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Abstract

Many researchers and practitioners believe that the lack of specificity of employee goals is detrimental to the effectiveness of performance
management in firms. Using an inductive grounded theory approach, this study identifies two managerial factors that could impact nega-
tively goal specificity in real-life corporate environments. First,'goal blurring’is a counterintuitive purposeful managerial behavior that results
in blurred employee goals being set during annual reviews. Second, ‘specifying capability’ incorporates factors that can result in a lower level
of specificity of employee goals with no purposeful intent. The findings reveal two main reasons managers set less specific goals: (1) limited
capability and (2) choice to purposefully blur employee goals to maintain flexibility in evaluating their subordinates. While non-purposeful
blurring occurs because of circumstances that make setting specific goals difficult and limit the capabilities of managers to do so, purposeful
blurring of goals occurs with the main aim of maintaining flexibility in evaluating employees. As a result, blurred goals are set for employees
despite managers’ awareness of the benefits of setting specific goals, which is supported by extensive research and management practice.
Our work reveals the purposeful managerial blurring of employee goals, a phenomenon that has a significant impact on firm performance,

though it has not been previously identified as such, or explained.
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ore than 95% of organizations set goals for their

employees (Sull & Sull, 2018) as part of their corpo-

rate performance management process. Thus, the
business year starts similarly for most companies with manag-
ers establishing goals for their employees. Although it can be
used effectively ‘in its own right’ (Latham & Locke, 1979, p. 69),
most companies use goal setting as a first step in the corpo-
rate performance management process (Armstrong, 2017).
Performance management in general and goal setting more
specifically play a vital role in the operation and success of
corporations worldwide (Melnyk et al,, 2014) and are consid-
ered among the most important organizational systems
(Kumar et al, 2015). Though performance management
requires significant investment from businesses, it is widely
believed to return an increase in corporate performance
(Aguinis, 2012; McDonald & Smith, 1995; Rodgers & Hunter,
1991). The required investment is indeed significant: research
carried out by the Corporate Executive Board (CEB) suggests
that American companies spend approximately $3,000 per

*Corresponding author: Isabelle Walsh, Email: isabelle walsh@skema.edu

year per employee on the performance management process
(Chun et al,, 2018). For instance, Deloitte spends over 2 million
employee hours a year on performance management (Goodall
& Buckingham, 2015).

Setting goals makes it easier for employees to understand
the difference between current and desired performance; it
also encourages individual employees to focus and develop
strategies and increases motivation (Latham & Locke, 2006;
Mikami, 2017; Wallace & Etkin, 2018). Although a range of
moderators (e.g, goal commitment, importance, self-efficacy,
feedback, task complexity) (Locke & Latham, 2002) can influ-
ence the goal-performance relationship, setting goals is never-
theless regarded as a powerful tool for increasing employee
performance, provided that the goals are clearly defined
(Armstrong, 2017; Latham et al., 2017). As highlighted in goal
setting theory, performance improves if employees are pre-
sented with specific and challenging goals rather than general-
ized goals or no goals at all (Locke & Latham, 1990, 2019).
Furthermore, when an individual is presented with a specific
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task and they perform it well, their motivation to accomplish
the task increases, their sense of achievement heightens, and
their level of boredom reduces (Latham & Locke, 2006).

In the present research, we did not start from a gap in the
literature. We deliberately used an inductive and exploratory
classic grounded theory approach (GT: Glaser; 1978; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967) to obtain a new perspective on a well-
researched area (Sousa & Hendriks, 2006). The research
started as an inquiry regarding performance management sys-
tems.We assumed no preconceived notion of what eventually
the research subject or the research question would be. First,
the participants’ main concern — their‘prime motivator, interest
or problem’ (Walsh et al, 2020, p. 5) — emerged. In this case,
surprisingly, the manager's main concern was to maintain the
evaluative flexibility of their subordinates. Based on existing
literature, it could have appeared legitimate to expect that
managers would strive to set specific goals for their employees.
Yet, managers’ main concern revealed a counterintuitive man-
agerial behavior that often results in‘blurred’ goals being set for
employees, and we investigated this behavior in some depth.
Managerial goal blurring behavior was counterintuitive for us
because the general managerial practice, company policies and
expectations, and also an overwhelming majority of extant lit-
erature all point to the beneficial effect of setting specific goals
(even though some literature does contradict this argument,
e.g., Bromley & Powell, 2012 or Kuhl, 2019).

Thus, the research question, which emerged during the GT
process, is: What are the main factors that induce managerial
blurring of employee goals?

Our work reveals and studies the five forces that drive the
purposeful managerial blurring of employee goals, a phenome-
non that had not been identified or explained previously
thereby contributing to the vast research on goal setting and
goal ambiguity. It also confirms other previously identified an-
tecedents of goal specificity and ambiguity, including changes in
the environment, managerial capabilities and attitudes, task
complexity, etc. (Botti & Monda, 2019; Oppi et al., 2022).

This article is organized into six sections. First, the back-
ground section reviews the literature on goal setting and goal
specificity, while the following two sections detail the methods
applied in our research and the context for our research. We
then present the findings of our study, positioning them within
the existing literature. The two final sections of the paper con-
sider the contributions and implications of our work as well as
its limitations and possible avenues for further research.

Background: Goal setting and goal specificity/
ambiguity

The literature review that is presented in this section was con-
ducted in part before we started our empirical research to
allow us to develop our ‘theoretical sensitivity’, aiming not
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simply to apply, but to eventually extend and transcend extant
theories (Glaser; 1978). Further review work was then con-
ducted after our results had emerged, with the aim of position-
ing our empirical findings with respect to existing literature
(Martin, 2006).

Goals and goal setting are key concepts in psychology and
management, which have received significant academic atten-
tion. This has led to the development of a large number of
psychological theories related to work motivation (Austin &
Vancouver, 1996; Lunenburg, 201 I'), among which Locke and
Latham's goal setting theory is one of the most prominent. This
theory states that performance increases when individuals are
presented with ‘hard and specific’ instead of ‘do your best’
goals. Goal setting theory has been studied through hundreds
of experiments in various settings (Locke, 1996; Locke &
Latham, 2019), and research based on goal setting theory con-
tinues to proliferate (see appendix A). By 2006, more than
1,000 studies had been conducted in the field of goal setting
theory, covering 88 different tasks and involving over 40,000
individuals (Latham & Locke, 2006; Latham et al., 201 6; Mitchell
& Daniels, 2003). In addition, several meta-analytical studies
have confirmed the effect of goal setting on performance (e.g,
Mento et al., 1987; Wegge & Haslam, 2005).

Thus, with such a well-established, rich and diverse theoret-
ical field to work from, it is imperative that what is meant by
the term ‘goal’ is clearly defined at the outset of our research.
In corporate settings, a goal can be described as a significant
aspiration the organization aims to achieve within a strategic
framework. In contrast, objectives are specific, quantifiable
milestones that serve as steps toward accomplishing the over-
arching goal. Setting goals for employees is a common practice
within the business environment (Lunenburg, 201 I; Sull & Sull,
2018) with the terms ‘employee objectives’ or ‘employee goals’
most frequently used. Although these terms have different
meanings in terms of proximity and complexity, they are often
used interchangeably.

