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Abstract
In this study, we investigate the effects of an enabling versus a coercive performance 
measurement system on how employees perceive the procedural quality of such sys‑
tems. In particular, we examine the design characteristics and the development pro‑
cess of performance measurement systems. We hypothesize that an enabling design 
and an enabling development process, as compared to a coercive design and a coer‑
cive development process, lead to perceptions of greater procedural fairness and 
less red tape. To test our hypotheses, we conduct an experiment with two different 
samples (a student laboratory sample and an online sample). In general, our results 
indicate that an enabling performance measurement system design and an enabling 
system development process both independently increase procedural fairness and 
decrease red tape. These findings imply that organizations interested in improving 
the procedural quality of their performance measurement system should focus on 
designing and developing a system that is enabling rather than coercive.
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1 Introduction

Management control and performance measurement systems are not only used 
in organizations to ensure that employees’ behavior is consistent with organiza‑
tional objectives and strategies, but also to help employees in doing their job, in 
searching for opportunities, and in solving problems (Mundy, 2010; Wouters & 
Wilderom, 2008). While the literature often assumes that the latter type—an ena‑
bling system—leads to a positive attitude, and the first type—a coercive system—
leads to a negative attitude, this is not straightforward: the picture is usually more 
complex (Väisänen et al., 2020). This study adds to the current understanding of 
enabling versus coercive performance measurement and control by separating the 
concept of a system being either enabling or coercive from the assessment of the 
quality of the system.

In essence, Tessier and Otley (2012) argue that using labels such as enabling 
and coercive is not appropriate where one is also describing a positive or negative 
assessment of the system quality. They further argue that this distinction is par‑
ticularly important since a management control and performance measurement 
system may be designed with an intent defined by management that fails to cor‑
respond with employees’ perceptions of the system. That is, while a performance 
measurement system may be developed and designed in a way that is considered 
enabling by management, employees working with the system may perceive it 
differently. Acknowledging the importance of this employee perspective (e.g. Van 
der Kolk & Kaufmann, 2018; Van der Kolk et al., 2019), our research question is 
as follows: How are employees’ perceptions of the procedural quality of a perfor‑
mance measurement system affected by the enabling or coercive orientation of 
such a system?

By addressing this question, we aim to enhance understanding of how indi‑
viduals respond to different types of performance measurement in general, and to 
enabling and coercive systems in particular. Specifically, we aim to shed light on 
the effects of enabling or coercive performance measurement systems on employ‑
ees’ perceptions of a system’s procedural quality through the lenses of procedural 
fairness (e.g. Colquitt et al., 2001; Leventhal, 1980) and of red tape (e.g. Boze‑
man, 1993). Note that while both procedural fairness and red tape provide an 
indication of employees’ perceptions of procedural quality, the concepts capture 
distinct procedural quality dimensions (fairness versus the effectiveness, neces‑
sity, and burdensomeness of organizational procedures).

The term enabling generally refers to procedures that capture organizational 
memory, codify best practices, and help employees to deal more effectively with 
the inevitable contingencies associated with work processes. In contrast, coercive 
refers to forcing compliance, leaving little room for deviation from the rules and 
procedures in place, and reducing the role of employee commitment. In the litera‑
ture on enabling and coercive systems, two dimensions have been distinguished: 
design characteristics of the system, and the development process of the system 
(e.g. Adler & Borys, 1996; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). A performance meas‑
urement system’s design is considered as enabling if it has four characteristics 
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(repair, flexibility, internal transparency, and global transparency). An enabling 
development process involves users in the design and implementation of a per‑
formance measurement system. In developing our hypotheses, we draw on the 
procedural fairness and red tape literatures to argue that both an enabling design 
and an enabling development process, relative to a coercive design and a coer‑
cive development process, lead to higher levels of perceived procedural quality of 
the performance measurement system as captured by procedural fairness and red 
tape.

We empirically test our hypotheses using a survey experiment. The experiment 
entails a vignette of a fictitious performance measurement system at a large busi‑
ness school. Participants are randomly assigned to one of four conditions that dif‑
fer on the design characteristics (enabling vs. coercive) and development processes 
(enabling vs. coercive). The experiment is conducted in a laboratory setting with 
student participants and empirically replicated online with a sample using Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and citizens as participants. Both samples allow us to test 
the relationships between the design characteristics and development processes of a 
performance measurement system and both perceived procedural fairness and per‑
ceived red tape. Having these two distinct samples help us to increase the validity of 
the study and to generalize the results beyond a student population.

Our study offers two main contributions to the literature on enabling and coercive 
performance measurement and management control systems. First, we contribute 
to the literature by acknowledging the conceptual distinction between enabling and 
coercive performance measurement systems and the perceived procedural quality 
of such systems. We argue that this enables a better understanding of how employ‑
ees respond to performance measurement systems and management control systems 
(see also Van der Kolk & Kaufmann, 2018; Van der Kolk et al., 2019). Furthermore, 
our experimental design enables causal claims to be made regarding the relation‑
ship between enabling and coercive performance measurement systems and the per‑
ceived procedural quality of these systems.

Second, previous studies on management control and performance measurement 
have looked at a single dimension of enabling versus coercive systems (Väisänen 
et al., 2020): some studies have focused on the design characteristics of the system 
(Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Jordan & Messner, 2012), while others were primarily 
interested in the process of developing the system (Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). In 
this paper, we add to this stream of research by systematically examining the effects 
of the design characteristics and the development process of performance measure‑
ment systems on employees’ attitudes toward the system. This is particularly use‑
ful given that in previous studies, which were predominantly qualitative in nature, 
the potential overlap between performance measurement design and the develop‑
ment process in real‑life settings could have made it difficult to clearly distinguish 
between design and process.

The structure of the paper is as follows. First, we develop our hypotheses link‑
ing enabling and coercive performance measurement to procedural fairness and red 
tape. We then present our experimental design and methods. The subsequent sec‑
tion then reports our results and we end with a concluding section that discusses the 
findings.
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2  Enabling and coercive performance measurement

In this section, we build on the framework by Adler and Borys (1996) in which 
they make a distinction between enabling and coercive types of formalization. 
Since performance measurement can be conceived as a form of formalization, 
this framework can be used to contrast these two types of performance measure‑
ment. While Adler and Borys (1996, p. 66) propose that “employees’ attitudes to 
the system depend on the type of formalization with which they are confronted”, 
Tessier and Otley (2012) emphasize that the orientation of the system, as ena‑
bling or coercive, needs to be separated from the assessment of the quality of 
the system to increase conceptual clarity and to make it possible to empirically 
examine the relationship between these two concepts. Building on these insights, 
we develop hypotheses about the relationship between the type of performance 
measurement system—enabling or coercive—and the employees’ attitudes to 
these systems as captured by procedural fairness and red tape.

