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I always joked about writing the ‘thank you’s’ for my thesis. I always said that 
I would write down ‘thank you’ followed by the names of everyone I wanted to 
thank in alphabetical order. At least I would be able to write one part of this thesis 
easily, efficiently and in a short amount of time. Presumably, thanking people in 
such away would have led to the termination of friendships and relations and 
justly so. It not only ‘takes a village to raise a child’, it certainly takes a village to 
help one get through the process of achieving a doctorate. Over time, many people 
(sometimes unknowingly) have contributed to this process and the realization of 
‘Lost in translation’. I am honored to express the gratitude they deserve.
First of all, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Mirko Noordegraaf. The 
first two years of my thesis were mainly marked by the search for the essence of 
this study and appropriate supervision of this process. In 2010 I had approached 
Mirko to see if he would be interested in supervising the study, and luckily he was. 
For me, looking back, that was the actual starting point for this thesis. Up until 
then I had read a lot, written some pieces and gathered a lot of data, but from 
2010 onwards I really experienced what doing academic research is about. The 
study was given the inspiration and quality boost that I was looking for. Mirko, 
thank you for your support and impressive way of supervising. The effectiveness 
and usefulness of your analysis and guidance were always of tremendous help to 
me. Also, thank you for being so approachable as a person and for always being 
willing to read additional pieces of writing and provide feedback, no matter 
when. Your enthusiastic supervision and input has had a large impact on the (re)
configuration of this thesis. 
I would also like to thank Ed Vosselman for his contribution as supervisor of this 
thesis. In 2011 Ed and I became colleagues at the Zijlstra Center for Public Control 
and Governance, and I am thankful that he was willing to share his experience 
and knowledge during my doctoral research. Ed, thank you for being there to 
listen to my reflections, questions and doubts, and especially for thinking along 
with me. Your calmness and support have helped to keep me focused and to 
organize time and support to conduct this study alongside all the daily work. 
You have always emphasized that one should enjoy the process and not let time 
pressure spoil the beauty of it. Somewhere along the way that message sunk in, 
although I am happy that the thesis is finished now. Thank you for all your help 
during this academic challenge.
This study would not have been possible without the support of the Zijlstra 
Center for Public Control and Governance (hZC). I came to know the Zijlstra 
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Center through the late Caren van Egten, where she had a professorship in 
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in making this research happen. Subsequently, in 2010 I made a career switch 
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for my study. This proved to be the right decision. Unfortunately I did not get the 
opportunity to resume working with Caren, as she passed away that same year. 
I remember my last email to Caren, though. I thanked her for her inspiration 
and passionate engagement in encouraging young (female) academics to pursue 
their ambitions. Furthermore, I promised her that I would finish this PhD. Thank 
you Caren for your inspiration.
Another person who deserves my gratitude is Goos Minderman. Goos is someone 
who would move the world to help someone realize their ambitions. He attaches 
great importance to young people being able to do research and achieve their 
PhDs. There is no doubt, and it may also be put in black and white, that without 
the time and space that Goos offered me, this thesis would not be presented here 
and now in this book. I don’t think that any other employer would have provided 
so much space to finalize this research. Goos, I sincerely thank you for what you 
have made   possible. 
The same goes for Hans Bossert. As hZC’s business director, he has facilitated and 
supported me in conducting this research as much as possible. He has granted 
me as much time as possible to keep up the pace of work. Hans, thank you for all 
your efforts, moments of discussion, and above all your personal interest. I look 
forward to continuing our collaboration and developing research within hZC.
There are more colleagues to thank, though. Kim van Eijck, we work together 
every day managing different public value studies in the public sector. 
Furthermore, we have both been working on our dissertations. This meant that 
we could share moments of joy, frustration, relief, anxiety and so on. I think the 
WhatsApp moments were the most efficient for stress relief during writing. I 
have collected the many remarkable one-liners, statements, quotes and pictures 
that we have communicated through this medium. You will be confronted with 
them again during your PhD party…! Seriously, thank you for being a great and 
fun colleague, and for being paranymph. I enjoy the hilarious moments during 
work and abroad at conferences, but also the progress we achieve together. I look 
forward to expanding our collaborative research.
Furthermore, I would like to thank Els van den Berg for her significant contributions 
in data-gathering and processing in the third case. Thank you for being helpful 
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spend with you now ‘the book’ is finished. There were times in the past three years 
when I sometimes wondered whether the thesis was really that important. The 
answer is yes, but not of such vital importance as one’s health, the relationship 
with one’s family and enjoying the ‘now’ of life. Thank you Lindemann family for 
being (t)here!
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1. Introduction

In March 2013 there was turmoil and resistance when the Ministry of 
Education announced that the list of schools’ Cito scores1 would be 
released to the public at the insistence of RTL. The television channel 
had requested the lists for measuring the quality of schools. Schools 
resisted and took the matter to court. They were concerned that parents 
would use these Cito scores as a ranking list when selecting a suitable 
school for their children. Furthermore, they were worried that schools 
would primarily focus on gaining a high position in the Cito-score 
ranking. They argued that the Cito test provides simplified information 
that is not easily comparable. ‘Facts and figures’ should be analyzed in 
relation to the local context in order to be able to make well-founded 
statements about the quality of schools. ‘Education is more than just 
language and mathematics. Schools should strive for good education, 
not good test scores’. It’s not that schools do not want to account for 
quality and performance, though. Many schools have started working 
with school plans in which they provide a broader picture of the content 
and quality of their education services and their school environment. If 
applicable, these plans also mention the Cito scores, but in relation to 
the context of the school. ‘We are certainly not opposed to transparency 
– on the contrary – but a good and fair comparison should be made!’2 

1.1 Reconfigurations of PPS
As shown by the example above, the performance of public professional services 
(PPS) is a subject of ongoing debate between politicians, managers, professionals 
and citizens. This debate is often linked to the influential New Public Management 
(NPM) discourse that has been embraced around the world (Kettl, 2000; Pollit 
and Bouckaert, 2000; Pollit, 2001; Kirkpatrick et al., 2005). NPM consists of a 
multiplicity of discourses on how PPS should be shaped, organized and managed. 

1  The Cito test is a test undertaken by pupils in Dutch primary schools (6th grade) in order to establish 
the most appropriate form of secondary education for the participating pupil. The test is a selection tool 
for secondary education and consists of multiple-choice questions in the areas of language, mathematics, 
study skills and world orientation.
2  Sources: http://www.nu.nl/binnenland/3374880/woord-rechter-cito-scores.html, http://www.rtl.nl/
components/actueel/rtlnieuws/2013/03_maart/19/binnenland/rechter-gaat-beslissen-over-openbaar-
making-cito.xml, http://www.avs.nl/artikelen/grootverzetonderschoolleiderstegencitorankinglijstomk-
waliteittemeten. 
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The general underlying belief is that making PPS, and the people who work for 
them, more ‘business-like’ and ‘market-oriented’ will lead to better performance 
(e.g. Hood, 1991; Pollit, 1995; Kettl, 2000). NPM reforms have been put on the 
agendas of most OECD countries and other nations. They focus on a multiplicity 
of objectives, such as performance and quality of service delivery, customer 
satisfaction, transparency, innovation and effective management of resources 
(e.g. OECD, 1995, 2005). NPM has evolved into a ‘totalizing’ discourse that is the 
subject of heated debates in both society and academia, as its manifestation in 
practice has also revealed ‘dark sides’ (e.g. Diefenbach, 2009).

It has been argued that the introduction of NPM in PPS has led to the 
managerialization of professional practices and PPS (e.g. de Bruijn, 2007; 
Noordegraaf and Schinkel, 2010). It has been labeled as a managerial discourse 
focused on performance and cost efficiency, which conflicts with traditional 
professional values (Skalen, 2004) and which ‘bulldozes’ through traditional 
values and ideas that do not fit with NPM (Diefenbach, 2009). Furthermore, the 
workings of NPM have raised new questions and problems (e.g. Carson et al., 
1999), as the managerialization of PPS is claimed to have to generated unintended 
effects such as cherry-picking, creaming, window-dressing and strategic behavior 
on the part of service providers (e.g. Goodlad, 2000; de Bruijn, 2007). Such effects 
are also implicit in the Cito example described above. It has been argued that as 
a result of managerialization, the devaluation of public goods and services and 
of the professional ethos is taking place on a global scale (e.g. Maesschalck, 2004; 
Apple, 2005; Kirkpatrick et al., 2005). 

However, although it has been claimed that NPM discourse has become dominant 
and is now an ‘international standard’ (e.g. Schedler and Proeller, 2002), 
research shows that its implementation has resulted in a multiplicity of locally 
divergent outcomes at the national level (e.g. Pollitt, Van Thiel and Homburg, 
2007; Goldfinch and Wallis, 2010) and between and within PPS sectors (e.g. 
Kirkpatrick et al., 2005; Ackroyd et al., 2007; Leicht et al., 2009). This calls into 
question the representation of NPM as a hegemonic discourse, sweeping across 
PPS, managerializing and deprofessionalizing all in its wake. Notwithstanding 
the strength of the global NPM discourse, individuals are not passive recipients 
of discourse, who simply respond to what is imposed upon them (Thomas and 
Davies, 2005). As the Cito example showed, those involved in PPS play an active 
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part in the shaping and performing of NPM discourse in practice. Rather than 
just accepting the managerialization and devaluation of professional practice, 
they can contribute to a meaningful reconfiguration of PPS (e.g. Noordegraaf 
and Steijn, 2013).

Research thus far has revealed that NPM discourse contains multiple 
objectives and diverse values, has influenced a variety of reforms throughout 
nations and sectors and has led to divergent local outcomes. Furthermore, 
the managerialization of PPS through NPM discourse has been emphasized. 
However, to date there is insufficient understanding of how these multiple NPM 
discourses are performed in practice and whether and how they contribute to 
reconfigurations, including managerial reconfigurations. It is unclear how actors 
shape or translate the multiplicity of NPM discourses, values   and objectives in 
practice, and how this leads to divergent outcomes. This study therefore explores 
how NPM discourses are translated in PPS and explains how these translations 
contribute to reconfigurations of professional practices. This insight is important 
for academics, policymakers and practitioners, as it can offer an understanding 
of how such discourses are translated in practice, taking into consideration 
the agency of all of the actors involved. Developing our understanding of these 
practices can contribute to future translations of NPM discourses and mitigate 
the managerialization of professional practices that may subsequently lead to 
their devaluation.

By exploring the translation of NPM discourse within three local cases, this study 
provides a critical perspective on the workings of NPM, explores how translation 
happens and explains how the agency of the active members involved contributes 
to the reconfiguration of PPS. This study thereby offers an empirically-grounded 
understanding and explanation of the reconfiguration of PPS that offers a more 
nuanced account than those seen thus far in public management studies and social 
and academic debates. In this chapter, we first describe the development of NPM 
discourse and its characteristics (section 1.2). Next, the concept of translation is 
described (section 1.3). The subsequent section explains and describes education 
services as the field of study and the problem statement (section 1.4). In the 
following section special attention is given to the approach to the study (section 
1.5). The final section summarizes this chapter and sketches the outline of the 
book (section 1.6).
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1.2 Multiplicity of New Public Management discourse
The NPM movement began in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and has since become 
an important global discourse in PPS. Across the world, PPS found themselves 
confronted with turbulent environments: governments faced increasing 
demands, technological changes, escalating costs, and shortages of funds. 
This situation led to the revision and reform of PPS. Businesslike reforms first 
emerged in the US and the United Kingdom, where Republican and Conservative 
governments favored and adopted a more ‘business-like’ approach to optimizing 
the performance of PPS (Pollit and Dan, 2011). Following this, the governments 
of New Zealand and Australia joined the movement. Their successes put NPM 
reforms on the agendas of most OECD and other countries3 (OECD, 1995), and 
the movement gained the status of a global model of public sector reform (e.g. 
Kettl, 2000).
This general businesslike attitude gradually crystallized into similar approaches 
to public sector reform, which were soon labeled ‘New Public Management’ (e.g. 
Dunsire, 1995). NPM came to be seen as a totalizing discourse that replaced 
traditional ‘old’ public administration; it was a new discourse with new values 
(e.g. Hood, 1991; Dunleavy and Hood, 1994). Nevertheless, there are definitional 
disputes and ambiguities about the conceptual properties and characteristics 
of the global NPM discourse; what, in fact, is NPM? It is an evolving, hybrid 
phenomenon with a multiple and complex body of ideas and practices (e.g. Hood, 
1991; Christensen and Lægreid, 2001), described as ‘more a recognizable term 
than a fully established concept’ (Barzelay, 2002), which can be summarized as an 
‘attempt to implement management ideas from business and private sector into 
the public services’ (e.g. Aucoin, 1990; Haynes, 2003). At the practical or operational 
level NPM is seen as a ‘shopping basket’ of tools derived from the business sector, 
from which reformers can choose while taking local circumstances and priorities 
into consideration (Pollit, 1995). 
Despite the multiplicity of NPM discourses and definitions, one thing is clear: 
NPM is primarily about improving the performance of PPS. The underlying 
belief is that by making public sector organizations, and the people who work 
for them, more ‘business-like’ and ‘market-oriented’, the performance of PPS 
will be optimized (e.g. Diefenbach, 2009). It is assumed that more performance-, 
cost-, efficiency- and audit orientation will contribute to this objective (e.g. 

3  Today developing countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America and transitional societies in Eastern 
Europe have also embraced NPM to various degrees, including business-related ideas such as market 
competition, customer orientation, business management and value for money.
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Deem, 2001; Newton, 2003; Deem and Brehony, 2005; Diefenbach, 2009). 
NPM thus consists of a set of orientations, assumptions and values in relation 
to how PPS should be organized, managed and function in order to optimize 
performance. Nevertheless, it is argued in this study that three main discourses 
for optimizing the performance of PPS stem from the multiplicity of business 
and market-oriented discourses. These discourses concern competition, control 
and competency, and are prevalent in NPM reforms of PPS. They are presented 
below.4

Discourse Objectives, values and tools

Competition Competition as a means for optimizing performance by making provision and quality 
of PPS customer-, market- and stakeholder-oriented. Contracting and outsourcing to 
stimulate competitiveness in service delivery. Realize lower costs and better standards.
Relevant tools e.g.: performance management and budgeting, best practice concepts, 
benchmarking, rankings, quality standards, and customer evaluation.

Control Control as means for optimizing performance through efficient and productive service 
provision. ‘Letting managers manage’ and supervise responsibility for results rather 
than procedures. Enhancing transparency and accountability.
Relevant tools e.g.: planning and control systems, Balanced Scorecards, scenario 
planning, SWOT analysis, performance monitoring systems, risk management.

Competency Competency as a means for optimizing performance through adapting and 
professionalizing behavior and skills required in ‘business-like’ PPS. Innovate and 
improve quality of PPS. 
Relevant tools e.g.: HRM, codes of conduct, protocols, performance-related pay.

Table 1 Main NPM discourses and related objectives, values and tools.

Each of these discourses contributes to the optimization of performance: 
through competition, quality can be improved and costs lowered; control can 
contribute to efficient spending of budgets and monitoring of performance; 
and the development of competency can contribute to market orientation and 
cost awareness. Thus competition, control and competency are interrelated and 
mutually reinforcing in optimizing the performance of PPS. At the same time, 
conflicting characteristics are also inherent to these discourses. Competition 
includes innovation and entrepreneurialism, yet also efficiency, standardization 
and cost control. Control is about more autonomy and discretionary power, but 
also requires more monitoring and supervision (e.g. van Thiel and Leeuw, 2002; 
Diefenbach, 2009). Competency means enhancing managers’ and professionals’ 
entrepreneurial and business skills, yet is difficult to reconcile with traditional 
professional values concerning the application of knowledge and expertise (e.g. 
Hernes, 2005; Waring and Curry, 2009). 

4  For further elaboration and substantiation of the three discourses, see Chapter 2.
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NPM discourse thus presents public organizations, managers and professionals 
with a complex challenge, as they have to deal with these conflicting characteristics 
in their local context. Research shows that although this ‘totalizing’ NPM discourse 
may have been adopted worldwide, the attempt to deal with its complexity is a 
factor underlying locally divergent reconfigurations of PPS (e.g. Kirkpatrick et 
al., 2005; Meyer and Hammerschmidt, 2006; Ackroyd et al., 2007; Leicht et al., 
2009). Notwithstanding the strength and complexity of global NPM discourse, 
managers and professionals in public organizations are not passive recipients 
who simply respond to what is imposed upon them (Thomas and Davies, 2005); 
rather, they adapt and modify, or ‘translate’, NPM discourse in the local contexts 
of their PPS. The local translation of complex NPM discourses thus plays a pivotal 
role in reconfiguring professional practices in a meaningful and workable way 
(e.g. Ewalt and Jennings, 2004; Bekkers et al., 2007; May and Winter, 2009). 
It is through translation that the potential managerialization of professional 
practices and unintended consequences, such as conflicting values, meaningless 
bureaucracy and professional alienation, may be mitigated (also see chapter 2).
The focus of this study is therefore not on NPM discourse or its outcomes as 
such; these areas have been studied thoroughly and have contributed to the 
current dichotomous positions and debates on the managerialization of PPS. 
Rather, this research provides insight into the underlying translation processes, 
involving active members (in the broadest sense), which shape these multiple 
NPM discourses in PPS. Furthermore, our aim is to explain how such translations 
contribute to the reconfiguration of professional practices. In order to perform 
such a study, a better understanding of the concept of translation is required.

1.3 Translation: connectedness and reconfigurations
This study explicitly focuses on the translation of NPM discourse in professional 
practices in PPS. The concept of translation is derived from the sociology of 
translation,5 which arose from efforts to understand how scientific theories 
spread within scientific communities, become embedded and are subsequently 
established as a basis for further scientific progress. Research has shown that 
these theories – these objects – are not simply rational, objective and external 
to the actors who use them. Rather, they are shaped through the multifaceted 
interactions of heterogeneous elements concerned with closing scientific 
disputes, having ideas accepted and tools and methods adopted (Latour, 1987). 

5  Also referred to as Actor Network Theory.
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These interactions are referred to as translation: a multifaceted interaction 
between active members, called ‘actants’. Translation occurs because actants 
shape and transform ideas, innovations, objects and so forth, sustain and adapt 
practices and discourses, actively paralleling and even displacing those of political 
authorities (e.g. Latour, 1987; O’Malley, 1996: Johnson and Hagstrom, 2005). 
These actants are both human and non-human; analytically, no distinction is 
made between the two. Thus objects such as systems, tools, policies, regulations 
and guidelines are equal ‘actants’ in translation processes in PPS to reconfigure 
professional practices. Humans and non-humans are defined relationally as 
connected translators that are mutually constitutive (e.g. Callon, 1991; Law, 1992). 
All actants have agency and are determinants of reconfigured practices and 
services. For example, NPM developed from the perception that the performance 
of PPS could and should be optimized. This perception was objectified in 
reforms, laws, systems and tools. Subsequently, these objects interacted with 
managers and professionals in PPS. This can result in the (re)configuration of 
work routines, accountability structures and the training and mastering of new 
competencies. Thus, the (re)configuring of non-human actants leads to a (re)
configuring of humans, and vice versa, which emphasizes their connectedness. 
Translation can thus be seen as the process of making connections, of creating 
new links and convergences between actants (e.g. Callon, 1981; Law, 1992; Brown, 
2002). If there is a multiplicity of discourses, meanings and entities built into a 
social setting, translation is the process by which these are connected and thereby 
form a network (e.g. Cressman, 2009). 
In relation to this research, the translation of NPM discourses and their 
objectives, values and tools is thus seen as a performative process (Hacking, 1999; 
Czarniawska and Sevón, 1996, 2005). The interactions of actants concern the 
connecting of multiple NPM discourses, objectives and tools with professional 
and managers in PPS, thereby contributing to the reconfiguration of professional 
practices. This element of connectedness is of significant importance. Through 
translation, actants such as systems, tools, managers and professionals can 
become connected. NPM discourses that have been translated in this way 
become common, established practices, which are seen as irreversible and 
which contribute to the reconfiguration of professional practices and PPS (e.g. 
Callon, 1986; Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005; Clegg, 2006). However, translations 
can also lead to disconnectedness. In this case, actants become configured in 
‘separate spaces with no common measure’ (Callon, 1991); recall, for example, the 
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Cito example in the introduction. Translated objectives, values and tools are then 
disconnected from actors and their professional practices. Such translations 
contribute to forms of reconfiguration that lead to the managerialization of 
professional practices and PPS (e.g. Christensen and Laegreid, 2007; de Bruijn, 
2007; Diefenbach, 2009). 
Overall, we can conclude that the translation of NPM discourses in practice 
will result from interactions between actants. The connectedness and 
disconnectedness that result from the interactions between actants contribute 
to reconfigurations and to the possible managerialization of professional 
practices and PPS. The focus of this study is therefore as much on the relations 
and interactions that translate global NPM discourse in professional practice, as 
on the actants involved in these processes.

1.4 The research 
The translation of NPM discourse in PPS is studied in Dutch education services. 
This section considers the relevance of conducting this study within this specific 
sector and describes the problem statement.

1.4.1 Dutch education services as a relevant field of study
The selection of Dutch education services as our field of study is relevant for 
a number of reasons. First, NPM discourse has been a persistent influence on 
the reform of Dutch education services in recent decades. The NPM discourses 
on competition, control and competency have been introduced via a variety of 
reforms. Second, there is continuous and heated social and political discussion 
on the ‘managerialization’ and devaluation of Dutch education services that has 
supposedly resulted from these reforms. This has led to the formation of various 
interest groups6 that claim that a ‘new battle for education’ is being fought 
between managers and professionals. Third, the unintended consequences of 
translations of NPM, such as the reinforcement of conflicting values, meaningless 
bureaucracy and alienation, are prevalent in Dutch education services. We 
discuss these points further below.
NPM discourse was a driving force behind the Dutch government’s reforms 

6  For example, Beter Onderwijs Nederland (BON). The association argues that the quality of education 
services is falling as a result of successive educational reforms and experiments. Therefore the associ-
ation focuses on the preservation of professional values. Stichting Beroepseer (Professional Pride), an 
association to secure the professional pride and quality of education services, argues that the profession 
is under-valued and hampered by cumbersome rules and structures. 
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to optimize performance in the education services during the 1980s and 1990s 
(van Velzen, 2012). The NPM discourse on competition was enhanced through 
multiple reforms that transformed the position and orientation of educational 
organizations. These included the formation of larger institutions with more 
autonomy, lump sum funding, elimination of truck systems,7 decentralized 
personnel management, greater spending freedom and individual policy-making 
power and more legal focus on quality and outputs.8 The NPM discourse on control 
was stimulated by a focus on performance measurement and management. This 
included result-oriented funding, increased accountability,9 quality assurance,10 
external quality assessments11 and the strengthening of financial accounting.12 
The NPM discourse on competency was facilitated by a focus on working practices 
in education services. The measures concerned a variety of acts and action 
plans on the required competencies, obligatory registration of competencies 
and the introduction of quality improvement plans and monitoring.13 Today, 
Dutch education services continue to be strongly influenced by NPM discourses 
via organizations such as the OECD’s Centre for Educational Research and 
Innovation (CERI) and the EU, which have formally extended their influence to 
cover educational policies within the member states (Schuller, 2006).14

The elaboration of the aforementioned NPM discourses and subsequent reforms 
in practice have led to heated discussions on the presumed ‘managerialization’ 
and devaluation of Dutch education services. Dutch teaching professionals claim 

7  The WI Act for education and integration courses.
8  For example, the Scheveningen Agreement of 1993 for primary and secondary education and Rapport 
Commissie Rauwenhoff (1991) by the Temporary Advisory Committee for Education and Employment in 
vocational education. The other international initiatives that were adopted by the government were the 
1999 Bologna Process for Higher education and the 1997 OECD PISA program for evaluating education 
systems worldwide every three years.
9  The Good Governance Code: Goed Onderwijsbestuur.
10  For example, the Quality Act of 1998 (Kwaliteitswet op het onderwijs) for primary and secondary edu-
cation, the Law on Education Inspection (Wet op Onderwijstoezicht), the Law on Higher Education and 
Scientific Research (WHW) and Regulations on Annual Reporting Education (RJO).
11  In Dutch primary and secondary education the accreditation of programs is conducted by the Inspec-
torate of Education. In higher education, since the introduction of the BAMA, the system of inspections 
has been replaced by the Dutch-Flemish Accreditation Organization (NVAO) and by the European Quality 
Improvement System at the European level.
12  Richtlijn Jaarverslaglegging Onderwijs (RJO), Tweede herziene druk 2011 and RJ660. Regulations on 
requirements for annual reporting.
13  E.g. the Bio Act on professional competencies; ‘Leraren Leren’, a report on the professionalization of 
teaching professionals; and the installment of the Committee on the Future of the Teaching Profession.
14  As a strong advocate for the NPM philosophy, the OECD influences educational policies via reports, 
key committees, funding streams, and programs. It sets agendas, as in the case of the Program for In-
ternational Student Assessment (PISA) and the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMMS), and also helps individual member nations to do so.
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that their autonomy and influence on the development of educational reforms 
is declining (e.g. Commissie Dijsselbloem, 2008), they have less influence on 
the content and goals of teaching, and their working methods are increasingly 
being regulated (Teelken, 1995; Sleegers & Wesselingh, 1995, 1997). In addition, 
educational reforms are perceived as meaningless and even destructive for 
education services (e.g. Lenssen, 2007; Jorna, 2008). Managers are seen as the 
main culprits in the managerialization of education services. Such claims are 
reinforced by conflicts and disconnectedness between managers and teaching 
professionals (e.g. Jansen, De Jong and Klink 2006; Broos en Korte 2007; Odenthal 
et al. 2007). Boards and managers are accused of lacking knowledge about 
education and being fixated on performance management and accountability 
rather than professional practices. They are constraining professionals’ leeway 
and autonomy, turning professionals into mere ‘production workers’ and de-
motivating them (e.g. Van Veen en Sleegers, 2006; Broos en Korte, 2007; Van 
Haperen, 2007; Vogels, 2009; Coonen, 2010). However, these managers often 
feel alienated themselves, as they have to deal with a multiplicity of discourses 
as they navigate between their responsibility for budgets and performance, 
management systems, delivering ‘performance’ and their commitment to the 
quality of education services and professionals (Bronneman-Helmers, 1999; Day, 
2003; Blackmore, 2004; Rutledge, 2010; de Wit, 2012). 
Furthermore, there has been frequent reporting on the unintended consequences 
of NPM reforms in Dutch education services. It has been argued that the 
translation of NPM in education has led to ‘creaming-off’ and ‘cherry-picking’,15 
integrity issues in scientific publications,16 diploma fraud,17 dishonest reporting 
on the quality of education services18 and financial fraud.19 An excessive focus on 
matters such as improving performance, cost control and quality assurance can 
lead providers of education services to become preoccupied with ‘doing the thing 
right’ and complying with system standards and guidelines, rather than ‘doing 
the right thing’. Such unintended consequences presuppose disconnectedness 
between NPM objectives and tools and professional practices. Considering 
these factors, Dutch education services are thus relevant for studying how NPM 

15  http://www.dub.uu.nl/artikel/nieuws/bussemaker-wil-geen-sluiproute-naar-selectie-poort.html.
16  For example, the breach of scientific integrity by a Dutch scientist, leading to his suspension from 
Tilburg University and the installment of a committee to investigate his scientific misconduct.
17  For example, InHolland and Windesheim in 2011, Stenden Hogeschool 2012 (higher vocational educa-
tion).
18  Hogeschool van Amsterdam in 2011.
19  Amarantis and BOOR in 2012.
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is translated and how this contributes to the reconfiguration of professional 
practices.

1.4.2 Problem statement 

Objective

NPM reforms in PPS are topical issues in social, political and academic debates. 
To date, studies have focused on the presumed managerialization of professional 
practices and the devaluation of PPS. Furthermore, studies on the effects 
(intended or otherwise) and outcomes of NPM in PPS practices are widespread. 
These studies have reinforced dualistic notions of the ‘global-or-local’ character 
of NPM discourse and the ‘managers vs. professionals’ debate. Such approaches 
assume a certain degree of determinism, whereby ‘totalizing’ NPM discourses 
and managers supposedly dominate and managerialize PPS. However, research 
reveals that such dualistic notions are no longer tenable. Several studies show 
locally divergent translations of NPM within countries, as well as between and 
within sectors. This calls into question the representation of NPM as a ‘totalizing’ 
discourse that managerializes and devaluates ‘all in its wake’. Notwithstanding 
the strength of global NPM discourses, individuals are not passive recipients of 
discourses, who merely respond to what is imposed upon them (Thomas and 
Davies, 2005). Moreover, human ‘actants’ such as managers and professionals 
and non-human actants such as policies, regulations, systems and tools exercise 
agency when translating NPM discourse in PPS. It is through translation that they 
contribute to the reconfiguration of professional practices (e.g. Czarniawska, 
2006; Noordegraaf and Steijn, 2013). 
To date, public management studies have hardly focused on the translation of 
NPM discourse in PPS. As a result, they provide insufficient insight into the actual 
workings of NPM and how divergent reconfigurations emerge. This study aims to 
provide an in-depth understanding of the translation processes that shape NPM 
in practice. It provides a critical perspective on NPM as a supposedly ‘totalizing’ 
discourse and the agency of actants in contributing to the reconfiguration of 
professional practices. In order to realize the aims of the research against the 
background of the above-described status quo in research and debates, the 
following research question will be answered.
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Research question

This study aims to answer the following central research question:

‘How are new public management discourses translated in public professional services, 
and how does this contribute to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional 

practices?’

This central research question is answered by studying six sub-questions.

1. How can NPM be defined?

This first question considers the multiplicity of NPM discourses. In chapter two, 
we provide a brief history of NPM and explore the variety of definitions that 
have been offered by different authors (e.g. Hood, 1991; Ferlie et al., 1996; Kettl, 
2000; Pollit and Bouckaert, 2004). From the various definitions, we conclude 
that there are three main NPM discourses for optimizing the performance of 
PPS: competition, control and competency. These main discourses are then 
specified in a multiplicity of reform measures and tools that have been frequently 
implemented in PPS reforms. The inherent complexity of these discourses and 
the contrast between the businesslike values and the professional values of PPS 
are described.

2. How have NPM discourses affected Dutch education services? 

To understand how global NPM discourse is translated in local PPS, we examine 
how NPM discourses have affected Dutch education services. The second part of 
chapter two first focuses on how NPM discourse has affected education services 
around the globe (e.g. Mulford, 2003; Ranson, 2003; Deem and Brehoney, 2007). 
We then outline the history of NPM in Dutch education services (e.g. de Vijlder, 
1996; Leune, 1999; Bronneman-Helmers, 2011). Subsequently, we describe more 
specifically how competition, control and competency have been introduced 
using a multiplicity of reform measures and tools. Furthermore, we show how 
such reforms have led to fierce debates about the presumed managerialization 
of professional practices and the devaluation of education services. Lastly, the 
relevance of local translations of NPM is emphasized. 
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3. How to conceptualize and operationalize translation?

The third question focuses on the concept of translation. Chapter three examines 
the literature on the sociology of translation (e.g. Callon, 1986; Law, 1992; Latour, 
1995, 2005) and the literature on social studies (e.g. Czarniawska, 2006). We 
explore how interaction between both human and non-human actants translates 
and diffuses discourse, contributing to the reconfiguration of social settings. 
Furthermore, the importance of the connectedness of actants for stable and 
meaningful reconfigurations of professional practices is explained. On the 
basis of this exploration and analysis of existing literature, translation is then 
conceptualized in a framework that forms the lens for studying the central research 
question. It consists of different sub-elements of translation that each contribute 
to the course of translation and to the (re)configuration of any social setting. This 
framework and its different sub-elements are further operationalized in chapter 
four to allow us to answer the two following empirical questions.

4. How are NPM discourses translated in Dutch education services? 

5. How does this contribute to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices?

The fourth question concerns an empirical exploration of the translation of NPM 
discourse in education services. The fifth question concerns the explanation of 
how the course of translation contributes to the (managerial) reconfiguration 
of professional practices. The answers to these questions are studied on the 
basis of three case studies that are presented in chapters five, six and seven. 
Each case study is linked to competition, control or competency (although their 
interrelatedness is indisputable). The case findings provide answers to the fourth 
and fifth research questions. By exploring the course of translation in education 
services, we can investigate and explain how these translations contribute to the 
managerialization of professional practices and PPS. These chapters end with 
conclusions on each case. 

The analysis and conclusions of the individual cases are integrated in the main 
conclusions of the study, presented in chapter eight. This chapter explains the 
implications of the study for both practice and research, and makes suggestions 
for future research. Thereby the last research question is answered.
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6.  What are the implications of this study’s findings for policymakers and practitioners of 
PPS and academic researchers?

The answer to this question is geared towards the practices of policymakers, 
practitioners in PPS and academics in organizational and public management 
studies. A better understanding of translation of NPM discourse in practice 
develops our knowledge on how managerialization of professional practices and 
PPS can be mitigated, as well as revealing useful areas for future research. 

1.5 Approach: follow the actants
The approach to this study deserves special attention, as NPM in PPS has not 
been studied before through a translational lens. Processes of translation engage 
and affect translators, the actants, and that which is translated (Czarniawska, 
2009). Furthermore, translation is seen as a process of making connections 
between actants, thereby reshaping social orders (e.g. Callon, 1981; Latour, 1994; 
Brown, 2002). It is thus through translation by actants that reconfiguration of 
professional practices and PPS takes place. Exploring and explaining translation 
of NPM discourse in PPS implies that we follow the interacting actants involved: 
‘an actant, that is something that acts or to which activity is granted by another 
… All actants have agency and thus the ability to affect each other and to translate 
and change the world around them’ (Latour, 1994, 2005); ‘whenever we learn 
something about the management of humans, we shift that knowledge to 
nonhumans and endow them with more and more organizational properties’; 
simultaneously, ‘what has been learned from nonhumans is reimported so as to 
reconfigure people’ (Latour, 1999). The concept of actants thereby stresses the 
interaction between material and human factors in any process; they are both 
determinants of social interactions and outcomes and indicate symmetry, since 
both are subject to translation. This research will therefore not be limited to 
human actants; it endeavors to study all actants relevant for the translation of 
NPM discourse within the three critical cases. The symmetry of actants implies 
that reconfigurations of professional practices rarely lie with individuals such as 
politicians or managers, or with the introduction of systems and tools. Rather, 
this is ascribed to human and non-human actants that need to be considered as 
heterogeneous and agential configurations (e.g. Dopson, 2005).
Studying and following the actants in order to explore translation of NPM and 
explain reconfigurations in PPS presupposes being close to or even part of the 
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setting in which they are involved. Therefore this research consists of three 
case studies in which interpretive and ethnographic research methods are 
combined. Participant observation enabled the researcher to study interaction 
between professionals, managers and objects, such as policies, regulations, 
systems and tools, through which NPM discourse is translated in professional 
practice. Interviews and document study provided additional data on the 
course of translation and the contributions of actants to the reconfigurations of 
professional practices. 
The three critical cases were selected very carefully. First, the cases had to 
concern different types of education services within varying local contexts in the 
Netherlands. With this, we were able to involve different localities in exploring 
how NPM is translated in different educational settings. Second, the cases were 
selected according to their specific response to reform in relation to competition, 
control or competency.20 The cases covered all three discourses, thereby allowing 
us to explore reconfigurations of professional practices across the full spectrum 
of NPM. Third, participant observation had to be possible in each case to enable 
the ‘following’ of actants as well as the conducting of interviews and document 
study. Fourth, the cases had to allow us to study the entire course of translation 
as conceptualized in the translation framework (see chapter 3). This basically 
entails studying the translation from the NPM discourse to its contribution to 
the reconfiguration of professional practices.

1.6 Conclusion and outline
This chapter introduced the subject of this study: how NPM discourses are translated 
in PPS, and how this contributes to the reconfiguration of professional practices. 
The multiplicity of NPM discourses, objectives and tools in PPS and education 
services has been described. The inherent complexity of these discourses was 
explained, and a contrast drawn between businesslike and professional values. 
Subsequently, we highlighted the importance of actants in the translation of 
NPM in PPS and their agency, contributing to the reconfiguration of professional 
practices. The creation of connections through interaction among all of the 
actants involved can contribute to meaningful reconfigurations and mitigate 
the managerialization of professional practices. Subsequently, we described the 
relevance of the field of study and the problem statement. Lastly, we explained 

20  While it is indisputable that the NPM discourses/discourses are interrelated and relevant in all three 
cases, the specific focus in each case is on one of the three discourses. 
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the focus on actants and their interactions as an appropriate approach to the 
research that entails several interpretive ethnographic research methods.
In the remainder of this book, these topics will be further explored and described. 
Chapter two examines NPM discourse in PPS and education services. Chapter 
three introduces the concept of translation and concludes with a conceptual 
framework that forms the lens of this study. In chapter four the appropriate 
research design, strategy and techniques for answering the research question 
are described, as well as an operationalization of the translation framework. 
Subsequently, chapters five, six and seven present the empirical part of the 
research. We describe and analyze how NPM discourse is translated by actants 
who thereby contribute to the reconfiguration of their professional practices. 
In chapter eight we present the conclusions and implications of this study. The 
outline of the book is summarized in the table below.

Ch. Title Research 
Question (RQ)

Activities

1 Introduction Central 

2 NPM in PPS 1 & 2 Literature study

3 Translation Central & 3 Literature study and development of translation 
framework

4 Research design Central & 3 Exploration of methodological options and 
development of appropriate research design

5 Case #1: 
‘Five past twelve’

4 & 5 Participant observation, interviews and document 
study for studying translation of competition 
discourse into organizational and professional 
practices

6 Case #2:
‘Being in control’ 

4 & 5 Participant observation, interviews and document 
study for studying translation of control discourse 
into organizational and professional practices

7 Case #3:
‘Being professional is 
being accountable’ 

4 & 5 Participant observation, interviews and document 
study for studying translation of competencies 
discourse into organizational and professional 
practices

8 Conclusion and  
discussion

Central & 6

Table 2 Outline of the thesis. 
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2.1 Introduction

To understand how NPM reforms are translated in public professional 
services (PPS) and how this contributes to the managerial reconfiguration 
of professional practices, this chapter provides an exploration of NPM, 
how it has pervaded PPS across the globe and how it contributes to the 
reconfiguration of professional practices.
Section 2.2 focuses on the development of NPM. Based on a literature 
study, it is argued that despite appearing to be a global, all-encompassing 
discourse for optimizing the performance of PPS, NPM is locally adapted 
and modified. Section 2.3 describes how NPM is seen as a bundle of ideas 
proposing the application of businesslike concepts and private sector 
tools for optimizing the performance of PPS. Three main discourses 
underlie NPM, namely competition, control and competency, which 
display interrelated and conflicting characteristics and require local 
adaptation (section 2.4). Subsequently, in section 2.5 we explore the 
pervasion of these global NPM discourses in different local educational 
contexts. We describe how NPM has developed in divergent ways 
across nations and educational sectors. More specifically, in section 2.6 
we describe the adoption and adaptation of NPM in Dutch education 
services. An overview of how these NPM discourses, reform measures 
and tools have been introduced in the Dutch education sector is 
provided. Subsequently, in section 2.7 we describe how professionals 
and managers in local contexts are confronted with the complexity 
of these NPM discourses and related tools. They have to deal with 
conflicting characteristics and contrasting values when optimizing the 
performance of education services. By addressing this complexity and 
adapting NPM to local contexts, they contribute to the reconfiguration 
of professional practices. Finally, in the concluding section it is argued 
that ‘translation’ is central to the adaptation and modification of NPM 
in PPS. Translation concerns the interaction between actors and 
objects that contributes to the reconfiguration of professional practices 
(section 2.8).
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2.2 NPM: a global-local phenomenon
PPS worldwide operate in turbulent environments in which social, economic and 
political factors continually affect service providers. Governments face increasing 
demands, technological changes, escalating costs, and shortages of funds. This 
situation led to the revision and reform of PPS, based on the general belief that the 
adoption of market-oriented management would optimize the performance of 
PPS (e.g. Hood, 1991; Pollit, 1995; Kettl, 2000). Subsequently, political agendas and 
policies focused on performance by emphasizing cost efficiency and quality of 
service delivery, among other factors, and ensuring more effective management 
of resources (OECD, 2005). Busineslike reforms first emerged in the US and the 
United Kingdom, where the Republican and Conservative governments that 
came to power favored and adopted a more ‘business-like’ approach to public 
sector management (Pollit and Dan, 2011). The governments of New Zealand and 
Australia subsequently joined the movement, and their successes encouraged 
most OECD countries and other nations to put NPM reforms on their agendas 
(OECD, 1995). Gradually, the general businesslike market attitude crystallized 
into a set of similar approaches to public sector reform that was soon collectively 
called New Public Management (NPM) (e.g. Dunsire, 1995).21 

NPM as means for optimizing the performance of PPS rapidly came to be viewed 
as a global phenomenon, as it spread quickly from the countries in which it is 
said to have originated to other parts of the world, supported by international 
organizations such as the World Bank and the OECD (e.g. Lynn, 1998; Kettl, 
2000; Pollit, 2001). As an innovative doctrine, NPM has been embraced around 
the world by many public organizations. Within PPS, it is viewed as the most 
significant governmental innovation in recent decades (Osborne and Gaebler, 
1992; Pollit and Bouckaert, 2000) and has become ideologically dominant all over 
the world (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Scott, 1995; Czarniawska and Sevón, 1996). It 
is presented as a ‘standard international model for public administration reform’ 
(e.g. Schedler and Proeller, 2002), supposedly replacing traditional ‘old’ public 
administration and presenting a new rationale with new values (e.g. Hood, 
1991; Dunleavy and Hood, 1994). It has been claimed that it results in a ‘striking 
similarity’ of international administrative reform trends (Kettl, 2000). 

21  In the US in the late 1990s, this came to be known as Re-inventing Government (Osborne and Gaebler, 
1992).
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The assumption is that most OECD countries have been developing along the 
same lines, with similar, isomorphic reforms taking place in many countries.22 

Global idea, local interpretation

On the other hand, researchers have shown that reforms for optimizing the 
performance of PPS have not been the same everywhere. Despite the fact that some 
see NPM as an international standard of management styles applicable to PPS 
reform, divergence in local reform practices is the rule rather than the exception. 
NPM has been introduced in PPS such as regional and local government, higher 
education institutions, health services, criminal justice systems and police 
forces (e.g. McAuley et al., 2000; Kirkpatrick et al., 2005). However, comparative 
studies have found continuing evidence of diversity and path-dependent reform 
trajectories with divergent local outcomes (e.g. Olsen and Peters, 1996; Kickert, 
1997; Bovens et al., 2001; Christensen and Lægreid, 2001; Bevir et al., 2003). In 
different countries and PPS sectors, NPM ideas and concepts are adopted and 
implemented to different degrees, at varying paces, and with differing emphases 
on the various elements of NPM (e.g. Wright 1994; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004; 
Kirkpatrick et al., 2009). In some countries there might be a strong element of 
diffusion of NPM ideas from outside, whereas in others the reform process might 
be better adjusted to local opportunity structures and constraints (e.g. Pollit and 
Bouckaert, 2004; Czarniawska, 2006). 

For example, some studies conclude that continental European countries have 
adopted the predominantly Anglo-American types of NPM reform and adjusted 
them to their specific national cultures, political systems, public management 
systems and institutional patterns (e.g. Wright, 1994; Pollitt, Van Thiel and 
Homburg, 2007; Goldfinch and Wallis, 2010).23 While NPM has led to local 
changes, these changes have been mitigated by the countries’ existing structures 
and traditions (see e.g. Kuhlmann et al., 2008; Dierickx, 2009; Tomblin, 2009; 
Waxin and Bateman, 2009). It has been argued that adaptation of NPM ideas and 
tools has led, at least in continental Europe, to Neo-Weberian States (e.g. Pollitt 
and Bouckaert, 2004) as a variant of the NPM paradigm. These Neo-Weberian 

22  Isomorphism can be seen as a deterministic process engendered by common dominating norms and 
values (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991).
23  The adoption in the US of NPM ideas imported from the NPM exemplars of UK and New Zealand is 
also said to have been ‘patchy at best’ (Moynihan 2006), with variation in the adoption of NPM in the 50 
US states.
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states have mitigated some of the hard-edged marketization in which Anglo-
American countries have engaged, allowing traditional Weberian elements to be 
preserved (Pollit, van Thiel and Homburg, 2007). Importantly, however, there are 
differences between these countries. Governments adopt NPM ideas, adapt them 
to their own national contexts and specific political and public management 
systems, or implement them in a different order or time frame. Furthermore, 
several studies show how the outcomes of NPM reforms diverge not only 
nationally but also throughout PPS sectors, due to specific sector characteristics 
(e.g. Kirkpatrick et al., 2005; Meyer and Hammerschmidt, 2006; Ackroyd et al., 
2007; Leicht et al., 2009). 

Thus, taking the necessary nuances into account, we can state that while NPM 
ideas may have been adopted worldwide, they are shaped by local adaptation 
and modification, leading to divergent outcomes (e.g. Christensen and Lægreid 
1999; Sahlin-Andersson, 2001; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2011). Such adaptability is 
possible precisely because NPM is not a coherent set, but rather a bundle, of ideas 
and tools. This multiplicity of inherently ambiguous NPM discourses creates 
leeway to adapt reforms to specific circumstances, and allows politicians and 
practitioners to optimize performance aligned to local needs and purposes. In 
the next section, the multiplicity of NPM discourses is explored further.

2.3 Multiplicity of NPM discourse
There have been many definitional disputes about the nature of the conceptual 
properties and characteristic features of this global NPM trend; what, in fact, is 
NPM? It has been seen as an evolving phenomenon consisting of a diverse and 
complex body of ideas and practices for optimizing the performance of PPS (Hood, 
1991; Clarke and Newman, 1997; Christensen and Lægreid, 2001), and described 
as ‘more a recognizable term than a fully established concept’ (Barzelay, 2002), 
or a ‘more or less coherent theory about how government may deliver services’ 
(Lane, 2000). At the more practical level NPM is seen as a bundle of tools and 
techniques derived from the business sector. NPM provides a ‘shopping basket’ 
(Pollitt, 1995) from which reformers can chose, taking their local circumstances 
and priorities into consideration. This section describes some generally used and 
oft-cited definitions of NPM, related reform measures and tools.
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2.3.1 Definitions of NPM
A commonly cited view of NPM’s central content is that it comprises a mixture 
of ideas drawn from private sector management and institutional economics or 
public choice theory (Aucoin, 1990). In Manning’s view, NPM 

is used to describe a management culture that emphasizes the centrality of 
the citizen or customer, as well as accountability for results. It also suggests 
structural or organizational choices that promote decentralized control 
through a variety of alternative service delivery mechanisms, including quasi-
markets with public and private service providers competing for resources 
from policy makers and donors. (Manning, 2000) 

Other authors also describe NPM in terms of specific businesslike elements (see 
the table below).24 

Author Type of Definition Description

Hood (1991) Seven doctrines 1. Hands-on and entrepreneurial management
2. Explicit standards and measures of performance
3. Output controls
4. Desegregation and decentralization
5. Competition in the provision of public services
6. Stress on private-sector styles of management 
7. Discipline and parsimony in resource allocation

Ferlie et al. 
(1996)

Typology of  
four models

1. The efficiency drive; introducing private sector  
management practices

2. Downsizing and decentralization; reducing workforce, 
decentralization financial budgets, contracting-out

3. In search of excellence; focus on changing the 
organizational culture of the public sector

4. Public-service orientation; bringing together public and 
private sector management approaches

Table 3 Definitions of NPM by Hood (1991) and Ferlie et al. (1996).

Hood’s ‘A Public Management for all Seasons’ (1991), which presents seven 
doctrines of NPM to optimize the performance of PPS, is widely regarded as the 
key source on NPM. The first doctrine concerns hands-on and entrepreneurial 
management involving active and visible discretionary control of PPS and 
managerial freedom; the second, explicit standards and measures of performance, 
entailing the setting of clear goals, targets and performance indicators; the third, 

24  Other relevant works are those by key theorists such as Pollitt, Aucoin, Olsen, Kettl, Barzelay and 
Osborne and Gaebler.
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output controls, involves resource allocation linked to measured performance. 
Desegregation and decentralization, the fourth, concerns the breaking up 
of formerly ‘monolithic’ units into corporatized units around products with 
decentralized budgets. The fifth, competition in the provision of public services, 
involves term contracts and tendering procedures. The sixth doctrine, the stress 
on private-sector styles of management, entails greater flexibility in hiring and 
rewards and the use of private sector management tools. The last, seventh, 
doctrine relates to discipline and parsimony in resource allocation. It concerns 
cutting costs, raising labor discipline, limiting ‘compliance costs’ and doing 
‘more with less’ (Hood, 1991). 

Ferlie et al. (1996) developed a typology of four NPM models that facilitates the 
optimizing of performance. The first, efficiency drive, involves the introduction 
of private sector management practices into PPS. This covers increased financial 
controls, monitoring of performance, the introduction of benchmarking, customer 
orientation and a shift in power from professionals to management. The second, 
downsizing and decentralization, involves realizing cutbacks through reducing 
workforce numbers, decentralization of financial budgets and contracting-out. 
The third, in search of excellence, represents a focus on changing the organizational 
culture and orientation of PPS, by embracing charismatic leadership, developing 
new visions and introducing the ‘learning organization’ (1996). The fourth, public 
service orientation, emphasizes the provision of quality public services and 
total quality management initiatives. This involves private sector management 
approaches to improve PPS by becoming more entrepreneurial, results-oriented 
and mission-driven (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992).
These definitions and numerous other definitions25 of NPM share similar 
interpretations and underlying meanings. They represent an ‘attempt to 
implement management ideas from business and private sector into the public 
services’ (Haynes, 2003). They emphasize the adoption of business values 
such as competition, cost- and performance control and more customer- and 
performance-oriented competencies for optimizing the performance of PPS. 
These more abstract definitions and NPM ideas have been elaborated in various 
reform measures and introduced in PPS.

25  E.g. Pollitt 1990, 2000; Hoggett, 1996; OECD, 1997, McAuley et al., 2000; Deem, 2001; Torres, 2004; 
Deem and Brehony, 2005; Kirkpatrick et al., 2005.
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2.3.2 Reform measures and tools
The adoption of NPM in PPS has led to a variety of reform measures that aim 
to facilitate and stimulate performance. Each of these reform measures has 
specific objectives and characteristics. Such measures concern, for example, 
the orientation and relations of PPS. Multiple reform measures such as 
privatization and marketization promote a more outward orientation (e.g. 
Boston et al., 1996; Ferlie et al., 1996; Yamamoto, 2003). Market, customer and 
stakeholder orientation are stimulated, with a focus on meeting the objectives 
of relations such as stakeholders and customers and delivering value for money 
(e.g. Diefenbach, 2009). Performance is enhanced by boosting efficiency, 
effectiveness and productivity, by means of measures such as downsizing, 
competitive tendering, outsourcing, and the privatization of services. These 
changing orientations logically relate to changes to internal structures and 
processes. More flexible structures and less hierarchy are achieved through 
decentralization and deregulation. Faster decision-making and objective-
realization is achieved by optimizing internal cross-boundary processes. This 
is supported by standardization and formalization of strategic and operational 
management.

Reform measures also relate to the management and measurement of 
the performance of PPS. Increased efficiency, productivity, quality and 
motivation are realized by enhancing the autonomization and accountability 
of PPS. Through performance management and measurement, professionals 
and managers can be held accountable and awarded for their contributions 
to (optimized) organizational performance. Explicit performance targets, 
standards, indicators, measurement, and control systems allow management 
to be based on ‘facts’ and gives it a rational basis. In line with the changing 
orientations described above, these targets and standards define the 
frameworks in which people think and work, what the main objectives are and 
how performance is evaluated (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2004). A whole range 
of associated systems and tools for auditing, control, inspection and evaluation 
have been introduced. For example, quality standards, risk management 
systems, Balanced Scorecards and other systems facilitate the management 
and measurement of performance. 
Furthermore, reform measures concern the work practices that predominantly 
contribute to the performance of PPS. The delegation of authority and 
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deregulation supposedly empower managers and professionals and allow 
principles of subsidiarity to be realized. Professionals and managers are expected 
to develop ‘business-like’, pro-active and entrepreneurial attitudes. In addition 
to exhibiting professional values, managers and PPS professionals should 
be competent in dealing with  businesslike approaches such as performance 
measurement, output measures and resource management. By doing so, they 
contribute to optimizing the performance of PPS. Tools such as modern Human 
Resource Management, professionalization programs and performance-related 
pay, for example, facilitate these measures.
This section has revealed that NPM contains a multiplicity of ideas, measures 
and tools, all of which are aimed at optimizing the performance of PPS. The 
various measures show that these ideas, measures and tools are deployed in 
different areas and at different levels, such as orientations and relations in PPS, 
management and measurement of objectives and performance, and the work 
practices of managers and professionals who provide PPS. The next section 
elaborates on the meaning and underlying logic of these NPM ideas and reform 
measures.

2.4 Main NPM discourses 
The previous section described the multiplicity of NPM ideas, measures and tools 
for optimizing PPS. These ideas, measures and tools are deployed in different 
areas and at different levels that have specific meanings and underlying logics. 
Despite the multiplicity of reform measures, based on the preceding section it 
can be argued that NPM in PPS in fact consists of three main discourses for 
optimizing the performance of PPS. 

The first discourse is that of competition. Changing orientations and relations in 
PPS have made the demands of the market, customers and stakeholders a driving 
factor for performance. Internal processes must be efficient and effective to meet 
customer demand and to compete with other providers. The second discourse 
is that of control. Performance is framed via indicators and targets. Managers 
and professionals contribute to the realization of performance that is managed 
and controlled via a variety of auditing, evaluation and management systems. 
The third discourse is that of competency. Professionals and managers are to 
work in a more businesslike way. They therefore have to master certain values 
and competencies in order to contribute to the performance of PPS. Each of 

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   45 27-10-13   12:23



Chapter 2

46

these discourses contributes to the optimization of performance, and they are 
described in more detail in the remainder of this section.26

2.4.1 Competition
Competition is based on the assumption that PPS face increased pressures due 
to changing environments (e.g. Newton, 2003; Diefenbach, 2009). As explained 
earlier in section 2.2.1, PPS need to anticipate and adapt in order to perform 
in a constantly changing environment. The aim of competition is to optimize 
performance through external orientation towards the market, stakeholders 
and customers. As a result, value for money can be provided, the objectives of 
important stakeholders can be met and PPS are delivered focusing on customers 
needs (e.g. Haque, 1999; Johnson et al., 2006; Diefenbach, 2009). A short 
description is provided in the table below.

 Competition Measures (e.g.) NPM tools (e.g.)

Competition as a means of 
optimizing performance by 
making provision and quality 
of PPS customer-, market- 
and stakeholder-oriented. 
Contracting and outsourcing 
to stimulate competitiveness in 
service  
delivery. Realization of lower 
costs and better standards.

Deregulation, decentralization, 
marketization, privatization, 
competitive tendering, 
outsourcing, performance-based 
funding.

Performance management  
and budgeting, best practice 
concepts, benchmarking,  
rankings, quality standards  
and customer evaluation.

Table 4 NPM discourse on ‘competition’ and related measures and tools.

Measures for optimizing the performance of PPS through competition include, for 
example, decentralization, marketization and performance-based funding. Such 
measures and related policies and regulations subsequently affect the position 
and relations of service providers within different public sectors. For example, 
dismantling truck systems, quasi-markets and formerly secured budgets creates 
more competitive incentives that require external orientation for meeting the 
demands of the market, customers and stakeholders. 
Furthermore, PPS need to lower costs and spend budgets more efficiently in order 
to compete with other providers. NPM tools such as performance management and 
budgeting, benchmarking and customer evaluation are to facilitate and stimulate 
competititveness and the optimizing of performance at the operational levels of PPS.

26  Based on the many studies that describe or attempt to define NPM, e.g. Pollit, 1990; Hood, 1991; Boston 
et al., 1996; Ferlie et al. 1996; Manning, 2000; Yamamoto, 2003; Deem and Brehony, 2005; Kirkpatrick et al., 
2005.
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2.4.2 Control
Control is based on the assumption that PPS need to increase efficiency, 
effectiveness and productivity to optimize their performance (e.g. Pollit, 
1990; Diefenbach, 2009). This supposedly requires public organizations and 
professionals to orient themselves in terms of performance, cost, efficiency 
and auditing requirements (see e.g. Cohen et al., 1999; Newton, 2003; Deem, 
2004; Deem and Brehony, 2005). Control aims to optimize performance via cost 
reduction, downsizing and standardization of performance through targets, 
indicators, and measurement and control systems. A short description is 
provided in the table below.

Control Measures NPM tools

Control as a means of 
optimizing performance 
through efficient and productive 
service provision. ‘Letting 
managers manage’ and 
supervising  
responsibility for performance 
rather than procedures.  
Enhancing transparency and 
accountability.

Deregulation, decentralization, 
delegation of power, output 
steering, performance-based 
funding.

Planning and control systems, 
Balanced Scorecards, scenario 
planning, SWOT analysis,  
performance monitoring  
systems, risk management, 
quality assurance, budgetary 
and accrual accounting, annual 
reporting.

Table 5 NPM discourse on ‘control’ and related measures and tools.

Measures for facilitating and stimulating the enhancement of control in PPS 
include, for example, decentralization and deregulation in order to provide more 
autonomy to providers of PPS. Simultaneously, measures such as output steering, 
outsourcing and result accountability have been introduced to monitor and 
control efficient PPS performance. These measures create control mechanisms 
that stimulate efficiency, effectiveness and productivity. NPM tools such as 
performance measurement, Balanced Scorecards, risk management and annual 
reporting are designed to facilitate and stimulate control and theoptimization of 
performance at the operational levels of PPS.
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2.4.3 Competency
The discourse of competency is based on the assumption that managerial methods, 
skills, knowledge and expertise are needed to optimize the performance of PPS. 
The development of business-oriented and entrepreneurial competencies aims 
to contribute both to performance and to empower professionals and enhance 
subsidiarity. Performance should be optimized through the professionalization 
and training of competent professionals and managers who are capable of 
providing efficient and effective PPS in constantly changing sectors. A short 
description is provided in the table below.

Competency Measures NPM tools

Competency as a means for 
optimizing performance 
through adapting and 
professionalizing behavior and 
skills required in ‘business-like’ 
PPS. 
Innovate and improve quality 
of PPS.

Increased autonomy and  
accountability, regulations  
on quality and professional 
standards.

HRM, professionalization  
programs and requirements, 
codes of conduct, protocols, 
performance-related pay,  
formation of professional 
groups and associations.

Table 6 NPM discourse on ‘competency’ and related measures and tools.

Measures for facilitating and stimulating the enhancement of competency 
include, for example, increased autonomy and accountability and creating quality 
standards. These measures stimulate the professionalization and empowerment 
of both managers and professionals and allow relevant professional competencies 
to be standardized. NPM tools such as HR programs, protocols, development 
programs, professional guidelines and performance-related pay are designed 
to facilitate and stimulate control and optimize performance at the operational 
levels of PPS. 

2.4.4 Dealing with complexity
Although each has a different logic, these three discourses are interrelated. 
They are all aimed at optimizing the performance of PPS. While the objectives, 
measures and tools they promote sometimes overlap with and reinforce one 
another, the objectives and logics of these discourses also display conflicting 
characteristics.
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Reinforcing performance

The interrelatedness of the three discourses can reinforce the optimization 
of PPS performance. Decentralization and more autonomy can contribute to 
both competition and greater professionalism. Measures on accountability 
and transparency can contribute to competition within the sector, control over 
spending and the monitoring of professional development. Measures concerning 
entrepreneurialism, accountability and professional standards contribute to 
the development of competency, and hence also influence the development of 
competitiveness and control in PPS (see e.g. Ferlie et al., 1996; Noordegraaf, 
Geuijen and Meijer, 2011). This interrelatedness is subsequently reflected in 
the tools used for NPM reforms. For example, quality assurance can relate to 
control, improving competencies and increasing competitiveness. Performance 
management can be used to increase competitiveness, to monitor results and 
to provide incentives for professionalization. Furthermore, professionalization 
programs can be useful for stimulating the desired behavior and skills to increase 
competitiveness, and hence also to shape the development and focus of managers 
and professionals. 

Conflicting consequences

The three discourses also exhibit ‘conflicting characteristics’ that create tensions 
between organizational outcomes (e.g. Boxall and Purcell, 2011). First, enhancing 
competition involves innovation and entrepreneurialism, but also efficiency and 
cost control. Second, control includes providing more autonomy and discretionary 
power, but also requires more monitoring and supervision (e.g. van Thiel and 
Leeuw, 2002; Diefenbach, 2009). Third, the aim of the competency discourse is to 
empower managers and professionals, but it also includes standard and protocols 
that frame ‘professionalism’ and the relevant competencies for improving PPS 
(e.g. Møller, 2008; Reay and Hinings, 2009; Waring and Curry, 2009). 
These characteristics may have conflicting consequences. For example, using 
performance indicators to control and supervise professionals can inhibit innovative 
and entrepreneurial behavior and lead to rigidity rather than empowerment and 
competitiveness (e.g. de Bruijn, 2007). The demand for efficient PPS provision 
can hinder the demand for customer-oriented service provision, as the former is 
focused on costs and efficient production, and the latter on innovation and custom-
made services. Furthermore, while the discourses deal with optimizing internal 
processes, they simultaneously concern relationships with external stakeholders 
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that are difficult to manage. Thus in addition to being complementary and 
reinforcing, in practice, these NPM discourses can also undermine one another 
(e.g. Aucoin, 1990; Ferlie et al., 1996; Goldfinch and Wallis, 2010). 

