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Abstract

This paper argues that many of the attempts to put important aspects of human life into tabular form, by devising
schemes for counting everything that counts, may have serious flaws. Using an attempt to get a measure of a common
chair  it demonstrates that without deep insight into the objects measured, measurements of quality, whether of chairs,
managers or research efforts, might become arbitrary and misleading. The paper argues that reliance on such measures
may have very problematic effects on individual attitudes and behaviour, leading people to orientate their efforts in the
direction of what is measured and valued, whatever its relevance, and to disregard aspects that are not or cannot  be
counted even if they are deemed important.



Not all calculators of the National Debt can tell me the capacity for good or evil, for love or hatred, for patriotism or
discontent, for the decomposition of virtue into vice, or the reverse, at any single moment in the soul of one of these
its quiet servants, with the composed faces and the regulated actions. There is no mystery in it; there is an
unfathomable mystery in the meanest of them, for ever. Supposing we were to reserve our arithmetic for material
objects, and to govern these awful unknown quantities by other means!

Charles Dickens

Life in tabular form
According to Garvin managers have long known that “if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it.” (Garvin, 1998, 70)
Maybe that explains why so many attempt to measure the unmeasurable. Perhaps like Dickens’ Mr. Gradgrind: “With a
rule and a pair of scales, and the multiplication table always in his pocket, sir, ready to weigh and measure any parcel
of human nature, and tell you exactly what it comes to.” (Dickens, 1854, 4)

Today we are inundated with attempts to put life into tabular form. Every one has had the experience of being asked to
answer a questionnaire, on topics touching upon all imaginable aspects of human life. Afterwards a flood of numbers,
tables, curves and graphs are generated, showing quality of life, product quality, leadership quality, teaching quality,
service quality or customer/client satisfaction of everything from car dealers to hospitals and kindergartens1. Some time
ago I received a questionnaire with the declared intent of measuring employee loyalty among Danish managers (Analyse
af medarbejderloyalitet, 1998), with questions like: “How do you expect that your company’s use of resources to
augment loyalty among employees will develop in the future? With three possible answers. 1) “We will use more
resources than today,” 2) “We will use the same resources as today,” and 3) We will use less resources than today.” I
would guess that it would be very difficult to interpret the results, because who knows what “resources to augment
loyalty” might include?

Some of these attempts really try to get a measure of life. Like attempts to measure the quality of life, making the
quality of life immediately comparable over time and across borders. Others satisfy themselves with attempts to
measure the degree of morality of different societies, with measuring the perception of ethics in American business, or
simpler things like the quality of leadership or management, or the intellectual capital of a company. Perhaps it would
be too frivolous to call this measure the company IQ, although we all know how important and dependable the personal
IQ is (Gardner, 1983).

In connection with a conference on value-based management a Danish newspaper published a whole series of articles on
what they believed to be the subject. In one of these a couple of business psychologists announce that they have
developed an instrument to measure the intellectual capital of a company, thereby apparently measuring the
unmeasurable. Their argument deserves to be reproduced in full. “A serious attempt is now made to make the human
capital a part of a company’s balance sheet. Consequently supplementing the economic information system with
knowledge about areas that have traditionally been outside the domain of the economics profession. But to do this one
must have a set of tools to quantify – to measure.” (Kohn, 1999, 11)

Of course there is nothing sensational in that, apart from the fact that it is announced as if it was something
sensational. Others also argue the case for the measurement of intellectual capital, among these Roos and Stewart
(Roos, 1996; Roos, 1998; Stewart, 1994; Stewart, 1997). The idea being that without measurements we will only have
loose talk and vague opinions.

In a presentation of  a new indicator of business excellence “Børsen” uses exactly this kind of argument: “Now it is no
longer just empty consultancy talk. Now it is empirically proven that Danish businesses can improve the bottom line
markedly by creating an optimal framework for the energy and engagement of the employees.” (Børsen 1998, 4)
Empirically proven apparently meaning that a measurement scheme has been designed.

                                                

1 A more detailed critique and discussion is found in Modern Scientific Management - or the attempt to measure everything that
counts. (Petersen, 1999b).