Goal setting

Originally, goal setting theory was mostly applied to perfor-
mance in relation to very simple, proximal tasks in laboratory
settings — afthough extending research to a wide range of time
horizons was suggested at an early stage (Locke & Latham,
1990). Over time, goal setting research expanded to encom-
pass more complex, longer-term tasks in various settings
(Locke & Latham, 2019), even including goals spanning over
decades (Bateman & Barry, 2012). As such, there is now a vast
amount of goal setting research, which covers tasks ranging in
complexity (Locke & Latham, 2019; Wood et al,, 1987) from
the very simple (e.g, reaction time tasks) to the very complex
(e.g, engineering work tasks). The goal setting effect has been
found to be valid for all levels of task complexity
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(Chesney & Locke, 1991; Locke & Somers, 1987; Smith et al,,
1990; Taylor et al., 1984), although the effect is greater for sim-
ple tasks (Wood et al., 1987).

Although the social and economic relevance and applicabil-
ity of management research have often been questioned
(Hamet & Maurer; 2017), goal setting theory is one theory that
has been applied numerous times in the development of vari-
ous management practice methods, tools and approaches, in-
cluding management by objectives (MBOs) (Drucker, 1955;
Greenwood, 1981), balanced scorecard (Kaplan & Norton,
1996), high-performance work practices (HPWPs) (Lunenburg,
2011), objectives and key results (Doerr, 2018), and SMART
goal setting (Doran, 1981; Ogbeiwi, 2017). All these methods
have assumed — and proved in practice — that goal setting the-
ory is valid in corporate settings, wherein the application of
specific and challenging goals leads to a higher level of perfor-
mance. Additionally, while the performance management pro-
cess generally employs money as the primary incentive in
increasing employee performance, research has also concluded
that bonuses are more effective when made contingent on
attaining specific objectives (Latham & Locke, 1979). Within
the performance management process and in managerial prac-
tices more generally, goal setting has produced clear; verified
results — particularly when more specific goals are utilized.

Goal specificity and goal ambiguity

More than four decades ago, Latham and Locke stated that [t]
he idea of assigning employees a specific amount of work to
be accomplished ...is not new’ (1979, p. 69). And, while this is
not a new concept, a range of different definitions and termi-
nologies exist to attempt to describe it. First, as with the con-
cept of goals, ‘goal specificity’ has many synonyms that have
been used in various pieces of research: for example, goal
clarity (Sari & Dwirandra, 2019; Sawyer, 1992; van der Hoek
et al, 2018) and explicitness (Heckhausen & Heckhausen,
2018; Klein et al., 1999), and in its opposite sense, goal ambi-
guity (Anderson & Stritch, 2016; Botti & Monda, 2019; Steers,
1975), which is perhaps the most studied among related con-
cepts especially in case of the public sector (Botti & Monda,
2019; Oppi et al,, 2022). Second, the meaning of goal specific-
ity differs across existing studies in two main ways. One un-
derstands the concept in terms of goals that, from the
perspective of employees, are ‘[c]lear; concise and unambigu-
ous’and ‘[a]ccurate in terms of the true end state or condition
sought’ (Seijts et al,, 2004; Tosi et al,, 1970, p. 71). The other
focuses on numerical defined goals that offer ‘quantitative
precision’ (Klein et al,, 1999; Locke et al, 1981, p. 126, 1989;
Scott & Nowlis, 2013), whether or not the target is set as a
specific number or a range of numbers that serve as a refer-
ence point (Hewer & Brownlie, 2017; Wallace & Etkin, 2018)
in goal pursuit.
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Existing research on goal specificity as perceived by employ-
ees concludes that goal specificity increases performance
(Botti & Monda, 2019; Latham et al,, 2017; Locke & Latham,
2019; Sawyer, 1992;Taing et al, 2013;Wood et al., 1987) and
contributes to employee satisfaction (Botti & Monda, 2019;
Tosi et al,, 1970), commitment (Bozkurt et al, 2017; Klein et al,,
1999), motivation (Botti & Monda, 2019; Mikami, 2017;Wallace
& Etkin, 2018), and empowerment (Jong & Faerman, 2021); it
also regulates performance and reduces performance variance
(Locke, 1996).

Research on quantitative goals concludes that single-point
goals differ from range goals in terms of customer motivation
(Scott & Nowlis, 2013) and performance (Locke et al., 1989).
Furthermore, researchers have found that range goals are
more motivating because the high end of the goal represents
a challenge, while the low end offers attainability (Klein et al,,
1999).

The present research is based on interviews conducted
with managers and investigates goal specificity as perceived by
managers. Managers mostly rely on the managerial practice of
SMART goal setting (Doran, 1981; Ogbeiwi, 2017), which im-
plies alignment with Latham and Locke's definition of a goal as
‘a specific task, a quota, a performance standard, an objective,
or a deadline’ (Latham & Locke, 1979, p. 69). Building on this,
we suggest that goals can be regarded as specific when goals
are considered specific when they define the exact task, the
desired outcome, numerical and measurable objectives, and a
deadline by which the goal should be achieved.

Despite the abundance of evidence, both in research and
in management practice, about the positive effect of setting
specific goals, we found that, based on an analysis of perfor-
mance management data at our study firm, the level of spec-
ificity varies greatly, with only about a quarter of employee
goals (across a sample of 3,200 employees) being fully spec-
ified. The low level of use of specific goals is especially sur-
prising since the company strives — as most of the
companies — and sets policies to support the use of specific
goals. There seems to be a policy-practice gap as defined by
Bromley and Powell (2012) when setting and implementing
policies for specific goals setting. At the same time, we also
need to acknowledge that despite overwhelming evidence
supporting specific goal setting, many researchers and man-
agement practitioners do not subscribe to the notion of pos-
itive effect of setting specific goals. It has been shown that
setting specific goals are counter effective in case of learning
goals (Erhel & Jamet, 2019; Vollmeyer et al,, 1996), creative
goals (Locke & Latham, 2013), setting goals to new employ-
ees or when the solution space is not well defined (Seijts &
Latham, 2005) just to mention a few. It is also shown that
setting specific goals might increase unethical behavior
(Barsky, 2008; Schweitzer et al,, 2004) and possibly hinder
flexibility and innovation (Kuhl, 2019).
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The discovery of low level of specific goal setting in the in-
vestigated firm and the corresponding main concern of man-
agers led to the present research, in which we are concerned
with understanding the factors that influence the specificity of
employee goals and the managerial behavior that leads to the
blurring of employee goals.