Although the enabling and coercive formalization framework was introduced in 
the context of equipment technology (Adler & Borys, 1996), scholars have applied 
the framework to various other settings including work teams (Proenca 2010), school 
structures (Hoy & Sweetland, 2001), and new product development (Jørgensen & 
Messner, 2009). Several studies have applied the framework to management control 
systems (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004) and in particular to performance measurement 
systems (Jordan & Messner, 2012; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). These studies con‑
sider management control and performance measurement to be a form of formaliza‑
tion. While this emerging line of research on enabling and coercive systems tends to 
adopt the perspective of those in lower organizational positions that are subject to 
the system (Bisbe et al., 2019), the effect of an enabling, versus a coercive, system 
on employees’ attitudes toward the system has been left largely unexplored.

Several scholars have investigated the characteristics of management control 
systems that make people experience them as more or less fair. These studies have 
focused on a range of characteristics including subjective versus objective systems 
(Bellavance et al., 2013), diversity of performance measures and a focus on outcome 
versus effort in performance measures (Hartmann & Slapniçar, 2012), bonus pay‑
ments (Voußem et al., 2016), and participation in goal setting (Groen 2018). Some 
also highlight the importance of the management control system for procedural fair‑
ness and, for example, emphasize that an important dysfunctional consequence of 
a management control system can be that the system is not experienced as fair by 
the employees (see e.g. Cugueró‑Escofet & Rosanas, 2013). These authors further 
emphasize the importance of fairness by referring to the work of Folger and Cro‑
panzano (1998): “when individuals perceive a lack of fairness, their morale declines, 
they become more likely to leave their jobs, and may even retaliate against the organ‑
ization. Fair treatment, by contrast, breeds commitment intentions to remain on the 
job and helpful citizen behavior that go beyond the call of formal duties” (Folger & 
Cropanzano, 1998 preface xii; as referred to in Cugueró‑Escofet & Rosanas, 2013).

While these studies provide relevant insights into how management control 
influences procedural fairness, we focus on characteristics of the management 
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control system previously not studied. As such, our research complements these 
studies by examining the effects of enabling and coercive performance measure‑
ment on procedural fairness. In addition, while the literature often refers to sev‑
eral normative procedural justice principles that can usually be traced back to the 
work of Leventhal (1980), Hartmann and Slapniçar (2012, p. 17) comment that 
“these are not observable or designable characteristics of the performance evalu‑
ation themselves”. As a consequence, there is still only limited understanding of 
what the actual design and development process of the performance measurement 
system should be to achieve procedural fairness and, more broadly, a positive atti‑
tude toward the performance measurement system. Unlike procedural fairness, 
which has been studied in the management accounting and control literature (e.g. 
Groen 2018; Hartmann & Slapniçar, 2012), the red tape concept that we include 
as another outcome variable in our study has not been well addressed.

Although the concepts of procedural fairness and red tape are related, they cap‑
ture different elements of quality. Procedural fairness, i.e. the perceptions that deci‑
sion‑making procedures are fair (e.g. Lind & Tyler, 1988), is known to influence a 
wide range of citizen and employee attitudes and behaviors (Colquitt et al., 2001). 
For example, previous research has shown that procedural fairness improves satis‑
faction and the acceptance of unfavorable procedural outcomes (e.g. Dolan et  al., 
2007). Red tape refers to perceptions of unnecessarily burdensome organizational 
rules (Bozeman & Feeney, 2011; Kaufmann & Feeney, 2014). Here, organizational 
rules that lack effectiveness and efficiency, and that have excessive compliance bur‑
dens (Borry, 2016) have been found to unfavorably impact organizational perfor‑
mance (Brewer & Walker, 2010), as well as employee alienation (DeHart‑Davis & 
Pandey, 2005) and satisfaction (Kaufmann & Tummers, 2017). Both procedural fair‑
ness and red tape relate to how employees perceive the procedures in place, and 
particularly to employees’ attitudes to the performance measurement system they 
are subject to. As such, we study the effects of an enabling, versus a coercive, per‑
formance measurement system on both perceived procedural fairness and perceived 
red tape.

2.1  Performance measurement systems and procedural fairness

In the framework by Adler and Borys (1996), an enabling design is characterized 
by four generic characteristics, namely repair, flexibility, internal transparency, and 
global transparency. A design lacking these formalization characteristics is viewed 
as coercive (Adler & Borys, 1996). Repair refers to the ease with which employees 
can fix the formal system in the event of a problem, while flexibility has to do with 
how much leeway exists for employees to deviate from the formal system. Internal 
transparency relates to the extent to which employees are able to understand the 
logic of the formal system itself, and global transparency refers to how much insight 
is provided into how the system fits into a broader organizational context. Each of 
these characteristics is expected to contribute to an enabling performance measure‑
ment system’s effect on employees’ perceptions of procedural quality, as captured by 
procedural fairness.
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Repair means that the performance measurement system facilitates employees to 
respond to inevitable contingencies in the workplace and that employees are implic‑
itly trusted to actively provide suggestions for improvements (Ahrens & Chapman, 
2004) since some freedom for the employees is needed to determine the appropriate 
course of action in a set of given circumstances (Chapman & Kihn, 2009). In a coer‑
cive logic, there are no repair options. Under this logic, deviations from the formal 
performance measurement procedures are seen as suspect since the main purpose 
of coercive formalization is to ensure that employees’ actions are compliant. Fur‑
thermore, coercive systems do not allow employees to repair procedural breakdowns 
themselves but instead require help from experts (Jorgenson & Messner, 2009).

Performance measurement that excludes repair opportunities limits employees’ 
autonomy and discretion, making it more likely that such a procedure is perceived 
as unfair. Evidently, the opposite dynamic holds for enabling procedures that include 
repair options. Providing repair opportunities makes it possible for employees to 
resolve issues in the procedures that follow from unforeseen circumstances (Ahrens 
& Chapman, 2004), thus making it more likely that employees consider the proce‑
dures as fair, i.e. that perceived procedural fairness is high. This line of reasoning is 
seen in the procedural fairness literature, where correctability is viewed as a deter‑
minant of procedural fairness (Cugueró‑Escofet & Rosanas, 2013; Groen, 2018; 
Leventhal, 1980; Leventhal et al., 1980).

Flexibility is concerned with the extent to which formalization provides options 
for employees to modify the system to best suit their own needs (Adler & Borys, 
1996). Flexibility gives employees choices when addressing problems (Dowl‑
ing & Leech, 2014). A flexible system assumes that deviations from procedures 
can provide learning opportunities and can make it easier to make decisions 
when confronted with emerging events (Chapman & Kihn, 2011; Wouters & Wil‑
derom, 2008). In contrast, a coercive procedure forces employees to follow a spe‑
cific sequence of steps. Deviations are not allowed unless the employee first gains 
approval from the supervisor (Adler & Borys, 1996). Although there is a risk that 
too much flexibility comes at the expense of consistency (Hartmann & Slapnicar, 
2012)—another important condition for procedural fairness (Leventhal et  al., 
1980)—relevant information needs to be taken into account as much as possible to 
increase accuracy (see also Leventhal et al., 1980). As such, a lack of flexibility in 
formalization, and similarly in performance measurement, is likely to lead to nega‑
tive outcomes, including low perceived procedural fairness. Ensure that decisions 
are based on as much good information and informed opinion as possible.