Measurements of common chairs
According to Webster’s dictionary measure may be the act or process of ascertaining the extent, dimensions, quantity
etc. of something, especially by comparison with a standard. I suppose that fits quite well with most peoples' idea of
measurement. In measurement theory “measurement is the assignment of numerals to things according to any
determinative, non-generate rule” (Ellis, 1968, 41). Determinative meaning that the same numerals would be assigned
to the same things under the same conditions. Non-degenerate meaning that different things, or the same things under
different conditions, would be assigned different numerals. Usually we would not be satisfied with the simple
assignment of numerals. Measurement in the sense used by Garvin and in the article on human capital, demands
measurement of quantities2 at least at the level of an ordinal scale. In most cases though the preferred scale is a more
demanding interval or cardinal scale.

Then there is the question of validity. Validity in the sense that measurement differences represent true differences in
the objects or qualities that we attempt to measure, and validity in the sense that the object or quality measured
possesses some characteristic reflected in the measurement, remembering that the “presumed characteristic is not
something which can be pointed to or identified with some specific kind of behavior, rather it is an abstraction, a
construct.” (Sellitz, 1969, 159). In other words to make valid measurements it is necessary that we have an well-formed
idea, or rather a theory, of the characteristic in question.

Finally in order to use the measurements to infer what it means to possess certain quantities of one or another
characteristic, we must have some idea of the causal relationships connecting the presence of the characteristic we
attempt to measure and some form of overt behaviour. This is necessary if the measurements are to be used as an
ingredient in attempts to make conscious changes of the organisation in question or when predicting what will happen
to future behaviour. This is what we call the pragmatic validity: “In the pragmatic approach to validity, the interest is
in the usefulness of the measures as an indicator or predictor of some other behavior or characteristic …” (Sellitz, 1969,
157)

How can attempts to measure the unmeasurable be valid measurements according to these definitions and requirements?

Take a simple example, what is the measure of a chair? Before grabbing a measure and running off to measure the next
available chair one would want to know more. What kind of chair are we talking about and what kind of property do we
want measured? Without answers to these questions many kinds of measures are possible. We can start by measuring
the height, the depth, the width and sitting height of a chair, the angle of the seat and the back and the angle between
the seat and the back. Having done that we may feel that something is missing, accordingly we begin measuring the
amount of weight that the chair will support before collapsing, the number of times we may rock it back and forth on
its hind legs before its legs become loose, the resistance to abrasion of the material of the frame and the seat and seat
back. The resistance to different types of staining, and the ease with which stains can be removed.

Next we see that colour and material might be important. To measure colour we may use scientific measures like the
wavelength of light, or just compare with Pantone colour slips, and classify the colours according to the names on the
colour slips. Then we become aware of the texture of the material and start classifying the texture and the materials.
Maybe we notice that the chair looks rather old, but even that is no problem, as we may be able to find out that it is
from the 1930s, and so we are able to state the age of the chair. We may also find what price it would achieve if we
wanted to sell it by asking a dealer.

Then we suddenly get the idea that we want to know what the chairishness of this chair is. We may device a measure
by asking people to sit in the chair and rate its chairishness, and again we have a measure, maybe even an interval one.
On a scale from 1 to 5 the chair in question gets an average rating of 3.49.

                                                

2  Ellis (Ellis, 1968) states that a quantity relation only exists if: Two things A and B are comparable in respect of a given
quantity q if and only if one of the following relationships connect them:
i) A is greater in q than B (that is A >q B)
ii) A is equal in q to B (that is A =q B)
iii) A is less in q than B (that is A <q B).
For as discussion of  measurement theory see also Måleteori, dataindsamling, databehandling i adfærdsanalyser.
(Christiansen et al., 1980)



We may still not have the measure of the chair. Somehow this chairishness depends on the use we want to put the chair
to. Having studied the literature we find that different ergonomics are needed for different functions and our chair may
not rate very high as a chair to be used in front of a computer desk, its chairishness may instead qualify it as garden
chair.

