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Is measuring results in social services possible? The lived
experiences of professionals in key positions
Therese Erikssona and Ann-Christin Janlövb
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Kristianstad, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This study illuminates professionals in key positions and their lived experi-
ence of measuring results in social services. Human service organizations
were chosen as a focus area since the social services are complex, and
research is currently limited regarding this phenomenon. Eight profes-
sionals in key positions agreed to participate in the study and were
interviewed individually. A phenomenological hermeneutical method
inspired by the interpretation theory developed by Ricoeur was used to
analyse their narrations. Firstly, by a naive reading, the phenomenon was
sensed. Secondly, the structural analysis revealed three themes: having
inner mixed feelings regarding performance measurement in social work,
feeling questioned regarding professional competence, and feelings of
being in an organization far removed from the core of social work. Thirdly,
an interpreted comprehensive understanding was: Measuring results in
social services is like putting a jigsaw puzzle together, where each piece
has its special place. This puzzle still lacks pieces, and it is only when the
complexity of measuring results in social work is understood that the
puzzle can be put together in its entirety. The study indicates it is impor-
tant to address uncertainties and mixed feelings among professionals in
key positions in social work organizations to maintain work environments
which promote professionals’ health in relation to measuring for results.
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Introduction

Measuring social work is complicated and it is difficult to know whether the desired change being
measured is a consequence of social work or whether the change has been influenced by factors outside
the social services’ control (Cree, Jain, and Hillen 2019). Introducing management and control methods
that focus on performance measurement, like New Public Management (NPM), is, therefore, not
entirely unproblematic in social work (Modell 2005; Cree, Jain, and Hillen 2019). Politicians desire to
control the business through hard facts, figures and statistics clashes with the social workers’more client-
centred focus, meaning focus on changes in people leading to an improved life situation, which is rarely
measured in figures and statistics alone. Professionals in key positions are located between politicians
and social workers, which might be a challenge to their mission.

Background

When NPM was first introduced in public organizations in Sweden during the 1990s, there was no
real performance culture. NPM as a concept was defined in somewhat vague terms, meaning that it
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covered a variety of ways to manage for results (Hood 19911; Van Berkel and Knies 2016). NPMwas
introduced based on the conviction that it was a framework applicable to most organizations and
that public organizations were less effective (Modell 2005). NPM could provide better results
through quality control (Hood 1991). With the introduction of NPM, the focus was shifted to
economic indicators, implying a limited focus on improved outcomes for those who applied for
support and assistance from social services (Modell 2005). The ambiguity within the NPM concept
thus led to many uncertainties about how performance management within public organizations
should be managed (Ammons and Rivenbark 2008).

The introduction of performance management could also be seen as a way to discourage
professionals from becoming too independent in their professional practice (Van Berkel and
Knies 2016). Measuring results is an attempt to capture citizens’ perceptions through the use of
purely factual information and quantitative variables. Assuming that everything within
a governmental organization can be measured is naive; doing so would probably cause the loss of
qualitative aspects, and this could produce sub-optimal results (Oh and Bush 2015). Although the
measurement of results has existed to varying degrees in the public sector for several years,
Ammons and Rivenbark (2008) had already noted several years ago that organizational results
have been used to a lesser extent than might be expected. The early criticism of NPM regarded the
extensive and ever-increasing demands on managers. Another common criticism that could be
noted as early as the 1990s was that NPM could lead to a shift of responsibility between various
organizations that affected the most vulnerable in society by making aid and support more difficult
to access (Hood 1991).

Results management in social services focuses first and foremost on measures that are quanti-
tative (Arnek et al. 2013), and a voluminous amount of data has been collected both locally and
nationally (Poertner, Moore, andMcDonald 2008). Despite this, there is still a lack of guidelines and
support to clarify how the collected data should be used within the organization. Consequently, it
becomes difficult for key professionals such as managers, analysts, and controllers to use the
aggregated data in ways that benefit the organization. According to Van Berkel and Knies (2016),
there is a risk that values and factors that are highly valuable to the organization are not measured,
such as qualitative aspects (Van Berkel and Knies 2016). When what professionals define as
satisfactory results loses importance and the focus is too much on indicators, numbers, and costs,
there is a risk that measurements will control the social services to a greater extent than the actual
needs of welfare recipients (Lindgren 2014; Mik-Meyer 2018). The introduction of NPM into social
work has clearly led to social work being mixed with economic and more industrial premises. This
is something that through research has proven to create problems in social work through increased
fragmentation, micromanaging and over-reporting. (Agerberg 2014).