Internal transparency relates to the visibility of the system’s internal workings 
and the extent to which the logic behind the system is understood by employees. 
A thorough understanding is also necessary to make the repair characteristic of 
the system useful (Chapman & Kihn, 2009). In contrast, coercive procedures are 
“formulated as lists of flat assertions and duties” (Adler & Borys, 1996, p. 72) 
and are designed to help supervisors rather than employees. In a coercive logic, it 
does not matter whether employees properly understand the system that they are 
working with, as long as they adhere strictly to the specified formal procedures. 
However, if the functioning of the system is known, employees will view it in 
a more positive light (DeHart‑Davis, 2009), and the procedures are likely to be 



275

1 3

The effect of enabling versus coercive performance measurement…

perceived as more consistent and free from bias, which are important conditions 
for procedural fairness (Colquitt & Jackson, 2006; Leventhal et al., 1980). As a 
result, perceived procedural fairness is likely to be higher.

Finally, global transparency refers to the comprehensibility of the overall con‑
text within which employees are working. In other words, global transparency 
provides an understanding of how an employee’s tasks fit into the organization as 
a whole (Ahrens & Chapman, 2004). If employees are allowed to adjust the sys‑
tem to unexpected contingencies, it is important that they understand how their 
work fits the larger organizational strategy and agenda (Chapman & Kihn, 2009). 
An enabling performance measurement system provides employees with a wide 
range of information that goes beyond their own domain (Wouters & Wilderom, 
2008), thus helping employees to interact with the broader organizational context 
(Adler & Borys, 1996). In a coercive system, tasks are partitioned, and employ‑
ees are only given access to information about the specific areas for which they 
are personally responsible. In such a system, global transparency is “a risk to be 
minimized” (Adler & Borys, 1996, p. 73) and employee compliance with organi‑
zational policies is forced without facilitating understanding (Dowling & Leech, 
2014). DeHart‑Davis (2009, 373) finds that “learning a rule’s purpose could 
transform it from being perceived as a bad rule into a good rule”, which can be 
applied in a performance measurement context as well. Against this background, 
a performance measurement system that is globally transparent is expected to 
lead to higher procedural fairness.

To summarize, we argue that performance measurement systems with enabling 
design characteristics lead to higher procedural fairness than coercive perfor‑
mance measurement systems that lack these design characteristics. This leads to 
our first hypothesis:

H1a: An enabling performance measurement system design leads to a higher level 
of perceived procedural fairness than a coercive design

An enabling orientation of a performance measurement system is not just 
reflected in its design, but also in its development process. Generally speaking, 
the development process of a performance measurement system can be consid‑
ered as a mutually constituted and iterative process (Wouters, 2009; Wouters 
& Wilderom, 2008). An enabling development process encourages employee 
involvement, while a coercive process excludes such input from employees. Two 
particularly relevant elements of employee involvement in the formalization 
development process identified in the literature are building on employee experi‑
ence and experimentation.

Wouters and Wilderom (2008, p. 493) argue that an experience‑based devel‑
opment process “involves the identification, appreciation, documentation, evalua‑
tion, and consolidation of existing local knowledge and experience” and enhances 
the enabling nature of the system in place. It is particularly relevant that provid‑
ing employees with the opportunity to test, review, and refine formal procedures 
also results in more positive attitudes towards the system because employees 
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will have a better understanding of the procedures’ intended meaning (Wouters 
& Wilderom, 2008). As such, experimentation will favorably affect assessments 
of procedural fairness. For example, Wouters and Roijmans (2011) showed how 
experimentation during the process of developing a performance measurement 
system could help managers to integrate accounting information in an enabling 
way.

Part of an enabling development process is providing individuals with opportu‑
nities to participate in a decision‑making process by giving them voice. Previous 
studies convincingly show that involving employees and giving them voice increases 
the perceived fairness of procedures (e.g. Colquitt et al., 2001; Groen, 2018, Lind & 
Tyler, 1988). The enabling process also ensures that the opinions of various groups 
affected by the decision are taken into account, which is an important condition 
for procedures to be perceived as fair (Leventhal et al., 1980). We therefore expect 
adopting an enabling development process for a performance measurement system 
to have a positive impact on perceived procedural fairness.

The above rationales are in line with other work showing that an enabling devel‑
opment process can lead to positive outcomes, improving organizational learning 
and employee motivation in particular (Groen et  al., 2012; Jorgenson & Mess‑
ner, 2009; Wouters, 2009; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). This leads to our next 
hypothesis.

H1b: An enabling performance measurement system development process leads to 
a higher level of perceived procedural fairness than a coercive development process

2.1.1  Performance measurement systems and red tape

The four generic design characteristics of enabling formalization (repair, flexibility, 
internal transparency, and global transparency) also play a part in determining per‑
ceptions of red tape.

First, a lack of repair options in procedures will inevitably bring the work pro‑
cess to a halt (Adler & Borys, 1996) and subsequently result in administrative delay 
which is a key red tape indicator, especially in the context of a significant adminis‑
trative burden (Bozeman & Feeney, 2011). A lack of repair options in a performance 
measurement system may thus cause procedural delays that result in a higher level 
of perceived red tape. In contrast, if employees have the opportunity to repair pro‑
cedural breakdowns themselves, which is part of an enabling performance measure‑
ment system, perceived red tape is likely to be minimized.

A flexible performance measurement system allows deviations from the proce‑
dures. If a system does not allow employees to ignore, or bypass, a specific sequence 
of steps it will be perceived as over‑controlling (Adler, 1999), and the associated 
inefficiencies will likely result in a negative assessment of procedural quality. 
In this light, DeHart‑Davis (2009) notes that optimally‑controlling rules are flex‑
ible, whereas over‑controlling rules are inflexible. A lack of flexibility, as observed 
in coercive systems, can be linked to managerial and political control (Bozeman, 
1993), and, in turn, to perceived red tape (Bozeman & Anderson, 2016).
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A performance measurement system design that lacks internal transparency is 
more likely to be perceived as red tape, as perceptions of red tape are usually not the 
result of the existence of rules and procedures per se, but of their perceived ineffec‑
tiveness (Kaufmann and Feeney 2014). This line of reasoning also applies to perfor‑
mance measurement: if employees feel that a performance measurement procedure 
involves unnecessary compliance burdens, and could be redesigned to increase its 
effectiveness, it is likely to be associated with higher levels of red tape.

Finally, global transparency, which relates to the understandability of a rule’s 
objectives, can be considered an important determinant of an individual’s assess‑
ment of rule effectiveness. With a lack of global transparency, a failure on the part 
of the rule‑maker to communicate the rule’s objective to the people expected to 
comply with it may result in a higher level of perceived red tape (Bozeman, 2000; 
Bozeman & Feeney, 2011).