Existing research provides only a very limited understand-
ing of the antecedents of goal specificity, and there appears
to be no research on managerial blurring of goals. Extant re-
search suggests that goal difficulty (Klein et al,, |990) and goal
type (e.g, learning goals) (Erhel & Jamet, 2019; Taing et al,
2013;Vollmeyer et al., 1996) have some influence on the level
of goal specificity. Public sector goal ambiguity has received
significant attention, and it is closely related to the present
research. These researches suggest several antecedents to
goal ambiguity including changes in the environment (Grossi
etal,2018;Modell, 2019), managers' attitudes and capabilities
(Rainey & Jung, 2015; Stazyk & Davis, 2019) and skills
(Calciolari et al., 201 1), task complexity (Lee et al,, 2010), and
organization age and size (Chun & Rainey, 2005). The review
of the literature highlights some antecedents of goal specific-
ity, and there is clearly a gap in understanding what drives the
managerial behavior of blurring of employee goals especially
when it is intentional. Our current research seeks to start
filling this gap.

Methodology

We applied classic grounded theory methodology in our
study (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) because we felt
there was a need for new perspectives in a well-researched
area with links to practice (Sousa & Hendriks, 2006).
Grounded theory is the most widely used qualitative method
(Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). The origin of grounded theory
goes back five decades to the publication of Glaser and
Strauss’ (1965) empirically based study Awareness of Dying
and their subsequent seminal book (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Since then, grounded theory has come to be used across a
variety of disciplines as a collection of methods that can ac-
commodate diverse epistemological views (Bryant &
Charmaz, 2007).

Grounded theory assumes that no fixed research design is
established at the beginning of a study. Instead, research is
approached in a flexible manner, wherein research steps and
data collection are driven by the initial emergence, and even-
tual saturation (when no new element is highlighted, while
new data is collected), of the theory. The four ‘pillars’ of the
grounded theory method —‘all is data’,'emergence’, ‘constant
comparative analysis’, and ‘theoretical sampling’ (Walsh et al,,
2020) — have been consistently applied in our research. We
followed the GT methodology process as described in Walsh
et al. (2020).
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Initially, we conducted 40 semi-structured interviews with
managers at a multinational financial service company at their
headquarters over the course of 2020.A further four clarifying
interviews, which focused on the concept of goal specificity,
were subsequently conducted to aid saturation. This method
was followed as there is no ‘right' sample size for qualitative
research (Beitin, 2012) with grounded theory requiring inter-
viewing to continue until saturation is reached (Walsh et al,
2020).

The company itself and the individual interviewees (see ap-
pendix B) were selected using convenience sampling, which is
acceptable for an exploratory study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Without any further criteria being applied, the participants se-
lected were those managers available for interviewing in the
available time period. Interviews lasted for around | h and
were conducted at company premises. Interviewees were in-
vited to share their views on the company's performance man-
agement system with no further specific definition of subjects
or questions asked. The interviewer only intervened in order
to keep the interviews on track and ask clarifying questions. Al
interviews were conducted in the local native language by the
first author, who is native of the same country. After translation
into English, back translation was used to verify that original
meaning was not distorted. No recordings were made be-
cause we wished to induce minimal change in the behavior of
our interviewee (Vanderstoep & Johnston, 2009). Instead, we
took detailed notes throughout the interviews with the most
important emerging themes quoted and later coded and sum-
marized. For each interview, an idea map was also created.

Our data comprised primary data collected via 44 inter
views and secondary data extracted from company perfor-
mance management records. Extant literature was also used as
data. In line with grounded theory methodology, we under-
took ‘open coding’ of our data, the initial coding stage ‘where
the analyst codes each incident for as many concepts as possi-
bly relevant’ (Holton & Walsh, 2017, p. 52), during which 547
codes/categories were identified. Original codes were reduced
during the research process, and final retained codes/catego-
ries/concepts were selected and retained based on the num-
ber of their occurrences in verbatim and memos (see appendix
C, tables C-1, C-2,and C-3).

Open coding leads to the emergence of the ‘main concern’
and ‘core category' (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In GT terms, the
main concern is ‘the prime motivator, interest, or problem inves-
tigated’ (p. 98, Walsh et al, 2020), while the core category ex-
plains the most significantly how the main concern is ‘processed,
managed, and/or resolved’ (p. 97, Walsh et al, 2020). It was
during the open coding process that'maintaining evaluation flex-
ibility’ emerged as the main concern (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) of
managers, and ‘managerial blurring of employee goals’ was iden-
tified as the ‘core category’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Having
identified the core category, we undertook ‘selective coding’
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focusing on all other categories/concepts related to this cate-
gory; in the coding process, selective coding was also subse-
quently undertaken as a second step in relation to ‘goal
specificity’. Five main categories related to the core category
eventually emerged during selective coding:'Managerial goal ori-
entation’; 'PM systems structure’; ‘Profiling’; ‘Desire for flexibility
and ‘Conflict avoidance’. These five categories lead to further
subcategories. For instance, the category ‘Profiling’ was subdi-
vided into ‘Organization profile’, Task profile’, and ‘Goal profile’.

The third coding stage (‘theoretical coding”: Glaser & Strauss,
1967) was then undertaken to investigate relationships be-
tween the various categories that had emerged during the
research process. In order to help the emergence of the the-
ory and to draw together inputs and ideas into a consolidated
view of managerial blurring and goal specificity, ‘theoretical
sorting' (a process to help conceptualization: Walsh et al,
2020) was regularly performed using multiple inputs: theoreti-
cal codes based on interview notes, conceptual notes, and
mind maps.

Some verbatim/examples of our coding are provided in the
Results section. We also provide in appendix C some further
illustrations with detailed information, about one category
(Conflict avoidance: table C-1) that leads solely to the cate-
gory ‘Goal blurring’ and another one (PM systems structure:
table C-2) that leads to both categories ‘Goal blurring’ and
‘Specifying capability’. We also provide (table C-3) a summary
of coding occurrences from verbatim and conceptual memos
for all main categories as well as for the theoretical coding,
some verbatim being coded in several categories.

During the coding process, ‘comparative analysis’ (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967) was constantly applied, that is, as new data were
collected, all existing notes and related codes were reviewed
and constantly compared. Conceptual memoing, a core ele-
ment of the grounded theory approach, was undertaken
throughout the research process (Holton, 2010). For each
emerging concept, a‘conceptual memo’ was drafted to capture
researchers’ emerging ideas throughout the process (Walsh
et al, 2020). Altogether 60 conceptual memos were written
during the course of conducting interviews and undertaking
coding. A further 10 conceptual memos were written during
the literature review process. After collecting data, we under-
took a sequential sorting process based on the conceptual
notes and combined the notes that fit together. Notes that did
not fit the concept were set aside and retested after the first
round of sorting had been completed. After several rounds of
sorting, our core category was identified. Once the theoretical
concepts had been identified, these were further consolidated
drawing on concepts from other sources. By using constant
comparative analysis, the conceptual notes were amalgamated
into a single theoretical draft and then further synthesized and
cleaned in multiple rounds of conceptualizing, which resulted in
a simple and clear model and theory.
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Contextual overview

Our research focuses on a multinational financial services
company operating in 10 countries in central-eastern Europe
and employing 33,000 people. The research was based at the
company's headquarters in the capital city of a European
country where 7,000 employees are located. The company has
been delivering excellent results in recent years with one of
the highest returns on capital in the industry worldwide. The
company uses international best-practice software to drive its
performance management process. The software is used in
146 countries and serves 6,850 large corporate clients and
150 million users (Bersin, 2020).