Local adaptations and divergence 

The three NPM discourses thus display both interrelated and conflicting 
characteristics, which implies that these discourses and related reforms and tools 
do not automatically lead to optimized performance in PPS. We already highlighted 
the locally divergent outcomes of NPM reform in section 2.2. Several studies have 
shown how the adoption and mitigation of NPM along the lines of existing national 
political structures, public administrative management systems and institutional 
patterns has resulted in so-called Neo-Weberian states preserving Weberian 
traditions (e.g. Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004; Pollitt, Van Thiel and Homburg, 2007; 
Goldfinch and Wallis, 2010). However, this section has made clear that NPM 
discourses exhibit conflicting characteristics that manifest themselves at the 
local level of work practices in PPS. Managers and professionals are confronted 
with conflicting values such as innovation vs. cost control, or autonomy vs. 
standardization, whilst being held accountable for performance. Dealing with this 
complexity and adapting and aligning NPM discourses to local contexts leads to 
divergent local outcomes that may or may not contribute to improved performance. 
This has been confirmed by studies that reveal that rather than being shaped at 
the national level or by political structures, the adaptation of NPM discourse takes 
place at the local level, between and within PPS sectors (e.g. Kirkpatrick et al., 2005; 
Meyer and Hammerschmidt, 2006; Ackroyd et al., 2007; Leicht et al., 2009). 
To enhance our understanding of the ways in which NPM is adapted and shaped 
at the local level, the next two sections will focus more closely on a specific sector 
of PPS. It will describe how NPM discourse has been introduced in education 
services via different national policy reforms, and how it has affected local 
education services.

2.5 NPM in education services
In the previous section, we described NPM discourses and their interrelated 
and conflicting characteristics, as well as the locally divergent outcomes of 
NPM reform. This section focuses in more detail on the development of NPM in 
education services, describing both the global prevalence of this phenomenon 
(2.5.1) and local adaptations (2.5.2).
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2.5.1 NPM reforms in education services
Since the 1980s, relations between central governments and policy fields have 
changed as a result of efforts to optimize the performance of PPS. Rather than 
maintaining a strong grip on PPS policy, governments used NPM measures 
such as decentralization and deregulation to devolve power towards providers 
of education services. In countries where education services had been funded 
and influenced by governmental financial regimes and policies, these services 
were given more autonomy and discretionary power to optimize performance 
(e.g. Mulford, 2003; Ranson 2003). Furthermore, this sector saw the growing 
adoption and development of market-driven concepts such as efficiency, 
output and performance, in order to produce value for money and increase 
accountability (e.g., Møller, 2009). Education services became more customer- 
and demand-oriented, whilst efficiently dealing with internal constraints such 
as declining resources (e.g. Thomas and Linstead, 2002; Dopson and Fitzgerald, 
2006; Ainsworth et al., 2009). 

Decentralization and autonomy – which aimed to enhance competitiveness – 
were combined with an emphasis on accountability, so as to be able to monitor 
and control school outcomes and the performance of teaching professionals 
and students (e.g. Gleeson and Husbands, 2001; Pont et al., 2008; Møller, 2009). 
Furthermore, new competencies and attitudes were required of managers (Pont 
et al., 2008) and a ‘new professionalism’ of education professionals (e.g. Evans, 
2008). Managers of education services were expected to take on managerial 
tasks, develop strategies and visions, improve the quality of professional staff, 
involve stakeholders and engage in quality management and public reporting 
(Townsend, 2007). ‘New’ professionals were required not to only to serve 
‘customers’, but also to take responsibility for cost efficiency and performance. 
In short, global NPM reform of education services has been characterized by the 
adoption of NPM measures such as:27 

• decentralization through school self-management
• the introduction of competition between schools
• greater demands for accountability, including financial accountability
• an increase in consumer control through school governing councils
• expanding managerial powers 

27  E.g. Ferlie, 1996; Dempster, 2002.
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• increasing pressure for outcomes-based assessment
• public scrutiny of school performance 
• the assessment of teachers in relation to specific competencies
• tighter regulation of the teaching profession

The NPM reforms have been marked by discourses on competition, control and 
competency. As a global development, the implementation of NPM in education 
services has brought conflicting demands for optimizing performance, as 
identified above. Local contexts, in turn, have adopted and adapted the discourses 
in different ways. 

2.5.2 Local adaptations of NPM
Research has shown that global NPM discourses have been adapted in education 
services in divergent ways (e.g. OECD, 2001; Mulford, 2003; Amaral et al., 2008). At 
the national level, countries have taken different approaches to decentralization. 
A common approach has been to localize delivery of education services while 
centralizing mandated standards. In other cases, the focus of educational policy 
has shifted from provider-oriented education to consumer-oriented education. 
In other countries, meanwhile, there has been a shift from ‘administration’ 
to ‘service’ and ‘outcome’ orientation (OECD, 2001; Mulford, 2003). Different 
countries have also exercised different forms of central control over increasingly 
decentralized and autonomous educational organizations. In some countries, 
education authorities have used special programs with tied resources and 
accountability to focus on what are often centrally defined priorities. The form 
of inspection varies by country. For example, inspectorates might conduct formal 
visits to produce quality cards for each school, with the results being published as 
benchmarks, performance lists and in national newspapers. In other countries, 
educational organizations are inspected in relation to ‘education standards’ in 
a regular cycle. Other systems combine self-evaluation with a complementary 
external assessment by the inspectorate. Some countries have simply opted for 
self-evaluation (e.g. OECD, 2001; Mulford, 2003).

These NPM discourses have also taken different forms at the local level of 
education services (e.g. Elliot, 1996; Maassen, 2002; Fulton, 2003; Deem and 
Brehony, 2007; Amaral et al., 2008). Education services have been confronted 
with the market-driven NPM discourse, with its conflicting characteristics and 

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   52 27-10-13   12:23



2

NPM and public professional services

53

contrasting managerial and professional values. Professionals and managers have 
been faced with the difficulty of working with incompatible sets of conflicts and 
values (e.g. Ball, 2003; Hargreaves, 2003; Amaral et al. 2003; Santiago et al., 2006; 
Day and Smethem; 2009; de Wit, 2012). There is a tension between professional 
values such as creativity, knowledge and freedom and managerial values such as 
public accountability, economic efficiency and customer satisfaction, which are 
introduced to optimize performance (e.g. Leicht and Fennell, 2001; Reed 2002; 
Fulton 2003; Amaral et al., 2003; Whitchurch, 2006). 
Many authors suggest that at the local level, NPM has led to the managerialization 
and devaluation of professional practices and education services (e.g. Dempster 
et al., 2001; Beckmann et al., 2009; Hill and Kumar, 2009). At the same time, 
authors suggest that we are witnessing ‘hybridizations’ of professional practices 
as local outcomes, which are resulting from the convergence between professional 
logics and the efficiency-related demands of modern management (e.g. Gewirtz 
et al., 1995; Reed, 2002; Fulton, 2003; Kurunmäki and Miller, 2006; Santiago 
et al. 2006). NPM reforms can therefore lead to divergent local outcomes and 
reconfigurations of practices and services. In the next section, we explore the 
adoption and adaptation of NPM discourses in Dutch education services. 

2.6 NPM in Dutch education services
This section describes the NPM discourses of competition, control and 
competency in Dutch education services. We explore the reform measures that 
have been introduced in recent decades, along with the various NPM tools that 
have become prevalent in educational practice.

2.6.1 Towards NPM in Dutch education services
Until the 1970s, the role of the Dutch Ministry of Education was to distribute 
funding in accordance with clear regulations on expenditure. At this point, the 
Netherlands entered a period of strong economic growth that brought greater 
demand for a well-trained labor force, which in turn altered the approach to 
education. The government aimed to enhance the overall quality of education 
while improving access to education for all students (Leune, 1999). 
This approach to education changed during the first cabinet led by Prime Minister 
Van Agt (1978-1981), marking a turning point in the development of the Dutch 
welfare state and transforming the political outlook on the management of PPS. 
The economic crisis of the 1980s required the government to take a new approach 
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to education. The successful ‘education for all’ strategy, with open-ended funding 
for schools, now presented a major financial risk. Furthermore, many social 
problems had emerged that had previously remained hidden behind economic 
prosperity: increasing unemployment (including youth unemployment), the 
economic role of education, and large discrepancies between the education 
provided and the demands of the labor market.28 The performance of publicly-
funded educational organizations was heavily criticized: they were accused of 
being too internally-oriented, they were failing to keep up with developments 
in society, and quality was seen as sub-standard (de Vijlder, 2004). Triggered by 
the crisis and the subsequent cuts and social problems, the government looked 
for a new approach to managing education services; one which would also entail 
a different role for the national government (e.g. De Vijlder, 2001, Leune, 1999; 
van Velzen, 2012). 

During the 1980s, global NPM discourse was a driving force behind the government’s 
emerging strategies for reshaping the educational system. The Netherlands has 
always been influenced by Anglo-Saxon mainstream developments and was one 
of the early adopters of NPM (e.g. Pollit and Bouckaert, 2004). With its orientation 
towards outcomes and efficiency through better management of public budgets, 
NPM was favored by Dutch cabinets during the 1980s and 1990s. The presumption 
was that market orientation in the education sector (and PPS in general) would lead 
to optimized performance. At the same time, this was consistent with the political 
reality of firm opposition to more direct government influence in education and a 
plea for more autonomy on the part of educational organizations. NPM therefore 
seemed a reasonable compromise (van Velzen, 2012). 

During the 1980s and 1990s, a wide range of NPM-inspired reforms was 
introduced in the various education sectors. These reforms were aimed at 
optimizing the performance of education services, and focused on lowering costs 
and enhancing quality. Educational organizations must be led by professional 
management and become more autonomous in their use of educational, financial 
and human resources and policymaking (Kelchtermans, 2004; de Vijlder, 2004; 
Bronneman-Helmers, 2011). During the first Lubbers cabinet (1982-1986), in one 
year no fewer than three ministerial notes were issued to facilitate the realization 

28  Besides, the crisis was also felt in other PPS, not only in education services. 

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   54 27-10-13   12:23



2

NPM and public professional services

55

of these objectives.29 These notes established that fewer rules were to be created, 
rules were to be more global, educational institutions were to be given more 
autonomy, the management of these institutions would be strengthened and 
their efficiency would increase (Bronneman-Helmers, 2011). More autonomy 
and less government interference was the new motto. By the 1990s, these NPM 
discourses had been extended to primary and secondary education.30 Education 
was no longer to be seen as a welfare facility, and it should be more oriented 
towards the needs of the market, especially the labor market. During the third 
Lubbers cabinet, agreements were made and measures taken concerning the 
scaling-up and formation of large school communities, school autonomy, new 
funding methods in anticipation of lump-sum funding, budget cuts (especially 
to student grants) and improvement of the connection between education 
services and the needs of the labor market. Under the subsequent Kok cabinet 
(1994-2002), the trend towards increased autonomy and deregulation continued. 
However, public accountability for the quality and effectiveness of education 
had to be enhanced. Supervision by the Educational Inspectorate was therefore 
strengthened and codes on good governance were drawn up. Furthermore, via 
the introduction of various acts, more attention was paid to the competencies of 
education professionals and managers, with a view to optimizing performance.
Thus during this period, NPM was adopted by the Dutch government with the aim 
of optimizing the performance of education services. In the following sections, 
we look in more detail at the three individual NPM discourses that were intended 
to contribute to the improvement of Dutch education. 

2.6.2 Competition
The aim of competition was to optimize performance through external orientation 
towards the market, stakeholders and customers. Subsequently, deregulation 
and decentralization took place,31 leading to educational organizations having 
more independence and autonomy and a greater focus on quality and output. By 
increasing the autonomy of education services providers, the decentralization of 
powers and processes of deregulation, more discretionary space was granted in 

29  Minder regels, meer ruimte, Meer over management en Hoger onderwijs: Autonomie en Kwaliteit 
(1985). (1) Fewer rules, more space, (2) More about management and Higher Education, (3) Autonomy and 
Quality (1985).
30  De school op weg naar 2000 (1988).
31  Minister Deetman introduced the so-called DAP-memorandum (Deregulation, Increasing Autonomy 
and Staff Reduction) in 1985, followed by more specific plans in the note entitled ‘The school on its way to 
2000’ in 1988. 
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order to efficiently and effectively provide demand-orientated education services 
(e.g. Karsten, 1999; Sunderman, 2010). This dovetailed with the belief that local 
education providers are best able to provide education services that fit with local 
needs (e.g. Karsten, 2001; Minderman et al., 2011). 

Reform measures

The measures employed were, amongst others, the formation of larger 
institutions with more autonomy, lump-sum funding, elimination of truck 
systems,32 decentralized personnel management, greater spending freedom 
and individual policy-making power, and more legal focus on quality and 
outputs.33 The presumption was that more autonomy and market incentives 
would allow for more efficient and effective education services, with more 
opportunities for diversity, flexibility and demand orientation and greater 
professional participation, thereby enhancing quality and competitiveness 
(e.g. Jongmans, Biemans, and Beijaard, 1998; Karsten, 2001). Independent 
educational organizations would provide optimized and demand-oriented 
(instead of supply-oriented) education services. Educational organizations 
would compete for customers,34 as students and parents would demand value 
for money. In response to these developments, many educational organizations 
merged to realize economies of scale, strengthen their organizations’ policy-
carrying capacities and create more career opportunities for their professional 
staff (e.g. Prudhomme van Rheine, 2005; Onderwijsraad, 2005; de Vijlder, 
Bakker and Lindemann, 2010). Furthermore, the increasing governmental and 
public focus on performance through inspections, accreditations, rankings, 
benchmarks and publications put pressure on educational organizations to 
perform and distinguish themselves from other education service providers (e.g. 
Moerkamp, Vedder and Vos, 2005: Janssens, 2005; Karsten et al., 2010; Rutledge, 
2010). For example, they would need to be competitive with regard to aspects 
such as financial performance, educational results, graduation rates, quality of 
education, innovation, internationalization and so on. 

32  WI Act for education and integration courses.
33  For example, the Scheveningen Agreement of 1993 for primary and secondary education. Rapport 
Commissie Rauwenhoff (1991) of The Temporary Advisory Committee for Education and Employment 
in vocational education. The other international initiatives that were adopted by the government are the 
1999 Bologna Process for Higher education and the 1997 OECD PISA program for evaluating education 
systems worldwide every three years.
34  For example, the WEB Act on ‘educatie’. 
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Tools

Several NPM tools were introduced to facilitate and stimulate competition and the 
optimization of performance at the operational level. For example, performance 
management and budgeting, best practice concepts, benchmarking, rankings, 
quality standards and customer evaluation were introduced to facilitate and 
account for performance. The aim of these tools was to stimulate and facilitate 
entrepreneurialism, innovation and creativity, along with accountability for 
performance and the efficient use of budgets. The reform measures and the 
introduction of these tools implied that managers and professionals had to 
behave in a more ‘business-oriented’ way in order to optimize the competiveness 
and performance of education services (e.g. Blackmore, 2004; Vandenberghe, 
2004) and to achieve a balance between managerial and professional values.

2.6.3 Control 
Education services were also to optimize performance by means of cost 
reduction, downsizing and standardization of performance. In addition, 
through deregulation and decentralization, educational organizations had 
gained greater autonomy and discretionary space to provide ‘good education’, 
which subsequently required more transparency and accountability (Lenssen, 
2007). Furthermore, due to the crisis, the perception that the quality of education 
was sub-standard and an increasingly assertive society, there was increasing 
public demand for more transparency and accountability with regard to the 
performance of educational organizations (WRR, 2004). 

Reform measures

Several control measures were taken, such as results-oriented forms of funding, 
strengthening of accountability mechanisms,35 quality assurance,36 external 
quality assessments37 and increased financial accounting.38 More attention is 
now paid to the measurement and registration of all kinds of performance and 

35  Code Good Governance: Goed Onderwijsbestuur.
36  For example, The Quality Act of 1998 (Kwaliteitswet op het onderwijs) for primary and secondary 
education. Law on Education Inspection (Wet op Onderwijstoezicht) and Law on Higher Education and 
Scientific Research (WHW) and Regulations on Annual Reporting Education (RJO).
37  In Dutch primary and secondary education the accreditation of programs is conducted by the Inspec-
torate of Education. In higher education, since the introduction of the BAMA, the system of inspections 
has been replaced by the Dutch-Flemish Accreditation Organization (NVAO) and by the European Quality 
Improvement System at the European level.
38  Richtlijn Jaarverslaglegging Onderwijs (RJO), Tweede herziene druk 2011 and RJ660. Regulations on 
requirements for annual reporting.
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output. There is greater emphasis on the performance of education organizations, 
professionals and students (e.g. Vandenberghe, 2004; Møller, 2009), for instance 
reflected in the attention paid to quality systems, risk management, school 
evaluations, inspections and accreditations (e.g. Janssens, 2005; Karsten et al., 
2010; Rutledge, 2010). In 2012 the supervisory role of the Education Inspectorate 
was broadened through the introduction of a new supervisory framework39 that 
covers (1) the education process, (2) examination and certification, (3) revenues, 
(4) quality, (5) compliance with statutory requirements, (6) quality of the teaching 
profession and (7) financial continuity. Standards have been set for the design 
of managerial structures in organizations, there are stricter requirements on 
supervision and accountability, and there are agreements on good governance40 
in educational organizations (e.g. Lenssen, 2007; Louis and van Velzen, 2012). 
Educational organizations should use tools such as mission statements, 
development plans, job descriptions and performance agreements to evaluate 
and improve the quality of education services and to account for performance 
(e.g. Vandenberghe, 2004). 
In addition, education services now have to deal with ‘multiple public 
accountability’; that is, horizontal accountability to the school’s environment, 
rather than just vertical accountability. This covers elements such as sustainable 
relationships with external stakeholders, collaboration with external 
organizations, establishment of the social mission of the school, educational 
partnerships, quality assurance and so on (e.g. RMO, 2002; De Vijlder and 
Westerhuis, 2002; de Vijlder, 2007). As a result, education services providers are 
not only accountable to the government, but also to their stakeholders. 

Tools

To facilitate and stimulate control and optimize performance at the operational 
level, several NPM tools were introduced in education services. These included 
Balance Scorecards, SWOT analysis, performance monitoring systems, risk 
management, quality assurance and annual reporting. These tools were to 
enhance the management control of autonomous education service providers, 
thereby facilitating and securing cost efficiency, performance measurement 

39  Nieuwe toezichtskader Onderwijsinspectie.
40  In the late spring of 2010, the Dutch parliament voted the ‘Goed Onderwijs, Goed Bestuur’ (Good Edu-
cation, Good Governance) bill into law. The intent was to establish a system in which autonomous school 
boards, both public and private, were given full responsibility for all aspects of school life: curriculum, 
instruction, quality, student performance, the hiring and firing of teachers, governance, accountability, 
and so on.
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and service quality. The reform measures and introduction of related tools 
implied that managers and professional would have to deal with conflicting 
aims, such as improving performance vs. cost reduction, satisfying demand vs. 
standardization, autonomy vs. control, and so forth.

2.6.4 Competency
The development of businesslike and entrepreneurial competencies was 
intended both to optimize the performance of education services and to 
empower education professionals. In the mid-1980s, much attention had been 
paid to the so-called sub-standard quality of education. During that period, the 
various cabinets mainly focused on administrative relationships and managerial 
structures within the educational system, educational innovation, and cost 
savings. However, over time, there was increasing concern about the quality 
of professional staff and educational standards (Bronneman-Helmers, 2011). 
The changing level of government control, the subsequent transformation of 
the position of educational organizations, the emergence of modern learning 
technologies and theories and growing societal complexity implied continuing 
change and adaptation of professional competencies. Professionals no longer 
simply transfer knowledge; rather, they are facilitators of learning processes 
in multiple contexts that require both professional and more organizational 
competencies (e.g. De Vijlder, 2004; Lindemann and van den Berg, 2012). 
However, on the part of teachers themselves there had been few or no initiatives 
to professionalize (e.g. SBO, 2005).41 

Reform measures

A number of reform measures were taken to address the skills-related issues facing 
the teaching profession. In 1991 the Van Es Commission was assigned to develop 
proposals for the future of the profession. The commission found that teachers 
faced lagging professionalization, lack of mobility, questionable competence 
requirements, trailing salary levels and controversial social status. According 
to the commission, there were two main issues at stake: first, the detailed 
central regulations; and second, the isolated functioning of the teacher behind 
closed classroom doors. In its report,42 the committee argued that educational 
organizations should aim to manage themselves as modern, self-organizing 

41  Leraren leren: Een discussie over opleiden en professionaliseren van leraren, SBO 2005.
42  A profession with prospects, the future of the teaching profession (Committee on the Future Teaching 
Profession, 1993).
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entities and that they needed to adopt modern human resource policies aimed 
at enhance attractiveness of the teaching profession and its employment 
conditions. The teaching profession should be less tied to formal powers and 
requirements: advocating lifelong learning for professionals, the commission 
argued that ‘authority provides no permanent guarantees of competence.’ 

In the following years, this approach was facilitated by a variety of acts and 
action plans. The BIO Act43 established competence standards for teachers, both 
professional and organizational, and regulated how these should be maintained 
throughout a teacher’s career.44 The national ‘Teacher register’ enables professionals 
to register their experience and personal developments.45 Furthermore, several 
laws on quality and supervision entail elements of improving professional 
standards.46 In addition, the different sectors have action plans and covenants 
for optimizing the performance of education services through the development 
of required skills.47 The ‘Leraar 2020’ plan relates to these different action plans 
and describes how the professional quality of both teachers and managers can 
be improved, so as to achieve the best possible educational standards. The plan 
includes action-oriented performance agreements within the different education 
sectors and professional training programs for both teachers and managers. 
Furthermore, the government is stimulating performance management by 
introducing regulations for experimenting with rewarding performance.48 

Tools

To facilitate and stimulate competency development and optimize performance 
at the operational level, several NPM tools were introduced in education 
services. These included HRM, professionalization programs and requirements, 

43  The BIO Act on professional competencies in primary, secondary and vocational education. 
44  This is consistent with the desire to see schools as professional organizations with professionals 
working according to professional standards, similar to the client model in the healthcare sector (De Vi-
jlder, 2004).
45  Lerarenregister, 2012: the government and educational organizations want to use the register to en-
sure the quality of teachers. Registration is currently voluntary, but will be mandatory from 2018.
46  The Quality Act of 1998 (Kwaliteitswet op het onderwijs) for primary and secondary education. Law on 
Education Inspection (Wet op Onderwijstoezicht) and Law on Higher Education and Scientific Research 
(WHW).
47  Action plan ‘Basis for Performing’ in primary education, ‘Better performance’ in secondary education, 
‘Focus on Craftsmanship 2011-2015’ in the vocational sector. For higher education, a strategic agenda will 
be elaborated, based on the proposals of the Veerman Commission.
48  2011 Regulations Experiments Performance reward Education, ended 2012. http://www.rijksover-
heid.nl/documenten-en-publicaties/regelingen/2011/11/17/regeling-experimenten-prestatiebeloning-on-
derwijs.html.
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codes of conduct, protocols and performance-related pay. The promotion of 
professionalism is largely shaped by strategic HR policies within educational 
organizations. These include, for example, ambitions for stronger role 
differentiation,49 new policy procedures and multi-year staff planning. The 
standard competencies50 for professionals are developed via training and 
retraining programs, registered in obligatory personnel files and quality  
systems and monitored by the Education Inspectorate.51 Through these tools, the 
improvement of professionalism is facilitated and progress monitored. 
In sum, consecutive Dutch cabinets have adopted NPM discourses shaped by a 
variety of reform measures aimed at the optimization of education services. We 
have described the reform measures on competition, control and competency 
that have been introduced, as well as the related NPM tools. Now we turn to 
address the fact that these measures and tools exhibit conflicting characteristics 
and businesslike or managerial values that contrast with professional values. 

2.6.5 Dealing with complexity
In the previous sections, we described the NPM discourses, related measures 
and tools that have been introduced in Dutch education services. Earlier in 
this chapter, it was pointed out that these discourses have interrelated and 
conflicting characteristics that may reinforce performance or have conflicting 
consequences. As a result, managers and professionals have to deal with 
complexity when optimizing the performance of education services. Looking 
at the different reforms, local Dutch education services have to deal with the 
following characteristics.

49 Functiemix.
50 The SBL competencies resulting from the BIO Act.
51 http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten-en-publicaties/kamerstukken/2005/10/14/uitgangspunt-
en-wet-op-de-beroepen-in-het-onderwijs.html.
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NPM Discourse Reinforcing performance Conflicting consequences

Competition • efficient and effective use of budgets
• improve quality
• stimulate transparency of costs, 

revenues and performance
• enhance entrepreneurial and 

innovative competencies

• competition can interfere with 
efficient spending of budgets 

• innovation requires investment, 
which seems to conflict with cost 
efficiency

• focus on competition and 
performance can interfere with 
substantive/ professional processes 
and broader social/ non-quantifiable 
objectives of service provision

Control • efficient and effective spending of 
budgets

• transparency and accounting for 
costs, revenues and performance 

• monitoring of quality and 
performance contributes to 
improving quality, competitiveness 
and competencies

• remote control, autonomy for 
professionals

• efficiency gains may be achieved at 
the cost of less desirable effects

• control and supervision of 
performance via standards and 
indicators can inhibit innovative and 
entrepreneurial behavior

• focus on control/compliance can lead 
to rigidity rather than innovation, 
custom-made services and 
competitiveness

• excessive control narrows 
professional space

Competency • more autonomy provides more 
professional space

• competencies for bearing 
responsibility and accountability

• developing entrepreneurialism 
and customer orientation  
competitiveness

• benefit cost efficiency and quality 
improvement

• excessive focus on improving 
competencies can lead to increase 
in control, limiting substantive 
professionalization and commitment

• professional competencies contrast 
with managerial competencies

Table 7 Reinforcing and conflicting characteristics of NPM discourses.

In practice, dealing with these characteristics of NPM has led to divergent 
outcomes and fierce debates. It has been argued that Dutch education services 
have become managerialized and subject to overly strict performance monitoring 
(e.g. Tonkens, 2003, 2008; WRR, 2004; Van den Brink et al., 2005; Jansen et al., 
2009). Professionals feel that they have less space in which to deliver quality 
education, and many professionals feel oppressed, experience bureaucratic and 
administrative burdens and feel that their professionalism and professional 
ethics have been affected and managerialized (e.g. Tonkens, 2003; Verbrugge, 
2005, 2006). This feeling of oppression is enhanced by various managerial 
organizational developments, in particular the introduction of performance 
management systems and the extension of monitoring and accountability 
systems, as well as increased mergers and up-scaling. Furthermore, the alleged 
differences between and alienation felt by managers and professionals has 
become a widely debated issue (e.g. de Bruijn and Noordegraaf, 2010; de Wit, 
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2012). The dominant perception is that the logic of management is isolated 
from the motivated and benevolent reality of the education profession, and 
that managers have constructed their own reality using simplistic businesslike 
models and tools (De Bruijn and Noordegraaf, 2010). These compelling systems 
have transformed education services into ‘managed services’ that are becoming 
increasingly alienated from professional expertise and professionals, causing 
their devaluation (e.g. Mak, 2005; Mulders and Kuiken, 2005). The drive for 
efficiency and effectiveness has supposedly resulted in an imbalance at the 
expense of professional values   and space (e.g. Tonkens, 2003; Verbrugge, 2005; 
Trommel, 2006). On the other hand, some authors suggest that the reforms have 
given schools and professionals more autonomy and financial and administrative 
power, maintained educational programs, and improved the quality of education 
(e.g. WRR, 2004; Smeenk, 2007; De Vijlder, Bakker and Lindemann, 2010). 

This chapter has thus revealed that NPM discourses are aimed at optimizing the 
performance of PPS. Those engaged in practice at the local level face complex, 
contradictory demands as a result of the conflicting characteristics and 
contrasting values inherent to NPM. Dealing with this complexity leads to locally 
divergent outcomes and reconfigurations of professional practices in PPS that 
are the subject of heated debate in society and academia.

2.7 (Managerial) Reconfiguration of professional practices and PPS 
NPM discourse and the ensuing policy reforms focused on optimizing 
performance, leading to changes in PPS. Local adaptations and modifications of 
NPM lead to reconfigurations of professional practices. These reconfigurations 
can take different forms: for example, they can create more autonomy for 
professionals, more effective services and improved quality, but they can also lead 
to managerial reconfigurations, or managerialization, of professional practices, 
with unintended consequences as a result. These reconfigurations seem to be 
related to how the complexity of NPM is dealt with in practice, and how it is 
adapted and modified in local contexts. This is further explored in this section.

Conflicting values

It is difficult to reconcile the logic of management and organization, which is 
dominated by hierarchy, efficiency, cost and productivity, with the logic and 
substantive values of the education profession (e.g. Day, 2003; de Wit, 2012). The 
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latter is often based around the application of knowledge and expertise to assist 
and serve the needs of the general public, rather than charging for services or 
competing for funds to deliver PPS in a marketized service environment (Hernes, 
2005). The contrast with managerial approaches to performance and the costing 
of professional service delivery results in a tension that is often unresolved or 
becomes deadlocked (e.g. Paulsen, 2006). There is no automatic fit between local 
professional practices and outward and business-like orientations, managerial 
logic, and the standardization and formalization of strategic and operational 
management. For example, excessive emphasis on performance standards and 
measurement can lead to one-dimensional management of PPS. Being overly 
preoccupied with performance can lead to enforced compliance with central 
guidelines, indicators and system requirements, which may lie counter to the 
local context, the nature of professional work and professional considerations 
relating to service provision. Local adaptation and modification are thus 
needed to overcome conflicting values and mitigate managerialization in the 
reconfiguration of professional practices. 

Meaningless bureaucracy

The aim of optimizing performance through more businesslike management 
gave managers more autonomy to meet the needs of the customer, rather than 
the bureaucracy, while holding them accountable for results. Subsequently 
there has been growing interest in and adoption of various monitoring and 
registration systems (e.g. Vandenberghe, 2004, Janssen, 2005, Rutledge, 2010). 
Such systems are introduced to facilitate and support the optimization of 
performance and accountability. However, due to a lack of contextualization, 
it remains unclear what these systems really contribute to local practices within 
an organization (Gastelaars, 2011). In the form of explicit performance targets, 
standards and indicators, ‘facts’ supposedly have a rational basis. But when they 
are insufficiently linked to local contexts and practices, such systems can lead to 
strategic behavior and bureaucratic rituals, such as cherry-picking and window-
dressing, prioritizing the ‘auditable’ performance indicators. These systems then 
become meaningless to local professional service provision (e.g. Goodlad, 2000; 
de Bruijn, 2007; Gastelaars, 2011). They may obstruct innovation and ambition, 
create more bureaucracy and devaluate professions (e.g. Hood and Peters, 2004; 
de Bruijn, 2007), and may even draw managers and professionals away from 
their professional duties (e.g. de Bruijn, 2007; Newton, 2012; Noordegraaf and de 
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Wit, 2012). Thus, NPM discourse and its complexity require local adaptation and 
modification to avert meaningless bureaucracy and mitigate managerialization 
when reconfiguring professional practices in PPS.

Alienated professionals and managers

Professionals and managers have to be able to identify and connect with NPM 
discourse on optimizing the performance of PPS. A lack of contextualization 
may lead to alienation; that is, a cognitive state of psychological disconnection 
from the proposed reforms (e.g. Tummers et al., 2009). This alienation52 has two 
key dimensions. First, alienation concerns feelings of powerlessness related 
to professional involvement and autonomy in decision-making and the active 
shaping of NPM discourse in local professional practice (e.g. Lipsky, 1980). This 
concerns not only involvement at the operational level, but also the shaping 
of change at the strategic and tactical levels of the organization, taking local 
professional knowledge and experience into account. Second, it relates to the 
feelings of meaninglessness experienced by professionals and managers who 
perceive that the proposed changes would fail to contribute to performance 
optimization within their local context. For example, when they feel that 
economic objectives prevail over social and professional objectives (e.g. Van Thiel 
and Leeuw, 2002; Tummers, Bekkers and Steijn, 2012). Alienation can lead to 
leadership issues and erosion of responsibility (e.g. Rhodes, 1996; Diefenbach, 
2009). Contextualization and connectedness with professional values are pivotal 
for professionals and managers to be able to optimize PPS in a workable way (e.g. 
Ewalt and Jennings, 2004; Bekkers et al., 2007; May and Winter, 2009). Thus, 
NPM discourse and its complexity require local adaptation and modification 
to prevent alienation and mitigate managerialization when reconfiguring 
professional practices in PPS.

2.8 Conclusion
This chapter has shown that global NPM discourse is shaped at the local level 
in diverse ways, and with divergent outcomes. Furthermore, this chapter has 
made clear that the shaping of NPM discourses contributes to reconfigurations 
of practices in PPS. The previous section revealed that these reconfigurations 
are a result of adaptations and modifications of NPM discourse in line with local 
contexts and practices. It has also become clear that different actors and objects 

52  Tummers refers to this as policy alienation.
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are involved in these processes. For example, PPS have been subject to NPM 
reforms with inherent conflicting characteristics. Professionals and managers in 
local contexts have had to deal with this complexity and adapt the reforms to local 
professional practices in order to optimize performance. They have introduced 
and worked with support systems and tools that can be facilitative, but that 
can also contribute to meaningless bureaucracy and the managerialization of 
professional practices. These interactions between actors and objects thus seem 
to shape NPM discourse in local PPS and contribute to the reconfiguration of 
professional practices. 

This interaction between ‘active members’ such as actors and objects is referred 
to as translation (e.g. Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987; Law, 1996). Translation occurs 
because active members shape and transform ideas, innovations, objects and so 
on, and sustain and adapt practices and discourses, actively paralleling and even 
displacing those of political authorities (e.g. Latour, 1987; O’Malley, 1996: Johnson 
and Hagstrom, 2005). Translation and the interaction between actors and objects 
are thus pivotal in the shaping of NPM in local PPS and the reconfiguration 
of professional practices. Although translation seems to be an important 
and relevant concept, there has been little research on how NPM discourse is 
translated in PPS. Many studies have focused on the outcomes, the ‘what’, of NPM 
(see e.g. Elliot, 1996; O’Day, 2002; Ranson, 2003; Elmore, 2006; Coupland et al., 
2008; Moller, 2009). In addition, existing research offers no explanation for how 
the managerialization of professional practices may take place when translating 
NPM. 

This study sees translation as a crucial concept for answering these questions. First, 
exploring translation can provide more insight into how translation happens, 
and explains how the active members involved contribute to the reconfiguration 
of professional practices. Notwithstanding the strength of global NPM discourse, 
individuals are not passive recipients of discourses who simply respond to what 
is imposed upon them (Thomas and Davies, 2005). It is through translation that 
these actors and objects deal with conflicting characteristics, give meaning and 
significance to the NPM discourses and align them to their own local contexts and 
practices, thereby contributing to the reconfiguration of professional practices. 
Second, through studying translation, the specific role of objects can be explored. 
Objects such as systems and tools play an important role in translating NPM 
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discourse in PPS. They are actors with agency that are engaged in continuous 
interaction with their local environment (see e.g. Latour, 2005; Czarniawska, 
2006; Pipan and Czarniawska, 2010). While they are affected and shaped by 
actors, they simultaneously contribute to the reconfiguration of these actors’ 
professional practices. Nevertheless, objects have been underexposed in public 
management studies, as ‘such non-human actors are seemingly considered to 
belong to other disciplines’ (Czarniawska, 2006). However, these tools often 
become dominant and can contribute to the managerialization of professional 
practices (see e.g. Zaleznik, 1989; de Bruijn, 2007; Christensen and Lægreid, 2007; 
Gastelaars, 2011).

Thus, studying translation provides academics, policymakers and practitioners 
with an understanding of how NPM discourses are translated in PPS, and how 
this contributes to the managerial reconfiguration of professional practices. 
Furthermore, this adds to our understanding of how active members can 
contribute to meaningful, rather than managerial, reconfigurations of 
professional practices (e.g. Noordegraaf and Steijn, 2013). The next chapter 
will describe the concept of translation and its implications for this research in 
further detail.
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3.1 Introduction

In the previous chapters, we explained why the translation of NPM is 
central to this study. Studying the translation of global NPM discourses 
adds to academic knowledge by providing insight into how competition, 
control and competency are adapted and modified in local PPS contexts. 
Furthermore, this adds to our understanding of how translations 
of NPM contribute to the reconfigurations of professional practices 
that are often subject to heated debate. Such an understanding is of 
importance to the policymakers, practitioners and academics who 
perform and study NPM in PPS. In this chapter, we offer an answer 
to the sub-question ‘What is translation?’ Translation is explored and 
conceptualized, enabling us to subsequently study the translation of 
NPM within the three case studies. 

The chapter is structured as follows. In section 3.2 the sociology 
of translation is described, drawing on authors who advocate the 
application of such a perspective in studying social phenomena such as 
NPM in PPS. Furthermore, we reveal how such a perspective is relevant 
to public management studies and its implications. Then, in section 
3.3, we explain what can be understood as translation processes and 
how these relate to the subject of this research. Translation processes 
are interactions between ‘actants’ that shape global ideas in specific 
local contexts. These actants can be seen as translators, as described 
in section 3.4. They can be human and non-human, and have both 
agency and the ability to influence their context and each other. They 
are mutually constitutive and reconfigure social settings. In section 
3.5, we describe how the interaction between actants may lead to their 
connectedness and the institutionalization of reconfigured social 
settings. Then, in section 3.6 we describe how translation processes 
can create connectedness and stabilize reconfigurations. However, 
this is related to the perceived value and meaningfulness of these local 
translations. Subsequently, in section 3.7 the concepts of translation 
that have been described in this chapter are conceptualized in a 
framework of translation that enables us to explore the translation of 
NPM in specific local cases.
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3.2 The sociology of translation
The ‘sociology of translation’53 was developed by Bruno Latour and John Law. It 
arose from efforts to understand how scientific theories spread within scientific 
communities, become embedded in these communities and are then taken for 
granted as a basis for further scientific progress. In addition, it developed from 
a refusal to reduce explanations to natural, social, or discursive categories, while 
recognizing the significance of each (e.g. Latour, 1993). It critiqued dualist views 
of the opposing poles of nature and culture, whereby knowledge and artifacts are 
explained either by society (social constructionist) or by nature (realism). This 
section briefly describes the history of the sociology of translation as well as the 
relevant characteristics of this perspective.

Processual and relational

Transcending the abovementioned dualism, the sociology of translation insists 
that it is the process of nature-society construction that results in the stabilization 
of a strong network.54 It assumes that ‘the stability and form of artifacts should 
be seen as a function of the interaction of heterogeneous elements as these are 
shaped and assimilated into a network’ (Law, 1987). This network consists of 
actors, some of which tend not to be (if ever) considered by academically oriented 
sociologists. Such networks include people and social groups, but also artifacts, 
devices, and entities. By taking this interaction, the translation process, as a unit 
of analysis, it is possible to understand the simultaneous construction of culture, 
society and nature. Latour (1987) showed that scientific theories are not simply 
rational, objective and external to the scientists who use them, but are socially 
constructed through interactions within networks of actors, thereby emphasizing 
the importance of the social process in establishing the legitimacy of a theory. 
These processes are concerned with resolving scientific disputes, having ideas 
accepted and tools and methods adopted. The outcomes are often temporary, 
but allow networks to function and continue ‘the simultaneous reconstruction 
of social contexts of which they form a part’ (Latour, 1992). 
The sociology of translation thus draws parallels between science and technology 
and the challenge of studying reality as transitional in its becoming, and as 
trajectories of creation. ‘Nothing is, by itself, either knowable or unknowable, 
sayable or unsayable, near or far. Everything is translated’ (Latour, 1988). 

53  Also known as Actor Network Theory (ANT).
54  In this study a network is also referred to as a new order or (re)ordering of social setting.
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According to this perspective, all social and technical entities may be regarded 
as a network. Such networks do not simply exist, but are maintained through 
translation, thereby continuously reconfiguring social orderings (e.g. Law, 
1992; Latour, 1994). The translation processes reconfiguring these orders 
entail displacement, invention, mediation and the creation of links, and are 
characterized by heterogeneity, uncertainty, fluidity and contestation (e.g. 
Latour, 1994; Lendvai and Stubbs, 2006). These social orderings are not to be seen 
as a noun, but rather treated as a verb (Law, 1992), accentuating the process- and 
relational characteristic of the translational perspective. 

Translation (processes)

Next to the processual approach, ‘translation’ is one of the central characteristics 
of the sociology of translation. Through translation, social settings are 
continuously being (re)configured. Translation can be seen as a multifaceted 
interaction between active members, called actants, that shape and transform 
claims, artifacts, discourses, and interpretations (Latour, 1987). Translation is 
a process of re-representation, re-ordering, and re-grounding through various 
discursive and material practices. In addition, translation is also seen as a process 
of displacement and dislocation (Callon, 1986), which raises critical questions 
around the issue of the translatability and transferability of certain policies, 
philosophies and ideas. However, the translation perspective typically deals with 
issues such as: which types of ideas are spread widely, what happens to these 
ideas as they travel through organizations, and what happens to organizations 
when they receive ideas from the outside and translate them into practice, thereby 
focusing on construction-as-process (Hacking, 1999). Translation processes are 
further described in section 3.3.

Actants

The concept of translation brings us to another central concept in the sociology 
of translation, namely those who translate: the ‘actants’. Translation occurs 
because a network consists of ‘active members’ who shape and transform 
ideas, innovations, objects and so on, and who sustain and adapt practices and 
discourses, actively paralleling and even displacing those of political authorities 
(e.g. Latour, 1987; O’Malley, 1996: Johnson and Hagstrom, 2005). The sociology of 
translation recognizes that human and non-human actors (such as systems, tools, 
texts and other objects) are equal actants in translation processes that (re)shape 
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social orders (e.g. Callon, 1991; Law, 1992). The term actant is used to overcome the 
dualism between humans and non-humans. ‘The distinction between humans and 
non-humans, embodied or disembodied skills, impersonation or “machination”, 
are less interesting than the complete chain along which competences and 
actions are distributed’ (Latour, 1992). The important fact here is that humans 
and non-humans are treated symmetrically and that they are defined relationally 
as connected translators in the network. Actants and networks are thus mutually 
constitutive. An actant cannot act without a network and a network consists of 
actants. The concept of ‘actants’ is further described in section 3.4.

Connectedness and stabilization

The concept of actants shifts the focus towards the actions rather than the 
entities that are the source of this action. The concept of connectedness focuses 
on the outcomes of these interactions, the networks55 or (re)configured social 
settings that may result from them. Actant-networks are (re)ordered through 
interaction between actants when connections between them are established. 
When a translation is at its most ‘successful’, the translators, ideas, actions and 
objects become connected and institutionalized into a network and develop as a 
more stable, new order that is taken for granted (e.g. Callon, 1986; Czarniawska 
and Hernes, 2005; Clegg, 2006). For the sociology of translation, no network 
of connections is stable without the ongoing interactions between actants, 
simultaneously reconfiguring the social contexts of which they are part. If the 
interaction ends, the connectedness will destabilize and perish. They are not 
intrinsically cohesive and may contain conflicts; in other words, they are only 
ever in process and must be performed continuously. Connectedness of actants 
and institutionalization are further described in section 3.5.

In sum, the sociology of translation focuses on the sociology of actants, 
translation and the continuous reconfigurations of social settings that can be 
seen as temporary outcomes of translation (Wolf and Fukari, 2007). This way of 
understanding translation was adopted in organization studies in an attempt 

55  The term ‘network’ is somewhat problematic as it implies that what is described takes the shape of 
a network, which is not necessarily the case. Latour contends that network is a fitting term to use. First, 
because any kind of social (re)configuration is the (temporary) effect of the associations within a hetero-
geneous network. Second, the division between objects and humans, and micro- and macro actor-net-
works, is not to be assumed a priori as determining the character of social change or stability. Applying 
the sociology of translation challenges conventional distinctions and dichotomies. To study any type of 
organization or social order is to study the connections between all actors within a network.
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to understand the translation of global management ideas and practices as they 
travel through time and space across countries and organizations, becoming 
materialized, manifested in organizational behavior and (re)shaping these 
organizational orders. Management ideas are translated into objects, sent to 
new places, and translated into actions and new kind of objects that temporarily 
stabilize into new orders (e.g. Czarniawska and Joerges, 1996; Czarniawska and 
Sevón, 1996, 2005). This act of translating is often invisible. Translating activities 
are often seen as part of ‘normal’ work practices, rather than something worthy 
of direct attention (Yanow, 2004). In this study, we introduce the translation 
perspective to public management studies to investigate how the global NPM 
discourses of competitive incentives, control mechanisms and competent 
professionalism are translated into local contexts, and how they shape and re-
shape education services. In particular, we will look at how these translation 
processes can contribute to meaningful and workable translations of these 
discourses. In the next sections, we describe the central characteristics of the 
translation perspective applied in this study. 

3.3 Translation processes 
In the previous section the sociology of translation was outlined along with a few 
key characteristics that are relevant for studying the central research question. 
We described how translations involving actants lead to the (re)configuration 
of social orders, whether these are scientific theories or ideas, knowledge or 
organizations. In this section, translation processes are further described.

3.3.1 Defining translation processes
There are several definitions of translation. Law (1992), for example, sees 
translation processes as the means by which networks are continuously 
maintained. Latour uses translation to mean ‘displacement, drift, invention, 
mediation, the creation of a link that didn’t exist before…’ (Latour, 1994). Callon 
(1981) states that translation involves ‘creating convergences and homologies by 
relating things that were previously different.’ Brown (2002) defines translation 
as ‘the process of making connections, of forging a passage between two domains, 
or simply as establishing communication … an act of invention brought about 
through combination and mixing varied elements.’ Such translation processes 
can encompass texts, technical objects, and skills required for translating, and 
those processes that already existed in a specific local context before a particular 
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translation occurred. Thus processes of translation engage and affect both 
translators (actants) and that which is translated, gradually reshaping both 
(Czarniawska, 2009; Pipan and Czarniawska, 2010).
These different definitions can be roughly summed up as interactive processes 
involving actants, creating connections between these actants and thereby (re)
configuring social orders. Thus we have gained some insight into the concepts 
that are associated with translation processes. However, these definitions do not 
explain how such translation processes develop and how ideas, innovations and 
objects are translated. Several phases of translation are described below.

Phases of translation processes

As they wanted to explore how global management ideas and practices travel and 
become materialized and embedded in organizations, Czarniawska and Joerges 
(1996) defined four phases in which the process of translation evolves, namely: 
(1) Idea, (2) Object, (3) Action and (4) Institution. The phases are described below 
against the background of the research questions pursued in this study. 

1. Idea: NPM discourses
In a particular time and context, a particular global idea, NPM, is adopted in a 
given social setting, such as providers of PPS. The topicality or fashionableness of 
an idea such as NPM plays a decisive role in its being picked up and portrayed as a 
‘steering wheel’ for change. However, it may also be the case that an idea is ignored 
or not adopted due to local political structures or cultural conditions. Politicians, 
managers and advisors often act as intermediaries between the environment 
and organizations, and introduce such ideas in their organizations. For an idea 
such as NPM discourse to be developed in PPS, it must first be separated from its 
original context and translated into an object. 

2. Object
Objectification makes an idea tangible. NPM is objectified and converted into 
objects such as policy reforms (concerning competition, control and competency), 
regulations, systems and tools (e.g. related to quality, risk management, 
management control) or other objects that can be fixed in such a way that nobody 
questions them. These objects enable NPM and its discourses to become traveling 
ideas whereby action and change within PPS may follow as a result.
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3. Action 
When objects are translated into action the NPM discourses become concretized, 
whether performed by human actors or by material artifacts. When objects are 
translated in local practice, which involves a variety of actors and locally specific 
contextualities, they inevitably turn into something that diverges from the actions 
that were planned and anticipated at a global level. NPM discourses are reshaped 
in the local organizational context, where they are translated in conjunction with 
existing practices, contextual conditions and existing practices, which eventually 
leads to local divergence rather than a global convergence or isomorphism among 
PPS.

4. Institution 
Finally, the institutionalization phase illustrates how translated NPM discourses 
may slowly become normalized or institutionalized in local practices via 
regulations, procedures, systems, and so forth. They may eventually develop as an 
established new order, a reconfiguration of PPS, with its global origins carefully 
concealed from view. 
The definitions and the different phases of translation reveal that the translation 
of global NPM discourses entails interaction between non-human and human 
actants, presumably leading to action and contextualization, which results 
in a reconfiguration of PPS in locally divergent ways that are stabilized via 
institutionalization. It is highly likely, though, that in practice, several of these 
phases occur simultaneously and continuously, and de-institutionalization 
and re-institutionalization may very well be the outcome of such translation 
processes (Nicolini, 2010). In addition, the description of these definitions and 
phases implies an important presumption and characteristic of the sociology of 
translation, namely that that there is no marked separation between the global 
and local. In other words, it does not distinguish between the NPM discourses 
as being either global or local. This will be further explained in the next section.

3.3.2 Global ideas, local translations
The sociology of translation makes no distinction between the global and the local. 
In fact, it is argued that there is no ‘global’, only a chain of connected localities 
(Czarniawska, 2006). There is only the organization of the ‘glocal’ as a single level 
or flat surface of endlessly intertwined and connected translations that extend 
and multiply without hierarchy (Latour, 1993). ‘No place can be said to be bigger 
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than any other place, but some can be said to benefit from far safer connections 
with many more places than others’ (Latour, 2005). This assumption is reflected 
in the definitions and different phase descriptions of translation processes. 
These describe, among other things, invention and mediation, creating links 
and making connections via objects and actions, translated in conjunction with 
contextual conditions and existing practices, resulting in local divergence but 
with possible convergence between the (original) underlying ideas. Although no 
hard distinction between global and local is made, these local settings in which 
translation takes place form an important level of analysis. (Global) ideas are 
locally shaped, distributed and possibly re-translated in local contexts (travel of 
ideas). Through interactions, each of these translation processes may develop in 
many different ways by adding or taking away particular elements and reshaping 
or merging others. Translation entails picking up an idea and translating it into 
something that fits its own context in a meaningful and workable manner. At 
each step, the idea is likely to be somewhat reinterpreted and modified in order 
to fit the interests of those involved locally. It follows that translation processes 
are always anchored in local contexts: the new ideas have to resonate with local 
interests in order to be taken up, and the way in which they are given meaning is 
heavily dependent on local existing conditions (Nicolini, 2008). 

Contrary to the belief that all politics is global, all translation is local. In other 
words, translation does not result in convergence, standardization or uniformity, 
although it might originate from the desire to become similar (e.g. Latour, 1987; 
Johnson and Hagstrom, 2005; Czarniawska, 2006). However, locally divergent 
outcomes may reflect global trends or ‘homologies’ due to the connectedness of the 
various localities. The local never occurs in one place only and can be redistributed 
and retranslated in other contexts as ideas travel. Instead of a process of transfer 
from global to local, we have a process of continuous translation through which 
NPM discourses are shaped locally. The result may or may not be similar to the 
(global) NPM philosophy that was originally conceptualized. The NPM discourses 
of competition, control and competency and the objects that follow, such as 
regulations, standards, and systems, are not just readily adopted. The fate of 
these discourses depends on local translation processes and the actants involved. 
The reconfiguration of PPS and professional practices is therefore not inherent 
to the NPM idea itself, but rather a consequence of its translation matching the 
local context. Via translation processes, discourses can be modified, deflected, 
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tampered with, complemented or even ignored in order to for them to match the 
local context of PPS providers in a valuable and meaningful manner. Thus, these 
discourses are translated by actants not word-for-word, but rather meaning-
for-meaning (Yanow, 2004). The following section focuses more closely on the 
actants, as it is through their interaction that NPM discourse is translated.

3.4 Translators: actants
New ideas and practices do not just impose themselves on social settings such 
as organizations. Diffusing or advocating an idea is not enough; the impetus for 
translation must come from actors, translators, who affect and shape translation 
(e.g. Czarniawska and Sevon, 1996; Yanow, 2004). Translation is a continuous 
process of interaction between what are called actants, and these actants are 
central to translation.

3.4.1 Defining actants: human and non-human
The term ‘actant’ originally comes from the study of literature. Greimas 
introduced the notion of actants, grammatical subjects, which may or may not be 
persons. An actant is ‘that which accomplishes or undergoes an act’ (Greimas and 
Courtés, 1982), and the term covers humans and non-humans, such as objects 
and concepts. Greimas’s ideas attracted scholars of science and technology, 
such as Latour, Callon and Law, as they believed that non-human actors, such 
as technologies, systems and other objects and artifacts, played a significant 
role in social (re)configurations. The notions of actor and action assumed a 
human character and an intentional conduct, and they wanted to overcome 
the unnecessary duality between humans and non-humans. This derived from 
their empirical observations of activities in laboratories and research centers 
where texts, technologies and humans all play equally important roles in the 
construction of so-called actor-networks (Callon and Latour, 1981; Latour, 1987; 
Law, 1994). Through observing the actant, the (re)configurations of social settings 
could be better described.
From a translational perspective, an actant is a semiotic definition: ‘an actant, 
that is something that acts or to which activity is granted by another … an actant 
can literally be anything provided it is granted to be the source of action’ (Latour, 
1996). NPM systems and tools can be actants as they can form a source for action 
for other actors, for example for measuring and registering performance, for 
monthly reporting or for developing competencies. These systems and tools 
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have meaning only in relation to other actants; both humans and non-humans 
actors need to be understood within a network in which their identity is defined 
through their interaction with other actors. An actant may acquire a character 
and become an actor or may remain an object of some actor’s action. Only at 
the moment when objects interact do they become actors, or more precisely, 
participants in the course of action waiting to be given configuration (Latour, 
2008). The concept of actants thereby stresses the interaction between material 
and human factors in any process; both are determinants of social interactions 
and outcomes and indicate symmetry, since both are subject to translation. This 
symmetry of actants will be further described and explained in the next section.

3.4.2 Symmetry of actants
An important concept in the sociology of translation is the symmetry of actants 
or ‘generalized symmetry’ (Callon, 1986). Initially, the translation perspective 
makes no distinction between human and non-human actors, who are basically 
seen as equal (Latour, 2005). The technological is related to the human in that it 
takes part in shaping human actors as participants in the organization, just as 
human actors shape technology. ‘So materials become resources or constraints; 
they are said to be passive; to be active only when they are mobilized by flesh 
and blood actors … Yes, there are differences between conversations, texts, 
techniques and bodies. Of course. But why should we start out by assuming 
that some of these have no active role to play in social dynamics?’ (Callon and 
Law, 1997). The term ‘actants’ was introduced to express this symmetry. ‘Actor’ 
implies a fully present human agent; ‘actant,’ on the other hand, is indicative of 
symmetry between human and non-human agents, since both are involved in 
and subject to translation. These actants are the ‘atoms’ from which all or any 
larger social order is built. It is not until actants come into contact with each other 
and interact that differences emerge; these differences, however, should not be 
seen as unchangeable outcomes or established facts. 
The translation perspective sees social settings as settings which from the outset 
involve both human and non-human actants, both structure and agency. All 
actants have agency and thus the ability to affect each other and to translate and 
change the world around them (Latour, 1994, 2005). Properties are exchanged 
between differing actants: ‘whenever we learn something about the management 
of humans, we shift that knowledge to nonhumans and endow them with more 
and more organizational properties’; simultaneously, ‘what has been learned 
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from nonhumans is reimported so as to reconfigure people’ (Latour, 1999). For 
example, NPM developed from the perception that the performance of PPS 
should be optimized. The discourse was shaped in a wide range of reforms, laws 
and systems and tools. Subsequently, these actants required the competencies 
and skills of human actants such as managers and professionals. Thus, Latour 
postulates that human collectives have always exchanged their characteristics 
with non-humans and that thereby the (re)shaping of non-human actants leads 
to a (re)shaping of humans. Actants come to develop and reveal new properties, 
or, in other words, become the kinds of hybrids that characterize contemporary 
culture (Latour, 1999). 
The symmetry of actants implies that the NPM reform of PPS rarely lies with 
individuals such as politicians or managers or with the introduction of systems 
and tools; rather, it is attributed to a complex array of human and non-human 
elements that need to be considered as heterogeneous and agential configurations 
(e.g. Dopson, 2005). Our focus should therefore be as much on the relations and 
interactions that (re)configure social settings as on these entities.

3.5 Connectedness and stabilization
In the previous sections it became clear that translation processes involving 
actants lead to the (re)configuring of social settings. Central to translation and 
the subsequent (re)configuration is the concept of connections, as a temporary 
result of the interactions between actants. Through the connectedness of actants, 
networks are shaped and actants can become institutionalized, (re)configuring 
the social context of which they form a part. In this section we describe the concept 
of connectedness, as well as how such connections can become stabilized.

3.5.1 Connectedness and institutionalization
For the sociology of translation, to study any type of organization, social order, 
reform or innovation is to study the connections between the actants within 
a network. Translation can be seen as the process of making connections, of 
creating links that did not exist before (e.g. Law, 1992; Brown, 2002). Translation 
bridges the gap between the varied actants in social settings. ‘Translation involves 
creating convergences and homologies by relating things that were previously 
different’ (Callon, 1981). If countless entities and meanings are built into a social 
setting, translation is the process by which these elements are connected and 
thereby form a network (Cressman, 2009). Thus, how ideas such as NPM and its 
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discourses are turned into systems and tools, how managers and professionals 
are to work in a more businesslike way, and how they are able to adapt and modify 
the discourses to local circumstances and contribute to the optimizing of the 
performance of PPS all depend on the connections that result from translation 
processes.

Convergence and divergence of connections

It can be argued that the course of translation can tend towards two extremes: 
namely, towards either a convergence or a divergence of connections between the 
actants involved. This implies, respectively, either a stabilization of the network 
or its disintegration (in which it becomes likely that connections erode and 
will not be established). Convergence of connections into a network, however, 
does not imply an isomorphism or homogenization of the actants involved; it 
‘simply means that any one actor’s activity fits easily with those of the other 
actors, despite their heterogeneity’ (Callon, 1992). Converged networks are those 
in which translations draw on cultural contexts, sets of meanings and ways of 
acting (e.g Callon, 1992; Yanow, 2004). Translating requires local adaptation and 
modification, as one does not translate language as such. The NPM discourses 
and policy reforms are not translated one-on-one into practice; instead, meaning 
in particular PPS is translated with the intention of translating the original 
meaning faithfully in ways that make it understandable and meaningful in a 
different context (e.g. Yanow, 2004). If the process of translation does not result 
in a proper alignment with the local context, actants are configured in ‘separate 
spaces with no common measure’ (Callon, 1991). In other words, the actants are 
then disconnected. Systems, tools, procedures, regulations and so on may be 
introduced, but they remain disconnected from the actants and practices in local 
PPS. This disconnectedness does not lead to a stable network. Networks that are 
not able to converge connections and achieve a certain degree of stability will not 
be established properly or will erode, while those that are able to achieve a certain 
convergence will become institutionalized, diffuse and form a starting point for 
any new order. This can be seen as the connecting of different localities, possibly 
constituting a more global trend (Czarniawska, 2006).

Institutionalization

One of the phases of the translation process that is related to the connectedness 
of actants is the phase of institutionalization (see section 3.3.1). In the translation 
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of NPM discourses, new links and connections may be created if translation is 
aligned with the local context (e.g. Latour, 1994; Callon, 1996; Czarniawska and 
Sevon, 1996). The convergence of these connections between actants may lead to a 
(re)ordering of a social setting, a network. In such converged networks, ideas can 
become common practices and can become institutionalized in material forms 
and objects as well as practice. Subsequently, a durable network may emerge over 
time (e.g. Law, 1992). They form, so to speak, new frames for practices within 
the network. These accepted ideas have a legitimizing effect; they are taken 
for granted and have a rule-like status in social thought and action (Meyer and 
Rowan, 1977). Thus, when a translation is at its most successful, the translators, 
ideas, actions and objects become connected and institutionalized into a network 
and develop as an established new social order (e.g. Callon, 1986; Czarniawska 
and Hernes, 2005; Clegg, 2006). 
It is important to note that such institutionalizations and connections are not 
durable and stable per se. Any actant may become part of other networks and 
their purpose or use might change completely (Law, 1992) through ongoing 
processes of translation (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1991; Law 1992), whereby the roles 
and relationships between actants and networks are continually deconstructed, 
reconstructed and reconfigured. However, networks strive for a certain degree 
of institutionalization, as none of the actants involved would exist or have agency 
without the existing network. The further development of the network is a way 
to ensure the actor’s existence and development. Stabilizing the network in that 
sense guarantees the actors’ survival to a greater or lesser extent (Latour, 2005).