An interview study by Mik-Meyer (2018), in which interviews were conducted with 29 social
workers and managers, revealed that social workers are expected to simultaneously balance between
working for the client and being co-responsible for the organization’s efficiency and results. The
findings further revealed that social work today requires a certain amount of documentation while,
at the same time, it involves relational work with the welfare recipients. However, the experience is
that the relational work no longer obtains the same space, significantly due to the NPM accounting
requirements. The subjectivity of social work can be a factor that makes it difficult to relate to
measurements and facts, since what gives a sense of meaning and context for the social worker is
unequivocally the relational work (Mik-Meyer 2018).

Research is still limited in the area of measuring results in social services (Arnaboldi, Lapsley,
and Steccolini 2015; Verbeeten and Speklé 2015). To the best of our knowledge, there are limited
studies available of the experiences of the professionals working in key positions seeking to measure
results in social service organizations. Yvonne Feilzer (2010) and Poertner, Moore, and McDonald
(2008) had, by the 1980s, already argued that the acquisition of such knowledge was important in
order to develop management procedures within complex social service organizations that are less
fragmented and more holistic and effective. Knowledge development is thus also important in order
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to broaden the understanding of measuring results within the social services (Yvonne Feilzer 2010;
Poertner, Moore, andMcDonald 2008) and develop new ways to measure results in order to achieve
sustainable quality management work with clients’ best interests in focus. Does the measurement
contribute in its present form to the expected benefits? Is the use of performance measurements
adapted to the conditions prevailing in human service organizations? There probably is no catch-all
solution to the difficulty of measuring the effectiveness and results of social work.

To summarize, Mik-Meyer (2018) argues that it is important to identify and discuss problems,
thus maintaining the curiosity about professionals´ experiences working in paradoxical circum-
stances; that is to say, maintaining relationships for change, on the one hand, while, on the other,
addressing the organization´s need to justify its existence based on results and efficiency. Only those
who have experienced NPM in practice in the social reality of everyday work, such as professionals
in key positions, can express what has taken place and is taking place (Mapp 2008).

Aim

This study aims to illuminate the meaning of professionals in key positions’ lived experiences of
measuring results in social service organizations.

Method

Design

A qualitative life experience approach was chosen for the design of this study. Such a design is
pragmatic and open, allowing the researcher to explore the phenomenon based on questions that
arise during the study (Patton 2015). Life experience is of central meaning in the phenomenologi-
cal-hermeneutic method developed by Lindseth and Norberg (2004) which is inspired by Paul
Ricœur (1976, 1991) and his thoughts on how to interpret texts. The method has its foundation in
both phenomenological and hermeneutic philosophy and was therefore used to reveal the phenom-
enon and understand the meaning of measuring results in social services. Individual interviews
were used with the aim of approaching the participants’ lived experience through narratives. It may
be appropriate to clarify that, in this study, the abstraction of feelings to themes relates to an
alternative profoundly illocutionary interpretation of measuring results in social work practice,
meaning that feeling represents the action and the event experienced in everyday reality (Ricœur
1991), here within the sphere of social work.

Context

The study was conducted within three municipal social service organizations in the county of
Dalarna, Sweden. The participating municipalities had between 10,000 and 56,000 inhabitants,
meaning that two rural municipalities and one smaller town were included in this study. In Sweden,
municipal social service organizations are responsible for adults, children, youths, and families.
They provide services such as financial assistance, support, and treatment for people with substance
abuse and addiction problems and their families, support for people with disabilities, assistance to
people living with domestic violence, family counselling and other adult support, advice and
support for children, young people and families, as well as prevention. If the case concerns children
suspected of being in danger, individuals may notify the social services. The social services’ work is
regulated by the Social Services Act, which states that the social services’ assistance and support shall
be based on people’s equal value and the right to safety and care. Help and support should be given
if needs exist, regardless of the recipient’s age, gender, ethnic origin, skin colour, language, religion,
disability, or sexual orientation (Social Service Act 2001:453 2019).
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Participants

Purposeful sampling has been used in this study and has been specifically useful since the
participants’ specific knowledge of the phenomenon to be investigated was needed (Mapp 2008;
Patton 2015). The inclusion criteria were professionals in key positions who had worked with
managing for results (as a leader, manager, or development leader) for more than two years.