Managers at the company set goals for employees at the
beginning of each year. Besides overall financial goals, employ-
ees have a maximum of five strategic goals to accomplish
during the year. These goals are discussed with employees and
adjusted by managers before being recorded in the perfor-
mance management system. Managers monitor progress to-
ward goals throughout the year and provide feedback to
employees. At the end of the year or early the following year,
employees prepare a written evaluation on the fulfilment of
their goals and score themselves on a scale of | to 7. A rating
of 4 and above means that the objective has been met or ex-
ceeded. Managers review and adjust employee self-evaluations
and record a final score for the employee for each goal. The
composite score across all the goals is then used to calculate
the employee’s annual bonus, which is paid around May of the
following year.

Several contextual factors might be deemed to be import-
ant when investigating the performance management system
at this company. First, the scale of the bonus payment offered
is quite significant, ranging from 2 to 12 months of total annual
salary and averaging out at 3—4 months of salary. Second, the
bonus pool provided to managers cannot be saved or reallo-
cated. If it is unused, it is returned to the company pool. Third,
although the process is centralized, there is no central moni-
toring or quality control function, and managers have a great
deal of freedom to set employee goals as they wish although
setting specific goals is a company policy and understood as a
rule. At first glance, the rule of setting specific goals may seem
simple although, and since no standardized measurement or
control method is implemented to evaluate specificity, it is in-
deed very complex (Koenig et al., 2016). As a result, and aside
from stating this requirement, the company does not put for-
ward any disciplinary or other enforcement actions.

As with most international companies, annual training is pro-
vided for managers on the use of the performance management
system. This covers the overall process, goal setting, and the IT
system. This training, in addition to years of experience, is often
complemented by more general management training. Business
schools also put great emphasis on performance management
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and the importance of setting specific goals for employees, and
this makes the findings of our research even more fascinating.

Findings

We were surprised to find that company managers” main con-
cern was to maintain evaluation flexibility of their subordinates,
and that intentional blurring of employee goals was, indeed, a
real phenomenon. Our initial analysis of company performance
management data confirmed that only 25% of employee objec-
tives could be categorized as fully specific. The specificity of goals
emerged as a concept/theme from our data and appeared to be
linked to (I) managers' capability to set specific goals, which we
termed ‘specifying capability’ and (2) managers’ purposely blur-
ring the goals they set for employees, which we termed ‘goal
blurring’. As this theory emerged from our data, the purpose of
our analysis focused on identifying, understanding, and explaining
the forces at play behind goal blurring. Our work identified five
forces as influencing the level of goal specificity: managerial goal
orientation, performance management system structure, profile,
desire for flexibility, and conflict avoidance. It also found that
each of these five forces influences goal specificity via the sec-
ond-order concepts of specifying capability and goal blurring.
While all five forces could drive the purposeful managerial blur-
ring of employee goals, we found that three of the forces — man-
agerial goal orientation, performance management structure,
and profile — could also impact managers' capability to specify
goals and further impact, indirectly, their goal-blurring behavior.
The concept of specifying capability is a collection of forces that
define the managers’ ability to set specific goals. The

Environmental instability

Organizational

Interdependance Desire for

flexibility

Cascaded objectives

combination and negative or positive impacts of the underlying
forces will result in various levels of managerial goal blurring or
specifying capability. The level of managerial specifying capability
is driven by extrinsic, circumstantial factors that are given as the
task, goal, and organizational profile; the performance manage-
ment structure of the company; and also intrinsic factors and
orientation, pertaining to the individual, based on underlying
managerial beliefs, experience, and training.

‘Specifying capability’ positively influences ‘Goal specificity’,
while ‘Goal blurring' negatively influences it. Our findings are
summarized in the model shown in Figure | and described in
some detail in this section.

Force I. Desire for flexibility

| 'want to maintain [evaluation] flexibility no matter what happens.
Maybe | would use it less but would keep it for sure. (Interviewee:
RIS_.GM_M_AZ_2)

Managers seemed to have a desire to maintain evaluative flexi-
bility in order to retain full discretion when it comes to rating
their employees. This desire for flexibility seemed to be linked to
a number of underlying reasons, with the most common rea-
sons invoked by managers being: environmental instability — the
unpredictability of environmental changes, given the lengthy time
period between setting and evaluating goals; organizational inter-
dependence — the dependence on other departments in fulfilling
goals; cascaded objectives, which limit the direct influence of each
employee/department on completing goals; and managerial fair
ness toward employees. All of these factors can lead to the

Managerial Fairness

Goal Blurring
Employee pressure
Conflict avoidance
Team pressure
Organizational culture
AN Goal 3 ivation an
Task profile b Performance
Profiling
Goal profile
-
Organization profile
Beliefs
Experience
ol Specifying Capability
Training
Pay structure
PM Systems
Transparency oGl
Managerial blurring e 5 Maintaining
# of goals of employee goals evaluation flexibility

Figure 1. Model of forces driving specificity of employee goals
Source: own elaboration.
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desire to purposefully blur employee goals — managers are not
forced to blur goals but instead are motivated to do so.

Environmental instability

A standard goal setting cycle starts at the end of each year
and is linked to the annual planning cycle. Ideally, employees
would have their annual goals agreed before the start of the
year, but this is often delayed until after the evaluation of the
previous year's goal has been concluded. Hence, goal setting
is often delayed until March or April of each year. Nevertheless,
this still means that goals must cover a period of 9 to 12
months. Setting specific goals can be difficult as many changes
in working environment can occur over such a long time
period. Changes in the corporate environment can occur on
multiple fronts: market conditions, organizational structures,
systems and priorities, an individual's responsibilities, and
tasks can all change. These changes can lead to objectives
becoming obsolete by the time the final performance evalu-
ation is conducted. Under these circumstances, managers
often struggle with objective setting and set generic or gen-
eralized goals that can be interpreted in many different ways:

We don't have exact objectives because the situation is changing
fast and we cannot be specific.We only define general requirements,
and everybody in the team has the same objectives. (Interviewee:
[TD_DH_M_HV)

There are, however, many examples that show that the ap-
proach to objective setting may be starting to change to ac-
commodate the ever-changing work environment. Agile
planning, for instance, has seen a shift to a quarterly system,
which offers greater flexible in accommodating change.