3.5.2 Stabilizing connections
The stability of a network results from the continual interaction between humans 
and non-humans. Policies, behaviors, motivations and goals are translated from 
one actant to another, and actants themselves are translated and transformed in 
their interaction with others (Callon, 1986). The stability of a network depends on 
the ‘impossibility it creates of returning to a situation in which its current form 
was only one of many possible option among others’ (Callon, 1992). For reforms 
in PPS, this implies that the interaction and connectedness between actants can 
contribute to reconfigurations of PPS in such a way that ‘old’ or alternative work 
routines and practices are no longer tenable. In other words, stabilization entails 
that ‘the interpretive flexibility’ diminishes. There is consensus among the different 
actors about the dominant meaning of an artifact, and the ‘pluralism of artifacts’ 
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decreases (Bijker, 1994). New ways of working, new systems and procedures are 
normalized. Stabilization does not necessarily imply isomorphism, however; 
heterogeneity is a central characteristic of a stable network, as a social order is 
an effect that is generated by heterogeneous means. Humans and non-humans 
such as machines, systems, architectures, texts and other objects all contribute to 
the patterning of the social (e.g. Law, 1992; Law and Mol, 2001). The more diverse 
actants are connected, the more complex and stable a network becomes. In a 
heterogeneous network, each actant is kept in place through its connections to 
other actants. If these objects were to disappear, for example, then so, too, would 
the social order. To destabilize such a network, multiple connections have to be 
undone. The more multiple connections there are, the more heterogeneous the 
network becomes, as it develops and integrates additional actants in the course 
of stabilization (Callon, 1992). Thus, central to the sociology of translation is the 
question of: 

how actors and organizations mobilize, juxtapose and hold together the bits 
and pieces out of which they are composed; how they are sometimes able 
to prevent those bits and pieces from following their own inclinations and 
making off; and how they manage, as a result, to conceal for a time the process 
of translation itself and so turn a network from a heterogeneous set of bits 
and pieces each with its own inclinations, into something that passes as a 
punctualized actor. (Law, 2001)56

In other words, translation is concerned with the creation of stable and 
institutionalized connections. As explained in section 3.5.1, convergent 
connections are dependent on local translations. The translators, actants, are 
active agents who translate ‘meaning for meaning’ that has been adapted and 
modified to fit local contexts. For connections between actants to be created, 
institutionalized and stabilized, translations of ideas have to be meaningful and 
workable for the local contexts into which they are translated. This is an important 
precondition for further connectedness and stabilization (Yanow, 2004). The 
question remains how such stable connections and workable translations can 
be created.

56  Punctualization is a process or effect (e.g., structure) that emanates from the network as a temporary 
entity or event that has relative durability in that it recursively generates and reproduces itself. Many 
elements are centered in a single object. It is also known as abstraction or object-oriented programming.
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3.6 Creating stable connections
In the previous sections it became clear that translations do not automatically 
lead to stable connections between actants, or networks. Furthermore, it became 
apparent that to create stable connections, a local translation of ideas is needed 
which draws from specific local contexts. Such ideas become meaningful when 
they are adapted and modified to fit local specificities. Only then can a translation 
result in the connecting of different actants that, in the course of stabilization, 
further (re)configure the social setting of which they form a part. In this section, 
we explore various perspectives on how such stable connections and meaningful 
translations can emerge, and relate these perspectives to this study.

3.6.1 Moments of translation
Callon proposes a set of four moments in translation, ‘during which the identity of 
actors, the possibility of interaction and the margins of maneuver are negotiated 
and delimited’ (Callon, 1986). These four major moments are (1) problematization, 
(2) interessement, (3) enrollment and (4) mobilizing allies. If these moments of 
translation are ‘successful’, actants can become connected and insititutionalized 
in the network. Thus the interaction of the actants during these moments of 
translation is key to generating and stabilizing society and, more specifically, 
institutions, governments and organizations over time (Callon, 1986). These four 
moments of translation, which are not necessarily chronological, are described 
below.

1. Problematization: ‘how to become indispensable’
The first moment, problematization, concerns the framing of a problem by an 
actor who intends to define the identities and interests of other actors in ways 
that are consistent with its own interests. The actor tries to establish itself as an 
‘obligatory passage point’, making itself or its idea ‘indispensable’ or unavoidable 
for other actors (Callon, 1986) by explaining how these actors are necessarily 
concerned by the idea or problems that are formulated. For example, the 
reorganization of an educational organization in response to the introduction of 
NPM discourses can be framed in terms of the need to become more competitive 
and financially sound, ensuring continuation, preservation of employment and 
better quality of PPS. Without proper problematization it is not clear why efforts 
have to be made to enroll the potential actant-network into the system of existing 
structures, or to (re)configure the social setting. ‘Problematization describes 
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a system of alliances, or associations, between entities, thereby defining the 
identity and what they want’ (Callon, 1986). 

2. Interessement: ‘how allies are locked into place’
The second moment, interessement, involves a process of convincing and engaging 
the interest of other actors. ‘Interessement is the group of actions by which an 
entity attempts to impose and stabilize the identity of the other actors it defines 
through its problematization’ (Callon, 1986). It is a matter of making an increasing 
number of allies interested in a potential innovation or idea (e.g. Pohl et al., 
2009). Each actant enlisted during the problematization phase can be involved 
and become integrated into the (initial) idea (or refuse to do so) by interpreting 
its identity, ambitions, projects, motivations or interests in a different manner. 
For example, the development of quality management in an organization can be 
interpreted and shaped in different ways, depending on the interactions between 
actants. These interpretations are formed and adjusted during interaction, 
as ‘To be interested is to be in between (inter-esse), to be interposed’ (Callon, 
1986). Various devices can be used to strengthen the connection between actors 
and stabilize the structure of the network. Furthermore, to consult actors also 
means to engage them. This engagement is about negotiating the acceptance 
of the problematization, or interests, and the role of each actant involved in the 
translation process. It attempts to interrupt all potential competing associations 
and to construct a system of alliances. Social structures comprising heterogeneous 
actants are shaped and consolidated.

3. Enrolment: ‘defining and coordinating roles’
No matter how clear the problematization is and how convincing the arguments 
are, the first two moments of translation do not necessarily lead to alliances 
and connections. They can even lead to negative reactions. The third moment, 
enrolment, has to do with connecting the different actants: ‘It designates the 
device by which a set of interrelated roles are defined and attributed to actors who 
accept them’ (Callon, 1986). If interessement is successful, it results in enrolment. 
To describe enrolment is thus to describe the group of multilateral negotiations, 
trials of strength and tricks that accompany the interessements and enable 
them to succeed’ (Callon, 1986). Through enrolment the actor tries to draw the 
other actors into its scheme of actions and accept them as the main course for 
action. By creating technical (or other) artifacts and inscribing interests in them, 
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the actor tries to ensure that its interests and the participation of actants are 
protected (Latour, 1992). A collective vision or plan on quality management may 
be developed, procedures and responsibilities may be agreed on and systems and 
tools may be introduced.

4. Mobilization: representativeness of spokesmen
The fourth moment of translation concerns the mobilization of allies to 
further develop and stabilize the network. ‘To mobilize, as the word indicates, 
is to render entities mobile which were not so beforehand’ (Callon, 1986). At 
this moment, spokesmen play a crucial role, and it is important that they are 
representative of the actants. It needs to be ensured that the spokesmen are 
accepted as representatives of other actors, and that the focal actor is accepted 
as the main voice of the network, who may speak on behalf of all actors in the 
network. The spokespersons have to mobilize the humans and non-humans they 
represent. The ‘spokesperson’ creates and empowers actants to communicate 
the progress being made toward their shared goals and actions, thus reinforcing 
commitment to the course of action and further stabilizing the network (Callon, 
1986). For example, managers advocate and further develop quality management 
within their departments and have to ‘mobilize’ their employees to do the job 
(Callon, 1986). Information on the progress and use of quality management is 
communicated and objectified via reports, charts, presentations and so on,57 or 
it appears in the form of skills embodied in humans (Latour and Woolgar, 1979).
In sum, Callon described significant moments of translation and what 
connectedness as  a precondition for  stable networks. A network that stabilizes 
itself enables itself to ‘not only resist competing translations but also restricts 
the number of possible future translations. This means in order to establish 
other links and set-up new translations you would first have to undo those 
which already exist, and change the equivalence in operation, which would in 
turn mean mobilizing and enrolling new alliances’ (Callon, 1986). Such stability 
or irreversibility of (re)configuration is achieved when it becomes impossible to 
return to a point where alternative routes exist (Monteiro and Hanseth, 1996; 

57  In the sociology of translation Latour refers to such forms as ‘immutable mobiles’, meaning entities 
that can travel from one point to the other without suffering from distortion, loss, or corruption. In all 
these cases, information needs to be transported from one point to the other (it needs to be mobile), but 
scientists and technologists have to find ways to maintain the integrity of some of its crucial aspects (they 
have to render it, to some extent, immutable). Unless they do so, it loses credibility. Nevertheless, much 
energy needs to be spent and much technology has to be mobilized to sustain the immutability of a mobile 
(also see Croozen et al., 2007).
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Walsham, 1997). We still need ask, though, what happens during these moments 
of translation? In addition to what, how are these connections created and how 
may this lead to a stable new order?

3.6.2 Strategies of translation
The previous section concerned the moments of translation (the ‘when’ and ‘what’) 
that are essential for connecting actants in durable and stable networks. These 
moments were seen as stages in the translation process. Law (2001) describes 
several general findings on strategies of translation (the ‘how’) that aim to ensure 
connectedness and stability. Four strategies are distinguished that concern (1) 
durable materials, (2) mobility, (3) anticipation and (4) scoping. These strategies 
are described below. 

1. Embody the network in durable materials (ordering through time)
The first strategy concerns the durability of ideas. Thoughts, spoken words and 
visions do not last long. However, when ideas are performed in interactions 
and when they are embodied in inanimate objects such as texts, systems and 
buildings, they become more durable and may last longer. For example, a glass 
building can express the value of transparency within an organization. Systems 
that demand that actors take certain actions can create insight and transparency 
with regard to their practices. Consequently, a relatively stable network is one 
ordered through time, embodied in and performed by a range of durable objects 
(Law, 2001). Nevertheless, the durability of objects is a relational effect resulting 
from interactions of actants. A system for providing insight in the performances 
of the departments of an organization can only be durable when its potential 
users actually use it58. The effects of a system change when it is not used or 
transferred from one network to another, new network of relations.

2. Mobility (ordering through space)
The second strategy is about the mobility of ideas. Durability emphasizes (re)
configuration through time, mobility stresses (re)configuration through space. 
Objects and processes of communication such as texts, electronic communication, 
methods of representation, information systems and so on are means through 
which ideas are mobilized and diffused, connecting different actants and 
58   See for example Bowen and Ostroff (2004) who describe how durability or ‘strength’ of HRM systems 
depend on metafeatures such as distinctiveness and thus capturing attention and interest, consistency in 
establishing effects over time and consensus on the intended targets of influence by the system.
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localities (e.g. Czarniawska, 2006, 2009). In other words, this strategy explores 
the translations that create the possibility of the diffusing of ‘immutable mobiles’, 
thereby (re)configuring at a distance (Law, 2001).

3. Anticipation
The third strategy is related to the anticipation of the responses and reactions to 
the ideas and objects that will be translated (e.g. Law, 2001). It entails considering 
the relationship between the introduction of such ideas and objects as systems 
and tools, and foreseeing their possible outcomes. The importance of this strategy 
is related to the fact that the introduction of such ideas and objects can have 
important consequences, either increasing or decreasing network connectedness 
and stability. The introduction of control mechanisms and reporting procedures, 
for example, may lack connections with a specific local context and practices and 
may simply create meaningless bureaucracy, for example (see section 2.5). Thus 
anticipation is important, ‘as representation is fallible, and it cannot be foretold 
whether a representative will successfully speak for what it claims to represent’ 
(Law, 2001).

4. Scoping (scope of ordering)
Lastly there is the strategy concerning the scope of ordering and its extent. 
Law argues that this scope is primarily local. Ideas can, however, continue to 
develop and ramify and reproduce themselves in a series of other networks or 
locations through somewhat general strategies of translation, something that 
is only possible if there is already a center of translation (Law, 2001). This can 
concern a multitude of coexisting and interacting strategies. These include, for 
example, a corporate strategy, financial strategies, administrative outlooks and 
the vision and mission of the organization, ‘which collectively operate to generate 
multi-strategic agents, organizational arrangements and inter-organizational 
transactions’ (Law, 2011). Thus a network (or organization) entails a set of such 
strategies, for example on competition, control and competency, which operate 
to create connections and network durability. 

In sum, the strategies of translation described above are of a relational and process-
oriented nature. Actants, organizations and devices are seen as interactional 
effects, rather than causes, generated through the different strategies of 
translation imbued with heterogeneity, uncertainty, and contestation. The 
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sociology of translation ‘is thus a theory of agency, a theory of knowledge, and a 
theory of machines. And, more importantly, it says that we should be exploring 
social effects, whatever their material form, if we want to answer the “how” 
questions about structure, power and organization. Sociologies that do not take 
machines and architectures as seriously as they do people will never solve the 
problem of reproduction’ (Law, 2001). In addition, if insufficient attention is 
paid to the interactions between all actants resulting in interactional effects, we 
will lack insight into how NPM discourses are translated in PPS and how this 
contributes to the reconfigurations of professional practices. In the next section, 
this chapter on translation will be synthesized into a framework of translation 
for studying the central research question.

3.7 Conceptualizing translation
In the previous sections, we explored the concept of translation. It became clear 
that translations of ideas, through the interactions between actants, contribute 
to the (re)configuration of social settings. We also described how translation can 
lead to connectedness and disconnectedness between actants, which affects the 
stability and irreversibility of (re)configurations. The stability of connectedness 
depends on there being meaningful translations that draw on local contexts. 
Furthermore, we described how this process of stable translation takes place 
by exploring and describing several authors’ different interpretations. In this 
section, we synthesize the literature explored in this chapter and present a 
framework of translation for use in this research study.

3.7.1 Comparison of descriptions of translation
Czarniawska and Sévon (2006) described a simplified representation of the general 
phases in the translation process: idea, object, action and institutionalization 
(see section 3.3.1). Through local translations of NPM that are in conjunction 
with contextual conditions, the (re)configuration of social settings may become 
institutionalized in local practices. Through this institutionalization, the 
new order stabilizes and becomes established. Callon (1986) identified some 
crucial moments of translation that contribute to the stability of social orders: 
problematization, interessement, enrolment and mobilization (see section 3.6.1). 
If these moments of translation are successful, actants can become connected 
and institutionalized in the social order. This is key to generating and stabilizing 
society and, more specifically, institutions, governments and organizations over 
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time (Callon, 1986). Subsequently, Law (2001) described a number of strategies for 
organizing this stability: embodiment in durable materials, mobility, anticipation 
and scoping (see section 3.6.2). Through these strategies, the stability of social 
orders is ordered through time and space via durable materials and mobility, and 
the interaction of strategies. The figure below shows the interrelations between 
the various phases, moments and strategies of translation. 

Figure 1 Visualization of interrelatedness of interpretations of translation by Callon, Law, Czarniawska 
and Sévon.

Despite different levels of abstraction and the fact that they sometimes use 
different labels, the concepts used by the authors are similar and complementary, 
and present preconditions for translating an idea into a stable (re)configuration 
of a social setting. All authors acknowledge that translations are processual 
and relational. They are divergent, heterogeneous, uncertain, contested and 
complex effects of interactions between actants. Furthermore, they emphasize 
that the different concepts of translation can overlap; there is no chronological or 
stepwise order of translation. Their descriptions rely on ideas, innovations and/
or problems as a starting point for translation processes. Interactions, objects, 
and mobility play an important role in involving actors in the local translation 
process and creating connectedness between actants. This connectedness is 
particularly important for stabilizing orders. The more connections there are, 
the more heterogeneous the network becomes, as it develops and integrates 
additional actants in the course of stabilization (Callon, 1992). This is also crucial 
for enrolling actors into an accepted main course of actions, institutionalized 
in local practices. Institutionalization may develop as common practice or an 
established (‘taken for granted’) new order. The authors also describe the ‘traveling 
of ideas’ and mobilization, in which the network evolves and is diffused, for 
example, via ‘spokesmen’, ‘immutable mobiles’, durable materials and scoping. 
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This contributes to the further stabilization of networks as more connections 
converge. To destabilize the network, many of these connections would have to 
be undone.
Thus, each of these authors’ descriptions provides important, similar and 
complementary pointers for exploring translation processes. By studying 
these different concepts of translation we can explore how, for example, NPM 
discourse is locally translated in PPS and how this contributes to (managerial) 
reconfigurations of professional practices. Nevertheless, for studying local 
translation processes in practice, we need to integrate and further conceptualize 
the different levels of abstraction and perspectives on these complementary 
theoretical models. 

3.7.2 Synthesis: framework of translation
The framework that is described in this section forms the link between and 
synthesis of the abovementioned complementary conceptual-theoretical models 
of translation. This model attempts to combine the key elements of the models 
described above in a single model that allows us to explore the translation of NPM 
discourse in local PPS practices. The model is visualized and clarified below.

Figure 2 Framework of translation.
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The framework consists of five sub-elements of translation. The framework 
suggests that ideas, innovations and/or problems serve as a starting point for 
translation. For an idea to travel or to become tangible it needs to be objectified, 
for example in the form of a policy reform. In order for an idea to be adopted, 
it needs to be problematized in relation to a local problem or situation. 
Connecting involves the process of engaging the interest of actors (seeking 
allies) and involving a variety of actants to collectively shape the idea in local 
practice. Institutionalization concerns the strengthening and formalization 
of connections between actants, for example via regulations, procedures 
and systems, thereby formalizing reconfigured practices. Diffusion entails 
the traveling of ideas, the further development of reconfigured practice via 
mobilizing other actants, and enhancing the connections of those involved. 
In this way, reconfigured practices become temporarily stabilized and 
irreversible.59

These different sub-elements of translation are conditional on each other, 
yet not necessarily linear. After all, without an object there can be no tangible 
idea, without problematization there can be no grounds for interaction 
between actants, and so on. However, connectedness in particular is crucial 
for meaningful translations and stable orders. Global ideas such as the NPM 
discourses of competition, control and competency and subsequent reforms 
are basically objects. In themselves, they are not meaningful or valuable to 
local contexts. It is the translation of these ideas, through interaction between 
actants, which gives them meaning and through which they may contribute to 
solving problems or improve the performance of PPS. When connectedness 
occurs through these interactions, it means that there is a system of allies 
that is interested in the problematization and convinced that it involves them 
and their local situation, and that this needs to be addressed. Furthermore, 
connectedness is created when actants locally translate an idea into practices, 
supporting systems and tools that are meaningful in their context. If the process 
of translation does not result in the idea being properly adapted to the local 
context, the actants will be disconnected, they will not interact and they will 
exist in separate spaces. Networks that are not able to converge connections 
and achieve a certain degree of stability will fail to become established properly 
or will erode, while those that were able to achieve a certain level of convergence 

59  For the operationalization of the framework of translation, see Chapter 4 section 4.3.
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will institutionalize, diffuse and become starting points for new orders. 
Connectedness therefore is crucial to the (re)configuration of social settings 
and thus the meaningful reconfiguration of PPS and practices. 

The framework presented above can be seen as framework of reference for 
exploring and interpreting translations of NPM discourses in PPS. By studying 
practice through the lens of this framework, we can also gain insight into how 
translations contribute to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional 
practices. In the next chapter, we describe the research design, strategy and 
methods that were applied to answer the central research question: ‘How are 
NPM discourses translated in PPS, and how does this contribute to the (managerial) 
reconfiguration of professional practices?’ 
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4. Methodology

Following the problem statement and objective of this research, this 
chapter describes the methodology of this study. First, we substantiate 
and describe the design of the research and underlying assumptions (4.1). 
Then we explain the research strategy, with its focus on case studies. The 
relevant criteria for case selection, the generalization of findings and the 
different research phases are described (4.2). In section 4.3 the concepts 
and variables of the problem statement and the framework of translation 
are operationalized, and we describe how they were investigated in this 
study. In section 4.4 the various research techniques are outlined, namely 
document study, interviews and observation. For each of these techniques, 
we describe how data were gathered, to what purpose and how they were 
analyzed. Section 4.5 describes how cross-analysis was conducted, and in 
section 4.6 we pay special attention to the position of the researcher as an 
active agent within the different case studies. 

4.1 Interpretive ethnography
This study poses the question, ‘How are new public management discourses translated 
in public professional services, and how does this contribute to the (managerial) 
reconfiguration of professional practices?’ With this question in mind, an interpretive 
ethnographic approach seems best suited to explore how interactions between 
actants translate global NPM discourse into local practices. The appropriateness 
of such an approach is based on a number of its ontological60 and epistemological61 
assumptions, which emphasize the importance of social interactions62 in the 
reconfiguration of ‘social reality’. This is in line with the translation perspective 
adopted in this study, emphasizing the importance of local translation through 
interaction between actants in reconfiguring practices of PPS. Thus to study 
translation is to be engaged in it. 

Ontological and epistemological assumptions of the study

The ontological assumption of interpretive research is that social reality is 
specifically and locally constructed (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). People create and 

60  Ontological assumption: perception of the form and nature of (social) reality, the nature of being.
61  Epistemological assumption: perception of what is knowledge, how knowledge is acquired. 
62  This concerns social interaction in its broadest sense. It is about heterogeneous engineering, which 
takes materiality into account. The social and the material cannot be separated.
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associate their own subjective and intersubjective meanings as they interact 
with the world around them. Understanding social processes involves getting 
inside the world of those involved in interacting within them (Orlikowski and 
Baroudi, 1991). Social reality is continuously (re)configured within specific 
contexts. In other words, the assumption is that when introducing NPM into 
PPS, this is continuously reconfigured in interaction, and thus translation 
processes, between human and non-human actants. Global NPM is adapted and 
modified locally in order to become meaningful and workable for those involved. 
This is an ongoing process, as actants interact with the world around them, new 
connections are made, and compositions of networks can change, leading to a 
reconfiguration of the social setting. 

The epistemological assumptions made in a research study need to be consistent 
with the ontological perspective taken. In interpretative research, as in this 
study, it is assumed that understanding social reality requires an understanding 
of how practices and meanings are formed (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991), and 
this insight can be gained ‘only through social constructions such as language, 
consciousness, shared meanings, documents, tools, and other artifacts’ (Klein 
and Myers, 1999). Consistent with the translation perspective used in this 
study, interpretative ethnography emphasizes the importance not only of 
human actants, but also that of non-human actants in understanding social (re)
ordering. Studying the translation of NPM in local practices therefore not only 
requires us to study the people involved, but also, for example, the systems, tools 
and objects they interact with or produce. Such actants and social orders are 
mutually constitutive. An actant cannot act without a network and a network 
consists of actants. Understanding these translation processes involves getting 
inside the world of those generating it (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991). In other 
words, to understand NPM reforms of PPS we need to study the actants involved 
in the translation processes up-close. The researcher then becomes the vehicle 
by which this reality can be studied and revealed (e.g. Walsham, 1995a, 1995b: 
Cavana, Delahaye, and Sekaran, 2001). 

Local interpretations and thick descriptions 

Using ethnographic methods contributes to the research objectives and question 
in several ways. First, it offers a variety of ways in which to follow the actants 
involved and describe the translation processes in the reform of PPS. Second, the 
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quality of ‘being there’ (e.g. Bate, 1997; Rhodes et al., 2007), which provides the 
researcher with a unique way of examining and producing a thick description 
of local translations of global NPM, taking all actants into consideration and 
thereby doing justice to the complexity of reform processes. Third, the richness 
of ethnographic data is especially suitable for local contextualization, something 
that is often lacking in other types of research (Bate, 1997). Lastly, the fact that 
the approach allows the researcher to ‘zoom in and out’ emphasizes the fact that 
reforms of PPS do not take place in a vacuum, but are shaped both by local actants 
with agency and by global forces. 
Interpretive ethnography aims to reveal what constitutes ‘reality’ within a social 
setting. It is particular relevant here, as it is distinguished from other interpretive 
qualitative methodologies by its focus on local interpretation and on ‘grasping 
the native point of view’ (Geertz, 1973; Agar, 1986; Ybema et al., 2009). In order 
to study the reconfiguration of local settings, the researcher needs extended 
engagement with the research subject. ‘The ethnographer does not, and, in my 
opinion, largely cannot, perceive what his informants perceive. What he perceives, 
and that uncertainly enough, is what they perceive “with” – or “by means of,” or 
“through.”’ The researcher therefore needs to study and analyze ‘the symbolic 
forms, words, images, institutions, behavior’ leading to ‘thick descriptions’ of 
the social constructions in which we live (Geertz, 1973). Thick descriptions and 
understandings of specific meanings can also be used for producing explanations. 
Such explanations may also be labeled ‘thick’ due to their quality of being deeply 
rooted in the life-worlds of the people being studied. It does not make sense to 
detach emic understandings from explanations. Without these understandings 
it can often be impossible to explain, or ‘make sense of’, phenomena in the world. 
So by studying local translations, this study aims to provide thick descriptions 
and understanding of how global NPM discourses are translated in PPS, and how 
this contributes to the reconfiguration of professional practices. However, ‘what 
we call our data are really our own constructions of other people’s constructions’ 
(Geertz, 1973). Although interpretive research is often criticized for not assuming 
a value-neutral stance, in the social sciences in particular, we need to abandon 
functionalist perspectives on studying objective ‘truths’. Research itself needs 
to be seen as an interpretative act (Watson, 2000). While taking into account 
the criticism and the advantages of interpretive ethnographic research, the 
remainder of this chapter will explain the selected research strategy, techniques, 
the methods of analysis and the position of the researcher.
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4.2 Research strategy: multiple case studies
The data in this study were gathered via three case studies. This section discusses 
the straddling of paradigms within the case study approach, opportunities for 
generalization, the selection of cases, and the different research phases.

4.2.1 Performative case studies
The central question addressed in this research is: ‘How are new public management 
discourses translated in public professional services, and how does this contribute to the 
(managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices?’ This is a rather open question 
that covers both exploratory and explanatory objectives. Case studies are a 
preferred research strategy when ‘how’ and ‘why’ types of question are posed 
and when the researcher has little control over events (Yin, 1994). Swanborn 
adds that a case study is an intensive approach that is preferable when studying 
social phenomena in their natural environment over a certain period of time, 
using several data sources, studying multiple interpretations and when looking 
for explanations for social processes (2000). Furthermore, the case study is 
appropriate when studying social relations between actants within a system (see 
e.g. Swanborn, 2000; Flyvbjerg, 2006, 2011). However, as this study draws on the 
sociology of translation, the case study approach requires further explanation 
and justification: the assumptions underlying the two differ, although points of 
connection also exist. The sociology of translation does not presume to explain, 
but to explore. This study wants to explore the translation of NPM discourse 
in PPS, but we also aim to explain how these translations contribute to the 
(managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices. This study assumes that 
both exploration and explanation are possible by straddling different paradigms.

Straddling paradigms

The research strategy in this study draws on a performative approach (sociology of 
translation) in studying the cases. At the same time, based on the explorations of 
these performative cases, the findings will be explained. Providing explanations 
assumes a more ostensive approach. Such approaches are often presented as 
distinctive; the first (performative) being about specific actions and the second 
(ostensive) about abstractions and patterns. However, they form a duality 
that is crucial for advancing knowledge creation (e.g. Pentland and Feldman, 
2005, 2007, 2008; Ahrens, 2008; Lounsbury, 2008). The relation between the 
performative and ostensive aspects of translations of NPM in PPS is reflected 
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in the fact that the performative aspect is essential for creating, maintaining, 
and modifying the ostensive aspects. For example, interactions between actants 
may (re)shape ambitions, organizational structures, plans and practices. Thus, 
the ostensive aspects are the patterns or objects shaped by performance, which 
may subsequently form means for guidance and accounting for performance. 
Vice versa, ostensive aspects such as these patterns and objects affect the 
performative aspects, the actions of actors. In this study, we argue that the 
relationships between ostensive and performative aspects form an important 
basis for understanding translations of NPM. Global, more abstract NPM ideas 
and their related systems and tools need to be ‘performed’ in local contexts. 
This requires specific action and interaction between actants. Being two sides 
of the same coin, the ostensive aspects outline the general character of a given 
phenomenon, whereas the performative aspects expose its translation in practice 
(see e.g. Latour, 1987; Pentland and Feldman, 2007). 
In this study, the performative case studies are combined with ostensive aspects 
in order to explore how NPM discourses are translated in PPS and to explain how 
these translations contribute to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional 
practices. This straddling of paradigms had implications for the various research 
activities that were undertaken in this study, as is explained below. 

Theory and the role of existing literature

Performative Ostensive 

Theory:
Explore and reveal how theoretical abstractions 
and conceptualizations are altered, modified and 
transcended by practice. Theory is a (temporary) 
effect. Practice produces theory.

Theory-building. Theory as a cause, basis for 
explaining practice.

Existing literature:
Existing literature is a resource in terms of 
positioning and engaging others’ interest in the 
study. Relating practice to theory. 

Represents the body of knowledge on particular 
phenomenon. Orientation required for advancing 
knowledge. 

Table 8 Theory and role of existing literature.

The ostensive aspect of this study identifies and systematizes general principles 
and factors explaining the social significance of NPM in PPS and the performative 
aspects that are considered relevant to study (see chapters 1-3). The performative 
aspect of this study is outlined through the framework of translation, which is 
the lens for studying the translation of NPM (see chapters 3 and 4). As a result, 
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the performative is related to general issues in the reform of PPS. Although 
performative studies are not meant to lead to analytic generalizations, by 
combining a performative with an ostensive approach, analytic generalizations 
are made possible in this study (see section 4.2.2).

Follow the actants

Performative Ostensive 

Follow the actant, but also recognition of the value 
of different forms of data.

Data triangulation, better insight into principle 
significance of phenomena.

Table 9 Follow the actants and data collection.

A central methodological principle in the sociology of translation is to ‘follow the 
actant’ (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987). By following actors or ‘things in the making’ 
(Latour, 1987), the (re)configuring of the social can be studied. The strength 
of data triangulation reinforces the performative approach in studying the 
translation of NPM in PPS (e.g. Latour and Woolgar, 1986). Through techniques 
such as observations, interviews and document studies, ‘actants’ can be followed 
and their interaction can be studied. This provides an opportunity to reveal the 
‘performance’ of NPM in PPS and professional practices, and applies both to the 
performativity of human actors and non-human actors such as systems, tools 
and other objects (see section 4.4).

Interpretation of findings

Performative Ostensive

Descriptions of practice to illustrate the 
heterogeneous, performative and relational 
character of theoretical abstractions and 
conceptualizations. Unlocking established views 
on a phenomenon’s significance.

Exploring and explaining phenomenon 
in practice. Rigorous analysis for analytic 
generalization. Enabling refinement or 
development of existing/new theory. 

Table 10 Interpretation and analysis.

The interpretation of the cases is aimed at providing thick descriptions of practice, 
emphasizing the heterogeneous, performative and relational character of local 
translation processes shaping and ‘performing’ NPM discourses. Furthermore, 
the study draws on an explanation-building strategy to analyze and reveal how 
translation of NPM discourses contributes to the (managerial) reconfiguration 
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of professional practices by providing thick explanations (e.g. Lukka and Modell, 
2010). This allows us to critically reflect upon and refine existing debates and 
positions on the workings of NPM in practice. New (temporary) theories can 
be constructed from practice (for more on the interpretation of findings, see 
section 4.5). 

This section described how the researcher straddled different paradigms when 
conducting this research and its activities (also see appendix 1). In the next section 
the implications for the generalization of the research findings are described.

4.2.2 Analytic generalization of findings
Although the study focuses on performative case studies, we used a more 
ostensive approach for explaining and generalizing the findings. The aim of this 
study is to explore the translation of NPM discourses in PPS and explain how 
this contributes to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices. 
The study thus includes an ostensive approach for describing more generalizable 
patterns that are shaped by performance. 
Although the local contexts of the three cases in which NPM is ‘performed’ are 
unique, the findings can nevertheless be generalized. A common but unwarranted 
conception is that statistical generalization is the appropriate method for 
generalizing the results of case studies. However, there can almost never be 
enough cases studied to examine the quantities that are studied in extensive 
research. Furthermore, how global NPM discourses are translated in local PPS 
and how this contributes to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional 
practices cannot be understood through ‘factual’ analysis. This can only be 
understood through interpretation (Yanow, 1993) and via the specific, practical 
and contextual information that is obtained within the cases (Flyvbjerg, 2007). 
The cases in this study are well suited for ‘analytic generalization’ (e.g. Flyvbjerg, 
2007; Yin, 2009).63 This does not assume a sample-to-population relation, but 
rather an analytical generalization of case results to theory, thereby creating 
and expanding rich theoretical frameworks that are useful in analyzing similar 
cases. This implies that the findings from this study can be linked with and 
used to enhance, nuance and complement the existing theory and frameworks. 
However, the analytic generalizability of this interpretive study depends on the 
authenticity and plausibility of the study’s findings.

63  Also often referred to as theoretical generalization (e.g. Swanborn, 2000).
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Validation: thick descriptions and thick explanation

Traditionally, performative research is not about explaining the social through 
generalized principles. It is about conceptualizing what it means to study the 
performance of a given phenomenon. From an ostensive point of view the issue 
of generalization is relevant and, in the case of interpretive research, concerns 
authenticity and plausibility.64 Validation is seen as a matter of convincing readers 
of the authenticity of the research findings whilst simultaneously ensuring that 
explanations are considered plausible. Authenticity relates to the emic qualities 
of the research, while plausibility relates to the process of abductive reasoning 
applying theory to advance thick explanations. This interpretive study does more 
than provide emic understandings of how NPM is translated in PPS; in addition, 
through careful analyses of the interactions between actants in specific local 
contexts, it reveals underlying mechanisms that contribute to the reconfiguration 
of professional practices. This goes beyond emic understandings, providing 
explanations from a more etic viewpoint. These are ‘thick explanations’, as they 
are developed on the basis of emic understandings. Authenticity and plausibility 
have been secured in the following way.

First, ‘following the actants’ and the participation of the researcher in the 
performative case studies has enabled the development of emic understandings 
and thick descriptions of translation of NPM discourses in local contexts of PPS. 
From a performative perspective, this concerns the extent to which the translations 
described in the study are ‘realistic’, that is, are likely to have happened. If not, 
the description will appear unrealistic and the study will lack authenticity and 
plausibility. These thick descriptions add to the authenticity of the research 
(also see section 4.4.4) as well as contribute to the finding and plausibility of 
explanations (e.g. Weick, 2007; Lukka and Modell, 2010). Second, more etic and 
thick explanations are provided. The plausibility of these explanations relates to 
whether they ‘make sense’. Concerns about advancing plausible, thick explanations 
and securing the authenticity of this study’s findings are interdependent. Thick 
explanations draw on the emic understandings and meaning explored in this 
study. Failing to reveal and explain what mechanisms could have contributed 

64  It has been argued that interpretive research suffers from a ‘crisis of validity’ (e.g., Gergen & Gergen, 
2000; Smith & Deemer, 2000). The core of this argument is that interpretive research cannot be validated 
with traditional validation methods. Traditional validity criteria such as construct, internal and external 
validity as well as reliability assume that there is a reality ‘out there’, which conflicts with the assumptions 
of interpretive research. It is still debated how interpretive research should be validated, but authenticity 
and plausibility are seen as central aspects for validation. 
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to the reconfiguration of professional practices may lead the authenticity and 
quality of the emic understandings of this study being questioned (e.g. Weick, 
2007). Explanations of how translations contribute to the reconfiguration of 
professional practices can enhance the impression of authenticity that, in turn, 
contribute to convincing readers of the plausibility of particular explanations. 
Existing theory serves as an important ‘guide’ for interpreting and searching for 
explanatory patterns in the data generated (see section 4.2.1). From a performative 
perspective, this is a matter of ‘interest’. Interest can be created through the 
tension between what is already known and the descriptions in the case study. 
The key is to relate performative/emic descriptions of specific actions to general 
explanations produced in ostensive research to date and to reveal blind spots in 
these general explanations. Relating this study’s findings to theoretical concepts 
and abstractions developed in chapters two and three adds to the plausibility of 
its outcomes and explanations. 

Theoretical replication

Replication of findings is an important aspect of generalization. Cases must be 
carefully selected so that they either predict similar results (literal replication) 
or predict different results for predictable reasons (theoretical replication) (Yin, 
1994). However, literal replication does not make sense in interpretive research. 
Translations of NPM are locally divergent, and a translation will always be a unique 
historical event. Furthermore, studying the case study is another performance (by 
the researcher) that results in another translation (the research) of a translation 
(of global NPM in local PPS). Each case has been carefully selected to make possible 
theoretical replication that reveals locally divergent results, but for general reasons. 
In other words, replication is sought in the mechanisms that contribute to the 
(managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices, yet in divergent, local and 
context-specific PPS. Not only is case selection important for the replication logic 
of this study, but also the development of a theoretical framework that guides 
the exploration and explanation of the translation processes across the cases. The 
framework of translation (presented in chapter three) is relevant for studying the 
cases as well as generalizing towards other cases (also see thick explanations). Each 
individual case is studied on the basis of the operationalization of the framework 
(see section 4.3). Convergent evidence is sought in the findings and conclusions 
of the individual cases, resulting in conclusions that need (theoretical) replication 
by the other cases. In the cross-case conclusions, we describe the similar and 
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contrasted overall results and the extent of the theoretical replication (see also 
sections 4.5, 8.6 and 8.7). Furthermore, we provide transparent descriptions of 
how cases were selected and how data were gathered and analyzed to secure a 
valid and realistic analytic generalization (see sections 4.4 and 4.5).

4.2.3 Critical case selection 
The strategic selection of cases can increase the generalizability of case studies. 
As the objective is to achieve in-depth insight into how NPM discourses are 
translated in education services, the case selection was based on ‘information-
oriented selection’ (Flyvbjerg, 2011). The three cases were selected to maximize 
the utility of information from each single case. The selected cases can be seen as 
critical cases that are of strategic importance in relation to the general problem 
(Flyvbjerg, 2011). The particular selection of cases in which the NPM discourses 
are translated provides an opportunity to formulate a type of generalization 
that is characteristic of critical cases: ‘If this is (not) valid for this case, then it 
applies to all (no) cases’ (Flyvbjerg, 2011). This study does not assume that such 
statements can be made in relation to the local outcomes of NPM (the ‘what’), as 
it is emphasized that these are divergent. However, by means of these critical 
cases, insight can be can be gained into the more general mechanisms/factors of 
translation that contribute to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional 
practices (the ‘how’). Such insights are of importance as they can help policy 
reformers, practitioners and academics who are studying and performing NPM 
in ways that are meaningful and valuable to local PPS and professional practices.

Selection criteria and selected cases

Several criteria for selection were applied in order to find appropriate cases. 
First, for an adequate analytic generalization, ‘case-contamination’ needs to be 
prevented. More specifically, working with very few cases that are very similar, 
for example cases from the same organization or department, provides less 
knowledge and scope than ‘independent’ cases from different contexts. Cases 
therefore have to be independent from each other (‘t Hart, 1994). The cases thus 
had to be situated in education services that were independent from each other. 
Three cases across different education sectors were selected that had undergone 
specific NPM reforms and were therefore adapting and modifying their practices 
and services. In addition, these cases were locally divergent. While global NPM 
discourses are prevalent in PPS, they are locally shaped. The specific cases were 
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selected across different regions, as it was expected that these would provide 
the opportunity to fully explore different local dynamics in the translation of 
NPM. Moreover, the researcher had full access to these three cases as a result 
of her former roles as an advisor (cases 1 and 2) and as a researcher (case 3). 
This enabled us to explore the cases in depth and compare the three different 
local settings through active participation (also see section 4.6). It offered the 
opportunity to explore different forms of translation and connectedness and 
how this contributed to the reconfiguration of professional practices. 

Second, cases were selected based on the specific NPM discourses. Although the 
NPM discourses are interrelated, and relevant in all three cases, the cases were 
selected for their response to reforms on competition, control or competency. 
The cases covered all three NPM discourses, thereby providing the opportunity 
to explore translations across the full spectrum of NPM and revealing possible 
differences in translation between the discourses within the professional contexts. 
While the outcomes of the cases may be divergent, the assumption is that processes 
of translating NPM and how these contribute to the reconfiguration of professional 
practices may reveal similar characteristics. The three cases in this study thus 
contribute to the advancement of public management theory, while also providing 
insight into translation processes that can be relevant for other PPS.

Third, participant observation was a prerequisite for studying the cases. One 
of the qualities of interpretive ethnography is the aspect of ‘being there’ (Bate, 
1997; Fetterman, 1998). Being physically present within the three cases was an 
important selection criterion, as it provides the opportunity to collect all kinds 
of (observational) data and up-close exploration of how actants interact and 
connect in translating NPM. This goes beyond interviewing human actors and 
studying documents, enabling the researcher to investigate all actants that are 
constitutively reconfiguring professional practices and PPS. In section 4.7 the 
position of the researcher within the case studies is described in more detail. 

Fourth, the cases had to provide the opportunity to study translation as 
conceptualized in the translation framework. The cases had to allow us to study 
translation from the ‘idea’ or discourse towards ‘stabilization’ (see chapter 3). 
In other words, the cases had to allow for investigating the problematization 
of the NPM reform, the interaction and connectedness between actants, the 
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institutionalization of objects and practices and the diffusion of reconfigured 
professional practices and PPS.
Ultimately, based on the selection criteria, three cases were selected; (1) Edu, (2) 
Academic and (3) PABO. The researcher had access to these cases as a result of 
previous professional involvement. The case characteristics are presented in the 
table below. 

Case I Edu II Academic III PABO

Divergent sectors 
of education and 
context65

Edu Academic PABO

Secondary vocational University Higher education

NPM discourse

Policy reform
Competition
WEB and WI Act

Control
RJ 660

Competencies
BIO Act

Participant 
observation

Researcher as advisor Researcher as advisor/ 
auditor

Researcher as evaluator/ 
external researcher

Opportunity to study 
translation

Five-month 
reorganization project

Seven-month audit and 
improvement project

Four-month project 
for evaluation and 
recommendations

Table 11 Cases and selection criteria.

4.2.4 Research phases
The study consisted of several research phases. The empirical phase – conducting 
and being part of the case studies on location – comprised a major part of the 
research. The research phases are visualized in the timeline below. 

Table 12 Research phases.

65 For reasons of anonymity, the geographical locations are not revealed.
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At the end of 2007 and beginning 2008, we drew up a first draft of the research design 
and approach and formulated the case selection criteria, on the basis of which Edu, 
Academic and PABO were selected. The empirical phase of the research started in 
2008. Each case took several months of interviewing, document study and observation 
of daily practices. These data were gathered until the end of 2011, and initial analyses 
were also conducted and reported. The cases were examined sequentially, using 
the same data collection techniques (see following sections). From 2012 onwards 
data were re-analyzed with advanced insights and additional relevant theory was 
explored. Writing up the overall analysis and conclusions took place in 2012-2013.

4.3 Operationalization of the translation framework
In chapter one the problem statement and research questions were described. 
In chapter three, we presented the framework of translation for studying these 
questions, which consists of different sub-elements of translation. In this 
section, this research model is further operationalized. Below, we indicate how 
each specific sub-element is researchable in conducting the document study, 
interviews and participant observation.

With this operationalization, translation processes can be further examined 
in daily practice using a variety of research techniques. Through studying 
project plans and strategic documents, for instance, we can not only examine 
problematization, but also the way in which these documents play a role in the 
institutionalization and diffusion of reordered practices. By being physically 
present in project teams, we can examine how meetings and presentations 
play a part in connecting different actants and how beliefs and values can be 
represented in buildings and interiors. Via interviews, we can examine how 
actors are involved in translation processes and whether their outcomes are 
perceived as meaningful and workable. The different techniques used to obtain 
in-depth and rich data on these matters are described in the next section.

4.4 Research methods
To increase the realism, authenticity and plausibility of this study, we used data 
triangulation, different sources and followed different actants, (e.g. ‘t Hart et al., 
1996; Hansen, 2011). Triangulation is not merely aimed at validation, but also at 
deepening and widening ‘realistic’ understanding of translation processes. The data 
triangulation included participant observation, document study and interviews. 
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CONCEPT DEFINITION OBSERVABLE THROUGH E.G.

IDEA An idea is a concept 
consisting of a philosophy or 
assumption often construed 
in a representation such as 
an object.

• New Public Management as idea for 
improving PPS

• Policy reforms as idea for improving 
specific elements of PPS

OBJECTIFICATION Objectification concerns 
making abstract concepts 
tangible as a (physical) 
object. 

• Policy reforms 
• Acts and regulations
• Organizational project/change plans

PROBLEMATIZATION Regarding and presenting 
a certain situation as a 
problem for all involved and 
requiring a solution.

• Strategic plans for responding to 
problems

• Presentations and meetings where 
problematization takes place

• Presenting solutions as precondition for 
continuity of organization/preservation 
of employment

CONNECTEDNESS Creating links between 
actants that did not 
previously exist and bridging 
contrasts through locally 
shaping the idea/solution.

• Meetings that concern the collective 
shaping of the idea and problem solution

• Involving and integrating those involved 
within and outside the organization in 
e.g. project or expert teams

• Shaping and introduction of support 
systems, tools and objects to facilitate 
problem-solving

• Design and interior of buildings and offices
INSTITUTIONALIZATION When ideas become common 

practice, fixed in material 
forms and objects as well as 
practice, obtaining a rule-like 
status. 

• Working processes and procedures
• Performance standards and rewards
• Strategy and vision
• Action and development plans
• Formal roles and responsibilities
• Obligatory systems and tools such as 

monitoring and registration systems
• Inscribing of values in e.g. buildings, 

offices space, interiors, logos
DIFFUSION When the idea travels 

towards other localities 
via mobilizing other 
actants, thereby enhancing 
connectedness and further 
deployment of the idea.

• Fixing responsibility for further 
deployment via formal roles and 
responsibilities

• Communicating and spreading idea 
and solutions via reports, charts and 
presentations on progress

• Mobilizing other employees, stakeholders 
via involvement and participation in 
e.g. projects teams and development 
programs

STABILIZATION Results from heterogeneous 
and converged connections 
that are perceived as 
meaningful and workable and 
have become irreversible.

• Changes to work practices are perceived 
as meaningful and workable by those 
involved

• New systems and tools are perceived 
as meaningful and workable by those 
involved

• Roll-out of idea in other departments/
organizations is perceived as meaningful 
and desirable by those involved

Table 13 Operationalization of the concept of translation.
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4.4.1 Participant observation
This research has an interpretive and ethnographical basis, whereby ‘being there’ 
plays an important role (Bate, 1997; Fetterman, 1998; Rhodes et al., 2007). To 
understand NPM reforms of PPS we need to ‘follow the actants’ involved in the 
translation processes up-close. The researcher is the vehicle by which this reality 
can be studied and revealed (Walsham, 1995a; Cavana, Delahaye and Sekaran, 
2001). In order to study how NPM is translated in PPS, the researcher needed 
extended engagement with the research subject (see e.g. Geertz, 1973). Through 
participant observation, the researcher not only observes from a distance but 
also learns and experiences through active involvement and moves beyond the 
‘front stage’ towards the ‘back stage’ (Goffman, 1990), thereby heightening their 
understanding and developing a more nuanced analysis of translation of NPM 
in PPS and how this contributes to the reconfiguration of professional practices.
This participating observation involved a range of techniques, such as the study 
of documents shaped within the context of the cases (section 4.4.2), formal and 
informal interviews (section 4.4.3), and direct observation and participation in 
the local practices of the Edu, Academic and PABO organizations. This provided 
the opportunity to collect all kinds of observational data which offer in-depth 
insight into how actants work, act and interact without having to depend on 
actors’ willingness and ability to answer questions or actively provide such data. 
The table below provides an overview of different moments and elements of 
observant participation during the different case studies.

Case I Edu II Academic III PABO

Total
duration

5 consecutive months 7 months intermittently 4 months intermittently

Role of the 
researcher

Advisor Advisor Researcher

Observations/ 
Participations

• Presentations
• Meetings
• Hallway conversations
• Coffee breaks
• Acts, operations
• Systems and tools
• Objects
• Physical locations

• Presentations
• Meetings
• Hallway conversations
• Coffee breaks
• Acts, operations
• Systems and tools
• Objects
• Physical locations

• Meetings
• Acts, operations
• Systems and tools
• Objects

Table 14 Applied modes of participant observation per case. 

65 
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Advantages and points of consideration in participant observation

We should note a few important advantages and points of consideration in 
relation to participant observation that are relevant to this multiple case study.66 
These points are summarized below. 

Advantages

In- depth local 
knowledge

• Full access to variety of local data while covering all three NPM discourses 
• Understanding divergent local context of PPS and practices through 

variety of research techniques
Performative and 
ostensive

• Not only studying an ostensive ‘reality’ observed from a distance, but also 
being performative and involved in translation processes

• Participating and thus experiencing the shaping of NPM in PPS
• Being involved and participating in diverse local contexts and interactions 

between actants
Tackling discrepancy 
and seeing crucial 
connections

• Discovering discrepancies between what actants say or express and what 
they actually do (or don’t do)

• Observable data and hidden details
• Being able to link different findings and connections between (seemingly) 

different findings
Flexibility • Flexible research method

• Studying how the distinction between data and theory is produced 
through performative analysis rather than assuming this a priori

• Able to react to events; pursue ideas, follow additional actants

Table 15 Advantages of participant observation.

Due to the researcher’s role as an advisor, the researcher had full access to the three 
cases. Through participant observation and using various research techniques, 
the researcher could gather in-depth data from different sources. Additionally, 
the availability of various advisory assignments enabled the careful selection of 
cases from different local contexts whilst covering all three NPM discourses. 
The researcher could therefore explore and experience different local dynamics 
and interactions that contributed to (managerial) reconfigurations of PPS and 
professional practices. 

66  E.g. Latour, 1987; Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991; Peshkin, 1993; Atkinson, Hammerly and Martin, 1994; 
DeMunck and Sobo, 1998; DeWalt and DeWalt, 2002.
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Points of consideration

Role as advisor/ 
researcher

• The social role of the observing participant and how she is perceived by 
the respondents will influence the character of the data collected

• What an observing participant sees will depend largely on her particular 
position within the cases

Researcher bias • Interpreting data will largely be conditioned by the social position and 
theoretical preconceptions of the researcher

• The researcher can never assume a value-neutral stance, mediated by 
language and preconception

Relevance and accuracy 
of data

• The recorded observations on a group of people or event are never going 
to provide a full description 

• Data collection and analysis is affected by what the researcher considers 
to be relevant 

• Representation entails transformation or intervention

Table 16 Points of consideration in participant observation.

In the first two cases the researcher was less visible as a researcher than as an advisor 
who was involved in specific change projects. In the third case, the researcher 
functioned as an external researcher.67 In some cases, the role of advisor led to 
resistance from actors. For example, some actors were unwilling to be interviewed 
(Academic case) or were reluctant to allow the physical presence of the advisors 
(Edu case). This resistance was related in particular to the proposed changes, 
which envisioned a more market-oriented education service. Nonetheless, the 
actors who were interviewed were open about their interpretations, resistance 
and acceptance of the proposed changes, as the interviews provided them with an 
opportunity to be heard. Additionally, informal moments and observations such 
as hallway conversation, meetings and presentations offered the opportunity for 
additional information-gathering and exposure of possible discrepancies. 

Being both a researcher and an advisor with specific training and education in 
both Economics and Organizational Anthropology influenced the interpretive 
framework used for understanding the research settings. This was partly 
compensated by the careful design of the research study and its methodology. 
Nevertheless, by definition there is no single ‘truth’ that can be discovered and 
described in full by academics. ‘Truth’ is continually (re)shaped. Both actors, 

67  All clients in the various cases were informed about the research. Furthermore, they were asked 
whether data and findings from the change projects could be used for the case study. Permission was 
granted on the condition that the data would be used anonymously and not related directly to the orga-
nization. The fact that the data resulting from the change programs might also be used for research pur-
poses was not specifically communicated to the other actors involved within these organizations. In the 
third case, the organization was pro-actively interested in being included in the research and anonymity 
was not a requirement. In this case it was clear that the researcher also operated as a researcher.
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including the researcher, and objects affect what is (re)presented as the truth at 
any given time (e.g. Hacking, 1983; Latour, 1987; Callon, 1986). In order to respond 
to these considerations, this chapter provides openness and transparency on the 
process of analysis and representation of data (section 4.5).

Interpretation 

The findings from the observations were coded with the same codes used for the 
interpretation of documents and interviews, based on the problem statement and 
framework of translation. These codes were intended to dissect the field notes in 
a meaningful way. In coding the different observations, it is not the words, acts 
or objects that matter as such, but the meaning hidden behind them. This means 
that codes were not only used descriptively, but also interpretively. A person who 
deliberately misses a kick-off meeting is an example laden with resistance and 
feelings of disconnectedness. The motto ‘Being professional is being accountable’ 
is not just a sequence of words, but communicates meaning and desired actions. 
Open learning spaces are not just facilities, they institutionalize and inscribe 
values within an organization. The clustering of these codes sets the stage for 
finding mechanisms within translation processes and drawing conclusions. 
Through coding and analyzing observations, it is revealed how certain acts and 
objects are involved in translation processes (also see appendix 1). Observing 
and interpreting the interactions between actants creates insight into how they 
contribute to the reconfiguration of professional practices and PPS.

4.4.2 Document study
In the document study, meeting agendas and minutes, policy documents, 
strategic and change plans and research reports were studied and analyzed. Such 
documents provide information on and insight into the objectification of the 
NPM reform, for example. The document study also revealed how these objects 
can support and facilitate the interaction of actants or ensure actions via the 
institutionalization of action plans or procedures. For example, for the Academic 
case, we studied documents such as the strategic memorandum and formats 
for quarterly reports to ensure desired actions in providing information for 
enhanced management control. The document study also enabled the researcher 
to explore the diffusion of ideas. For example, in the PABO case, evaluation results 
and publications were used to communicate ideas to other departments and the 
external professional field. These documents are thus of importance, as they are 
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actants with agency within these translation processes. 
For each case, a large number of documents was gathered and studied. These 
documents were related to the objectification and problematization of the 
specific NPM discourse that was translated. For example, in the Edu case, the 
WEB and WI Act led to a process of reorganization; for Academic, it led to 
the introduction of risk management; and for PABO, it led to the start of the 
Simulation School project. Two criteria were applied when selecting documents. 
First, all of the internal documents that we collected had to be affiliated with the 
specific objectification or project. Second, external documents such as newspaper 
articles, publications and such had to concern the specific reform at hand. This 
resulted in the selection of documents as described in the table below. 

Case I Edu II Academic III PABO

• policy documents
• strategic plans
• reorganization plan
• change project plans
• media coverage
• organization news letter

• policy documents
• legislation
• risk management plan
• annual statements
• monthly reports
• minutes of meetings
• audit reports 
• organization newsletters

• policy documents
• legislation
• project plan
• project evaluations
• media coverage/articles

Table 17 Applied modes of document study per case.

Interpretation

Subsequently, the documents were interpreted in more detail on the basis of 
codes. These codes emerged from (1) the problem statement and (2) the framework 
of translation. Additional codes arose as a result of studying these documents. 
Examples of these codes include: ambition of the organization, focal points for 
change, affecting profession, responsibilities in organizational change, change 
working processes, change to ICT structures, launch of additional systems and 
objections and resistance. These additional codes added to and strengthened the 
data-gathering concerning the sub-elements of the framework of translation. 
For example, data concerning ICT structures and systems provided useful 
information, as they revealed how new procedures, structures and work 
practices were formalized and fixed. The coding of the different documents 
provided for a detailed content analysis of the translation processes (also see 
appendix 1). It also proved to be a useful technique for preparing the interviews. 
Furthermore, in combination with the findings of the other research techniques, 
it provided insight into how these documents themselves play a role throughout 
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the translation process, for example in relation to institutionalization and the 
diffusion of the idea/solution. 

4.4.3 Interviews
A multitude of interviews and conversations were held with various actors 
involved in, or knowledgeable about, the different cases. In total, we held 
around 100 interviews in a formal but semi-structured manner. To do justice 
to the diversity of actors involved and their agency in translation processes, we 
selected interviewees on the basis of the different organizational levels at which 
they operate. All interviewees from the cases and their practices were affected 
by the specific change projects that were introduced. The table below provides 
an overview of the interviews held, although it excludes the multiple ‘hallway 
conversations’ that took place with directors, managers and professionals. 

Case I Edu II Academic III PABO

Total 50 20 31

• 2 Executive board
• 7 Directors
• 15 Managers
• 26 Professionals 

• 1 Supervisory Board
• 2 Executive board
• 2 Directors
• 15 Managers 

• 1 Professor
• 10 Professionals
• 20 Students

Table 18 Interviews per case.

As these interviewees were all involved in the specific translation processes 
within the different cases, their input made an important contribution to 
uncovering how these translations take place and the mechanisms that influence 
the workability of these translations. The interviews were semi-structured and 
consisted of topics and questions that were distilled from the problem statement 
and the framework of translation, yet in a way that allowed new questions and 
topics to be brought up during the interview. These topics gave insight into the 
respondents’ interpretation of and involvement in the problematization, the 
shaping of change and the connectedness of interviewees with other actants, 
the institutionalization of ideas and practice securing their action and the way 
ideas traveled through the organization (also see appendix 1). Furthermore, it 
provided insight into the systems and tools that were prominent in the translation 
of NPM. All interviews took place at the physical locations of the educational 
organizations. In the context of privacy and the opportunity to speak freely, all 
interviewees were guaranteed anonymity. The interviews lasted one-and-a-half 
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hours, and the less formal conversations took place at meetings, during breaks 
or just when walking around. 

Interpretation

The recordings from the interviews were transcribed verbatim and were saved 
according to date, case and respondent. In every case, the interview reports were 
always presented to the respondent. A number of respondents made additional 
comments on the content of these reports. After processing these comments, 
the interview reports from cases II and III were coded using the qualitative data 
analysis software ATLAS.ti. During the Edu case, the researcher had no access 
to ATLAS.ti software. The interview data from this case were coded using the 
same principles and resulted in an Excel matrix presenting all relevant codes and 
text excerpts. As the interviews were semi-structured, codes were formed on the 
basis of the problem statement and concepts from the framework of translation 
(also see appendix 1). Interesting fragments that did not directly fit within the 
codes either led to new codes (for example, ‘future expectations of education 
services’ and ‘expectations of profession’) or were stored under ‘miscellaneous’ 
for possible later use. This process emphasizes the explorative approach of the 
research, thereby providing space for the specific context of the actants.

During the interpretation of findings, the different codes were clustered and 
a number of cross-connections were studied. We also took differences and 
similarities in statements in relation to specific codes by, for example, directors, 
managers and professionals, into consideration. As a result, findings emerged 
in relation to the different relationships between actants (both human and non-
human), influence of and on actants, negotiations, and tensions and struggles. 
In the case descriptions, we used those quotes from interviewees that reflected 
particular situations and findings in the most striking way. The quotes were 
sometimes slightly edited. The content of the statements was not altered, but 
we did enhance cohesion by correcting grammatical errors and removing stop-
words.

4.5 Analyzing and writing
In the previous section, we described how the data gathered in the performative 
case studies were interpreted. In the performative part of the study participant 
observation, interviews and document study were used to explore how NPM 
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discourses are translated in PPS. The following ostensive part of the study 
sought to explain how translation of NPM contributes to the reconfiguration of 
professional practices. 

4.5.1 Cross-case analysis
The aim of the cross-case analysis is to explore and explain underlying 
mechanisms across the three cases and to understand how they affect the locally 
divergent translations of global NPM. Although the outcomes are seemingly 
divergent, they are not stand-alone.68 The performative actions within the 
individual cases are specifically local, but entail ostensive aspects that are 
‘encapsulated within the general principles that influence its development’ (e.g. 
Silverstein, 1988; Miles and Huberman, 1994). The cross-case analysis provides 
explorations and explanations of how global NPM is performed in practice and 
which underlying mechanisms contribute to (managerial) reconfigurations of 
professional practices. The exploration of multiple cases and the examination of 
the similarities and differences between them can contribute to the strengthening 
of the conclusions of interpretive research.

Exploration and explanation-building

There are several ways of analyzing cases, and our decision to follow an analytical 
strategy was based on the objectives of this study. In the problem statement, we 
described different propositions that had been drawn from existing literature 
and research. These guided the study of the central research question within the 
Edu, Academic and PABO cases, as well as the analysis of data. This study was 
mainly exploratory in nature – ‘How are new public management discourses translated 
in public professional services’ – and partially explanatory, as the study also asks, ‘and 
how does this contribute to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices?’ 
We slightly adapted the strategy in this study, however, to the study’s ostensive 
and performative characteristics. Explanation-building is an iterative process 
that, from an ostensive point of view, begins with a theoretical statement (as 
described in chapter one), refines it, revises the propositions, and repeats this 
process from the beginning, thereby contributing to its internal validity (Yin, 
1994, 2003; Swanborn, 2000). Although exploration and explanation entail both 
generalization and abstraction, from a performative point of view, the study 

68  The topic of generalizability is discussed in section 4.2.1. The critical cases and their thorough 
cross-analysis contribute to the theoretical replication and ‘realism’ of their findings.
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also acknowledges the local uniqueness and fluidity of the findings in practice. 
Knowledge gathered from the study is therefore neither constant nor fixed, but 
provides interesting descriptions and explanations revealing the ongoing (re)
configuring that take place in practice. 