To summarize, the presence of enabling formalization design characteristics is 
hypothesized to lead to less perceived red tape.

H2a: An enabling performance measurement system design leads to a lower level of 
perceived red tape than a coercive design

With an enabling development process, employees are involved in the develop‑
ment of the performance measurement system. Since they have the opportunity to 
experiment with the procedures that are part of the system, they usually have a better 
understanding of the procedures’ intended meaning (Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). 
This results in more positive attitudes towards the system and therefore in less per‑
ceived red tape. An enabling development process is also expected to lead to a lower 
level of perceived red tape because such a process can help prevent what is known 
in the red tape literature as rule‑inception red tape, i.e. rules that are dysfunctional 
at their origin (Bozeman 1993, 2000). Rule‑inception red tape is caused by various 
reasons, such as a misunderstanding of the problem at hand by the people designing 
the rules, or rules that are introduced by managers to compensate for a lack of con‑
trol (Bozeman & Feeney, 2011). In an enabling process of developing a performance 
measurement system, employees can use their work experiences to identify salient 
organizational problems, and shortcomings in performance measurement proce‑
dures. As such, an enabling development process can help prevent rule‑inception red 
tape. Based on the above, we expect an enabling development process to lead to a 
lower level of perceived red tape than a coercive development process. This leads to 
our final hypothesis:

H2b: An enabling performance measurement system development process leads to a 
lower level of perceived red tape than a coercive development process

Note that our experiment design enables us to disentangle the effects of design 
characteristics of the performance measurement system and of the development pro‑
cess of this system. As a consequence, we can also assess whether one of these fac‑
tors moderates the other. Insights from motivational psychology, and in particular 
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from self‑determination theory, suggest that a management control system which 
is perceived as controlling—as an extrinsic motivator—may have a negative effect 
on employees’ autonomous motivation (Van der Kolk et al., 2019; Wong‑on‑Wing 
et al., 2010). Depending on the extent to which such an extrinsic motivator is inter‑
nalized, it may also have a role in fostering autonomous motivation and positive out‑
comes (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Pfister & Lukka, 2019). Given that an enabling devel‑
opment process leads to an increased understanding of the underlying purpose of 
the performance measurement system as a result of the involvement of the employ‑
ees (Wouters & Wilderom, 2008), employees may also internalize the value of the 
performance measurement system. The negative effect of systems with a coercive 
design on the employees’ attitude toward the system (addressed in H1a and H2a) 
would thus be attenuated through an enabling development process because the con‑
ditions would be shaped for employees to internalize the external motivator. With 
such an enabling development process, a coercive design is thus likely to lead to a 
higher level of perceived procedural fairness and a lower level of perceived red tape 
than with a coercive process.

In contrast, however, one could argue that the increased understanding of the 
performance measurement system increases the appreciation of the enabling design 
characteristics. Moreover, a performance measurement system that is developed with 
an enabling process is likely to reflect the knowledge and concerns of the employees 
that were involved. The rules and procedures are thus more likely to be based on 
a good understanding of the organizational setting and the problems at hand. One 
might thus expect that the enabling design characteristics could be used to their full 
potential. For example, the repair options will be such that employees are in a good 
situation to fix any breakdowns themselves. One would then expect stronger effects 
if there were both an enabling design and an enabling process. In light of the above, 
while it may seem that an enabling development process can protect against the neg‑
ative effects of a coercive performance measurement system design, the opposite 
may occur. Given these uncertainties, the interaction effects of development process 
and design are examined in an exploratory way rather than by testing hypotheses.

3  Method and data

3.1  Experimental design

We used a 2 (Characteristics: Enabling vs Coercive) × 2 (Development: Enabling 
vs Coercive) between‑subjects factorial design to test our hypotheses. Participants 
were asked to see themselves as a teacher working at a large business school and 
were told that, within this school, a Performance Measurement System (PMS) was 
used to monitor teaching performance. To manipulate the design characteristics, 
participants allocated to the Enabling Design Characteristics condition received 
information that the purpose of the system was to become a better lecturer (global 
transparency). Moreover, they read that performance goals were clearly defined, and 
that they were allowed to provide arguments as to why some indicators are more 
relevant than others in their situation (flexibility). Participants were also told that 
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they could indicate if the measurement of some performance indicators should be 
changed (repair), and that they would receive feedback on the overall teaching qual‑
ity in their school (internal transparency). Overall, this experimental condition cap‑
tures the enabling characteristics of a performance measurement system (Adler & 
Borys, 1996).

Participants allocated to the Coercive Design Characteristics condition learned 
that the purpose of the system is to make them comply with the school’s standards 
for good teaching. The performance goals are not clearly defined, and the procedure 
does not allow them to provide arguments as to why some indicators are more rel‑
evant than others in their situation. Participants were further told that they could not 
indicate that the measurement of some performance indicators should be changed, 
and they would not receive any feedback on the overall teaching quality in their 
school. As such, the coercive nature of the PMS is captured by a top‑down focus that 
does not allow employee input or flexibility when working with the system (Ahrens 
& Chapman, 2004; Hoy & Sweetland, 2001).

To manipulate the development process, we presented information to partici‑
pants about how the PMS was developed. In the Enabling Development condition, 
participants learned that they were very much involved, that they were given many 
opportunities to provide input, and that they were given the possibility of testing, 
reviewing, and refining the new system before it became operational. In the Coer-
cive Development condition, participants read that they were not at all involved, that 
they were not given any opportunities to provide input, and that they had no pos‑
sibility to test, review, or refine the new system before it became operational. The 
texts of these vignettes are provided in “Appendix”.

The survey experiment was conducted using two distinct samples. Study 1 is a 
laboratory study using a (mostly Western European) student sample. This sample 
allowed us to achieve good internal validity through strong control of the treatments 
the participants were subjected to. The use of students as experimental subjects is 
much debated in the research community. Notably, concerns have been raised about 
how well students represent the general population (e.g. Falk & Heckman, 2009; 
Thomassen et al., 2017), although there is a lack of evidence that there are marked 
differences between students and, for instance, practitioners in public management 
(Walker et al., 2017). To address this concern, we have followed the suggestion of 
others and adopted empirical replication as this enables a systematic comparison 
of findings across different samples (Walker et  al., 2017). We therefore replicated 
our experiment in Study 2 using the online crowdsourcing platform MTurk with US 
participants. MTurk enables scholars to collect high‑quality data in a cost‑effective 
way (Buhrmester et al., 2011; Germine et al., 2012). Scholars opt to use this plat‑
form as it provides a better sample quality than student pools, offers access to a pool 
of workers with diverse backgrounds, and can thus broaden the validity of a study 
beyond the student population (Mason & Suri, 2012). The second experiment is thus 
a replication of the first experiment but with a different sample. This type of replica‑
tion not only allows us to address potential validity issues with an isolated student 
or MTurk sample, but also to examine to what extent findings are generalizable to 
different countries and participants with different backgrounds.
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The power analysis program G*power (Faul et al., 2009) was used to predeter‑
mine the required sample sizes. We determined that, with a medium effect size of 
d = 0.25 and power of 80%, a sample size of 128 would be required.