What I am trying to show is that even a chair which ought to be rather easier to get the measure of than a human being,
the intellectual capital of or the achievements of a learning organisation, is difficult to measure if we do not have a very
clear idea of what a chair is, and what we want to use it for.

I suppose that everyone will have noticed that the measures discussed are different in many ways, somehow we would
feel quite confident measuring the height, the width and the weight of the chair. We can use a common ruler graded in
centimetres or inches, but what about chairishness? I suppose most would find that to be somewhat artificial, and we
would certainly not have a scale immediately available, and we have difficulty in establishing a reference and measure
of the difference in chairishness. In reality I expect that we do this measuring every day, we are just not aware of what
we are doing, but our backs and bottoms apparently are.

This leads to the question of the scale of scales. On the one hand we have scales, measurement procedures and scalable
objects that somehow we all agree on. That would be represented by the measure of length, height or weight. On the
other end would be scales, measurement procedures and unscaleable objects represented by proxy measures, or strange
compound measures like chairishness.

We can be fairly confident about the first kind of measures, but I doubt if we can be equally confident of detailed
measurements, when we are in doubt of the scale, the procedure, and what in fact we are measuring. Many of the
measures we criticise in the following are of this kind. It is not measurement as such that is put into question, it is
only the attempts to get a meaningful measure of these unscaleable fleeting objects, where we resort to proxy measures
and questionable procedures and where we in fact only have the haziest idea of what we are measuring.

After all these attempts to get the measure of the chair, we may find that in the end we do not really depend on the
measures, but on trials, on the looks, the feel, and the knowledge of how it was made, who made it, where and when.
Finally who may have sat in it and where it was originally placed may turn out to be really important.

Scales of leadership
One of the attempts to put life into tabular form caught the eye some time ago. A Danish engineering company had
devised a method of measuring the quality of its leaders. Every other year the employees rank their leaders on seven
dimensions, using a scale from minus 2 to plus 2. The seven dimensions are: Communication and co-operation;
discussion of decisions and actions; employee development; delegation; consensus on goals and strategies; motivation,
prosperity of the department.

There are several problems with this attempt to scale leadership quality. First among these is the objection we have
used before. To get a measure of a chair we need good idea of what a chair is and what measures might be relevant in
the concrete case.

Leadership quality seems to be a more vague concept than a chair, and there seems to be a lack of common and concrete
notions of what leadership qualities may consist of. Accordingly we have only the haziest idea of what leadership
quality really is. With no precise idea of the chair, or in this case leadership qualities, it would seem rather reckless to
try to measure them along the seven dimensions shown here.

We cannot even begin to imagine what measures we would get if we had the same hazy idea of a chair. A combination
of height, softness, weight and circumference maybe. Everyone can see how ridiculous such a measure would be in case
of a chair. The measures based upon the seven dimensions may be even more bizarre, but the lack of clear idea of
leadership works both ways, we cannot be sure that we are measuring something significant in relation to leadership
quality, but neither can we show, as we could with a chair, that the measures are ridiculous. Maybe this is one of the
reasons why such measures can exist, they may show something significant, we just do not know what it is.



What if these measures have the same relation to each other as height and softness of chair? That they combine apples
and oranges, or even worse apples and pink pigs or small green men. What if there are dimensions of leadership that are
as important or more important than the seven dimensions measured here, but not covered by these measures, and
maybe not measurable in any meaningful way? What is the idea behind those measures then? Why are these dimensions
deemed important and not others? Without a more consistent idea of leadership quality the measures may have an
unwanted degree of arbitrariness about them.

According to a case reproduced in a Danish guide showing what to do in order to participate in the competition for the
“Public Sector Quality Price” (Kvalitetsprisen for den offentlige sektor – vejledning), the evaluation of management by
the employees every second year using measures like the ones just discussed, is supposed to create visible demands on
management and as a result “develop and improve the competence of management.” (Kvalitetsprisen for den offentlige
sektor – vejledning, 15).

The idea is that the ratings that result from the measurements are discussed in the organisation, in sessions where
management meets the employees. The feedback from measurements and discussions will presumably help managers
focus on the areas where they have to develop management, or is it leadership, skills.

