amount of various issues, but still it is only one
[output] [...] it will be weird to examine the number of publications and their costs, it has to be very clear [in the
annual report] that the output categories do not provide the whole picture [otherwise] someone might think ‘oh, this
was an expensive publication’. (Interview, 2010-04-29).

The emerging contestation of the commensuration work prompted administrative staff to take
further initiatives to deal with resistance and resolve the conflicts around the agency’s perfor-
mance reporting. As explicated below, this entailed a significant amount of tracing work whereby
administrative staff not only continued to depend on the SNFMA’s guidelines for the definition
of outputs to legitimize their position but also other infrastructures, such as the NAO audits, to
develop the agency’s performance reporting.

Continued Contestation and Resolution (Early 2010 to Late 2011)

While the tracing work connecting the SEA’s reporting practices to the SNFMA’s guidelines for
the definition of outputs was initially confined to the establishment of an external reference point
for the agency’s categorization work, it was increasingly turned inwards and used as a political
resource in the efforts to overcome resistance. For instance, in one of our earlier interviews the
Chief Accountant exclaimed:

R3: The whole agency has been discussing this, ‘how the hell shall we do this’ [i.e., arriving at a common definition

of output] [...] staff feel like this is a burden laid on them from the accounting unit, but we did not make this up.

It is the SNFMA, not us; it is a requirement. I say that ‘this has to be included, it is a regulation, and it is not a free

choice’. (Interview, 2010-03-08).
Interestingly, the Chief Accountant is here forging an explicit connection between the SEA’s
reporting practices and the SNFMA'’s guidelines while construing compliance with these guide-
lines as a mandatory requirement, ostensibly in an attempt to legitimize his position vis-a-vis
agency staff. Similar tracing work aimed at legitimizing the position of administrative staff was
repeatedly mobilized as the working group in charge of developing the agency’s performance
reporting continued its work. In early 2010, the working group held four meetings aimed at
extending its categorization work to ‘facilitating operations’ and ‘support to the government’.
An extract from the discussion at one of the meetings is reproduced below and shows how the
tensions between administrative (R4) and operations-focused staff (R20, R21, and R22) played
out. While the former persisted in tracing the format of the agency’s performance reporting to
the SNFMA'’s guidelines and construing these guidelines as mandatory, the latter challenged
this position and continued to draw attention to the need to make alternative and not necessarily
commensurable performance aspects visible:

R20: We work a lot with the assignments that lead to a report. The report will be registered and journalized. But
[what about] the support to the government that is not registered and journalized? It could be that we negotiate
on behalf of the Government or write a memo to the government official who carries out the negotiations. In my
department, we currently discuss starting to register and journalize this, to include it [in the output categories] [... ]
but this is a lot of work.

R4: The reason why we demand registering and journalizing is because we have to know when an output occurs.
‘We have to narrow it down as much as possible. If we widen the definition, we lose our sense of what an output is.

R21: If so much of what we do is not output, then why should we account for output if it does not say anything
about what we do?

R4: It is decided that all of the Government shall be governed in this way, and we just have to accept it [referring to
the SNFMA’s guidelines].
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R21: We can’t just accept it. We have to find a way that works for our operations, and we cannot just exclude a large
part of our operations just because the SNFMA has decided that we shall construct our performance reporting in
this way.

R4: No...

R21: T am only saying that we have to adjust this [the output definition]. We cannot get stuck with something that
leads to 60 percent of our activity disappearing.

R22: We are supposed to provide a fair view of our activity.
R20: Exactly, we decide what a fair view is.

R21: We can’t just register and journalize everything we do just to be able to account for output. (Meeting
observations, 2010-04-28).

Because of the difficulties of expanding the definition of output, the working group discussed
the possibility of using other concepts such as ‘activities’ as a complement to the eight output
categories. However, as indicated by the meeting observations below, this suggestion was also
rejected by the Chief Accountant (R3) with reference to the need to comply with the SNFMA’s
guidelines. Interestingly, these observations also show how at least some operations-focused staff
(R20) began to engage in similar tracing work by invoking these guidelines as a reference point
for what could be included in the annual report:

R7: Maybe we should have a category [in the annual report] that we call ‘activities’ to provide a fair view of our
activity?