Eight professionals agreed to participate in the study, which, according to Patton (2015), is
sufficient when the primary desire is to reach the appropriate level of depth in the data obtained.
The informants were six women and two men between 36 and 64 years of age with professional
experience of between eight and 40 years, with a variety of educational backgrounds, meaning that
not everyone had a bachelor’s degree in social work. Furthermore, they were individuals who hold
managerial or leadership positions in the social service and those who are responsible for measuring
and reporting results. All interviewees have experience of working with clients, which explains the
client-orientated perspective that can be discerned in the interviews.

Interviews

Narrative interviews were conducted taking Mishler’s (1986) approach and were, therefore, unstruc-
tured. However, an interview guide asking a few open-ended questions about the lived experience of
managing for results in social services was also used: ‘What does “manage for results” mean to you?’
being one such question. The interviews lasted for approximately 60 to 90 minutes. All interviews were
conducted by the first author, recorded, and transcribed verbatim. All participants were informed both
verbally and in writing about the conditions for participation and that the collected data were considered
confidential. Ethical considerations related to the study followed the Swedish law for human research
(CODEX – rules & guidelines for research, 2017).

Analysis

The phenomenon of measuring for results in social services was interpreted, explained, and under-
stood through the use of three phases: naive understanding, structural analysis, and comprehensive
understanding (Lindseth and Norberg 2004). Both authors read the interview texts independently
during the naive reading, thus allowing the text to convey the first guess about its meaning as a whole.
The first interpretation under the naive understanding can be seen as a way to get to know the
phenomenon, namely, to get at sense of the phenomenon (Ricœur 1976). In the structural phase, the
naive understanding was validated through the analytical process of identifying meaning units related
to the aim, which were thereafter condensed, coded and then processed into themes and sub-themes.
In this phase, the researcher has a more objective attitude whereby the pre-understanding is given
more attention (Ricœur 1976). The thematic development was first conducted individually by the
authors by reflection on the condensedmeaning units and codes regarding similarities and differences
and finally to reach a consensus about the structure. This way, the naive understanding was validated
by the structural analysis and thereafter the analysis process was completed by a comprehensive
interpretation. All themes and sub-themes were formulated depicting the existing experience con-
veyed by the text (Lindseth and Norberg 2004). The comprehensive understanding was compared to
the naive understanding in order to further validate the procedure. Finally, the text was read as a whole
again in order to relate the naive understanding and the comprehensive understanding to the
literature on lived experience to formulate a deepened understanding of the phenomenon which
both authors could agree upon (Lindseth and Norberg 2004).

Since the researcher’s understanding can colour the interpretations, it is important to recog-
nize and clarify them. The first researcher´s assumptions about the subject, own professional
experience, training, age, and personality have all influenced the choice of the research topic.
Measuring results in social service organizations has always been something that has been
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problematized; therefore, the area of interest is to highlight the living experience of professionals
in key positions. The second author has research experience within organizational collaboration
between nursing and social work and is familiar with the research method. Lindseth and Norberg
(2004) argue that the pre-understanding is what is used to understand the narratives. In inter-
preting a text, it is therefore in relation to the pre-understanding that the text is understood and
processed.

Findings

The naive reading revealed that the interviewees experienced the meaning of measuring results in
relation to their values and beliefs, their profession, and the organization they worked within. The
lived experiences of measuring results in social work were merged, and, when asked about these
experiences, it seemed difficult for the interviewees to put them into words. Measuring results
seemed to be both an opportunity as well as something that was, in a way, overwhelming.
Furthermore, the interviewees both liked and did not like the idea of measuring in social work;
nevertheless, they were united in their opinion that it is difficult to measure work which involves
people working with people. The ideas of measuring in social work seemed to awaken feelings that
work within the social services today is moving away from the core of social work, which is ‘being
there’ for people in need. The structural analysis revealed three themes: (1) having inner mixed
feelings regarding performance measurement in social work (relating to the individual), (2) feeling
questioned regarding professional competence (relating to the role as a professional within social
services), (3) feelings of being in an organization removed from the core of social work (relating to
the organization). The emerging three levels in the structural analysis – the individual, the profes-
sional, and the organizational – are an explanation and validation on the subject of measuring
results in social work.

Theme 1: having inner mixed feelings regarding performance measurement in social
work

The sub-themes were: (1) having both doubts and curiosity about performance measurement in
social work, and (2) feeling being undecided about what can be measured and what cannot be
measured.