3.2  Variables

For our first main dependent variable, procedural fairness, we used three items 
adapted from Van Prooijen et al. (2002). These items asked “how fair/just/appropri‑
ate was the performance measurement system used in your school  for evaluating 
your performance” (1 = absolutely not; 7 = absolutely). These questions were com‑
bined into a procedural fairness scale.

For our second main dependent variable, red tape (as related to the performance 
measurement system), we used the three‑item red tape (TIRT) scale suggested by 
Borry (2016). This scale asked participants to rate the performance measurement 
procedure on three dimensions, namely effectiveness, necessity, and burden, using 
seven‑point Likert scales (where 1 = very ineffective/unnecessary/not at all burden‑
some and 7 = very effective/necessary/very burdensome).

Further, to check that our manipulations had been effective, we asked two ques‑
tions: “Were you involved in the development of the performance measurement sys‑
tem used in your school?” (Yes/No) and “What was the stated purpose of the per‑
formance measurement system used in your school?” (To make you comply with the 
school’s standards for good teaching/to help you become a better lecturer). Further‑
more, we used an adapted version of the Instructional Manipulation Check (Oppen‑
heimer et al., 2009) to check whether people were carefully following instructions. 
Finally, we asked participants for some background characteristics, including their 
age, gender, and working experience. See “Appendix” for a full overview of the 
measurements used in this study.

4  Results

4.1  Study 1: Student sample

4.1.1  Participants

We conducted the experiment in a research lab at a Dutch research university, with 
a total of 208 student participants. The online experiment was created in Qualtrics. 
Participants in this between‑subjects factorial design were randomly assigned to 
either the Enabling or the Coercive Design Characteristics condition, and to the 
Enabling or the Coercive Development condition. This study formed the first part 
of a series of studies that in total took one hour to complete. Our specific study took 
between 10 and 15 min to complete. As an incentive to participate in the one‑hour 
series of studies, students were either rewarded with 8 euros or given course credits 
for participation (depending on their choice). Participants completed the online sur‑
vey in one‑person cubicles. Six participants were removed from the dataset because 
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they failed to fully complete the surveys. A further 28 participants failed the atten‑
tion check question and were subsequently removed from the sample. An additional 
10 participants failed one or both of the manipulation checks and were therefore also 
excluded. This meant that our final sample consisted of 164 participants.1

We checked for randomization based on age, gender, and working experi‑
ence across the four treatments.2 As shown in Table  1, randomization on these 
background characteristics was successful.3 The average age in our sample was 
21.66 years (SD = 2.89), and 52.4% of our participants were male. Participants had 
little working experience: on average 4.3 years (SD = 2.89). This is to be expected 
for a Dutch student sample.

4.1.2  Results

We first calculated the procedural fairness scores by taking the average of the three 
fairness item scores. An Exploratory Factor Analysis yielded one factor (Eigen‑
value = 2.42; 80.50% explained variance) and the scale’s reliability was high 
(α = 0.92). We then calculated the TIRT scores by averaging the three items on rule 
effectiveness (reversed coded), necessity (reversed coded), and burden. Although the 
Exploratory Factor Analysis of the three items again yielded a single factor (Eigen‑
value = 1.28; 42.64% explained variance), the scale had a relatively poor reliability 
(α = 0.62).4 A summary of all the cell means and standard deviations is provided in 
Table 2 (panel A).5 Results of the ANOVA analysis are also shown in Table 2 (panel 
B).

Table 1  Background characteristics of student sample

DC design characteristics, DP development process

N % Male Age Working 
experience

Group 1 (Coercive DC; Coercive DP) 52 52% 21.23 4.08
Group 2 (Coercive DC; Enabling DP) 31 38% 22.45 4.72
Group 3 (Enabling DC; Coercive DP) 33 55% 21.64 4.55
Group 4 (Enabling DC; Enabling DP) 48 44% 21.56 4.13
F 0.76 1.38 0.45
Prob. > F 0.52 0.25 0.72

1 We re‑ran the analyses without excluding those participants who failed the manipulation check and/or 
the attention check, and results are similar to those reported in the paper.
2 Two participants did not provide demographic information but did complete the rest of the experiment. 
These participants are included in the final sample.
3 Note that due to failures on the attention check, cell sizes were not equal. Unequal cell sizes can mean 
that the F test is not robust against violations of normality. However, we also combined the two datasets, 
resulting in more equal cell sizes, and found similar effects. See also the discussion at the end of the 
results of Study 2.
4 For this reason, we also created a two‑item red tape scale (combining rule effectiveness and necessity 
that had a higher reliability, α = 0.73). Nevertheless, the results for this two‑item red tape scale are very 
similar to those for the full TIRT scale which is reported here.
5 The red tape and procedural fairness scales were significantly negatively correlated, r = −  .71. How‑
ever, since, theoretically, the two concepts are distinct, we present separate analyses for these two scales.
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An ANOVA on the procedural fairness scale yielded a significant main effect 
of Design Characteristics (F(1,160) = 102.10, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 39). That is, a 
performance measurement system with enabling design characteristics resulted in 
higher perceived procedural fairness (M = 5.27, SD = 1.02) than a system with coer‑
cive design characteristics (M = 3.22, SD = 1.38). We also found a significant main 
effect of Development Process (F(1,160) = 21.32, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.12). Par‑
ticipants in the enabling development condition perceived higher procedural fair‑
ness (M = 4.88, SD = 1.36) compared to participants in the coercive development 
condition (M = 3.63, SD = 1.56). There was no significant interaction effect for 
Development Process and Design Characteristics (F(1,160) = 1.51, p = 0.222, partial 
η2 = 0.01.

An ANOVA on the TIRT scale yielded a significant main effect of Design Char‑
acteristics (F(1,160) = 49.27, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.24). A performance measure‑
ment system with enabling design characteristics was associated with less perceived 
red tape (M = 3.22, SD = 0.82) than a system with coercive design characteristics 
(M = 4.38, SD = 1.07). We also found a significant main effect of Development Pro‑
cess (F(1,160) = 20.46, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.11). Those individuals who were 

Table 2  Results: student sample

Panel A: Summary of means (standard deviations) for the dependent variables

Dependent variable Design characteristics Total Development process

Coercive Enabling

Procedural fairness Coercive 3.22 (1.38) 2.82 (1.26) 3.89 (1.34)
Enabling 5.27 (1.02) 4.90 (1.05) 5.52 (.92)
Total 4.23 (1.59) 3.63 (1.56) 4.99 (1.36)

Red tape Coercive 4.38 (1.07) 4.63 (1.07) 3.96 (1.11)
Enabling 3.22 (.82) 3.60 (.92) 2.97 (.63)
Total 3.81 (1.11) 4.23 (1.07) 3.35 (.97)

Panel B: ANOVA results: experiment 1

Dependent variable Main/interaction effect

Procedural fairness
 Design characteristics F(1,160) = 102.10, p < .001
 Development process F(1,160) = 21.32, p < .001
 Interaction effect F(1,160) = 1.51, p = .222

Red tape
 Design characteristics F(1,160) = 49.27, p < .001
 Development process F(1,160) = 20.46, p < .001
 Interaction effect F(1,160) = 0.03, p = .871
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told they had been involved in the development process of the performance measure‑
ment system (an enabling development process) perceived less red tape (M = 3.35, 
SD = 0.97) than those who were told they were not involved (a coercive develop‑
ment process) (M = 4.23, SD = 1.07). There was no significant interaction effect for 
Development Process and Design Characteristics (F(1,160) = 0.03, p = 0.871, partial 
η2 = 0.00).