“The experience is that evaluation of management has contributed to a process of development in the institution, in
which good management is debated. The employee evaluation of management shows that the institution has got better
leaders. Conversely, the effect is also that the demands on management have grown, because the employees'
expectations in relation to management grow.” (Kvalitetsprisen for den offentlige sektor – vejledning, 15). In the case
in question they even conclude that as a result of the combined efforts of this and other efforts the institution has
improved productivity 50 per cent during the past 5 years. No further data to substantiate this claim are produced
though.

Without deeper insight such data may even be totally misleading. An example may show why. In an attempt to
measure the productivity of hospitals one may count the number of days a patient occupies a bed at the hospital.  A
reduction in the average time a patient spends at the hospital is interpreted as a rise in productivity. Now productivity
would seem to rise if a hospital discharges patients on Fridays and re-admits them on Mondays, because in this case
they are counted as two patients having less than a week’s stay in hospital, instead of one patient staying more than one
week.  Or as several patients with less than a week’s stay if the same patient has to discharged and readmitted several
times. Many of the schemes used for measuring and evaluating productivity or quality may in fact lead to the adoption
of such creative schemes, making a mockery of the whole exercise. Just think of some of the schemes used for
measuring research activity, like the counting of articles, citations or homepage hits.

It is not just a question of understanding what the numbers mean, it is also question of understanding what will happen
to the qualities that are not measured. Will these skills also become better and better, if they are not measured, or if
they cannot be measured in any meaningful way? One might suspect that the criteria that are not measured may decline
in importance and measurable criteria will grow in importance. If this happens we may have a situation in which
leadership skills as defined by the measurements will increase, while the unmeasured and unmeasurable skills will
decline.

The reason one might assume that the unmeasurable qualities will decline has to do with the fact that focus is
automatically shifted towards the qualities that can and are measured. Why should a manager spend much effort on the
qualities that are not measured, even though he may be convinced that the unmeasurable qualities are as important or
even more important than the qualities measured? One may possess the insight and knowledge to discern between good
and bad, even if they cannot be measured in any recognized way, but this insight and this knowledge are no longer
valued, when cardinal measurements are used to grade leadership skills3.

A manager might score low on a dimension called “Consensus on goals and strategies”. One might well ask what is
actually being measured here. Would a better value always be a good thing? One might think of a department in which

                                                

3  The importance of  tacit knowledge and the ineffable values are discussed in depth in: Thinking with our hands – the
importance of tacit, non-algorithmic knowledge. (Petersen, 1999c) and in Judging with our guts – the importance of an
ineffable, social grammar. (Petersen, 1999a)



a value indicating lack of consensus actually means that the department in question is actively involved in trying out
new approaches and new methods, with resulting discussions and differences of opinion. While a department where the
manager scores high on the consensus scale is actually grinding to a halt in the development of new ideas, but everyone
is satisfied with that situation, as long as they get their pay. Because no one wants to rock the boat, consensus is high.

The curious result is that in the first case the manager in question might show a low score on the measurement scales,
but in fact be the more effective and better manager/leader. The activities changing the organisation just have the side-
effect of lowering consensus, as if consensus in itself is always a good thing. The manager/leader in question may have
enough insight to see how these things relate to each other. He may know that his scores will be low on something
called consensus, but sincerely believe that this is in fact a not especially negative side-effect of something that is more
important, although it cannot be measured.

Frankly one may also ask if progress has ever been brought about by consensus, or if progress is not always a result of
a few people acting in advance of everyone else, and often disagreeing with the majority. In a commentary Kierkegaard
is quoted as saying: “The truth is always in the minority; and the minority is always stronger than the majority,
because the minority correctly (very natural) is composed of those, who after all have an opinion...” (Ibsen, 1882, 147).

If we are right in presuming that a consensus measure might actually be inversely related to important changes in
values, attitudes, decisions and actions in an organisation, and that strict adherence to what one might naively infer that
the measurement of the consensus means, then the application of these measures might actually lead to a decline in
factors that may be important to the future of the company and those employed by it. In order to see that, insight and
knowledge are very much needed. Insight and knowledge that build upon a more coherent but maybe unpronounceable
and unmeasurable understanding of how the different factors influence each other, and of what quality of management
and leadership is all about.