Having both doubt and curiosity about measurement in social work highlights the feelings of
doubt and curiosity that the interviewees talked about in relation to measuring in social work.
Almost all the interviewees described it as problematic to measure changes within people while they
also had no doubt regarding measuring quantitative factors. Nevertheless, measuring social work
provides only an eye-catching image of a more complex reality. All of the interviewees described
feeling uncertain about whether it is possible to measure everything that goes on in social work.
A few interviewees felt confident that everything can be measured, it was only a question of how.
However, most of the interviewees were not as convinced that measurements for results belong in
social work.

It is truly hard to capture what it is that has changed a person.Wemight feel that it is social services that have done
something, but in fact, it can be a teacher that has said something liberating [. . .] incredibly complicated (IP 2).

The interviewees describe a coherent awareness of struggle when it comes to measuring social
services. Doing a satisfying job, for instance, has diverse dimensions. Results visible today may be
different tomorrow and in the distant future. How clients look at themselves and how they choose
to live their lives cannot be measured with statistics and numbers alone.

I do not believe that it is possible [. . .] that you can only control or direct the work on the basis of performance
measurements [. . .] it can be a part of [a greater whole] (IP 3).
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The interviewees grasp measurements as something positive since they feel as if social work today is
largely determined by opinions about how well the organization is fulfiling its mission. For this
reason, doubts arise regarding performance measures in social work such as that actual, imagined,
and idealized images of results in social work are not consistent.

Feeling of being uncertain about what can be measured and what cannot highlights divergent
feelings about measurements in social work, meaning a struggle between the measurable, the not-so
-effective measurements, and the problematic or unmanageable measurements. All the stories told
are characterized by uncertainty, especially in relation to credibility and reliability; the interviewees
are troubled by the measuring culture: ‘We work with people; they are not products or material
things’ (IP 5). The experience of measuring social work is portrayed as being widely determined by
an individual’s inner convictions. All interviewees express some form of duality towards the
phenomenon, both positive and negative, seeing the phenomenon as something both possible
and impossible at the same time.

In our work, there are substantial grey areas [. . .] these kinds of problems are diffuse and are different for
different individuals. One cannot just pick out twenty individuals and say that with them we will achieve these
results. Each individual is unique (IP 7).

When there are innumerable factors affecting measurements, a comprehensible feeling of being
caught in the middle of a dilemma emerges, a feeling that nothing is what it appears to be.
Uncertainty regarding what affects the outcome and, moreover, the absence of meaningfulness in
what one is measuring creates frustration about what measuring contributes, aside from acting as
a financial instrument. In all narratives, a tone of vagueness appears together with a strong inner
conviction that causes and action cannot be utilized as a model of explanation in social work. This
reflects a kind of ambiguity described as the feeling of being caught in the middle of challenging
problems that have to be solved on one’s own.

We must ensure that we take the right actions so that the clients receive quality care. But it is demanding
[. . .] performance raises questions and curiosity (IP 1). [. . .] then the politicians are setting goals [. . .] we
need to transform them so that they become more concrete for us [. . .] and that is not uncomplicated
(IP 3).

Theme 2: feeling questioned regarding professional competence

The sub-themes were: (1) feeling deprived of acquired professional knowledge and experience, and
(2) feelings of being diminished as a professional.

Feeling deprived of acquired professional knowledge and experience originates from the inter-
viewees’ work experiences in relation to their professional role. Emotionally strong experiences
were highlighted when talking about a job that has become increasingly controlled. The inter-
viewees’ state of mind portrayed a certainty in which knowledge and experience no longer mean as
much as measurements, statistics, and evidence-based practice.

It becomes increasingly difficult for the professionals [. . .] giving them more and more to do [. . .] finally social
workers do not get to use their own knowledge and experience any longer (IP 2).

The strong emphasis on measurements in social work contributes to the feeling that profession-
specific knowledge and experience are no longer as valuable as before. When profession-specific
knowledge no longer seems to be valued as highly as before, the feeling that the profession is being
weakened arises.

When everything becomes too controlled, there is no need for social workers. The unique knowledge and
experience that social workers have are no longer that important (IP 5).

Feeling of being diminished as a professional emerged as a strong belief among several of the
interviewees. According to their responses, no one truly talks about professional social work
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anymore, especially not since measuring became an important part of the social work area in
general and in social workers’ working lives specifically. This lack of dialogue about professional
social work and the ideological-historical roots of social work evokes frustrations among several of
the interviewees and creates room for questions. Amindset of not being important or appreciated as
a professional in social work is evoked.