R3: The SNFMA does not allow for the use of activities in the annual report.

[..]

R20: The SNFMA is very clear about what an activity is. An activity is something that leads to output. Maybe we
should use another word? (Meeting observations, 2010-05-05).
Similarly, where alternative terminologies to that of ‘activities’ were being considered as a basis
for expanding the performance reporting, this was also framed in terms of what would be per-

missible in relation to the SNFMA'’s guidelines by administrative as well as operations-focused
staff:

R20: Is it possible to use ‘task’, or does ‘task’ also need to lead to output [in the SNFMA’s guidelines]?
R4: We have ‘tasks’ in our instruction.

R20: T just wonder if ‘tasks’ are included in this chain [the depiction of the transformation of activities into outputs
in the SNFMA’s guidelines], do ‘tasks’ have to lead to output? (Meeting observations, 2010-05-05).

While it would be going too far to suggest that operations-focused staff began to adopt a
commensuration mindset, similar to that displayed by administrative staff, our meeting obser-
vations show that the SNFMA’s guidelines became an increasingly shared reference point for
the meeting participants and how this cemented the connections between these guidelines and
the agency’s reporting practices. This increasingly pervasive tracing work occurred without the
SNFMA changing its non-prescriptive stance concerning how Swedish government agencies
should structure their performance reporting. However, it is perhaps worth noting that the recur-
ring recourse to such tracing work emerged at a time when these guidelines began to gain traction
as a new, voluntary standard for their performance reporting (Svirdsten, 2015). This may have
contributed to reducing the perceived uncertainty surrounding the SEA’s performance reporting
and convinced staff that they were acting in a legitimate manner. Throughout our interactions
with especially administrative staff, it became clear that the SNFMA’s guidelines were not just
seen as a useful means of legitimizing the commensuration work within the agency, but also for
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enhancing their sense of being compliant with external accounting regulations and thus avoiding
the risk of losing external legitimacy. Reflecting on the strongly felt need for such compliance
and how it was facilitated by the commensuration work initiated within the SEA, the Chief
Accountant explained:

R3: When you do something like this [i.e., the new performance reporting] and want to be able to stand in front
of the auditors [i.e., the NAO] and say that it is done correctly, it is hard to account for all the soft values because
you have to be able to tell the auditors that ‘yes, everyone is reporting the same way’ [...] You can’t account for
everything whichever way you like. You’ve got to have fairly sharp boundaries. [...] If you are being audited and
people report in different ways, there will be problems. (Interview, 2010-12-02).

Similar to the findings reported in the first phase of our analysis, the above quote shows how
the mobilization of tracing work to connect the evolving reporting practices to the calculative
infrastructures provided by the NAO and make these connections visible reinforced the indirect
layer of reactivity influencing the commensuration work in the SEA. By connecting the emerging
reporting practices, emanating from the use of the SNFMA’s guidelines, to these infrastructures
this tracing work offered a degree of reassurance that the agency’s performance reporting was
appropriate. Similar sentiments, showing how consequential, but also challenging, this tracing
work ultimately was were expressed by another interviewee:

Interviewer: Has the extent of documentation increased [due to the commensurations work]?

RS: Well, yes, since we need to have the documentation, such as the presentations for example, that the NAO wants.
[...]1 The NAO wants every presentation to be saved. I think there was one department that had saved the documents
and another one that tried to pull everything together, but it was impossible. [...] We were panicking a bit to pull
everything we had presented together for the annual audit. In the end, we decided that it was important to, for
example, have the program for the conference to show that we have actually been there if we can’t get hold of the
presentations. [...] The demands for documentation have become completely different. (Interview, 2011-12-15).

However, the same interviewee also lamented how the strongly felt need to trace the report-
ing back to what was expected by the NAO reinforced the tendency for the Government’s
information needs to be displaced:

RS: What we really would like to account for is what we do to help the Government but that is not registered.
Interviewer: Have you not started to document this?

RS: No, and this is the problem all the time. How do we account for volume? [..] It comes back to volume [of
outputs] all the time. (Interview, 2011-12-15).

