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Abstract The article investigates the relationship between Performance
Management Systems (PMS) and IS in a single Italian Public University, starting
from the gap that exists between what is declared in University policy state-
ments—ostensibly oriented towards empowerment—and what is actually imple-
mented by public managers. We are particularly interested in understanding how
ICT could support PMS in the control process. In our empirical analysis we
observed that the role of IS depends on the strategy adopted in planning and
implementing the PMS.
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1 Introduction

Public universities are under constant pressure to increase their effectiveness and
quality with fewer resources, while simultaneously being expected to show greater
accountability and transparency in their processes [1, 2]. Academic departments
are among the institutions facing rapid change as a result of a need for more
efficient utilization of human resources due to cut-backs in basic funding, as well
as the introduction of new accountability measures by government [3, 4].

New Public Management [5, 6] proposes that public organizations should
introduce managerial processes from the private sector, following the success of
such practices there. In particular, this approach emphasizes operational efficiency
driven by the rationality of managerial systems, showing how both the concept and
the practice stemming from private companies can be used in the public sector.

Adopting a critical perspective, this study focuses on the role of Information
Systems (IS) in the process of implementing a Performance Management System
(PMS), a managerial tool recently adopted by many Italian public universities and
here interpreted in terms of power of control. We investigate this relationship starting
from the gap that exists between what is declared in university policy statements and
what is actually implemented and enacted by public managers. More specifically, we
reflect on the impact of IS on the process of control and power centralization.

We set out to explore the following two research questions: (1) Is there a
difference between what is formally declared in the design of an Italian University
PMS, ostensibly oriented towards empowerment and accountability, and what is
actually put into practice? (2) How does the design and use of IS in PMS influence
control processes?

The empirical focus of the paper is the recent changes in PMS reflecting the
‘‘modernisation agenda’’ of the Italian public sector. We made an in-depth analysis
of a specific case study, showing the distance between the PMS design goals and
the implementation results. The analysis concentrates exclusively on the perfor-
mance of university managers, excluding other categories (i.e. academics).

The paper is set out as follows: the following two sections offer a literature
review concerning (a) the role of PMS in public universities and (b) the issue of
control in Critical IS Research. In Sect. 4 the research context and the method-
ology adopted for the empirical study are described. Lastly, the results of the
empirical research will be discussed, summarising the conclusions and the main
findings of the study.

2 The Role of Performance Management Systems
in Public Universities

PMS are a complex tool, comprising various parts and with different goals, typi-
cally adopted by private and public organizations as a means for engaging in
policy and management organizational change. They present an attractive
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proposition to politicians, citizens and public spending supporters, opening up the
black box of public organizations and greatly enhancing their transparency and
manageability [7]. Over the past decade public management scholars and practi-
tioners have taken a growing interest in the use of performance management tools
to increase government accountability and effectiveness.

Nonetheless, the literature typically suggests that public-sector applications of
PMS are limited and have been implemented with only limited success, primarily
due to inadequate performance evaluation methods and underfunding of data
management systems and rewards for performance [8]. Prior researches on public
sector performance management [9, 10] typically describe shortcomings in both
the design and the results of these systems. Moynihan [11], for example, states
that, with the implementation of PMS, public managers have been more likely to
realize the ‘‘symbolic benefits’’ of creating an impression that ‘‘government is
being run in a rational, efficient and results-oriented manner’’.

Recent public sector reforms (in Italy, for instance, the ‘‘Brunetta Reform’’)
have aimed at improving public organization performance: the achievement of
program outcomes reflects the approach to measuring, evaluating and regulating
performance [12]. As we said, under the umbrella of the new public management,
public organizations have been engaged in a systematic attempt to control per-
formance over the last few years. In the opinion of Cavalluzzo and Ittner [13] the
basic assumption of these initiatives is that the strategic performance indicators
can improve public efficiency and effectiveness by increasing the accountability
and improving the decision-making of public administrators.