Techniques of analysis

Several techniques were applied to explore, describe and order the data in order to 
cross-analyze the cases and eventually formulate conclusions. These techniques 
were drawn from the approach followed by Miles and Huberman (1994). Typical of 
this approach is the use of matrices, tables and various graphical representations 
for the analysis and reporting of qualitative material. The analysis consisted of 
summarizing the various data in clear representations such as tables. These are 
ordered using various variables and concepts, such as function of interviewees 
and the departments in which they work, types of document, author and topic, or 
location, type of activity and/or observation. All data were analyzed using similar 
concepts drawn from the problem statement and the framework of translation. 
Overviews and representations were created for all individual cases, supported 
by the use of ATLAS.ti and Excel software. Having such an overview per case not 
only facilitated the analysis and allowed us to draw conclusions for each case, 
but also enabled analysis across cases, as they could be compared. The individual 
case analyses were integrated in a cross-case ordered and content-analytic meta-
matrix (Miles and Huberman, 1994) consisting of the stages of the framework 
of translation (see appendix 1). Furthermore, the relations between similarities, 
contradictions and remarkable findings, both practical and conceptual, were 
written down in memos that were included in a second round of data analysis. 
These techniques of analysis provided insight into the aspects on which the cases 
correspond and/or differ, as well as possible explanations for these findings. 
For example, similar forms of institutionalization of objects and actions were 
revealed, but in different ways, at different moments and with divergent purposes 
and effects. Different forms of convincing and interacting with actors were also 
revealed, some focusing on systems and tools and others on personal interaction. 
This contributes to the reconfiguration of professional practices in divergent 
ways. Such cross-case findings are crucial to reveal and describe the underlying 
mechanisms that contribute to translations of PPS in different local contexts. 
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4.5.2 Writing
Any social scientific endeavor inevitably involves the interpretation, translation 
and transformation of empirical data that can be shaped and represented 
in different forms (e.g. Rhodes and Brown, 2005). Moreover, writing about 
translation processes and reporting analysis and conclusions is a process of 
interpretation and translation in itself (e.g. Latour, 1984; Law, 1991; Czarniawska, 
1998). Being transparent about the use of particular writing techniques and tools 
offers insight into the process of moving from findings, via interpretations and 
representations, towards conclusions.
The different cases were described through a flow of interactions between actants 
over time, represented in the form of narratives (see chapters 5-7). The narratives 
were composed using data derived from different sources, thereby heightening 
plausibility, while at the same time the use of creative writing techniques made 
the narratives pleasant to read (Watson, 2000). These narratives present the 
local diversity of translations of NPM, while doing justice to the contrasts and 
complexity of reforming practices of PPS. A narrative that lacked a conceptual 
framework, or vice versa, would ultimately be an unconvincing or overly abstract 
account (Yin, 1981; Miles and Huberman, 1994). The translation framework and 
the qualitative data are ‘interpenetrated’ to ensure the meaningfulness and 
relevance of the text (e.g. Ricoeur, 1984; Atkinson, 1992). The narratives from the 
case descriptions were therefore tied to the framework of translation in order to 
analyze the meaning of and gain a broader perspective on what has been explored, 
using descriptions of and excerpts from the settings, actants and events involved 
in translation processes (see chapters 5-7 and concluding chapter). This allows 
the researcher to touch upon the complex relations between global NPM and 
local PPS in a way that is accessible for most audiences. Furthermore, it gives the 
reader a glimpse of the life-world experiences, in which they play an active role 
when it comes to the interpretation and creation of meaning. 

4.6 Conclusion
This chapter has described and explained the methodological assumptions of this 
study and how an interpretive ethnographic approach was taken. The research 
strategy of performing cases studies was chosen to study the translation of NPM 
in depth in three different educations cases, and to explain how these translations 
contribute to the reconfiguration of professional practices. Then we described 
the different steps that were undertaken to gather and (cross) analyze data for 
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answering the research question. These steps and their different activities are 
summarized and visualized below69. 

1.  Data 
collection/ follow 

the actants
2. Interpretation

3. Cross case 
analysis

Theory and 
problem 

statement Thesis4. Conclusions

- Interviews
- Documents
- Observation

- Coding
- Matrices
- Atlas.ti
- Supervision
- Peer review

- Coding/ 
Translation
- Matrices
- Supervision
- Peer review

- Tables
- Supervision
- Peer review

-Translation   
framework
- Interviewtopics 
(semi structured)

Figure 3 Timeline of case study.

The data and findings were presented in narratives, thereby providing the reader 
with the ‘full experience’ of how NPM is translated in practice, giving him a 
sense of ‘being there’ himself, and also making complex relations between global 
developments and local practices more accessible and tangible. In chapters five, 
six and seven, the results of this study are presented per case. In each chapter, 
the research questions on how NPM is translated within education services (4), 
and how this contributes to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional 
practices (5) will be explored and explained. In the concluding chapter we will 
address the overall research question.

69  Insight in the performance of the various activities and related outcomes can be found in Annex 1. It 
provides insight in the entire process of data collection and interpretation by means of providing differ-
ent outputs of the research activities.
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5 'Five past twelve!'

This case study examines the translation of policy reform at Edu, an 
educational organization providing secondary vocational education 
services (MBO).70 First the NPM reform concerning the enhancement of 
competition is described, after which we introduce the Edu organization 
(5.1). Then the process of translating competition in Edu’s education services 
will be explored. This section offers both a description and an analysis of 
the events and interactions between actants that shaped NPM discourse 
within the local context of Edu (5.2). The final section provides conclusions 
on the translation of competition within Edu and how this translation has 
contributed to the reconfiguration of professional practices (5.3).

5.1 Introducing the case on competition
Integrated secondary vocational education was only introduced in the Dutch 
educational sector in 1990. Prior to this, independent schools provided a large 
number of courses, each focusing on small professional sectors. These schools 
were increasingly confronted with the tension between regulation of funding by 
the government on the one hand, and rapid change in the required knowledge 
and skills in the various professions on the other. The government also perceived 
that many small schools were finding it difficult to adequately respond to social 
changes and needs. To optimize educational performance, the vocational schools 
were merged into MBO schools for secondary vocational education, resulting in 
up to 134 new organizations. The increase in scale was intended to bring benefits 
such as more risk-bearing capacity, competitiveness in offering diverse and 
distinctive subjects and courses, innovation and high quality education services 
that could meet the needs of professional fields and students.

The WEB and WI act

In August 1996, the Vocational Education Act (WEB)71 was passed, leading to 
a second round of mergers. This brought a number of previously individually 
organized and controlled types of education together under one act.72 The policy 

70  Middelbaar Beroeps Onderwijs. 
71  Wet Educatie en Beroepsonderwijs.
72  Up until then, different various forms of education – senior secondary vocational education (MBO), 
part-time vocational education (apprenticeship training, BBL), basic education and general secondary 
education (VAVO) – were funded differently and had their own specific target groups, organizational 
structures and cultures.
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reform was the official start of the formation of regional education centers 
(ROCs)73 throughout the country, integrating all these variants under single 
organizations. The policy reform was particularly intended to optimize the 
performance of these previously individually organized schools, creating more 
effective and efficient education services. There would be greater transparency 
in educational performance, quality would be improved and a solid connection 
would be established between different levels of education and the professional 
field. These developments would stimulate competition and enhance the 
competitiveness of ROC education services.

Another policy reform that followed the introduction of the WEB was the new Act 
on Integration (WI),74 which became effective in 2007. An important element of 
the WI was the dismantling of the truck system between municipalities and the 
ROCs. Up until then, the ROCs had a guaranteed income by providing education 
services for the integration of immigrants. The truck system was abandoned and 
market mechanisms introduced. The performance of service providers was to be 
optimized by integrating financial flows, introducing performance indicators, 
benchmarking on aspects such as quality, price, accountability and the provision 
of other management information. Furthermore, it was expected that through 
these measures, ROCs would become more market- and customer-oriented and 
able to compete with other providers.

Edu 

Edu is a secondary vocational organization (ROC) that offers intermediate 
vocational education and has about 8,000 students enrolled in various types 
of programs. Like many other ROCs, Edu resulted from a merger process that 
was itself the result of various reform policies, specifically the introduction of 
the WEB act. At the time of the research study, the different schools that were 
merged into Edu were still finding their way within the new organization, which 
was described by the then Executive Board (EB) as an ‘archipelago’ consisting of 
over 700 employees that had been employed by the organization’s predecessors. 
The years of mergers had been characterized by high emotion and resistance. 
Nevertheless, the EB had persevered in trying to unite the Edu organization, as 
symbolized by the recent relocation to a new glass, transparent building housing 
all of the organization’s departments and units.

73  Regionaal Opleidingscentrum.
74  Wet Inburgering.
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In past years, the EB’s main focus had been had on guiding the merger and 
keeping the different programs and courses running. Furthermore, it tried to 
create transparency in and retain control over the different units and departments 
that now fell under its responsibility. The organization had thus mainly focused 
on internal processes and the consequences and aftermath of the merger. In 
the meanwhile, despite having joined forces, Edu’s budget deficit was steadily 
amounting to millions of euros. Furthermore, contracts to provide integration 
courses that were usually allocated to Edu by the local municipalities were lost 
in competition with other private providers. Adult education and in-company 
courses revenues also declined. At this point, and with upcoming new policies 
concerning the further marketization of education under the WEB act, Edu 
was heading for liquidation. In order to guarantee the organization’s continued 
existence, radical change was needed in the near future.
In 2007, shortly before Christmas, the chairman of the EB, Ms van Leeuwen, 
called in a renowned consulting firm to lead the necessary changes in order to 
become competitive. Radical changes would be required if Edu were to avert 
its demise. The organization had to become more competitive by shifting from 
task-orientation, based on professional skills, towards result-orientation and 
educational performance. Furthermore, a significant cutback had to be achieved 
through the centralization of support services. These changes were to be realized 
by project teams consisting of high potential Edu managers in collaboration 
with a team of expert consultants. The program manager started by adopting a 
specific approach, the Blueprint Approach (BPA), which had proven its value in 
many private sector projects. It focused on rational and economical analyses of 
the current situation and the subsequent reshaping of organizational structures 
and processes, substantiated with financial scenarios and calculations. Over a 
period of five months the project teams thoroughly scanned and reshaped all 
levels of the organization. This resulted in a number of institutionalized objects, 
such as new pro-market organizational structures, processes and procedures that 
affect professional practices. Despite resistance, the fact that the transformation 
took place under time pressure ensured that changes were formalized and 
institutionalized. After five months the new Edu had been re-structured and the 
changes formally put into effect.

This chapter describes and analyzes the translation of competition in Edu’s 
education services following the timeline below.
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• WEB/ 
WI Act 

• Kick off: 
• Blue Print 
Approach 

• 1. Professional 
practices 

• 2. Organizational 
practices 

 

 

 
• Five 
past 

twelve! 

         

• Discharge 

 

Figure 3 Timeline of case study.

By exploring the interactions between all of the actants involved in translating 
competition, via the transformation approach, we gain insight into how global 
NPM discourse is translated in education services and how these translations 
contribute to the reconfiguration of professional practices.

5.2. Translating the discourse of competition in practice
In the case of Edu, the changes resulted from the introduction of the WEB Act 
and, later, the WI Act. These provided an impetus for more outward orientation 
and competition in order to optimize the performance of education services. 
However, there is no unilateral interpretation of ‘competition’ or how competition 
should be shaped and substantiated. There is no standard route to enhancing 
competition. In this section, we describe how the NPM discourse of competition 
was locally translated in Edu’s education services.

5.2.1 The problem of competition 
Preparing the 2007 annual report and the 2008 budget, it could no longer 
be denied: Edu was heading for liquidation. The EB acknowledged that the 
organization had been unable to respond adequately to the market-oriented 
WEB and WI reforms. The merger process of the past years had proved to be a 
complex process that had so far failed to result in a more outward-oriented and 
competitive Edu organization. Many steps had been taken, but the transition 
had proved to be a Pandora’s box, containing tough dilemmas and unpleasant 
surprises that popped up regularly and unexpectedly. Financial deficits were 
continuously emerging, and more and more inefficient constructions and 
deadlocks in the organizational structure and work routines were revealing 
themselves. The EB had its hands full with the merger process, its intended and 
unintended consequences and its attempts to unify the new organization. 
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However, Edu seemed incapable of creating a ‘competitive and efficient’ Edu: 

In the field of commercial training, in-company training and integration 
courses, in particular, we are unable to compete with private parties. Our cost 
price is too high, our support staff is too big and we don’t have a flexible layer 
of employees. Assignments from the municipalities were always guaranteed 
by the truck system, but with the introduction of a free market system we have 
lost this guaranteed income, despite the fact that we have had a long relation 
with the municipality. Besides that, some of the employees really don’t know 
how to approach the market; they never really had to. (Ms van Leeuwen) 

Thus, the reforms on competition also had consequences for Edu’s management 
and managerial and professional competencies. The merger process had not only 
been complex on aspects such as structure and finance hence also on gaining 
the commitment and collaboration of Edu’s managers and professionals. Most 
employees of Edu’s predecessors were opposed to the merger. They were used to 
working in their own familiar, smaller schools, where they had literally worked for 
decades.75 The idea of   a mega-school in which they would be ‘numbers’ and where 
decisions would be taken ‘centrally’ created resistance: ‘Management seems to 
think we are an education factory, working with product or assembly lines. It 
is an absolute horror, the idea of them [the EB] deciding from their boardroom 
what should happen in our classrooms. Honestly, the EB is not hindered by any 
form of knowledge of education’ (professional). 

The more businesslike and market oriented approach that had slowly been adopted 
by the organization contrasted with professional values concerning autonomy and 
beliefs about how education should be provided. Both managers and professionals 
had resisted the changes that had come along with the merger process. This had led 
to negotiation between the EB and unit and department managers, resulting in a 
variety of adjustments and privileges, for example, on housing and the size of the 
support staff. These privileges had, according to the Ms van Leeuwen, functioned 
as ‘exchange goods’ for collaboration and commitment during the transition 
process. At the same time, this had undermined the integration of managerial and 
professional logics for improving the provision of education services. The deficit 
continued to grow steadily, whilst revenues declined. 

75  The average period of employment at Edu was 27 years, with an average age of 51 years.
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Five past twelve!

Due to the alarming developments and Edu’s predicament, Ms van Leeuwen 
called in the help of the consulting firm, stating that it was ‘Five past twelve!’ This 
statement is an adaptation of the Dutch proverb ‘It’s five to twelve’, referring to 
an urgent matter that requires direct action. The consulting firm was hired to 
help Edu change into a ‘flexible and market-oriented’ organization that would be 
able to compete with other providers of education services. A new strategic vision 
had to be designed and partially implemented before the start of the new school 
year in September 2008. The EB and the consulting firm had agreed upon two 
key steps that had to be realized in the coming months. The first step entailed a 
reorganization of Edu’s organizational structures, procedures and workforce by 
August 2008. The second step concerned a five million-euro cutback in order to 
relieve Edu’s precarious financial situation. At the end of 2007, the EB had therefore 
urged the consulting firm to formulate an approach quickly before Christmas and 
start shaping and operationalizing the new vision in the second week of 2008. 

5.2.2 Adopting the Blueprint Approach
Gene, one of the consultants, had discussed and problematized Edu’s situation 
with Ms van Leeuwen. A consultant with over 30 years of experience, Gene was 
to lead the reorganization program, as he had led many transitions in both the 
private and public sectors. He and a team of consultants would reorganize Edu 
on two levels:
1.  Change the organizational concept from a task-oriented model based on professional 

skills, to a result-oriented model based on actual educational performance.
2. Centralization of general support activities. 

The first level was mainly aimed at optimizing Edu’s primary processes and 
enhancing its result orientation and performance. The second level concerned 
the efficient organization of secondary processes that facilitate and support 
the provision of education services. The reorganization was thus aimed at 
improving the competitiveness of Edu through better financial and educational 
performance. In order to realize the changes to the organizational concept and 
cutbacks, an integral approach towards strategy and organization, operational 
management, ICT and HR/ business culture was to be applied.
Gene therefore adopted the so-called Blueprint Approach (BPA), which had 
been developed and advocated by the consulting firm and applied in many 
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private sector projects. It provided useful and specific steps for going through a 
transition. The BPA model is presented below:

• Top Down 
• Business case 

• Strategy and organization 

• Operational management 

• ICT 

• HRM/ culture 

•  M
ilestone 1 

•  M
ilestone 2 

•  M
ilestone 3 

•  M
ilestone 4 

• Focus interviews 

• Focus interviews 

• Focus interviews 

• Focus interviews 

• External analysis 

• ICT-scan 
• Market analysis 

• Procesanalysis Primary 
and Secundary 

• Culture- and  
• leadership analysis 

• Strategy,  
• Top structure 
• Org.structure 

• Service concept 
• Products/ servicesdiensten 

• Sourcing 

• Proces architecture 
• ICT-organization 

• Culture characteristics 
• Core competencies 

• Quick wins 
• Controllable steps 

• Quick wins 
• Controllable steps 

• Quick wins 
• Controllable steps 

• Quick wins 
• Controllable steps 

• Perception • Analysis • Design • Transformation  
• Plan 

• Mobilization and communication 

• Week 0 • 3 • 6 • 10 • 13 

• Bottom Up Business case 

• Strategic Workshop • Steer group meeting • S 

• S 

• Support streams 

• 1 • 2 • 3 • 4 • G 

• TrainingTeam • G 

• S 

Figure 4 Blueprint Approach model.

The approach is characterized by a rationalistic and economic perspective on 
organizational issues. It distinguishes between different organizational streams 
and identifies the various steps that need to be taken to reshape the organization. 
Underlying this process of interviews, analysis, design and transformation is the 
business case that provides a financial inventory and calculation of the as-is and 
to-be scenarios in terms of income and expenditure: ‘The Blue Print Approach 
guarantees a fast turnaround because of the issue-driven approach, the extremely 
tight schedule followed and a clearly defined program. Characteristic of the Blue 
Print Approach is that in addition to drafting a proposed vision, the organization 
is put to implementation’ (Edu reorganization proposal).

The BPA goes through a number of consecutive phases:
1. Identifying cause and effects 
2. Analyzing cause and effects from different perspectives
3. Analyzing costs and benefits, advantages and disadvantages of possible solutions
4. Summarizing and comparing solutions through specific business cases
5. Shaping solutions into feasible project forms

By applying the BPA, the contours and scope of the reorganization were to be 
mapped. The approach was to be executed by a team of ten consultants who 
would be stationed at the Edu location, starting in the first week of January 
2008. They would spend five intensive months scanning all streams, shaping new 
appropriate structures and take the first steps in reshaping Edu’s work practices.
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5.2.3 Problematization: Five past twelve!
The next step was to inform the Edu organization of the changes at hand. Gene 
and Ms van Leeuwen had therefore prepared a kick-off meeting in the second 
week of 2008. All of Edu’s employees had been invited to attend. This meeting 
was an important moment for the BPA program, as managers and professionals 
had to be convinced of the urgency of reshaping Edu’s organizational concepts 
and of the measures for realizing cutbacks that were going to be presented. The 
invitation that had been sent to the Edu employees provided an indication of 
what was to come:

Edu finds itself in a situation of turmoil. Changing policies and increasing 
competition have severe financial implications and force us to take measures 
at in the near future. These changes also offer opportunities for Edu to 
increase social participation in its local context, however, and to contribute to 
the policies of municipalities, the province and the region. A rearrangement 
of the Edu organization is the critical path for us to realize continuity, 
contestability and prepare Edu for the future. (Invitation email)

The kick-off meeting was held at a local hotel just outside the municipal border. 
Gene had chosen an external location for the meeting, so as ‘to have a different 
setting and pull employees out of their comfort zone’. The tense-looking chair 
of the EB, Ms van Leeuwen, took the stage and opened the meeting, which was 
attended by about 150 of Edu’s managers and professionals. She welcomed the 
attendees who had made the effort to show up at the meeting. The first slide was 
presented on the big screen behind her, stating: ‘It’s five past twelve’. Ms van 
Leeuwen then presented an overview of external factors, such as the WEB and 
WI acts and the increasing competition that had affected Edu and its market 
position. She explained how it had led to a financially alarming situation that 
was to become worse due to upcoming reforms and the introduction of market 
incentives. Objects such as slides substantiated this, with facts and figures on 
income, expenditure and deficits. It needed to be clear that the situation affected 
everyone and that the whole organization had to act in order to ensure the 
continued existence of Edu:

Unfortunately we urgently need external help as we find ourselves on a 
burning platform, a very threatening situation. Or, so to speak, it is not 
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five to twelve but five past twelve! Things need to be sorted out if we want 
to survive these reforms we are confronted with ... We are confronted 
with a changing environment and up to now seem unable to compete 
with other education providers. Our budget deficits are alarming. It’s 
now or never! (Ms van Leeuwen) 

‘Rearranging’ Edu

Gene and his project leaders had each prepared a presentation for explaining 
the issues at hand and directions for solutions. They were all seated on the stage, 
dressed in suits and ties. Gene stated that in order to save Edu from its dire 
predicament, a transition was necessary. The solutions would include reshaping 
the organization’s structure so as to become more market-oriented and focused 
on students and clients, centralizing support-staff layers from the different units 
and departments, integrating different work practices into a more standardized 
‘Edu style’, and finding ways to create more revenues. He then explained the 
BPA and how this would lead to a ‘new’ Edu that would be ready to compete in 
a turbulent market and make a multi-million euro cutback within five months. 
Subsequently, the project leaders gave short presentations on the specific 
problems that Edu was facing and how change within the streams would be 
unavoidable. Furthermore, they explained how the BPA would be applied to 
analyze, find and implement possible solutions for the transformation of Edu. 

Although the transitions that were presented would involve a loss of jobs, this was 
not discussed during the kick-off meeting. Even the word ‘reorganization’ was not 
used. Ms van Leeuwen emphasized that Edu was going to be ‘rearranged’ and that 
the commitment and involvement of all managers and professionals would be 
crucial for ensuring Edu’s continuity. This would be secured via the project team 
structures that would be designed. ‘Edu employees themselves will be part of and 
learn about the appropriate strategy and the necessary steps to get from here to the 
new Edu. An important element is to form joint teams with your professionals and 
our expert consultants to develop and implement change’ (Gene).
After the meeting, some of the attendants met up to talk about what had been 
said. ‘What this all means is that they are going to sack us or transfer us to other 
departments,’ a teaching professional from the Technical Unit grumbled. One of 
his colleagues responded: ‘I am not worried. It is the usual talk. We need to change, 
things are going to be different … and in the end everything stays the same.’ A 
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member of the works council added: ‘Their plans have to pass through the works 
council, they cannot just do want they want.’ However, there were also proponents 
of change; one professional said: ‘I think they are right, we are not equipped and 
not able to compete. This place needs to be stirred up … but I hope it’s not too late.’

5.2.4 (Dis)connected actors
After the implications of the impending changes had gradually settled in, a 
large number of Edu’s managers and professionals were interviewed. They 
were questioned about their opinions on the organization’s current situation, 
the upcoming changes and how these would affect their work practices. Most 
professionals understood that change would happen at Edu, but how (and if) 
that would affect their professional practices was not clear to them. ‘I am not 
sure what the exact implications will be, but teaching will continue, this does not 
change ... things will change yes, but especially in the upper part [management] 
of the organization I expect. But change in professional work? I don’t know’ 
(professional). During the kick-off meeting, the main areas of change had 
not been labeled as ‘educational’ transitions but presented as the reshaping 
of organizational concepts and support staff. It thus seemed difficult for the 
educational staff to imagine how these changes would directly affect their work 
practices. Half of the interviewees said that they understood that things were 
going to change but could not connect this to their own work practices. 
Others expected that things would, or should, primarily change at the 
management level. ‘We seem to forget that we are only here for one purpose, 
and that’s teaching ... but professionals are not listened to. The higher-level 
wants to control what happens, this should change’ (professional, Health Care 
Unit). The professionals who felt that the changes would indeed affect their work 
practices argued that the proposed changes would be disastrous and would make 
their practices unworkable. The contrast between managerial and professional 
values was given particular emphasis; a professional from the Economics Unit 
said: ‘They [the EB] do not look at reality, they just look at the finances. They 
are concerned with markets and numbers ... this organization should be about 
teaching!’ Another colleague reflected on the professional values he held and 
his passion for the teaching profession: ‘The student must be gather knowledge 
and existing theories, we need to teach. As a teacher you want to hold on to the 
old system that is really about our passion, teaching. I have difficulty with all 
these changes, it is very different from 20 years ago.’ These professionals felt 
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disconnected from the plans that were about to be put into effect and did not see 
how they would benefit Edu’s education services.

However, others found change unavoidable and ‘actually five years too late’. ‘The 
units and the professionals were autonomous and made unfortunate decisions 
in the past. Professionals have no idea what the impact of their work is on the 
organization as a whole and should behave more responsibly and accountably 
as members of Edu, and not as soloists’ (manager). Proponents believed that 
it was a good development that there would soon be more responsibility for 
results at the operational levels and that some tasks would be withdrawn from 
the units. According to the manager of the Health Care Management Unit, ‘That’s 
a good thing. We need to set it up right, otherwise we create new little islands. 
Cooperation between the units should be promoted.’ Some managers therefore 
interpreted the upcoming changes as meaningful for Edu. They also suggested that 
improved control would help the organization to realize efficiency and formalize 
professional accountability. ‘It’s almost taboo to interfere with someone else’s 
work. There are many little kingdoms and the boundaries of these kingdoms 
apparently draw the lines of responsibility. Professionals don’t feel responsible 
for the totality of our organization’ (manager). Another manager noted: ‘I think 
it will be difficult to have professionals focus on their new roles in the new Edu 
strategy. I don’t know if they have the capabilities to switch to a more outward 
and competitive approach ... and it’s not even surprising that they are not able to 
... they have never been educated or trained in these competences. Nevertheless, 
we have no choice, if we don’t change there will be no Edu in the near future.’

Setting up and institutionalizing systems of allies

The ‘rearranging’ of Edu was to take place within a period of five months. It was 
going to be an intensive and high-impact transition. To make this shift possible, 
both Gene and Ms van Leeuwen understood that it would be necessary to have 
the involvement and commitment of the organization in both shaping and 
implementing change. As the BPA would intensively scan, analyze and reshape 
different streams within Edu, the project structure provided a project team for 
each stream. These project teams consisted of consultants and members of the 
Edu organization. Ms van Leeuwen was asked to select highly talented individuals 
in the organization, the future leaders of Edu, who could play a leading role in the 
BPA. By setting up combined project teams, Gene and Ms van Leeuwen wanted 
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to ensure commitment from Edu members and an exchange of managerial 
knowledge by the consultants, but they were also anticipating the resistance 
that the changes would evoke. The involvement of well-respected staff members 
might temper this resistance and contribute to more involvement on the part of 
other members of the organization.

Proposed plans and decisions on: Agree 
Organizational structure 

1 Market portal  /  
2 Career Center  /  
3 Rearranging of units  /  
4 Support services  /  
Management model 

1 Strategic challenges  /  
2 Principles of management control  /  
Business Case  

1 Concept business case  /  
2 Proposed cutback  /  

Figure 5 Decision  list

Another structure that was set up was the steering group. It consisted of the EB, 
Gene the program manager, the project leaders of the streams and the selected 
Edu high potentials. Steering group meetings were held monthly (five in total) 
and functioned as a setting in which decisions were made and formalized, for 
example on the implementation of new structures and procedures and the 
downsizing of units and departments. At every steering group meeting each 
stream presented a list of decisions that had to be made during that meeting 
(figure 5 above). ‘The BPA has a tight schedule, you cannot waste any time. So 
every steering group meeting requires and enforces efficient decision-making. 
This is a good thing though. You know how you usually end up in talking shops … 
But here a selection of Edu organization members decide on how they want Edu 
to proceed and thus you have a broad-based decision’ (Gene). Thus through both 
the project teams and the steering group, alliances were created and formalized.

5.2.5 Reshaping and institutionalizing primary processes
After the interview and analysis phase, the reshaping of Edu entered the design 
phase. The first goal of the BPA was to change the organizational concept from 
a task-oriented performance model, based on professional skills, to a result-
oriented model based on actual educational performance. To achieve this goal, 
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different streams were to be ‘rearranged’, as Ms van Leeuwen had labeled the 
upcoming change. During the design phase the different project teams reshaped 
the existing structures, processes and procedures to realize the first goal of 
changing Edu’s organizational concept. This meant that the primary process of 
education and related practices were going to be organized differently. Edu was 
going to be ‘rearranged’ into:

A.  A ‘careers center’; with ‘demand-oriented’ units and ‘career-oriented’ training clusters, 
with additional support services to enhance students’ school careers. 

B.  A ‘market portal’; as the front and back office for the units to respond to the demands of 
the region with a suitable offer. Furthermore, support staff activities would be 
centralized as much as possible in a new ‘business office’.

The project teams had shaped the new structure of Edu to incorporate these new 
concepts, as visualized below:

EB 

Career Center 

Market Portal 

Business office  looP ytiliboM

Finance 

OM 

HRM 

ICT 

Unit 
Economics 

Unit Commerce 
and Leisure 

Unit  
Tech 

Unit 
Health Care 

Unit 
Education 

Management  
Support 

Figure 6 The new organizational structure of Edu.
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The careers center and market portal were going to play the leading role in the 
provision of education services, as they formed the ‘portals’ into Edu. The 
structure seemed to be based on the ‘sales and delivery’ structure that is applied 
by many consulting firms. Sales would consist of the account managers and 
salesmen, whereas delivery would entail the professional content provided by 
teaching professionals, for example. The center and portal were seen as the 
contact points for students and customers, whereas the units were to provide 
the ‘delivery’ – the actual provision of education services. The new structure 
envisaged a downsizing of the workforce by 100 employees.

5.2.5.1 ‘Careers center’

Traditionally, the various units and professionals had been accustomed to 
providing their courses as individual components of a larger curriculum. 
However, this fragmented approach meant that Edu was barely able to offer a 
full range of interconnected educational services that proactively kept pace with 
changes in the school’s environment and in relation to its students. The subjects 
offered did not seem to fit in well in the curriculum and students were sometimes 
dissatisfied with the quality delivered. Professionals who were studying part-
time in addition to doing a day job found it difficult to match the different 
subjects in the fragmented Edu curriculum with their daily practice. This was 
reflected in declining numbers of students and revenues, while other providers 
in the education market seemed able to provide a suitable offer. According to 
a number of managers and professionals, Edu was slow to respond to market 
developments and had failed to develop a distinctive profile to compete with 
other parties. Edu came over as too inflexible and too expensive: 

We do not respond quickly to requests or change. We always try to reinvent the 
wheel, collaborate poorly internally and ultimately invest too many hours in 
developing an offering that results in high costs and a long turnaround. There 
is little trust between the units and too little insight into what is already there. 
Modules and courses can and should be re-used more often. (Professional, 
Economics)

It seemed hard for Edu to organize this and get a grip of declining student numbers, 
as: ‘The one hand doesn’t know what the other is doing and this has arguably led 
to bad things. Poor communication has led to confusion and ignorance. Students’ 
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criticism and disappointment with our services unfortunately opens the door for 
our competitors’ (Professional, Economics).

New values and beliefs: making students’ careers central

Edu would thus have to make changes to the way it approached its students and 
clients. In the ‘new’ Edu, the provision of education services and the organization 
of support services would be put at the center. The project teams reshaped Edu’s 
structures and processes from being a ‘traditional’ education provider towards 
being a ‘careers center’ for all students and clients. This marked an important 
shift from the former centrality of professional skills toward making a market 
orientation and educational performance the focal point for all education services. 
This shift of values was inscribed and formalized into objects such as Edu’s vision 
and strategy, which was presented during the steering group meeting (see image 
below). 

Strategic vision and challenges for Edu 2012 

Mission 

Vision 

Strategic objectives 

Edu puts the career prospects of it customers (students) center stage. 
 

Edu educates  people to 
become responsible 

citizens who understand 
their profession and have 
labor market perspective 

Edu is an attractive 
employer for employees, 

and its internal 
organization is efficiently 

organized 

The strategic objectives will be achieved within the framework of norms ‘we do the right things 
(effectiveness) and we do it well (efficient)’ 

Edu is the priority education services provider in the region 

Stakeholders Customers (students) Employees 

Edu has increased its 
share (in a declining 
market) proportionally 

Customers (market) 

Figure 7 Strategic vision Edu.

The diagram below shows the new organizational structure of the careers center 
following from the strategic vision. The new vision of Edu stated: ‘The careers 
center is designed as a process that runs from the moment of a student’s intake, 
his school career within Edu and all relevant services and support needed, towards 
preparing the student for the labor market. Students will be supported in making 
the right choice of study, the updating of skills (e.g. in literacy and numeracy), 
psychological support, test support and choosing further education or bringing 
them into contact with the CWI [employment center]’ (Report of project team, 
strategy stream). 
This implied that professionals would have to focus more on individual students 
and collaborate with other departments and units within and beyond Edu to 
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provide the necessary services. According to the strategy, the units and their 
professionals would still ‘constitute the educational core of Edu’, responsible for 
a focus on the core business of developing education, care and support, but also 
for collaboration and co-creation with professional fields. 

Director 

Recruitment 
Intake, 

enrollment and 
placement 

Career coaching Test and exams 
office 

Coaching 
towards 

employment 

Support 

Figure 8 Strategic vision Edu.

Institutionalizing structures and procedures

The new structure and related procedures for the careers center were presented 
and discussed within the steering group meeting. Explaining the new structure 
of the organization and that of the careers center, Gene stated that new 
responsibilities were to be agreed upon. He presented a slide (see image to the 
left) that visualized the different areas of responsibility, and explained: ‘Education 
will still be the core of Edu but the management philosophy will change. Within 
guidelines maximum responsibility will be given to employees in the organization 
with result accountability as the guiding principle. The directors of the units and 
departments and the team managers will be accountable for product and process 
within established frameworks for personnel, finance and management in an 
environment that gives space to respond to opportunities, ideas and identity, 
while respecting the interests of professionals and students.’ From now on, the 
units and their managers would be responsible for results such as the market share 
of their education programs, proper placement of students, graduation rates and 
dropout rates. Progress was going to be monitored using so-called dashboards 
(see image to the right). Gene also presented the new financial budgeting and 
allocation method to the steering group. The new method was ‘transparent and 
result-oriented’: departments and units had to provide more insight into their 
costs and benefits and realization of performance indicators, and would also be 
rewarded or ‘punished’ according to their performance. 
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Education 

Finance Education 

Staff 

Vision and 
strategy 

From a survey of current results (baseline) perfromance standards 
for the future (indicators) will be agreed upon. 

Figure 9 Areas of responsibility.

One of the selected Edu high potential talents, the director of the Technics unit, 
spoke up during the meeting: 

It seems unfeasible to me. How can I get all these managers and professionals 
to work with me, as they are already loaded with administrative tasks, 
responsibilities … and besides I don’t know … they are not capable enough. 
And the new allocation of means that is proposed … it means that units that 
face hard times, such as mine, are cut back … this does not seem desirable to 
me. How should they then recover? 

However, under pressure from the EB and several other directors present, the 
steering group approved the new conditions concerning the shaping of the 
careers center, thereby giving the concept, its structure and procedures a formally 
established and institutionalized status.
The design of the careers center was not well received among the organization’s 
professionals. ‘We just want too much. We want to please everyone and meet 
all demands. But are we not getting disconnected from our core-business, from 
education?’ (professional). The new vision and structure seemed to contrast with 
what they felt was really important, the teaching profession and providing education 
services. Another professional appeared upset and felt uninvolved: ‘It’s bullshit, 
this locomotive is just running and I don’t feel that I have any say in this. We will 
be degraded to production workers [lesboeren]. These unit managers, it’s the ideal 
combination of stupidity, arrogance and selfishness.’ Another professional said: ‘It 
won’t be easy to pull this through, though, we have always been our own boss. We 
professionals are one-man businesses, we always know better … [laughs].’

 Every organizational level works with dashoboards in monitoring and 
accounting for progress of performance realization 

•  Every organizational level has its own dashboard 

•  The dashboard consists of the variables needed to be realize the performance 
agreements 

•  Additionally, indicators concerning quality, customer satisfaction et cetera are 
integrated in the dashboard 

■Information for the supervisory board 
 
■Steering information for directors 
 
■Management information for managers 

'A good Balanced Scorecard should  
have an appropriate mix of outcomes  
(lagging indicators) and performance  
drivers (leading indicators) that have  
been customized to the business  
Strategy  aldus Kaplan en Norton 

WHAT IS ON THE DASHBOARD? 

IT PRESENTS LEADING INDICATORS 

Figure 10 Dashboard for performance.
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5.2.5.2 ‘Market portal’

The second change project contributing to the transformation of Edu’s 
organizational concept and its competitiveness concerned the introduction 
of the ‘market portal’. According to the EB, the provision of contract- and 
integration education had to be revived: ‘The return on investment is too low, 
our market approach is sub-standard. Contracts are awarded on the basis of 
mutual dependency. For example, our technical course; we are the only provider 
of technical courses in the region’ (EB). Due to the truck system that was in place 
for years, Edu had substantial contacts and relations with policy-making officials 
in the various local municipalities. Nevertheless, Edu had not been sufficiently 
competitive to harvest and capitalize upon these contacts, and its market share 
in the municipal sector had decreased rapidly.

During the BPA, it had been found that Edu had always approached its clients 
from a supply-oriented point of view. The interviews had revealed that a number 
of products and services had been developed by individual professionals, not 
jointly with other colleagues or departments, and mostly not in collaboration 
with potential clients. This resulted in the investment of many hours of work, 
a pile of documents and fragmented products, only a few of which were rated 
as valuable by Edu’s clients. The number of hours spent in development and 
the results of this effort had been invisible for many years, but were revealed as 
‘dramatic’ by the consultants who were screening the departments and the costs 
and revenues generated by such courses. Edu’s declining revenues, the new WI 
Act and the growing number of competitors who had gained market share led to 
the shaping of the market portal.

New values and believes: outward orientation 

According to the new vision, from now on Edu was to function as a market-
oriented partner, rather than a supply-oriented partner (see slide left). This line 
was consistent with making the shift from task orientation to result orientation. 
Edu had to step up in order to compete in a market that has become more 
commercial and cost- and quality-focused. Edu’s competitiveness was to be 
organized through a so-called ‘market portal’ that focused on a broad target 
group of potential clients: ‘The target group of Edu should not be limited to 15-
21 year-olds, but should extend to those aged 21+. This means an explicit focus 
on the external training market (contract work) and the external labor market. 
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Edu is a provider of business-oriented education, aiming to deliver professionals 
who know their trade’ (Report, Strategy stream). This meant taking a different 
approach to organizing and providing education services and thus the work 
practices involved. Van Leeuwen had stated that: ‘If Edu wants to contribute to 
socio-economic development in the region, its core business is to develop and 
provide education in a professional and employment-oriented way. If we want 
to win the market we have to be a provider of business-oriented education.’ This 
required a more business like and market approach to organizing education 
services that could compete with those of other providers.

The business office operates as a Shared Service Center for the career center, 
market portal and the units. 
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• The business office supports internal operations and facilitates the primary process 

BUSINESS OFFICE 

Figure 11 New market approach. 

Institutionalizing structures and procedures 

During the steering group meeting, the structure of the portal and its procedures 
were presented through objectifications such as visualizations and procedures. 
Gene had asked Robert, the youngest of the talented Edu managers, to be involved 
in the development of the market portal and to present its outlines during the 
steering group meeting. By doing so, he linked Robert not only to the portal’s 
development, but also positioned Robert to convince others and further the 
diffusion of the market portal within Edu. Robert was an ambitious man whose 
unit was performing well. In addition, Robert had started intensive management 
training in education management and leadership. He was well respected by his 
colleagues. 
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Director 

Accountmanager unit1 Accountmanager unit 4 Accountmanager unit 5 Accountmanager unit 3 Accountmanager unit 2 

Secretary Market analyses 

Internship coordination Marketing and information 

Center of expertise/ 
Fundraising Internationalization 

Figure 12 Market portal structure. 

To Gene, Robert seemed to be the perfect ally to introduce and implement the 
market portal concept. Robert presented the structure (see image left). The market 
portal was to become a small but highly-skilled professional unit where account 
managers would be the linking pin between the market and the units. Again, 
Gene had adopted the same structure as that applied within the consulting firm: 
dividing sales and delivery. The account managers were to collect orders from 
the market and the units were responsible for delivery. ‘In this portal activities 
and service development are organized only for and with clients. This calls for 
focused and clear defined projects, but also an integrated approach … Edu is to 
become the partner of regional businesses, institutions, governments and other 
institutions in education and employment’ (Robert). Account managers, unit 
managers and professionals would all bear responsibility for financial results, 
sales targets, education efficiency, realized traineeships, sick leave and client- 
and employee satisfaction. They also would become responsible for sales targets 
and Edu’s connection with its labor market partners. Robert explained: ‘Because 
of these conditions it’s not only the account managers who have a responsibility, 
but also the unit managers are forced to develop programs that are in line with 
requirements from the local area.’ The market portal’s account managers would 
serve as the contact point for external parties, and managers and professionals 
would work closely together in order to create education services that would meet 
market demands. ‘The revenues and demand for specific education, performance 
and realizing sales targets, determines whether the products and services will be 
maintained. We can no longer develop programs that nobody wants, that we 
think are relevant for the market’ (Robert).
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Some directors were worried, though; ‘Our internal organization is not ready, 
it is almost impossible to respond to market demands in a fast and flexible 
manner.’ Another manager added: ‘we can only distinguish ourselves from our 
competitors by our organization’s name. We are as distinctive as grey mice.’ 
The general feeling seemed to be that the current capacities and willingness to 
change needed more time than the BPA had allowed. The portal would require 
different professionals and managers. The internally and professionally oriented 
professional was now required to become more outward-focused and able to 
translate market needs into specific products and services. 
However, Robert’s plea was strengthened by the slides that followed, which 
showed the opportunities and threats that were facing Edu, such as the decline 
in government grants, emerging competition and the demographic decrease in 
student numbers. Added to the reforms in the WI Act, this might lead to the loss 
of many lucrative assignments. The steering group thus decided to implement 
the market portal concept, which was formalized and institutionalized. The 
organization’s professionals worried about the development of the market portal; 
‘Professionals will be forced into a new role, we need to focus on that. This switch 
in competences cannot be made easily, we are not brought up or socialized this 
way.’ Another professional felt angry and alienated: ‘They are all parrots over 
there on the 3rd floor [floor where the board and consultants were situated] … the 
market, the market they say! What the hell does that mean? We should be careful 
not to let the market lead us. We are not an enterprise, we provide education.’

5.2.5 Reshaping and institutionalizing support activities 
The second goal of the BPA was to achieve more efficiency and cutbacks through 
the outsourcing and centralization of general support activities. The reshaping 
of existing structures and procedures for realizing this second goal started in 
parallel with the reshaping of the primary processes. The project plan of this 
stream stated that, ‘the support processes actually would serve to facilitate 
the primary process and therefore would be positioned differently within the 
Edu organization’. This ambition was objectified in the design of the so-called 
‘business office’ where all support staff activities would be integrated and run in 
a more commercial manner.
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New values and beliefs: ‘a lean and mean business office’ 

Edu’s daily practices and processes were described as ‘an archipelago’. Each 
department or unit not only had its own working routines, but also had 
all kinds of decentralized support services. Processes such as purchasing, 
administration, marketing and communications and facility management were 
all decentralized into the different units. When Edu grew through mergers, the 
efficiency of maintaining the decentralized support staff declined. The scale 
of the organization offered an opportunity to organize these processes more 
efficiently. However, during the creation of the Edu organization, the former EB 
compensated the different units and departments by letting them have their own 
autonomous support staff, preferred support systems for student registration 
and digital education methods. Because of the alarming situation Edu was in and 
the growing budget deficit, the consultants advised the EB to stop maintaining 
these privileges and centralize these processes: ‘The manner in which units give 
substance to centrally-taken decisions creates differences between the formal 
and informal organization. This leads to unclear information on the efficiency 
and effectiveness of support services. It also leads to the conclusion that Edu is 
not optimally organizing secondary processes for the improvement of primary 
processes’ (Project plan, operational management stream). 
The ambition was that the business office would function as a Shared Service 
Centre. The subsequent centralizing of the support staff into one business office 
would be one of the most stringent change projects within the reorganization 
of Edu, but it was expected to save up to 2 million euros per year. ‘The central 
support staff will be designed in a “lean and mean” fashion, meaning that Edu 
will no longer tolerate excessive or unnecessary expensive elements, making 
the organization more able to allocate means to the primary process and able 
compete with low-priced competitors’ (Gene). The implication was that the 
various units would lose their individual support staff and would become 
dependent on a central support staff, directly under the responsibility of the EB, 
with centrally determined conditions. Administrative and other support staff 
would become centralized. The purchase of products and services would also be 
centrally organized from now on. Departments would not only lose their support 
staff, but also their autonomy regarding these processes.
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Figure 13  Business office sructure.

Integrating strategies 

Although these changes concerned secondary processes, they affected the ways 
in which education was organized within the different units. The envisaged 
changes led to a new organizational structure and the establishment of the 
business office. From now on, using the new central procurement policy (see 
image right), for example, the business office would decide on matters such as the 
choice and purchase of (digital) programs that are used for language education 
and other educational courses. It would also select systems and procedures for 
student administration and the required management information that would 
be generated. Selecting and purchasing these systems would no longer take place 
in separate units, but at the central level of the business office, which aimed for 
more standardized use of systems and programs. Furthermore, from now on, 
units would have to account for the management information that would be 
generated by the central support staff on topics such as the number of students, 
study results, housing, facility management, purchase of products and services 
and so on. The information would subsequently have implications for the 
allocation of resources for every unit. 
The business office plans provoked a significant degree of turmoil: ‘I think this 
strategy is disastrous. The concept of a central business office is just managerial 
talk. The EB is over-influenced by money. If it were up to me, we would move to 
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a small building with a concierge, away from this place where everything needs 
to be “central”’ (professional). The feeling developed that managerialization was 
increasing at the expense of the units and the units’ ability to give substance to 
their processes and practices. ‘I don’t see how deciding on the central level which 
printers we are going to use is going to benefit the organization, this is the small 
stuff. I don’t see why we even bother with these little things. It is far more efficient 
to organize these matters within the unit’ (Director, Technics Unit). Several 
managers had contested the new plans by skipping the meetings concerning the 
presentation of the business office. They had also delayed the delivery of relevant 
data from the units requested by the consultants in order to calculate the cuts that 
could be realized per unit and department. 

 Procurement cycle 
operational 

purchasing cycle ycle pu

Supplier  
Management External analysis 

Developing  
Sourcing 
Strategie 

Choice of suppliers Tender 
Proces 

Selecting  
products 

 and services 

Application Approval Application 

Placing  
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Receiving 
Goods 

invoice 
handling 

and Payment 

Management Information 

Selection of  
suppliers 

Policy and organization 

In order to control its purchasing Edu should draw up procurement policy at 
central level. 

At Edu currently only a part of the operational procurement cycle is performed 
however without any control or monitoring.  

Figure 14 New central procurement policy.

Connecting directors 

It was going to be quite a task to shape and manage the business office. Strong 
resistance was anticipated, and Gene realized that he would need a well-
respected representative from Edu to be the driving force behind it. One such 
figure was Luke, the Economics Unit manager. Luke was a man in his forties and 
had previously been a national handball player. He was labeled a ‘progressive’ 
manager by the EB. His thoroughgoing approach, especially in relation to the 
recent introduction of a new learning concept, had caused some discussion and 
friction with his colleagues. However, he earned their respect and was able to 
push the new concept through. ‘He has the guts many of them lack,’ said Gene. 
He recognized the importance of Luke’s presence within the project team, as he 
could convince and involve the other directors and was capable of connecting 
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people to new ideas and concepts. He was accepted by the other unit directors 
and managers, who until now had not been too keen on ‘outsiders’ like Gene and 
‘his youngsters telling them how to run their schools.’ Gene approached Luke to 
become the future director of the business office and made him the leader of the 
change project. 
Luke approached the task like the coach of a handball team. He immediately 
called for a team meeting in the EB room with the project team and the different 
unit and staff managers, to kick off the centralization of the business office: 

I know we all have different interests. But honestly, I think sometimes you 
should stop talking bullshit and stop losing yourself in dramatic clichés. It 
is not about your unit, it is not because of the consultants, it does not just 
concern the EB or just money … We here at Edu have a real problem and I 
want to go the extra mile to solve it. It is like sports, this is not a place for 
individualists … this should be a team effort in order to beat the other teams. 

He emphasized the importance of unity and the involvement of the other 
managers, as they were all affected by the current situation and needed to make 
this transformation succeed. He therefore defined the organization as a team that 
had to combine forces in order to solve the problem of increasing competition 
that was endangering Edu: ‘Decision-making and leadership are necessary. 
Sacred cows need to be abandoned if we want to be able to implement these 
measures and save our souls … It is time to act!’ (Luke)

5.2.6 Institutionalizing beliefs and practices through housing
The new business office led by Luke would cover processes such as administration, 
facility management, IT, purchasing and housing. All these processes were to be 
scanned and reshaped so that they would contribute to Edu’s competitiveness 
and continuity and the realization of cutbacks. The issue of housing in particular 
was high on the agenda of the steering group and the EB.76 Housing matters 
included the scheduling of classes and rosters, the allocation of space and usage 
and the management of learning spaces and classrooms. 
Shortly after the mergers, Edu relocated from the various locations of its 
predecessors to its new location. The newly-built building was a modern 

76  Many processes fell under the responsibility of the business office. The issue of housing is described in 
this section as one example of how it was reshaped and how this also affected the primary processes and 
work practices. 
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architectural masterpiece. It is large and circular, with transparent glass walls 
and several wings to the sides of the building (see picture to the left).77 The center 
of the building was open (see picture to the right). From each floor, one could 
see the open learning spaces and the glass offices on all levels. The learning 
spaces placed the students right in the middle of the building. There were coffee 
machines near the elevators, where people could meet. The building was light and 
transparent, kept ‘in motion’, so to speak, by the mix of students and Edu staff 
who were continuously visible and active within the building. The open learning 
spaces display students and professionals during lectures, while the offices show 
people attending meetings or sitting behind their computers. 

Figure 15 Edu uni-location.                      Figure 16 Edu uni-location interior.

The EB had chosen this design to inscribe the values and required mindset that 
were pivotal to the new Edu organization. The building was characterized by 
many open learning spaces, glass walls and limited confined spaces in order to 
create more transparency and to stimulate the integration of the different units 
and departments. The design of the building was intended to ensure the 
transparency and visibility of all Edu members, facilitating open behavior. 
However, there had been significant resistance to this central location. Units 
had to give up their own locations and move to the large campus site, where they 
had to share facilities with other units. Or, as a unit manager said: ‘We need our 
own space in order to provide good education. Sharing areas with other units is 
complicated as we all have our own visions, it’s just too much hassle’; and, 
’Sharing would be problematic. The classrooms we have are already too small. If 
we would have to use classrooms in the other wing … I think we wouldn’t use 
them, as we would have to run from one wing to another between classes. This is 

77  For reasons of anonymity these are not actual Edu location photos; however, the building’s structure 
and appearance is similar to that of the Edu location.
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not efficient’ (Professional). Furthermore, the open learning spaces were seen as 
inappropriate for teaching students. 

Figure 17 Edu’s interior. 

‘Couleur locale’, going into the red 

Ultimately the former EB had settled for a compromise. Units were given the 
opportunity to claim a wing or area within the building where they could apply 
their own ‘couleur locale’. The EB didn’t lay down any guidelines for the layout 
and design, the required square metreage, its utilization and the identity of 
the department or unit. This would give the units and departments a ‘sense of 
self’. There was one restriction, though; the EB stated that it was prohibited to 
block the glass walls with anything that would limit the view into the offices. 
This demand was certainly violated, as a stroll down the halls showed how many 
filing cabinets, posters and whiteboards blocked the view into the rooms and 
offices. In the meantime, the costs of Edu’s housing had grown exorbitantly, 
going into the red, while at the same time several units claimed to be short of 
housing. Hans, one of the talented Edu managers, was assigned to team up 
with one of the consultants and analyze the housing issue. Furthermore, Gene 
wanted them to come up with a plan for restructuring housing, to contribute to 
the realization of cutbacks. Their subsequent investigation and analysis revealed 
that more square meters were being claimed then actually utilized, leading to 
exorbitant housing costs. When observing the status of the in-use rooms by 
just walking through the hallways of the building, many offices and classrooms 
appeared empty, especially in the afternoons and on Fridays (see pictures).78  
These rooms did have stationery in them and family pictures on the desks, but 

78  These pictures resemble Edu’s housing and interior. For reasons of anonymity the actual pictures of 
Edu are not displayed.
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no students and professionals were to be seen. Hans said: ‘It is even worse on 
Fridays; you could let a bomb go off and nobody would notice.’ He explained how 
the different units refused to share available classrooms with other units, stating 
that ‘it was too much hassle and that the classrooms were not equipped for other 
units’. In addition, units even rented external locations to provide classes or have 
meetings, leading to extra expenditure. All this had led to inefficient housing 
processes, something that had been going on for years. Hans reported the results 
back to the steering group along with suggestions for the efficient use of housing.

Figure 18 Classroom

Institutionalizing structures and procedures

In preparation for the steering group’s decision-making process, Hans and the 
consultant had objectified their findings and suggestions in overviews and new 
procedures in a PowerPoint presentation. Hans, being the representative of 
Edu, gave the presentation. He first presented the analysis substantiated by the 
following findings: 
• Vacant rooms due to inefficient rostering
• Vacant rooms due to couleur local approach
• Open learning spaces hardly used
• Benchmark: cost per square meter more expensive than other ROCs 
• Expected negative influx of students in the coming years leading to more 

vacant space
The next slide defined the guiding principles that would be applied to optimize 
Edu’s occupancy rate and thus make its use of housing more efficient. These 
principles would enhance central planning, resulting in a fair and efficient system 
of scheduling of rooms, altered division of time blocks leading to a broadening and 
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better use of operating time, and opportunities for additional revenue from external 
parties. Then Hans presented a few calculations, showing that by increasing 
operating time and moving a number of courses, housing could be optimized. 
This could lead to savings of up to 600,000 euros per year, with the prerequisite 
that Edu would have to let go of the ‘couleur locale.’ According to Hans, ‘Sacred 
cows will need to be abandoned for Edu to be able to implement these actions.’ He 
continued by explaining the new procedures concerning housing: ‘By extending 
the operating time, the use of standardized procedures and moving a number of 
courses, housing can be further optimized.’ The standardized procedures that Hans 
and the consultant had designed were listed on a single slide. For each procedure, a 
‘yes’ or ‘no’ was requested from the steer group.

�  blocks can not only be purchased for the morning or 
the afternoon 
�  the order of purchase is as follows: morning/ 
afternoon, morning afternoon 
 et cetera 
 
 
�  central housing decades on the assignement of rooms 
and learning spaces 
�  division of blocks is for a one year period 

Distribution of blocks 

�  utilization of housing is monitored 
�  sanctions for vacancy � penalty payment and blocks 
and rooms/ offices will be reoffered for purchase 

�  Housing must be flexible and capable of anticipating 
to developments and movements with little additional 
costs 

Periodical control 

Standardization  education terms �  distribution of BPV (over the years and periods) 
�   distribution of morning meetings of the units 
�   spread of the use of BAPO, agreements on division 
of     days 
�   dispersion theory and practice, balanced occupation 

Spread 

 The guiding principles are to distribute the blocks, prevent inefficient housing / rostering and 
an excessive tendency towards "couleur locale". 

For the redesign of Edu’s housing new guiding principles relating to the 
purchase and use of blocks are applied 

�  every unit uses similar term  division 
�  blocks and rosters  are connected to each other 

MO TU WE THU FR 

am am am am am 

pm pm pm pm pm 

Flexibility 

Figure 19 Guiding principles for rent of housing. 

Housing was clearly going to be organized in a more businesslike manner. 
Until then, there had been no quantifiable targets for Edu and its units, such 
as a predetermined occupancy rate and income from renting out vacant housing. 
However, charges would now be introduced for claimed housing to create an 
incentive for efficient use. Vacancy would be punished by reclaiming the vacant 
classroom and charging for the ‘rented’ space that had been contractually agreed 
on. Furthermore, the capacity of rooms was divided into blocks (morning and/or 
afternoon), and units were obliged to rent morning and afternoon blocks. This was to 
prevent the housing peaks in the mornings, due to professionals not wanting to have 
anything scheduled after 2 p.m., and thus leaving the building empty on afternoons 
and Fridays. Because of this demand for early hours and specific time blocks, several 
units were renting external space. This was now going to be prohibited, saving up 
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to 600,000 euros a year. Furthermore, the feasibility of clearing a wing and letting 
it to external parties was going to be studied in more detail. The final statement of 
the presentation was: ‘By prioritizing the best and flexible use of our housing to our 
participants and employees, housing must be efficiently organized. “Couleur locale” 
is no longer leading, but our students are! One of the directors that participated in 
the steering group responded to Hans’ presentation: 

There is no vacancy within my domain; on the contrary, I believe we lack 
capacity in suitable classrooms. My classrooms are never empty. Besides, it’s 
not manageable to share all the classrooms or to teach in different wings. We 
have our own wing where professionals and students feel at home and things 
are perfectly organized. And who’s going to inform them [the professionals] 
about the new procedures? I am sure as hell not going to tell them…

Proposed plans and decisions on: Agree 
Housing 

1 Units can no longer only schedule for morning or afternoon time blocks but have to vary and spread their 
hours and types of facilities (classrooms and open learning spaces).  

 /  
2 The business office, and in specific central housing, is responsible for assigning the blocks and facilities  /  
3 The distribution of time blocks will be for a one-year period and will be revised every year.   /  
4 To ensure the execution of the new guidelines central housing  will periodically monitor the exploitation of 

the premises 
 /  

5 There are penalties on unoccupied classrooms that have been claimed. These rooms are charged but  will 
be rescheduled for others to use 

 /  

Figure 20 Proposed plans and decision list. 

Despite his arguments, the steering group decided to go ahead with the new 
approach to housing and the procedures were formalized and institutionalized.
The decision led to resistance with the organization. During the change program 
the ten consultants were located at Edu’s site in two small office rooms, where 
they barely fitted in. Hans had arranged for another office space as he found the 
consultants ‘packed in like sardines’. But just before the consultants were due to 
move to the other office, a petition was initiated. Apparently the professionals 
of the Department of Technical Education, to whom the vacant office space 
belonged, set up a petition to prohibit the consultants from using this classroom. 
The petition stated that the consultants were abusing their position and relation 
with the EB in order to get better facilities and that in times of shortage and 
cutbacks in housing, it was not appropriate for them use more square meters. The 
petition was signed and personally delivered to Ms van Leeuwen, the chairman of 
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the EB. As the BPA was causing a lot of turmoil and was expected to lead to more 
resistance, she decided to accept the petition, and the consultants remained in 
the small office. Nevertheless, the centralization of housing policies continued. 

In the different steer group meetings decisions on various issues and the new 
structure of Edu were made 

• Reports on interviews 
• Analysis 
• Elimination white spots 
strategic choices 

Steer group  
Meeting 1 

• First draft of career center, 
market portal and units 

• Analysis support services 
and study  

• Analyses diensten en 
onderzoek business 
operations 

Steer group  
Meeting 2 • New organizational 

concepts 
• Governance and control 
model 

• First elaboration business 
case   

Steer group  
Meeting 3 

• Delivery transformation 
maps 

• Implementation plan 
• Final calculation business 
case  

Steer group  
Meeting 4 

Edu trains people to become 
responsible citizens who 

understand their profession and 
have a labor market perspective 

Figure 21 Overview of steering group decisions.

5.2.7 Discharge and diffusion
It was now May 2008. During the five months of the rearrangement of Edu, 
every stream had been scanned, analyzed and reshaped along the lines of the 
BPA. This process had a continuous rhythm, whereby the results of the scan were 
objectified into analyses, power points and visualizations. This subsequently led 
to the reshaping of existing structures and practices, fixed in objects such as 
new structures and procedures, which ultimately obtained the formal approval 
of the steering group (see diagram below). In this way, the reshaped structures 
and processes were institutionalized, contributing to a ‘new’ Edu. Shifting from 
a task-oriented model, the new contours of a market-oriented and performance-
based model were established. Edu now formally consisted of a careers center, 
a market portal and business office. Performance and cost efficiency were 
leading principles in managing the organization. It was estimated that this 
new organizational structure would realize the intended cutbacks. In addition, 
the selected talented managers would lead the different segments of the new 
organization, starting with the new school year in September. The moment of 
a formal discharge of the assignment and the departure of the consultants had 
arrived.
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However, in addition to the established procedures, it was particularly important for 
the Edu organization to know how the rearrangement of Edu in the coming months 
could be further developed. The project teams had therefore drawn up project 
charters with project planning and transformation maps outlining the activities and 
performance targets for the coming months and years (see displays below). 
 

• Business Case  

Projectcharter Housing 

• Obejctives 

• XXXXXX 
• XXXXXX 

• XXXXXX 

• Scope 

• Activities • Dependencies 

•  In-scope: 
• XXXXXX 

• Out-of-scope: 

• XXXXXX 

A.  XXX 
B.  XXX 
C.  XXX 
D.  XXX 
E.  XXX 
F.  XXX 
G.  XXX 
H.  XXX 
I.  XXX 

•  XXX 
•  XXX 

•  XXX 

• Results 
A.  XXX 
B.  XXX 
C. XXX 
D. XXX 
E.  XXX 

• Capacity 
•  XXX 

• Budget 
• Risks 

• Start and end 
•  XXX 
•  XXX 

•  XXX 
•  XXX 
•  XXX 

• Principal: Executive Board 

• Contractor: 
• Director business office & Project manager Housing 

Figure 21 Overview of steering group decisions. (Objectives, activities and so forth have been removed for 
reasons of anonymity)79.

The steering group established and formalized such objects for every stream 
and every project. For every project, the EB functioned as a sponsor and one of 
the talented Edu managers, as an advocate of the change program, as a formal 
contractor. In this way, the main course of action for a further diffusion of change 
throughout the organization was ensured, as well as responsibilities embedded. 
In the last steering group meeting Gene formally concluded the assignment and 
handed Ms van Leeuwen a report containing all of the new institutionalized 
structures, processes and procedures, the different business cases and all project 
charters, planning and transformation maps for the different streams. 