During the spring of 2010, the influence of the NAO became more acutely felt as the auditors
raised a number of critical remarks on the SEA’s annual report for 2009. Even though the remarks
were not related to the problems associated with the agency’s reporting of outputs®, they were
followed by a drop in its rating from AA to BA in the Financial Management Evaluation. These
events enhanced the sense of urgency about getting the performance reporting right which was
palpable in our interviews and interactions with administrative staff. For instance, during a field
visit shortly after the criticisms by the NAO were made public, the first author met a very stressed
Chief Accountant who was on his way to the Director General to discuss these criticisms. In an
interview immediately after this encounter another member of staff underlined the severity of the
matter and the strongly felt need to be compliant with external accounting regulations:

R9 They [the National Audit Office) were fairly satisfied [with the reporting of outputs] given the circumstances
and the short time we had available [...] but then we got some remarks about other things.

Interviewer: He [the Chief Accountant] just mentioned that.

4The remarks mainly concerned the treatment of current assets in the agency’s balance sheet.
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R9: Yes, that definitely wasn’t good! (Interview, 2010-03-24).

Insofar as the commensuration work in the SEA was concerned, the growing pressures to legit-
imize the agency’s accounting practices to external parties that followed from these events
reinforced the reluctance of administrative staff to change the reporting format emerging from
their earlier work. Given that the NAO had approved of the format of the annual report for 2009,
the Chief Accountant did not wish to open up the discussion about how output should be defined
again and continued to insist that the reporting of output metrics should follow the same format
to avoid the risk of getting additional, critical remarks from the auditors and another unfavorable
rating in the Financial Management Evaluations. These observations show how the efforts to
connect the SEAs evolving performance reporting to a broader assemblage of calculative infras-
tructures were reinforced by the legitimacy threat emerging in the spring of 2010. This tracing
work effectively buttressed the indirect layer of reactivity influencing the categorization work in
the SEA as it contributed to the decision to maintain the existing categorization of outputs. How-
ever, this course of action, which effectively constrained the agency’s performance reporting,
only fueled additional conflicts. Throughout its meetings during the spring of 2010, the working
group in charge of developing the agency’s performance reporting failed to arrive at a consen-
sus solution. It was only as the year was drawing to a close that a compromise between the use
of comparable output metrics and the narrative reporting format that had historically dominated
the annual reports began to emerge. Describing how he had somewhat reluctantly agreed to this
compromise, the Chief Accountant explained:

R3: T would say that we have had two alternatives [for resolving the conflicts emerging from the commensuration
work]. One is to relax the boundaries for what counts as an output according the SNFMA’s guidelines and we
haven’t thought this is a great idea. The other alternative, which we will pursue, is to describe all the other operations
[that are not included in the eight output categories] in the form of text. In other words, we are trying to incorporate
all this through the back door [sighs and catches his breath] through [Microsoft] Word because it didn’t feel right to
relax the boundaries [emerging from the commensuration work]. (Interview, 2010-12-02).

To some extent, the reporting format that evolved from the compromise relaxed the emphasis on
commensuration. In contrast to the annual report for 2009, the report for 2010 did not provide a
comparison of the output metrics across different departments on a stand-alone and largely de-
contextualized basis. Instead, the metrics were dispersed across different chapters of the report
where they were accompanied by extensive narratives describing the agency’s operations. The
use of narratives was seen as alleviating the risks of not being able to provide policy-relevant
information and external audiences drawing the ‘wrong’ conclusions about the agency’s opera-
tions. Also, the annual report for 2010 clearly stated that the eight output categories emerging
from the agency’s categorization work did not reflect all of its operations and that other perfor-
mance aspects might also be relevant to take into consideration. However, the agency could still
account for outputs in a way that was seen as following the SNFMA'’s guidelines. The output
metrics emerging from the agency’s metricization and tracing work also continued to be tightly
coupled to people’s time reporting and the allocation of costs.