In a system depending heavily on measurements, this kind of understanding may be less and less in demand, precisely
because it cannot be pronounced, cannot be organized into a quasi-algorithm and cannot be measured. In a way it cannot
argue for its own importance, it cannot show its results in steadily improving measurements on scales, that no one
really knows how to interpret, but that even so are regarded as indications of the quality of management and leadership,
if not for any other reason, then for the reason that they are used.

 In the second case we have a manager/leader who plays by the measurement scales. If his score on the say the
consensus dimension in any one year is low or negative according to curious scale used, he might focus his attention
on precisely what he can do to get a better score on this dimension in two years time.  In other areas he may be less
active, he may be less demanding, not really into developing the organisation, but just trying to keep high scores on
the measured dimensions. He focuses on the aspects of management and leadership that will have an effect on the scores
achieved on the scale used for measuring. Perhaps inventing schemes like the ones used by the hospital administration
mentioned above.

He may privately believe that other aspects may be more important in management and leadership, but realises that if
he focuses on them he might loose points in the next evaluation of his management/leadership qualities. Accordingly
he bends his own convictions, adjusts his sense of responsibility to fit the institutional demands and attempts to
follow the implicit demands of the system devised for measuring his management and leadership qualities, and the
results show that he gets better and better scores.

Such effects might make one weary of using too explicit measurements and of relying too much on the results of
measurements, when judging management and leadership qualities. Still there is more to come. Measurements like the
ones shown here might actually influence not only the behaviour of the manager/leader but also the mindset of those
doing the rating, thereby creating a vicious spiral.

More complex versions of schemes for measuring the qualities of leadership flourish in private companies as well as
public institutions, all part of a trend to put quality high on the agenda. In the large Danish bank, Unibank, an eight
page questionnaire (Måling af ledelseskvalitet) is used to measure the quality of the closest manager and the
management of the bank. In general a five point scale is used. The dimensions measured being: The manager as result-
creator; the manager as perspective-setter; the manager as competence-raiser; the manager as culture- and change



mediator; the manager as team-developer. Let us take a look on one of these. Under the heading of “manager as a result-
creator” (it does sound a bit weird in Danish too), the employees were asked to rate the manager on nine aspects.

“ Do you think your closest manager…
- gives you an understanding of the connection between your effort and the effort of the department?
- motivates you to an effort oriented towards results?

puts the customer into focus?
- follows up on the efforts of the unit in relation to predetermined goals?
- inspires to continued improvement of results?
- is open towards new possibilities for creating results?
- shows attention towards a good effort?
- is good at mediating a business oriented understanding?
- gives the employees space to try out own ideas?”

Are the ratings on a five point scale of these nine aspects really a good indicator of the managers' abilities as result-
creator? I suppose some might answer: “but of course.” Because they all somehow have something to do with results,
not the least because the term is mentioned several times. One might also find that common sense would tell one that
the questions are not totally irrelevant.

Is this satisfactory? If we look back to what is necessary for making meaningful measurements, I suppose the answer
may be somewhat doubtful. What results are we talking about. That is evident you might say, this is about bottom line
results. But does that mean results here and now, disregarding future possibilities, results made possible by operating
on the limit of the rules and regulations, or does it mean results with a view towards the long run, or in respect of
certain limiting conditions, so that certain types of business are not sought by the department in question? To argue the
importance of a bottom line view is to say almost nothing.

Do we recognise a good theory of what makes a manager good at creating results? I suppose not. We may feel that it
has something to do with some of the aspects mentioned in the questionnaire, but are not really sure in what way. One
might try to put the question the other way round. Would a low score on the dimensions shown here necessarily
prevent the manager from achieving a good result? What actually is the causal relation between good scores on these
scales and good results.

I suppose that the ratings given by employees depend on the expectations the employees have, reasonable or not,
rightly or wrongly, and on their understanding the question in the right manner, and how can we be sure of that?