According to Broadbent and Laughlin [14], the University system is a specific
area of the public services where this approach is needed and where there is a
growing interest in performance measurement. Recently Corcoles et al. [15]
conducted a study on the stakeholders’ need for information in higher education
organizations in Spain. The need for universities to have a greater involvement
with their wider community and to ensure information transparency makes it
advisable to present information on performance in their current accounting sys-
tem. The academic departments competing for teachers, researchers, students and
funds are getting used to managerial practices and producing reports which allow
internal and external bodies to evaluate their performance [16]. Minelli et al. [17]
identify and compare the structure and impact of control systems implemented in
Italian public universities, showing that they have given rise to effective results
particularly in the area of organisational learning: thus the evaluation experience
has brought an increase in transparency and control. Finally, according to Secundo
et al. [18], the increasing cooperation between universities and firms has resulted
in the demand for similar processes of evaluation for both players.

In order to explore the concept of control and monitoring in public universities, a
preliminary aspect is related to the conceptualisation of PMS. A PMS is ‘‘the set of
metrics used to quantify both the efficiency and effectiveness of actions’’ [19]
(p. 81). As stated by Otley [20], PMS provide the information that should be useful
to managers ‘‘in performing their jobs and to assist organizations in developing and
maintaining viable patterns of behaviour’’ (p. 364). Gruman and Saks [21] suggest
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that although performance evaluation is at the heart of PMS [22], the full process
extends to all organizational policies, practices and design features that interact to
produce employee performance. Aguinis [23] has proposed a broader understanding
of performance management that includes organizational planning, performance
assessment and behavioral review. Consistently with the approach of Fitzgerald and
Moon [24], we interpret Performance Management as a system concerned with
defining, controlling and managing both the achievement of outcomes or ends and
the means used to achieve these results at the organizational level.

Building on a previous enquiry, Ferreira and Otley [25] have compared the
concepts of PMS and management control systems, building an empirical concep-
tual model by drawing on an analysis of control systems in a range of organizations.
According to these scholars, ‘management control system’ has become ‘‘a more
restrictive term than was the original intention and we prefer to use the more general
descriptor of PMS to capture an holistic approach to the management and control of
organizational performance. We see this term as including all aspects of organiza-
tional control, including those included under the heading of management control
systems’’ (p. 264). PMS provides an integrating framework, both academically and
practically, that goes beyond the traditional boundaries of accounting under the
traditional banner of management control system. In other words, PMS is a new
label for an old concept: it represents a way to describe a new theoretical framework,
whose aim is the design and implementation of the ‘‘package of controls’’.

In this sense it could be interpreted as an integrated technical system to gather
and provide information to help managers in their work and decision-making
activities, in order to efficiently and effectively achieve the desired organizational
goals, acting on both the employees’ motivation and performance assessment [26].

3 Theoretical Background: Critical IS Research
and Control

Information Systems (IS) are often described as a disciplinary technology intended
to regulate the actions of workers and produce information to improve the ability
of managers and/or organizations in monitoring the outcomes of those activities
[27]. In particular, CISR aims at revealing, criticizing and explaining how the
development and use of IS in organizations and society in the pursuit of efficiency
and rationalization increase social and organizational control, with potential det-
rimental consequences for some stakeholders and society as a whole [28].
Adopting an inclusive view, Howcroft [29] encompasses critical research on IS as
the branch of IS studies in opposition to technological determinism, which
assumes that technological development is autonomous and that societal devel-
opment is determined by technology. On the contrary, the critical approach seeks
to challenge (rather than justify) technological imperatives as natural and ines-
capable, interpreting the adoption of IS by recourse to a wider social, political,
historical, economic and ideological context [30].
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CISR typically emphasizes the effects of ICT on people (on their thinking,
working conditions and identities, for example), organizations and societies (e.g.
by highlighting the fetish of statistics and preoccupation with targets which ICT
facilitates and nurtures).