5.3 Conclusions
In this chapter, more insight was gained into how the discourse on competition 
was translated in Edu’s education services. The chapter explored and described 

79 Objectives, activities and so forth have been removed for reasons of anonymity.

Projectplanning Housing 

Activities April May June July 
21 - 25 28 – 02 05 - 09 12 – 16 19 – 23 26 – 30 02- 06 09 – 13 16 – 20 23 – 27 30 – 04 07 – 11 14 – 18 21 – 25 28 – 01 

1.  XXXX 

2.  XXXX 

3.  XXXX 

4.  XXXX 

5.  XXXXXX 

6.  XXXX 

7.  XXXX 

8.  XXXX 

9.  XXXX 

 

• Activity • Decision • Milestone 

• XXXXX 

• XXXX 

Objective 

H
R

M
 

Strategy and organization 

2008 2009 2011 

2012 

Transformation Map Housing 

IC
T 

Operational Management 

2010 

Objective 

Objective 
Objective Objective 

Objective 

Objective 
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the translations that resulted from the interactions between actants, made visible 
through interviews, document study and participant observation. Through 
interactions between actants in different sub-elements of translation, NPM 
discourses were translated in Edu’s education services, thereby reconfiguring 
Edu’s professional practices. In this final section we describe the conclusions 
drawn from the Edu case.
As a result of the WEB and WI acts, Edu had been faced with a more commercial 
and competitive market in the provision of education services. By means of 
scaling and market incentives, the reforms were intended to lead to competition 
between public and private providers and optimize the performance of education 
services. Edu responded by making a shift from a task-oriented model based 
on professional skills, towards a result-oriented model based on educational 
performance. Furthermore, it reorganized its internal structure and processes in 
order to realize cutbacks and manage its budgets more efficiently. The exploration 
and interpretation of the case show that the course of translation managerialized 
Edu’s professional practices.

Idea and objectification

The ‘idea’ of optimizing the performance of education services via competition 
served as a starting point for translation. The competition discourse and its 
underlying assumptions were objectified in the WEB and WI Acts. Up-scaling 
schools into large scale educational organizations would create effective and 
efficient education services, or ROCs, that would be able to compete with 
other private providers. Additionally, the introduction of market mechanisms 
and dismantling of the truck system for integration courses would stimulate 
competition between providers to develop high-quality and customer-oriented 
services. These acts affected Edu in several ways. First, it needed to integrate and 
streamline the internal structures and processes inherited from its predecessors 
into the new Edu organization. Second, the internal focus of the organization 
had to become more outward-oriented and focus on the market (its customers 
and stakeholders). Businesslike values would become increasingly important for 
organizing competitive education services.

Problematization

The introduction of the WEB and WI acts was problematized within the Edu 
organization. The WEB had already been in place for some years, and Edu 
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had so far failed to become competitive. Furthermore, the WI and its market 
mechanisms would soon be introduced and the budget deficit was growing 
alarmingly. A solution was developed by the EB and the consultants, envisaging 
a ‘rearrangement’ of the organization: a change of organizational concepts and 
orientations and the centralization of support activities. At the kick-off meeting, 
to which all Edu employees were invited, the problematic situation and solution 
were discussed and substantiated by a variety of presentations. The statement 
that ‘It’s five past twelve’ legitimized the upcoming changes and interventions 
by the board and consultants. Something needed to happen to secure Edu’s 
continuity and safeguard employment. 

(Dis)connectedness

The consultants were to ‘rearrange’ Edu into an organization that would be able 
to compete with other providers whilst efficiently and effectively spending its 
budget. As project leaders, they played an important role in translating competition 
and its conflicting characteristics in Edu’s education services. They were to 
mobilize the different units and departments and link businesslike values and 
orientations to the local professional values of Edu’s professional staff. To shape 
the program and its projects, several project teams were formed that consisted 
of both consultants and talented managers from Edu. In these project teams, 
new organizational concepts, structures, procedures and guidelines were to be 
shaped in order to realize the two main goals of the translation. Furthermore, a 
steering group was established consisting of the EB, consultants and the talented 
managers, and this functioned as a decision-making unit. Despite the linking 
of these actants, the drivers behind the shaping of the transformation program 
were the standardized private sector approaches, concepts and tools that were 
introduced by the consultants. The organization was analyzed using the BPA and 
new designs were drawn up to transform Edu. These designs were objectified in 
a strategic vision, new organizational structures, management tools, procedures 
and guidelines. At the end of the five-month transformation program these were 
to be implemented and applied throughout the organization, thereby affecting 
all of the faculties’ and departments’ managerial and professional practices.
Through the actions of the consultants and managers, a businesslike approach 
prevailed in the translation of competition in Edu. With their business 
perspectives, the consultants had transformed Edu into a market- and result-
oriented organization. On paper Edu functioned as a ‘careers center’ and a ‘market 
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portal’. Divisions were made between ‘sales’ and ‘delivery’. Support activities 
were centralized into a ‘business office’. These were objectified via structures, 
procedures and guidelines. Many units and departments whose services and 
practices would be affected by these changes were not well represented in the 
project teams and not involved until actual implementation. Often, the tight 
schedule of the transformation and the pressure on decision-making within 
the steering group did not allow for discussions with units and departments. 
New structures and procedures were not aligned to professional practices, 
but they were nevertheless formalized. The tensions between commercial and 
professional values had not been resolved; rather, they existed separately from 
each other. Subsequently, some interpreted the transformation program as 
something that would mainly affect management; they did not believe that it 
would affect professional practices. According to others, the program would cause 
deprofessionalization and the increase of management control over professional 
practices. The organization would be led by ‘finance’, ‘markets and numbers’, and 
this would cause ‘disconnectedness from our core business’.

Institutionalization

In translating competition the consultants had primarily focused on the theoretical 
design and institutionalization of the ‘new’ Edu. Various objects, such as new 
structures, procedures and guidelines entailing specific values and enforcing 
specific actions, were shaped and institutionalized by the steering group, giving 
them a rule-like status and inscribing beliefs and values. Examples include the 
‘market portal’, implying market orientation and custom demands as determinative 
for education services; the ‘careers center’, emphasizing the centrality of the 
student (that is, the customer); and the ‘business office’, implying a shared services 
center for support activities. Procedures, standards and formats were formalized 
to ensure that the new structures would become effective and the main course 
of action would be achieved. Targets, performance indicators, reward systems 
and task and responsibilities were formalized and were to reinforce this course 
of action. With the institutionalization of these objects, the consultants envisaged 
the transformation of Edu into an organization that would be able to provide 
competitive education services and that would have units and departments with 
useful structures, guidelines and tools for optimizing performance. 
Although the transformation seemed to be mainly theoretical and most actants 
felt disconnected from the changes, the institutionalization of these objects 
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encapsulated professional practices. For example, structures and procedures 
focused on performance shifted the emphasis from educational content towards 
measurable performance and efficiency. The separation of sales and delivery 
affected the content of professional practices as well as the position and autonomy 
of professionals. The centralization of procurement affected professional practices 
as, for example, decisions on the purchasing of education methods and systems 
would be taken at a central level. Procedures on budgeting and allocation linked to 
performance affected professional practices, as they set standards for educational 
performance, thereby enforcing and controlling the main course of action. 
Guidelines on housing obliged professionals to use open learning space rather 
than classrooms. This encapsulates the professional space to determine the way in 
which educational content is established, taught and provided.

Diffusion

The transformation had mainly been shaped by the EB, the consultants 
and the talented managers, but it had to become effective throughout the 
organization. This was the task of Edu’s talented managers, who would function 
as representatives of the new Edu. Project charters with project planning and 
transformation maps outlining the activities and performances for the coming 
months and years had been formalized by the steering group. Every project had 
one of the talented managers as a formal contractor. In this way, the main course 
of action for a further diffusion of the new Edu in other departments and units 
was ensured, as well as responsibilities embedded. 

Stabilization 

The course of translating competition in Edu had managerialized professional 
practices. The board and consultants shaped the standardized, businesslike 
approach to making Edu more market, customer and stakeholder-oriented. 
The ‘new’ Edu and related objects were not the (temporary) effect of interaction 
between different actants but were shaped and institutionalized by the project 
teams and the steering group. Through this institutionalization, a main 
course of action was enforced and controlled. Most units and departments felt 
disconnected from the new organization and its orientation. In their experience, 
it was a far cry from what Edu should be about, namely teaching. New structures 
and procedures forced units and departments to act and perform differently, but 
these changes were perceived as destructive and meaningless. 
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6  ‘Being in control’

This case study examines the translation of policy reform at Academic 
University, an educational organization that provides academic education 
and research. First the NPM reform concerning the enhancement of control 
is described, followed by an introduction to the Academic organization (6.1). 
Then we explore the processes concerning the translation of control in the 
organization’s education services. This section offers both a description 
and an analysis of events and interaction between actants that shaped 
NPM discourse within the local context of Academic (6.2). The final section 
provides conclusions on translations of control within Academic and how 
these translations have contributed to reconfigurations of professional 
practices (6.3).

6.1 Introducing the case on control
The functioning of the public sector has given rise to considerable debate 
in recent years. Not only the efficiency and efficacy of the sector are at stake, 
but also its legitimacy. Relations between central government and public 
institutions, such as universities, have changed. Universities have become 
autonomous governing bodies (ZBO) to which responsibilities and powers have 
been delegated to optimize educational performance. This shift has made the 
role of the government more remote, more a funder than an administrator. The 
role of universities has thus changed from being primarily that of executors of 
education services to being risk-bearing entrepreneurs that need to account 
for their performance and their control of organization-wide risks. During the 
recent economic crisis, the need for robust internal controls increased even 
further. Furthermore, accounting debacles in PPS violated feelings of trust 
in society. The road to renewed confidence was set out in new and modified 
regulations on governance and legally embedded in the ‘good governance’80 

 code for PPS. These developments and the desire to apply the more conventional 
guidelines for annual reporting that were effective in the private sector led the 
Ministry of Education to establish a harmonized guideline on financial reporting 
for the educational sector: RJ 660. 

80 Code Goed Bestuur. The system of checks and balances in this code constitutes the ideal model to 
which each PPS provider should adhere.
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RJ 660

On 1 January 2008, the new Directive on Annual Reporting for educational 
institutions, RJ 660, became effective. This directive replaced the earlier publications 
from the Ministry of Education Culture and Science (OCW) on financial reporting 
by education institutions.81 Given the social significance of educational services, 
the underlying principle of RJ 660 is that educational organizations should be 
accountable to their stakeholders for their performance and expenditure of 
public funds. The intended benefits of RJ 660 were harmonization, uniformity, 
transparency and the reduction of administrative burdens. It provided the 
structural requirements and instructions for the preparation and submission of 
annual reporting for all education services funded by the Dutch government. The 
RJ 660 guideline contained a number of modifications with respect to previous 
guidelines and had specific implications for the control of education services, as 
the following guidelines and preconditions are applied:82

• Standard guidelines for all education services
• Standard required categories and risks that should be reported on: changing 

regulations and policies, student intake (quality and quantity), volume 
development (academic success), academic performance, development of 
government funding, development of second and third source funding83, 
housing issues, cost and liquidity risks, and so on

• ‘Horizontal accountability’; focus on the transparent accounting on 
developments such as programs and curricula which are to be reported to 
stakeholders such as students and parents 

• Required presence and operation of risk management and control systems 
during the specific fiscal year

• The above is required for obtaining an in-control statement (ICS), which is 
not yet mandatory, but highly recommended in RJ 660. An ICS should be 
substantiated with adequate management tools, such as ‘particularized’ forms 
of internal control

81 The new regulation is based on the Act on Education Reporting (WPO), the Expertise Centers Act 
(WEC), the Act on Secondary Education (WVO), the Vocational Education Act (WEB) and the Law on 
Higher Education and Scientific Research (WHW), and gives the Minister of Education an opportunity 
to make further accounting rules for institutions covered by the abovementioned legislation.
82 RJ 660 in vogelvlucht: Richtlijn voor de Jaarverslaggeving voor onderwijsinstellingen’, PwC, 2008.
83 Government funding, first source, comes directly from the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sci-
ence. Second source is derived from independent public organizations such as the NWO (Dutch Organi-
zation for Scientific Research). Third source funding is project-based funding, often from private institu-
tions but also Ministries.
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The management and control of these specific requirements and risks is the main 
focus of the RJ 660. It thereby aims not only to contribute to effective monitoring 
of performance, but also to strengthen the competitiveness of and competencies 
within an organization by monitoring and responding to potential opportunities 
and risks. The ICS, granted by audit firms, is a certificate confirming that the 
educational organization is in control of its processes and practices. A prerequisite 
for obtaining an ICS is the presence and proper operation of risk management 
systems that ensures ‘the identification, assessment, and prioritization of risks 
followed by coordinated and economical application of resources to minimize, 
monitor, and control the probability and/or impact of unfortunate events or to 
maximize the realization of opportunities’ (ISO 31000). Controlling risks is thus 
intended to contribute to the realization of opportunities and strategic ambitions 
in optimizing the performance of education services.

Academic University

Academic is one of 14 universities in the Netherlands.84 It has up to 12,000 students 
and nearly 4,600 employees. The university claims to be an ‘innovative and 
knowledge-based organization’ which engages in both education and research. 
Furthermore, Academic promotes itself as a community partner that collaborates 
with stakeholders to provide up-to-date education services that are in line with 
international and local demand.85 However, recent developments compelled it to 
act. Academic noticed that although there was a steady increase in the number 
of incoming students, its market share was lagging behind in all relevant target 
groups. Furthermore, the government’s coalition agreement86 stipulated that 
universities would face a sharp decline in resources in the coming years. ‘This 
requires a much sharper content profiling, a faster and more targeted focus on 
Academic’s strategy development and anticipation of risks’ (Academic Strategic 
Memorandum). In addition, as of 1 January 2008 the new RJ 660 came into effect, 
which accordingly aimed for the adoption of ‘adequate’ control mechanisms and 
‘in-control’ statements in annual reporting. 
The developments led to a discussion within Academic on the organization of 
the financial administration and risk management within the organization. 
Academic’s Supervisory Board (SB) had urged the Executive Board (EB) to 

84  Some of the data relating to Academic have been adjusted or fictionalized due to desired anonymity.
85  Academic’s strategic plan.
86  The coalition agreement of 2006 consisted of the accord between the CDA and the PvdA, the parties in 
the governing coalition (2007-2010). 
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implement ‘risk management’ throughout the organization, as it felt that this 
could function as a catalyst for creating more transparency and control in 
realizing ambitions and could ignite more active anticipation of environmental 
factors and developments such as the decline in market share and resources. 

The EB expressed reluctance about the plans, but assigned Concern Control (CC) 
to develop and implement a ‘risk management’ system. They started by adopting 
the ‘market accepted’ ERM COSO model, a well-known model in the private 
sector, as a tangible basis for the risk management system within Academic. CC 
developed this model by shaping different structures, procedures, frameworks 
and guidelines that were to facilitate professionals and managers in controlling 
risks and accounting for the realization of strategic goals. This design phase and 
the shaping of objects such as procedures and formats led to a detailed design 
for the organization of risk management within Academic. The next step was to 
implement the system, formally launched at a meeting attended by the faculties 
and departments that were to implement and would be affected by the system. 
They had not been involved in the design phase but were presented with the 
workings of the system, its obligatory procedures and guidelines that would 
affect their work.

Nevertheless, the subsequent implementation of risk management seemed to 
falter. The EB openly downplayed risk management during the kick-off meeting, 
feeding the resistance of the faculties and departments. The reporting obligations 
were implemented, yet they were ignored or only partially met by faculties and 
departments, as they felt the system was unworkable or did not concern them. 
The envisaged insight into risks and progress of realization of strategic goals was 
not achieved. The SB, dissatisfied with the progress, assigned an accounting firm 
to perform an audit and formulate recommendations to further the development 
of the risk management system within Academic. 
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This chapter describes and analyzes the translation of control in Academic’s 
education services following the timeline below.

Director 

Accountmanager unit1 Accountmanager unit 4 Accountmanager unit 5 Accountmanager unit 3 Accountmanager unit 2 

Secretary Market analyses 

Internship coordination Marketing and information 

Center of expertise/ 
Fundraising Internationalization 

Figure 23 Timeline of case study.

By exploring the interactions between all actants involved in translating control, 
via the risk management system, insight is created in how global NPM discourse 
is translated in education services and how these translations contribute to the 
reconfiguration of professional practices.

6.2 Translating NPM discourse in practice
There is no unilateral definition of ‘control’ or when an organization is ‘in 
control’. Furthermore, there is no standard route for the enhancement of 
control. Nevertheless, due to increasing pressure to spend public funds 
effectively and efficiently, educational organizations are involved in shaping a 
process of identifying, analyzing, managing and reporting of risk at all levels 
in the organization. For Academic, these developments prompted a shift from 
financial control to a more comprehensive system of management control, 
focused on organizational performance in its broadest sense and concerning a 
variety of strategic goals. In this section, the translation of control in Academic 
is explored. 

6.2.1 The problem of control
Academic’s SB felt that it had too little insight into Academic’s processes and 
performance to be able to monitor the organization properly. The chairman, Mr. 
Waterhuis, had been concerned about the EB’s lack of ‘control’ for some time. 
As a retired CEO of a major accounting firm with over 30 years of accounting 
experience, he was a strong advocate of ‘improved’ control of the Academic 
organization. Nevertheless, in the past it had remained a recurring discussion 
point on the agenda in the meetings with the EB. Waterhuis had come to know 
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the Academic organization as sober and seemingly stable. ‘Everybody’s doing the 
things the way they’ve always been done for many years’. At first, this situation 
seemed quite reassuring; nothing shocking was happening. However, market 
share in numbers of students was declining and Academic was very reactive 
in response to market changes. This irritated Waterhuis, as he found it to be 
‘astonishingly reactive and naive’: 

Insight into what happens within the faculties, how exactly budgets are spent, 
and how many students are enrolled in the different master’s programs, 
how the different strategic projects are proceeding is not clear. Relevant 
management information is only provided on high abstract level details. To 
me it seems hard to supervise and be accountable for something of which you 
are not in control. (SB)

He felt that this was a problem that the EB should be very worried about. ‘What’s 
a board without authority and sufficient management control? In my opinion 
that’s no board at all!’ He foresaw difficulties in achieving Academic’s strategic 
goals due to a lack of transparency and proper management control. The EB, 
though, thought that risk management was only relevant for financial control, 
which was already ensured via the regular planning and control (P&C) cycle, 
rather than relevant for strategic matters. However, the policy reforms on annual 
reporting integrated in the new RJ 660 had given the SB the opportunity to push 
risk management through within the Academic organization.

Enforcing change

The NPM discourse on enhancement of control mechanisms on a national level 
was objectified through the RJ 660. Compliance with the RJ 660 guidelines was 
mandatory for all educational organizations, meaning that ‘risk management’ no 
longer seemed optional for Academic. The SB subsequently urged the EB to ‘get 
on with it’, as RJ 660 would be effected in the near future. Subsequently, within 
Academic the policy was objectified into a risk management system that would 
specifically ‘optimize procedures and structures concerning the management 
of possible risks threatening the achievement of Academic’s strategic goals’ 
(SB). Through this system, the SB believed that Academic could improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of its education services. The EB, accountable for 
the introduction and development of risk management, then commissioned CC 
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to establish a strategic memorandum including an operational plan and outlines 
for the implementation of risk management within Academic.

CC was pleased with the risk management project. It had continuously struggled 
with the task of obtaining reliable management information from the faculties 
and departments. For CC, this was an opportunity to reshape the way the present 
financial control was organized into a broader strategic management system that 
would generate more useful management information. ‘It is of great importance 
to create awareness in relation to recognizing strategic risks and implementing 
risk management in an organization that is dedicated to changing, improving 
and achieving its own strategic ambitions’ (Strategic memorandum). According 
to the memorandum that outlined the risk management system, Academic should 
be continuously aware of the ever-changing external conditions such as laws, 
regulations, increasing competition, partnerships, stakeholder requirements, 
and so on. ‘On the eve of the reformulation of the Academic mission, vision 
and strategy development, it is important to create awareness regarding the 
recognition of strategic risks and the implementation of risk management in 
our organization focused on the change, improvement and achievement of 
our own strategic ambitions’ (Strategic memorandum). Thus control is linked 
to strengthening Academic’s competitiveness and stimulating pro-active and 
entrepreneurial competencies on the part of professionals and managers.

6.2.2 Shaping and institutionalizing risk management
The responsibility for risk management was given to the director of CC, Julia, 
and her colleague Walter, the Finance and Control manager. Their first steps 
concerned the establishment of several objects, such as a strategic memorandum 
presenting a central vision for the risk management system, its relevance, the 
aims, the actors involved, responsibilities, and the first outlines of the risk 
management model and its procedures. These objects aimed to guide and 
facilitate the further development of risk management within the organization 
and help the actors involved to take on their tasks and responsibilities.

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   168 27-10-13   12:23



6

‘Being in control’

169

Figure 24 ERM COSO Model.

The ‘RAC’ model

When considering and developing risk management within Academic, Walter and 
Joyce inventoried what they called ‘market accepted’ risk models, in the conviction 
that such models would be most appropriate for Academic. They adopted the 
COSO ERM87 model that would serve as the basis for the risk management system 
within the organization. COSO ERM is a management model that was developed 
by a committee consisting of a number of private organizations. Following a 
number of accounting scandals and frauds, it put forward recommendations 
and guidelines relating to internal control. This eventually resulted in the ERM 
framework that provides organizations with a uniform and common reference 
framework for the improvement of internal control systems. Since the early 
2000s COSO ERM has been used worldwide as a standard for assessing whether 
or not an organization is ‘in control’ (see image to the right).

The COSO ERM model defines eight essential enterprise risk management 
components and four risk categories, and provides guidelines and frameworks 
for enterprise risk management for all levels in organizations. The framework is 
visualized as a three-dimensional cube with risk components, entity and unit-level 

87 The Committee of Sponsoring Organizations of the Treadway Commission (COSO) is a voluntary 
private-sector organization, established in the United States, dedicated to providing thought leadership 
to executive management and governance entities on critical aspects of organizational governance, 
business ethics, internal control, enterprise risk management, fraud, and financial reporting. COSO has 
established a common internal control model against which companies and organizations can assess 
their control systems. COSO is supported by five supporting organizations, including the Institute of 
Management Accountants (IMA), the American Accounting Association (AAA), the American Institute of 
Certified Public Accountants (AICPA), the Institute of Internal Auditors (IIA) and Financial Executives 
International (FEI).

Risk management 
objectives

Entity & unit-
level

components

Risk
components

The COSO Enterprise Risk Management Framework
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components and risk management objectives. Within these objectives it is shown 
that risk management not only concerns financial control but also places equal, if 
not even more, emphasis on the connection between the organization’s strategy 
and its actual organizational and professional practices. Walter and Joyce found 
this model to be an appropriate design for the Academic organization: ‘Because 
of the direct practical applicability for Academic we decided to opt for this model. 
We will apply some Academic-specific modifications but strive to expand into 
the ERM COSO model in the near future’ (Academic Strategic memorandum). 
The ERM COSO model had undergone some Academic-specific modifications, 
and was henceforth symbolically labeled the RAC model (Risk management 
Academic). Nevertheless, the implications of this model were still in line with 
the ERM COSO principles and concerned the classification of organization-wide 
risks in relation to the strategic objectives and the identification of multiple risk 
areas depending on internal and/or external causes: 

At the strategic level risks are identified that may lead to undesirable events that 
limit the control and achievement of strategic objectives, for example regarding 
growth, continuity, quality, image and sales, in the execution of primary 
processes of Education, Research, Internationalization and Valorization. At the 
tactical level it involves the risks within the faculty and /or institute divisions, 
departments or academic chairs that might eventually lead to failure to achieve 
strategic goals. Undesired events can also occur at the process level. Here 
analysis focuses on efficiency and effectiveness of the processes and accuracy 
and timeliness of (management) information. (Strategic memorandum)

The model thus provides the framework within which faculties and departments are 
required to identify, control and report their risks, enabling EB and CC to intervene 
and redirect in all levels of the organization when needed. The requirements were 
laid down in guidelines and procedures.

Guidelines and procedures

The RAC system merely adopted the ERM COSO framework. Subsequently, CC 
shaped a process of risk management aligned to Academic’s strategic ambitions 
that was to be applied by all faculties and departments. By linking this process to 
the strategic ambitions, a main course of action was framed and communicated 
throughout the Academic organization. Activities, relevant content and 

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   170 27-10-13   12:23



6

‘Being in control’

171

mandatory steps were inscribed within the RAC process and formalized within 
the strategic memorandum, as visualized below.

Figure 25 Process of risk management.

The obligatory steps are further explained:
1.  Identify and evaluate risks periodically and translate them into a so-called 

‘risk profile’; an overview of the identified risks classified according to a list of 
risk levels. 

2.  Risk prioritization through estimating the impact and the likelihood of the 
identified risks.

3.  ‘Control Evaluation’ for measuring the adequacy of current management 
control at different levels within the organization.

4.  Net risk level will form the basis for the faculties and institutes to decide 
whether or not action plans should be formulated for redirecting the current 
practices. If so;

5.  The faculty or department in question is obliged to formulate SMART actions, 
assign accountability for the realization of these actions and provide a clear 
plan to ensure that the implementation of the necessary actions can be 
measured and monitored. 

Through the institutionalization of this process and its procedures, CC had 
envisaged the monitoring of progress, advising faculties and departments, and 
providing the EB with advice and recommendations on needed measures. The 
results could therefore lead to intervention by the central organization and could 
have consequences for budgets, staff and the ambitions of the various faculties 
and departments involved. 
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PRIMARY 
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ACTION  
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Figure 26 Reporting standard.

The reporting standards and formats 

The design of the RAC process and its procedures provided a first formal impetus 
for the quarterly reporting by all faculties and departments on how they were 
performing and contributing to Academic’s strategic goals and control of 
risks. RAC standards prescribed identification of risks on three levels, namely 
strategic, tactical, and operational. The strategic level required regular reporting. 
Each faculty and institute had to identify and report the risks that could lead to 
undesirable events that might prevent the achievement of the strategic objectives 
of primary processes such as education, research, internationalization and 
valorization in terms of growth, continuity, quality, image and sales. In addition, 
three different risk areas were distinguished, namely environmental risks, process 
risks and information risks. A SMART report for the adjustment of the priority risks 
also had to be completed. This reporting of risks was facilitated by standardized 
formats designed by CC (see left). The use of these formats was obligatory, and 
they were presented as a support tool for realizing an ‘easy and useful first global 
analysis, providing faculties with appropriate management information and leading 
to effective management of risks’ (Strategic memorandum). The summary of the 
performance on these indicators is displayed in a graphical presentation (as below). 
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Figure 27 Display of high, medium and low risks.

In this graphic display, the risks faced by every faculty and institution that 
threaten the realization of Academic’s objectives are categorized according to 
their possible impact (vertical axis) and likeliness of occurring (horizontal axis). 
These categories are scaled from low to high. The various risks are numbered and 
have to be described in the report. The priority of risks has consequences for the 
follow-up, as the table below shows.

Risk prioritization Required actions

HIGH The preparation and implementation of action plans in the near future is 
required. The risk and how it is controlled should also be monitored on a 
monthly basis.

MEDIUM The preparation and implementation of action plans is necessary. The risk 
must be monitored on a quarterly basis.

LOW It is not necessary to make and implement action plans. The risk does not need 
to be actively monitored.

Table 19 Risk prioritization.

The higher the risk, the more intensive CC’s monitoring becomes and more 
intervention takes place in order to adjust the course of action of the faculties and 
institutes. The formats are therefore designed to facilitate specific actions that 
are desired from managers and professionals within the Academic organization, 
and to control the outcomes of these actions. Thus on the one hand, the RAC 
system and its procedures and formats are designed to stimulate managers and 
professionals to achieve Academic’s strategic goals, which include innovation, 
distinctiveness and entrepreneurialism; and on the other, the system aims to 
achieve control, frame actions and eliminate or limit risks.
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The actors involved

In the preparatory phase, CC had mainly focused on the design of the RAC and 
the setting of conditions through different objects. The system, procedures, 
standards and formats were all shaped and formalized in the strategic 
memorandum. Part of this involved assigning and institutionalizing the various 
tasks and responsibilities of the actors involved. These were formulated by CC 
as follows.

Actor Involvement and responsibilities in risk management

Supervisory Board 
(SB)

• Formally responsible for realizing ICS. 
• Supervising the EB in realizing ICS. 
• Overseeing risks, risk status and progress of realization of Academic’s 

strategic goals. 
• Critical attitude in relation to the strategy/implementation for risk 

management.

Executive Board 
(EB)

• Creating conditions, measures for achieving strategic objectives.
• Responsible for establishing/maintaining internal procedures (accounting 

and internal control).
• Achieving ICS: ensuring that all relevant financial and non-financial 

information is known so that the timeliness, completeness and accuracy of 
internal and external reporting are guaranteed.

• Reporting to the SB.

Faculties and 
Departments

• Setting objectives derived from/contributing to the strategic objectives of 
the university.

• Applying risk management at tactical and operational levels.
• Identifying risks/executing possible control measures.
• Reporting to CC and EB.

Corporate Control 
(CC)

• Monitor to check that (delegated) tasks are carried out within standards.
• Implement and monitor effectiveness of risk management.
• Collecting and reviewing faculties’ and departments’ reports. 
• Reporting to/advising EB.

Operational Audit 
Division (OAD)

• Positioned as an independent body, directly under the EB.
• Auditing implementation and effectiveness of internal controls.
• Reports to EB and CC.

Table 20 Tasks and responsibilities.

By setting out the tasks and responsibilities of the actors involved, the RAC 
system had been shaped and formally institutionalized within the Academic 
organization. Structures and conditions had been established. However, until 
now the shaping of the RAC had been an exercise within CC with no involvement 
from the managers and professionals who would have to integrate the RAC 
within their practices.
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6.2.3 Involving the organization
The next step was thus to involve the managers and professionals in actively 
implementing the RAC system, which at that point only took the form of objects 
such as procedures and formats, rather than actual practices. CC organized a 
kick-off meeting to officially launch the phase of involving and committing the 
different faculties and institutes. 

‘Not a big deal’

The official kick-off meeting formed the symbolic start of the RAC 
implementation. It was held in a small meeting room on the 7th floor of the 
main building, where CC was situated. The president of the EB, Arnold, would 
officially launch the project by explaining the urgency and relevance of the RAC 
and the indispensability of the involvement and commitment of the faculties 
and institutes. Thus, the EB had an important role to play in shaping alliances 
with the managers and professionals involved and affected by the RAC. Karl, the 
other board member, would also support the RAC during the kick-off. However, 
he was not present, as other obligations had come up. Walter would present and 
explain the design and procedures of the risk management program and what 
would be expected of the various faculties and departments. However, Walter 
came down with the flu, which made it impossible for him to be present at the 
meeting. The director of CC, Joyce, rejected a request to take over from Walter. 
Although CC was responsible for the further development and implementation 
of the risk management project, she indicated that she had no time to take on 
what she called ‘Walter’s project’.
Eventually Arnold had to present the new plans to the faculties and departments 
that were present at the meeting. He told the attendants: ‘We have gathered here 
to be informed about the risk management program that CC will be implementing 
in our organization. Although this has consequences for us all, we should not 
be too worried about these new developments. Risk management should not be 
seen as too big a deal and we feel that it should not and will not take too much 
of your time.’ Arnold rushed through the presentation. He emphasized that the 
consequences of risk management for the faculties and departments would not 
entail much more than the provision of quarterly reports at the request of the SB. 
He stressed again that this would not be a big deal, as he felt that the regular P&C 
cycle already provided the relevant information. Therefore the EB considered the 
RAC a financial tool that should not interfere with people’s professional work too 
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much. The EB did not come across as a strong proponent of the RAC and did not 
put any effort in explaining its benefits or enthusing the attendants. As a result, 
the connection to Academic’s strategic ambitions and the practices of managers 
and professionals remained unclear. Arnold’s presentation had reduced the RAC 
to the level of a simple procedure, or administrative action, of reporting on a 
quarterly basis. The meeting lasted little longer than an hour. 
Two of the attendants from the operational audit department (OAD) found 
Arnold’s presentation embarrassing:  

The board’s serious commitment and involvement is needed to make this a 
university-wide success. The idea of a greater degree of transparency and 
centralized control of processes and performance is already a sensitive topic. 
If this represents the commitment of the board and is indicative of the effort 
that faculties and departments should invest in risk management, then this 
is a bad beginning. (OAD)

Implications and reactions

The kick-off meeting had officially launched the RAC’s implementation and 
revealed its practical implications. The development of the RAC would be 
characterized by a shift from financial control towards managerial control. 
Whilst with financial control, the emphasis lies on managing finances in terms 
of legality, with management control a broader perspective on P&C is applied, 
focused on organizational and professional performance in its broadest sense 
and concerning a variety of strategic goals. The RAC’s effectuation required the 
faculties at Academic to adopt a different mindset: a more commercial approach, 
in addition to a professional outlook, that would contribute to the organization-
wide ambitions concerning market share, student rates, realization of funding 
and subsidies and efficient spending of budgets. 
Furthermore, the monitoring of risk management within the faculties and 
departments would have other practical implications. The EB allocates financial 
resources according to faculties’ and departments’ performance and contributions 
to Academic’s strategic goals. The better the performance and management of 
risks (e.g. market share, new students, graduation rates, realization of funding), 
the more financial resources are allocated. More insight for CC and the EB might 
imply the enhancement of their interference and control, a loss of discretionary 
space and, subsequently, possible changes to allocated budgets. Drafting the 
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quarterly reports would also lead to an increased administrative burden. A faculty 
director reacted: ‘Seriously, why do we apply risk management and what do we 
want to achieve with it? Do we implement risk management for the SB? Or maybe 
for the EB? There needs to be a clear picture of the benefits of risk management, 
which from my point of view are unclear.’ Another manager said: ‘We manage 
risks every day, why should we then also write this down and follow all these 
rituals?’ A faculty director was visibly frustrated by the different initiatives 
concerning risk management: ‘It’s something different every time that “really” 
needs to be implemented. We [faculty directors] are very competent in managing 
our own shops [faculties]. Who actually benefits when I invest precious time in 
a paper exercise that CC or whoever came up with? Nobody! ... I provide CC 
with sufficient information already!’ For these managers it was unclear which 
problem the RAC needed to address and how this was connected to their work. It 
was perceived as an additional administrative burden and a means of increasing 
control over and interfering with their departments.

Arnold was also skeptical about the introduction of the risk management 
program. ‘I don’t really understand my direct involvement in the RAC. I mean, 
officially it’s part of my portfolio, as the SB assigned us to do something with 
it, but I am a strategic thinker. I am responsible for the strategic development 
of Academic. Risk management forms no part of that. We have our regular 
planning and control cycle for that.’ Karl, the other member of the EB responsible 
for the development of Education and Research, was ambiguous on the RAC’s 
implications. On the one hand he saw risk management as an opportunity to link 
performance in education and research to financial performance, as ‘they relate 
to each other in a delicate balance’. To his annoyance, education and finance 
were always dealt with separately, sometimes leading to conflicting goals. On the 
other hand, he was nervous about the amount of resistance he would meet from 
faculties and researchers when the RAC was developed further and structurally 
monitored. 
Nevertheless, not all faculties and departments rejected the RAC. Some felt that 
other faculties and departments were guilty of window-dressing their financial 
results, leaving others with less funding. In addition, they saw risk management 
as a means to improve their own management control and influence on the 
EB’s decisions on strategic directions and Academic’s ambitions. Needless to 
say, CC, being responsible for the effective and efficient spending of budgets, 
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was the most prominent advocate of the RAC. It pursued the enhancement of 
accessibility to sufficient and adequate management information from the 
faculties and departments, as up until now this had been hard to obtain. Thus 
risk management could count on a few allies within the organization, but was 
mainly met with resistance.

6.2.4 Auditing progress 
The previous section outlined the development of the RAC and the first reactions 
to the initial phase of implementation. Despite CC’s hard work, the SB was 
displeased, as in the following months the RAC did not seem to establish a 
foothold within the departments and institutes and did not yield the desired 
management information. The president of the SB therefore called in two 
advisors from a renowned accounting firm to audit the implementation of 
the RAC thus far. They met at a conference hotel near the university to discuss 
matters: ‘It’s September [2009] already … We have tasked the EB with organizing, 
managing and supervising this process of implementation within the Academic 
organization, but to be honest, we don’t know how things really are right now. 
The information we receive … it’s the regular financial stuff … there is still no base 
for proper management control’ (SB).
After discussing progress so far and the SB’s intentions to diffuse risk management 
within the organization in rapid fashion, the advisors were assigned to audit 
the design and functioning of the RAC along ERM COSO standards and provide 
further recommendations for its development and implementation. The SB 
believed that involving an external accounting firm could break through the 
hesitation and resistance. According to the SB: ‘An inventory and assessment 
by an external accounting party will compel further implementation more than 
me standing on the barricades…’ Thus, the advisors were seen as playing an 
important role in convincing and interesting those involved at Academic and in 
optimizing the RAC and its systems and procedures.

Getting the audit started 
Just after the introduction to Academic, the advisors found themselves on their 
way to the university again. They were scheduled to meet with CC, who would 
serve as their contact for this project. The goal for this appointment was for CC to 
inform them about the status of the risk management program within Academic 
and to provide them with all the relevant documents. They would also set up several 
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interviews with the different managers involved. Julia, CC’s director, and Walter, 
the concern controller, welcomed them into Julia’s corner office that overlooked 
the grounds of Academic. Julia appeared to be a down-to-earth woman with a 
strict demeanour. At this first encounter she showed little patience. ‘I only have 
an hour and ideally even less, so let’s start!’ Walter informed the advisors on the 
background to the risk management process. He claimed the process was going 
‘pretty well’, and handed the advisors several documents to prove so. Julia seemed 
in a rush and not interested in elaborating more on the process than necessary. 
She urged the advisors to read the documents and ‘just start with doing some 
interviews’. She instructed Walter to do everything necessary to facilitate this. 

Figure 28 Relevant documents.

After this 30-minute meeting, the advisors found themselves standing outside 
Julia’s office. Walter then took them to the secretary and asked her to schedule 
several interviews with the various involved managers and directors. ‘Concerning 
what?’ she asked. ‘Concerning the risk management project,’ Walter replied. The 
secretary sighed and gave Walter an annoyed look. ‘You really want me to plan 
these interviews? I suggest that these people [the advisors] try to make these 
appointments themselves.’ The advisors found themselves in an awkward position, 
being audience to a quarrel between Walter and the secretary. ‘I don’t think that 
they [the faculty and department directors and managers] really have the time to 
talk about the project. I don’t think that I can get these meetings scheduled,’ she 
continued. After a short discussion, Walter convinced the secretary to plan the 
interviews and then guided the advisors towards the elevator. ‘Sorry for that, that 
was quite embarrassing,’ he said. ‘It’s just that everyone is busy and probably will 
have little time or willingness to talk about risk management.’ 
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6.2.5 Disconnectedness
It appeared difficult to schedule all the interviews, as some managers and 
directors declined meeting requests, claiming to have no time to talk about risk 
management. Nevertheless, a week later the advisors kicked off by interviewing 
a few managers. Among other things, the interviews concerned their outlook on 
the RAC system, its relevance, the applicability of facilitating objects, the levels 
of detail, the reporting procedures and its general workability. 

‘Not my cup of tea’

First the advisors interviewed Arnold. He came across as a formal, reserved man, 
and one who kept his distance. His large office was full of pictures of him attending 
meetings – a congress in Switzerland, Academic’s strategic workgroup on a trip 
to France, pictures of the State Secretary visiting the campus – and certificates 
for management training courses were displayed on the wall. Arnold started by 
telling the advisors that the initial hour planned for this meeting would have to 
be reduced to 35 minutes, as he had to attend another meeting. He continued, 
‘But I don’t think we need more time than that. Besides, I cannot really help you 
in relation to risk management. I know it is officially part of my portfolio, but 
this is a CC topic and they are working on it. I am more of a strategic thinker. I 
am responsible for the strategic development of Academic. Risk management 
basically forms no part of that – it’s not my cup of tea, so to speak.’ The advisors 
asked Arnold if risk management was not important for the realization of the 
strategy, as it is about managing risks that could prevent Academic from achieving 
its goals, both financial and strategic. But Arnold replied that this was managed 
via the regular P&C cycle, and after a short discussion he told the advisors that 
they would be better off talking to CC. 
After this short interview, the advisors spoke with the other board member, 
Karl. Although a member of the board, Karl was not a very present or visible 
man. He had not been present at the RAC kick-off. Karl told the advisors that he 
saw risk management as ‘an opportunity to link the goals concerning education 
and research to the financial goals, whereas before they were always dealt with 
separately.’ On the other hand, he was nervous about the amount of resistance he 
would meet from managers and researchers, as the EB would have to ensure that 
risk management was developed further and monitored structurally: 
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Top researchers don’t want to fill out forms and do risk analysis. They want to 
do research. And if they don’t like doing that here, they will move to another 
university tomorrow … However, I have little influence on how the RAC is 
developed as I am not responsible or really practically involved in it, if you 
know what I mean ... I can only say that I think it’s a good development, as it 
brings education and supporting processes closer to each other.

In the interviews Arnold and Karl from the EB thus seemed to distance 
themselves from the RAC. Arnold did not see it as his ‘cup of tea’ and labeled 
the RAC a financial affair that concerned CC. Karl indicated that he found risk 
management important but not relevant for his position and targets, and he also 
feared that the RAC might impact relations with the managers and researchers. 
He contrasted the RAC system to professional values and practices of doing 
research and providing education. The RAC would be perceived as a potential 
bureaucratic burden, interfering with professional work. 

‘A ritual bother’

The OAD was responsible for auditing internal control processes within Academic. 
Two employees from OAD, Kristy and Ellen, were happy to be interviewed. 
They told the advisors that they had welcomed the RAC, as they were seriously 
worried about Academic achieving its strategic ambitions. They felt that the RAC 
was the right instrument for enhancing management control in achieving the 
organization’s goals. ‘Six out of 14 of the programs that are part of realizing our 
strategic ambitions in 2014 are already over budget. We have been trying to set 
more milestones with the board so we can monitor the progress more closely. 
That is, quarterly and not only financially, but also qualitatively. This is a rather 
tedious process.’ They had been pushing the subject for several months, but they 
felt that few had listened to their concerns, suggestions and comments to date. 
Kristy and Ellen felt that the board had sidelined the OAD. They continued: ‘The 
board told us not to butt in with risk management too much, as he [Arnold] feels 
we should only be worried about auditing financial processes.’ Nevertheless, 
OAD wanted to play a more important role in auditing not only finances, but also 
the progress of strategic ambitions. ‘Five of our faculties are in a bad financial 
position. The annual plans that are set up by their directors are not sufficiently 
connected to our strategic route. Our cash flows are insufficient to cover costs 
and it is not clear which choices the EB is making to deal with these problems.’ 
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Ellen described Academic as being a ‘traditional and conservative university 
with a very reactive attitude’. Only classical financial indicators were measured, 
despite OAD’s suggestions for a broader mix of indicators to allow for more 
integral monitoring of performance. ‘Sharing each other’s analysis and integrally 
sharing more specific details between faculties and research institutes is “not 
done” within Academic’s culture,’ she explained. Kristy gave an example of how 
this attitude also appeared in the RAC project: ‘People just say it’s bureaucracy, or 
a household chore that serves no use, and they get away with it because there is 
not enough commitment from the central level of our organization and nobody 
intrinsically wants to share their data.’ 

A one-man alliance

The remaining interviews got rescheduled over and over again. Five of the 
planned interviews with faculty directors were eventually cancelled. ‘We have 
arranged with the EB that we are to be excused from these interviews concerning 
risk management. We have other priorities at this moment’ (Faculty director). A 
young staff manager from operational management also declined an interview; 
‘We are running our own business here and we have little to do with risks that 
might occur within the faculties or research institutes. We are not involved 
directly in achieving financial goals or such. Risk management does not concern 
us.’ This statement again showed how the RAC was seen as a financial concern. 
Thus the staff manager, like others, did not feel interested in or connected to 
the content of the program, which according to him particularly applied to the 
faculties and institutes. 
The board also kept its distance from the RAC. Arnold and Karl had already 
expressed reservations about their own involvement in this project. ‘Risk 
management, well, do not bother me with that, that’s CC’s hobby. Let Walter play 
with that, it mainly interests CC ...This should not be blown out of proportion or 
get in the ways of things that really matter’ (EB). In other words, the RAC should 
not get in the way of the ‘real work’. It struck the advisors that the RAC was difficult 
to discuss within Academic and that its implementation was being hampered. 
In hallway conversations, risk management was described as ‘extra paperwork 
and filling out forms, another household chore’, leading to the conclusion that 
it was ‘unnecessary bureaucracy’ or ‘CC’s hobby.’ This undermined not only the 
implementation of the RAC, but also Walter’s position. He told the advisors: 
‘When people see me walking down their hallways, they think, “Oh no, here he is 
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probably to talk about risk management again.” People have an image of me that 
this is all I can talk about. It makes me feel like a bit of a joke every now and then...’ 
It started to feel as if Walter had formed a one-man alliance to advocate the RAC 
system. Even Julia was less visible as a supporter for the RAC, despite her formal 
responsibility as the director of CC. When the advisors wanted to interview her, 
she replied; ‘Walter does the operational stuff, so you are better off questioning 
him. I am present when needed.’
Up until then, the development of the RAC had not led to a proper alliance of 
actors who were committed to the project. Though objects such as procedures 
and formats had been shaped by CC, they were not perceived as relevant to 
or workable within the faculties and institutes. Those who advocated the RAC 
were limited to a small and homogenous group of actors from CC and the OAD, 
departments that were mainly concerned with financial matters.

Relevance of information

Furthermore, there was criticism concerning the information that was required 
from the departments and institutes. For example, the board secretary explained 
that the right questions were not being asked within the reporting formats. The 
director of Behavioral Sciences told the advisors that the RAC lacked qualitative 
indicators, which are just as important to their daily practice as the more financial 
indicators. ‘The RAC in practice seems unworkable, given the fact that problems 
are usually solved afterwards.’ For example, both Ferdinand, an independent 
advisor who was hired to improve management control within Academic, and 
Ellen and Kristy from OAD, described how one of the faculties was maintaining 
several programs that were not profitable, and that this had not been brought 
to the attention of the board. According to Kristy, this was ‘because the reports 
only show a few indicators, that’s all that is asked from the faculties in the regular 
planning and control cycle. The pitfall of our current management control is that 
it has become a ritual bother which nobody really pays attention to.’ This was 
confirmed by another statement: ‘There is sufficient information for proper 
insight in our proceedings, everyone has enough access to all information. We 
have been writing a risk paragraph every year, it’s part of our P&C cycle. We are 
in control of the different risks concerning the various flows of funds’ (Faculty 
Director of Behavioral Sciences). Ferdinand criticized this, stating: 
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The way information is reported combined with the hierarchical and 
conservative mindset of the relevant stakeholders such as the EB results in 
the fact that we don’t really know what is going on within the faculties ... all 
the information is present within Academic, I think, but politics are limiting 
the distribution of this information. CC is not capable of breaking through 
this process, and doesn’t have the support to do so. 

Thus, it appeared that the formats and structures of the RAC for gathering relevant 
management information were insufficiently connected to the experiences and 
practices of the actors who had to work with them. This seemingly led to feelings 
of increasing bureaucratization and disconnectedness, resulting in a lack of 
involvement on the part of relevant actors. Subsequently, the RAC had not yet 
resulted in the desired transparency and gathering of management information. 
This was substantiated by the quarterly reports that were studied during the 
audit.

6.2.6 Relevant documents and quarterly reports
Walter had provided for obligatory training sessions, relevant background 
information and outlines of the RAC and reporting formats that would secure 
participation and enable the faculties to report the required data. These formats 
contained several standard topics and indicators that had to be reported on. 
According to CC, the formats offered an ‘easy and useful first global analysis of 
faculties’ management information, leading to effective management of risks’ 
(Academic Strategic memorandum). By introducing these objects, CC wanted 
to ensure that the required RAC actions were integrated in the daily practices of 
departments and faculties. Furthermore, gathering this information facilitated 
corrective measures by CC or the EB, thereby monitoring and securing the 
main course of action. On behalf of the audit process, the advisors requested 
the various quarterly reports that had been submitted and additional relevant 
documents. Based on these reports, they wanted to obtain an impression of how 
the faculties and departments implemented and dealt with the RAC in practice. 
Walter gathered all of the relevant information that would give a good overview 
of the progress made. 
When they assessed a variety of documents, the advisors realized that very little 
documentation showed how faculties and institutes were actually dealing with 
risks. It even appeared that most of the provided documents had been drafted 
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by CC and contained the theoretical approach and procedures of the RAC, rather 
than its practical application and results. The advisors hoped that the quarterly 
reports would provide more insight into the risk management conducted by the 
different managers and directors of the faculties and institutes. 

The RAC’s progress visualized and communicated 

Walters’s call for the initial identification of risks had been met with a 50% 
response rate from the faculties and institutes. Half of them had not conducted 
and reported their risk analysis. Apparently they had not been convinced of 
the relevance or meaningfulness of the RAC. The reports of the faculties and 
institutes that did conduct a risk analysis appeared to vary in terms of the quality 
and richness of the relevant management information. Several faculties had 
reshaped the obligatory format, leading, for example, to irrelevant and missing 
information, copied-and-pasted financial analysis from the regular planning 
and control cycle, lack of information on obligatory aspects and indicators, and a 
number of ‘not identified’ risks. The outcomes of the risk analysis were visualized 
in graphic displays that presented progress at a glance. These reports and graphic 
displays functioned as means for stimulating the desired course of action, 
sharing progress and outcomes throughout the organization, and monitoring 
and possibly intervening in order to achieve the organization’s ambitions. 
A few examples of these visualizations of the identification, evaluation and 
prioritization of risks are presented below.

• High 

• Medium 

• Low 

• IM
PA

C
T 

• CHANCE 

Figure 29 Risk display Engineering.

The graphic display to the right visualizes the risks faced by the Engineering 
Sciences faculty. One of the high risks was that it had received a poor assessment 
of a few of its programs from the Education Inspectorate, with the possible risk 
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of re-accreditation. The action plan that needed to be established by the faculty 
director concerned a reorientation of the quality assurance system. Other high 
risks concerned a fall in sponsorship and funding. The decline in the first-year 
intake of students was labeled as a medium risk that was not followed up by an 
action plan.

• High 
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Figure 30 Risk display Mathematics and Computer Science.

The next graphic display visualizes the risk analysis of the Mathematics and 
Computer Science faculty. Several risks are indicated. High risks are the outflow 
of employees due to ageing and thus loss of knowledge. Recruitment of new 
talent is seen as an appropriate measure to manage these risks. Further risks 
are the fall in governmental funding and withdrawal of sponsors. Other risks 
that, according to the department, will have financial implications are potential 
changes to the internal allocation model and a fall in the number of students 
that have enrolled. The medium risk concerns the competencies of potential new 
personnel. The faculty did not set up any action plans. 
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•Medium 

Figure 31 Risk display EB and MT.
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To the right, the graphic display of the risk analysis of the EB and its management 
team is visualized. They produced a quarterly report that lacked all of the relevant 
information that had been required by the RAC, for which they themselves 
were accountable. No risks were identified. The format visualization provided 
by CC was copied into the report. The explanation of the Board was that ‘risk 
management reporting is not yet topical. Later this year the subject will be on the 
agenda for the meeting with the MT (management team).’ The CC’s report stated 
that the risk analysis of EB and its MT would follow soon. However, it was not on 
the agenda until the end of March. 

• High 
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• CHANCE 

Figure 32 Risk display institutes/faculties.

The graphic display to the left visualizes the risk analysis of the institutes. The 
report on the implementation of RAC stated the following: ‘The response of 
the institutes in respect of an initial identification of risks in the Annual Plan 
2009 was generally still relatively low. The inclusion of a description of control 
measures taken or to be taken is limited. For these reasons, the risks faced by the 
institutes are summarized in one statement. The qualifications for chance and 
impact are estimated by Concern Control’ (Quarterly Report, Institutes). 
As most institutes had not responded to CC’s call, Walter himself had carried 
out the risk assessment for them. Walter told the advisors: ‘I have not received 
a report from Operational Management and most of the institutes. Therefore, 
some of these potential risks and the qualifications for “chance” and “impact” 
have been assessed by CC.’ Compared with the faculties’ risk inventories, CC 
seemed to appoint more high-impact risks concerning a wider range of themes 
than solely financial risks. These included lack of management information, staff 
competencies, ‘shopping behavior’ with regard to academic chairs, the number 
of internships for students, ongoing projects and the profiling of the institutes.
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Apparently, the reporting formats had not been applied by all actors involved, 
and had even been kept at a distance. Although the reporting procedures and 
formats were intended to ensure specific actions and enhance transparency 
and control, they had not yet been integrated into the daily practices within the 
faculties and institutes. Those who had reported risks had done so in varying 
ways and at different levels of detail. A faculty manager stated that: ‘I provided 
CC with the actual financial information that we have available. You know it’s just 
… you want to get the obligatory paper work done so CC will leave us alone and 
you can get back to business.’ As of yet, the RAC was not perceived as meaningful 
and workable; rather, it was seen as interference and additional bureaucracy: 

Here risk management is seen as paperwork or a household chore that CC 
is making a fuss about. The real actual control issues are not addressed. The 
current method of reporting and culture of those involved means that we are 
not getting to the bottom of this. They [the SB] want to achieve an in-control 
statement, but the professional competences or attitudes and the distribution 
of power within Academic makes it difficult to engage in conversation. 
(Ferdinand) 

6.2.7 Reporting audit outcomes
After a period of interviews, document study and being present at Academic, 
the advisors had gathered enough information to write the audit report. Before 
starting to write up the audit findings and recommendations, they wanted to 
discuss their preliminary findings with Walter and Julia.

One-man action

Walter and Julia were scheduled to meet with the advisors to discuss the initial 
findings and the envisaged line and content of the audit report. When the 
advisors arrived for the meeting, it appeared that Julia would attend as she was 
‘too busy and it will be sufficient for you to meet up with Walter’. Discussing the 
audit results, points of attention and the challenging position that he had in this 
process, Walter told the advisors he was really looking forward to the Christmas 
break that was coming up: ‘I need some time off, walking the dog in the woods, do 
some running ... It will be good to leave this all behind for a while.’ Looking back 
at the development of the RAC, he concluded: ‘Up to now risk management has 
been a struggle, I must say … I hate to admit it, but right now, risk management 
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appears to have been reduced to a one-man action.’ He referred to all the work he 
had done setting out the structure of the RAC and designing its procedures and 
formats, how he had had to push and pull to convince and interest colleagues, 
and how it had not been accepted within the majority of the departments and 
institutes. At the end of the meeting they parted with the agreement that, based 
on the findings, the advisors would write the audit report that was to be sent to 
CC, the EB and the SB.
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Figure 33 Processual steps of risk management.

‘The RAC as an institutionalized theoretical framework’

Writing the audit report, the advisors reflected on the past months of document 
studies, conversations and different encounters with people. Auditing the RAC 
had given them a clear picture of its status. As agreed, the advisors assessed the 
RAC using the international ERM COSO standard as a framework for the audit 
report, along more processual steps of risk management (see image to the right). 
In the report, they concluded, among other things, that the RAC:
• was highly theoretical, expressed via theoretical views and models on risk 

management laid down in a multiplicity of documents;
• contained initial development of objects, such as procedures and formats, but 

needed further elaboration in practice;
• lacked sufficient connection with the strategic goals and ambitions of Academic;
• gave sufficient insight into the present financial risks but insufficient 

information on the other obligatory aspects and indicators;
• ultimately could not provide information on the adequate control of risks by 

the EB.
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They stated that, ‘The RAC seems a stand-alone initiative, but it needs to be an 
integral part of Academic’s operational management. The commitment of the 
EB should be strengthened. Propagating the usefulness of risk management and 
addressing the implementation of the RAC within the faculties and institutes 
would contribute to its effective functioning and professionalization.’ The report 
further described the false start due to the absence of a collective effort within 
Academic to define risk areas and an appropriate risk strategy. It emphasized the 
absence of follow-ups and monitoring of risks. It also reported the low response 
rate from faculties and the missing information. Furthermore, a number of 
projects were described that were over budget but which lacked suggestions 
for adjustments as well as an inventory of the risks involved. Furthermore, the 
lack of commitment from the board, faculties and institutes and the limited 
empowerment of CC were highlighted. In addition, the progress of the RAC was 
rated as ‘primarily theoretical’. The report stated that the design of the RAC had 
been formulated in several objects and had been institutionalized in reports and 
strategic documents. Furthermore, it stated that an initial inventory of risks had 
taken place. However, ‘a specific plan for further development and structural 
implementation of the RAC is missing.’ In other words, ideas were lacking on how 
to diffuse the RAC within the organization and how to involve relevant actors. 

The report gave a glimpse into how Academic was struggling with the translation 
of control in its organizational and professional practices. The RAC framework 
set up by CC proved to be ‘plan’, whereas ‘practice’ turned out to be hard to 
manage. Faculties and institutions showed resistance by, for example, refusing 
to be interviewed for the audit, failing to deliver the quarterly reports or 
reconstructing these reports at their own discretion. The report had revealed 
positive developments, but had also highlighted the shortcomings. So far, the 
RAC had not developed into an integrated risk management system that would 
pass an ‘in-control statement’. The advisors sent these conclusions and the draft 
report to Julia and Walter.

Reshaping the report

The next morning, the advisors received a short email from Julia. She stated that 
she was unpleasantly surprised by the report and ordered a conference call as 
soon as possible. The call was arranged for that same day. Julia started off by 
complaining that the results described by the advisors were only partially true: 
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‘A lot of what you call missing information is present somewhere and lots of this 
information is integrated in the risk analysis. Walter gave you this information! 
And using this ERM COSO as an audit framework is ridiculous; we have our own 
standards … Using COSO ERM gives an incorrect and even dramatically different 
image of the progress we have made.’ She objected heavily to the contents and 
results described in the report, for which CC was held responsible and which 
would be reported to the EB, SB and possibly more widely within Academic. 
In addition, Julia had also contacted the director of the accounting firm, and 
insisted that the report be redrafted. 

This situation caused turmoil within the accounting firm and several directors 
from the accountancy department started to interfere, as there were interests 
at stake. Academic was going to change accountants within a year, and the 
firm was eager to obtain this potential contract. Therefore the director of the 
advisory department was pressured to look into this matter and ensure that the 
firm’s chances of winning the contract were not diminished. The advisors were 
forced to change the ‘tone’ of the audit report and nuance it outcomes. In the new 
version, the ERM COSO standards would serve as an optional long-term goal 
rather than the frame of reference. Furthermore, outcomes were described more 
mildly and in terms of development potential. And lastly, the results of the RAC 
were benchmarked against other universities implementing risk management, 
thus positioning Academic as a pioneer compared to others. To make sure the 
report had been rewritten properly, several directors within the accounting firm 
read it before it was sent to the EB and CC.

6.2.8 The final meeting and follow-up
A final meeting was held with the EB and CC to discuss the final version of the 
audit report. The meeting was held in a room of approximately 100 m2, with 
a big round table with 30 or so chairs. The secretary seated the advisors. Four 
people from the accounting firm were present: the president of public sector 
relations, the director of the accounting education sector and the two advisors. 
Five minutes later, Julia, Walter and Arnold arrived. They seated themselves 
across the table. Arnold led the meeting and claimed that he was satisfied with 
the report: ‘It can be concluded that Walter and Julia made a good start and 
that there is more work to do in the coming years. I don’t know much about 
risk management and acknowledged standards, but I think that we are doing 
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well and we should continue making progress.’ Julia and Walter remained silent. 
Julia claimed it was a good report, ‘which shows all the efforts we have put into 
it and that we have made a good start, although I still think that the ERM COSO 
guidelines should not have been part of this report.’ Walter nodded silently. The 
substantive results of the report were not discussed; rather, the way in which 
results had been formulated seemed of key importance to CC and the EB, as the 
report was going to be shared with the SB and other faculties and departments. 
The meeting was eventually settled within 40 minutes. Arnold thanked the 
directors and advisors of the accounting firm for their efforts and the report 
and agreed that this version with its findings and recommendations would be 
presented to the SB. The meeting ended with a somewhat chilly atmosphere, and 
they all shook hands and departed. 

Follow-up

Although the report’s findings had been adjusted and the relation between 
the advisors and CC had become slightly uneasy, it still contained a number 
of recommendations that were to be followed up in the near future. These 
recommendations appeared to be of a non-obligatory character. However, Mr. 
Waterhuis from the SB had announced that their implementation would be 
supervised and the progress periodically monitored. The main recommendations 
were as follows:

1.  The EB should play an active role in shaping and promoting the progress of 
the Academic-wide risk management process. Necessary measures would be 
openly propagating the usefulness of the RAC and initiating a joint exercise 
for shaping strategic frameworks (risk model and risk appetite) regarding 
risk management within Academic, taking the strategic ambitions of 
Academic as a starting point.

2.  The relevant frameworks (derived from ERM, translated into the RAC) should 
continue to be translated into an accurate system for Academic. For proper 
operation, Academic’s next step should be establishing a shared basis for risk 
management that applies to all parties within Academic.

3.  A joint effort on the part of the EB, the faculties, CC and other stakeholders to 
determine and focus on a broader palette of risk areas such as education, 
technology, information, quality, reputation and market share, which are to 
be monitored integrally. These areas should be concretized into a set of 
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priority risks at both Academic and faculty/institute-specific level.