The compromise outlined above eventually caused the conflicts around the SEA’s perfor-
mance reporting to abate and led the reporting practices to achieve a new state of stability. The
agency’s annual report for 2011 followed a similar format as the one for 2010 and continued to
gain the approval of the NAO. As such, the unfolding categorization and tracing work enabled the
SEA to avoid further legitimacy threats, such as those emerging in the spring of 2010, and even-
tually satisfied a broad range of interests and values within and beyond the agency. Ultimately,
the commensuration work unfolding in the SEA thus preserved the heterarchy of values (Lamont,
2012) that became salient in this work. However, it is questionable whether the SEA took full
advantage of the discretion that the Government sought to bestow on Swedish government agen-
cies. In our informal conversations with two of the civil servants in charge of the Performance
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Management Investigation, which extended throughout our field work, they expressed severe
frustration about the way the agency approached the reporting of outputs. In their view, Swedish
government agencies were now free to devise their performance reporting whichever way they
liked and they struggled to understand why the agency deliberately constrained these possibil-
ities by attaching so much weight to external guidelines and regulations. Yet, the SEA was not
the only agency that struggled with the reporting of outputs. Indeed, in a broadly based investi-
gation conducted in 2011, the SNFMA concluded that in most of the agencies being consulted
‘the requirement to account for output (according to the standard definition)® was questioned and
regarded as constraining, irrelevant or even impossible to carry out’ (Swedish National Financial
Management Authority, 2012, p. 39). The SNFMA also concluded that several ministries did no
longer receive policy-relevant performance information. Hence, the application of the SNFMA’s
standard definition of output, which buttressed the commensuration work in the SEA, seems to
have created similar problems to the ones we have observed in many other agencies.

Concluding Discussion

In this paper, we have asked how organizations’ commensuration work unfolds where a broader
assemblage of calculative infrastructures underpins societal reform programs. We have addressed
this research question in the context of Swedish central government during a period when a soci-
etal reform program aimed at enhancing the autonomy of government agencies while increasing
their accountability for results was amplified by an attempt to radically increase their reporting
discretion. In doing so, we have nuanced the view that the pursuit of commensuration by evalu-
ated organizations manifests itself as a reactive response to a single, externally sanctioned set of
clearly identifiable and comparable metrics which has dominated prior research on the topic (Pol-
lock et al., 2018; Slager & Gond, 2022). Instead, what is emerging from our empirical analysis
is a multi-layered view of commensuration work that recognizes that direct, reactive responses
can interact with more indirect forms of reactivity that can be traced back to a broader assem-
blage of calculative infrastructures. In the SEA, the inter-related infrastructures provided by the
NAO and the Financial Management Evaluations clearly reinforced the commensuration work
unfolding within the agency and contributed to stabilizing the emerging performance reporting
practices even though they were not the direct progenitors of these practices. Hence, calcula-
tive infrastructures can buttress organizations’ commensuration work and reinforce tendencies
toward reactivity even though they are somewhat removed from the accounting practices that are
subject to such work. As we have also seen, this entails a reciprocal relationship between com-
mensuration and reactivity where reactive responses do not follow from a set of readily available,
commensurable metrics but rather evolve as such metrics get connected to a broader assemblage
of calculative infrastructures and lead to further commensuration work.

We extend this reciprocal, multi-layered view of commensuration work by connecting it to
three distinct, but inter-related types of work, namely, categorization work, metricization work
and, especially, tracing work as a basis for explaining how such work unfolds in relation to a
broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures. In the SEA, the categorization and metriciza-
tion work, that emerged as a direct, reactive response to the Government’s changing reporting
requirements, was supported by tracing work whereby the emerging performance reporting prac-
tices were connected to other calculative infrastructures such as the SNFMA’s guidelines for the
definition of output and the agency’s time-recording system. The agency’s tracing work played

5This standard definition refers to the one found in the SNEFMA’s guidelines for performance reporting that the SEA used
as a basis for defining outputs and producing comparable output metrics.
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an equally important role in connecting these reporting practices to the infrastructures provided
by the NAO and the Financial Management Evaluations and thus mediated the indirect layer of
reactivity that was evident in its commensuration work. The significance of this tracing work
is perhaps best understood in the light of the uncertainty that surrounded the Government’s
reporting requirements following its ambition to enhance the reporting discretion of Swedish
government agencies. Given the Government’s reluctance to issue detailed regulations prescrib-
ing how the agencies should structure their performance reporting, it was difficult for the SEA to
trace its reporting needs back to these requirements. Instead, to reduce uncertainty and legitimize
its emerging reporting practices within as well as beyond the agency, it turned to calculative
infrastructures provided by other actors that bestow legitimacy on Swedish government agen-
cies. These infrastructures subsequently buttressed the emerging reporting practices and offered
an important impetus for the agency’s commensuration work.