The basic assumption of this view is that technology—interpreted as both a
body of artifacts and practices and a specific artifact/object—is not neutral but is
‘‘socially shaped’’. In other words, it has embedded beliefs, values, culture and
perceptions deriving from both the designers and the consumers. In this context,
technological artifacts can be viewed as culturally constructed and interpreted, not
only in how technology is thought of but in its design and implementation [31]. In
the opinion of Cecez-Kecmanovic [32], the main aim of CISR is to transform the
social/organizational systems in terms of actors, IS and organizations (including
their dynamic and relationships), by revealing and explaining how an IS, sup-
posedly implemented in order to increase efficiency and effectiveness, actually
increased power of control and decreased autonomy and human agency.

In CISR literature interpretations of power and control are significantly influ-
enced by the post-structuralist approach [33], and our analysis is developed
according this view.

The post-structuralist perspective bases its essential theories on social con-
structivism [34], subjectivist studies [35], and the theoretical elaborations of
structuration theory [36]. Applying this approach, social reality is not objective (it is
not a thing or a reification), but represents the interaction between individuals and
emerges as a conflict of power and construction of meanings, in a logic in which the
creation of meaning and organization are characterized as interchangeable con-
cepts. The basic concept behind a post-structuralist approach is to be found in
power of control as an interpretative key to processes, analyses and organizational
design. These studies typically explore the shift from simple control to technical
control to bureaucratic control and, most recently, to normative control [37–39].

The Foucauldian literature on IS and control [40, 41] suggests that the design
and implementation of ICT can affect organizational control in at least two inter-
dependent ways: (i) controlling the workforce and (ii) controlling the organizational
processes/structures. Consistently with the purpose of our paper, we are interested
above all in the latter issue. According to CISR, in fact, an important way in which
IS affects organizational control is linked to the influence on organizational pro-
cesses and/or structures, facilitating control and coordination of activities at dif-
ferent levels, simultaneously enabling and constraining those activities. This
concept is based on the idea that the integration of information determined by ICT
facilitates the process of standardization and centralizing of organizational power,
increasing the polarization between a broad range of ‘‘controlled’’ actors and a tight
range of ‘‘controlling’’ subjects. Moreover, this concept appears to be consistent
with the Weberian approach that identifies the availability of data, information and
skills as the primary source of organizational power.

Furthermore, in terms of control relating to organizational processes, it is worth
noting Ciborra’s [42] work. In contrast to the prevailing view in IS literature, he
suggests that IS artifacts may drift, i.e. ‘‘they deviate from their planned purposes
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for a variety of reasons often outside anyone’s influence’’ (p. 4) and puts forward a
notion ‘‘of technology with a certain degree of autonomy and inner dynamics; of
technology both as a drifting system and as an organism to be cultivated’’ (p. 32).

In short, ICT infrastructures tend to have a life of their own: they drift as a
result of their usages, design choices, organizational routine, human resource
management, user resistance, and/or other unforeseeable behaviors of both sys-
tems and humans [43]. Building on this perspective, Rajao and Hayes [44] claim
that this drift can be understood as a result of power relations and negotiations
between diverse conceptions of controls [45]. According to this idea, the design
and use of ICT artifacts tend to reflect the dominant conceptions of control [46]. In
other words, ICT both creates new conditions of possibility, e.g. new ways of
organizing, and is implicated in different control mechanisms, i.e. they enable and
constrain what we do and how we do it. Introna [47], for instance, interprets the
relationship between IS and organizations not only as an electronic panopticon but
also as embedded in the ‘‘micro physics’’ of everyday life, power relations, dis-
course and knowledge

Finally we have to point out that some critical studies have shown that IS are
designed to support existing structures and that their use tends to strengthen the
structures and ways of organizing which are already in place [48]. In order to
understand where the power of control is embedded (or where it should be
embedded) in an organization, first the distribution of decisional power, or rather
the level of centralization/decentralization, has to be analyzed. Conversely, eval-
uating an organization’s level of centralization or decentralization requires dis-
covering where the decisions that influence its characteristic activities are made.