I, as a social worker, feel abandoned as an important professional. Someone else might be able to do my work
[. . .] I am not allowed to decide for myself what the client´s needs are (IP 6).

The increased focus on measuring results contributes to an imprecise feeling that the desire for
creativity and a focus on solutions in client work is decreasing. Less and less time is available for
professional social work, namely meeting with vulnerable people and helping them help themselves
to a healthier life. The experience of spending limited time with clients evokes feelings of being
diminished as a social worker since the true meaning of the job is to collaborate closely with clients.
Reduced time for client work in favour of performance management and elevated levels of
administration raises anger, frustration, and feelings of powerlessness.

Theme 3: feelings of being in an organization removed from the core of social work

The sub-themes were: (1) feeling trapped in an organization where only economic performance
seems to count, and (2) feeling that the goals and results that the organization strives for are
unrealistic.

Feeling trapped in an organization where only economic performance seems to count represents
emotional states of being overwhelmed by all incentives to measure, particularly when measure-
ments are related to costs and economics. The result of all the measurements performed in social
services is not creating a feeling that reflects the way social services should handle its mission,
helping vulnerable people to help themselves. People in need of support from social services have
inexact and complex needs, which cannot be measured using purely technical or economic values.
The inner conviction is that numbers cannot truly express enough on their own; therefore,
measurements of a complementary qualitative nature are required if measurements are to be
perceived as meaningful in social work. ‘We deal with human needs, but the only concern is increased
throughput of humans and money saved’ (IP 5).

A degree of hesitation, resignation, frustration, or anger towards measuring results in social
work is expressed in almost all the narratives.

A considerable force is focused on the economy. If I compare before and now [. . .] speaking about the 70s, no
one talked about money; nowadays, we only talk about money [. . .] It’s truly frustrating (IP 4). Yes, when you
say that word, I feel like this Aaaargh!, squares, stripes, and form, pushed into a template [. . .] it feels like
a constant struggle (IP 5).

Experiences of having frustrating feelings are common since the clients’ voices and client outcomes
have become increasingly absent and the experience among professionals in key positions is that
politicians have limited knowledge about the core of social work.

They don’t always understand the complexity. I believe that politicians ask for simple results [because] they are
uncomplicated and easy to understand (IP 4). There are a variety of factors that have influence, and therefore,
there will be several factors that can affect the outcome we are trying to measure (IP 7).

The interviewees are troubled by the feeling that the core of social work may be lost when the focus
is placed solely on economic factors, meaning that the balance between economic measurements
and qualitative measurements is experienced as skewed. Moreover, the experience remains focused
on the fact that the municipal budget is largely governed by what is measurable, and, therefore, only
minor attention is paid to results that are arduous to measure. The absence of interest in more
qualitative results makes the professionals in key positions feel that only cost-related results count,
meaning that soft values are not valued.
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Feeling that the goals and results of the organization are unrealistic relates to strong feelings that
innumerable goals, targets, or results are not specifically fair-minded and being forced to strive for
goals and results that social services alone cannot produce evokes frustration.

There are municipalities whose goal is to reduce income support. This is not a result that social services can
control. Our support may affect the time spent on income support, but not the number of people in need of
income support. This is controlled by a variety of different factors in society and in the surrounding world,
much less by us in any case (IP 3).

Moreover, the professionals in key positions feel that applying measurement as a way of controlling
work is one-sided and not adequately adapted to the context and conditions of social work. Feelings
of being caught in a system where the results of social work are not reflected in a sufficiently safe and
fair way are common. Implementing performance measurement in social work without considering
the context in which work is performed creates feelings of being trapped in an organization that
strives towards unrealistic goals.

We have goals that are not actually worth measuring, but everyone believes that these results are of utmost
importance to work towards. We are working towards the wrong results (IP 7).

Within human service organizations, it is difficult to know exactly what led to a particular result for
a particular individual. Whether the improvement is a result of what has been offered by social
services is challenging to determine since other things happen in people’s lives all the time, and
these also affect the outcome. Clients can fall in love, grab hold of life itself, meet a significant other,
or become religious.

A constant fight with those who believe that social services can be measured in a linear fashion [. . .] cause-and-
effect is not so obvious in social work. If you want to have linear explanations for circular problems, it becomes
problematic. You cannot say that this part led to this result (IP 5).