These findings support Power’s (2019) observation that the ability of organizations to con-
nect their accounting practices to a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures can play an
important role in the stabilization of such practices. However, as we have also seen, tracing work
that aims at forging such connections can reinforce the risks of organizations displacing the focus
on their overriding missions and fuel contestation. In the SEA, this risk was especially evident as
its performance reporting practices not only constrained the reporting discretion that the Govern-
ment sought to bestow on Swedish government agencies, but also jeopardized the provision of
policy-relevant information. This, in turn, caused the agency’s commensuration work to be hotly
contested. These problems only emerged as the agency began to engage in tracing work to sup-
port its categorization and metricization work and were subsequently exacerbated as the agency
increasingly traced its performance reporting practices to the demands of the NAO rather than
the Government’s information needs. These findings echo Power’s (2021) observation that the
growing demands on organizations to trace their accounting practices to a broader assemblage
of calculative infrastructures can easily lead to various forms of goal displacement unless such
infrastructures are aligned with their principal objectives. Tracing work should thus be seen as a
potentially double-edged sword which, on the one hand, can stabilize organizational accounting
practices by reinforcing tendencies toward reactivity while, on the other, fueling contestation that
disrupts such practices. In the SEA, a compromise that allowed the agency to strike a balance
between these opposing forces was only reached after a protracted period of commensuration
work that ultimately preserved its heterarchy of values.

The findings reported above offer two distinct insights that underline the importance of link-
ing the notion of commensuration work to the literature on calculative infrastructures. First, in
contrast to prior research on commensuration that has started to pay attention to the impact of
multiple performance evaluation procedures, such as competing rankings or ratings (Dorn, 2019;
Pollock et al., 2018; Sauder & Espeland, 2006; Slager & Gond, 2022), we show that the existence
of a broader assemblage of infrastructures can reinforce rather than weaken the tendencies toward
reactivity even though such tendencies are contested. Whereas prior research has shown that the
propensity of organizations to comply with a single set of comparable metrics is reduced when
they can choose between diverse rankings or ratings, we demonstrate how calculative infrastruc-
tures buttress reactive tendencies but also that this reactivity forms more complex patterns than
what has been documented in the literature on commensuration. As our findings from the SEA
make plain, this complexity can only be accounted for by widening the conception of calculative
infrastructures and understanding how organizations engage in tracing work that connects their
accounting practices to such infrastructures. This insight is more consonant with the emerging
literature on calculative infrastructures (Habersam et al., 2021; Juven, 2019; Kornberger et al.,
2017; Kurunmaéki et al., 2019; Kurunmiki & Miller, 2013; Power, 2015; Reilley & Scheytt, 2019)
and, especially, Power’s (2019, 2021) closely related work on traceability, than prior research on
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commensuration and reactivity due to the latter’s focus on a single set of comparable metrics or,
at best, a limited range of competing performance evaluation procedures.

Second, by linking the notion of commensuration work to the literature on calculative infras-
tructures we offer novel insights into how unintended consequences, that run counter to the
ambitions behind societal reform programs, emerge. The literature on commensuration is replete
with evidence of unintended consequences of performance evaluation (Espeland & Sauder, 2007,
2016; Kornberger & Carter, 2010; Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005; Sauder et al., 2021). However,
due to its neglect of how commensuration work unfolds in relation to a broader assemblage
of calculative infrastructures, it often fails to account for the wider, systemic effects that can
emerge from such work. Since calculative infrastructures are often of a distributed nature, in the
sense that they are not tightly coordinated by a single actor (Kornberger et al., 2017; Reilley &
Scheytt, 2019), it is quite likely that commensuration work will have less predictable outcomes
that jeopardize the ambitions behind societal reform programs compared to situations where
organizations only react to a limited set of metrics that is sanctioned by the champions of such
programs. As our findings from the SEA show, the prevalence of such infrastructures can com-
pel organizations to engage in commensuration work that effectively counteracts the intentions
behind societal reform programs and reinforces tendencies toward goal displacement. Follow-
ing Power (2021), the risk of such goal displacement is greater the more misaligned calculative
infrastructures are with the principal objectives of organizations. Also, the likelihood of such
misalignment is possibly greater the less coordinated and more dispersed such infrastructures
are in particular societal sectors. This reinforces our conjecture that the risk of unintended con-
sequences of commensuration work that counteract societal reform programs is higher where
such work unfolds in relation to a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures compared to
situations where this is not the case.