Organizational interdependence

Companies are complex organizations, and no department or
employee can act in isolation. Certain tasks are more self-con-
tained than others, but a significant level of interdependence al-
ways exists between departments and individuals. Employees
often say that they have not been able to meet their objectives
because other departments did not do their jobs. Blurring can
therefore stem from a desire among managers to reward employ-
ees for what they can do, rather than penalize them for events
outside their control, as explained by one interviewee in our study:

[t's better to be flexible because there is significant dependence
between departments and, at the end of the year, we need to
explain what happened. (Interviewee: RIS_GM_M_AZ_2)

Cascaded objectives

At the company in focus, key performance indicators (KPIs),
the key measurements of company performance, are cascaded
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down to lower levels, that is, they are broken down into deri-
vate lower-level indicators and objectives in the organization.
This approach is based on the idea that in order to influence
overall company performance, employees at all levels need to
work to the same overall objectives. However, the experience
of managers interviewed for the current study suggests that
individual employees are not always in full control of the out-
come of cascaded objectives, and there was concern about
the implications of this for goal setting (Doerr, 2018):

We had KPIs that we had no influence on because the
objectives were cascaded down. We had arguments with my
team about it. | understand that we cry and laugh together but
objectives just cannot be cascaded further down. (Interviewee:
RIS_GM_M_S))

Often, managers took this into consideration and tried to gen-
eralize — or blur — objectives to compensate for the lack of
direct influence of their department. Research also shows that
agreement on common goals often results in vague goals
(Cyert & March, 1963).

Managerial fairness

Managers often used the expression ‘| want to be fair’ in the
course of our interviews. Fairness is a well-researched concept
related to the domain of organizational justice (Shields, 2007),
with organizational justice made up of three distinctive com-
ponents: distributive justice, procedural justice, and interac-
tional justice (Beugré & Baron, 2001). Distributive justice deals
with distributing resources equitably, procedural justice is
about fairness and transparency of processes, while interac-
tional justice requires people to be treated with dignity and
respect. Although no literature focusing on managerial percep-
tions of these forms of organizational justice was identified, our
interview data included implicit references to two of the three
types of justice — procedural and distributive:

— Procedural justice: Managers tried to achieve fairness in
judging employee performance by taking into account
factors not assessed or included in objectives:

When my employee is not achieving the results, but con-
sidering other issues, | can still give him better ratings
based on my judgment. (Interviewee: RIS_DH_F_VA_2)

— Distributive justice: A wish to see fairness related to so-
cial status and income was apparent with managers re-
luctant to cause financial hardship for employees by
revoking bonus payments:

I would not give rating of less than 4 because that would
make them lose their bonus. | don't want to cause a
[financially] difficult situation for my employees.
(Interviewee: ITD_HD_M_]T)
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Based on our collected data, we argue that a desire for
fairness — which manifests itself in goal blurring — is a major
contributing factor to low specificity of employee objectives
when set by managers.

Force 2. Conflict avoidance

[A] 100% rating would not automatically result in employees’
satisfaction, but anything below 100% would result in their
dissatisfaction for sure. (Interviewee: RIS_DH_M_SM)

As the most frequently used theoretical code, conflict seems to
be a very important factor in the blurring of employee goals.
Conflict avoidance and the previously defined desire for flexibil-
ity are related concepts, but they are different in nature. The
desire for flexibility is an internal need or motivation that results
in the blurring of employee goals. In contrast, conflict avoidance
results in the same behavior but is a response to external pres-
sure: while managers might not intrinsically agree with goal blur-
ring, they might nevertheless choose, or feel obliged, to take this
course of action. Our research identified three forms of pres-
sure put on managers to blur employee goals: pressure from indi-
vidual employees; pressure from teams; and pressure linked to
organizational culture. Each of these is discussed below.

Pressure from individual employees

Managers certainly felt pressure from employees to give good
or perfect evaluations, as attested to by its many mentions in
interviews. This pressure was largely related to remuneration
and arose in three main contexts as described as follows:

I. If overall remuneration is lower than the market aver-
age, employees may expect a full bonus payment in
order to match the level of their remuneration with
their expectations:

When | arrived, salaries were higher than average. Since
then, market rates have changed. (Interviewee:
[TD_DH_M_GP)

In such cases, a less than perfect evaluation can give rise
to significant employee protest. Not only do employees
fight for a better rating, but also managers representing
employees in the negotiation process also fight for a
better rating. As one interviewee (KBD_HD_M_WL)
stated, they act as a ‘union representative’ to push
through decisions on adjusted bonuses. At a more se-
nior level, bonuses can represent a significant portion of
total remuneration, so managers tended to support an
employee’s fight for a perfect evaluation in order to
maximize their income.
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2. Remuneration levels were different for new and lon-
ger-standing employees. New employees tended to re-
ceive the market rate when joining, while longer-standing
employees have, over time, fallen below this level. In
such cases, balancing total remuneration is only possible
with a full bonus payment, which is both voiced and
expected by employees:

Older employees expect the bonus to be paid.They are
people who think the bonus must be paid to them.
(Interviewee: RIS_GM_M_AZ_2)

3. Expectations with regard to remuneration are also
linked to company success.When the company delivers
massive profits,employees expect some of that profit to
be shared with them. Pressure is thus placed on manag-
ers to deliver excellent evaluations of employees, which
can be achieved if goals are defined less specifically:

A bonus is not considered as a performance payment; it
is considered base salary. It is very serious to give less
than 100% when the bank closed a very good year
(Interviewee: RIS_DH_M_TP)

Alongside our interview-based findings, the results of our analy-
sis of company PM data seemed to be consistent with managers
responding to such pressure by assessing employees favorably.
We found that managers seldom reduced employee self-evalu-
ation scores: only 4% of self-evaluations were below 100%, and
although managers adjust 30% of self-evaluations, the final com-
posite evaluations show even fewer cases of employees receiv-
ing less than 100% rating. This suggests that, while managers may
adjust employee self-evaluations, they take care not to lower the
overall score of the employee. The main reason for this is sus-
pected to be financial as stated in the interviews.

Pressure from teams

The second type of pressure that leads managers to try and
avoid conflict is expressed at the team level. Managers are not
only leaders but also team members, who must abide by the
rules of the team, and represent the best interests of the team:

This is a team. It hurts the team more if | take away 10% of the
bonus than helps if | give 10% extra. (Interviewee: STR_GM_M_KA)

The pressure teams exert on managers seems to originate from
the potential for comparison with other teams. Interviewees said
that team members compare their managers’ behavior to that of
other managers in order to make sure that they are being treated
similarly or; indeed, better than other employees. Managers were
keen to represent the team in a positive light. They also frequently
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said that they did not want to penalize their own team by being
harsher than other managers. Such behavior is reinforced by a lack
of transparent objectives and a lack of transparency on how per-
formance management rules are applied.