Overall, our findings provide strong support for our hypotheses that a perfor‑
mance measurement system with enabling design characteristics leads to percep‑
tions of greater procedural fairness (Hypothesis 1a) and less red tape (Hypothesis 
2a) than a system with coercive design characteristics. We also found support for 
Hypotheses 1b and 2b, which state that an enabling development process leads to 
perceptions of greater procedural fairness and less red tape than a coercive develop‑
ment process.

4.2  Study 2: Online citizen sample (MTurk)

4.2.1  Participants

Study 2 adopted the same design as used in Study 1 but, this time, the experiment 
was administered using a citizen sample from Amazon’s MTurk rather than a stu‑
dent sample. In total, 203 individuals participated. Participation in the experiment 
was limited to participants located in the United States. Participants were required 
to have a 99% approval rating on previous MTurk assignments, and the study took 
about 10 min to complete. MTurkers were paid $1.50 for completing the study. This 
payment rate is lower than in the student sample but somewhat higher than that usu‑
ally seen at that time on MTurk. However, as expected given their reputation con‑
cerns (Peer et al., 2014), and in line with prior studies (Hauser & Schwarz, 2016), 
participants from the MTurk sample appeared to pay closer attention to the provided 
instructions than our student sample. Two participants did not complete the survey 
and were therefore excluded from the sample. One participant failed the attention 
check question and was also excluded. Finally, 11 further participants failed one or 

Table 3  Background characteristics of MTurk sample

DC design characteristics, DP development process

N % Male Age Working 
experience

Group 1 (Coercive DC; Coercive DP) 43 51% 42.47 20.93
Group 2 (Coercive DC; Enabling DP) 50 52% 38.42 18.54
Group 3 (Enabling DC; Coercive DP) 55 51% 40.29 19.91
Group 4 (Enabling DC; Enabling DP) 41 45% 40.20 17.85
F 0.24 0.86 0.60
Prob. > F 0.87 0.47 0.62
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both manipulation checks and were therefore excluded. As a result, our final dataset 
consists of 189 participants.6

We checked that we had adequately randomized the participants in terms of age, 
gender, and working experience across the four treatments.7 As shown in Table 3, 
the randomization based on these background characteristics was successful. The 
average age in our sample was 40.24 years (SD = 12.16), and 50.3% of our partici‑
pants were male. Participants had, on average, 19.34 years (SD = 11.68) of working 
experience.

4.2.2  Results

The procedural fairness scale for the MTurk sample had a high reliability (α = 0.97). 
As in Study 1, the EFA yielded a single factor (Eigenvalue = 2.75; 91.57% explained 
variance). Similarly, an EFA on the three items of the TIRT scale for the MTurk 

Table 4  Results: MTurk sample

Panel A: Summary of means (standard deviations) for the dependent variables

Dependent variable Design characteristics Total Development Process

Coercive Enabling

Procedural fairness Coercive 3.03 (1.44) 2.32 (.95) 3.64 (1.51)
Enabling 5.04 (1.54) 4.67 (1.55) 5.54 (1.41)
Total 4.05 (1.80) 3.64 (1.76) 4.49 (1.74)

Red tape Coercive 4.85 (1.25) 5.24 (.88) 4.51 (1.42)
Enabling 3.79 (1.18) 3.99 (1.25) 3.52 (1.03)
Total 4.32 (1.32) 4.54 (1.26) 4.07 (1.35)

Panel B: ANOVA results experiment 2

Dependent variable Main/interaction effect

Procedural fairness
 Design characteristics F(1,185) = 108.82, p < .001
 Development process F(1,185) = 28.77, p < .001
 Interaction effect F(1,185) = 1.27, p = .262

Red tape
 Design characteristics F(1,185) = 41.82, p < .001
 Development process F(1,185) = 12.02, p < .01

Interaction effect F(1,185) = .54, p = .465

6 We reran the analyses including those participants who failed the manipulation check and/or the atten‑
tion check, and the results were similar to those reported in the paper.
7 One participant did not provide information on working experience, but did complete the rest of the 
experiment, and was retained in the final sample.
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sample yielded one factor (Eigenvalue = 1.50; 50.03% explained variance) and the 
scale had an acceptable reliability (α = 0.74).8 A summary of all the cell means and 
standard deviations is provided in Table 4 (panel A). Results of the ANOVA analy‑
sis are also shown in Table 4 (panel B).

An ANOVA on the procedural fairness scale showed that Design Characteristics 
had a significant main effect (F(1,185) = 108.82, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 37). That is, 
a performance measurement system with enabling design characteristics resulted in 
higher perceived procedural fairness (M = 5.04, SD = 1.54) than a system with coer‑
cive design characteristics (M = 3.03, SD = 1.44). We also found a significant main 
effect of Development Process (F(1,185) = 28.77, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.14). Par‑
ticipants in the enabling development condition perceived higher procedural fairness 
(M = 4.49, SD = 1.74) than those in the coercive development condition (M = 3.64, 
SD = 1.76). There was no significant interaction effect for Development Process and 
Design Characteristics (F(1,185) = 1.27, p = 0.262, partial η2 = 0.01.

An ANOVA on the TIRT scale yielded a significant main effect of Design Char‑
acteristics (F(1,185) = 41.82, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.18). That is, a performance 
measurement system with enabling design characteristics was perceived to entail 
less red tape (M = 3.79, SD = 1.18) than a system with coercive design characteris‑
tics (M = 4.85, SD = 1.25). We also found a significant main effect of Development 
Process (F(1,185) = 12.02, p < 0.01, partial η2 = 0.06). Those individuals who were 
told that they were involved in the development process of the performance meas‑
urement system (enabling development) perceived the system to entail less red tape 
(M = 4.07, SD = 1.35) than those who were told they were not involved (coercive 
development) (M = 4.54, SD = 1.26). There was no significant interaction effect for 
Development Process and Design Characteristics (F(1,185) = 0.54, p = 0.465, partial 
η2 = 0.00).

These finding support Hypotheses 1a and 2a, which state that a performance 
measurement system with enabling design characteristics leads to perceptions of 
greater procedural fairness and less red tape than a system with coercive design 
characteristics. We also found support for Hypotheses 1b and 2b, which state that an 
enabling development process leads to a higher level of perceived procedural fair‑
ness and a lower level of perceived red tape than a coercive development process.