4 Research Context and Methodology

The recent guidelines to reform the Italian public administration passed into law
on 4 March 2009—Law 15/2009—approved with the Legislative Decree 150 (the
Reform Decree), known as the ‘‘Brunetta Reform’’. The reform strategy rests on
three pillars: (i) modernization of the public administration, (ii) innovation and
digitalization within the public administration and the country at large, and (iii)
improvement of the relationship between the public administration and citizens
and businesses [49]. In coherence with the new public management, the overall
purpose of the reform is to ensure the highest level of accountability for the state
towards its citizens and to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of Italian public
sector work by raising the quality of public services and boosting productivity
factors. The reform emphasizes the need to reach these ambitious goals through a
new management approach oriented towards a continuous improvement of per-
formance, the adoption of the benchmarking method and the measurement of
customer satisfaction. In the lawmaker’s opinion this requires an integrated system
of evaluation, incentives and rewards based on results. This view is consistent with
the idea of competitive selection of the best individuals and organizational units,
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who are rewarded in monetary and non-monetary terms on the basis of innovative
capability and excellence in performance.

Under Law 15/2009 it became obligatory to adopt PMS concerning the per-
formance of organizational structures, individual employees and groups of them.
In the absence of these systems, the law prevents public administrations from
funding and/or adopting important organizational policies such as hiring staff,
providing monetary incentives for managers and awarding bonuses to employees.

In the university sector, in particular, a strong tendency towards change has
emerged around the issue of performance assessments. Over the last 5 years the
national government has invested in training projects that support organizational
change so that universities adopt suitable performance assessment systems in
relation to training and research.

Particular attention has been paid to the topic of evaluation, providing support
for the development of broad nationwide systems for monitoring services offered
to students (teaching and study support) and evaluation of the teaching (see the
AlmaLaurea system for assessing teaching and the more recent VQR 2013 system
for evaluating productivity of research structures).

Moreover, in the university sector the reform process has been heavily sup-
ported by the government. It financed two projects to carry out an analysis of the
contexts and planning of the new PMS, which then came into force in the aca-
demic years beginning in 2010 and 2011. The two projects adopted different
working methodologies and PMS designs that the individual universities subse-
quently adapted and implemented: the European Common Assessment Framework
(CAF) and the Balance Scorecard (BSc) method.

The analysis focuses on the performance of university managers (excluding
technical and academic categories) in the Italian public context. There were two
reasons for restricting the study to the public universities: (a) the external (nor-
mative) pressure to adopt PMS was the same in all cases; (b) they have a more
homogeneous experience in performance evaluation compared to private univer-
sities. The focus on the administrative staff is coherent with the idea that uni-
versities are moving from a traditional academic organization to new forms of
useful knowledge to support cooperative activities and relationships with external
stakeholders and funders [50]. In the opinion of Boyer [51], the increasing
emphasis on integration—such as university-industry cooperation—calls for new
forms of academic and administrative management.

The empirical analysis consists of a specific case study, carried out in the period
April-December 2012, showing the distance between the PMS design goals and
the implementation results. The collection of data was carried out using a heter-
ogeneous plurality of instruments. Such pluralism is coherent both with the the-
oretical framework and with the differentiated nature of the information required
by the multiple case studies method. The case study was developed, in the first
phase, through 2 unstructured interviews (with the General Director and Evalua-
tion Committee President), to investigate the purpose and rationale of design that
characterizes the PMS. Subsequently, the investigation continued with participant
observation in 7 different organizational units, involving two of the authors in all

The Role of IS in Performance Management 19



stages of the PMS. During this period the authors have been actively involved with
the management and employees in planning and communicating objectives
(8 meetings with about 80 employees), as well as in the intermediate monitoring
meetings (2 meetings and 20 monitoring talks) and in measuring and evaluating
performance (2 meetings and 25 evaluation talks). In each of the phases of the PM
process 9 interviews have been carried out (with the General Director, 4 managers
and 4 employees) to discuss the main concerns raised by the implementation of the
system.