4.  If Academic wants to further develop the RAC, it is recommended that the 
project should be diffused more widely in the organization and should involve 
key figures and sponsors throughout the organization. These persons would 
contribute to the further acceptance and implementation of the RAC.

These were specified as various short-term recommendations and points of 
attention that were to be taken up in the coming year. The audit report thereby 
became an important object within the development of the RAC. It gave an 
important impetus to how the RAC should be further developed. The various 
recommendations would be addressed in a subsequent report, and achieving an 
in-control statement would be conditional upon their realization. In addition, 
complying with the recommendations could potentially enable the faculties and 
institutes to becoming involved in shaping the RAC in ways that are connected 
to and workable for their daily practices. Supervising and auditing the follow-up 
to these recommendations was to ensure the further development of the RAC.

6.3 Conclusions
In this chapter, we gained more insight into how the discourse on control was 
translated in the education services provided by Academic. The chapter explored 
and described the translations that resulted from the interactions between 
actants, made visible through interviews, document study and participant 
observation. Through interactions between actants in different sub-elements of 
translation, NPM discourses were translated in Academic’s education services, 
thereby reconfiguring its professional practices. In this section, we describe the 
conclusions that can be drawn from the Academic case.

The RJ 660 guideline had presented the Academic organization with a more 
businesslike approach to the realization and control of performance. Control was 
enhanced, meaning not just financial but also managerial control. All aspects of the 
organization, such as program development, market share, student development, 
quality assurance and realization of strategic goals, were to be monitored and 
managed. As a result, the enhancement of control affected professional practices. 
The exploration and interpretation of the case show that the course of translating 
control managerialized Academic’s professional practices.
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Idea and objectification

The ‘idea’ of optimizing performance via control served as a starting point for 
translation in this case. In optimizing the performance of education services, 
education organizations would gain more autonomy, but monitoring would 
also increase. Control would enhance and make transparent the overall 
performance of organizations such as Academic. The control discourse and its 
underlying assumptions were objectified in the RJ 660 reform and related ‘in-
control statement’ that was introduced in the academic education sector. This 
reform implied a transformation of universities’ roles and values. For example, 
Academic and other universities have become risk-bearing entrepreneurs rather 
than simply being providers of education services. Commercial values are thus 
becoming increasingly important in defining, organizing and accounting for 
educational performance.

Problematization 

The problematization of RJ 660 took place at the level of the SB and the EB. The 
president of the SB, a former director of an accountancy firm, had complained 
about the lack of control and transparency of Academic’s performance. He 
responded to the introduction of the reform by ordering the EB to introduce 
risk management in the organization. This was legitimized by the fact that RJ 660 
stated that the obtaining of an ‘in-control statement’ would become mandatory 
and could only be realized with an operational and properly functioning risk 
management system. The chairman of the EB resisted this explanation, as he felt 
that a potential solution should only concern the control of financial performance. 
However, the development of risk management would entail managerial control 
over all processes and practices within the Academic organization that fell under 
the responsibility of the EB. CC eventually was assigned by the EB to further 
develop risk management within Academic. 

(Dis)connectedness

It was up to CC to shape an RJ 660-compliant risk management system that 
would facilitate the monitoring and managing of performance of all faculties 
and departments. CC therefore played an important role in translating control 
and its conflicting characteristics in Academic’s education services. It was 
to mobilize the different faculties and departments by formulating a risk 
management system and adapting and aligning it to Academic’s professional 
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context and practices. However, in formulating the risk management system, CC 
operated independently and focused on the formalization of a variety of objects. 
It adopted a market-based model (ERM COSO), a ‘globally acknowledged’ model 
for monitoring and managing the performance of Academic’s local education 
services. Without involving the faculties and departments, CC slightly adapted 
the ERM COSO model and drafted a strategic memorandum, shaped relevant 
tasks and responsibilities, reporting procedures and reporting formats. These 
were to be implemented and applied throughout the organization, thereby 
affecting all practices of the faculties and departments. 

As a result of CC’s actions, a purely managerial perspective on strategic 
management and proper management control prevailed in the translation of 
control in Academic, objectified in the risk management system and a variety 
of related objects. The faculties and departments whose services and practices 
would be affected were not involved until actual implementation. They had not 
participated or been involved in the shaping of risk management, its content, the 
information that it needed to generate and its practical functioning. Subsequently, 
the system and its related procedures and formats were interpreted as a financial 
matter that concerned CC rather than the faculties and departments. On several 
occasions it became clear that actors were resisting and distancing themselves 
from the system. It was described as the ‘hobby of CC’, ‘not my cup of tea’ and 
as ‘already covered by the existing P&C cycle.’ It was unclear to the faculties and 
departments how risk management was linked to their practices, and they felt 
that it would bring additional bureaucracy and paperwork.

Institutionalization

In translating control, CC had primarily focused on the theoretical design and 
institutionalization of risk management. Various objects, such as new systems, 
procedures and guidelines entailing specific values and enforcing specific actions, 
were shaped and institutionalized, giving them a rule-like status. Examples 
included the Strategic Memorandum, which emphasized the strengthening 
of the market position, management control and entrepreneurial attitudes of 
the organization in order to optimize performance; guidelines and procedures, 
including central monitoring of accountability, reward systems, reporting 
and action plans for averting risks threatening performance; and standards 
and formats that were formalized to ensure the provision of management 
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information on the policies and performance of faculties and departments. 
With the institutionalization of these objects, CC envisaged a risk management 
system compliant with RJ 660 that would enable monitoring and management of 
performance. However, the theoretical and formalized risk management system 
was not yet in place. Most faculties and departments distanced themselves from 
the risk management system, as they perceived it as another management 
intervention with no clear reference to how this would benefit their professional 
practices. 

Nevertheless, the institutionalized system and its obligatory procedures 
demanded action from the faculties and departments. For example, they were 
obliged to provide quarterly reports with standardized indicators for risk 
management and performance. Possible interventions by the EB and financial 
allocations were connected to the realization of these performance indicators. In 
cases of disappointing performance, departments and faculties were required to 
draft action plans, which had to specify what actions the faculty or department 
would undertake to realize performance and contribute to Academic’s strategic 
goals. In the case of insufficient progress, CC and the EB might intervene in the 
professional practices of the faculty in question. The actions and practices of the 
faculties and departments were thus aligned to central objectives and guidelines 
that were monitored and managed via the risk management system. 

Diffusion

The risk management system had been shaped by CC and objectified in 
formal procedures and guidelines, but had to become practice throughout the 
organization. A kick-off meeting served as the official launch for the effective 
implementation of the system. This was an important moment for mobilizing 
the faculties and departments to deploy risk management throughout the 
organization. The faculties and departments were invited to find out about the 
purpose of the project, as well as their tasks and responsibilities in the functioning 
of the system. In the first months after the kick-off, it became clear that the 
system was not working properly, as it was being resisted and undermined by 
most faculties and departments. Subsequently, external auditors were assigned 
to audit the system and make recommendations on the further development of 
risk management. In their auditing report, their recommendations included that 
the EB should assume a more active and mobilizing role, creating a shared basis 
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for risk management, involving key figures as sponsors, and ensuring further 
diffusion throughout the organization. These recommendations were specified 
in various short-term goals and points of attention that were to be developed 
and monitored in the coming year. Obtaining an in-control statement would be 
conditional on the realization of the goals and recommendations. The auditing 
report thus set out a main course of action for the faculties and departments 
that was aligned to the central objectives and guidelines that were monitored 
and managed via the risk management system, thereby further reconfiguring 
professional practices.

Stabilization 

The course of translating control in Academic had managerialized professional 
practices. CC shaped risk management and its standard procedures and protocols 
for enhancing performance and control over Academic’s services and practices. 
The system and related objects were not a (temporary) effect of interaction 
between different actants, but were shaped and institutionalized by CC. This 
institutionalization set out and encapsulated a main course of action. This 
reinforced the conflict of values between CC and the faculties and departments. 
The latter felt alienated from risk management, as they interpreted it as a 
meaningless management intervention in which they had no involvement. So far, 
the risk management system had been perceived as meaningless bureaucracy that 
did not provide the relevant management information needed for monitoring 
and managing performance of Academic’s education services. Risk management 
was seen throughout the organization as a ‘paper ritual’, ‘ household chore’ and 
a ‘ ritual burden’ to keep management happy. Those involved experienced it 
as an increased bureaucratic burden, rather than as a valuable instrument for 
optimizing the performance of education services.
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7  ‘Being professional is being accountable’

This case study examines the translation of policy reform at the PABO, an 
educational organization that provides higher vocational education. First 
the NPM reform concerning the enhancement of competency is described, 
followed by an introduction to the PABO organization (7.1). Then we 
explore the processes concerning the translation of competency in the 
organization’s education services. This section offers both a description 
and an analysis of events and interaction between actants that shaped 
NPM discourse within the local context of the PABO (7.2). The final section 
provides conclusions on the translation of competency and how this 
translation contributed to the reconfiguration of professional practices 
(7.3).

7.1 Introducing the case on competency
Due to rapid social change and the complexity of social challenges, centralized 
governmental control has become less and less effective as a way of organizing 
local solutions for social problems. This has led to a multiplicity of reforms 
in education services. Decentralization and deregulation brought about a 
shift from a centralized focus towards more empowered and entrepreneurial 
education services, in order to optimize performance. Accordingly, managers 
and professionals were encouraged to become more outward and ‘horizontally’ 
focused. Educational organizations were stimulated to collaborate with their 
stakeholders and social partners in developing education services that could 
meet local needs (e.g. Lindemann et al., 2013). 

Such changes implied that new competencies had become relevant for and would 
be required in education services. In addition to having pedagogical and didactic 
skills, professionals would be required to have a greater outward focus, due to 
empowered clients and increasing competition in education services, among other 
things. Managers would be required to deal with conflicting objectives and the 
contradictions between professional and businesslike values. Both professionals 
and managers would be confronted by demands and guidelines that required 
them to be more competitive, to meet demands, to enhance performance, to be 
accountable and so on. The intention was that enhancing competencies would 
contribute to optimizing the performance of education services.
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The BIO Act

The developments described above placed particular emphasis on the quality 
and competencies of both teaching professionals and managers. This led the 
government to introduce an education law to guarantee the quality of teaching 
and improve the competencies and accountability of professionals in the 
educational sector. As of 1 August 2006, the so-called BIO Act came into effect. The 
Act aims at the improvement of the competencies of professionals and teaching 
assistants at all educational levels (except higher education). In addition, the law 
applies to educational managers in primary education – schools’ leaders. The Law 
consists of two ‘cornerstones’:

1.  The introduction of standards of competence indicating the minimum 
teaching requirements.

2.  The obligation for schools to train and enable their staff to maintain and 
actualize their competencies.

The Dutch government is constitutionally tasked with ensuring that these 
‘education professionals are sufficiently skilled and monitors competency 
through legislation and the inspection thereof’ (BIO Act, 2004). It has formalized 
the required profiles and desired competencies that are to contribute to the 
optimization of education services’ performance. Educational organizations are 
obliged to describe and account for the development and maintenance of the 
competencies of their professional staff. This is achieved by means of school plans, 
so-called competency dossiers and development plans for individual employees. 
The competency requirements that followed from the BIO Act and that were to 
be monitored by the Inspectorate were set by the Stichting Beroepskwaliteit 
Leraren (Foundation for Professional Professionals, or SBL88), commissioned by 
the Minister of Education. 

88  As of October 2011, the SBL was converted into a joint organization, the Education partnership. All the 
major professional teaching associations (general Education Union (AOB), Better Education Netherlands 
(BON), CNV Education, Federation of Education Unions CMHF/MHP and Platform VVVO) work togeth-
er in this partnership to develop professional standards and strengthen the position of the professional. 
The fundamental principle of the Education partnership is that ‘it is for, of and active through profession-
als.’ In 2012 the Education partnership will reassess the standards of competence previously established 
by the SBL.
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The SBL competencies

The SBL translated the BIO Act into seven standards of competence that were 
found to be relevant for the professionalism of education professionals. The 
descriptions are presented in summary in the table below. 

Competency Description

1. Interpersonal Providing leadership, creating a friendly and cooperative atmosphere, 
establishing an environment of open communication, endorsing interpersonal 
responsibility. Aware attitude and behavior and its impact on pupils, sufficient 
knowledge and skills in the field of communication, creating a good working 
relationship with pupils. 

2. Pedagogical Foster the social-emotional and moral development of pupils and stimulate 
their independence and responsibility. Pedagogically competent, ensuring 
respect and mutual responsibility among pupils. Stimulate initiatives and 
working independently, facilitating their discovery of their affinities and 
aspirations. 

3. Didactic Providing professional subject content and its practical applicability. 
Managing pupils’ expectations of working practice and society at large. 
Relating learning to realistic and relevant applications of knowledge in the 
profession and society.

4. Organizational Responsibility for organizational issues related to teaching and learning 
processes of pupils in the school and workplace. Providing task-oriented and 
orderly environment and learning at different locations. Being organized, 
orderly and task-oriented, in respect to oneself, colleagues and pupils, in a 
professional, systematic way.

5. Working in a team Ensuring alignment of work with colleagues. Contributes to the proper 
functioning of the school organization. Competent in working with colleagues 
and contributes to a good professional and didactical climate and a properly 
functioning school organization. 

6.  Collaboration with 
the environment

Maintain contact with parents or caretakers of pupils. Ensure alignment of 
professional actions and those of others outside the school. Competent in 
working with relevant partners, working with surrounding environment, 
in the interest of the pupils, good collaboration with people and institutions 
around the school.

7.  Reflection and 
development

Persistently develop and professionalize. Competent in reflection and 
development. Regularly reflect on professional perceptions and professional 
competencies. Committed to the continuous improvement of the profession. 

The SBL competencies described above prescribe the knowledge, attitudes and 
competencies that a teaching professional should have and which form the basis 
for the Inspectorate to monitor and assess the profession. The introduction 
of the SBL competencies was a topic of national debate among academics, 
opinion-makers, professionals and managers. On the one hand, the BIO Act 
and competencies were hailed by proponents who complained about the quality 
and performance of teachers and the fact that the profession had not taken 
the initiative to further professionalize over the years. Opponents claimed that 
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the Act was yet another bureaucratic measure on the part of the government, 
primarily in the interests of management rather than those of professionals.

The PABO

The Pedagogical Academy for Primary Education (PABO) is an institute that 
forms part of the Faculty of Education within a college of higher professional 
education. The college offers both Bachelor’s and Master’s degree studies in the 
areas of education and training. The faculty is made up of the PABO and the 
Institute for Teaching Professionals and Schools (ILS). The PABO has more than 
2,000 students, although enrolment seems to have declined in the past two years, 
and about 120 employees divided over two locations. It provides future teaching 
professionals with the theory underpinning professional practice. During 
internships, students practice professional tasks and develop the appropriate 
competencies. ‘Questions that arise from practice are discussed or examined 
within the program. This is how the program brings theory and practice together 
and facilitates the learning process of the professionals of the future’ (PABO 
website).

The PABO worked closely with future employers, such as directors of educational 
foundations and schools. However, the joint development of the curriculum 
had always been a difficult process. In practice it appeared that students lacked 
the knowledge they needed to function properly. School boards and directors 
complained about the level of skills and competencies of today’s professionals. 
The pedagogical and didactical competencies were sufficient, but according 
to the PABO’s partners, who provide internships and employment, the more 
interactive and organizational competencies that are required in contemporary 
school organizations were ‘dramatically below level’, as a director stated. This 
raised concerns, especially as there were also claims that professionals in the field 
also had an insufficient mastery of these competencies, meaning that they were 
unable to coach students on such matters. This led to many discussions on the 
development of the curriculum between the boards and the PABO professionals.

Reshaping the curriculum and competencies

Edith, the director of the Faculty of Education, and Frank, a professor, realized 
that the changing environment called for a revision of the curriculum. The 
introduction of the BIO Act created an opportunity to reignite this discussion. 
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Frank used the momentum to initiate the collective development of a pilot project 
concerning the competencies of teaching professionals. The pilot enabled the 
different actors involved to jointly give substance to the new SBL competencies, 
taking the specific local context into consideration. Through this ‘extracurricular’ 
activity, a gradual reshaping of the curriculum was set in motion. Actors such 
as executive boards, directors, professionals from the field, students and PABO 
professionals were invited to join the project team and collectively shape the project, 
which was to become a Simulation School (SIMS) ‘aimed at developing the “new 
professionalism” and creating consciousness among (aspirant) professionals so 
that they can contribute to the reform of existing work routines’ (SIMS Project 
Plan). A project organization was set up, as well as a project plan with ambitions, 
goals and planning for further diffusion. On the basis of this project plan, a grant 
was obtained, for which the organization would be accountable. 
The pilot started in 2009. Its focus was not on the traditional pedagogical and 
didactic competencies that were offered in the regular curriculum, but on the 
competencies for teamwork, external orientation and professional collaboration 
and self-reflection. Throughout the year, a large number of students and 
professionals were enrolled. Intermediate evaluations played an important role 
in assessing and communicating SIMS progress in the form of statistical data and 
reports. These also provided input for the continuation of SIMS. In addition, an 
external researcher evaluated the impact of SIMS and made recommendations 
for the further development and diffusion of the SIMS pilot. These outcomes 
were embraced during a roundtable session with the project team and potential 
participatants. Subsequently, a follow-up to and revision of the project plan was 
organized in order to further develop SIMS. The timeline and key events that are 
relevant to this case study are visualized below.

• BIO 
Act 

• Introduction 
SBL 

competencies 

� ��������
����� � ������

� �����
� ���������
� �����

� 
�	������
�����

• Participation of 
100 students and 

7 teachers 

• Participation 
100 students 
and current 

professionals 

� �	������
� �����

• Participation 200 
students and 20 

teachers 

� ����
�����

• Development 
Simulation 

school 

• External 
evaluation 

� ���������
�����

� ���������
������ ���������

� �����

• Try out 
• Simulation 

school 

By exploring the interactions between all actants involved in translating 
competency in the SIMS project, insight is gained into how global NPM discourse 
is translated in education services and how these translations contribute to the 
reconfiguration of professional practices.
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7.2 Translating the discourse of competency in practice 
The BIO Act required schools, their managers and teaching staff to actively 
engage in the continuous improvement of competencies. The Act broadened 
the focus from performance and involvement within the boundaries of the 
classroom, towards focus on collaboration within growing school and their 
external partners. It requires professionals and school managers to be competent 
in organizing, working together, analyzing and accounting for their actions and 
performance. However, these are fairly abstract terms. Furthermore, the SBL 
competencies allow room for interpretation and specific contextualization. In 
this section, we describe how the discourse of competency is locally translated in 
the PABO’s education services.

7.2.1 The problem of competency
The subject of competency has often led to discussions between professionals 
from the PABO and representatives from the field. There are different views on 
professionalism and the competencies that need to be offered in the curriculum. 
Frank explained that although the PABO could in effect be seen as a supplier to 
the field, it was difficult to achieve a shared view on the required curriculum 
for prospective professionals: ‘This is a difficult process. Remember that the 
people lecturing here at the PABO have themselves been trained in a certain way. 
They have their own perspective on what is relevant to the curriculum. But they 
have not kept pace with the changing environment. The professional field and 
the environment requires them to grow along with the social changes that are 
confronting them.’

Frank had joined the PABO a few years earlier, assigned with developing and 
circulating knowledge on ‘good governance and innovation dynamics’ in 
interaction with the professional field and the vocational institutes in the region. 
This concerned knowledge about the quality of management and innovation of 
education services and practices. He explained: ‘Innovation dynamics is the 
motion in learning organizations. But this motion must have direction, towards 
appropriate qualitative and quantitative public services. The quality of learning 
requires good governance at multiple levels. Professionals bear the responsibility 
for their own performance and that of their teams and organizations in providing 
good education services.’
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‘Being professional is being accountable’

Developments in society, according to Frank, require specific competencies 
within all levels of the organization: board members, directors, managers and 
professionals. He problematized the current situation: current providers of 
education services are too inward-focused, they are not adequately anticipating 
or responding to changing social needs, and they are not ambitious enough with 
regard to optimizing performance. He explained:
School boards and managers need to understand how society develops and 
provide the conditions which allow professionals to create public value   and feel 
challenged to give substance to the social entrepreneurship of the school … Good 
education and governance stands or falls with the professionalism and integrity 
of those who give substance to the work practices within school organizations. 
These people have to be educated and trained in order to bear their responsibilities; 
being professional is being accountable.
Frank had been working on these issues for a while, and the introduction of the 
BIO Act and subsequent SBL competencies once again stressed the topicality 
of professional competencies. He and Edith decided to use the momentum to 
objectify the issue in a pilot project that would be set up separately from the regular 
curriculum, as altering the current curriculum would instantly create resistance. 
To date it had been difficult to sufficiently cover not only the pedagogical and 
didactic, but also all relevant competencies in the curriculum. Frank therefore 
envisaged objectifying these competencies in an ‘extracurricular’ project, the so-
called Simulation School (SIMS). 

7.2.2 Involving actors and setting up the project organization
Frank had already formed ideas about the contours of SIMS and the competencies 
that it would need to cover. He was awarded a grant for SIMS by a government 
agency, the Centrale Financiën Instellingen (CFI).89 His intention, though, was 
to make the further development of the project and its content a joint effort 
with relevant actors that were committed to improving the competencies of 
professionals. In this way, various actors would be able to contribute to shaping 
SIMS in relation to their different work practices and interests. By doing so, 
Frank wanted to create involvement in and commitment in the development of 
competencies that were relevant and meaningful to all actors involved.

89  In January 2010, the CFI merged with the Information Management Group (IB groep) to become 
DUO: the Department of Execution of Education. DUO finances and informs educational organizations 
and educational participants, and organizes examinations.
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Setting up the project organization

Various actors were interested in being involved in shaping and participating in 
SIMS: directors from the field, several professionals from the PABO, professors 
from the faculty and students. However, the ILS, the institute for secondary 
school teachers that was part of the Faculty of Education, initially refused to 
participate. The involvement and support of participating actors and their tasks 
and responsibilities were formally laid down in the following project structure:90

•  The Faculty of Education would officially function as the coordinator of the 
project and was committed by the participation of the PABO and the ILS. 

•  Frank would function as the project leader. 
•  Different actors would be represented within the project team, which would 

be responsible for shaping the design of SIMS and assisting in the 
implementation. The members would be: the project leader, managers from 
the professional field, professionals from the PABO (in future also from the 
ILS) and ICT experts from the field. 

•  Three professors from the Faculty of Education would advise the project: the 
professor of ‘innovation of learning in organizations’, the professor of 
‘sustainable assessment in demand-driven learning’ and the professor of 
‘learning and ICT.’ 

• The project would be supported by an external education consultant.
•  The development team would develop and implement SIMS at the operational 

level. This development team would consist of a section of the project team: 
five teachers from the PABO representing the two different locations, the 
project leader and the external consultant.

•  A Student Advisory Group would be created with the task of providing 
feedback on the plans for the design, suggesting relevant cases and assisting 
in the implementation and evaluation of SIMS.

•  The Field Advisory Board would advise on the design of SIMS and suggest 
suitable practical cases.

The design of the project organization connected the different actors to each 
other and provided an opportunity to jointly shape SIMS. All of the participants 
felt that they were affected by the issue of competencies within education services 
and believed that change was inevitable. In this way, the project organization 

90  ProjectPlan Krachtig Meesterschap, Simulatieschool (SIMS Project Plan).
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formed an alliance of actors who were committed to change. The next steps for 
the project team were to shape and give substance to the SIMS project.

7.2.3 Collectively shaping SIMS
The actors agreed that the SIMS project was not intended to teach pedagogical 
and didactical competencies. These were provided for in the regular curriculum. 
Rather, attention was to be paid to competencies concerning ‘contributing 
to the school organization.’ This implied focusing on the SBL competencies 
‘competent in working with colleagues’ and ‘competent in working with the 
school environment’, and these formed the points of departure for shaping 
SIMS. 

Connecting to real-life work practices

The project team wanted to connect the content of SIMS with real-life practices 
and commonly-occurring situations within local schools. ‘The internship, the 
real practice, is often not suitable for students to, next to learning in the primary 
process, experiment with how to function as a team member, as an educational 
and responsible partner for the local environment,’ said Maria, a PABO teacher 
who was a member of the project team. ‘The present PABO curriculum focuses 
on facilitating learning and experimentation in the primary process and in “your 
own classroom” with “your own children.”’ Students are given the opportunity to 
prepare their lessons and to implement and evaluate them. However, they are 
rarely confronted with working, planning and taking responsibility as a team 
member. ‘With SIMS we design a simulated learning environment in which 
students are given the opportunity to develop competencies in contributing to 
the school organization,’ she continued. The importance of such competencies 
is not only of interest for students. According to Frank and the school directors, 
these competencies are lacking in the current professional field. SIMS is therefore 
not only offered to students, but has also been developed as an advanced training 
project for professionals. Frank explains: ‘We have searched for a new, innovative 
learning environment where students and professionals have the opportunity to 
gain appropriate knowledge and skills to contribute to the school organization as 
a whole. This enables us to address the needs of the professional field.’
SIMS was set up as an intensive one-week training program. It provides a fictional 
school organization in which students are confronted with a variety of real-life 
problems and challenges. For example, the school faces financial constraints, 
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receives bad publicity in the local newspaper, angry parents demand a meeting 
at the school, social partners seek collaboration and the Education Inspectorate 
makes a surprise visit and assesses the quality of education services as poor. These 
were all organizational and professional situations that had been brought up by 
the directors that participated in the project team as common occurrences within 
the schools in the region. By integrating these into SIMS, students are brought 
into contact with real-life situations. ‘Dealing with these challenges properly 
means one masters competencies that apply to collaboration by professionals 
within and beyond the school organization. It particularly concerns activities 
that go beyond the classroom’ (Frank).

During the week, the students switch roles within SIMS. One day they are 
a member of the board, a team manager or a professional, while the next day 
they are responsible for quality management. Sandra, the educational advisor, 
explains: ‘The project aims to develop a new professionalism and to create 
consciousness among our students so they can contribute to the innovation of 
existing work routines. This “new professionalism” concerns a broader range of 
themes and competencies. It is pivotal that they understand other roles in the 
educational organization and how they relate to their own profession, and vice 
versa.’ Thus, switching roles gives students insight into how their practices are 
connected to and affect those of other professionals and managers, and how they 
contribute to the performance of education services. By participating in SIMS, 
students ‘experience that it is part of their professional background to work as a 
team, to share responsibility for the functioning of the school and to strive as a 
team for the best outcome for each participant’ (SIMS project plan). 

7.2.4 Further shaping and institutionalizing SIMS
During meetings, the members of the project team shaped the SIMS project plan 
in ways that emphasized professional collaboration, teamwork and interaction 
with the external environment. This project plan served as a basis for the further 
development of SIMS and the involvement of different actors.

Ambition and objectives

According to the project plan, the ambition of SIMS is to connect ‘the micro-
level of the professionals and the organization to a macro-perspective; the 
professional in the context of the school organization and school governance, 
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the extracurricular environment and the wider social system.’ The primary and 
formal objective of the project is to:

1.  Work together with the professional field and professors of the Faculty of 
Education to shape a simulated, powerful and competence-based learning 
environment in which ‘collaborating with colleagues, analyzing and improving 
professional practice and performance and working with the environment 
can be practiced intensively and in real-life situations.’ 

One important aspect was that the plan also stated that the first SIMS would 
become part of the curriculum of the PABO and would subsequently be introduced 
in the ILS, despite the fact that the ILS had so far refused to participate in SIMS. 
It was thus anticipated that the ILS would become involved in the project later 
on. Furthermore, three other objectives were formulated. 

2.  The achievement of an exemplary, competency-based learning environment 
in which prospective professionals would actively develop competencies, 
based on their own learning needs, where their knowledge and skills would be 
enriched and they would receive feedback on their functioning, thereby 
creating new learning needs.

3.  The development of an innovative approach that would form the foundation 
for the further introduction of using role-play and simulation in the PABO 
curriculum.

4.  The further development of knowledge circulation and building up routines 
in the relationship between institutions, professors and professional fields 
associated with the Faculty of Education (SIMS as a ‘laboratory’/’experimental 
factory’).

Securing participation and diffusion

The ambition and objectives were to be realized through a variety of activities 
involving students and professionals. These were specified and formalized in a 
project plan that had been approved by the project team and Edith, the faculty 
director. The planning was summarized and visualized as follows:
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When Activity

09/2008 - 06/2009 •	 20 students participate in a first try-out
•	 evaluation for continuance of project’s development

07/2009 - 10/2009 •	 preparation for broader implementation within PABO training
•	 processing evaluation data into manuals and protocols 
•	 training the teachers, coaches, actors and support staff involved through 

workshops
11/2009 - 02/2010 •	 the first version of SIMS is provided 

•	 100 students participate
•	 evaluation

04/2010 - 09/2010 •	 participation of another 100 students
•	 7 teachers
•	 evaluation
•	 training for a second group of teachers, coaches, actors and support staff 

involved through a number of workshops
06/2010 •	 interim evaluations
06/2010 - 09/2010 •	 training third group of teachers, coaches, actors and support staff through a 

number of workshops
From 09/2010 •	 200 students PABO

•	 first try-out for the ILS (50 students)
•	 first try-out for 20 teachers primary education

05/2011 - 10/2011 •	 evaluation
From 09/2011 •	 offer for:

- all PABO students (more advanced version, 100% population)
- as many ILS students as possible (depending on feasibility)
- an estimated 40 teachers primary education
- a first try-out for 20 teachers secondary education

05/2012 •	 third round evaluation and structural embedding/maintenance simulation 
school

31/12/2012 •	 End of project phase

The schedule shows the different activities that were to be undertaken within 
the pilot. SIMS was offered primarily to students, with all PABO students having 
participated in the project by the end of 2012. However, later on, it was planned 
that the students from the ILS would participate and in the near future SIMS 
would also be offered to professionals. The development of SIMS also affects 
the professionals that coach the students during the project week. Groups of 
professionals and trainers from the PABO institute facilitate SIMS through 
workshops and training sessions on the content and competencies that are 
expected of professionals and school managers. Furthermore, within three 
years a number of variants of SIMS should be developed, extending the learning 
content to a broader population and making it possible for this group of students, 
professionals and school teams to learn together. Thus the program provides for 
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a gradual connecting of multiple actors and the diffusion of the SIMS pilot and 
the training of the competencies within the Faculty of Education (towards the 
ILS) and towards other school organizations in the field. The members of the 
project team are important advocates for this development. The ultimate goal is 
to embed SIMS in the regular curriculum of the PABO: ‘ from project organization 
to permanent organization!’ 

Based on the project plan and program, the PABO received an innovation grant 
from the ‘Powerful Mastery’ (Excellence)91 incentive regulation to implement the 
project. The grant was awarded by the CFI,92 an executive agency of the Ministry 
of Education, Culture and Science. It had judged the project to be a meaningful 
experiment; according to the letter from the Assessment Committee, ‘the 
professional simulation project could promote excellence.’ Winning the subsidy 
had important consequences for SIMS. The fact that a grant had been awarded 
for specific activities, which were formalized in a plan and required monitoring 
and evaluation, further stimulated the actual realization of the project.

7.2.5 The internal evaluations and objectifying of results
After SIMS had been developed by the project team and its objectives, approach 
and evaluation procedures had been formalized, the project was implemented 
in practice. In the months that followed, SIMS was offered to several groups of 
students. Around 120 students participated in the SIMS project weeks, guided 
by various professionals from the PABO who had undergone specific training to 
be able to coach on competencies such as collaboration with colleagues and the 
school environment. 
Evaluation procedures played an important supporting role within SIMS. 
They were meant to monitor progress, provide the opportunity for corrective 
action where needed, and provide a means of accounting for the allocated 
grant. A separate evaluation plan and procedures were drawn up. Moreover, 
these evaluations served the realization of the project’s objectives. They were 
meant to involve and convince actors by making them part of the process and 
letting them contribute to the (re)shaping of the project. Furthermore, progress 
revealed by the evaluations was to be shared with the entire organization, and 
also within the regional context and professional journals. In this way, interested 

91 Krachtig Meesterschap.
92 Formerly CFI,  now DUO: Dienst Uitvoering Onderwijs.
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departments and organizations could become involved, contributing to the 
further development and strengthening of SIMS. After each SIMS project week, 
interim evaluations were conducted and eventually integrated in an overall 
evaluation report for the year 2009-2010. 

Objectifying success

In these interim evaluations, the actors involved had been surveyed to reveal 
their experiences and findings. ‘Students, professionals and stakeholders from 
the professional field are asked via a questionnaire to give their opinion on 
SIMS. The questionnaire is semi-structured and also leaves room for comments 
and suggestions’ (Evaluation plan). The evaluations covered both quantitative 
and qualitative results. First, progress was objectified through the statistical 
processing of data from the surveys. Second, more depth was given to the input 
through open questions that accompanied the structured questions. Students, 
for example, were surveyed via a number of questions that asked them to value 
the different elements that were offered within SIMS:

- their satisfaction with the organization of SIMS
- the variety of roles they played in SIMS
-  the degree of responsibility they felt in their role as a team member and 

professional
- how they experienced the element of competition between the teams in SIMS 
- the assignment to construct an improvement plan during SIMS 
- the real-life incidents that took place during the project week
- the surprise visit of the Education Inspectorate
- their interaction with the Executive Board
- collaboration with partners from the surrounding environment
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The results of these surveys were interpreted and written up using statistical 
analysis and presented using the so-called Likert scale.93 A few of the visualizations 
of results concerning the evaluation of SIMS are presented below.

7.  During the week I felt very responsible as a team member and teacher. 

   

  Respondents  19 

 

  Average  4,3 

  StdDev  0,57 

8. �The fact that there was competition with another team was motivating. 

   

  Respondents  19 

 

  Average  4,0 

  StdDev  0,97 

9. The intellectual level of SIMS was high. 

   

  Respondents  19 

 

  Average  3,6 

  StdDev  0,67 

10. �I found the task of writing an improvement plan valuable. 

   

  Respondents  19 

 

  Average  4,4 

  StdDev  0,48 

11. �I found the incidents during the week (parents, neighborhood) 
instructive. 

   

  Respondents  19 

 

  Average  4,2 

  StdDev  0,52 

12. I found the visit of the education inspectorate informative. 

   

  Respondents  19 

  Average  4,5 

  StdDev  0,60 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

This excerpt from one of the interim evaluations shows how students evaluate 
the various activities within SIMS. It shows that students are excited about the 
project, and that the project receives a relatively high valuation with a small 
standard deviation. In other words, this display and the standard deviation are 
meant to provide objective evidence that SIMS is highly valued and appreciated 
by the students. Another example concerns the questions on how the different 
competencies on collaboration are experienced and valued. The results are 
visualized below:

15.   • During SIMS I have learned what it requires of a to work with the team and with the environment 
• In a professional manner.   

  

  
16.   • My view of what it means to be a teacher by changed during SIMS.   
  

  
17.   • I have experience by participating in SIMS that my own performance affects the functioning of the team,  

• the school, the environment and vice versa.   
  

  

17.   
  n   Avr.   sd   1   2   3   4   5   

5p: Disagree- Agree   20   4,4   0,5   

16.   
  

n   Avr.   sd   1   2   3   4   5   
5p: Disagree- Agree     20   3,5   0,8   

15.   
  n   Avr.   sd   1   2   3   4   5   

5p: Disagree- Agree  -   20   4,3   0,5   

93  Psychometric scale commonly involved in questionnaire research. It is the most widely-used ap-
proach to scaling responses in survey research.
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Such visualizations can serve as immutable objects. The statistical data 
are presented as facts or undeniable truths that strengthen the relevance 
and meaningfulness of SIMS. The visualization below shows that all of the 
participating students would recommend SIMS to other students.

22.   • I would recommend my fellow students to/ not to participate in SIMS. 
  

  

  

22.   
  

n   
20   

%   f   0   25   50   75   100   
recommend   100   20   
not recommend   0   0   

The objectifying and communication of such results made it hard for the PABO 
department or the ILS to ignore the project, let alone end it. Moreover, such 
data had the potential to make SIMS an irreversible development that would be 
adopted throughout the faculty. 

Students as ‘spokespersons’

These quantitative data were strengthened by qualitative data in the form of 
additional comments from students. One student stated: ‘It’s a great learning 
experience. You discover so many things that you might not have been aware 
of beforehand. In this week you experience everything that comes with being a 
“professional.” I think it’s important that you are aware of all these aspects prior 
to starting an internship or your first job.’ Another student agreed: ‘SIMS is very 
instructive. I previously did not know what I could expect of working in a school 
team, because this is something I had not really seen or experienced before. This is 
a good preparation for the future … very instructive! You experience discussions 
with parents, the executive board, and directors. All these contacts broaden your 
knowledge of working in primary education.’ Or another student: ‘You learn to 
work together. It also gives you a very good perspective on what’s involved in 
providing good “education.” It has really opened my eyes. Working in education 
is more than “teaching children.”’ 

The different evaluations showed that students attached a high value to SIMS. 
They interpreted the project and the competencies it offered as meaningful and 
fun, and were apparently convinced of its relevance. In addition, SIMS seems to 
have contributed to the development of these competencies. The students and 
their evaluation results thereby served as ideal representatives for the further 
development and diffusion of SIMS. Objectifying their responses in reports and 
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communicating them to other departments and organizations could potentially 
enthuse more hesitant actors about the SIMS project and convince them to 
become involved. The report for 2009-2010 concluded: 

Students indicated that SIMS is instructive, challenging, and realistic. 
Benefits of the project mentioned by students included the necessity and 
value of team collaboration, knowledge of organizational structures and 
governance, knowledge of professionals’ responsibilities in relation to 
school improvement, knowledge on the analysis of data (student dossiers, 
inspection, evaluation), knowledge on quality assurance, and competencies 
for conversations with parents and with the team. 

From the evaluations involving actors, directors and supervisors, it could be 
concluded that in general, ‘SIMS is perceived as a particularly meaningful and 
intensive week in which students claim to rise above themselves’ (Evaluation 
report).

Stagnation or continuation?

The evaluation reports and the subsequent formalization of possible follow-up 
actions were important objects and actions for the further development of SIMS, 
especially as the project had experienced opposition, delaying the diffusion of 
SIMS within both the PABO and the ILS. The results of the evaluations were 
to provide a convincing impetus for the further development of the project. 
Furthermore, both the faculty and the grant provider imposed conditions on 
the realization of objectives and the further development of SIMS. Therefore 
the evaluation report also proposed ideas for improvement based on the input 
received from students. ‘The student evaluations gave insight into areas for 
improvement to make SIMS a more powerful and intense learning concept. 
An important consideration is the embedding of SIMS in the curriculum and 
supervision’ (Evaluation report). 

Nevertheless, the professionals from the PABO who were not involved saw 
SIMS mainly as a temporary experiment or as an ‘extracurricular activity’. They 
were critical of the competencies that SIMS offered and questioned whether 
these should form a substantial and structural part of the curriculum. They 
emphasized the importance of the pedagogical and didactical competencies for 
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the profession, as these form ‘the core of what being a teacher is about’, according 
to one of the PABO teachers. The planned diffusion to the ILS had been delayed 
because it had only been moderately enthusiastic about SIMS to date. Helen, the 
director of the ILS, had openly discussed her doubts about the meaningfulness 
of SIMS during one of her conversations with Frank. In her view, ‘The question 
is whether SIMS is applicable to the ILS. Our students learn subject matter, for 
example, Mathematics or English or German. They are not primary education 
teachers.’ According to her, the emphasis within the ILS curricula is less on 
generic competencies and more on the content of the professional competencies 
in teaching subjects. ‘Furthermore, I don’t want to add another project to the 
many other issues that we need to address.’ The hesitance and reluctance of the 
ILS director to get involved had up until now prevented the diffusion of SIMS in 
the ILS.

Thus diffusion did not follow automatically in the wake of the first successful 
and hopeful steps in the implementation. SIMS had succeeded in having large 
numbers of students and a number of professionals and trainers experience 
different teaching competencies. In addition, all of the internal interim 
evaluations were positive. Nevertheless, this did not yet seem enough for the ILS 
to take on the project or to convince both the institutes to structurally embed 
SIMS. 

7.2.6 Irreversibility of SIMS 
In view of this situation, Frank called in a researcher from one of the Dutch 
universities. The researcher was asked to gain further insight into the significance 
of SIMS for students’ interpretations of professionalism in order to gauge the 
impact and meaningfulness of the project. ‘First I want to find out whether an 
intervention such as SIMS can break through traditional “thinking” and can shift 
interpretations of professionalism.’ Frank believed that setting up an external 
research project and involving an academic research institute might provide an 
extra stimulant to persuade those who were still unconvinced about the project. 
Furthermore, external reporting on the impact of SIMS might lead to extra 
positive attention for the project. He argued that:
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A scientific explorative study of the impact of SIMS and consequent 
implications for further professionalization of prospective professionals 
would help in the further development of SIMS. External expertise is 
always valued more highly than the knowledge and expertise of your own 
colleagues.

Getting the research started

The researcher started preparing for the study. All relevant documents would be 
studied and different relevant actors and stakeholders would be interviewed. The 
study would result in a final report with findings on the impact of SIMS, different 
perspectives on professionalism and recommendations for further development. 
The central questions of the study were:

1.  How do prospective professionals (students) who participated in SIMS view 
the ‘new professionalism’?

2.  How do prospective professionals (students) who did not participate in SIMS 
view the ‘new professionalism’?

3.  How do professionals view the ‘new professionalism’? 

By answering these questions, insight would be gained into the translation 
of the SBL competencies via SIMS to date. The researcher would investigate 
whether the students considered these competencies to be useful and whether 
current professionals in the field considered them relevant for contemporary 
professional practices. Thus the research and its results could potentially 
contribute to strengthening the content and impact of the SIMS project as well 
as make it desirable to diffuse SIMS to other departments and organizations. In 
the subsequent months, the researcher conducted interviews with both students 
and professionals from the field. These respondents were interviewed using an 
interview protocol that consisted of questions regarding their career choice, 
their interpretations and expectations of the teaching profession, required 
competencies and how societal changes are affecting the teaching profession. 
The researcher also asked them about the different SBL competencies, what these 
meant to them, and the importance of mastering these competencies. Finally, the 
respondents were asked about the relevance of SIMS.
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‘Beyond the classroom’

During the interviews with students, it appeared that they viewed the teaching 
profession in a way that included those activities that related directly to the 
pupils, in particular, and to a lesser extent, those which related to the school 
(and beyond). As a student explained during an interview: ‘I always wanted to 
do something with children. I used to have a great teacher and it seemed to me 
that this was something I wanted to do ... doing creative and fun things with 
them [children] … I have always been good with kids.’ However, these prospective 
professionals indicated that their view of the profession had changed during the 
study: ‘I saw my profession only as teaching, and I see now that it’s just so much 
more’; ‘I never thought that things would be so intense.’ 
The students who attended SIMS had experimented with additional competencies 
in order to deal with the complexity of the teaching profession. ‘SIMS was very 
realistic. A conversation with a real education inspector, responding to parents, 
a real board that requires you to submit improvement plans ... The regular 
training program does not pay attention to these aspects. I thought that was 
very instructive and useful’ (Student). A student valued the competencies they 
had gained in SIMS: ‘The visit from the Inspectorate gave me more insight on 
quality issues … I got tips on how as a professional, you can contribute to the 
organization’s goals.’ Another student stated: ‘You learn a lot about education 
services beyond your classroom. For example, working with the Inspectorate 
and the Executive Board.’ A student described the impact of SIMS as follows:  
‘You change your perspective … you gradually look at the ins and outs of life 
outside the classroom differently … I would like to see more of this in our 
curriculum.’ Having contact with real-life situations had broadened these 
students’ interpretations of what professionalism means, as something that goes 
‘beyond the classroom.’ Linking these practices and experiences was perceived as 
meaningful and worth embedding in the existing curriculum.94

‘Working in a team and sharing responsibilities’

Collaboration with colleagues is another key element of SIMS and is one of the 
SBL competencies. The students who attended SIMS claimed that they felt ‘part 
of a larger organization.’ ‘I now understand that my work contributes to and also 
influences the work of others’ (Student). One of the SIMS assignments was to 

94  The students who had not attended SIMS focused more on the pedagogical and didactical aspects of 
the teaching profession and were less aware of the context beyond the classroom.
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write an improvement plan for the school. This included conducting an analysis, 
working with colleagues and the board, writing the plan and communicating 
with the Inspectorate. One student experienced this as follows: ‘We had to work 
in a team. The interventions were very instructive … and of course the writing 
of the improvement plan … it really makes you carefully consider the future of 
the school. I had not experienced this before.’ Collaboration was interpreted as 
meaningful and a way to optimize professional performance and practices. A 
student explained: ‘You should be open to working with colleagues if you are 
unsure about how to proceed with certain issues and how to solve the problems 
and challenges you are confronted with.’95 Participating in SIMS had reshaped the 
students’ views on professionalism and teamwork. ‘Through SIMS I experienced 
what it’s really like to work in a team and to share responsibilities. I found out 
that you really work within an organization and not just on your own’ (Student).

‘Focus on kids plus all sorts of stuff’

During the research study several professionals from the field were interviewed 
to compare their views on professionalism and to question them about which 
competencies contemporary professionals need. Their views on professionalism 
had shifted over the years, from having a professional focus on children towards 
‘focus on the child plus all sorts of additional stuff.’ Interpretations and beliefs 
were based on ‘working with children’ and ‘being creative.’ However, ‘my image 
of the profession has changed dramatically. For example, parents have changed, 
they question and demand more … There are many parties that we should work 
with or are forced to work with, but somehow I understand that there is some 
relevance in doing so.’ Another professional emphasized the enhanced focus on 
performance: ‘I need to register, record and report all kinds of data, it’s become 
bureaucratic!’ Tasks other than teaching are seen as an ‘extra’: ‘There’s a lot of stuff 
that goes beyond teaching,’ a professional said. The teachers felt that social issues 
and challenges ‘all end up being our responsibility.’ They feel a conflict between the 
more managerial aspects, such as the revenues and budgets that are monitored 
by the Inspectorate, and social developments that appeal to their professional 
values. ‘I sometimes go home and wonder whether I’ve actually taught, or whether 
I have been primarily engaged in coaching and counseling pupils who need extra 
attention and registering revenues and test scores,’ a professional explained. 

95  According to the students who did not attend SIMS, collaboration is undertaken specifically for the 
benefit of their ‘own classroom’. Some felt that they could work without the help of colleagues. ‘I think it 
[collaboration] is important, but I think you can function without colleagues’ (Student).
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‘Private island’

In relation to working with colleagues, the professionals who were interviewed 
tend to focus on their own class. The professionals’ terms of reference are mainly 
formed by their ‘own’ group or class, which they describe as a ‘private island.’ For 
them, management and the board seem to be distant and disconnected colleagues 
who are responsible for managerial tasks rather than professional standards. 
Collaboration and connecting to other colleagues are not so much shunned, but 
they are not seen as an important structural part of professional practice. One 
professional explained: ‘It’s good to have people who you can ask for help … for 
them to look at the content and aims of your lessons. But it requires an attitude 
that dares to ask your colleagues … We don’t open our doors, so to speak.’ Another 
professional said: ‘It may sound ridiculous, but you don’t have time to look further 
and work with other groups or departments.’ Management is often spoken about 
in the third person, as distant from professional practice. Managers introduce 
top-down introduce changes without clearly explaining why they are needed or 
‘because the board and directors are docile and led by The Hague.’96 Professionals 
indicate that dealing with the ‘outside world’ is primarily the responsibility of 
the board and management. ‘It is more a task of management to connect with 
the world outside. I don’t feel that this is something we should have a role in or 
responsibility for.’ 

‘Unprepared and unaware’

Although the professionals see the many additional tasks and managerial values 
as interference in their work, they also feel that contemporary education services 
require specific competencies. According to the interviewees, the required 
competencies for a teaching professional relate to dealing with administration, 
collaborating with colleagues and training conversation techniques in order to 
communicate with parents and external partners. ‘When I studied at the PABO 
we were unprepared for and unaware of such factors. More attention must be 
given to the reality that it is not only about teaching’, a professional explained. 
Looking back on her studies, one professional said: ‘We hardly practiced parent 
conversations and were not really made aware of other relevant partners that 
would have demands or would be involved in our schools.’ Thus although such 
developments conflict with their professional beliefs and interpretations and 

96  The Hague synonymous with the Dutch government, as the government is located in the city of The 
Hague.
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they themselves do not feel connected to them, the teaching professionals also 
believe that such competencies are undoubtedly necessary for the modern 
teaching profession. 

7.2.7 The report and the diffusion of SIMS
The interviews provided the researcher with insight into students’ and 
professionals’ views on the teaching profession and the impact of SIMS. It revealed 
how students had slightly modified their interpretations after attending SIMS. 
Furthermore, it also made clear that although professionals contest the changes 
that are occurring in their profession, they realize that certain SBL competencies 
are now required. The researcher gathered sufficient data from the interviews to 
produce a final report with research findings and implications.

Objectifying and comparing findings 

The findings on the impact and meaningfulness of SIMS were displayed in 
the report by comparing the views of students (prospective professionals) 
and professionals concerning teaching professionalism and the required 
competencies. These have been summarized and visualized in the table below.

Prospective professionals Professionals

Interpretation of  
professionalism

Changed as study progressed. 
Students recognize that the 
profession is more than just 
teaching. They have become more 
aware of the school organization 
as a whole. They have a better 
understanding of the role of 
management and the board, and 
of external parties such as the 
Inspectorate and other social 
partners.

Has changed in accordance with 
years of working experience. This 
change has mostly to do with ‘extra 
tasks’ alongside teaching, in  
particular increasing administration 
and accountability. The professional 
focuses primarily on his classroom 
with respect to changes in the  
profession.

Both groups’ views of the profession have changed. For future professionals, this mainly relates to a 
growing awareness of the school organization (the role of the management and directors) and  
external parties such as the Education Inspectorate. For professionals, this is primarily associated 
with the ‘extra tasks’ that they have to do alongside their classroom work. Prospective professionals 
now view the profession from a broader perspective. Current professionals remain committed to their 
image of the profession, especially in relation to their ‘own’ classrooms.

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   222 27-10-13   12:23



7

‘Being professional is being accountable’

223

Prospective professionals Professionals

Collaborating with 
colleagues

Collaboration is usually interpreted 
as working with other professionals. 
They don’t team up with other  
colleagues. Cooperation with 
fellow professionals is focused on 
pedagogical and didactical skills. 
Cooperation benefits their ‘own’ 
classroom. SIMS attendants feel part 
of a larger organization, and they feel 
jointly responsible for the direction 
of the school.

Strong focus on their ‘own’ 
classroom. They don’t feel dependent 
on their colleagues when carrying 
out professional tasks. They do not 
shy away from collaboration, but 
it is not a structural part of their 
professional work. The professional 
acts as an individual and is 
responsible for the classroom.

The prospective professionals who participated in SIMS are more aware of the importance of  
working in a team for the school organization. Professionals often operate from ‘an island’ (their 
class). Participation in SIMS made prospective professionals experience what it is like to have team  
responsibility within the school organization. Professionals seem less aware of their contribution to  
an organization beyond their classroom. 

Prospective professionals Professionals

Collaborating with 
environment

The importance of working with  
parents is stressed in particular.  
Cooperation with health authorities 
is also mentioned several times; 
other social partners are not.  
However, SIMS led to increased 
attention to the role of the  
Inspectorate and the CVB within  
the professional field.

They find that the environment is 
becoming increasingly complex. 
Parents are becoming more  
demanding and have higher  
expectations of education. More and 
more external parties are involved in 
the professional field and its context. 
Professionals feel that they have been 
wrongly made responsible for  
dealing with many social problems. 

Where prospective professionals focus on parents, health authorities and the Inspectorate of  
Education and the Board of Directors, the professionals focus more on the external parties that they 
work with in relation to care and education. But both groups view parents as important actors in the 
school environment. The fact that prospective professionals pay attention to the Inspectorate of  
Education and the Board of Directors is partially explained by the presence of these actors during 
SIMS. This finding is reinforced by the fact that the control group (which did not attend SIMS) did  
not refer to the Inspectorate of Education and Board of Directors.

Prospective professionals Professionals

Developments/ 
required competencies

It is considered important that  
children function as good citizens  
in society. The government  
(Inspectorate) focuses too much  
on Cito scores and performance 
indicators. Other developments 
that have affected the profession: 
children are empowered, 
individualization (parents opting 
to have careers), accessibility of 
knowledge and education cuts.

Increase in childcare and 
administrative burdens, the 
digitization and increased 
immediacy and involvement of 
parents. This leads to insufficient 
attention for the ‘average’ student 
and little time for teaching. 
Professionals indicate that there are 
certain areas for development that 
are necessary for the professional 
to cope properly with the changing 
environment. Developments should 
take place mainly in the fields of 
dealing with administrative burdens, 
collaboration with colleagues and 
conversation techniques.
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One prospective professional identified major social developments, but most remained close to their 
own experiences during SIMS. They primarily referred to children, who are more assertive and more 
empowered, or the fact that the Education Inspectorate closely monitors the Cito scores. The students 
who attended SIMS seemed more aware of the school environment, stakeholders and politics.  
Professionals identified almost all of the following social developments, in particular the increasing 
number of pupils with special needs and administrative burdens. These two developments have a 
major impact on professional practices.

This objectification and comparison of results was an important objective for 
substantiating the progress of the SIMS project and indirectly emphasizing its 
relevance and status as an irreversible feature of the PABO’s education program.

Conclusions and implications

The research report provided conclusions and recommendations for the further 
development of SIMS. The researcher described the impact of the SIMS project 
as follows: 

During the study on the impact of SIMS it was shown that the project has had 
an effect on views of professionalism and related competencies for prospective 
professionals. They have become more aware of the school organization 
as a whole, the role of management and administration has become more 
meaningful to them and external parties such as the Inspectorate, as well as 
a variety of social organizations, are seen as important stakeholders.

However, the researcher nuanced these results by defining the impact as ‘initial 
awareness’. For the students that attended SIMS, ‘the actual implementation in 
their own daily practice and recognizing that this is part of a “new” professionalism 
is the next step’ (Research report). The report suggested that SIMS had contributed 
to the broadening of the interpretation of the teaching profession in relation to 
collaboration with colleagues and the environment. Participants have become 
aware of the fact that professionals make a significant contribution to the 
performance of the school. According to the analysis, however: 

This step can be characterized as a first awakening. The students interpret 
these views and competencies for the new professionalism mainly along in 
terms of the pedagogical and didactic aspects of their professional role. At the 
same time, they show curiosity about themes that they were previously less 
familiar with, such as cooperation with other institutions and organizations 
– hence also policy-making and the structures of the school.
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These citations show that SIMS has led to different beliefs and outlooks on 
professionalism and that the students’ perceptions have changed. Furthermore, 
the report described how the professionals who were surveyed support the 
development of the competencies that were addressed in SIMS:

They experience social changes and pressures that result in many ‘extras 
tasks’, and that ‘extra’ is difficult to integrate in their interpretations of 
professionalism. They cling onto a frame of reference based on their ‘own 
classroom’ and ‘traditional’ professional interpretations. At the same 
time, they indicate that it is relevant to train prospective professionals in 
competencies concerning collaboration with colleagues and the school’s 
environment in order to keep up with the developments that are taking place. 
(Research report)

Besides the conclusions, the report contained recommendations on securing 
the continuation of the results of SIMS: ‘It has been shown that offering a new 
perspective and new interpretations of the school organization and the teaching 
profession can lead to change in the views of prospective professionals, as well 
as new interests that contribute to an investigative attitude on the part of the 
professional.’ The researcher, however, argued that these initial results could not 
be seen as a permanent change: ‘For a structural and lasting impact, such themes 
and competencies need to be trained on a more structural basis. Long-lasting 
effects are not feasible within a single project week.’ Thus the researcher indirectly 
recommended that SIMS be diffused further. Moreover, it was suggested that 
SIMS was relevant for professionals as well as students: ‘They, too, could benefit 
from such simulations and practical exercises for developing such competencies. 
In this way, the “new professionalism” can be developed in various areas, namely 
both with professionals and future professionals’ (Research report).

Further diffusion and stabilization of SIMS

To finalize the research, a roundtable session on SIMS was organized. Frank had 
invited a broad audience to discuss the results and how SIMS might be continued 
and further developed within the faculty and interested school organizations. 
School directors, external professionals, PABO and ILS employees and students 
were all invited to attend. Approximately 20 actors participated in the session. In 
particular, external stakeholders were well represented. Several directors whose 
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professionals had been interviewed during the research were present, as well as 
a few of their team managers. The PABO was represented by Edith, most of the 
professionals who had been involved in the project team and a few students. The 
ILS sent a team manager, as Helen, the director, could not attend the meeting.
 
Although the results of SIMS were discussed during the meeting, the focus 
was mainly on the question that Frank posed when opening the session: ‘How 
do we go from here, how will we continue together ... and the ILS, how can we 
involve you in this process?’ In particular, the PABO and external partners were 
very enthusiastic and had ideas on the continuation of SIMS: ‘I think we should 
grab the opportunity. It is so much fun and we had such good results. Let us 
now proceed and see how we can involve the others,’ Maria said. The external 
school directors present were also enthusiastic. Shortly after the researcher had 
interviewed their professionals, they had enrolled in SIMS for a first trial. ‘I found 
that SIMS had such an impact on our employees ... I wish that other teachers 
would participate in this. For us it is now time to address these themes more 
thoroughly within our school’, said John, the director of a local school. Those 
present at the roundtable session formed a group of allies that could serve as 
spokespersons for SIMS and mobilize other managers and professionals within 
their own departments or organizations. When the ILS was asked for a response, 
the team manager answered: ‘This is the first time I’ve been involved in or have 
even learned about SIMS ... Helen just asked me to attend this meeting ... I do not 
know if it is applicable to our program. I find it difficult to say something about 
that now. I will first have to consult my colleagues internally.’ 

After a round of ideas and suggestions, the group agreed on several actions 
regarding follow-up to SIMS:

•  A follow-up meeting with the group of attendants, including the ILS, would be 
planned in the near future 

• At this next meeting the project plan would be reviewed and actualized
• Plans and activities for the coming year would then be stipulated
•  The external research would be finalized by publishing the results in a special 

publication via the University Press
•  The results would be communicated to all primary and secondary school 

boards in the Netherlands 

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   226 27-10-13   12:23



7

‘Being professional is being accountable’

227

These actions ensured that SIMS would be continued: first, by creating a support 
base of managers, professionals and students; second, through ensuring new 
activities formalized in a revised project plan, slowly encouraging the ILS to 
participate; and third, by connecting actors that so far had not been actively 
involved and inviting interest from new school organizations throughout the 
country. Enhancing these connections could lead to increased connectedness 
among the project’s supporters and strengthen the SIMS project.

7.3 Conclusions
In this chapter, we gained more insight into how the discourse on competency was 
translated in the education services provided by the PABO. The chapter explored 
and described the translations that result from the interactions between actants, 
made visible through interviews, document study and participant observation. 
Through interactions between actants in different sub-elements of translation, 
NPM discourses were translated in the PABO’s education services, thereby 
reconfiguring its professional practices (see image to the right). In this section, 
we describe the conclusions drawn from the PABO case.
The introduction of the BIO Act and the subsequent SBL competencies had 
emphasized the need to have competent professionals in order to optimize 
performance in education services. At the PABO, such broadening and innovation 
was not determined by the standard SBL competencies, and was thus facilitated 
by means of an experimental extracurricular project. A heterogeneous group of 
actors collectively formulated the competencies that were seen as most relevant 
to the local context: namely, collaborating with external stakeholders and 
colleagues and contributing to the performance of the organization. The analysis 
of the case shows that the course of translating competency enabled a collective 
reconfiguration of professional practices in a meaningful way.

Idea and objectification

The ‘idea’ of optimizing performance via competencies had served as a starting 
point for translation in this case. Facing a continuously changing environment 
and changing administrative relations, education services required new 
professional competencies. These enhanced competencies would help to create 
more outward-focused, entrepreneurial and accountable professionals who 
would contribute to the optimization of educational performance. The discourse 
on competency and its underlying assumptions was objectified in the BIO Act and 
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the SBL competencies that were introduced in Dutch education sectors. The Act 
and its enforcement implied change with regard to the teaching competencies 
that need to be mastered by professionals. This also implied an adaptation of the 
curriculum that the PABO offered to its students, future teaching professionals 
in primary and secondary education.

Problematization

The introduction of the BIO Act was problematized within the PABO the 
organization. Competency had been a subject of discussion for some time, but it 
had proved difficult to realize structural change in the curriculum. School boards 
and directors in the region were complaining about the quality of the curriculum 
and students from the PABO. According to them, new teachers’ competencies 
were ‘dramatically under par’ and solely focused on pedagogical and didactic 
skills. This could potentially affect the position of the PABO, its relations with 
its stakeholders and possibly even student applications. The faculty director 
and a professor used the momentum provided by the BIO Act to reignite this 
discussion. The professor outlined an extracurricular project for experimenting 
with a variety of competencies as a possible solution.