Pressure linked to organizational culture

The third pressure driving managerial blurring behavior is
linked to organizational culture. Existing literature highlights
how performance management is influenced by company cul-
ture (Armstrong & Ward, 2005). Furthermore, company cul-
ture and company communication are highly related and often
dictate company behavior (Schall, 1983). During our inter-
views, managers commonly suggested that the proper opera-
tion of the performance management system can be
undermined by official company communication, which cre-
ates a particular culture around performance management
and bonus payments, and that they are forced to abide by such
communication in line with company culture. One interviewee
gave the following example of how company communication
does not support proper goal setting and evaluation:

There is always communication that the one-month bonus must
be paid to employees. | cannot differ (Interviewee: RIS_DH_F_PA)

Force 3. Profiling

For those departments that provide an internal service, which is
less objective, less bonus is needed. In these departments there
are a lot of subjective things to consider when one evaluates
performance. (Interviewee: KBD_HD_M_WL)

The term of ‘profiling’ as used in this research means a certain
set of characteristics of the organizational units, employee
tasks, and employee goals that could influence how the goals
are defined and how specific goals can practically be set.
Setting goals for certain types of employee position is more
difficult than for others. It has been argued that goal setting
should be adjusted in accordance with the work/tasks being
performed (Mueller-Hanson & Pulakos, 2015). Our analysis
found three main attributes linked to the nature of positions
that influence specifying capability and goal blurring: the task
profile of the position, the profile of goals set for the position,
and the local organizational profile relevant to the position, as
discussed later.

Task profile

Setting specific goals in a corporate environment seems to be
more straightforward for certain types of tasks, including those
of an operational nature. Managers in our study argued that it
is almost impossible to define precise goals for many ‘overhead
functions' such as legal and compliance and IT:
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[t is difficult to set objectives for these departments. These are
coordination tasks and there are more subjective evaluations.
(Interviewee: ITD_DH_F_HI)

In addition, interviewees suggest that it is likely that operational
positions already have established numerical assessments as-
signed to them, which can be used in defining goals (e.g, number
of calls per day and number of process steps performed per day).
This relates to previous studies in goal ambiguity that state that
the type of work, the task, and the technologies have significant
effect on goal ambiguity (Lee et al, 2010). Recently developed
information technologies increase the visibility of employee activ-
ities and their performance, especially those related to more op-
erational tasks, which impact managerial behavior and control.
Although the impact of increased visibility creates new challenges
for managers (Justesen & Plesner, 2023) in relation to goals set-
ting, it results in higher level of employee goals specificity.

Goal profile

The profile of goals could also influence the level of specificity.
For example, we found that managers are more likely to use
vague objectives for learning goals (employees to acquire
knowledge related to their work), a practice which is in line
with the extant research (Seijts et al, 2004; Sweller et al., 1983;
Taing et al., 2013). Some studies show that specific goals lead
to higher performance if the worker has acquired ex ante the
knowledge deemed necessary to perform the required task. If
the employee is yet to acquire the skill, it is better to define
learning goals (Brown & Latham, 2002; Seijts & Latham, 2005).

Organizational profile

In addition, the characteristics of the organization, that is, the
organizational profile, at local level also play a role. We found
evidence that specifying capability is greater in larger depart-
ments and departments at lower levels in the organization.
This could be related to the fact that larger departments (e.g.,
call centers) may carry out more operational activities and
perform more uniform tasks. Also, at lower levels, employees
have narrower more specific responsibilities, and it is therefore
easier to specifically define the five permitted goals:

At lower levels, there are narrower responsibilities therefore it is easier
to define more specific objectives. (Interviewee: RIS_GM_AZ_2)

Profile not only influences the specifying capability of manag-
ers but also drives purposeful blurring behaviors among man-
agers. During interviews, some managers indicated that task,
goal, or organizational profile affected their capability to specify
goals. In some cases, however, managers said that/admitted
that the influence of profile went beyond that and resulted in
purposeful blurring of employee goals to mitigate these factors
when managers needed to complete employee evaluations.
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Force 4. Managerial goal orientation

There is enough freedom for managers to operate the PM
[performance management] system as they see fit, HR does not
intervene, and managers can do anything they see fit. (Interviewee:
RIS_DI_M_HG)

Managers' own goal orientation can have a significant impact
on their behavior, including on the way they set employees’
performance goals (Button et al,, 1996; Kaspi-Baruch, 2018). It
was evident from the interviews that based on their own be-
liefs, experience, and training, managers may or may not be
strong believers in the effectiveness of setting specific perfor-
mance goals. Obviously, there are managers at both ends of
the spectrum. However, while some managers may think that
performance management in general is a waste of time, only
two of our 44 interviewees expressed views of this type.
Goal orientation, as a concept in psychology (Latham et al,
2011), states that people with high levels of goal orientation
prefer the use of goals as proof of competence (Seijts et al,
2004).This goal orientation is an inherent trait that can be influ-
enced by experience or education, as was observed in our man-
agerial interviews. We found that managers' goal orientation
influenced their specifying capability and their inclination to blur.

Force 5. Performance management system
structure

We should reduce bonus payment to not more than 3—4 months,
otherwise people are ‘willing to kill' for their bonus. (Interviewee:

RIS_HD_M_KG)

Performance management systems are complex with many
design parameters. Different companies have experimented
with these parameters in order to improve the effectiveness of
their systems. We do not intend to assess all parameters of
such systems but aim to highlight those parameters, for which
we have found, in our data, correlated evidence of their influ-
ence on specifying capability and goal blurring and, ultimately,
on goal specificity. These parameters include pay structure,
transparency, number of godls, and the performance manage-
ment process, each of which is considered further below.
Depending on how a performance management system is
structured, these parameters may have a positive or negative
influence on goal specificity; in general, however, the set-up of
the parameters is intended to motivate staff toward positive
behaviors, such as achieving specific objectives.

Pay structure

The pay structure at our target firm varied depending on the
seniority and role of the employee. Available bonuses ranged
from the equivalent of 2 months'salary to the equivalent of 12
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months’ salary. However, managers in the study consider a pay
structure with a high variable component to be detrimental to
goal specificity. They explained that as the variable component
increases, it becomes more difficult for the employees to ac-
cept a less than 100% evaluation, as this would lead to a less
than 100% bonus payment. As such, employees will fight for
every rating percentage. This makes the performance manage-
ment process time consuming and gives rise to conflict that
managers must handle.