Overall, the main findings from the two samples are quite similar. In line with 
our expectations, we consistently found that enabling design characteristics as well 
as enabling development processes lead to perceptions of greater procedural fair‑
ness and less red tape than coercive design characteristics and a coercive develop‑
ment process. Note that we also combined the two datasets and ran ANCOVAs with 
Sample (students vs. MTurk) as covariate. These analyses yielded similar effects as 
described above. In addition, the ANCOVA on perceived red tape showed a sig‑
nificant effect of the covariate, F (1.348) = 21.55, p < 0.001). However, a 2 × 2 × 2 
ANOVA including Sample as an additional, third factor only yielded a main effect 
of Sample  (Mstudent = 3.81 vs.  MMturk = 4.31), with Sample not interacting with either 

8 As in Study 1, red tape and procedural fairness were significantly negatively correlated, r = − .78. As 
the two concepts are theoretically different, we present separate analyses for each measure.
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Development Process or Design Characteristics. As such, there is support for the 
claim that our findings can be generalized across samples.

5  Discussion and conclusions

This study adds to an emerging stream of literature on enabling versus coercive sys‑
tems while taking the perspective of the employees who are subject to such a sys‑
tem (Bisbe et al., 2019) and investigates the consequences of enabling versus coer‑
cive systems on employees’ perceptions of the procedural quality of these systems. 
Drawing on research from the management control and organization studies litera‑
ture streams, we take the first step in understanding the effects of enabling versus 
coercive performance measurement system design characteristics and of enabling 
versus coercive development processes on perceptions of procedural quality, cap‑
tured by procedural fairness and red tape. In a survey experiment using a labora‑
tory student sample and an online sample using Amazon’s MTurk, these employee 
perceptions are found to be more positive with enabling systems than with coercive 
systems, which supports our hypotheses and the underlying reasoning.

In line with our hypotheses, we consistently found that a performance measure‑
ment system that is designed with enabling characteristics (in terms of repair, flex‑
ibility, internal transparency, and global transparency) is perceived as having higher 
procedural fairness and less red tape than a system with coercive characteristics (and 
therefore lacking these qualities). We also found that a performance measurement 
system that has an enabling development process, that involves employees’ partici‑
pation, leads to higher procedural fairness and less red tape than a coercive develop‑
ment process that excludes employee involvement.

Further, we found that these two distinct aspects did not affect the strength of 
each other’s effect. In other words, design characteristics did not interact with the 
development process: both effects were independent. In addressing this, the study 
examined the joint effects of the design characteristics and development process in 
an exploratory way because the theoretical arguments were not clear cut. On the 
one hand, an enabling development process might reduce the negative effects of a 
coercive design since employees may internalize the value of the performance meas‑
urement system (Deci & Ryan, 2000). On the other hand, an enabling development 
process may result in a better appreciation of an enabling design, particularly if the 
design reflects a good understanding of the organizational setting and the problems 
at hand (Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). The lack of significant interaction effects 
could indicate that the suggested effects do not exist or, alternatively, that they can‑
cel each other out. It is also important to note that the experimental design did not 
allow changes in the performance measurement design based on the development 
process. In a real‑life setting, it is more likely that the design of the performance 
measurement system will reflect the knowledge and understanding of the people 
involved in the development process. Further, the internalization of the value of the 
system may also be stronger. Future research could study these potential processes 
in more detail.



287

1 3

The effect of enabling versus coercive performance measurement…

Our study contributes to the performance measurement and management con‑
trol literature in several ways. First, as suggested by Tessier and Otley (2012), 
we take a tentative step towards opening up the black box of enabling or coer‑
cive types of performance measurement by distinguishing between enabling 
versus coercive performance measurement on the one hand and the perceived 
procedural quality on the other. As these authors argue, recognizing this distinc‑
tion is important since it is related to the difference between managerial inten‑
tions—as reflected in an enabling versus coercive system—and employee percep‑
tions of the system. By incorporating this distinction in our study, we are able 
to empirically examine how enabling and coercive performance measurement 
systems affect procedural quality as captured by procedural fairness and per‑
ceived red tape, and to increase our understanding of how individuals respond 
to performance measurement systems by examining individual responses to such 
systems (see also Van der Kolk & Kaufmann, 2018; Van der Kolk et al., 2019). 
Rather than derive enabling and coercive control perceptions from qualitative 
case studies (e.g. Ahrens & Chapman, 2004; Wouters & Wilderom, 2008), we 
have focused on a single procedure that is manipulated experimentally to study 
enabling and coercive performance measurement systems. This approach allows 
us to tease out causal mechanisms and make claims about specific relationships 
between enabling and coercive design characteristics and the development pro‑
cesses of the performance measurement system on the one hand, and indicators 
of perceived procedural quality such as procedural fairness and red tape on the 
other. Given that a single sample would have been sufficient to test the hypoth‑
eses, the empirical replication (Walkeret al., 2017) of the experiment can be seen 
as a strong additional feature of this study as it is helpful in addressing possible 
validity concerns related to the experiment. While the experiment was designed 
for the purposes of this specific study, it may well be used in future research on 
the effects of enabling versus coercive systems. The replication is also important 
for addressing concerns related to how well the participants represent the popula‑
tion and/or low‑ or mid‑level employees.

Second, our findings hint at different options for improving procedural quality 
related to performance measurement. Our findings show that the perceptions of 
procedural quality are influenced both by design characteristics of the performance 
measurement system and by the type of process used to develop the system. As such, 
our research adds to studies that focus only on design characteristics (e.g. Ahrens & 
Chapman, 2004) or on the development process (e.g. Wouters & Wilderom, 2008). 
In addition, the insights into the effect of enabling versus coercive systems on pro‑
cedural quality are novel and add to the existing knowledge because the orientation 
of the system, and in particular of the design characteristics, extends beyond a high 
procedural quality. Managers and policymakers interested in improving procedural 
quality related to performance measurement systems could choose to amend exist‑
ing systems to include more enabling characteristics, or to stimulate employee par‑
ticipation in the development of new or adjusted systems. Our results clearly show 
that both approaches contribute to this end, although in our experiment addressing 
design characteristics appears to be the more effective of the two. If it is not feasible 
to involve employees in the development of the performance measurement system, 
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including more enabling characteristics in the performance measurement system 
could serve as an effective alternative.

This study has a number of limitations that could be addressed in future research. 
First, the use of an experimental design is always associated with concerns about 
external validity. Indeed, we cannot be certain that the findings from our experi‑
ments are representative of employees in general, or business school lecturers’ atti‑
tudes in particular. We did, however, empirically replicate the study using two dif‑
ferent samples to test our hypotheses (a student sample and a citizen sample) with 
similar procedures. The two samples provided similar results, suggesting that at 
least to some extent the results are generalizable. Future research could use this or a 
similar experimental design to further investigate the relationship between enabling 
and coercive types of performance measurement and other relevant outcomes.