5 Data Analysis and Discussion

5.1 Case Study

The university analysed in the case study is a small university (about 200
researchers and professors, 200 administrative staff units and almost 8.000 stu-
dents) located in the South of Italy, founded in 1998 and organized in 3 Depart-
ments (Law and Economics, Engineering and Science). In the last 5 years this
University has been committed to important programs of inter-university coop-
eration and internationalization of teaching and research.

As stated in the official approval document, the purpose of the PMS is to
improve decision-making processes, the connection with the territory and
enhancement of the skills of employees (Guide to PMS, p.11). To support the
introduction and adoption of an effective PMS, the university body of governance
decided to define a strategy to link PMS with IS. The basic idea was to facilitate
the information management through the adoption of an IS coherent with the PMS
design.

Information systems of these university are governed by a central administra-
tion unit (Sector Resources and Systems) interacting with decentralized structures
dedicated to research and teaching (Departments). Among common management
systems of overall structure the most important are:

1. Accounting management system—CIA;
2. Human resource management—CSA;
3. Student Management System—GISS.

All these systems, even if provided by a national consortium (CINECA) show
characteristics of low integration. For example, the data processed by the Salaries
Office can only ‘‘migrate’’ in aggregate form and in a specific moment into the
management system responsible for accounting and payment activity.

In addition to these systems, there are other management information systems
designed in-house: attendance of the staff, online payroll, services for students,
part-time. In 2013 this university developed a road map aimed at developing and
integrating IS dedicated to education and students careers management, currently
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suspended due to lack of financial resources (€ 400 thousand) and to internal
resistances.

Consistently with the NPM approach, the university adopted a PMS to manage
information flows carefully and to improve relations with external actors and
internal staff.

According to this interpretation the university considers the PMS as an effective
tool to guide decision-making processes, communication activities and managerial
systems towards relevant performance measures produced by independent orga-
nizational units.

This has meant concretely (a) defining and measuring performance using heter-
ogeneous and complex information and (b) promoting interaction between organi-
zational actors, especially for complex tasks and non-routine or innovative activities.

In this sense the PMS has been viewed in official statements as a tool able to
create and foster interactivity and decentralization in decision-making (including
the measurement and evaluation of job performance).

Official statements concerning the main purpose of PMS can be found in the
introduction of the university Guide to PMS (p. 13):

Through the design and use of the PMS, the Administration aims to create, in a partici-
patory way with its employees, integrated sets of performance objects and measures that
could support the institution’s executive functions and development of human resources…
the creation of integrated sets of indicators and a measuring range used for evaluating the
salient aspects of the University’s organizational life, which over time may become
‘‘standard’’ indicators, allowing, at the same time, employees to participate in the insti-
tution’s decision-making processes and the Administration to compare the results obtained
with the results obtained over time and those achieved by other universities.

5.2 Discussion: Interconnections Between IS and PMS

In line with official goals the University adopted a PMS model that is strongly
focused on interaction between the subjects involved and

fosters coherent processes for evaluating the Administration’s performance; … fosters
internal and external communication processes; … compares performance in terms of
benchmarking, through characteristic indicators used by international and national
universities.

The IS Manager participated in the designing of the PMS as a member of the
Task Force responsible for defining the characteristics of the processes of planning
and measuring operational activities.