The original intent of high variable pay at the company was to
increase the incentive for exceptional performance, but, over
time, it has become a universal expectation that bonus pay-
ments will be made. Under these circumstances, the variable pay
structure has lost a lot of its motivating power. Most of our in-
terviewees said they would prefer the variable portion of em-
ployee pay to be reduced and the performance evaluation
process to be somehow separated from payment levels:

There would not be any reduction of performance if the
performance payment portion is reduced. There is no meaning for
the bonus. (Interviewee: BOD_GM_M_BH)

Transparency

Managers thought that increasing the transparency of perfor-
mance management would lead to less blurring of employee
goals. This is most likely related to employee perceptions about
practices followed by other departments and the pressure put
on managers to weaken the strength of performance manage-
ment. Increased transparency was, therefore, called for in multi-
ple areas. For example, managers suggested that transparency of
goals is important because of the interdependence of depart-
ments in delivering results. Often an important organizational
objective is not included in an individual's goals even though they
are an important participant in its delivery. In such cases, it is
reasonable to expect the individual to focus on achieving their
own annual goals, rather than other organizational objectives.
Transparency was also sought in relation to how performance
management is applied across the organization. Rating scales or
payment distributions should be applied in a standard and trans-
parent manner to avoid inequalities and reduce conflicts arising
from differing interdepartmental application:

We don't know if others are taking it seriously. We are missing
calibration from a system — for example what is 50% or 80%
performance? Everybody decides for themselves. (Interviewee:
RIS_.GM_M_AZ_3)

Number of goals

The current performance management system at the com-
pany we investigated allows five individual goals to be set.
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These goals should cover all key responsibilities of an em-
ployee.As stated in the interviews, since lower-level employees
have a narrower range of responsibilities, it is easier to be spe-
cific when setting goals for them, hence specifying capability is
sufficient when dealing with such groups of employees.
However, this capability declines as seniority increases since a
wider range of responsibilities must be covered, and this is only
made possible by grouping and generalizing, or blurring, goals.

Performance management process

The actual performance management process of the company
has implications for managers’ specifying capability, and hence
for the specificity of employee goals. Managers often com-
plained about having too little time to define objectives, which
led them to overly generalize/blur objective to save time.

Goal specificity, motivation, and performance

The five forces discussed earlier influence the level of goal spec-
ificity through two mechanisms.They impact on the capability of
managers to specify goals and, at the same time, can result in the
purposeful behavior of blurring employee goals. As a result, the
specificity of employee goals suffers, this results in a lower level
of employee motivation and performance, and a system is less
able to recognize and respond to poor performance.

As long as goals are not defined properly, a low performer can stay
with the company for 100 years. (Interviewee: RIS_DH_M_KG)

Existing literature shows that specific goals increase employee
motivation (Mikami, 2017; Wallace & Etkin, 2018) and perfor-
mance (Latham et al., 2017; Sawyer, 1992;Wood et al,, 1987),a
phenomenon that has been researched extensively. The pres-
ent research supports these findings with eight coding occur-
rence and two conceptual memos. Even though most
interviewees were dissatisfied with certain aspects of the per-
formance management system, they did not appear to ques-
tion the effectiveness of its overall impact. These findings are
similar to those of Mueller-Hanson and Pulakos (2015), who
found that 75% of managers surveyed by CEB expressed dis-
satisfaction with one or more element of their organization’s
performance management system. Managers, however, still see
the value and contribution of performance management and
believe that proper and specific goal setting is important for a
well-functioning system.This still holds mostly true despite spe-
cific circumstances when full specificity of goals s
counterproductive.

In addition to increasing performance and motivation, we
found that setting specific goals can improve the quality of
self-evaluation and reduce conflicts between managers and
employees. Furthermore, specificity allows for a greater
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differentiation between good and bad performers and can re-
sult in either improved performance or the dismissal of bad
performers, which, in turn, increases the motivation and satis-
faction of good performers. As one interviewee stated:

My experience is that people take objectives seriously. They work
hard to have them done. And the more specific their set tasks
and objectives, the harder they worked toward fulfilling them.
(Interviewee: RIS_SM_F_FM)

Contribution and implications

Through our work, we have identified and described a phe-
nomenon that highlights unexpected managerial behaviors
that could be considered as problematic and fit rather well in
Cohen et al's (1972) garbage can model. Our work has signif-
icant implications for goal setting research. Extant theory of
goal setting does not explain or predict the managerial
goal-blurring behavior we discovered that results in setting less
specific goals for employees. Goal blurring appears to result
from a variety of interacting forces, some of which also impact
managers’ specifying capability. Managerial specifying capability
and goal blurring can affect the specificity of employee goals,
which, in turn, can influence employee motivation and perfor-
mance. Our research supports some findings of extant litera-
ture, namely, that specificity of employee goals is an important
factor in increasing performance and motivation of employees
(Klein et al,, 1999; Locke, 1996; Locke & Latham, 2019; Mikami,
2017; Sawyer, 1992; Tosi et al, 1970; Wallace & Etkin, 2018;
Wood et al, 1987).

The present empirical research also identifies five forces
that influence managerial goal blurring, thereby answering our
research question. Our research provides more understanding
on the antecedents of goal specificity, as practiced by most
corporations that embrace popular management concepts
such as SMART goals (Doran, 1981) or MBO (Drucker, 1954).
In the public sector, goal ambiguity is a well-researched, import-
ant concept due to the fact that public organizations among
others lack profit focus, a clear purpose, and subject of political
pressure (Jung, 2014; Rainey & Bozeman, 2000). Present re-
search in the private sector supports findings in the public sec-
tor and confirms antecedents of goal ambiguity such as
organizational characteristics, managerial actions and influences,
and external factors (Botti & Monda, 2019; Oppi et al., 2022).

By researching goal specificity and ambiguity in a corporate
environment and by using an exploratory classic grounded
theory approach, our study uncovered a new managerial be-
havior and its identified drivers, contributing to knowledge in
this area. Because of the proven benefits of setting specific
goals and the cost associated with the performance manage-
ment process, companies need to understand why managers
set blurred goals for employees. The negative effect of such
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behavior could be mitigated, and as such, we recommend a
balanced approach that reduces the need to blur goals and
allows increased evaluation flexibility by adjusting the perfor-
mance management system.

Limitations and further research

The current study highlights and investigates the managerial
blurring of employee goals by examining data collected from a
multinational Europe-based corporation. Our findings are
based on and extend the practical application of goal setting
theory and, as such, could most probably be applicable to most
settings to some extent. However, actual applicability is naturally
dependent on many factors: for instance, national culture, orga-
nizational culture, and specific/idiosyncratic application of per
formance management processes in individual organizations.
Since the present research is limited to one national culture
and one specific corporate example, further research is re-
quired to understand its implications in different environments
and cultural settings. In addition, managers’ preferences and
opinions could be highly dependent on their company’s culture
and the specifics of the performance management structure
applied. As a result, we recommend extending the validity of
the research by investigating managerial blurring of employee
goals in a range of varied and diversified corporate settings.