Comprehensive understanding and discussion

The lived experience of measuring results in social services among professionals in key posi-
tions emerged from summarizing and reflecting on the naive reading, the subthemes, and
themes so that measuring results in social services mimics the experience of putting a jigsaw
puzzle together without having access to all the necessary pieces. This overarching metaphor
contains the individual, the professional, and the organizational perspectives together with
mixed feelings towards the phenomenon. The meaning of measuring results in social service
organizations as a whole can be understood as trying to solve a puzzle with pieces missing. It is
only when the puzzle is solved and integrated with a pathway for the future that the entirety can
be understood.

The theme having mixed feelings as a professional regarding performance measurement in social
work reveals feelings of doubts and resistance regarding what is experienced as measurable and not
measurable within social service organizations. Research by Ammons and Rivenbark (2008) shows
that measuring results in public organizations is a complex phenomenon that evokes mixed and
contradictory feelings. The professionals in key positions’ lived experience discloses similar atti-
tudes regarding measuring results, describing measurements as something both belonging and not
belonging in social work: belonging since there is a need to know that support efforts are beneficial
to the clients, and not belonging because change within people is difficult to measure using numbers
and statistics.

Recent research by Arnaboldi, Lapsley, and Steccolini (2015) highlights that mixed and contra-
dictory feelings are problematic, leading to difficulties in maintaining meaning in a professional
role. Specifically, such difficulties occur when measuring results do not correlate with the imagined
and idealized picture of what the social services are supposed to contribute to those in need. Overall,
the professionals in key positions describe feeling diminished and distrustful, therefore becoming
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a lost person in their role as a social worker. Research by Skaržauskienė (2010) shows that how we
reflect on results can affect our feelings towards performance and measurement. People need to
understand to find meaning, according to Gärdenfors (2006). Thus, if social workers and profes-
sionals in key positions do not understand what they face or are exposed to, they will continue to
search for meaning and understanding until they feel that they have found it.

The study shows that feelings about the core of social work are not consistent with what the
professionals in key positions experience in the real world. Taken together, the narratives describe
a lived experience and an emotional state that resembles being trapped in the middle of a dilemma,
a dilemma of being forced to handle two different realities, meaning both measuring for quantita-
tive results and helping clients fend for themselves. This is not a problem, according to Gärdenfors
(2006), as humans are flexible by nature and, therefore, are often able to exist in parallel realities at
the same time, a hypothetical one and a real one.

A pervasive vagueness emerges when the professionals in key positions describe the feeling of
being caught between what is comfortable to measure and what is hypersensitive to discuss as
measurable. This means that there is no unified view on whether social work can be measured or
not and that it is naturally assumed that there should be greater scepticism among social workers to
use measurements as a way of leading, managing, and achieving results in social work. The lack of
understanding for this pervasive vagueness makes it difficult for the professionals in key positions to
feel that managing for results in the social services has a value that is worth realizing.

The feeling of being questioned regarding professional competence evokes some level of despon-
dency within the professionals in key positions, feeling that ‘the unique knowledge and experience
that social workers have is no longer that important’ (IP 5). The overall lived experience is that no
one within the organization reflects on the core of social work anymore, and this evokes frustration,
questions, and mixed feelings towards the professional role. Gärdenfors (2006) states that humans
are less likely to feel positively towards phenomena if they do not make sense, especially when the
lived experience is that expectations are not being met. In this study, an awareness of a discrepancy
is disclosed, and it becomes apparent that what professionals in key positions see and what they
believe in are two separate realities. Thus, the feelings of discrepancy may arise because social
workers’ knowledge of social work is different from that of others (Gärdenfors 2006), for example,
politicians who do not share the same knowledge and have a different basic assignment than the
social services.

Feelings of being in an organization far removed from the core of social work represents emotional
states of being overwhelmed by all the incentives, numbers, and figures while being unable to
provide information about the outcome from a client’s perspective. The professionals in key
positions’ lived experience is that those in charge of measuring results in social service organizations
do not understand quite how complicated social work is. Research by Arnaboldi, Lapsley, and
Steccolini (2015) shows that the public sector is more complex than other sectors, but, despite this
fact, attitudes towards the sector are often overly simplistic. As one professional in a key position
states, ‘We have not really learned how to measure’ (IP 2), and according to Gärdenfors (2006), this
lack of knowledge makes it hard to merge what one believes with what one sees. ‘We deal with
human needs, but the only things that matter are increased volumes [client throughput] and money
saved’ (IP 5). Research by Pooler, Wolfer, and Freeman (2014) shows that social workers emphasize
the importance of the intervention from a client’s perspective. Organizations with an unreasonable
focus on goals can, according to Arnaboldi, Lapsley, and Steccolini (2015), lose sight of the basic
mission, as is reflected by the voices of the key social services professionals participating in this
study.