The following are the main organizational solutions, identified by analyzing the
official documentation, relating to the PMS and focalized on integrating infor-
mation flows: orientation meetings on the criteria and techniques provided by the
PMS, open database, individual and group interviews for the definition of objec-
tives, individual and group interviews for the analysis of intermediate results, and
individual interviews for assessing performance.
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The idea stated in the official documents, which was confirmed during the
interviews with the General Director and Evaluation Board, is that by using
interactive methods, PMS can enhance the development of managerial skills and,
above all, can support the onset and sharing of new knowledge that will lead to a
better understanding of the characteristics, opportunities and constraints typical of
the reference context. In fact, these skills and knowledge were considered essential
for the survival of a small university in a competitive environment marked by
strong national uncertainty and turbulence, as well as in a local context in which
large universities with a venerable history constituted a strong and constant threat.

The decentralization of the decision-making power relating to the definition of
operational objectives, consistent with overall policy objectives created by the
governing bodies, and the active collaboration of employees in the definition of
indicators and measurement of results have been interpreted as suitable organi-
zational solutions to activate sharing of explicit knowledge as well as tacit support
of innovation processes.

In general, the information system included in the PMS of the university is
configured as a system designed to proactively manage information flows between
different organizational units, both central and peripheral units (departments). Its
specific purpose was to foster both the definition of performance targets in the
planning phase and the collection and data analysis for measurement in the closing
stages of the annual process.

During a PMS start-up meeting, the IS Manager said:

It will allow effective interaction between different organizational referees, regardless of
their hierarchical position and their functional position in order to achieve strategic business
objectives. Objectives and indicators must clearly indicate the different contributions of
workers and be consistent with the strategic vision outlined in the three year strategic plan.

The IS Manager added:

When we started to define the functions of the application dedicated to PMS, I immedi-
ately complained that there would be serious difficulties in design and implementation for
two reasons: our major information systems to support operational management were very
isolated; and people were not used to interactively managing computerized information
flows arising from their specific activities. We had to push colleagues to operate actively
in the definition of the objectives, work programs and especially indicators of achieve-
ment, breaking down existing barriers especially in the dialogue between different hier-
archical levels.

In the absence of a common and integrated platform, data relating to specific
work programs have been loaded in subsequent steps by the different groups of
actors involved in a specific target.

In the planning phase, therefore, an effective interaction was sought between
the organizational actors with varying degrees of responsibility that would par-
ticipate in the realization of the strategic objectives.

During the first year of implementation, however, some characteristics of the IS
dedicated to the PMS showed limits and produced a significant gap between
official objectives and managerial behaviors.
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At the end of the first year of operation of the PMS in relation to an investment
project in university building, a worker from the Technical Bureau said in an interview:

I have occurred permissions issues by public institutions to carry out some external work, and
this has prevented me from spending the entire budget allocated. I informed my superiors in
the course of informal meetings, but the information system was not able to record these facts.
My boss had to justify, however, a financial figure that represented a failure.

In a different situation a worker from the Research Office revealed:

In the closing phase of PMS we could just upload the raw data for the measurement of our
performance on dedicated IS. Talks and other communication techniques used in the
initial stages of PMS were not carried out. Yet I wanted to specify some things that led to
my results. I suspect that my bosses did not want to deal with the direct comparison among
workers when it came to the moment of evaluation. We always talk about quality and
meritocracy and then…!

When this revelation is matched against our theoretical framework, a significant
difference emerges. While the literature stated that the higher the level of inte-
gration, the higher the level of centralization, our case study shows how even when
the IS is decentralized and isolated, the level of centralization could still be very
high. This is due to the fact that what really influences the centralization versus
decentralization process is the strategy adopted to implement the PMS and in
particular, the way the information flow is built up and managed. In this sense the
gap between the formal intention of the University and the real implementation of
the PMS is clear for all to see.

The decentralisation of the decision-making power relating to the definition of
operational objectives consistent with overall policy objectives created by the
governing bodies and the active collaboration of employees in the definition of
indicators and measurement of results have been interpreted as suitable organi-
sational solutions to activate sharing of explicit knowledge as well as tacit support
of innovation processes.