Take the first question and scale: “gives you an understanding for the connection between your effort and the effort of
the department?” What kind of understanding are we talking about here? What does “gives you” mean, is it the
responsibility of the manager to “give” the employee an understanding, as if the employee was an empty receptacle that
could be filled with a manager’s present of understanding. In this version one would expect the employee to depend
more on the gifts of management than on his or her own efforts to get an idea of this relation between one’s own effort
and the results of the department.

One might easily get the impression that what is needed to get positive rating would be some marketable idea of the
relation, a slogan, a catchy phrase or something like that. Enthusiasm for such deceptive measures can only arise with
managers who have an unconscious interest in origami. In paper plans and models that can be represented in a beautiful
convoluted form on paper with schemata’s showing exactly how visions, strategies, quality systems, pay-according-to-
performance systems, efficiency, customer satisfaction and bottom line results all fit wonderfully together.

Those managers risk that their almost scientific schemes to their surprise may have as a result that employees become
less and less interested in doing what they may regard as their best, focusing their efforts instead on what looks best
according to the pay for performance schemes. As a result those aspects that are measured and counted may get better
and better scores, while the more intangible aspects of products and services will be seen and felt to decline in quality.

This would be the kind of management that suffers from some of the seven deadly diseases that Deming warned
against.



Putting emphasis on short term profits is such a disease, because performance aspects that may become important in the
long term will be almost impossible to list and to score in any consistent way,  easier short term goals and performance
aspects will be seen as important. Managers suffering from this disease will always have to play catch up to companies
with a longer view, and strangely enough they may end up with companies that become ineffective, inefficient and
uncompetitive in the long run.

Chimerical measures
In former times workers doing a manual job were relieved of the responsibility to think through their physical
movements as it were. Countless methods following in the wake of Taylor’s ideas and methods for scientific
management (Taylor, 1911) would made this possible.

Now, I wonder whether the belief in rational decision-making, and the application of modern management theory,
techniques, and tool boxes may in some ways represent a modern continuation of scientific management and that this
may contribute to solutions that cannot cure the basic problems, but only alleviate the symptoms of more basic
dilemmas. This time taking over the responsibility not only for organising the movement of the physical body, but
also for the organisation of the right attitude and behaviour.

Perhaps I am unduly pessimistic, but some of the modern ideas, theories  and methods contained in the so-called
quality movement, intellectual capital movement, the learning organisations movement, pay for performance schemes,
and the more general Human Resource Movement seem to contain ideas with a close affinity to classical behaviourism
of Watson and Skinner or even Pavlov’s salivating dog (See for instance Skinner, 1953).

Our discussion shows some of the problems following in the wake of an attempt to put life into tabular form. How
the attempt to measure the unmeasurable properties of organisations and individuals results in distortions of what is
seen as important, for instance in relation to knowledge and quality. How attempts to measure aspects that we have no
clear idea of, lead to measurement that has a non-sensical relationship to the aspects we attempt to measure.

If we know nothing or only very little about the causal relations between the aspects we can measure and the qualities
we want to promote, we may in fact find that measurement may be both counterproductive and distorting, in as much
as they may have a negative influence on those subjected to this kind of evaluation. In the end we suspect that our ideas
of what something means and what qualities are important will change as a result of the inherent demands of
measurements.

We are tempted to call the results of all such measures chimerical. They show us a chimera, an animal with a lion’s
head, a goat’s body and a snake’s tail, an animal that cannot exist, at least not until genetic manipulation has come a
stage further. Still we act as if the chimera is the real animal that we want to get the measure of.

The arguments presented here lead to the demand for a new kind of management with more emphasis on leadership,
building upon tacit knowledge and ineffable values. In other words resting upon a foundation that may at first glance
seem arbitrary and vague, but which may in fact represent a more consistent and solid basis than much of the postulated
rational scientific basis of the modern management theories (Petersen, 2000).

To adopt these ideas a manager cum leader will have to move beyond the teachings of traditional textbooks on
management, leaving behind the pseudo scientific approach found there and making a leap of faith into another stage of
management and leadership. A leap in the unknown that cannot be reduced to the pseudo rational arguments and
algorithmic methods of the traditional view.
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