Preconceptions can be falsified, and new understandings of a phenomenon can be brought to
light (Flood 2010). All the voices expressed in this study have contributed towards additional
knowledge of practice, showing that results in social work are diverse and largely depend on the
perspective of the individual. As in previous research (Lindgren 2014; Oh and Bush 2015; Van
Berkel and Knies 2016), this study shows that having a strong focus on the measurable will affect
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professionals in diverse ways. Moreover, the feeling of professional independence, professional
practice, and having a significant professional role are crucial factors for achieving positive results in
human service organizations (Lindgren 2014; Oh and Bush 2015; Van Berkel and Knies 2016).
Kretchmar (2005) states that, in situations we find hard to grasp, life can be experienced as
a puzzle – a puzzle can be pieced together in different ways depending on which strategy is used,
and different people with different responsibilities for managing for results in social services bring
their unique pieces to the puzzle (Kretchmar 2005), pieces that cannot always easily be joined
together to form a common motif. It seems that measuring results in social services needs a clearer
focus on cooperation and teamwork between clients, professionals, and politicians at the municipal,
regional, and national levels. Striving for environments that bring people together through parti-
cipation and influence is important in order to gain social and health sustainability.

Measuring results in social services is in this study characterized by various ambiguous feelings
on the individual, professional, and organizational level. It is only when the puzzle is complete that
conflicting emotions can subside, allowing for a more comprehensive whole (Gozzi 1996).

Methodological considerations

Reflexivity has been present throughout the research process, and, therefore, assumptions have
been reviewed, and questions asked based on the material (Patton 2015). The comprehensive
understanding presented in this study is one of several interpretations. The text will, therefore, be
read in diverse ways by different readers, thus allowing different interpretations to arise (Ricœur
2016).

A phenomenological-hermeneutic analysis method was used in this study as a way of getting
a pronouncedly trustworthy study. Interviewing trustworthy people makes it possible to transfer the
material from the interviews to practical activities (Lindseth and Norberg 2004; Patton 2015), which
means that the results of this study can be used to develop performance measurement in social
work. Although the results are based on eight interviews, the results are nonetheless considered
trustworthy because they are comparable to the results of other studies. The transferability from this
study to areas other than social services is limited because of the nature of the study.

From a broader perspective, it is conceivable that the results of this study could be used to learn
from and in learning situations in which human values are central, even in areas based outside
social work (Patton 2015). The fact that the first author works within the social services may have
been both a strength and a limitation of this study. It may have contributed to more profound
response. However, a possible lack of sufficient depth in the interviews may have occurred as the
curiosity and depth created in the meeting and the dialogue may have been influenced. van Manen
(2016) clarifies that using a phenomenological approach can be challenging when the researcher has
a similar professional background to the interviewees, due to the risk that professional language or
ways of thinking as social workers affect what is observed in the imparted lived experience of the
interviewees. Thus, there is always a risk that fragments of the tangible lived reality unwittingly
influence the interview situation, and, moreover, the analysis and interpretation of the material (van
Manen 2016). Nevertheless, Patton (2015) argues that in phenomenological research it is assumed
that the researcher has prior knowledge and a rigorous interest concerning the subject to be studied.
According to van Manen (2016), the problem is that we never know too much about the phenom-
enon we want to study. Our past affects our worldview, and our worldview relentlessly affects us
(Gadamer 1989); therefore, we understand phenomena through our worldview and our
preconceptions.

Conclusion

The findings revealed that measurement for results in social work raises emotions that are
ambiguous and doubtful, not least for the professional role. It is important to address these
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uncertainties and mixed feelings among professionals dealing with measuring results in social work
organizations in order to prevent work environments that are not health promoting. Further studies
to increase understanding of how performance management can be adapted to social work and
complement the professional knowledge and experience are thus needed.

Note

1. The authors are aware of the rich literature on NPM in other fields. In this study the authors have chosen to
situate their discussion of NPM in the field of social work.
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