Second, while this research constitutes a first step toward increasing the concep‑
tual clarity of an enabling versus coercive orientation of a performance measurement 
system, by separating this orientation from an assessment of the procedural quality 
of the system, the experiment did not empirically establish a difference between ori‑
entation and procedural quality. This would have been the case when an enabling 
system is perceived negatively or when a coercive system is perceived positively. 
An interesting avenue for future research would therefore be to extend this study by 
including other factors that may influence how the performance measurement sys‑
tem is perceived, such as trust or communication of the managerial intention when 
designing the system (see, for example, Väisänen et  al., 2020) or the presentation 
format used to report the performance measures (see, for example, Cardinaels & 
Van Veen‑Dirks, 2010) and to see how these interact with an enabling or coercive 
orientation of the performance measurement system. Furthermore, beyond having 
effects on employees’ perceptions and attitudes, performance measurement systems 
fulfill purposes, in particular decision facilitating and decision influencing purposes 
(Sprinkle, 2003; Van Veen‑Dirks, 2010). Future research could address the question 
how enabling versus coercive design characteristics or development processes influ‑
ence the possibilities for a performance measurement system to achieve one or both 
purposes. Studying how both purposes can be fulfilled seems relevant also for bridg‑
ing the gap between research streams that address either one or the other purpose 
(see also Luft, 2016).

Third, we have created a fictitious performance measurement procedure with no 
overlap between design characteristics and the development process to tease out the 
independent effects on employees’ attitudes to the system. Such a stylized approach 
is very common in experimental research but may not well reflect a real‑life set‑
ting. In practice, managers are likely to opt for different combinations of enabling 
and coercive design characteristics and development processes (due to financial or 
time constraints for example). Future studies could consider using identified real‑life 
procedures as a starting point for analyzing the effects of performance measurement 
systems on employees whose performance is being measured. In such a study, the 
participants could be people actually working with the systems being investigated in 
day‑to‑day practice, and any influence they have on the design characteristics dur‑
ing the development process of a performance measurement procedure could be 



289

1 3

The effect of enabling versus coercive performance measurement…

investigated in detail. The use of real‑life procedures would also address some of the 
general concerns about the generalizability of experimental studies.

Appendix: Text of vignettes and measurements

Introduction (identical across treatments)

You have been working as a lecturer at a large business school. The school has recently introduced a new 
performance measurement system, which is used to monitor the school’s teaching quality. The new 
system is used throughout the school for all lecturers.

The performance measurement procedure requires you to fill out and submit four times a year a six‑page 
document which contains an overview of all your activities. In this “Teaching Review Document”, you 
have to provide an overview of, and reflect upon, your teaching activities. Completing this document 
will take about four hours each submission.

Manipulation 1: Development of performance measurement system

Enabling

You were very much involved in the development of the new performance measurement system from the 
very beginning of the process.

You were given many opportunities to provide input to the new system based on your own work‑
ing experience during the initial design stage that started 3 years ago.

The school had also given you the possibility of testing, reviewing, and refining the new system before it 
became operational last year.

Coercive

You were not at all involved at any point in the development of the new performance measurement 
system.

You were not given any opportunity to provide input to the new system based on your own work‑
ing experience during the initial design stage that started 3 years ago.

The school had also not given you the possibility of testing, reviewing, or refining the new system before 
it became operational last year.
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Manipulation 2: Characteristics of performance measurement system

Enabling

You are evaluated on several dimensions of teaching quality. 
There are four performance indicators, namely:

(1) evaluations from students
(2) evaluations from colleagues (also known as “peer review”)
(3) teaching certificates and training
(4) focus groups with student representatives
The purpose of the system is to help you become a better lecturer.

The performance goals for each indicator are clearly defined, which helps you to know what is expected 
of you in your position. The indicators allow for a transparent assessment of how well you have per‑
formed.

You can provide arguments in the “Teaching Review Document” as to why some indicators are more 
relevant than others in your situation.

You are also able to indicate in the “Teaching Review Document” if the measurement of some perfor‑
mance indicators should be changed in your case.

You will receive a short document with feedback on the overall teaching quality in your school four 
times a year.

Coercive

You are evaluated on several dimensions of teaching quality. 
There are four performance indicators, namely:

(1) evaluations from students
(2) evaluations from colleagues (also known as “peer review”)
(3) teaching certificates and training
(4) focus groups with student representatives
The purpose of the system is to make you comply with the 

school’s standards for good teaching.

The performance goals for the indicators are not clearly defined, which makes it difficult to know what 
is expected of you in your position. This means that the assessment of how well you have performed 
is not transparent.

All the indicators are considered to be equally important. You are unable to provide arguments in the 
“Teaching Review Document” as to why some indicators are more relevant than others in your situa‑
tion.

The school also decides on how the performance indicators are measured. There is no possibility for you 
to indicate in the “Teaching Review Document” if the measurement of some performance indica‑
tors should be changed in your situation.

You do not receive any feedback on the overall teaching quality in your school
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Measurements

Introduction to questions Questions about the performance measurement system
You will now be asked a number of questions about the performance 

measurement system used in your school. Keep in mind that we ask you 
to assume the role of a lecturer at a large business school when answering 
these questions. It is important that you choose the answers that you feel are 
most appropriate given your role as lecturer.

Red Tape (TIRT scale) In your view, how effective is the performance measurement system used in 
your school? (1 = very ineffective; 7 = very effective)

In your view, how necessary is the performance measurement system used in 
your school? (1 = very unnecessary; 7 = very necessary)

In your view, how burdensome is the performance measurement system used 
in your school? (1 = not at all burdensome; 7 = very burdensome)

Procedural fairness How fair is the performance measurement system used in your school for 
evaluating your performance? (1 = unfair; 7 = fair)

How just is the performance measurement system used in your school for 
evaluating your performance? (1 = unjust; 7 = just)

How appropriate is the performance measurement system used in your 
school for evaluating your performance? (1 = inappropriate; 7 = appropriate)

Manipulation checks Were you involved in the development of the performance measurement 
system used in your school? Yes/No

What was the stated purpose of the performance measurement system used 
in your school? 1 = to help you become a better lecturer, 2 = to make you 
comply with the school’s standards for good teaching

Demographics What is your gender, age, in which country were you born, what is your native 
language, in general how would you describe your political views (1—very 
liberal; 7 = very conservative), how many years of working experience do 
you have?

Attention check Organizational culture is a fuzzy concept that is hard to define. To help us 
understand how people interact in organizations we are interested in how 
people react to culture. Specifically, we are interested in how well you read 
instructions; if not, your answers may not tell us much about people in real 
organizations. To show that you have read these instructions please ignore 
the question below about organizational culture and check only "None of the 
above" as your answer

Please select all that describe the organizational culture that fits your person‑
ality best:

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as 
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you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com‑
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is 
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen 
ses/by/4.0/.
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