Connectedness

As initiator and leader of the SIMS project, the professor played an important 
role in translating competency in the PABO’s education services. Rather than 
compliance with the SBL competencies, his primary objective was to involve a 
variety of actors and establish connections between them, and he thus mobilized 
and linked different actors by establishing a project team that was to give 
substance to SIMS and the relevant competencies. A variety of actors from within 
and outside the organization (e.g. school boards and directors, professionals, 
students, professors and experts) were invited to participate in SIMS. Through 
involving and integrating these actors in the project team, different contrasting 
beliefs and values were discussed and bridged in shaping competencies that 
were considered meaningful by all involved. Furthermore, the SBL competencies 
that had been imposed through governmental reforms were interpreted in line 
with specific local interests and needs. The competency of collaborating with 
colleagues and external organizations was seen as most relevant for the students 
at the PABO and professionals in the region. 
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The team then formulated the specific and relevant content for SIMS into a 
project plan. This included objects such as SIMS’ substantive program, relevant 
competencies, planning, shared tasks and responsibilities and evaluation 
procedures. Subsequently, the team further substantiated SIMS and shaped 
a variety of support tools, procedures and guidelines that were to facilitate 
the implementation of the project. This, for example, involved the collective 
formulation of relevant content for the SIMS program, the objectives, tasks and 
responsibilities and evaluation procedures. These objects then led to actions on 
the part of the team, such as organizing the project weeks, enrolling students, 
conducting the project weeks and evaluating findings and results. 

Through this course of action, the actants were mutually constitutive and 
connected. Despite having different opinions on and interpretations of 
professional competencies, the participating actors felt involved and committed 
to finding a proper solution via the SIMS project. Although SIMS outlines were 
framed, practices were less embedded. Through the collective shaping of SIMS, 
those involved had space to contribute to its content and align it to specific and 
collective interests. The SIMS project was subsequently perceived as a valuable 
and meaningful way to train  relevant teaching competencies.

Institutionalization

The SIMS project was not formally institutionalized within the faculty or the 
curriculum, as it was an extracurricular pilot project. However, within the project 
and among those involved, the content and practices of SIMS for training the 
competencies of both students and professionals had developed into common 
and desirable practices. Within the project, this was institutionalized in working 
processes, roles and responsibilities and the project plan, which resulted from 
the interactions between the project team members. This institutionalization 
emerged from the interaction between actants and gave SIMS a more stable, 
rule-like status. Although this institutionalization only seemed to concern the 
project team, it also affected other parts of the organization and beyond due to 
diffusion of the project.

Diffusion

SIMS was diffused using various means. One of the objectives of the project plan 
was to involve the ILS in the near future, and the ILS was therefore frequently 
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invited to participate in the project. Furthermore, the evaluation results and 
progress of SIMS were objectified into periodic evaluation reports that were 
communicated to participants and throughout the organization. The results 
were backed up with statistics and quotes from enthusiastic participants. The 
enthusiasm of ‘spokespersons’ exposed and diffused the project within and beyond 
the organization. For example, professionals from the PABO who had participated 
in SIMS communicated their experiences to their own departments and colleagues. 
Students who had participated in SIMS recommended the project to other students 
and argued that the competencies offered during the project deserved a structural 
place in the current curriculum. School boards and school directors wanted to enroll 
their professional staff in SIMS as a form of on-the-job training. Additionally, an 
externally conducted research study confirmed the positive impact of SIMS and 
recommended that it be structurally embedded in the curricula of the faculty. 
The research report was published in a special university publication and sent to 
primary and secondary school organizations, both regionally and nationally, along 
with an invitation to participate in the project.

Through this diffusion of results, reports and the enthusiastic response of 
participants, the project and its content slowly became ‘irreversible’. The ‘network’ 
in which the translation took place was not limited to the organization, but also 
included interaction with outside parties, thereby contributing to reconfiguring 
professional practices. This made it increasingly difficult for actors such as the 
ILS to avoid this reconfiguration of services and practice.

Stabilization

In the course of translating competency in the PABO, professional practices 
had been reconfigured and perceived as meaningful. Facilitated by the 
collective shaping of the project by heterogeneous actors, competencies such 
as collaboration and contributing to organizational performance had been 
introduced. Through their interaction, actors connected these competencies 
to specific local practices and bridged contrasting values. These converged 
connections stabilized the project and ensured its diffusion. Furthermore, the 
professor played an important role in enabling this collective shaping, and also 
acted and intervened to keep the momentum going. Via the further deployment 
of SIMS within the faculty and within local schools, new connections were made, 
adding to the project’s stability and permanence. 
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8.1 Introduction

This study started by describing how the performance of public 
professional services (PPS) is the subject of ongoing debate between 
politicians, managers, professionals and citizens. This debate is often 
linked to the influential New Public Management (NPM) discourse 
that has been embraced around the world (Pollit and Bouckaert, 2000: 
Pollit, 2001; Kettl, 2000; Kirkpatrick et al., 2005). The underlying belief 
is that making PPS, and the people working for them, more ‘business-
like’ and ‘market-oriented’ will lead to the optimization of performance. 
Some argue that NPM has evolved into a ‘totalizing’ discourse, sparking 
heated debate due to its presumed managerialization and devaluation of 
professional practices and PPS. However, research thus far has revealed 
a multiplicity of locally divergent outcomes at the national and sectoral 
levels. This calls into question the representation of NPM as a totalizing 
discourse that has swept across PPS, managerializing and devaluating 
all in its wake. Furthermore, individuals are not passive recipients, but 
rather play an active role in the shaping and realization of NPM discourse 
in practice. They can thus contribute to meaningful reconfigurations of 
PPS. Strangely, though, to date it has remained unclear how these active 
participants translate the multiplicity of NPM discourses and how this 
leads to divergent outcomes.

The aim of this study was to enhance our understanding of the practical workings 
of NPM discourse and how it contributes to the managerialization of professional 
practices and PPS. The central question pursued in this study was:

‘How are new public management discourses translated in public professional services, 
and how does this contribute to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices?’
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This central question was divided into the following research questions:

1. How can NPM be defined? 
2. How have NPM discourses affected Dutch education services? 
3. How can we conceptualize and operationalize translation? 
4. How are NPM discourses translated in Dutch education services? 
5. How does this contribute to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional 
practices? 
6. What are the implications of this study’s findings for policymakers and 
practitioners of PPS and academic researchers?

These research questions were answered by studying existing literature and 
carrying out an ethnographic exploration of the translation processes underlying 
the reconfiguration of professional practices. This provided a critical perspective 
on the workings of ‘totalizing’ NPM discourses in PPS and how agency of actants 
contributes to the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices. 

This concluding chapter first answers the individual research questions. Then 
the central research is answered, while we simultaneously present the main 
conclusions that can be drawn from this study. Third, the implications of this 
study for both practice and research are described. The chapter concludes with 
some final remarks.

8.2 NPM concerns locally-shaped discourses
The multiplicity of NPM discourses has led to definitional disputes about the 
conceptual properties and characteristic features of NPM. Authors have suggested 
that NPM is a diverse and complex body of ideas and practices for optimizing 
the performance of PPS, and that it is a recognizable term rather than a fully 
established concept. The various definitions and descriptions share the notion 
that management ideas from business and the private sector are introduced 
in order to optimize the performance of PPS.97 This takes place by means of a 
range of reform measures and tools contributing to change in the orientation 
and relations in PPS, management and measurement of performance, and the 
work practices of public managers and professionals. It has been argued that 

97  Numerous definitions have also been studied e.g. Pollitt 1990, 2000; Hood, 1991; Hoggett, 1996; Ferlie 
et al., 1996; OECD, 1997, McAuley et al., 2000; Deem, 2001; Torres, 2004; Deem and Brehony, 2005; Kirk-
patrick et al., 2005.
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three main NPM discourses are central to the optimization of performance in 
PPS: competition, control and competency. All three are aimed at optimizing the 
performance of PPS, each starting from its own assumptions and in a different 
way (see also chapter 2). Competition relates to the optimization of performance 
through external orientation towards the market, stakeholders and customers. 
Furthermore, it includes the optimization of internal processes to meet customer 
demand and to compete with other providers. Control relates to the optimization 
of performance through measurement and management. Performance is framed 
via indicators and targets that are measured and managed using a variety of 
auditing, evaluation and management systems. Competency relates to the 
optimization of performance using managerial methods, skills, knowledge and 
expertise, as well as by empowering professionals. 
These discourses have interrelated and conflicting characteristics, which heightens 
the complexity of shaping NPM in local PPS practices. Their interrelatedness can 
be mutually reinforcing. For example, managing performance can contribute 
to competitiveness, and entrepreneurialism and professional standards can 
reinforce the development of competitiveness and performance management. 
However, conflicting characteristics can also be restrictive. For example, 
competition includes innovation and entrepreneurialism, yet also cost control 
and efficiency; and control means providing more autonomy and discretionary 
power, yet also requires more monitoring and supervision. Thus due to its 
complexity, NPM does not automatically lead to optimized performance on the 
part of PPS. Managers and professionals have to deal with conflicting values when 
adapting and aligning discourses to their local contexts, and comparative studies 
continue to find evidence of diversity and local adaptation and modification of 
NPM, leading to divergent outcomes (e.g. Bovens et al., 2001; Christensen and 
Lægreid, 2001; Bevir et al., 2003; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2011). Such divergence is 
possible because NPM is not a coherent set of concepts, but rather a multiplicity 
of ideas and tools, which creates leeway to adopt and adapt reforms to specific 
local circumstances.

Thus based on the public management literature, we can conclude that although 
globally prevalent, NPM is shaped locally, resulting in divergent outcomes. NPM 
has been defined as consisting of three main discourses: competition, control and 
competency. All three discourses are intended to contribute to the optimization 
of performance, based on specific assumptions and in different ways. These 
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discourses both reinforce and conflict with each other. Most critically, actors deal 
with this complexity by adapting and modifying NPM in local practice. 

8.3 NPM discourses contribute to reconfigurations of professional 
practices
During the 1980s, the spread of global NPM discourse was a driving force 
behind the Dutch government’s emerging strategy to reshape the educational 
system. Several measures relating to competition, control and competency were 
introduced in the Dutch education system. It was hoped that the formation 
of larger institutions with more autonomy, the elimination of truck systems, 
decentralized personnel management, greater spending freedom, individual 
policy-making power and more legal focus on quality and outputs would lead 
to more competition and optimized performance. Subsequently, NPM tools 
such as best-practice concepts, benchmarking, rankings, quality standards and 
customer evaluation were introduced. Control-related measures emphasized 
the performance of education organizations, such as results-oriented forms of 
funding, the strengthening of accountability, quality assurance, external quality 
assessments and increased financial accounting. Subsequently, management 
tools such as quality systems, risk management, school evaluations, annual 
reporting, inspections and accreditations were introduced. In relation to 
competency, a variety of acts, laws and action plans were passed to optimize 
performance. In addition, all of the education sectors introduced action plans 
and covenants for the development of the required skills. Related tools such as 
HR and development programs, codes of conduct and performance-related pay 
were introduced. 

NPM discourse thus became prevalent in Dutch education services. NPM 
discourse contributed to the reconfiguration of professional practices and 
education services in the Netherlands, which led to heated debates in both society 
and academia. The dominant view is that Dutch education services have become 
managerialized. Professionals now have less space in which to deliver quality and 
many professionals feel oppressed. Managers, isolated from professional reality, 
have supposedly constructed their own reality using simplistic businesslike 
models and tools. Education services have become ‘managed services’ that 
are becoming increasingly alienated from professional expertise, causing the 
devaluation of such services. However, other authors suggest that reform has 
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contributed to more autonomy for schools and professionals, maintenance of 
educational programs, more financial and administrative power for schools and 
higher-quality education (e.g. WRR, 2004; Smeenk, 2007; De Vijlder, Bakker and 
Lindemann, 2011). As suggested above, NPM contributes to reconfigurations of 
professional practice, and this can have divergent outcomes. These divergent 
(managerial) reconfigurations of professional practices are related to the ways 
in which the complexity of NPM is dealt with and translated in local contexts. Not 
only professionals and managers, but also objects such as systems and tools, are 
involved in these translation processes. 
To conclude, NPM was introduced in Dutch education services through a variety 
of reform measures concerning competition, control and competency. NPM 
has contributed to the reconfiguration of professional practice, which has led to 
heated debate. Particular attention has been devoted to the managerialization of 
professional practices. These (managerial) reconfigurations are related to how 
the complexity of NPM is dealt with in practice and how it is adapted and modified 
in local PPS contexts. Finally, these reconfigurations result from interactions 
between ‘active members’, who translate NPM discourses in education services.

8.4 Translation can be conceptualized in five sub-elements
The translation perspective is appropriate for studying questions such as what 
types of ideas are spread widely, what happens to these ideas as they travel through 
organizations, and what happens to organizations when they are receiving and 
translating global ideas in local practice, thereby focusing on construction-as-
process. Translation is seen as a multifaceted interaction between active members, 
called actants, which shape and transform claims, artifacts, discourses, and 
interpretations (Latour, 1987). Translation involves ‘creating convergences and 
homologies by relating things that were previously different’ (Callon, 1981), and 
‘the process of making connections … an act of invention brought about through 
combination and mixing varied elements’ (Brown, 2002). It is the process by 
which gaps are bridged and actants are connected. From the various definitions 
described in chapter three, we can conclude that translation is an interactive 
process involving actants who create connections and thereby contribute to the 
(re)configuring of professional practices and PPS. Furthermore, it is emphasized 
that the element of connectedness is of key importance. When actants (e.g. 
systems, tools, managers and professionals) connect through interaction, the 
local translation of NPM can become more stable and taken for granted. This 
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implies that despite the heterogeneity of the actants, their acts and interests fit 
with those of others, simultaneously leading to the reconfiguration of professional 
practices. When there is no alignment of NPM discourse to local contexts, actants 
are configured in ‘separate spaces with no common measure’. Systems, tools and 
practices may be introduced, but they remain disconnected from the actants in 
local PPS. In such cases, the reconfigurations are not meaningful in relation to 
the specific context, are unstable, and may erode.
Building upon the key concepts of translation and different perspectives on how 
translation processes evolve (e.g. Callon, 1986; Law, 2001; Czarniawska and Sevon, 
2006), we described how translation processes consist of seven sub-elements. 
These elements were conceptualized and operationalized into a framework 
that was used to guide the research. The framework demonstrates that ideas, 
innovations and/or problems serve as starting points for translation. First, for 
an idea to travel or to become tangible, it needs to be objectified, for example 
in the form of a policy reform. Second, in order for an idea to be adopted, it 
needs to be problematized, by addressing a local problem or situation that needs 
a solution. Third, connecting involves the process of provoking the interest of 
actors (seeking allies) and involving a variety of actants to collectively shape the 
idea in local practice. Fourth, institutionalization concerns the strengthening 
and formalization of connections between actants, for example via regulations, 
procedures and systems, thereby formalizing reconfigured practices. Fifth, 
diffusion entails the traveling of ideas, the further development of reconfigured 
practice via mobilizing other actants, and enhancing the connections of those 
involved. In this way, reconfigured practices become (temporarily) stabilized and 
irreversible. 

Ideas such as NPM discourses are thus translated through interaction between 
actants, subsequently leading to the (re)configuration of professional practices. 
Connectedness is pivotal for meaningful and stable reconfigurations of 
professional practices and PPS. It was argued that there are five sub-elements 
that frame translation, from idea towards (temporary) stabilization, whereby 
actants create (dis)connectedness.
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8.5 NPM discourses are translated through interaction between  
actants 
This study started by emphasizing the topicality of the NPM discourses that are 
prevalent in PPS. However, to date there has been insufficient understanding of 
how these multiple NPM discourses are translated in practice. 

First act of translation: objectifying NPM discourses

In all three cases, NPM discourses were introduced in the organization via 
specific reform measures. Subsequently, the organization had to deal with these 
discourses and their inherent complexity. They were first objectified as tangible 
approaches and project plans by a ‘first actor.’ Edu’s board and consultants 
objectified the WEB and WI reforms as a high-impact market-based approach 
for ‘rearranging’ Edu’s organizational concept, including structures and work 
processes, so as to realize a 6 million-euro cutback. This approach was presented 
as a solution to Edu’s worsening market position and as a prerequisite for 
becoming a more competitive and distinct education provider. Academic’s 
Concern Control department objectified the RJ 660 guideline as a private sector-
based risk management system for measuring and managing performance that 
would affect all departments and institutes. This risk management system was 
presented as a solution that would help monitor and manage the performance of 
Academic’s education services. A professor at the PABO, meanwhile, objectified 
the BIO Act in the form of a plan for an extracurricular pilot project and invited 
relevant stakeholders within and outside the organization to discuss and 
formulate competencies in relation to the local context. Thus, NPM discourse is 
first locally objectified as a more tangible approach for further translation in the 
practices of the organization. A ‘first actor’ (primum movens) performs this ‘first 
act’, giving initial impetus to further interaction between actants and thus the 
translation of NPM in PPS.

Interaction of actants translates NPM discourse 

This study revealed that in all three cases, NPM discourse is translated locally 
through interactions between human and non-human actants. These actants 
exist in duality rather than dualism and reconfigure professional practices 
though their interaction. In the three cases, the introduction of policy reforms 
(non-human actants) interacted with the Executive Board, Concern Control and 
the professor (human actants). They problematized the situation and objectified 
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solutions as specific approaches and plans. Edu’s Executive Board objectified 
the solution as a transformative plan based on concepts and structures from 
the private sector to achieve more competitiveness and better performance. At 
Academic, Concern Control objectified the solution as a risk management system 
based on a globally renowned private sector model. At the PABO, the professor 
objectified the competencies in an experimental and extracurricular pilot project 
(SIMS). Subsequently, these approaches were introduced in the organization 
and caused interaction on the part of various actants, thereby translating NPM 
discourse. 

At Edu, consultants and managers shaped objects such as new organizational 
structures, procedures and guidelines that relied heavily on market-based 
concepts and tools. For example, the new organizational structure envisaged a 
distinction between ‘sales’ and ‘delivery’, whereby professionals would function 
as accountable producers of educational performance and would work with 
performance standards and rewards. Professional space and practice was 
affected by the centralized purchasing of educational programs and use of 
educational spaces and ICT. Via the institutionalization of these objects, a main 
course of action was formally fixed in material forms and objects, encapsulating 
professional practice. At Academic, Concern Control shaped objects such as risk 
management processes, obligatory reporting procedures and standard formats 
that relied heavily on the private sector COSO ERM model. The risk management 
system implied enhanced managerial control focused on organizational and 
professional performance in its broadest sense. Obligatory reporting formats 
covered not only financial indicators, but also the performance of educational 
and research programs, student intake, academic success, housing and so on. 
Financial allocations or central interventions and supervised action plans would 
become conditional on performance. Concern Control institutionalized these 
procedures and guidelines, thereby formally fixing and embedding the main 
course of action and the related professional and managerial practices. At the 
PABO, the professor shaped the outlines of the SIMS project. A heterogeneous 
team of internal and external stakeholders (students, professionals, boards, 
directors and field experts) discussed the outlines of the project and the issue 
of professional competencies in their local context. Although they interpreted 
these competencies in different ways, their participation in the SIMS project 
team allowed them to bridge contrasting values and beliefs and formulate a 
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shared approach. Subsequently, they shaped the specific and relevant content for 
SIMS into a project plan, including objects such as SIMS’ substantive program, 
relevant competencies, planning, shared tasks and responsibilities and results 
and evaluation procedures, thereby fixing the main course of action. Thus to 
conclude, NPM discourse is translated through mutually constitutive interaction 
between actants. Objects affect the practices of professionals and managers, 
whereas their actions affect or create objects.

Translation is ongoing, ideas diffuse 

The translation of NPM discourse does not end with the shaping and 
institutionalizing of objects such as structures, procedures and guidelines. 
Other actants become involved, meaning that the discourse continues to be 
translated and diffused. At Edu, the translation of competition continued and 
was diffused by giving talented managers leadership positions in the various 
units and departments. Project plans and maps describing future ambitions and 
performance indicators were drawn up for every unit and department, thereby 
fixing responsibilities and mobilizing these managers to work towards a ‘new’ 
Edu. At Academic, the translation of control was continued and diffused through 
the formalization of the recommendations made in the audit report. These 
recommendations emphasized the involvement and commitment of the Executive 
Board, the collective shaping and adapting of risk management to Academic’s 
practices, and the need to involve key figures and sponsors to further develop 
and obtain an in-control statement. The follow-up to these recommendations 
was to be monitored by the Supervisory Board and through external auditing. 
At the PABO, the translation of competencies was continued and diffused via 
the communication of the results and progress of SIMS. The boards, directors, 
students and professionals that participated all served as ‘spokespersons’ for the 
further development of the project within and beyond the PABO organization. 
Furthermore, an external research report made recommendations for developing 
SIMS into a structural feature of the faculty curricula. In these cases, interaction 
between actants ensured that translation was an ongoing process. Objects played 
an important role in institutionalizing structures, procedures and practices and 
securing a main course of action.
To conclude, in the cases studied, the translation of NPM discourse started with 
an objectification, the introduction of an approach or system, by ‘first actors’. The 
subsequent interaction between actants further translated NPM discourse in 
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these education services. Via interaction, these actants affected and constituted 
each other, as they formed a duality. Objects could affect or may encapsulate 
and reconfigure practices and actions, whereas these, in turn, could affect or 
create objects. The institutionalization of these objects played an important role 
in the first two cases. ‘First actors’, with their managerial perspective, shaped 
these compliance-related objects using standards and businesslike concepts, 
thereby ensuring a main course of action, mobilizing employees and diffusing 
reconfigured practices within their organizations. 

8.6 (Dis)connectedness enhances (managerial) reconfigurations of 
professional practices
The course of translation and reconfigurations of professional practices took 
different forms in the three cases. At Edu and Academic, the translation of 
NPM discourse enhanced managerial influence over professional practices. At 
the PABO, the translation enhanced reconfigurations that were perceived as 
meaningful. It can be concluded that the (dis)connecting of actants in translation 
enhances the (managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices.

Disconnecting of actants implies lack of contextualization

The study revealed that at Edu and Academic, various actants became disconnected 
in the course of translation. Only a few actors were involved in problematizing the 
situation and shaping the solutions. Homogenous actors from management (the 
Executive Board, consultants and Concern Control) shaped the ‘solutions’ that 
would be introduced across the organization. As a result, a primarily managerial 
perspective on the translation of NPM discourse prevailed, objectified in ‘market-
proven’ concepts, structures, procedures and support systems. Furthermore, the 
‘solutions’ shaped by the first actors contained conflicting objectives and were 
imbued with businesslike values that contrast with professional values. At Edu, 
the ‘rearrangement’ of the organization involved conflicting objectives, pitting 
entrepreneurialism and distinctive services against a 6 million-euro cutback. In 
addition, the market- and result-oriented structures and procedures contrasted 
with the task orientation of professionals. At Academic, risk management pitted 
the objective of performance through innovation and entrepreneurialism against 
compliance with standards of control. Moreover, the broadening of management 
control contrasted with professional values such as the need for discretionary 
space and autonomy. However, the managers and professionals whose services 
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and practices would be affected by these solutions and objects were not involved 
until actual implementation. They had not participated in shaping and aligning 
these solutions and objects to their local professional contexts. 

In these translations, actants disconnected from each other. For example, at Edu 
the transformation program was interpreted by professionals as something that 
mainly concerned management and that would not affect professional practices. 
Some felt the new organizational structures and work procedures would cause 
deprofessionalization and an increase in managerial control over professional 
practices. ‘Finance’ and ’markets and numbers’ would cause ‘disconnectedness 
from the core business of teaching’. At Academic, the risk management system 
and its related procedures and formats were interpreted as a financial matter 
that concerned Concern Control rather than the faculties and departments. On 
several occasions, it became clear that actors were distancing themselves from 
the system by resisting and sabotaging reporting procedures. It was described 
as a ‘financial concern’, ‘hobby of CC’, ‘not my cup of tea’ and as ‘paper ritual for 
management’s sake’. It was unclear to the faculties and departments how risk 
management was linked to their practices, and they felt it would entail additional 
paperwork. Thus in the course of translation, there was a failure to resolve 
and align the inherently contradictory objectives and conflicting values to the 
professional context of the organization, thereby enhancing disconnectedness 
between actants. 

Institutionalization of disconnectedness enhances the managerial 

reconfiguration of professional practice

The institutionalization of objects, systems, procedures and guidelines that 
are disconnected from professionals and managers enhances the managerial 
reconfiguration of professional practices. At Edu businesslike organizational 
concepts, structures and procedures shifted the emphasis from educational 
content towards measurable performance and efficiency. The new organizational 
structures, which separated sales and delivery, affected the content of 
professional practices as well as the position and autonomy of professionals. The 
market determined the content of professional work and professionals became 
‘executors’ of custom-made education. The centralization of procurement 
affected professional practices, as decisions on the purchasing of education 
methods and systems were taken centrally. Performance-linked budgeting and 
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allocation procedures also affected professional practices, as they introduced 
standards for educational performance. Even buildings and interiors affected 
professional practices, as guidelines on housing obliged professionals to use 
open learning spaces rather than classrooms. The institutionalization of such 
objects encapsulated the ways in which educational content was established, 
taught and provided, thereby enhancing the managerial reconfiguration of 
professional practices. 
At Academic, the risk management system led to managerial influence over 
professional practices in several ways. The system introduced a shift from 
financial to managerial control that affected all of the organization’s professional 
practices. The risk management system objectified the performance of 
Academic’s education services. Through obligatory reporting using standardized 
formats, performance and risk management were monitored and managed by 
Concern Control and the Executive Board. Furthermore, performance was linked 
to financial allocations for the faculties and institutes. This affected professional 
practice in the sense that professionals had to contribute to and comply with the 
strategic ambitions of the organization, measured against related performance 
indicators. Compliance was rewarded with financial allocations, whereas lack 
of compliance led to less financial resources, enhanced central control and 
intervention in educational and research programs. Such an expansion of control 
further encapsulated professional practice and narrowed professional space. 

To conclude, a lack of contextualization and alignment of NPM discourse to local 
professional contexts disconnects actants, causing them to exist separately and 
in ways that are disconnected from each other. However, the institutionalization 
and formalization of disconnectedness through objects such as structures, 
systems and procedures encapsulates professional practices, thereby enhancing 
managerial reconfigurations.

The connecting of actants implies contextualization and enhances meaningful 

reconfigurations

Involving a variety of actors and establishing connections between them was a 
specific objective of the SIMS project. The competencies of teaching professionals 
had been a sensitive topic among professionals, managers and partners of the PABO. 
Connecting relevant actors was seen as a first step in translating competencies 
aligned to the local context and interests of different stakeholders. For this reason, 
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the professor deviated from compliance with the SBL competencies that had 
been imposed by government reforms, and instead focused on contextualizing 
competencies. A range of heterogeneous actors, including board members, 
directors, professionals, students and field experts, participated in the project 
team. They problematized the issue of competencies and their interest in finding 
a solution. They discussed and outlined the required content of SIMS, producing 
three priority competencies for students at the PABO and professionals in the 
region. They then shaped the specific and relevant content for SIMS in a project 
plan. This included objects such as a substantive program, planning, shared tasks 
and responsibilities and evaluation procedures. Subsequently, those involved 
further substantiated SIMS and shaped a variety of support tools, procedures 
and guidelines to facilitate the implementation of the project. These objects in 
turn affected the actions of the actors involved in the project. In preparation for 
facilitating SIMS, PABO professionals underwent training and participated in 
workshops on the specific competencies, which altered their own perceptions 
and actions in relation to teacher professionalism. Enrolling and participating 
in SIMS changed students’ perceptions of professionalism, and shaped their 
views on desirable adjustments of the curriculum. School boards and directors 
were responsible for enrolling professionals from their schools in SIMS, thereby 
translating the competencies in their own education services. The communication 
of positive, statistically underpinned evaluation results and the enthusiasm of 
SIMS’ various participants gave exposure to and diffused the project within and 
beyond the organization. Students made a case for structurally embedding the 
competencies in the curriculum. Boards and directors from the region wanted 
larger groups of professionals to enroll and participate in the project. An external 
research report confirmed the positive impact of SIMS and recommended its 
structural embedding within the organization. Through diffusion and the 
convergence of connections, the project became an ‘irreversible’ feature of the 
education, and thus the professional practices, of the PABO as well as the ILS.

To conclude, enabling a variety of relevant actors to contextualize NPM discourse 
enhances the connections between them. Despite having different opinions on 
competencies, the participating actors felt involved in and committed to shaping a 
proper solution in the SIMS project. Through this, which we call co-configuration, 
those involved had the professional space to translate competencies in ways 
that were aligned with specific and collective interests. Subsequently, the SIMS 
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project and reconfigured practices were perceived as meaningful, rather than as 
a managerial intervention or as a form of objectified control over professional 
practices. 

The ‘first actor’ plays an important role in enabling co-configuration

Another conclusion from this study is that the ‘first actor’ plays an important role. 
He performs the ‘first act’ and can contribute to the connecting and mobilizing of 
actors in translating NPM discourse. While first actors do not control translation 
processes or their (temporary) outcomes, their particular role in translation 
deserves attention. At Edu and Academic, compliance with standardized market-
oriented concepts and systems was seen as a proper solution in response to the 
NPM reforms on competition and control. The first actors focused in particular 
on the creation and institutionalization of objects such as systems, structures 
and procedures for translating NPM discourse in education services, rather than 
enabling co-configuration. The subsequent course of translation disconnected 
actants and enhanced the managerialization of professional practices. At the 
PABO, the first actor focused on connecting and mobilizing relevant actors 
and enabling the collective shaping of relevant competencies for local teaching 
professionals, rather than complying with the standardized SBL competencies. 
Through co-configuration, professional practices were reconfigured in what were 
perceived as useful and meaningful ways. To conclude, although they do not play 
a determining role, through their actions, managers contribute to (managerial) 
reconfigurations of professional practices.

8.7 How NPM is translated and contributes to (managerial) reconfig-
urations of professional practices
In the previous sections, we outlined the answers to the research questions and 
described the conclusions. The answers to these questions allow us to answer the 
central research question in this section: ‘How are NPM discourses translated 
in PPS and how does this contribute to the (managerial) reconfiguration of 
professional practices?’ 
NPM discourses are translated in interaction between actants such as managers, 
professionals, consultants, and stakeholders, and objects such as systems and 
tools. Each actant forms a source of action for other actants, meaning that both 
are determinants of translation and reconfigurations of professional practices. 
Investigating how such translations contribute to the reconfiguration of 

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   247 27-10-13   12:23



Chapter 8

248

professional practices produced some critical findings. Overall, it can be concluded 
that institutionalized disconnectedness between actants enhances managerial 
reconfiguration of professional practices. Control density increases and 
encapsulates practices. Connectedness, although emphasizing interdependence 
of actants, creates professional space; in this case, control is (perceived as) less 
dense and practices are less encapsulated and restricted due to ‘professional co-
configuration’. The enabling of professional co-configuration by management 
is crucial for meaningful reconfigurations of PPS and practices. This requires 
managerial courage and the ability to ‘deviate’ from imposed standards.
The study showed that actants disconnect when there is a lack of involvement on 
the part of heterogeneous actants and insufficient alignment of NPM discourses 
to local contexts. This was evident at Edu and Academic, where homogenous 
actors, mainly management and consultants, relied heavily on private sector 
concepts and compliance. They objectified NPM discourse on competition and 
control into businesslike structures, systems and procedures. Due to a lack of 
professional co-configuration with various relevant actors, these objects were 
disconnected from local practice. The institutionalization of these disconnected 
objects enhanced the managerial reconfiguration of professional practices. Both 
professionals and managers had to deal with and comply with these practices, 
such as the standards and performance indicators imposed in a risk management 
system (Academic) and market-oriented procedures on education development 
and provision (Edu). Subsequently, as these actors had to comply with these 
disconnected objects, control density increased and professional space was 
encapsulated. This had unintended consequences, such as the reinforcement 
of conflicting values, the creation of meaningless bureaucracy and professional 
alienation. 

However, management can enable the connecting of actants and professional co-
configuration of PPS and practices. This was evident at the PABO, where faculty 
managers focused on connecting the various relevant actors when translating 
the NPM discourse on competency in its education services. Management 
deviated from straight compliance with the SBL standards on competency 
that had been introduced, and rather enabled various actors, such as boards, 
directors, professionals, students and field experts, to connect and translate 
competency in local education services. The connectedness between the actors 
both emphasized their interdependency and created the professional space to 
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translate competencies that were aligned to their specific and collective interests, 
and to bridge different perspectives and interpretations. Through enabling 
professional co-configuration, the SIMS project and reconfigured practices 
were perceived as meaningful and worth diffusing throughout (and beyond) the 
organization, rather than experienced as another managerial intervention or 
increased control over professional practices.

It can be concluded that management plays an important role in the translation 
of NPM discourse. Managers have to deal with the complexity of NPM in 
professional PPS contexts, navigating between their responsibility for budgets 
and performance, management systems, delivering ‘performance’ for customers 
and their commitment to the professionalism and quality of PPS. The study 
showed, however, that enabling professional co-configuration is crucial for 
the meaningful reconfiguration of PPS and professional practice, rather than 
compliance with imposed standards that lack contextualization. The enabling 
of co-configuration demands courage on the part of management to ‘deviate’ 
from (imposed) standards, ‘proven’ concepts and the tendency to institutionalize 
systems, procedures and guidelines, so as to enable the professional co-
configuration of local professional practices. It implies awareness and the 
ability to respond to the local needs of professionals and stakeholders, rather 
than focusing solely on compliance with standards. In this way, instead of 
increasing control density and managerial encapsulation through objectified 
disconnectedness, which may enhance unintended outcomes, managers can 
create space for ‘professional co-configuration’. They can enable interaction 
between heterogeneous actors who thereby co-configure professional practices 
that are perceived as valuable and meaningful within their specific local contexts. 
These conclusions have several implications for policy, practice and academia.

8.8 Implications
Several conclusions were drawn in response to the question of how new public 
management discourses are translated in PPS, and how this contributes to the 
(managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices. These conclusions have 
implications for policymaking, practice and future academic research, which are 
described in this section.
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8.8.1 Policy and practice

Policymakers

Policymakers should not interpret NPM as a standard solution for dealing 
with matters of performance in PPS. NPM discourses are diverse and contain 
conflicting characteristics, and the pro-market, businesslike values that are 
promoted contrast with the professional values of PPS. Boards, managers and 
professionals in PPS have to deal with this complexity when aligning reforms 
to their local contexts. If policymakers want their reconfigurations of PPS and 
practices to be meaningful, rather than to simply tighten control, they should 
consider the fact that professional contexts are diverse and translate reforms 
in different ways. Reforms should leave space for local interpretation, co-
configuration and the divergence that is needed for reconfigurations of practices 
that are meaningful to specific local contexts. 

The study has also revealed that policymakers need to be more conscious of 
the possible unintended effects of the objects they introduced in PPS, such as 
standards of performance, obligatory supervisory frameworks and guidelines. 
These may increase control density and the encapsulation of professional 
practices, rather than lead to meaningful reconfigurations. The example in the 
introductory chapter, the Cito test scores, illustrates this point. The standardized 
Cito test should not be a goal in itself or an ‘objective’ measure of how well schools 
perform. As this example and those in the different case studies showed, this 
can cause unintended effects. Discretionary space should be provided so that 
education service providers can interpret and translate such measures in ways 
that are aligned with their local contexts. For example, in the PABO case, the 
standardized SBL competencies were aligned with specific issues that were 
specific to the region. Different local stakeholders translated competencies in 
the SIMS project and co-configured professional practices that were perceived 
as useful and meaningful by those involved. 

How can policymakers deal with these matters? Policymaking for meaningful 
reforms of PPS should be considered a collaborative process involving 
heterogeneous actors. This implies that policymakers should connect with 
more relevant stakeholders in the process of policymaking. Furthermore, the 
study has revealed that translation of NPM leads to locally divergent outcomes. 
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Divergence is the rule, not the exception. Policymakers should demonstrate 
more willingness and audacity in loosening control to allow for more case-specific 
meaningful translation of policy reforms. This requires policymakers to accept 
diversity and locality, rather than try to tightly control PPS. While this may seem 
cumbersome, it is of great importance. To date, policymakers have responded 
to the unintended effects of reforms by developing new reforms and regulations 
that need to be complied with. These lead to further control density, enhancing 
the complexity of public management, encapsulating professional practice and 
increasing control fatigue within sectors of PPS. Trials and experiments might 
be conducted prior to the introduction of large-scale, high-impact reforms. In 
this way, the intended policy reform would leave space for local translation and 
co-configuration by a select group of relevant heterogeneous actors before being 
deployed throughout the sector.

Public managers

The public manager plays a complex role in translating NPM reform. Public 
managers face the challenge of managing conflicting characteristics and 
contrasting values. They should be aware of the fact that there is no such thing as 
‘implementation’ of NPM discourse (and this is also true for consultants). These 
processes concern the ‘translation’ of global NPM ideas that need to be aligned to 
specific local contexts in order to be perceived as meaningful. These translations 
are shaped by the ongoing interaction between a variety of actants within and 
outside the organization, which thereby reconfigures professional practices. 
This implies that managers should not naïvely think that they can control and 
determine these processes. Outcomes are a temporary effect of interaction 
between a variety of actants, all of whom have agency in translation processes. 
However, managers, as ‘first actors’, can play an important and meaningful 
role. Managers should be aware of how they can facilitate the translation of 
reform within their organizations. The cases showed that when managers (and 
consultants) only respond in terms of imposed compliance standards and fail 
to contextualize these, conflicting characteristics and contrasting values are 
not bridged and actants may disconnect. This enhances control density and 
the managerial encapsulation of professional practices, possibly followed by 
unintended effects. Hence when they dare to deviate from such standards and 
the strict compliance with these, they can enable professional co-configuration 
of meaningful professional practices in local contexts. 
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How can managers enable this co-configuration? It requires the confidence 
to provide space to other actors, such as professionals, clients and other 
stakeholders, in translating NPM in PPS. Public managers can involve these 
heterogeneous actors in (pilot) project teams, steering groups or work groups 
to provide space to co-configure a solution, instead of defining, objectifying and 
institutionalizing it beforehand. These managers therefore need to develop the 
courage and ability to deviate from standards of compliance. They thus need to be 
responsive to the different values, beliefs and interests that are relevant in their 
specific local contexts and critically reflect on their own capabilities and actions. 
They can enhance such competencies through developing their professionalism, 
for example through training, peer-to-peer learning, reflective practices and 
action learning. 

Public professionals

Public professionals should be aware of their agency in reform of PPS. In 
current debates they are often portrayed or present themselves as victims of 
managerialization and deprofessionalization. However, this research has shown 
that through their interaction with managers, external actors, systems, tools and 
so on, they can co-configure professional practices. They should be more aware of 
their agency and involve themselves more actively in the changes that affect their 
organizations and practices. They themselves can contribute to the creation of 
professional space and mitigate the managerialization of professional practices. 
Although professionals are not always directly involved in change, they can 
interact with other actors and actively involve themselves in co-configuring 
professional practices. Professional space for co-configuring professional 
practices also brings responsibility. 

Professionals should actively seek knowledge of particular policies that are topical 
and affect their local contexts, organizations and practices. They, too, have a 
responsibility in contributing to solutions for issues that confront them and the 
organization as a whole. Professionals can no longer remain in their trenches 
or old routines, but have an interest in and responsibility for co-configuring 
professional practices and being responsive to different needs and interests in 
their local contexts. They could, for example, elect other professionals to represent 
them in work groups or change programs that deal with issues and reforms 
affecting the organization as a whole. Moreover, they could take the initiative 
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to create workgroups or set up meetings to discuss and deal with the upcoming 
reforms, changes and issues they are confronted with. They need to develop new 
competencies, such as responsiveness, collaboration and reflectiveness, for co-
configuring professional practices and contributing to reconfigured PPS. 

8.8.2 Academic research
The findings and conclusions of this study also have implications for academic 
research, as they raise new questions. This section offers suggestions for future 
research based upon these new questions. These concern certain aspects of 
the reconfiguration of PPS that need to be analyzed in more detail, as well as 
approaches to refine and consolidate the findings from this research.

Responsive and daring public managers

Through professional co-configuration, PPS and professional practices can 
be reconfigured in a meaningful way. Deviating from enforcing compliance 
standards and enabling co-configuration requires courage and responsiveness 
on the part of managers. This is a complex challenge, as managers have to navigate 
between their responsibility for budgets and performance, management systems, 
delivering ‘performance’ for customers and their commitment to professionals 
and the quality of PPS. Further research could deepen our understanding of the 
complex role of the public manager. We need to investigate how managers can 
enable co-configuration, what prevents them from providing professional space 
and how such obstacles can be abolished. Studies are needed to investigate how 
conditions can be created (by the government and boards) to give managers 
space to act in ‘deviant’ ways. Furthermore, the profiles and competencies of 
public managers deserve more attention, in the form of studying how managers 
enable co-configuration and the skills they need to master. For example, how can 
they develop courage and responsiveness and what profile is required for being 
capable of enabling co-configuration?

‘New’ professionalism of professionals

This research emphasized the agency of all actants, and thus also of professionals, 
in reconfiguring PPS and professional practices. It has become clear that they 
experience pressures and are confronted with control mechanisms, monitoring 
systems and performance management and experience reduction of professional 

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   253 27-10-13   12:23



Chapter 8

254

space.98 However, professionals are not victims or passive recipients of ideas that 
are imposed upon them. They need to develop competencies to cope with complex 
problems and change, rather than behaving in a docile or passive manner. We 
need to study this professionalization and development of ‘new’ professionalism 
further. How can professionals be educated and trained to cope with change 
and continuously adapt their professional practices to changing environments? 
How can they develop responsiveness and reflectiveness in co-configuring 
professional practices with colleagues within as well as stakeholders outside the 
organization? How can they renew and appropriate professional standards in 
continuously changing PPS, and make these standards workable? 

PPS and control density

The study showed that institutionalized disconnectedness objectified through 
structures, systems and procedures increases control density and the managerial 
encapsulation of professional practices. In addition, at a more political level, 
governments tend to respond to change and events by developing more reforms 
and regulations. These often lead to further control density, enhanced complexity 
of public management, unintended effects and control fatigue within PPS. More 
understanding is needed of the agency and manifestation of such objects in PPS. 
In which ways do managers and professionals shape and deal with control objects 
such as increased performance management, quality controls and professional 
controls imposed by governments or professional associations? For whom and 
under which conditions are these objects perceived as bureaucratic burdens and 
increased control, or as necessary and even meaningful tools for reconfiguring 
professional practice and optimize performance of PPS?

Reach of findings: refinement and consolidation

The research findings can lead to a discussion on whether NPM discourses are 
actually shaped by actants with agency and whether connectedness between 
them is essential for meaningful reconfigurations. This relates to the reach of 
the findings of this study. For example, this research might provoke reactions 
such as ‘NPM clearly leads to deprofessionalization’, ‘managers are to blame 
for the managerialization of professional practice’, or the classic response, 

98  Moreover, authors rightfully claim that this goes beyond the introduction of NPM. New technolo-
gies, the development and distribution of knowledge, demanding citizens – all generate changes in and 
around PPS and reconfigure professional work (e.g. Noordegraaf and Steijn, 2013; Lindemann and van 
den Berg, 2012).
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‘It doesn’t work like that in my sector or organization.’ However, this study 
does not deny that NPM, through translation, can managerialize professional 
practices. Neither does it deny that managers, through their (inter)actions, can 
enhance control density and the managerialization of professional practices. 
Nevertheless, it revealed that through professional co-configuration, meaningful 
reconfigurations of professional practices emerge. The core of the issue does 
not lie in NPM as a ‘totalizing’ discourse or contradictions between managers 
and professionals, but rather in how actants translate NPM discourses and 
reconfigure professional practice. The essence of the conclusions thus stands; 
institutionalized disconnectedness enhances managerial reconfiguration, 
control density and encapsulates professional practices. Connectedness can create 
space, control is (perceived as) less dense and practices are less encapsulated due 
to professional ‘co-configuration.’ Managerial ‘deviance’ is crucial for enabling 
co-configuration, calling for courage and responsiveness. There is no reason to 
believe this conclusion would be less relevant or meaningful in other education 
services or PPS. Nevertheless, certain research approaches might be valuable for 
refining and consolidating this research study’s findings.
First, comparative studies can be useful: while the conclusions of this study may 
be generic, the contexts of PPS also diverge. All three cases in this study were 
situated in Dutch education services. Both at the national and international 
levels, education and PPS tend to be characterized by variety between sectors, 
from primary and secondary education to secondary and higher professional 
education and universities (e.g. Simkins, 1999). Furthermore, the extent to which 
education services and PPS are controlled by the state may influence which policy 
reforms are developed and how they are introduced. The profiles of managers 
may also be of influence in translation processes. For example, managers 
may be working in the line organization or have been previously employed as 
professionals. Being a member of staff or having previously worked in the private 
sector might influence managers’ interpretations of NPM discourse and their 
ability to facilitate professional co-configuration. Levels of professionalism and 
the education and socialization of professionals also differ across PPS and may 
influence how translations take place. For example, medical professionals are 
traditionally organized in associations that advocate continuous professional 
development, whereas this is not the case with teachers. It is possible that these 
distinctions between (self-proclaimed) professionals influence translation 
processes. Specific contexts of PPS can also be of influence, affecting how 
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various actants interact. For example, the number and size of organizations, 
the types of services they provide and the types of clients they serve can all 
influence how translations of NPM and reconfigurations of PPS and professional 
practice develop. Second, quantitative approaches can also be helpful. For 
example, researchers could study the degree of perceived connectedness and 
co-configuration, control density, loss or creation of professional space and 
meaningfulness of reconfigured professional practices among heterogeneous 
actors such as professionals, managers and stakeholders. 
To conclude, findings from comparative research and additional quantitative 
approaches can strengthen and refine the conclusions of this study. Furthermore, 
they can contribute to the further development of the translation framework as 
an appropriate conceptual model for studying translation processes. Finally, 
such studies are of importance, as the reconfiguring of professional practices in 
PPS is an issue of concern around the world.
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Annex 1 Data collection and interpretation

Phase Activities Authenticity of  
findings

Plausibility of 
explanations

Theory and 
problem  
statement

• distilling relevant concepts and 
topics from theory and problem 
statement

• designing and operationalizing  
concepts in translation framework

• designing semi structured interview 
protocols

• interpretive- 
ethnographic  
approach

• important guide  
for revealing  
and interpreting  
explanatory  
patterns

Data  
collection/ 
Follow the 
actants

• Interviewing a diversity of human 
actants

• Studying various internal and 
external documents (non-human 
actants) related to the problem 
statement and specific NPM reform

• Observing actants, e.g. objects and 
physical locations, and participating 
in meetings, hallway conversations.

• ‘being there’ and 
part of local  
dynamics

• emic data
• feedback  

interviewees
• thick  

descriptions
• data  

triangulation

• data triangulation

Interpreta-
tion

• transcribing the data from 
interviews and observations

• describing findings and questions 
from document study

• reducing data by coding: relating to 
concepts/ topics as well as  
creating new topics where relevant

• presenting and discussing findings 
with field (case 2 and 3)

• discussing coding and preliminary 
findings with supervising team

• presenting and discussing  
preliminary findings with peers

• transcribing discussions and points 
of consideration

• reinterpreting and discussing  
findings several times

• ‘realism’ of  
findings

• feedback  
respondents and 
those involved

• supervision
• peer group  

discussions

• authenticity  
of findings  
enhances  
plausibility of 
explanations

Cross-case 
analysis

• comparing individual case findings
• setting up content-analytic meta- 

matrix
• identifying shared patterns and 

mechanisms
• discussing first cross case findings 

with supervisory team
• subsequent rounds of interpretation
• determining mechanisms and  

explanations with supervisory team

• thick explanations  
based on emic 
descriptions

• revealing of  
mechanisms

• discussing  
plausibility of 
explanations

• do they make 
sense

Conclusions • writing preliminary conclusions
• discussing preliminary conclusions 

with supervisory team
• discussing preliminary conclusions 

with several peers/ field experts
• refine and sharpen conclusions
• finalizing conclusions

• plausibility of 
explanation  
enhances  
authenticity of 
findings

• relating findings 
to existing 
theoretical 
concepts and  
abstractions

• revealing blind 
sports in existing 
theory

In the remainder of this Annex each phase is made transparent and outcomes 
are presented.
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1.1 Theory and problem statement

Based on the literature study and the formulated problem statement a framework 
for studying the research questions was designed (see pictures below and chapters 
3 and 4). The operationalization of the ‘translation framework’, based on ANT 
and public management theory, made the different, more abstract, concepts and 
topics researchable. It forms the basis for the empirical part of the research and 
as a guide for interviewing, observing and studying documents.

Translation framework and operationalization

26990 Lindeman_totaal_24.10.13.indd   276 27-10-13   12:23



277

Annex 1 Data collection and interpretation

CONCEPT DEFINITION OBSERVABLE THROUGH E.G.

IDEA An idea is a concept 
consisting of a philosophy or 
assumption often construed 
in a representation such as 
an object.

• New Public Management as idea for 
improving PPS

• Policy reforms as idea for improving 
specific elements of PPS

OBJECTIFICATION Objectification concerns 
making abstract concepts 
tangible as a (physical) 
object. 

• Policy reforms 
• Acts and regulations
• Organizational project/change plans

PROBLEMATIZATION Regarding and presenting 
a certain situation as a 
problem for all involved and 
requiring a solution.

• Strategic plans for responding to 
problems

• Presentations and meetings where 
problematization takes place

• Presenting solutions as precondition for 
continuity of organization/preservation 
of employment

CONNECTEDNESS Creating links between 
actants that did not 
previously exist and bridging 
contrasts through locally 
shaping the idea/solution.

• Meetings that concern the collective 
shaping of the idea and problem solution

• Involving and integrating those involved 
within and outside the organization in 
e.g. project or expert teams

• Shaping and introduction of support 
systems, tools and objects to facilitate 
problem-solving

• Design and interior of buildings and offices
INSTITUTIONALIZA-
TION

When ideas become common 
practice, fixed in material 
forms and objects as well as 
practice, obtaining a rule-like 
status. 

• Working processes and procedures
• Performance standards and rewards
• Strategy and vision
• Action and development plans
• Formal roles and responsibilities
• Obligatory systems and tools such as 

monitoring and registration systems
• Inscribing of values in e.g. buildings, 

offices space, interiors, logos
DIFFUSION When the idea travels 

towards other localities 
via mobilizing other 
actants, thereby enhancing 
connectedness and further 
deployment of the idea.

• Fixing responsibility for further 
deployment via formal roles and 
responsibilities

• Communicating and spreading idea 
and solutions via reports, charts and 
presentations on progress

• Mobilizing other employees, stakeholders 
via involvement and participation in 
e.g. projects teams and development 
programs

STABILIZATION Results from heterogeneous 
and converged connections 
that are perceived as 
meaningful and workable 
and have become 
irreversible.

• Changes to work practices are perceived 
as meaningful and workable by those 
involved

• New systems and tools are perceived 
as meaningful and workable by those 
involved

• Roll-out of idea in other departments/
organizations is perceived as meaningful 
and desirable by those involved
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1.2 Data collection/ Follow the actants

Based on the research questions and guided by the translation framework the data 
collection phase entailed the ‘following of actants’. This consisted of conducting 
interviews with a variety of human actants, studying various non-human actants 
such as documents, systems and physical locations, and observing their acts and 
interactions. 

Semi structured interview protocol with relevant topics
Based on the translation framework semi-structured interview-protocols (in 
Dutch) were designed. 
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Annex 1 Data collection and interpretation

Interview reports
The interviews were transcribed into interview reports (in Dutch) that provide 
rich data related to translations of reform(s), interpretations, feelings and values 
of human actants such as managers and professionals. Interviews also provided 
data on the workings and (im) possibilities of systems, procedures and so on. 
Interview reports were always presented to the respondents for their approval 
of the content.
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Annex 1 Data collection and interpretation

OBSERVATIONAL NOTES
Observing acts, texts and objects open-mindedly during meetings, conversations 
and in physical locations/ objects. The notes contain observed data on values and 
believes of different organizational members and the interactions between and 
agency of actants in translation processes.

1.3 Interpretation

Subsequently, all data was interpreted through coding and clustering, discussing 
and recoding and reinterpreting several times.  
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Annex 1 Data collection and interpretation
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Coding and clustering data in Atlas Ti (case 3)
In the third case the same coding and clustering principles were applied using 
Atlas Ti software. 

(Re) coding and (re) analyzing interpretations using translation framework
After the initial coding and interpretation several discussions on the preliminary 
findings and their authenticity and plausibility were held with the supervising 
team. Then another round of coding and interpreting was conducted for each 
case using the translation framework.
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Annex 1 Data collection and interpretation

WHAT/HOW CASE 1 EDU : COMPETITION

IDEA &  
OBJECTIFICATION

• Market based ideas shaped into policy reforms and subsequent Acts
• Interaction with the field shapes new playing field, competition requiring 

different organization of education services.
• Initial phase of disconnectedness ‘old values’ need to connect with 

changing values within education services.
• Initial disconnectedness reflected by difficulties ensuring continuity 

in ‘new market’, being competitive however through cost efficient 
organization

• Existing organizational and professional practices insufficiently 
connected with the ‘market/ customers’

• Policy reforms WEB and WI Act were objectification of the NPM rationale 
of competition.

• Consisted of measures that were to enhance effectiveness and efficiency 
of education services

PROBLEMATIZATION • Unintended outcomes within the organization as a result of merger 
processes

• Businesslike approach thus far contrasted with professional approach.
• Incapable of approaching the market, incapable of offering low cost price 

and relate more to business like values. Conflict in characteristics.
• Convincing the organization of urgent situation affecting all involved
• Involving consultants who have experience with guiding PPS through 

reorganizations and change management
• Kick off as symbolic momentum: involving actors throughout the 

organization:
- Presentation using symbolism ‘It’s five past twelve’
- Need for ‘rearranging’ rather than reorganization
- Objects such as representations of budget deficits and decreasing 

income
- Introducing external (business like) actants. Consultant as part of the 

solution.
• Introduction of object; standardized approach BPA for analyzing and 

altering existing concepts and structures based on rational and economic 
values. Used in private sectors.

• Solutions sought in result oriented models based on performance and 
centralization/ shared services introduced by consultants

• Conflicting solutions: improving competitiveness and control of costs 
(competitiveness through costs).
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CONNECTEDNESS • Conflicting characteristics and contrasting values  ; professional values 
Edu and business like values of market and new approach. How were 
connections made?

• Involving consultants who have experience with guiding PPS through 
reorganizations and change management.

• Forming of teams which connected consultants and Edu high potential 
managers, mutually shaping organizational concept and centralization of 
support activities, however merely adopted from private sectors.

• Establishing steer group consisting of EB, consultants and high potentials 
for decision making on rearranging of Edu.

• Homogenous and small group of allies
• Emphasis of reshaping Edu on establishing of (business like) objects:

- Establishing of strategy and vision, linking to business like language; 
market, customers, account managers, performance

- Adopting concepts from private sector translated into objects such as 
organizational structures and process designs, little contextualization/ 
local adaptation

- Use of performance contracts, (lagging and leading) performance 
indicators and dashboards for monitoring

• Creation of links? Set up of business like tools within small group 
of alliances (project teams/ steer group about 20 persons over 700 
employees)

• Contrast merely bridged; business like values adopted through shaping of 
objects. 

• Focus on performance and results, and the control thereof less focus on 
content of primary process. 

• Separate shaping rather than contextualized.  private sector terms, tools, 
mechanisms, procedures and so on, rather than collectively shaping 
solutions/ best of both worlds

• Professionals disconnected: this will go by/ won’t last/ another change 
project

INSTITUTIONALIZATION • Aimed at irreversibility of reshaped practices  common practice
• Connecting of actants: both objects and actors while dealing with 

conflicting characteristics and contrasting values.
• However more focus on formalizing then on creating connections.
• Formalization of new structures and work procedures via steer group 

meetings
• Values inscribed in concepts and language; ‘market portal’, ‘career center’ 

and ‘business office’, ‘putting students central’
• Structures and procedures for securing actions, roles and responsibilities 

through performance agreements and reward systems
• However objects and procedures are thus far disconnected from practice 

and drawn up on paper:
- New organizational structures for career center, market portal and 

business office
- Performance agreements for directors and managers
- Budgeting and allocation models

• Values inscribed in objects and procedures such as ‘transparency and 
result orientation’ hence also housing:
- Housing: Glass walls and open learning spaces (+procedures)
- Unity and transparency
- Market determines supply, not professionals

• Consequences became clear for those up to yet not involved: Feelings of 
disconnectedness and alienation:
- perceived bureaucracy
- lacking connection of ambitions and capabilities of employees
- ‘Are we getting disconnected from our core business?’
- perceived managerialism, arrogant managers, degrading professionals 

to production workers
- no professional involvement, no say in reshaping organizational and 

professional practices
- ‘internal organization is not ready’

• Theoretically institutionalized yet not (logically) hardly practical
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Annex 1 Data collection and interpretation

DIFFUSION • Connecting and diffusing the idea towards the departments and units via 
Edu’s high potentials

• Via ‘immutable mobiles’;  Structures and procedures formalized via steer 
group meetings

• Project plans, assignment of internal project leaders (high potentials),  
transformation maps with future ambitions and results.

• Thereby trying to connect other actors, not necessarily contextualizing or 
bridging contrasts. Imposing new Edu.

• Heavy emphasis on objects, plans, ‘theoretical’ change, separate from local 
practices

STABILIZATION • Stability is small. Small amount of connections: mainly consists of 
managers.

• Asymmetry: emphasis on objects. No heterogeneous converged 
connections.

• No change of work practice yet, theoretical shaping of new Edu
•  Institutionalization is not an effect of interactions of those involved/ 

affected. No effect of interactions between local actants.
• Certain amount of irreversibility/ encapsulation, or at least grounds for 

further diffusion, as EB and high potentials are committed to the change 
plans.

WHAT/HOW CASE 2 ACADEMIC : CONTROL

IDEA &  
OBJECTIFICATION

• NPM: Freedom to manage, more autonomy in PPS. Requires more 
supervision/ control.

• Policies create new relations. Education organizations are risk bearing 
entrepreneurs rather than executors. 

• Not only professional logics, hence also managerial: account for 
performance, management of risks.

• NPM rationale of control shaped and objectified into regulations on 
annual reporting: RJ 660 (harmonization of different regulations to 
decrease administrative burdens)

• Guidelines and standards for annual reporting
• In control statement (ICS) as future obligatory hallmark acknowledged 

via accounting control.
PROBLEMATIZATION • Shift from financial to more management control.

• Professional practices and performance also object of supervision, 
rather than just financial control. Connecting the financial to education 
processes.

• However lack of control, limited transparency.
• Control as means for achieving ambitions and sustaining a competitive 

position.
• Risk management as tangible solution top down imposed by the SB, 

enforced by RJ660.
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CONNECTEDNESS • Adoption of market based COSO ERM model, acknowledged in private 
sectors.

• Emphasis on connecting organization strategy and organizational and 
professional practices. Risk identification at all levels of the organization.

• Conflicting values of managerial control and professional autonomy, no 
contextualization/ alignment to practices of faculties and institutes.

• ERM COSO RAC adopted by Concern Control, reinforcing contrasting 
values. RAC is perceived of financial concern.

• In the design phase other actors have not been involved. Lack of allies: 
Concern Control and Operational Audit strong opponents (homogenous). 
Thus limited connections between actors.

• Connectedness mainly theoretically shaped through establishing of 
objects and devices:
- Strategic memorandum: 
- Guidelines and procedures: 
- Reporting standards and formats: 

• No active shaping of conflicting characteristics (competitiveness and 
control) and no bridging of contrast. Shaping of RAC is a one man action.

• Tools directly formalized/ institutionalized rather than effect of collective 
of local shaping. Limited connectedness between actants as a result of 
interaction/ translation.

INSTITUTIONALIZATION • Aimed at irreversibility of reshaped practices  common practice.
• Focus has been on theoretically shaping objects and connections between 

actants rather than through involvement mutually shaping these 
connections as a result of interaction. 

• Formalization of RAC and its guidelines and procedures and support 
tools via CC.

• Theoretical/ drawn up on paper to fix and secure beliefs and actions, 
giving them a rule like status:
- RAC model
- Strategic memorandum: strengthen market position, control and 

entrepreneurialism.
- Guidelines and procedures: including accountability reports and 

improvement plans to be centrally monitored. 
- Standards and formats: entailing broad topics/ management control of 

professional practices and educational performance
- Tasks and responsibilities:

• Informative kick off session after design and institutionalization  of 
objects with low number of attendees

• Resistance: EB publicly downplaying RAC (not a big deal), faculties and 
institutes label it as ‘financial’ , ‘not my piece of cake’, ‘bureaucracy’, 
‘covered by P&C cycle’ and ‘paper rituals’.

• No clear reference to meaningfulness. Risk management is not part of 
either organizational or professional practice. It’s a financial matter.

• Theoretically institutionalized yet hardly practical. Ignored by faculties 
and institutes, remains disconnected from practice.

• Involving advisors in auditing and advising on RAC and as actant to 
intervene in translation process.

DIFFUSION • Introduction of advisors as actors for further development of RAC, 
through audit mobilizing faculties and institutes.

• External audit report and recommendations as ‘immutable mobile’
• Emphasizing involvement and commitment.

- EB as advocate
- Translating RAC into accurate working for RAC
- Collective shaping of risk areas and set of priority risks
- Involving key figures and sponsors for further development

• Focusing on renewed connectedness.
• Supervision of recommendations by SB and accountants.
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Annex 1 Data collection and interpretation

STABILIZATION • Stability is small. Small amount of connections: Finance and OAD
• Asymmetry: emphasis on objects. No heterogeneous converged 

connections.
• No change of work practice yet, theoretical shaping of RAC
•  Institutionalization is not an effect of interactions of those involved/ 

affected. No effect of interactions between local actants.
• Certain amount of irreversibility/ encapsulation, or at least grounds for 

further diffusion, through recommendations and supervision of EB and 
accountants.