However, during the last phase of the PMS (measuring and evaluation of
performances), in many cases the nature of the interaction mechanisms was forced
or invalidated in favour of approaches and methods inspired by a strong central-
isation and dynamics of power that were inconsistent with the purpose stated
during the launching of the system.

In particular, we detected two types of dynamics or behaviours that contrast
with the interactive approach and with the purposes meant to contribute, through
the PMS, to the sharing of knowledge to support innovation and organisational
development at the university analysed.

1. Interviews were not used for analysing results and their causes, and the score
that the employee received was only communicated through formal channels,
in order to avoid situations of conflict within the team. Measurements were not
differentiated even in the presence of different levels of performance.

2. The PMS was used as an instrument to adjust the power distributed among the
groups and organisational units: the team manager changed the way the
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individual scores were used, making assessments that were not coherent with
the actual performance levels in order to counter the risk of opportunistic
behaviour by other groups.

In particular, in some cases, the evaluation interviews were not carried out and
the discussion with the employee was replaced by a mere formal notification of the
final judgment on his performance.

‘‘Every co-worker knows exactly the contribution he has made to our team. … I have the
responsibility to make balanced judgments. … I can’t communicate all the considerations
I make during the evaluation of their performance’’, was the comment of the Adminis-
trative Staff Services manager.

In other cases, managers did not differentiate properly the judgments on the
individual performance, even in the presence of different levels of achievement of
employees, often due to differentiated organizational practices. The reasons given
to explain this behavior were the difficulty of formally ‘‘justifying’’ the differences
in score and the desire to contain the levels of conflict in a team. In this sense, the
PMS has been interpreted as an instrument for consensus and regulation of power
within a group.

During an interview carried out at the end of the evaluation a process manager
from the ICT unit stated:

Yes, this year we started working on the definition of meaningful performance indicators
for measuring individual performance, but in the end I’m interested in the overall per-
formance of the Area… I have a large number of collaborators and I manage many
projects. I realize that a more careful analysis of the performance would be an interesting
contribution to the development of our employees and for planning processes in the future,
but I have to worry, today, about their willingness to be engaged, tomorrow, in new
projects before I involve them.

In specific situations the PMS was used by the middle management to deal with
power issues between different groups and organizational units. In the Economic
and Financial resources Area, for example, at the end of the evaluation process the
manager gave very high individual and absolutely homogeneous scores. During
the talks with his employees and during the interview he said repeatedly:

Everyone in this organization knows how much we are harassed, constantly trying to solve
emergencies and to deal with all-important matters of economic management of our
universities… My staff carry out this work as a mission… now everyone must accept an
assessment consistent with this situation. Above all I have to avoid instances of injustice.
Our organization is small and I can’t allow my staff to be evaluated less than others who
work with colleagues who are self-promoting and unscrupulous!

These two implications (the higher degree of centralization and the use of PMS as a
way to manage power) are directly related to the real goal the management wanted to
achieve: to have a higher level of control inside the organization. The centralization of
data and the absence of an interaction process among the different members of the
organization (even across different hierarchical levels) are clear signs of seeking new
opportunities for monitoring and managing personnel performance.
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6 Conclusions

The case study shows how the characteristics of IS dedicated to PMS from being
an instrument of decentralization and integration came to be used instead as an
instrument of control and centralization. In particular we underline two main
aspects.

The University analyzed had to deal with specific design choices of IS in the
process of wider design of its PMS. These technical choices were geared to a
principle of interaction in information management needed to ‘‘conceive’’, mea-
sure and evaluate performance. The limits existing in the general architecture of
the information systems of the University required the design of a specific and
highly innovative application in-house compared to the existing ones, character-
ized by high degrees of connection between a variable number of operators for
each specific strategic objective. The IS architecture still requires a major effort to
improve the possibilities of interaction in the process of performance management.
Currently the IS cannot support contradictory practices of centralization in the
process of measurement and evaluation.
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