In addition, we have found that, despite the vast amount of
research on goal setting, research on goal specificity, especially in
a corporate environment, is still extremely limited atthough re-
search on public sector goal ambiguity corresponds to our find-
ings but does not address intentional goal blurring by managers.
Further research could, therefore, extend the work to other
firms and apply quantitative analysis to this managerial behavior:
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Appendix A. Number of publications on goal setting theory, 1971-2021
Source: Scopus, 2022
Appendix B. Interviewees’ details
Table B1. Details of interviewees
Code* Position Department Gender
RIS_DH_F Department Head Overhead F
BOD_GM_M_CB General Manager Overhead ™M
RIS_DH_F_PA Department Head Overhead F
BOD_GM_M_BI General Manager Overhead M
RIS_DH_M_KT Department Head Overhead M
RIS_SM_F_SE Senior Manager Overhead F
RIS_DH_M_MH Department Head Overhead M
RIS_HD_M_KG Head of Division Overhead M
COL_GM_M_SJ General Manager Overhead M
RIS_DI_M_HG Manager Overhead M
RIS_GM_M_BF General Manager Overhead M
RIS_DH_M_GT Department Head Overhead ™M
RIS_DH_M_SM Department Head Overhead M
RIS_GM_M_AZ General Manager Overhead M
RIS_SM_F_FM Senior Manager Overhead F
RIS_DH_M_HR Department Head Overhead M
RIS_DH_M_KP Department Head Overhead M
RIS_DH_M_TP Department Head Overhead M
KBD_HD_M_WL Head of Division Sales M
ITD_HD_M_JT Head of Division IT M
ITD_GM_M_BF General Manager IT M
ITD_GM_M_CG General Manager IT ™M
ITD_DH_F_HI Department Head IT F
(Continued)
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Table B1. Details of interviewees

Code* Position Department Gender
ITD_DH_M_HV Department Head IT M
ITD_DH_M_KD Department Head IT M
[TD_DH_M_GP Department Head IT M
ITD_DH_F_DJ Department Head IT F
ITD_DH_F_HB Department Head IT F
ITD_DH_F_TS Department Head IT F
ITD_DH_M_VB Department Head IT M
ITD_DH_M_NP Department Head IT M
ITD_GM_M_RZ General Manager IT M
STR_DV_M_BL Head of Division Overhead M
RET_DH_M_KA Head of Division Sales M
RET_GM_F_FA General Manager Sales F
RET_GM_M_VT General Manager Sales ™M
RET_GM_M_CP General Manager Sales M
STR_DH_M_SA Department Head Overhead M
STR_GM_M_KA General Manager Overhead M
STR_GM_M_MT General Manager Overhead M

Note: * interviewees have been coded to preserve anonymity using organizational position, division and gender

Source: own elaboration

Appendix C. Further illustrations of our coding

Table C-1. Detailed information about conflict avoidance

Examples of verbatim extracted from interviews and memos Source # Coding # Conceptual Dimensions  Leading
occurrences memos of ... to ...
The company is doing well, and employees would not gain from  RIS_GM_M_ 29 Il Conflict Goal
it? In these conditions, employees would not accept not getting ~ AZ_2 avoidance  blurring
full bonus.
Bonus is considered as a base salary, mostly by older colleagues, RIS_DH_M_KT
who are there for a long time.
My lowest valuation was 80%. | did not go lower; still colleagues RIS_DH_M_KT
almost 'killed’ me when they did not get 100%.
As a team, we cry together, we laugh together: If the team does  RIS_DH_M_TP Team pressure 6 2
well, members of the team consider everybody should get their
share of the bonus.
Many managers play the role of a union leader; pressurized by KBD_HD_M_
the people that they represent.We need a system where WL
managers do not represent employees because they are their
boss.We need a bonus pool that can be paid out only in case of
overperformance.
We are a team. It hurts more if | take away 10% than if | give 10%. STR_GM_M_KA
Setting at least 50% challenging goals does not fit into the BOD_GM_M_  Organizational Il 7
culture.You cannot make mistakes here. Efficiency objectives can  CB culture
be quantitative, while others are not.
There is always communication that the one-month bonus must  RIS_DH_F_PA
be paid to employees.
If you can read in company magazine that average performer get RIS_DH_F_PA
90% if they perform well that would be fine. Otherwise there is
no money to incentivize exceptional employees.
Source: own elaboration
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Table C-2. Detailed information about PM systems structure

Examples of verbatim extracted from interviews and memos

Source Categories  # Coding # Conceptual

occurrences

Resulting
memos in...

Leading
to ...

They have fixed one monthly bonus payment. The problem is
that when somebody joins, they see the bonus payment only 1.5
years after their recruitment. Three years ago, this was an
advantage because other employers did not pay bonus. Now,
there is no advantage remaining. We just need to make sure that
they receive the bonus to compensate for lower base salary.

Base salary is low compared to the labor market.We need to
negotiate with prospective employees because everybody
considers base salary when making a decision. Accordingly, we
need to state that bonus is always paid out.

We should reduce bonus payment to not more than 3—4
months with higher base salary. As it is not so, this is why
people are willing to 'kill' for their bonus.

Goals are not transparent; we do not know each other’s goals.
Maybe this is why we cannot achieve things. Transparency
would increase specificity because everybody could see other
people’s goals.

There is no transparency about what is happening in other
parts of the organization. Obviously, | do not want to penalize
my own employees. There is no standard expectation.Why
should we penalize our team when nobody else is doing it? This
leads to aim at being less specific, so that at the end of the day,
we have the flexibility to evaluate who performed according to
expectations. | know this is not being taught in school manuals.

There is no calibration between divisions. For example,
somebody might be underrated or overrated. However, we do
not know if it is real because we do not have calibration.We
cannot identify the overperformers.

There are too many KPIs to follow them properly. We have
25-30 KPls, and that is not manageable.We use quantitative goals
at a higher level, but the lower-level goals are not so quantitative
as they would not make sense.VWe need more freedom.

We need to put many tasks into the goals. Many times, it would
be enough to have only one goal. If we have too many; it is
challenging to keep them focused and difficult to evaluate
things. | need to compress all these into one more generic goal.

We have started cascading goals from the division head.VWe
only can give 3—4 goals, but they cannot be specific. Therefore,
we had to merge strategic projects into one goal. We follow
completions also, but not everything went into the goals.

We would need to set goals earlier: If we could, we should set
them one year ahead. But, in our firm, it is too early to be
specific about goals.

We got two weeks to define goals. It would be enough if there
was no other work to be done.We need to define the
schedule ahead of time or allocate enough time to do this
correctly, otherwise we just write the most important goals and
try to be flexible with the definitions.

There is no quality control. It happens that there is no

agreement on the goals until almost the end of the year. How
can we set goals correctly and exactly this way?
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Specifying
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OR Goal
blurring
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[TD_DH_M_GP  Transparency 10 2
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AZ_2

RIS_.GM_M_
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Source: own elaboration
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Table C-3. Coding occurrences for concepts and relationships — Summary

Concepts # of Coding occurences

Verbatims Conceptual
memos

Goal Orientation 8 7

PM Systems Structure 38 Il

Profiling 20 17

Desire for Flexibility 47 20

Conflict Avoidance 46 20

Goal Blurring 129

Specifying Capability 47

Goal Specificity 176 2

Relationships Verbatims

Goal orientation — Specifying capability 8

PM System Structure — Specifying 22

capability

Profiling — Specifying capability 17

Goal orientation — Goal blurring 3

PM System Structure — Goal blurring 23

Profiling — Goal blurring 10

Desire for Flexibility — Goal blurring 47

Conflict Avoidance — Goal blurring 46

Total 687 77

Source: own elaboration
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