Our findings have important implications for future research on commensuration and the
broader literature on performance evaluation in which it is situated. Given the weight we have
attached to especially tracing work as a mechanism that supports other types of commensu-
ration work, such as categorization and metricization work, and that mediates indirect forms
of reactivity, our study responds to Power’s (2019, p. 127) call for developing a program of
‘traceability studies’. As our analysis indicates, advancing such a program may be particularly
relevant where tendencies toward reactivity are not confined to direct responses to externally
sanctioned reporting requirements, but also entail indirect forms of reactivity emanating from
a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures. However, our multi-layered view of com-
mensuration work could be extended to contexts where direct forms of reactivity, originating in
clearly identifiable sets of comparable metrics that are forcefully promoted by external actors, are
more salient. Relevant questions to explore in such studies include whether direct forms of reac-
tivity will outweigh indirect forms of reactivity, what roles different types of commensuration
work play in producing different types of reactivity and whether such work enhances or reduces
the risk of unintended consequences. While prior research on commensuration suggests that the
external imposition of comparable metrics will reinforce direct forms of reactivity (Espeland &
Sauder, 2007, 2016), more research is required into whether such forms of reactivity will con-
tinue to dominate when organizations trace their accounting practices to a broader assemblage of
calculative infrastructures or whether such tracing work will produce more complex patterns of
reactivity similar to those observed in our study. This underlines the need to adopt a comparative
perspective that allows researchers to theorize how different forms of reactivity manifest them-
selves under different infrastructural circumstances. In addition to advancing a broader program
of traceability studies (Power, 2019, 2021), such research can respond to emerging calls for fur-
ther studies of how variations in reactivity emerge and give rise to unintended consequences in
the literature on commensuration (Sauder et al., 2021; Slager & Gond, 2022).
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A comparative approach to theory development is also warranted to extend insights into how
commensuration work unfolds that are perhaps somewhat specific to our research setting. The
commensuration work examined in our study evolved in a highly devolved governance context
where notions of agency autonomy constitute a long-standing, institutionalized ideal and where
the Government sought to enhance this autonomy by increasing the agencies’ reporting dis-
cretion. As we have seen, this reform agenda created considerable uncertainty and was, in many
ways, the root cause for why the SEA became increasingly dependent on a broader assemblage of
calculative infrastructures as a basis for its commensuration work. It would be potentially inter-
esting to contrast these observations with how commensuration work unfolds in more centralized
governance contexts where reforms evolve in a more pronounced top-down manner. It is possible
that such governance contexts are characterized by somewhat tighter coordination of the calcula-
tive infrastructures that govern accounting practices and that this gives rise to forms of reactivity
and contestation that differ from those observed in our study. However, public sector governance
reforms often evolve in serendipitous manners where accounting plays an unpredictable, con-
stitutive role that can reinforce unintended consequences (Dahler-Larsen, 2014; Modell, 2022).
Hence, it would be fallacious to assume that commensuration work will inevitably unfold in
more orderly and predictable ways in highly centralized governance contexts.

A final comparative aspect that requires greater attention in future research on commensuration
work is the degree of professionalization of the organizations where such work takes place and
the value conflicts that often follow from such professionalization. In this regard, our research
setting represents a more typical case of a highly professionalized organization, where com-
mensuration work greatly amplified underlying value conflicts (cf. Elsbach & Kramer, 1996;
Englund & Gerdin, 2020; Espeland, 1998; Gerdin & Englund, 2019; Sauder & Espeland, 2009),
although the contestation of this work could also be traced to material concerns such as the
risk of reduced funding. Further, comparative research is required to enhance our understanding
of how commensuration work differs between such contexts and organizational settings char-
acterized by lower levels of professionalization. In less highly professionalized organizations,
where value conflicts are perhaps less salient, commensuration work is possibly less contested
and reactive tendencies therefore stronger. However, we still know little about how such tenden-
cies toward contestation and reactivity are affected by a multi-layered notion of commensuration
work unfolding in relation to a broader assemblage of calculative infrastructures.
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