WHAT/HOW CASE 3 PABO : COMPETITION

IDEA &  
OBJECTIFICATION

• Changing playing field of education services; more competitive, 
changing relations requiring different foci and competencies.

• Competencies need to connect with changing educational context/ 
environment, up to then a disconnectedness between them is claimed.

• NPM envisages more entrepreneurial, innovative PPS, however cost/ 
efficiency conscious.

• Through development of required skills  better provision of education 
services.

• Rationale of competencies objectified in BIO Act and SBL competences.
• SBL consisting of abstract standards of require competencies for 

teaching professionals and managers.
• Critically received by professionals: yet another bureaucratic measure, in 

the interest of management rather than professionals
• Conflicting: standardized and monitored via Education inspectorate, yet 

stimulating innovation, entrepreneurialism.
PROBLEMATIZATION • Changing society incapability of adapting curriculum to ‘customers 

needs’
• ‘Professional knows best’, arduous contact between professionals and 

external school boards and directors.
• Contrasting interpretations on what professional competencies are/ 

should be
• PABO’s external/ stakeholder criticize quality of curriculum and 

students: ‘dramatically below level’, solely being pedagogical and 
didactically skilled

• Symbolism: ‘being professional, is being accountable’
• Presenting extracurricular experiment SIMS as possible solution, project 

contours as objectification of idea and as invitation to become involved 
in its development.

• Open invitation to those feeling committed to the subject to become part 
of/ become connected to project team that was to translate competencies 
into SIMS.
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CONNECTEDNESS • Connecting local boards and directors from the field with PABO 
professionals within the project team. Involving students, lectors and 
field experts.

• Voluntary involvement: heterogeneous and committed allies from both 
inside and outside the organization.

• Through project team meetings and mutual shaping of SIMS links 
could be created between professional competencies and the additional 
organizational competencies posed by the boards and directors.

• Connections between competencies required in the field and the 
competencies offered in the PABO curriculum were created through 
taking real life practices and situations and integrating them into the 
SIMS approach.

• SBL competencies not passively adopted, only served as trigger.
• Shaping of SIMS was facilitated by a project plan that had been shaped in 

interaction within the project team and entailed:
- Objectives
- Activities and planning
- Results
- Project team/ Involved members

• Objectives aimed at creating connections: 
- connecting macro and micro: context of society with the micro level of 

the professionals and their organization
- collaboration of various relevant stakeholders  connecting different 

organizations and faculties
- collective responsibility in shaping ‘new’ professionalism
- addressing the needs of the professional field 

developing a ‘new professionalism’; focus on collaboration/ connecting 
within and beyond the organization

• Connecting the PABO professionals with these more organizational 
values through introducing trainings in preparation for offering SIMS to 
students and external professionals.

• Facilitating the further collective shaping through evaluations and 
possibilities for adjustments.

• Primum movens: the lectors as connector keeping translation in motion. 
Connector converging connections.

INSTITUTIONALIZATION • Aimed at irreversibility of reshaped practices  common practice.
• Focus has been on creating connectedness between actors and their 

different perceptions and collectively shaping SIMS.
• Project plan concerned SIMS and formalized:

- Relevant competencies and work practices
- Objectives
- Activities and results
- Project team/ Involved members

• These elements had values inscribed in them such as collaboration, 
accountability, teamwork, pro activity.

• Inscribing evaluation outcomes in new manuals and protocols.
• Not common practice within the organization, as it was an 

extracurricular activity, however perceived as meaningful for students 
and worth further development.

• It is not a priori and top-down imposed institutionalization of objects 
and practices. Connections converged within the project team as a result 
of interaction.

• Adjusting and formalizing action and development plan of SIMS to 
diffuse and involve more members/ create more connections.
- Participation of not only PABO but also ILS students
- Participation of professionals (both PABO and from the field)
- Structural embedding after 2012
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Annex 1 Data collection and interpretation

DIFFUSION  • Embedding: from pilot to permanent feature
• Evaluations: communicating progress and high appreciation of students 

and professional field:
- Objectifying results through statistical data (immutable mobile)
- External actor  audit results performed by research institute 

emphasizing importance of further development.
- Diffusion of results/ publication within professional field nationally 

(immutable mobile)
• Proceeds and progress: Irreversibility of SIMS
• Heterogeneous allies mobilized as representatives for enhancing 

connectedness and further development of idea:
- Students
- Professionals PABO
- Boards and directors
- Professionals from the field (via external evaluation research)

• Follow up plan objectified into report:
- Revision of project plan by project team
- Revision of activities and results
- Including enrolling more students and professionals
- Participation of ILS

STABILIZATION • Stable connections within a group of heterogeneous allies
• Converged connections: meaningful collaboration/ interaction between 

various actors
• Integration of and connection of actants: reshaped competencies and 

facilitating tools are perceived as meaningful and workable.
• Further deployment of SIMS throughout the Faculty of Education, 

involving more local school organizations and giving its progress 
national attention is perceived desirable by those involved: converging 
new connections

• Increasing heterogeneity and complexity of SIMS increases stability and 
‘irreversibility’. Complexity and heterogeneity difficult to untie
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Supervision: discussing (re) coding and interpretations of data with super-
vising team
Throughout the process of collection and interpretation discussions with the 
supervising team were held periodically. All comments, remarks, ideas and 
interpretations were recorded and acted upon by the researcher to ensure quality 
of the study.

Supervision: discussing (re) coding and interpretations of data with supervising team
Throughout the process of collection and interpretation discussions with the supervising
team were held periodically. All comments, remarks, ideas and interpretations were
recorded and acted upon by the researcher to ensure quality of the study.

Peer reviews
Interim results and findings of the study were discussed in a number of 
presentations in various academic forums. All comments, remarks, ideas and 
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interpretations were recorded and acted upon by the researcher to ensure quality 
of the study. See example below.

 

Peer reviews
Interim results and findings of the study were discussed in a number of presentations in
various academic forums. All comments, remarks, ideas and interpretations were recorded
and acted upon by the researcher to ensure quality of the study. See example below.

1.4 Cross case analysis 

Based on the findings from the individual cases a cross-case analysis was 
conducted. Through setting up content-analytic meta-matrices shared patterns 
and mechanisms were identified, discussed and refined.
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Meta matrix translation framework: analysis across cases
WHAT/HOW CROSS CASE

IDEA &  
OBJECTIFICATION

• NPM rationales as private sector inspired solution for improving 
efficiency and effectiveness of PPS

• Subsequent reforms such as WEB, WI, RJ660 and BIO ACT
• Changing playing field: new relations providers, change in management 

and supervision, new skills and capacities related to professionalism. 
• Introduction of business like values contrast with professional values: 

Initial disconnectedness
Analysis/ interpretation • NPM rationales translated into policy reforms change field of education services.

• Trigger the reshaping of relations and incentives within the sector, autonomy 
of managers and professionals and determination of professionalism and 
competencies.

• Objects such as Acts and regulations provide to stimulus to respond and translate 
such subject matters into practice

PROBLEMATIZATION • Thus far three cases difficulty with dealing with changing education 
sector

• Business like reforms contrast with professional values in PPS
• Unintended outcomes: lack of control, limited contestability and 

professionals not capable of adapting and contributing to improvements, 
dealing with these changes

• New policies as trigger for change
• Use of symbolic texts for problematizing: (1) Five past twelve, (2) Being in 

control, (3) Being professional is being accountable
• Kick off meetings a formal starting points for involving actors and 

reshaping organizational and professional practices, however deployed 
with divergent intentions and at different points of translating the 
reform:
- Edu  before reshaping practices, but as informative action
- Academic  after translating reform into objects (systems, procedures, 

formats), for fixing and informing new practices
- PABO  before further translation (contours drawn up) as open 

invitation for collective involvement/ discussion and translation
• Substantiating problematization/ need for change: 

- Edu: Objects such as slides, presentations. Introduction of consultants 
 introducing business like approaches and way of organizing 
education services

- Academic: towards institutionalization: broadening management 
control and fixing work practices

- External factors: changing environment, critical professional field, 
innovative faculty

• Indispensable/ solutions:
- Edu/ Academic: Solutions sought in adoption of objects: private sector 

models, structures (introduced by consultants). Inherent conflicts: 
competitions/ strategic ambitions yet cost efficient

- PABO: object (SIMS) introduced by primum movens as stimulus for 
further development/ shaping of solution/ relevant competencies 

Analysis/ interpretation • Difficulties with dealing with a more business like becoming playing field.
• Reveal disconnectedness between business like and professional values.
• Thus far: Unintended outcomes: lack of control, limited contestability and 

professionals not capable of adapting and contributing to improvements, dealing 
with these changes  reform

• Problematization for involving and convincing actors remains at board/ 
management level translated into symbolic language (Five past twelve, Being 
professional, being accountable…’)  involving small group of homogenous allies

• Presented through objects during kick off such as facts &figures.
• Solutions through adoption of market based concepts translated into action plans 

and envisaged results.
• Problematization can also involve drawing the contours of the manifestation of the 

problem within the local context and inviting those involved to collectively shape 
and translate solutions into practice (case 3).
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CONNECTEDNESS • Connecting of actors through project teams and steer groups
- Edu/ Academic: homogenous teams (consultants/ managers and 

concern control) with more business like values. Small group of allies
- PABO: small group of heterogeneous allies both within and outside of 

the organization
• Convincing and interesting/ creation of links:
Edu/ Academic:

- not necessarily through interaction of actants, hence adopting/ shaping 
business like objects via homogenous group

- limited/ no interactive shaping conflicting characteristics into 
organizational and professional practices. Contrast not actively 
bridged.

- No/ little active alignment to local contexts
PABO

- Connectedness of heterogeneous allies
- Object SIMS as vehicle for interaction
- SIMS facilitating discussion and connection between actors
- Further shaping objects (project plan trainings, evaluations, program 

content) for translating competencies into SIMS
- Objectives aimed at creating connections
- Lector as primum movens: keeping translation in motion  

converging connections
• Local shaping/ contextualization:
Edu/ Academic:

- Not contextualized, or more specifically aligned to professional values
- Distant shaping of objects rather than effect of interaction/ translation 

into organizational and professional practices
- Theoretical shaping rather than practice  disconnected
- Feelings of meaningless bureaucracy and alienation.

PABO:
- Involvement of local partners, both business like and professional 

values
- Mutually shaping SIMS based on local practices and experiences
- Objects as result of local translation
- Objectives aimed at creating connections
- Sense of connectedness

Analysis/interpretation • Creating of links between actors is not an effect of interaction, collective translation 
of rationale.

• Links enforced via setting of conditions such as project teams and steer groups.
• However limited connectedness as such teams were homogenous, mostly manageri-

al(thus no opportunity for bridging contrasts within group of allies)
• Adoption of businesslike concepts and tools; no active bridging of contrasts no local 

alignment/ contextualization of conflicting NPM characteristics
• No involving of those affected, however introducing of business like objects for 

problem solution: asymmetry of actants instead of interaction and translation
• Thus no solving conflicting characteristics and no bridging of contrasts.
• Theoretical shaping but not practice; disconnected, existing separately
• Creating of links, bridging contrasts and local shaping can also involve collective 

effort of heterogeneous parties involved
• Mutual shaping based on local experiences and conditions
• Objects not passively adopted, hence as result of interaction or as vehicle for further 

translation introduced by primum movens
• Not focused on enforcing/ imposing structures/ actions, rather are to keep transla-

tion in motion: duality rather than dualism.
• Objectives aimed at creating connections
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INSTITUTIONALIZATION • Emphasis on institutionalizing adopted concepts into structures and 
objects, rather than common practice resulting from (inter)active local 
shaping

• Formalized by small group of homogenous allies, little involvement of 
other actors

• Formalizing and inscribing business like values through text (and interi-
or):
- Management control, transparency, performance management
- market share, market portal, career center, business office

• Objects; structures, systems and tools for encapsulation  main course of 
action. Not effect of translation  connectedness

• However asymmetry of objects  not practice/ rule like status
• Also consequences:

- Resistance and frustration
- Perceived bureaucracy/ paper rituals
- Disconnectedness from core business  alienation

• PABO however:
- Common practice within project
- Perceived as meaningful
- (Limited) Institutionalization as a result of interaction
- Development of new action plans/ further development

Analysis/  
interpretation

• Jumped into ‘Translation’ via shaping and formalizing of objects such as systems, 
tools, procedures etc.

• Shaped by limited numbers of allies/ homogenous, not actively and locally shaped 
by those affected and translated into common practice.

• Rule like status, beliefs and values enforced by fixing new practices into materials 
such building, systems, tasks and responsibilities etc.

• Disconnectedness revealed even more as theory appears not practice. Examples of 
resistance and frustration, meaningless bureaucracy and alienation (unintended 
effects).

• However institutionalization can also come from connectedness and as a result 
of collectively shaped objects and practices that are perceived as meaningful and 
thus fixed/ formalized in objects such as development plans, communication plans, 
action plans and so on.

• The  creation of connectedness in earlier stages  is then a precondition.
DIFFUSION • Diffusion/ travelling of idea mainly through:

- Managers as spokespersons
- Introduction of external consultants
- Via ‘immutable mobiles’: structures, procedures, formats, buildings (in 

case of Edu)
- Emphasis on objects / theoretical plans that are not practice yet, 

however which are to secure action (encapsulation)
- Communicating (nationally) of (evaluation) results and subsequent 

follow ups
- Is to enhance connectedness: in case of PABO certain amount of 

connectedness existed
Analysis/  
interpretation

• Diffusion focused on creating more connections
• Focus on object and monitoring, encapsulating of main course of action and follow 

up
• Communicating of results, progress ambitions implicitly enforcing follow up.
• However, diffusion can also develop as a more logic next step when connectedness 

has emerged, translation has been perceived as meaningful and workable for other 
departments within/ outside of the organization

• Nevertheless,  encapsulation via objects ensuring follow ups is prominent
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STABILIZATION • Homogeneity  small group of internal allies
• Asymmetry in connectedness  focus on objects
• Connection only partially/ theoretically created
• Institutionalization not common practice  not an effect of interaction. 

Shaped by homogenous group of allies.
• Certain amount of irreversibility	 encapsulation  ensuring further 

diffusion
PABO:
• Heterogeneity/ stable converging of connections
• Connecting of actants (through interaction and translation)
• Perceived as meaningful
• Actual spokespersons/ intrinsic motivation for further development

Analysis/ interpretation • Stability limited
• Small groups of allies and homogenous; thus limited connections
• Furthermore asymmetry, more objects than actors involved
• Change has been mainly theoretical, not reshaped practices
• No active dealing/ shaping conflicting characteristics and contrasting values
• No irreversibility as nothing has changed, rather than maybe unintended effects
• However, stabilization can also emerge from heterogeneous and converged 

connections that have been shaped though translation (interaction)
• When perceived as meaningful and workable and gains rule like status/ 

irreversibility  further roll out envisaged and aspired by those involved
• Looking for converging connections, also thereby encapsulating actions and actors 

(nobody can oppose to a good idea)
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Meta matrix analyzing patterns and mechanisms across cases
Based on the cross case meta-matrix and its findings a second round of analysis 
were conducted to explain these findings by revealing underlying patterns and 
mechanisms. See example below.

CASE 2 ACADEMIC –  
Control

CASE 1 EDU –  
Competition

CASE 3 PABO -  
Competencies

WORKABLE/ 
MEANINGFUL? 

• Considered not 
meaningful, not 
workable

• Not locally shaped
• Paper rituals, separated 

from existing practices
• One dimensionally 

managed, strategic 
behavior employees

• Not entirely clear
• Limited convergence
• Theory not practice yet
• Unclear involvement 

and consequences for 
employees

• Partially locally shaped, 
soloist actor

• Considered meaningful 
and workable by 
professionals, students 
and stakeholders

• Locally shaped
• Converged connections 

and gradual diffusion

POSSIBLE EX-
PLANATIONS

#1 IMPOSING THE GLOBAL 
ON THE LOCAL 
• One on one and top 

down application of 
global COSO ERM

• No collective 
interessement and 
local adaptation and 
modification

• No connection between 
actants 
Single focus on use 
of systems and tools 
(asymmetry)

• Unclear how affects 
faculties and 
departments, what their 
interests are

• Lack of commitment, 
also from responsible 
executive board

#1 APPLYING PRIVAT 
SECTOR MANAGEMENT 
STYLE
• Commercial 

organizational concept
• Top down shaping of 

outlines organizational 
concept and values

# 1 LOCALLY SHAPING 
IDEA
• Internal and external 

stakeholders 
involved in defining 
problematization and 
shaping approach

• Opportunities 
for intermediate 
adaptations and 
modifications
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# 2 FOCUS ON 
INSTITUTIONALIZATION
• As primary option 

for developing risk 
management

• For enforcing 
connectedness

• As means for diffusion

# 2 FOCUS ON 
INSTITUTIONALIZATION
• As primary option for 

reshaping services
• For enforcing 

connectedness (and 
thus not as an effect of 
interaction)

• As means for diffusion

# 2 FOCUS ON 
CONNECTEDNESS
• also during 

problematization
• locally shaping 

appropriate approach
• enhancing involvement 

as means for diffusion

# 3 FOCUS ON NON 
HUMAN ACTANTS
• Asymmetry and 

disconnectedness
• Encapsulation and 

creation of motion

# 3 FOCUS ON NON 
HUMAN ACTANTS
• Asymmetry and 

disconnectedness
• Encapsulation and 

creation of motion

# 3 NON HUMAN ACTANTS 
AS EFFECTS AND PART 
OF TRANSLATION
• Supporting and 

interacting in local 
translation

• Effects of interaction: 
symmetry

• Introduced for 
mobilizing translation 
process

#4 DISCONNECTEDNESS
• Change program largely 

shaped at top level (EB 
and consultants)

• Limited allies/ 
convergence

• High potentials 
involved not until 
implementation

• No connection 
between actants yet, 
and not as a result of 
connectedness rather 
institutionalization

• Single focus on use 
of systems and tools 
(symmetry)

#4 DISCONNECTEDNESS
• Change program largely 

shaped at top level (EB 
and consultants)

• Limited allies/ 
convergence

• High potentials 
involved not until 
implementation

• No connection 
between actants yet, 
and not as a result of 
connectedness rather 
institutionalization

• Single focus on use 
of systems and tools 
(symmetry)

# 4 IMPORTANCE OF 
‘PRIMUM MOVENS’
• Actor that is able to put 

translation into motion
• Connector converging 

connections

 #5 UNSTABILITY OF 
NETWORK
• Disconnected, idea 

existing separately/ 
theoretically

• Asymmetry of actants

#5 UNSTABILITY OF 
NETWORK
• Limited connections
• Asymmetry of actants, 

little practice mainly 
theory

# 5 HETEROGENEITY OF 
NETWORK

• Multiple connections 
internally and 
externally

• Stability: complexity 
and heterogeneity 
difficult to untie

#6 LIMITED SOURCES 
FOR DIFFUSION
• No connectedness and 

‘spokesmen’
• Encapsulation via 

obligatory procedures
• Supervision by 

supervisory board and 
audit

#6 ‘SPOKESMEN’ FOR 
DIFFUSION
• High potentials 

translating plans into 
departments and 
practices

• Commitment of the 
Executive Board

#6 DIFFUSION OF 
NETWORK
• Converged connections
• Increase of connections
• Enthusiastic allies/ 

‘spokesmen’
• Dissemination of 

progress within 
professional field
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Supervision
Throughout the process of cross-case analysis the findings were discussed and 
refined continuously while working towards conclusions.

1.5 Conclusions 

Based on the findings from the individual- and cross-case analysis conclusions 
were developed. These conclusions were discussed and refined during 
supervision- and peer group meetings. 
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Developing conclusions
Conclusions were developed based on the findings of the interpretation phase. 
Using the translation framework conclusions were (re) drawn and discussed for 
all different phases of the translation process. 
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Introductie

Hoe worden New Public Management (NPM) discoursen99 vertaald in publieke 
professionele diensten, en hoe dragen deze vertalingen bij aan de ‘managerial’100 
(re)configuratie101 van professionele praktijken? Deze studie beantwoordt deze 
onderzoeksvraag. 
De performance van publieke professionele diensten (PPD) zoals onderwijs is 
onderwerp van voortdurende discussie tussen politici, managers, professionals 
en burgers. Dit debat wordt vaak gekoppeld aan discussies over NPM dat in de 
afgelopen decennia wereldwijd door overheden geadopteerd is om de performance 
van PPD te optimaliseren. Critici beschouwen NPM als een totaliserende 
management discours, dat zich richt op prestaties en kostenefficiëntie in plaats 
van traditionele professionele waarden. Zij betogen dat de invoering van NPM 
heeft geleid tot het ‘vermanagen’102 van professionele praktijken. Bovendien wordt 
aangenomen dat NPM ongewenste neveneffecten heeft gehad die hebben geleid 
tot nieuwe vragen en problemen in PPD.  
Uit onderzoek blijkt echter een genuanceerder beeld. NPM-hervormingen 
hebben zowel in verschillende landen als binnen en tussen sectoren van PPD 
onderling een veelheid aan verschillende uitkomsten gehad. Sommige van deze 
bevindingen tornen daarmee aan de representatie van NPM als een ‘totaliserend’ 
discours. Dit proefschrift wil niet de kracht van het NPM-discours ontkennen, 
maar vooral benadrukken dat individuen in PPD geen passieve ontvangers van 
wereldwijde discoursen zijn die volgzaam reageren op wat hen wordt opgelegd. 
Integendeel: menselijke actoren, zoals managers en professionals, en niet-
menselijke actoren, zoals beleid, regelgeving, systemen en tools, hebben ’agency’103 
in het vertalen van NPM-discours in PPD en dragen daarmee zelf bij aan de (re)
configuratie van professionele praktijken. 
Desalniettemin is er tot op heden onvoldoende inzicht in hoe verschillende actoren 
in hun lokale context NPM-discoursen en bijbehorende waarden en doelstellingen 

99   Abstracte verhalen, ideeën.
100 Met ‘managerial’ (her)configuratie wordt bedoeld management-achtige, bedrijfsmatige, perfor-
mance gerichte  (her)configuraties van professionele praktijken die meer traditionele en professionele 
onderliggende logica en waarden kennen.
101  Veranderen van bestanddelen en hun onderlinge verbindingen. Ook wel reconstrueren, reassemble. 
102  Zie managerial. Het ‘vermanagen’ van professionele praktijken in het onderwijs.
103  Agency: de capaciteit van een agent (persoon of entiteit) om vrij te kunnen handelen (act) binnen 
sociale structuren.
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vertalen, en hoe dit bijdraagt   aan de divergente lokale uitkomsten. Dit inzicht is 
juist van belang omdat NPM nog steeds actueel is in PPD, het een continue bron 
van verhitte debatten vormt en onbedoelde effecten als conflicterende waarden, 
betekenisloze bureaucratie en professionele vervreemding zich voordoen. Tot op 
heden bieden publiek management studies onvoldoende inzicht in de werking 
van NPM en waarom de resultaten lokaal zo kunnen verschillen. Inzicht hierin  
kan bijdragen aan toekomstige vertalingen van NPM en meer betekenisvollere (re)
configuraties, in plaats van de ‘vermanagering’ en devaluering van professionele 
praktijken. In dit proefschrift wordt daarom verkend hoe NPM-discoursen 
worden vertaald in PPD en verklaard hoe deze vertalingen bijdragen aan de (re)
configuraties van professionele praktijken.

New Public Management in publieke professionele diensten

Het proefschrift beschrijft eerst een korte geschiedenis van NPM (Hoofdstuk 
2). Daarbij wordt een verscheidenheid aan definities door verschillende auteurs 
verkend (bijvoorbeeld Hood, 1991; Ferlie et al., 1996; Kettl, 2000; Pollit & Bouckaert, 
2004). Uit die veelvoud aan definities wordt geconcludeerd dat er in principe 
drie belangrijke NPM discoursen zijn die ten grondslag liggen aan het streven 
om de performance van PPD te optimaliseren, namelijk: concurrentie, control 
en competentie. Deze ‘hoofddiscoursen’ zijn gedefinieerd aan de hand van de 
veelheid aan hervormingsmaatregelen en instrumenten die vaak voorkomen en 
toegepast worden in hervormingen van PPD. De NPM discoursen, hoewel alle drie 
gericht op het optimaliseren van de performance van PPD,  bevatten tegenstrijdige 
eigenschappen en doelen evenals management waarden die contrasteren met de 
professionele waarden in PPD. Daarmee is ook de complexiteit van het vertalen 
van NPM in PPD geschetst en erkent. 

Het onderzoek heeft zich specifiek gericht op het Nederlandse onderwijs. Er 
wordt beschreven hoe NPM onderwijsdiensten wereldwijd en in het bijzonder 
in Nederland heeft beïnvloedt. Meer specifiek wordt beschreven hoe in het 
Nederlandse onderwijs de discoursen concurrentie, control en competentie zijn 
geïntroduceerd door middel van een diversiteit aan hervormingsmaatregelen en 
instrumenten. Voorts wordt aandacht besteed aan hoe dergelijke hervormingen 
hebben geleid tot voortdurende felle debatten wegens de veronderstelde 
‘vermanaging’ van professionele praktijken en devaluatie van onderwijsdiensten. 
Ten slotte wordt benadrukt dat juist het lokaal vertalen van NPM hervormingen 
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door betrokken actoren cruciaal zijn voor de (re)configuraties van PPD en 
professionele praktijken. 

Vertaling (Translatie)

Om te begrijpen hoe NPM wordt vertaald in PPD wordt, verwijzend naar de 
literatuur over de Sociology of Translation104 en sociaal wetenschappelijke studies, 
een gedetailleerde uitleg over het begrip ‘translation’ gegeven (Hoofdstuk 3). 
Vertaling wordt beschouwd als een voortdurende veelzijdige interactie tussen 
menselijke en niet-menselijke actoren, genoemd actanten105. Deze actanten 
zijn bijvoorbeeld managers, professionals, stakeholders, systemen, procedures, 
standaarden en fysieke locaties. In hun interacties geven actanten voortdurend 
vorm aan en vertalen zij beweringen, artefacten, discoursen en interpretaties. 
Door dergelijke vertalingen worden sociale settings voortdurend ge(re)
geconfigureerd. Verbondenheid (connectedness) tussen actanten als een (tijdelijke) 
uitkomst van interactie speelt hierbij een cruciale rol. Verbondenheid betekent 
dat ondanks de heterogeniteit van actanten, hun verschillende activiteiten goed 
op elkaar aansluiten. Dit betekent dat vertaling van het NPM-discours voor elke 
lokale situatie aanpassing vereist wil het tot een betekenisvolle en werkbare 
invulling in de professionele praktijk te komen. Daarentegen veronderstelt een 
gebrek aan verbondenheid dat actanten zich los van elkaar begeven zonder een 
gedeeld kader. NPM discourse en instrumenten kunnen dan wel geïntroduceerd 
zijn, maar vaak zijn ze onvoldoende verbonden aan actanten en hun lokale 
professionele praktijk. Dit kan leiden tot ongewenste uitkomsten.
Geconcludeerd wordt dat NPM discours wordt vertaald door interactie tussen 
menselijke en niet-menselijke actanten, en dat professionele praktijken worden 
ge(re)configureerd middels dergelijke interacties. Verbondenheid tussen deze 
actanten is cruciaal voor zinvolle en stabiele lokale reconfiguraties. ‘Vertaling’ 
is vervolgens geconceptualiseerd en geoperationaliseerd in een kader dat de 
leidraad vormt voor het empirische deel van het onderzoek. Dit kader bestaat 
uit vijf verschillende sub-elementen van vertaling namelijk, (1) objectivering, (2) 
problematisering, (3) verbondenheid, (4) institutionalisering, (5) diffusie. Elk sub 
element van vertaling draagt bij aan het verloop van het vertalingsproces en de 
(her)configuraties van sociale settings en praktijken. 

104  Ook wel Actor Network Theory (ANT)
105  In de ANT literatuur wordt geen onderscheidt gemaakt tussen menselijke en niet-menselijke actoren. 
Zij zijn ‘actants’  die allen agency hebben in sociale contructies en settings.
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Onderzoeksaanpak

Het onderzoek hanteerde een interpretatief-etnografische benadering om te 
onderzoeken hoe middels interacties tussen actants NPM-discoursen in PPD 
vertaald worden (zie Hoofdstuk 4). Het gebruik van etnografische methoden 
is op verschillende manieren waardevol gebleken. Het bood de onderzoeker 
bijvoorbeeld verschillende mogelijkheden om de actanten te volgen en de 
translatieprocessen waarin zij betrokken zijn, te bestuderen en te beschrijven. 
Daarnaast maakt het ‘erbij zijn’ (‘being there’) van de onderzoeker in de 
professionele praktijk het mogelijk om rijke en realistische beschrijvingen en 
verklaringen van lokale vertalingen van NPM te bieden, daarmee tevens inzicht 
biedend en rechtdoend aan de complexiteit van NPM in PPD. Tevens maakte 
deze aanpak het mogelijk om ‘in-en uit te zoomen’ wat recht doet aan het feit 
dat de hervormingen van PPD niet plaatsvinden in een vacuüm, maar worden 
gevormd door zowel lokale actanten als mondiale krachten. 
Het onderzoek combineerde zowel een performatieve als ostensieve benadering 
voor dataverzameling en -analyse. Performatieve en ostensieve benaderingen 
worden vaak gepresenteerd als onderscheidend, waarbij de eerste over specifieke 
acties en de laatste over abstracties en patronen gaat. Echter, in dit proefschrift 
wordt gesteld dat ze een dualiteit vormen die cruciaal is voor het bevorderen 
van kennisontwikkeling. Drie performatieve casestudies zijn uitgevoerd 
(Hoofdstuk 5, 6 en 7). Deze cases (Edu, Academic en PABO) werden geselecteerd 
in uiteenlopende onderwijssectoren en verschillende regio’s, en boden zodoende 
de mogelijkheid om verschillende lokale dynamieken in het vertalen van NPM 
te verkennen. De cases werden ook geselecteerd vanwege hun specifieke 
reactie op hervormingsmaatregelen aangaande concurrentie (Edu), control 
(Academic) of competentie (PABO). Daarmee is het verkennen van vertalingen 
over de volle breedte van NPM mogelijk gemaakt. Data is verzameld met 
behulp van participerende observatie, interviews en documentstudie. Op basis 
van de bevindingen uit de performatieve case studies worden onderliggende 
mechanismen en verklaringen per individuele en -cross-case blootgelegd met 
behulp van een ostensieve benadering.  

Conclusies

Het proefschrift sluit af met een aantal conclusies en implicaties (H8). Het 
concludeert dat NPM lokaal gevormde discourses over concurrentie, control en 
competentie betreft (H8.2). Het concludeert dat deze NPM-discoursen bijdragen 
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aan de (her)configuratie van professionele praktijken in PPD en specifiek het 
Nederlandse onderwijs (H8.3). Verder wordt geconcludeerd dat ‘vertaling’ vijf 
sub elementen kent van idee naar (tijdelijke) stabilisatie, namelijk: objectivering, 
problematisering, verbondenheid, institutionalisering en diffusie (H8.4). 
Op basis van het empirische deel van het onderzoek worden de volgende conclusies 
getrokken. NPM-discoursen worden vertaald in voortdurende interactie tussen 
actanten zoals managers, professionals, consultants en belanghebbenden, en 
objecten, zoals systemen en instrumenten. Elke actant vormt een bron van 
actie voor andere actanten, dus allen zijn determinanten van vertaling en (re)
configuraties van professionele praktijken (H8.5). Op basis van de verklaring 
hoe dergelijke vertalingen bijdragen aan de managerial (re)configuratie van 
professionele praktijken wordt een aantal kritische conclusies getrokken. 
Een strikte focus op naleving van objecten als standaarden en bedrijfsmatige 
concepten, in plaats van de contextualisering van NPM discoursen, leidt tot een 
geïnstitutionaliseerd gebrek aan verbondenheid (disconnectedness) tussen actants. 
Dit versterkt de ‘vermanaging’ van professionele praktijken. In dat geval neemt de 
controledichtheid toe en raken professionele praktijken ingekapseld en beperkt 
in hun ruimte. Dit kan leiden tot conflicterende management- en professionele 
waarden, betekenisloze bureaucratie en professionele vervreemding (H8.6). 
Verbondenheid (connectedness), waarbij de onderlinge afhankelijkheid van 
actants worden benadrukt, schept professionele ruimte voor het vertalen van 
NPM-discoursen afgestemd op de lokale context. Door heterogene actants 
ruimte te geven voor interactie en contextualisering van NPM-discoursen 
wordt verbondenheid tussen hen bevorderd. Ondanks verschillende belangen 
en perspectieven kan middels professionele co-configuratie NPM-discours 
worden vertaald in en afgestemd op de lokale context en de specifieke en 
collectieve belangen die daar actueel zijn. Bij professionele co-configuratie wordt 
controle (ervaren als) minder dicht en geraken professionele praktijken minder 
ingekapseld en ‘vermanaged’ (H8.6).
Het mogelijk maken van professionele co-configuratie door het management 
blijkt cruciaal voor betekenisvolle (re)configuraties van PPD en professionele 
praktijken. Dit vereist bestuurlijke en ‘managerial’ durf, lef en competentie om ‘af 
te wijken’ van de opgelegde bedrijfsmatige concepten en normen en standaarden 
(H8.7).
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Implicaties

Deze conclusies hebben verschillende implicaties (H8.8). Beleidsmakers 
moeten NPM niet interpreteren als een standaardoplossing voor het omgaan 
met vraagstukken over performance in PPD. Zij zouden meer bereidheid en 
durf kunnen demonstreren in het versoepelen van controle om zo meer case-
specifieke, betekenisvolle vertalingen van beleidshervormingen mogelijk te 
maken. Publieke managers en consultants werkzaam in PPD moeten professionele 
co-configuratie meer faciliteren. Managers dienen meer lef en competenties 
te ontwikkelen om af te wijken van opgelegde standaarden en responsiever te 
zijn op de verschillende waarden, overtuigingen en belangen die relevant zijn 
in hun specifieke lokale context. Daarnaast dienen zij zich meer bewust te zijn 
van de agency van objecten als systemen en instrumenten in het vertalen van 
NPM en de mogelijke uitkomsten die zij teweeg kunnen brengen. Publieke 
professionals delen agency in en verantwoordelijkheid voor het bijdragen aan 
oplossingen voor organisatorische en professionele problemen. Ook zij dienen 
nieuwe competenties te ontwikkelen om zelf actief bij te kunnen dragen aan de 
voortdurende reconfiguratie van professionele praktijken. 

Verder onderzoek is nodig om de vragen die zijn voortgekomen uit dit proefschrift 
te beantwoorden. Hoe kunnen managers professionele co-configuratie mogelijk 
maken, wat belemmert hen in het geven van professionele ruimte, en hoe kunnen 
voorwaarden worden gecreëerd (door overheden, bestuurders) om hen de ruimte 
te geven om op ‘afwijkende’ manieren te handelen? Hoe kunnen professionals 
worden opgeleid en getraind om te kunnen omgaan met veranderingen 
en hun professionele praktijken voortdurend aan te passen aan wijzigende 
omstandigheden? Op welke manieren geven managers en professionals vorm 
aan, en gaan zij om met controle-objecten en instrumenten? Door wie en onder 
welke voorwaarden worden deze objecten ervaren als betekenisloze bureaucratie 
of als noodzakelijke en zinvolle instrumenten voor het (re)configureren van 
professionele praktijken en het optimaliseren van de performance van PPD? 
Ten slotte kunnen de bevindingen van deze studie verder worden verfijnd en 
verstevigd door middel van vergelijkende studies tussen landen en verschillende 
sectoren van PPD. Aanvullende kwantitatieve studies kunnen een nuttig middel 
zijn voor het meten van gepercipieerde verbondenheid en co-configuratie, 
controle dichtheid, verlies of creatie van professionele ruimte en zinvolheid van 
reconfiguraties van professionele praktijken. 
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Dit proefschrift biedt waardevolle inzichten voor wetenschappers, beleidsmakers 
en praktijkmensen. Het biedt inzicht in hoe NPM-discoursen worden vertaald 
in de praktijk, rekening houdend met de agency van alle betrokken actanten. 
Het concept ‘vertaling’, het belang van verbondenheid en professionele co-
configuraties geven belangrijke aangrijpingspunten voor relevante betrokkenen 
in PPD om zinvolle (her)configuraties van professionele praktijken te bevorderen.
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Introduction

How are New Public Management (NPM) discourses translated in public 
professional services, and how does this contribute to the (managerial) 
reconfiguration of professional practices? This study seeks to answer this key 
question. The performance of public professional services (PPS) is a topic of 
ongoing debate between politicians, managers, professionals and citizens. 
This debate is often linked to the influential NPM discourse that has been 
adopted around the world in order to optimize the performance of PPS. It has 
been argued that the introduction of NPM has led to the managerialization of 
professional practices, and it is perceived as a managerial discourse that focuses 
on performance and cost efficiency, rather than traditional professional values. 
Furthermore, the workings of NPM have raised new questions and problems, as 
the managerialization of PPS is thought to generate unintended effects. 
However, research shows a multiplicity of locally divergent outcomes of NPM 
reforms, calling into question the representation of NPM as a ‘totalizing’ 
discourse. Notwithstanding the strength of global NPM discourse, this thesis 
stresses that individuals are not passive recipients of global discourses who 
simply respond to what is imposed upon them. Moreover, human actors such 
as managers, professionals and non-human actors such as policies, regulations, 
systems and tools have agency in translating NPM discourse in PPS. Nevertheless, 
to date there has been insufficient understanding of how actors in local contexts 
translate NPM discourses, values   and objectives, and how this contributes to 
divergent local outcomes. This study therefore explores how NPM discourses are 
translated in PPS and explains how these translations contribute to (managerial) 
reconfigurations of professional practices. 

New Public Management in public professional services

The thesis first provides a brief history of NPM. A variety of definitions of NPM by 
different authors are explored (e.g. Hood, 1991; Ferlie et al., 1996; Kettl, 2000; Pollit 
and Bouckaert, 2004). From the multiple definitions, it is concluded that there 
are basically three main NPM discourses for optimizing the performance of PPS: 
competition, control and competency. These main discourses are substantiated 
by a multiplicity of reform measures and tools that frequently feature in reforms 
of PPS. The NPM reform process is complex, as its discourses contain conflicting 
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characteristics, with businesslike values contrasting with the professional values 
of PPS. The study specifically focuses on Dutch education services. It describes 
how NPM discourses have affected global education services, particularly those 
in the Netherlands. More specifically, it describes how competition, control and 
competency have been introduced through a multiplicity of reform measures 
and tools. Furthermore, it shows such reforms have led to fierce debates due 
to the presumed managerialization of professional practices and devaluation 
of education services. Lastly, the relevance of local translations of NPM is 
emphasized.

Translation

To understand how NPM is translated in PPS, the thesis provides a detailed 
explanation of the concept of translation, referring to the literature on the 
sociology of translation or Actor Network Theory (e.g. Callon, 1986; Law, 1992; 
Latour, 1995, 2005) and social studies (e.g. Czarniawska, 2006). Translation 
is seen as a multifaceted interaction between human and non-human actors, 
called actants, which shape and transform claims, artifacts, discourses, and 
interpretations. Translation involves the creation of convergences by relating 
things that were previously unrelated and by making connections. It is concluded 
that NPM discourse is translated through interaction between human and non-
human actants, and that professional practices are reconfigured through such 
interaction. Connectedness between these actants is pivotal for meaningful and 
stable local reconfigurations. ‘Translation’ is conceptualized in a framework 
that forms a guide for the research. The framework consists of different sub-
elements of translation that each contribute to the course of translation and to 
the reconfiguration of social settings and practices. This framework is further 
operationalized in the methodology chapter.

Research approach

The study took an interpretive ethnographic approach to explore how interactions 
between actants translate global NPM discourse in local practices of PPS. The use 
of ethnographic methods proved to be valuable in several ways. First, it offered 
the researcher various ways to follow the actants and study and describe the 
translation processes in which they are involved. Second, the quality of ‘being 
there’ allowed the researcher to provide thick descriptions and explanations of 
local translations of global NPM, thereby capturing the complexity of NPM in 
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PPS. Third, the richness of ethnographic data proved especially suitable for a 
local contextualization that is often lacking in other types of research. Lastly, the 
fact that the approach allows one to ‘zoom in and out’ did justice to the fact that 
reforms of PPS do not take place in a vacuum but are shaped both by local actants 
and global forces. Three performative case studies were conducted. These cases 
(Edu, Academic and PABO) were selected across varying education sectors and 
different regions, thereby providing an opportunity to explore the different local 
dynamics in translation of NPM. The cases were also selected for their specific 
response to reform measures on competition, control or competency, thereby 
enabling the exploration of translations across the full spectrum of NPM. Data 
were gathered using methods such as participant observation, interviews and 
document study. Based on the findings from these performative case studies, 
explanations were provided using a more ostensive approach. Performative and 
ostensive approaches are often presented as distinctive, the first being about 
specific actions and the latter about abstractions and patterns. However, this 
study suggests that they form a duality that is crucial for advancing knowledge 
creation. 

Conclusions

The thesis concludes that NPM concerns locally-shaped discourses on 
competition, control and competency. It shows how these NPM discourses 
contribute to the reconfiguration of professional practices in Dutch education 
services. Furthermore, the study demonstrates that translation concerns five 
sub-elements that frame translation from idea towards (temporary) stabilization, 
namely: objectification, problematization, connectedness, institutionalization 
and diffusion. Based on the empirical part of the study, a number of conclusions 
are drawn. NPM discourses are translated in ongoing interaction between actants 
such as managers, professionals, consultants and stakeholders, and objects such 
as systems and tools. Each actant forms a source of action for other actants, 
thus all are determinants of translation and (managerial) reconfigurations 
of professional practices. Looking at how such translations contribute to the 
(managerial) reconfiguration of professional practices produced some critical 
findings. Overall, it can be concluded that a strict focus on compliance with objects 
such as standards and businesslike concepts, rather than the contextualization 
of NPM discourse, leads to institutionalized disconnectedness between actants 
and enhances managerial reconfiguration of professional practices. Control 
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density increases and professional practices are encapsulated. Connectedness, 
although emphasizing the interdependence of actants, creates professional 
space for translating NPM discourse in alignment with local contexts. Control is 
(perceived as) less dense and practices are less encapsulated due to ‘professional 
co-configuration’. The enabling of professional co-configuration by management 
proves crucial for meaningful reconfigurations of PPS and practices. This requires 
managerial courage and competency to ‘deviate’ from imposed standards.

Implications

These conclusions have several implications. Policymakers should not interpret 
NPM as a standard solution for dealing with matters of performance in PPS. 
They could demonstrate more willingness and audacity in loosening control 
to allow for more case-specific, meaningful translation of policy reforms. 
Public managers and consultants should enable professional co-configuration. 
Managers therefore need to develop courage and competencies to deviate from 
standards of compliance and to be responsive to the different values, beliefs and 
interests that are relevant in their specific local contexts. Public professionals 
share agency in and responsibility for contributing to solutions to organizational 
and professional problems. They need to develop new competencies in order to 
co-configure professional practices and contribute to continuously reconfigured 
PPS. 

Further research is needed to answer the questions that emerged from this study. 
How can managers enable co-configuration, what hinders them from providing 
professional space, and how can conditions be created (by governments, 
boards) to give them the space to act in ‘deviant’ ways? How can professionals 
be educated and trained to cope with change and continuously adapt their 
professional practices to changing environments? In what ways do managers 
and professionals shape, and deal with, control objects? For whom and under 
which conditions are these objects perceived as either bureaucratic burdens or 
as necessary and meaningful tools for reconfiguring professional practice and 
optimizing performance of PPS? Lastly, this study’s findings can be further 
refined and consolidated through comparative studies across nations and PPS 
sectors. Additional quantitative studies would be a useful means of measuring 
perceived connectedness and co-configuration, control density, loss or creation 
of professional space and meaningfulness of reconfigured professional practices.
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This study offers valuable insights for academics, policymakers and practitioners, 
as it offers an understanding of how NPM discourses are translated in practice, 
taking into consideration the agency of all active members involved. The 
concept of translation, the importance of connectedness, and professional co-
configurations provide clues for those involved in PPS to enhance meaningful 
reconfigurations of professional practices.
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H o w  P u b l i c  P r o f e s s i o n a l  S e r v i c e s  

r e c o n f i g u r e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s

H o w  a r e  N e w  P u b l i c  M a n a g e m e n t  ( N P M )  d i s c o u r s e s  t r a n s l a t e d  i n  p u b l i c  p r o -
f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  ( P P S ) ,  a n d  h o w  d o e s  t h i s  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  ( m a n a g e r i a l )  
r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s ?  T h i s  t h e s i s  s e e k s  t o  a n s w e r  t h i s  
k e y  q u e s t i o n .  
T h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S  i s  a  t o p i c  o f  o n g o i n g  d e b a t e  b e t w e e n  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  
m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a n d  c i t i z e n s .  T h i s  d e b a t e  i s  o f t e n  l i n k e d  t o  t h e  i n -
f l u e n t i a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  a d o p t e d  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d  i n  o r d e r  t o  
o p t i m i z e  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S .  I t  h a s  b e e n  a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  
N P M  h a s  l e d  t o  t h e  m a n a g e r i a l i z a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s ,  a n d  i t  i s  p e r -
c e i v e d  a s  a  ‘ t o t a l i z i n g ’  m a n a g e r i a l  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  f o c u s e s  o n  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  
c o s t  e f f i c i e n c y ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r o f e s s i o n a l  v a l u e s .  N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  
t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  g l o b a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e ,  t h i s  t h e s i s  s t r e s s e s  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  
n o t  p a s s i v e  r e c i p i e n t s  o f  g l o b a l  d i s c o u r s e s  w h o  s i m p l y  r e s p o n d  t o  w h a t  i s  i m -
p o s e d  u p o n  t h e m .  M o r e o v e r ,  h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  
a n d  n o n - h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  p o l i c i e s ,  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  s y s t e m s  a n d  t o o l s  h a v e  
a g e n c y  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  
T o  d a t e ,  p u b l i c  m a n a g e m e n t  s t u d i e s  h a v e  h a r d l y  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  t r a n s l a t i o n  
o f  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  A s  a  r e s u l t ,  t h e y  p r o v i d e  i n s u f f i c i e n t  i n s i g h t  i n t o  
t h e  a c t u a l  w o r k i n g s  o f  N P M  a n d  h o w  d i v e r g e n t  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n s  o f  p r o f e s -
s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  e m e r g e .  T h i s  t h e s i s  p r o v i d e s  a  c r i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  a n d  r e -
v e a l s  t h e  a g e n c y  o f  ‘ a c t a n t s ’  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  i n  P P S  w h o  t h e r e b y  c o n t r i b -
u t e  t o  t h e  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s .  M o r e  s p e c i f i c  t h e  t h e s i s  
c o n c l u d e s  t h a t  N P M  d i s c o u r s e s  a r e  t r a n s l a t e d  i n  o n g o i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
‘ a c t a n t s ’  s u c h  a s  m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  c o n s u l t a n t s  a n d  s t a k e h o l d e r s ,  
a n d  o b j e c t s  s u c h  a s  s y s t e m s  a n d  t o o l s .  A  s t r i c t  f o c u s  o n  c o m p l i a n c e  w i t h  o b -
j e c t s  s u c h  a s  s t a n d a r d s  a n d  b u s i n e s s l i k e  c o n c e p t s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  c o n t e x -
t u a l i z a t i o n  o f  N P M  d i s c o u r s e ,  l e a d s  t o  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  d i s c o n n e c t e d n e s s  b e -
t w e e n  a c t a n t s  a n d  e n h a n c e s  m a n a g e r i a l  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c -
t i c e s .  C o n t r o l  d e n s i t y  i n c r e a s e s  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  e n c a p s u l a t e d .  
C o n n e c t e d n e s s  o f  a c t a n t s  c r e a t e s  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s p a c e  f o r  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  
c o u r s e  i n  a l i g n m e n t  w i t h  l o c a l  c o n t e x t s .  C o n t r o l  i s  ( p e r c e i v e d  a s )  l e s s  d e n s e  
a n d  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  l e s s  e n c a p s u l a t e d  d u e  t o  ‘ p r o f e s s i o n a l  c o - c o n f i g u r a t i o n ' .  
T h e  e n a b l i n g  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  c o - c o n f i g u r a t i o n  b y  m a n a g e m e n t  p r o v e s  c r u c i a l  
f o r  m e a n i n g f u l  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n s  o f  P P S  a n d  p r a c t i c e s .  T h i s  r e q u i r e s  m a n a -
g e r i a l  c o u r a g e  a n d  c o m p e t e n c y  t o  ‘ d e v i a t e ’  f r o m  i m p o s e d  s t a n d a r d s .  T h e s e  
c o n c l u s i o n s  h a v e  s e v e r a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  p o l i c y m a k e r s ,  m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s -
s i o n a l s  a n d  a c a d e m i a  i n  t h e  f i e l d  o f  p u b l i c  m a n a g e m e n t

H o w  a r e  N e w  P u b l i c  M a n a g e m e n t  ( N P M )  d i s c o u r s e s  t r a n s l a t e d  i n  p u b l i c  p r o -
f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  ( P P S ) ,  a n d  h o w  d o e s  t h i s  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  ( m a n a g e r i a l )  
r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s ?  T h i s  t h e s i s  s e e k s  t o  a n s w e r  t h i s  
k e y  q u e s t i o n .  

H o w  a r e  N e w  P u b l i c  M a n a g e m e n t  ( N P M )  d i s c o u r s e s  t r a n s l a t e d  i n  p u b l i c  p r o -
f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  ( P P S ) ,  a n d  h o w  d o e s  t h i s  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  ( m a n a g e r i a l )  
r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s ?  T h i s  t h e s i s  s e e k s  t o  a n s w e r  t h i s  
k e y  q u e s t i o n .  
T h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S  i s  a  t o p i c  o f  o n g o i n g  d e b a t e  b e t w e e n  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  
m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a n d  c i t i z e n s .  T h i s  d e b a t e  i s  o f t e n  l i n k e d  t o  t h e  i n -
f l u e n t i a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  a d o p t e d  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d  i n  o r d e r  t o  
o p t i m i z e  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S .  I t  h a s  b e e n  a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  
N P M  h a s  l e d  t o  t h e  m a n a g e r i a l i z a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s ,  a n d  i t  i s  p e r -
c e i v e d  a s  a  ‘ t o t a l i z i n g ’  m a n a g e r i a l  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  f o c u s e s  o n  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  
c o s t  e f f i c i e n c y ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r o f e s s i o n a l  v a l u e s .  N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  

T h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S  i s  a  t o p i c  o f  o n g o i n g  d e b a t e  b e t w e e n  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  
m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a n d  c i t i z e n s .  T h i s  d e b a t e  i s  o f t e n  l i n k e d  t o  t h e  i n -
f l u e n t i a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  a d o p t e d  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d  i n  o r d e r  t o  
o p t i m i z e  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S .  I t  h a s  b e e n  a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  
N P M  h a s  l e d  t o  t h e  m a n a g e r i a l i z a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s ,  a n d  i t  i s  p e r -
c e i v e d  a s  a  ‘ t o t a l i z i n g ’  m a n a g e r i a l  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  f o c u s e s  o n  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  
c o s t  e f f i c i e n c y ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r o f e s s i o n a l  v a l u e s .  N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  

H o w  a r e  N e w  P u b l i c  M a n a g e m e n t  ( N P M )  d i s c o u r s e s  t r a n s l a t e d  i n  p u b l i c  p r o -
f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  ( P P S ) ,  a n d  h o w  d o e s  t h i s  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  ( m a n a g e r i a l )  
r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s ?  T h i s  t h e s i s  s e e k s  t o  a n s w e r  t h i s  
k e y  q u e s t i o n .  
T h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S  i s  a  t o p i c  o f  o n g o i n g  d e b a t e  b e t w e e n  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  
m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a n d  c i t i z e n s .  T h i s  d e b a t e  i s  o f t e n  l i n k e d  t o  t h e  i n -
f l u e n t i a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  a d o p t e d  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d  i n  o r d e r  t o  
o p t i m i z e  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S .  I t  h a s  b e e n  a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  
N P M  h a s  l e d  t o  t h e  m a n a g e r i a l i z a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s ,  a n d  i t  i s  p e r -
c e i v e d  a s  a  ‘ t o t a l i z i n g ’  m a n a g e r i a l  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  f o c u s e s  o n  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  
c o s t  e f f i c i e n c y ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r o f e s s i o n a l  v a l u e s .  N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  
t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  g l o b a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e ,  t h i s  t h e s i s  s t r e s s e s  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  
n o t  p a s s i v e  r e c i p i e n t s  o f  g l o b a l  d i s c o u r s e s  w h o  s i m p l y  r e s p o n d  t o  w h a t  i s  i m -
p o s e d  u p o n  t h e m .  M o r e o v e r ,  h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  
a n d  n o n - h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  p o l i c i e s ,  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  s y s t e m s  a n d  t o o l s  h a v e  
a g e n c y  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  

t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  g l o b a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e ,  t h i s  t h e s i s  s t r e s s e s  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  
n o t  p a s s i v e  r e c i p i e n t s  o f  g l o b a l  d i s c o u r s e s  w h o  s i m p l y  r e s p o n d  t o  w h a t  i s  i m -
p o s e d  u p o n  t h e m .  M o r e o v e r ,  h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  
a n d  n o n - h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  p o l i c i e s ,  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  s y s t e m s  a n d  t o o l s  h a v e  
a g e n c y  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  

T h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S  i s  a  t o p i c  o f  o n g o i n g  d e b a t e  b e t w e e n  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  
m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a n d  c i t i z e n s .  T h i s  d e b a t e  i s  o f t e n  l i n k e d  t o  t h e  i n -
f l u e n t i a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  a d o p t e d  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d  i n  o r d e r  t o  
o p t i m i z e  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  P P S .  I t  h a s  b e e n  a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  
N P M  h a s  l e d  t o  t h e  m a n a g e r i a l i z a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s ,  a n d  i t  i s  p e r -
c e i v e d  a s  a  ‘ t o t a l i z i n g ’  m a n a g e r i a l  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  f o c u s e s  o n  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  
c o s t  e f f i c i e n c y ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r o f e s s i o n a l  v a l u e s .  N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  
t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  g l o b a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e ,  t h i s  t h e s i s  s t r e s s e s  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  
n o t  p a s s i v e  r e c i p i e n t s  o f  g l o b a l  d i s c o u r s e s  w h o  s i m p l y  r e s p o n d  t o  w h a t  i s  i m -
p o s e d  u p o n  t h e m .  M o r e o v e r ,  h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  
a n d  n o n - h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  p o l i c i e s ,  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  s y s t e m s  a n d  t o o l s  h a v e  
a g e n c y  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  
T o  d a t e ,  p u b l i c  m a n a g e m e n t  s t u d i e s  h a v e  h a r d l y  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  t r a n s l a t i o n  
o f  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  A s  a  r e s u l t ,  t h e y  p r o v i d e  i n s u f f i c i e n t  i n s i g h t  i n t o  
t h e  a c t u a l  w o r k i n g s  o f  N P M  a n d  h o w  d i v e r g e n t  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n s  o f  p r o f e s -
s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  e m e r g e .  T h i s  t h e s i s  p r o v i d e s  a  c r i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  a n d  r e -
v e a l s  t h e  a g e n c y  o f  ‘ a c t a n t s ’  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  i n  P P S  w h o  t h e r e b y  c o n t r i b -
u t e  t o  t h e  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s .  M o r e  s p e c i f i c  t h e  t h e s i s  
c o n c l u d e s  t h a t  N P M  d i s c o u r s e s  a r e  t r a n s l a t e d  i n  o n g o i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  

T o  d a t e ,  p u b l i c  m a n a g e m e n t  s t u d i e s  h a v e  h a r d l y  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  t r a n s l a t i o n  
o f  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  A s  a  r e s u l t ,  t h e y  p r o v i d e  i n s u f f i c i e n t  i n s i g h t  i n t o  
t h e  a c t u a l  w o r k i n g s  o f  N P M  a n d  h o w  d i v e r g e n t  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n s  o f  p r o f e s -
s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  e m e r g e .  T h i s  t h e s i s  p r o v i d e s  a  c r i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  a n d  r e -
v e a l s  t h e  a g e n c y  o f  ‘ a c t a n t s ’  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  i n  P P S  w h o  t h e r e b y  c o n t r i b -
u t e  t o  t h e  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s .  M o r e  s p e c i f i c  t h e  t h e s i s  
c o n c l u d e s  t h a t  N P M  d i s c o u r s e s  a r e  t r a n s l a t e d  i n  o n g o i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  

t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  g l o b a l  N P M  d i s c o u r s e ,  t h i s  t h e s i s  s t r e s s e s  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  
n o t  p a s s i v e  r e c i p i e n t s  o f  g l o b a l  d i s c o u r s e s  w h o  s i m p l y  r e s p o n d  t o  w h a t  i s  i m -
p o s e d  u p o n  t h e m .  M o r e o v e r ,  h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  
a n d  n o n - h u m a n  a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  p o l i c i e s ,  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  s y s t e m s  a n d  t o o l s  h a v e  
a g e n c y  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  
T o  d a t e ,  p u b l i c  m a n a g e m e n t  s t u d i e s  h a v e  h a r d l y  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  t r a n s l a t i o n  
o f  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  A s  a  r e s u l t ,  t h e y  p r o v i d e  i n s u f f i c i e n t  i n s i g h t  i n t o  
t h e  a c t u a l  w o r k i n g s  o f  N P M  a n d  h o w  d i v e r g e n t  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n s  o f  p r o f e s -
s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  e m e r g e .  T h i s  t h e s i s  p r o v i d e s  a  c r i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  a n d  r e -
v e a l s  t h e  a g e n c y  o f  ‘ a c t a n t s ’  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  i n  P P S  w h o  t h e r e b y  c o n t r i b -
u t e  t o  t h e  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s .  M o r e  s p e c i f i c  t h e  t h e s i s  
c o n c l u d e s  t h a t  N P M  d i s c o u r s e s  a r e  t r a n s l a t e d  i n  o n g o i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
‘ a c t a n t s ’  s u c h  a s  m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  c o n s u l t a n t s  a n d  s t a k e h o l d e r s ,  
a n d  o b j e c t s  s u c h  a s  s y s t e m s  a n d  t o o l s .  A  s t r i c t  f o c u s  o n  c o m p l i a n c e  w i t h  o b -
j e c t s  s u c h  a s  s t a n d a r d s  a n d  b u s i n e s s l i k e  c o n c e p t s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  c o n t e x -
t u a l i z a t i o n  o f  N P M  d i s c o u r s e ,  l e a d s  t o  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  d i s c o n n e c t e d n e s s  b e -
t w e e n  a c t a n t s  a n d  e n h a n c e s  m a n a g e r i a l  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c -
t i c e s .  C o n t r o l  d e n s i t y  i n c r e a s e s  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  e n c a p s u l a t e d .  
C o n n e c t e d n e s s  o f  a c t a n t s  c r e a t e s  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s p a c e  f o r  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  

‘ a c t a n t s ’  s u c h  a s  m a n a g e r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  c o n s u l t a n t s  a n d  s t a k e h o l d e r s ,  
a n d  o b j e c t s  s u c h  a s  s y s t e m s  a n d  t o o l s .  A  s t r i c t  f o c u s  o n  c o m p l i a n c e  w i t h  o b -
j e c t s  s u c h  a s  s t a n d a r d s  a n d  b u s i n e s s l i k e  c o n c e p t s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  c o n t e x -
t u a l i z a t i o n  o f  N P M  d i s c o u r s e ,  l e a d s  t o  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  d i s c o n n e c t e d n e s s  b e -
t w e e n  a c t a n t s  a n d  e n h a n c e s  m a n a g e r i a l  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c -
t i c e s .  C o n t r o l  d e n s i t y  i n c r e a s e s  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  e n c a p s u l a t e d .  
C o n n e c t e d n e s s  o f  a c t a n t s  c r e a t e s  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s p a c e  f o r  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  

T o  d a t e ,  p u b l i c  m a n a g e m e n t  s t u d i e s  h a v e  h a r d l y  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  t r a n s l a t i o n  
o f  N P M  d i s c o u r s e  i n  P P S .  A s  a  r e s u l t ,  t h e y  p r o v i d e  i n s u f f i c i e n t  i n s i g h t  i n t o  
t h e  a c t u a l  w o r k i n g s  o f  N P M  a n d  h o w  d i v e r g e n t  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n s  o f  p r o f e s -
s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  e m e r g e .  T h i s  t h e s i s  p r o v i d e s  a  c r i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  a n d  r e -
v e a l s  t h e  a g e n c y  o f  ‘ a c t a n t s ’  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  N P M  i n  P P S  w h o  t h e r e b y  c o n t r i b -
u t e  t o  t h e  r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s .  M o r e  s p e c i f i c  t h e  t h e s i s  
c o n c l u d e s  t h a t  N P M  d i s c o u r s e s  a r e  t r a n s l a t e d  i n  o n g o i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
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Lost in Translation 

How public professional 

services reconfigure 

professional practices

in het openbaar verdedigen.

De plechtigheid vindt plaats 
in de Senaatszaal van het 
Academiegebouw van de 

Universiteit Utrecht, 
Domplein 29 te Utrecht 

U wordt verzocht een kwartier voor 
aanvang aanwezig te zijn.

Na afloop van de verdediging 
is er een receptie in het 

Academiegebouw.
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